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Introduction

In Washington State, Tammy Gibson beat a sex offender with a baseball
bat after receiving notification that he had moved into her neighbor-
hood.! Neighbors in Detroit assaulted a man suspected of raping a
teenager,” and two people in Texas did the same to a registered sex
offender there.® Such acts of violence have sometimes escalated to
murder, as was the case in South Carolina when two people killed a
registered sex offender and his wife.* Other, less extreme cases have
involved not violence but property damage, such as the suspicious fire
that burned down a trailer meant to house a man in California who
was labeled as a sexually violent predator (SVP).® These kinds of stories
focus public attention on extreme but relatively rare instances of physi-
cal violence, threats, and harassment against individual sex offenders.°

While media accounts would have us believe that vigilantes across the
country lie in wait for sex offenders who move into their neighborhoods,
responses to sex offenders more often involve collective, nonviolent po-
litical and legal actions. For instance, communities across the nation
have built tiny pocket parks in neighborhoods where local ordinances
prohibit sex offenders from living near schools or parks.” Residents in
one Florida town protested a proposed sex offender village not by torch-
ing the proposed site but by attending town hall meetings, signing peti-
tions, and rallying behind political and law enforcement leaders.® These
types of responses to sex offender housing proposals may be more so-
cially desirable than vigilantism, but they still pose severe challenges to
sex offenders trying to reintegrate into society.

This book focuses on the problem of finding housing for sex offenders.
The public has little sympathy for these offenders, but a lack of social sup-
ports and stable housing can increase the likelihood of reoffending.” For
these and other reasons, many scholars have critiqued policies restricting
where sex offenders can live as ill-founded and potentially counterpro-
ductive. For example, residence restriction laws in many states prohibit
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sex offenders from living within specified distances (usually five hundred
to one thousand feet) of schools, parks, and playgrounds.'® A growing
chorus of voices has called for the repeal of or moratoriums on residence
restrictions because empirical evidence suggests that they are not effective
in decreasing recidivism rates.'' Few sex offenders live in restricted zones
to begin with, and residence restrictions have little to no impact on re-
cidivism rates.'? Far from ensuring public safety, residence restrictions can
make it more difficult for sex offenders to reintegrate into society, which
may in turn increase the likelihood of reoffending.*

Community notification laws exacerbate the situation. These laws re-
quire law enforcement to notify the public about some types of sex of-
fenders, with the assumption that doing so will enable communities to
keep themselves safe. Ironically, community notification may have the
opposite effect. Those who receive notification do not appear to engage
in self-protective behaviors.'* Instead, people become afraid and have
fewer social interactions with other community members. This in turn
weakens the social integration necessary to support individuals return-
ing to society after incarceration.'® In addition to these negative effects
on community members’ sense of safety and well-being, notification
laws do not appear to reduce the likelihood of reoffending.'® These out-
comes suggest that community notification laws serve largely symbolic
functions that may be important for expressing societal disapproval of
deviant sexual behavior but have little to no positive impacts on the be-
haviors of either identified sex offenders or the general public.'” Instead,
community notification laws appear to make it harder for those identi-
fied as sex offenders to find places to live.

Repealing empirically unfounded laws would be a step in the right di-
rection, but sex offenders returning to society after incarceration would
still face problems associated with their stigmatized status. The Tammy
Gibsons of the world and the less violent but just as damaging people
who band together to keep sex offenders out of their neighborhoods
would continue to create major obstacles to reintegration. Beyond laws
and policies, the everyday realities of trying to find housing for a highly
stigmatized and feared group of people make the problem seem almost
insurmountable. Where should these offenders go? How can we facili-
tate their successful reintegration into communities? How do we bal-
ance individual rights with public safety when trying to find housing?
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Some have answered these questions by calling for individualized re-
entry plans based on risk assessments and partnerships between com-
munities, researchers, and policy makers.'® These suggestions warrant
serious consideration, but we cannot solve the problem of sex offender
housing without looking closely at how and why communities oppose
sex offenders in their neighborhoods. This book takes on this task by
examining community opposition to SVP placements in California.

On the surface, local protests against sex offenders seem to reflect a
simple “not-in-my-backyard” (NIMBY) attitude. Closer examination re-
veals more complex issues. As Tammy Gibson assaulted the sex offender
in Washington, she reportedly told him, “If it were up to me, I'd kill
ya”'® This comment reflects a sense of powerlessness. Gibson, like oth-
ers who harass individual sex offenders, acted not only out of extreme
hatred but also from a sense of dissatisfaction with the institutions that
regulate sex offender releases. Because justice was not “up to” Gibson
to decide, she brought about her own version of justice. Others agreed
with her actions. After the media reported on the case, Gibson received
widespread support online. “I applaud her;” said one commenter. “She
was protecting her children from a predator!!”** “You go girl!” said an-
other. “I'll buy you a lifetime supply of bats!”*' For these individuals,
justice required working outside of the law to protect children and other
vulnerable populations from sex offenders, which suggests skepticism of
how formal institutions deal with these offenders.

Similar concerns emerge in the more common, nonviolent commu-
nity responses to sex offenders. One such response occurred one eve-
ning in April 2009 when community members in an unincorporated
town in Monterey County learned of the proposed placement of an SVP
in their town. I attended the community notification meeting to see how
community members and local officials managed this potentially vola-
tile situation. When I arrived at the local winery that was hosting the
meeting, people milled about the gravel parking lot and reception hall
discussing what they had heard about the SVP who might soon be mov-
ing into their neighborhood.** I sat in a folding chair next to a burly man
who lived on the same road on which state officials had proposed the
SVP placement. The man worked for a winery equipment business, and
he told me that the community had never before faced anything like the
proposed SVP placement.
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After a few minutes, the county supervisor called the meeting to
order by inviting the panel of local politicians, law enforcement officers,
and a California Department of Mental Health (DMH) contractor to
introduce themselves.?* The audience generally quieted, but one man
quickly interrupted the introductions, demanding that they “eliminate
the bullshit and get to the questions.” The county supervisor, trying to
maintain order, assured him there would be an opportunity for pub-
lic comment in due time. After a brief exchange between the two men,
order prevailed. Panel members made their introductions and then pro-
vided some information about the placement.

When it came time for public comment and questions, one audience
member questioned the legality of the judge’s decision to place the SVP
in the neighborhood. The supervisor answered that the decision was
“probably” legal, but that he was not a legal expert and that we were not
there to debate the judge’s ruling. Instead, he said, the purpose of the
meeting was to figure out how to move forward. After repeated attempts
to continue asking the same question about the legality of the decision,
the audience member picked up his young son and left the reception
hall. After his abrupt exit, more questions about the decision-making
process followed: How had the house been chosen? Why hadn’t the pub-
lic had the opportunity to comment before the judge made his decision?
Why had the law even allowed for the SVP’s release?

These were not the hysterical, irrational responses that I had ex-
pected based on pervasive popular stereotypes of community members
as vigilante NIMBY crusaders. Concerns about the safety of children
and other community members eventually crept into the conversation,
but they did not constitute the bulk of the comments or questions. In-
stead, residents’ concerns focused on the criminal justice and political
decision-making processes that had brought a sexually violent predator
into their neighborhood. While these concerns were rooted in resistance
to a specific person moving in, they did not reflect the mindless, knee-
jerk resistance often associated with NIMBY characterizations. Instead,
these community members wanted to engage in serious conversations
about criminal justice policies and practices.

Near the end of the two-hour meeting, a vigilante response finally
emerged. A man with a breathing tube and inhaler made his way to
the front of the room. Despite clearly struggling to breathe, he read a
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lengthy letter he had written to the editor of the local newspaper. After
three pages explaining how the proposed SVP placement had come to
their town, he reached a surprising conclusion: the community should
gather torches, encircle the house, and burn it down, making sure that
the SVP did not slip out the back door.

At first, I thought he was joking; however, the serious look on his
face suggested otherwise. I waited for the reaction of others in the au-
dience, while planning what to do next if they turned into the stereo-
typical angry mob of vigilantes. Finally, the man next to me chuckled.
Across the room, I saw a woman roll her eyes. To my relief, the rest of
the audience also rejected the vigilante proposal. While some may have
secretly hoped for vigilantism, they took the socially acceptable path of
nonviolence. Community members had had their chance to turn into
a torch-wielding mob, but clearly they had no intention of engaging in
vigilante violence.

The events in Monterey County resulted in more questions than an-
swers. Community members shared with vigilantes an underlying desire
for a voice in decisions about where to house sex offenders, but when a
vigilante response could have emerged, audience members laughed it off
as a ridiculous proposal. Then, they dispersed with few subsequent efforts
to oppose the placement. Yet, according to media reports, communities
in other California towns have resisted SVP placements by engaging with
their local politicians, going to court, and mobilizing grassroots informal
networks. If nobody wants a sex offender in their town, then why do com-
munities in different places pursue different strategies of opposition? Why
do some engage in vigilante violence while others mobilize politically or
legally? Why don’t similar concerns about sex offenders translate into
similar strategies of opposition? To find out, I collected data on responses
to SVP placements in three California towns. The data came from a vast
array of sources, including in-depth interviews with residents and political
officials, media articles, archival documents, and participant observation
in each location. To add more context to these case studies, I also collected
data on community responses to all SVP placements in California from
2003 through 2014.

As I discuss later in this introduction, I define community responses
as those in which groups of activated residents oppose SVP placements
in the name of their communities. In the community responses in Cali-
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fornia, the mere suggestion that a sex offender might move in ignited
controversy over larger issues of perceived injustices perpetrated on
communities by counties and the state. While residents held individual
SVPs responsible for their crimes, these same individuals rarely blamed
offenders for their geographic locations. Instead, activists focused on
the political and criminal justice systems that targeted their towns for
undesirable people and projects.

Contrary to the prevailing image of individual and collective vigilan-
tism against individual sex offenders, the communities in my research and
throughout California focused on mobilizing against formal institutions.
For instance, in the case studies, local opposition more closely resembled
political conflict than vigilante outrage, as residents often situated their
anger in terms of their towns’ histories of being neglected by county-level
politicians rather than in terms of local crime rates or crime control ef-
forts. These types of concerns were pervasive in all three communities,
but they translated into different strategies for opposition in each place.
Community members in the town I call Ranchito engaged in political mo-
bilization; those in Deserton pursued legal routes; and in East City, com-
munity members engaged in a variety of largely disjointed strategies.>*
While these responses all centered on a perceived injustice perpetrated by
political and legal systems, they took different forms in different places.

I argue that these differences in mobilization strategies stem from vari-
ation in local political and legal contexts. I characterize local contexts
in terms of what I call “dominant community orientations” to political
and legal authority. Later in this chapter, I explain how the concept of
dominant community orientations to authority draws from and extends
previous work on the role of local legal and political institutions in com-
munities and collective action. Using this as a lens through which to un-
derstand variation in community responses to SVP placements, I show
how relationships between communities and local politicians, political
structures, law enforcement, and the courts manifest as community ori-
entations to political and legal authority, which in turn shape local re-
sponses to SVP placements. This novel interpretation of local opposition
to SVP placements opens new avenues for understanding not only how
we might go about solving the seemingly intractable problem of where to
house sex offenders but also the role of communities and expert decision
makers in solving other complex criminal justice problems.
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SVP Placements in California

As of 2013, twenty states and the federal government had implemented
SVP statutes or sex offender civil commitment laws.?* Processes for SVP
placements vary by state, and most SVP laws have changed over time. Cal-
ifornia enacted its first sexual psychopath law in 1939 amid sensationalistic
media accounts of sexual murder cases.* The law, which allowed the state
to commit some sexual offenders to mental health facilities, underwent
several revisions in the ensuing decades. In 1996, California became the
fifth state to enact an SVP commitment program,®” and in 2006, more
than 70 percent of voters approved the most recent SVP statute.

In California, when a sex offender nears the end of his or her term of
incarceration, the DMH conducts psychiatric evaluations and risk assess-
ments to determine if the sex offender “has a diagnosed mental disorder
that makes the person a danger to the health and safety of others in that it
is likely that he or she will engage in sexually violent criminal behavior.”**
A judge or jury evaluates the expert evidence and determines whether a
particular sex offender should be labeled as a “sexually violent predator”
and committed to a state hospital. Although the SVP label lumps indi-
viduals with a variety of sex offense backgrounds and levels of risk into
one category, the label itself implies a “worst of the worst” categorization
that highlights some of the rarest types of sex offenses and neatly classifies
a heterogeneous group of people as “outsiders.”* By January 2014, Cali-
fornia’s sex offender registry included 774 SVPs,*® and by December 2015,
the state housed 886 SVPs in the state hospital.**

The SVP label applies even to those who have successfully completed
inpatient treatment, further complicating the public’s perception of these
people. According to the SVP statute, the DMH must conduct annual
evaluations of the SVPs in their custody. Those in custody can choose to
participate in treatment, but many do not. By one estimate, more than
80 percent of SVPs in California’s state hospitals chose not to participate
for a variety of reasons, including not wanting to admit to the crimes
they had been charged with and objecting to the treatment program as
a “scam” to keep them indefinitely confined to the state hospital.** For
those who do participate in treatment, annual evaluations determine
whether they have made sufficient progress to be considered for condi-
tional release, in which case individuals may “petition the court for con-
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ditional release to a less restrictive alternative or for an unconditional
discharge”** Upon reaching this phase, hospital representatives, defense
attorneys, and prosecutors appear before a judge to determine the ap-
propriateness of and terms for conditional release. California began
conditionally releasing SVPs in 2003. By October 2014, the courts had
allowed twenty-six SVPs to enter into the conditional release program,®*
and by December 2015, twelve remained on conditional release.>

Even when conditional release is granted, sex offenders remain clas-
sified as sexually violent predators. Despite the continued signal of
dangerousness implied by this label, the process of placing SVPs in
communities has little statutory guidance. The statute states that “the
community program director, or his or her designee, shall make the
necessary placement arrangements.”*® It specifies neither the process by
which those involved should “make the necessary placement arrange-
ments” nor the role of surrounding communities in this process. This
legal silence leaves it to decision makers to develop their own processes
for siting SVPs in communities.

Despite state laws saying nothing about site selection processes, once
a site has been chosen, the SVP statute mandates that the DMH notify
local law enforcement and the district attorney at least thirty days before
recommending a placement location to the court. Those entities have
fifteen days to submit written comments to the court for consideration
in determining the final placement site. While public notification is not
required, the law enforcement agencies and district attorney’s offices that
are notified of proposed placements sometimes choose to invite public
comment to include in their responses to the court. At this point, local
siting conflicts begin as decision makers try to convince local residents
that despite the implication that “sexually violent predators” are extremely
dangerous, they can be safely released into communities. Predictably,
community members resist this idea and start strategizing about how to
exclude the SVP from their town. Local law enforcement officials, caught
between correctional goals of reintegration and community notions of
public safety, either join the community’s opposition or emphasize their
duty to protect both the SVP and community members from harm.

Local opposition to SVP placements has led in some cases to multiple
placement attempts before finding stable housing. While California law
mandates that SVP placements conclude within thirty days of a court-



INTRODUCTION | 9

ordered release, they vastly exceed that amount of time in practice, with
extreme cases having been drawn out for almost two years because of
community opposition. These protracted placement processes allow the
state to hold people labeled as SVPs in custody for prolonged periods
after a judicial order for release. This complicates reintegration efforts
and frustrates community members who are trying to control what hap-
pens in their towns. These outcomes may ultimately compromise pub-
lic safety while also straining already fragile relationships between and
among the public and government officials.

Moral Panic or Civic Activism?

Previous studies of negative societal responses to sex offenders have
approached the phenomenon as threat-driven moral panic. National
reactions to sex offenders have all the hallmarks of the archetypal moral
panic: a heightened level of concern, hostility toward a perceived threat-
ening deviant, general agreement about the seriousness of the threat,
concern disproportionate to the nature of the threat, and episodic erup-
tions of moral outrage.’” Latent anxieties about disruptions to social
order contribute to a shared feeling of moral outrage against sex offend-
ers, and interest group mobilization helps explain how and why these
fears erupt into moral panics.*® As one scholarly account put it, “Ener-
getic advocacy by child welfare societies, social workers, psychiatrists
and therapists, women’s groups, prosecutors, law-enforcement bureau-
crats, and members of the mass media” has shaped the ebb and flow of
moral panic over sex offenders in the United States.*® Political discourse
has also fueled this panic by perpetuating irrational fears,*® encourag-
ing citizens to perceive themselves as victims,*' and enacting legislation
that addresses only the rarest, most extreme sexual offenses.*? Local and
national political activities help create panics over sex offenders and
even encourage mobilizing emotions to achieve political goals.*’

Moral concerns may explain some aspects of broad societal reactions
to sex offenders, but according to a national public opinion survey, sup-
port for punitive sex offender policies also stems from a host of other
factors, including concern for victims, sex offender stereotypes, and per-
ceptions of crime trends.** Survey results also suggest a strong effect of
conservatism on support for punitive sex offender policies and sex of-
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fender treatment. This finding implies that while moral concerns matter,
we must closely examine citizens’ relationships with their government to
fully understand local reactions to sex offenders.

The focus on moral panic explanations has drawn attention away from
the institutional and local roots of community opposition to sex offend-
ers.*” Despite the important role of communities in perpetuating and
solving the sex offender housing dilemma, the moral panic perspective
has contributed to framing the problem as one of recalcitrant communi-
ties that cannot and should not participate in reintegration efforts. For
instance, one account of trying to find housing for those labeled as SVPs
in Wisconsin described the public as an impediment to siting processes, in
part because of a lack of education on issues related to sex offender threats,
recidivism, and treatment.*® In that case, the public’s resistance interacted
with a lack of political support for the placement process to ultimately
thwart the siting committee’s efforts to find housing. In this framing of the
issue, the most obvious solution is to educate citizens and garner more po-
litical support for siting processes. These types of solutions may improve
some aspects of the sex offender housing dilemma, but they fail to address
the institutional structures that create the problems associated with sex of-
fender housing and perpetuate community members’ ongoing resistance
to any mention of sex offenders in their neighborhoods.

This book takes a different approach. While community members may
be misinformed about issues related to sex offenders, I begin with the as-
sumption that successfully reintegrating these offenders requires recog-
nizing community members as legitimate actors in reintegration efforts.
This starting point provides opportunities to recast local opposition to
SVP placements as locally contingent siting conflicts rooted in and shaped
by communities’ relationships with political and legal institutions. By this
definition, community responses to SVP placements are more aligned
with civic activism than with irrational, hysterical vigilantism.

To develop this new perspective on local opposition to sex offend-
ers, I draw on insights from literature on siting unwanted facilities. In
many ways, SVP placements resemble conflicts over other unwanted
land-use projects such as attempts to site waste facilities, landfills, nu-
clear power plants, and prisons in communities. As one reporter put
it, “Sexual predators are right up there in the NIMBY Top Ten, next to
nuclear waste dumps, public housing and methadone clinics. In fact,



INTRODUCTION | 11

those may be preferable to the sexual predator. A predator can turn on
you at any second. At least you know a dump is always a dump.”*” In
all these cases, communities resist what they see as risky projects im-
posed upon them, but, as the reporter’s comment indicates, some key
differences can heighten local opposition to SVP placements. First, SVPs
are human beings, not inanimate facilities. They must have avenues for
release from involuntary commitment, and there is always some poten-
tial for changes in their behavior once they are released. Second, other
land-use projects often involve two sides, with proponents arguing that
despite the potential risks, the facilities in question can benefit commu-
nities and broader society by promoting economic growth and collective
public goods.*® These potential benefits have even led some communi-
ties to recruit prisons,*’ waste management facilities,”® and biohazard
labs.’! No one actively recruits sexually violent predators to their town.

Despite these differences, current understandings of conflicts over sit-
ing unwanted facilities can shed light on local opposition to SVP place-
ments. For example, media reports and other sources often downplay
local opposition to SVP placements and other kinds of siting decisions
as knee-jerk NIMBY reactions. Yet, NIMBY concerns appear to play only
a minor role in community responses to a variety of siting decisions.
One study of a local protest against a public housing project in Australia
reported that activists generally supported public housing, but they op-
posed a specific housing project because of an unfair decision-making
process.”? Others have documented similar dynamics in local opposition
to renewable energy projects,”” therapy communities for the homeless,**
and biohazard labs.>® In each of these instances, concerns over a lack of
input in siting decisions fueled conflicts between community members
and decision makers. Consistent with a procedural justice perspective,*®
these accounts suggest that community members resist siting decisions
when they believe that the steps leading up to a decision have been unfair.

A city council member in Martinez, California, pointed out another
common concern among those involved in opposing siting decisions.
When explaining the community’s opposition to a proposed SVP place-
ment there, a newspaper article quoted him as saying, “This is not about
Nimbyism. Our backyard’s full. We've got the refinery, the dump and
the jail and 47 people who are sexual offenders. It’s time for other com-
munities in the state to share the load”®” Community members across
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the state shared this local politician’s concern over the disproportionate
siting of unwanted people and facilities in some communities. They be-
lieved that because these communities, particularly those marginalized
based on their race, class, and geography, were relatively powerless to
stop siting decisions, decision makers chose them more often as sites for
unwanted people and facilities.*®

These concerns recognize the realities of inequalities in both punish-
ment in the United States and site selection for unpopular people and
projects. Mass incarceration in the United States has disproportionately
targeted inner-city black communities, with large proportions of black
men being taken out of their communities. This practice can decimate
families, increase local crime rates, and burden community members
with supporting reintegration despite their lack of access to the re-
sources necessary to do so.>” These kinds of racial disparities in punish-
ment and reentry appear in sex offender laws as well, with black men
being required to register as sex offenders at higher rates than others,*
and communities with higher levels of social disorganization housing
more registered sex offenders.®!

At the same time, decision makers choose the path of least politi-
cal resistance when selecting sites for unpopular people and projects.
They look to communities with little political power,°* touting the ben-
efits of proposed projects to gain local support in these marginalized
communities.®®> As a result, low-income communities of color and rural
communities disproportionately become sites for unpopular people and
projects.

When disadvantaged communities point out the unfairness of un-
equal siting decisions, outsiders often perceive their resistance as sim-
ple NIMBYism, a characterization that makes it easier for the media,
scholars, and the general public to ignore their claims. Instead, this book
reinterprets community responses to SVP placements as civic activism
rooted in local political and legal institutional contexts. As with most
communities, those that oppose SVP placements do so to gain and
maintain local control over local issues. They too desire a decent qual-
ity of life and safety for their most vulnerable members. Some of their
concerns about SVP placements no doubt stem from resistance to the
idea of sex offenders in local neighborhoods, but a sense of civic duty
motivates them to mobilize in the name of public safety.
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This interpretation of community opposition to SVP placements as
local civic activism contrasts sharply with the image of weakening social
ties and declining civic engagement that Putnam has argued character-
izes contemporary public life.** While in the past civic engagement may
have revolved around long-term volunteerism within community or-
ganizations, shifts in social and economic structures have precipitated
new ways of participating in public life, including one-shot activism.*®
In the contemporary United States, this one-shot, short-term activism
can involve addressing local crime-related issues, especially as crime has
provided new ways for citizens to interact with local legal and political
institutions.®® For instance, politicians increasingly use “tough on crime”
rhetoric to gain support for their political agendas,®” creating new op-
portunities for community members to become civically engaged by in-
teracting with the criminal justice system. As Garriott’s ethnography of a
rural community in Baker County demonstrated, this civic engagement
may take the form of local residents working with law enforcement to
solve a seemingly intractable crime-related problem.®® In that case, local
law enforcement educated community members about the realities of
methamphetamine use and abuse and then recruited them to police and
watch others in the community to identify suspected dealers and users.
Through their attendance at community meetings and educational
presentations, as well as their informal police work and surveillance,
community members became active in trying to solve the local meth-
amphetamine problem. In short, a collective focus on solving the drug
problem activated community members to work with local institutions
to increase public safety as well as their quality of life.

Similar processes occur in poor, urban neighborhoods where the
structure of federal political and legal institutions can force residents to
address crime problems locally.®” While national political institutions
tend to tout harsh punishment as the solution to crime problems, those
who live in high-crime neighborhoods recognize that crime control re-
quires attending to quality of life issues, harm reduction, and helping
victims.”® Without the narrowly framed messages that resonate at the
national level or the resources to engage with national interest groups,
residents in these neighborhoods attend local meetings, organize citi-
zens groups, and call their local political representatives. These types
of activities more clearly fit a traditional definition of civic engagement
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than those of the residents in the rural community who worked with
law enforcement to address their local drug problem, but both involve
marginalized communities becoming active in solving a local problem
by engaging with their local institutions. In a society in which safety
is a key indicator of community well-being and crime is increasingly
viewed as a joint problem for communities, politicians, and criminal
justice institutions, civic engagement may well have shifted toward vocal
participation in public safety issues.

This new perspective on civic activism provides a foundation for un-
derstanding the contours of community responses to SVP placements.
Instead of the typical moral panic explanation, I focus on how urban and
rural communities’ relationships with local political and legal institutions
facilitate and constrain the emergence of particular response strategies.
In doing so, I show how the features of local contexts shape community
responses to SVP placements, and in turn how we might include commu-
nity members in solving the sex offender housing dilemma.

What Is a Community Response?

Previous studies of community responses to sex offenders have focused
on community notification meetings as sites for potential action. One
such study found that community members can find notification meet-
ings useful when local law enforcement directly informs them of the
meeting, the purpose of the meeting is clearly stated, and information
is provided about legally legitimate means of self-protection.”* Others
have demonstrated that while notification meetings can be informa-
tive, they spur few changes in self-protective behaviors.”> While these
types of studies conceptualize community responses as individual audi-
ence members’ perceptions of and reactions to notification meetings,
I focused my study on the collective actions of groups of people who
identified themselves as part of a community.

At the start of my research in 2009, twenty-one SVP placements had
occurred or were in the process of being finalized in California. To un-
derstand the nature and extent of resistance to SVP placements in the
state, I conducted extensive background research on all twenty-one cases.
I gathered archival information from media and Internet sources; inter-
viewed key informants at the DMH and Health Corp (a pseudonym for
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the company contracted to manage SVP placements); attended hearings,
community notification meetings, and California Sex Offender Manage-
ment Board meetings; and talked informally with local residents. These
activities increased my knowledge of the population under study and
helped me gain access to and develop rapport with those involved in SVP
placements. I quickly learned that nearly every SVP placement in the state
had incited some sort of local opposition. I reached the same conclusion
when I later extended my background research to include all SVP place-
ments in California from 2003 through 2014.

Throughout this book, I define community responses to SVP place-
ments as reactions in which the community, as constructed by activated
residents, emerges as a central actor in the opposition. Activated residents
respond in the name of their communities by identifying themselves as
part of a community, purporting to protect that community, and being
recognized by others as community members. While some local residents
may not share activists’ conceptions of their communities,”* community
responses encompass the dominant messages and strategies for opposi-
tion that emerge within a particular place. This definition of community
responses relies on an underlying conceptualization of communities as
rooted in shared norms and ties to physical locations. When activated res-
idents see SVPs or other sex offenders imposed on their local landscapes,
they interpret these offenders as threatening community identity,”* in part
because they threaten shared understandings of a local way of life as well
as the physical places in which community members live their everyday
lives.” In short, community members can feel “invaded” by the new per-
son in their midst, with little power to change the situation.”®

With this conceptualization in mind, I examined my preliminary data
for indications of community-based resistance efforts in which activated
individuals asserted the interests of their communities in ways that reso-
nated with their personal experiences and beliefs.”” I found that individual
perceptions of SVPs aligned with previous research on the public’s fears
and anxieties about sex offenders, but these common concerns resulted
in different opposition strategies across places. Hypothesizing that local
norms about acceptable ways of responding to collective concerns shaped
community responses to SVP placements, I developed in-depth case stud-
ies of three such cases that represented a variety of mobilization strategies
paired with a range of local political and legal contexts.



16 | INTRODUCTION

Studying Variation in Community Responses

While SVP placements across California almost always invoked local
resistance, communities engaged in all sorts of opposition activities,
including picketing, attending court hearings, writing letters to leg-
islators and local newspapers, posting on Facebook pages, and more.
To study the origins and features of this variation, I chose an induc-
tive research strategy that emphasized building theory about how local
contexts facilitate and constrain community responses to sex offenders.
Aiming to build a theoretical model that would apply to other situa-
tions,”® I chose my cases by looking for communities with different local
political contexts and mobilization strategies.”

Four categories of SVP placements emerged from my preliminary re-
search: easiest, easy, difficult, and most difficult. The “easiest” and “easy”
placements occurred on the first attempt and involved high levels of
support from local and regional officials, but had varying levels of public
resistance. The “difficult” and “most difficult” placements required mul-
tiple attempts, involved high levels of public resistance, and had varying
levels of support from local and regional officials. I chose cases in the
first three categories because cases in the “most difficult” group (i.e.,
those in which community members and local and county officials both
opposed a placement) represented a different set of circumstances than
those I studied in which communities and local officials had conflicting
goals.®® The appendix provides more details on case selection and the
characteristics of the three SVP placements.

The Three Cases: Ranchito, Deserton, and East City

In 2009, communities in the places I call Ranchito, Deserton, and East
City all resisted SVP placements. At the time, Ranchito, an unincor-
porated town in Southern California, had just over twenty thousand
predominantly white residents spread out over 150 square miles. It was
a bedroom community where most people commuted forty miles each
way to work in the city. Because of the mom-and-pop stores lining the
main street, the friendly people, and the open spaces surrounding the tiny
downtown core, some characterized Ranchito as a midwestern town in the
heart of California. Residents there described themselves and their fellow
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community members as independent, individualistic people who believed
in self-reliance and conservative family values. The self-described “coun-
trified suburbia” relied on the sherift’s department for law enforcement.
A locally elected planning group advised the county board of supervisors
on land-use issues and mediated local political disputes over issues such
as growth and city incorporation. While the planning group often sent
recommendations to the county, it had little real political power.

One hundred sixty miles away, Deserton, a much smaller unincor-
porated town of 200 people, resembled a piece of the last frontier. In
this predominantly white, rural outpost, residents generally had to fend
for themselves. Most people knew each other, and a strong sense of in-
dependence permeated the local culture. Residents described Deserton
as quiet, peaceful, and safe despite the presence of a handful of local
drug users. While the sherift’s department provided law enforcement
services, officers rarely patrolled the town before the SVP placement,
and residents noted long response times when they called for service.
Unlike Ranchito, Deserton lacked a formalized local political structure.
Residents said that the board of supervisors seemed to have little interest
in Deserton because the town’s two hundred votes paled in comparison
to the hundreds of thousands of votes in the rest of the county. Until
the SVP placement, many residents were ambivalent about their relative
political invisibility. Many had no interactions with their county super-
visor, and others had given no thought to local politics.

Urban East City seemed a world away from the small towns of Deser-
ton and Ranchito. This Northern California city consisted of nearly thirty
thousand people packed into an area of only two and a half square miles.
The urban core had a substantial proportion of racial and ethnic minori-
ties, persistent poverty, and higher than average crime rates. Crime and
gang activity had long afflicted the community, but these conditions had
begun to improve by the time I began my research. Some working-class
residents perceived East City as a city on the rise: crime rates were falling,
drug dealers no longer sold openly on the streets, and new homeowners
had begun to invest in local neighborhoods. The city had also had some
success in attracting lucrative mainstream businesses and improving local
schools and after-school programs. East City had its own municipal police
department that historically had contended with rumors of corruption
and abuse. While community policing strategies had started to alleviate
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some of the tensions between residents and law enforcement, some com-
munity members still did not trust the law to solve their problems. East
City’s formal political structure included a city council and mayor, but
many in the community expressed ambivalence or even negativity toward
city council members. The appendix provides more details on the demo-
graphics, geography, and political and legal structures of each place.

The SVP placements in East City (the “easiest” case) and Deserton
(the “easy” case) occurred in relatively routine fashion: the judge or-
dered a conditional release, state and county officials worked together
to secure housing, local law enforcement held a community notification
meeting, and, despite protests, an SVP moved in shortly thereafter. The
communities in Deserton and East City had both experienced political
and legal marginalization, but their strategies for opposition differed. In
Deserton, residents pursued a lawsuit against the county and gained na-
tional media attention for their cause. In East City, while residents talked
about either appealing the placement decision or suing the county, nei-
ther legal strategy came to fruition. Similarly, sporadic protests and peti-
tions never gained traction as a major part of the community’s response
to the placement. The placement in Ranchito (the “difficult” case) posed
more problems. Local residents who composed the town’s planning
group found out about the potential placement and organized a meet-
ing, which ultimately resulted in the landlord backing out of the rental
contract. This forced the state to place the SVP in another town.

Data Collection

I compiled case studies of each SVP placement and community response
by conducting semistructured, in-depth interviews with residents and
local officials, searching online archives and media sources, and observ-
ing community meetings and protest events. During the summer of
2009, I attended community notification meetings and protests in
Deserton and East City. Ranchito’s town hall meeting occurred before
I began my research, but interviews and media reports provided vivid
descriptions of that meeting. From the summer of 2009 through the
summer of 2011, I interviewed officials and local residents. Interviews
generally lasted about thirty minutes to one hour, and I audio recorded
and transcribed each interview for analysis.
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Those I refer to as “officials” include individuals who represented the
town or city politically, as well as prosecutors and public defenders, rep-
resentatives from local law enforcement, and representatives from Health
Corp and the DMH who were involved in the SVP placement process.
Recognizing that individuals in these types of positions can be difficult
to access, especially when discussing the politics behind controversial de-
cisions, I employed a snowball sampling design in which I asked each
respondent to recommend others who might be willing to speak with me
about the SVP placement process. This approach yielded interviews with
twenty officials (six in Deserton, eight in East City, and six in Ranchito) in
a wide range of positions (see the appendix for position titles).

Each interview included questions tailored to fit the particular posi-
tions of those I was interviewing. Some had been involved in housing
searches at the local level, others at the state level, and still others had
not heard about the placement until after a house had been chosen. In
all these interviews, I aimed to understand the roles of various people
involved in the placements, how they viewed and experienced place-
ment processes, how they chose particular towns for the placements,
and their perceptions of the communities in the relevant towns. This
diverse sample and in-depth interviewing method resulted in a rich, de-
tailed portrait of site selection processes and other issues related to SVP
placements in California. In this book, I draw on data from these inter-
views to situate community responses to SVP placements within their
political and legal contexts. In particular, chapter 1 provides an in-depth
analysis of site selection processes in California, including the political
and legal factors that shaped these processes.

As with the officials I interviewed, I found local residents using a snow-
ball sampling design. Initially, I identified potential respondents at com-
munity meetings, through media articles, and by contacting those who
lived near the SVP’s proposed placement site. Then, at the end of each
interview, I asked those respondents to recommend others who might be
willing to participate in an interview. Using these strategies, I interviewed
fifty local residents involved in community opposition to SVP placements
(twelve in Deserton, eighteen in East City, and twenty in Ranchito). The
residents included direct neighbors to the placement location, those who
had attended community notification meetings, picketers, school princi-
pals, parents, and, in Ranchito, the prospective landlord. The appendix
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provides more information about how I identified potential respondents
and demographic characteristics of my sample of respondents compared
with the population demographics in each place.

The semistructured interviews with residents began with respon-
dents describing their communities and their relationships with local
law enforcement and political officials. Then, we talked more specifi-
cally about the SVP placements in their towns. In this portion of the
interviews, respondents told me their stories of what happened with the
SVP placements, their initial reactions, how the community meeting
went, and what activities they took part in or had heard of in response to
the placements. The interviews ended with respondents telling me what
they thought should be done with sexually violent predators.

To strengthen the external validity of the data, I included information
from media and archival sources such as locally written histories and
documentaries of Ranchito and East City. Across all three communi-
ties, I collected a total of forty-two related documents and seventy-three
media articles to supplement the interview data. I also wrote thirty-six
pages of field notes based on my observations at meetings and protest
events in each place. These external sources of information helped put
residents’ answers into context and provided a check on my interpreta-
tions of each place as I compiled each case study. Overall, the broad
range of data I collected provides a unique opportunity to examine how
and why communities respond so differently to sex offenders moving
into their neighborhoods and how local political and legal contexts
shape those responses.

Dominant Community Orientations to Authority as Local
Contexts for Mobilization

Throughout this book, I characterize the local contexts within which
communities respond to SVP placements in terms of what I call “domi-
nant community orientations” to political and legal authority. Unlike
formal institutions, which govern behavior through official rules and
sanctions, communities develop “group styles,” or “recurrent patterns
of interaction” that signal membership and shape social action.** When
community members interact with formal legal and political institu-
tions, their experiences contribute to prevailing local understandings
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of their relationships with different types of authority. Local norms that
emphasize the use of informal methods of dispute resolution over turn-
ing to the law signal communities’ independence from legal authority.*?
Similarly, the ways in which law enforcement and court actors handle
problems can contribute to skepticism of the power of legal authority
to resolve local disputes. When these experiences become part of com-
munities’ dominant narratives, they can result in community members
stigmatizing the use of the law to resolve disputes.®* The same can occur
when community members interact with actors in political institutions.

Drawing on these insights, I define dominant community orienta-
tions to authority as community members’ shared understandings of
how formal authority impacts life in a community. Rather than repre-
senting the views of every person in a community, dominant orienta-
tions to authority reflect common themes in residents’ narratives about
their communities. While individual community members may have
contradictory feelings about political and legal entities (e.g., trusting
law enforcement but not the courts, or trusting formal political struc-
tures but not local politicians), their experiences with each entity inform
broader community relationships with authority that allow for and in-
corporate these conflicting feelings.

Throughout the book, I define political authority as the power to gov-
ern,** which can be accessed through formal institutions such as local
city councils, county boards of supervisors, and state agencies. Domi-
nant orientations to political authority include activated community
members’ understandings of the role of formal political authority in
local life (i.e., relationships with politicians in terms of how they treat
the community and their perceived interests when making decisions)
and the role of formal political authority in solving local problems (i.e.,
relationships with political structures in terms of the ability of local enti-
ties to make legally binding decisions). Specific local configurations of
political institutions contribute to communities’ orientations to political
authority and their abilities to leverage political power to their advan-
tage. For instance, local city councils may provide more access to formal
political authority than a board of supervisors based in a county seat
fifty miles away. At the same time, the city council may be less open to
public input than a particularly receptive board of supervisors. Commu-
nity members’ experiences with these local political institutions impact
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how they relate to political authority when trying to resolve local issues
such as unwanted SVP placements.

Legal authority encompasses the dual features of dispute-resolution
and order-maintenance powers that are backed by statute and formal
sanctions.®® Experiences with the police and the courts inform domi-
nant community orientations to legal authority, which include ideas
about the role of legal authority in local life (i.e., relationships with law
enforcement in terms of police presence in the community and who
takes responsibility for crime control) as well as ideas about the role
of legal authority in solving local problems (i.e., relationships with the
courts in terms of the circumstances under which people go to court).
Differences in communities’ experiences with the police and the courts
inform dominant community orientations toward legal authority, which
in turn shape when and how communities try to leverage legal power in
resolving local problems. For example, low-income residents in urban
cities may have formal police departments that facilitate greater access
to legal authority relative to those who live in rural towns, but percep-
tions of legal authority as oppressive can constrain efforts to call the
police when crimes occur.®® By contrast, those in remote rural towns
who appear to have less access to the courts and law enforcement may
perceive the law as essentially on their side, which can facilitate greater
reliance on the law to solve local problems.

As these examples suggest, dominant community orientations to au-
thority emerge through interactions between communities and political
and legal institutions. The local structures of these institutions shape
community members’ interactions with political and legal authority,
which in turn inform dominant orientations toward authority. The data
presented in this book show how these orientations facilitate and con-
strain mobilization strategies as community members perceive political
and legal power as more or less able to help them stop SVP placements.

The Plan of the Book

We have little hope of solving the problem of where to house sex offend-
ers without a clear understanding of how and why community members
oppose them in their neighborhoods. The chapters that follow examine the
institutional contexts within which communities in California protested
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SVP placements and how those contexts shaped local opposition efforts.
They demonstrate that while community members shared concerns about
the dangerousness of SVPs and the injustice of placement processes, dif-
ferences in local contexts contributed to variation in response strategies.

Chapter 1 begins the discussion by analyzing SVP placement processes
in light of a core contradiction in SVP laws, which classify some individu-
als as extremely dangerous and then require their release into commu-
nities. Drawing on data from in-depth interviews with decision makers
involved in SVP housing searches, I develop the concept of “legal signals”
to demonstrate how political and legal factors influenced SVP siting de-
cisions that subsequently sparked local outrage against the placements.
When this happened, legal signals about the dangerousness of SVPs and
the role of communities in public safety shaped community members’
concerns in similar ways across places. Despite these similar concerns, an
analysis of strategies for community opposition to SVP placements across
California demonstrates that communities engaged in a variety of oppo-
sition tactics, ranging from rare instances of vigilantism and inaction to
more common political and legal actions that targeted potential landlords,
housing decision makers, and criminal justice actors. Chapter 1 makes
clear that political decisions made in light of interpretations of legal sig-
nals from the SVP statute and other sex offender laws essentially created
the situations that prompted community responses.

Yet, these dynamics cannot explain differences in mobilization strate-
gies across places. To examine how local contexts shaped response strat-
egies, chapters 2, 3, and 4 provide in-depth analyses of case studies of
community opposition to SVP placements in Ranchito, Deserton, and
East City. Chapter 2 explains how in Ranchito, an orientation toward
political authority as a source of entitlement and legal authority as a
source of order maintenance contributed to the centrality of political
mobilization in the community’s opposition to a proposed SVP place-
ment. Chapter 3 discusses how the community in Deserton related to
legal authority as a source of protection and political authority as a
source of invisibility, which facilitated the emergence of litigation as the
main component of the community’s opposition to an SVP placement.
Chapter 4 argues that, in contrast to the local contexts in Ranchito and
Deserton, orientations to legal authority as a source of control and po-
litical authority as a source of alienation contributed to the lack of a
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central strategy for opposition in East City. Together, these three cases
demonstrate how, despite similar concerns about SVP placements across
places, communities’ relationships with formal political and legal insti-
tutions facilitated and constrained the emergence of specific strategies
for opposition in each place.

Chapter 5 picks up this theme by comparing the orientations to politi-
cal and legal authority in all three places in light of communities’ racial,
socioeconomic, and geographic characteristics. While all three communi-
ties struggled for local control over SVP placement decisions, the chap-
ter shows how each community’s unique configurations of privilege and
disadvantage shaped its relationships with formal institutions, which in
turn contributed to the types of opposition strategies that emerged in each
place. This localized analysis of the three responses to SVP placements
reveals the institutional roots of local opposition to sex offenders, which
implies that solving the sex offender housing dilemma requires attending
to the ways in which formal institutions contribute to the hostile environ-
ments that sex offenders face when trying to reenter society.

Considering these findings, chapter 6 concludes the book by offering
practical suggestions for how we might solve the sex offender housing
dilemma. The cases in the book demonstrate that we cannot reduce the
problem to recalcitrant communities. Formal political and legal institu-
tions create the problem of where to house sex offenders, and they also
shape how communities respond to siting decisions. Ironically, we can
attribute part of the problem of having no good place for sex offenders
to live to local activists engaging in collective action to strengthen their
communities. Instead of reinforcing the tendency to call for further iso-
lating the public from criminal justice decisions, I argue that communi-
ties can help solve the problem of where to house sex offenders if they
are allowed to be involved in all stages of decision making about where
these offenders should live. Doing so would increase efficiency in sex
offender reintegration processes, decrease local opposition, and provide
criminal justice officials with more accurate information about the com-
munities into which they expect these formerly incarcerated individuals
to reintegrate. At the same time, communities would benefit from more
opportunities for civic engagement, stronger ongoing relationships with
powerful decision makers, and increased public safety brought about by
enhanced social supports for sex offenders reentering society.



The Production of Siting Conflicts over SVP Placements

From 2003 through 2014, forty-nine community responses to proposed
SVP placements occurred in thirty-six cities, towns, and broader regions
in California. Thirty-nine of these responses emerged in places explic-
itly chosen as potential placement sites. The other ten communities
began opposition efforts before a specific site had been chosen. A letter
to the editor in the San Diego Union-Tribune perfectly summed up a
common assumption about the underlying causes of these local protests
against SVP placements. Responding to an article that the paper had
published a few weeks earlier about opposition to a proposed placement
in Soledad, the letter writer characterized those opposing the placement
as “NIMBY types” and criticized the newspaper for potentially inciting
“witch hunts and similar mass hysteria” in which local residents would
take “improper and inappropriate action” against the SVP involved in
the placement.’ This characterization of local residents responding
irrationally and hysterically to the mere mention of a sex offender has
caused many to write off local opposition as nothing more than NIMBY-
fueled vigilantism.

This chapter challenges the hysterical NIMBY assumption by analyz-
ing the institutional contexts that produce controversial siting decisions
and examining the vast array of strategies that community members
have employed to protest SVP placements. Doing so shows that com-
munity responses to SVP placements emerge as part of a series of deci-
sions and events that set the stage for local protest. From this vantage
point, communities appear less as hysterical lynch mobs than as actors
engaging in collective action to assert their rights to control what hap-
pens in their towns.

25
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Institutional Contexts for Opposition

To examine how political and legal institutions shaped siting conflicts
over SVP placements in California, I take a “sociopolitical” approach to
decision making and local opposition to siting decisions. This approach
stems from research on other types of siting conflicts, which shows that
political concerns shape both site choices and local opposition efforts.
For instance, decades of research on inequalities in exposure to pollution
and other environmental hazards have documented the dispropor-
tionate siting of polluting facilities in racially and socioeconomically
disadvantaged communities,” which may in turn motivate local oppo-
sition to siting decisions. Racial discrimination clearly plays a role in
decisions to place environmental hazards such as garbage facilities in
predominantly minority communities,® but sociopolitical explanations
highlight how decision makers’ desires to avoid local opposition shape
siting outcomes.* From this perspective, authorities and industry actors
recognize that racially and socioeconomically marginalized communi-
ties have less political power to resist unwanted projects, so they increase
the odds of successful siting outcomes by siting hazardous facilities in
those communities.”

When marginalized communities resist these unfair siting deci-
sions, claims of “environmental injustice” play a central role in their
opposition efforts.® For example, marginalized communities mobiliz-
ing against proposed biohazard labs” and landfills® claimed injustice
in siting decisions based on historical legacies of siting unwanted fa-
cilities in their towns. From this perspective, siting conflicts such as
those over SVP placements reflect a process in which those routinely
excluded from local power structures try to claim their “right to the
city, a self-governing political community in which all work together
to govern themselves.’

Political factors provide a context for understanding siting deci-
sions and local opposition to those decisions, but legal institutions
also shape the perceptions of injustice and desires for local control
over public safety that fuel local outrage over SVP placements. They
do so through a mechanism that I call “legal signals,” a concept that
stems from Edelman, Leachman, and McAdam’s conceptualization of
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the relationship between the law and social movements as overlapping
fields that constantly interact with and inform each other.'® From this
perspective, the law operates not only as a tool but also as a “norma-
tive influence” on collective action.'! Previous studies in this line of
thinking demonstrate that state and national laws shape social move-
ments by providing legitimate frames for articulating grievances,?
legally acceptable identities for mobilization,'* and tactics for bring-
ing about social change.'* Drawing on this previous research, I de-
fine legal signals as the implicit messages embedded in state laws that
provide guidance for action or inaction. These messages need not be
deliberately implanted in state laws by policy makers, and many legal
signals may be unintended messages that inadvertently produce cer-
tain kinds of action or inaction. SVP placements provide an excellent
opportunity to examine how legal signals impact siting decisions as
well as communities’ responses to them because SVP statutes require
state authorities to “site” perceived dangers in communities within the
context of highly publicized and sometimes contradictory state and
national laws.

The examination of local opposition to SVP placements in this
chapter demonstrates how legal signals help transform legal con-
sciousness, or individuals’ everyday understanding of the law,'® into
action. When people mobilize law in response to personal harms such
as sexual harassment,'® discrimination,'” and other rights violations,'®
they are acting on their interpretations of legal signals about the nature
of the harm and appropriate responses to it. Contradictory legal sig-
nals can produce conflict when diftferent groups act upon competing
interpretations of signals in order to make decisions and assert their
rights, which is what happened in siting conflicts over SVP placements
in California.

SVP Placement Processes

Decision makers’ experiences in securing housing for SVPs in Califor-
nia and notifying communities of potential placements demonstrate
how various political, legal, and public safety concerns played into site
selection and community notification, which in turn set the stage for
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local opposition to these placements. Their stories, as related to me in
interviews, reveal how they created their own processes in light of rela-
tively few statutory regulations on SVP placements. At the same time,
the decisions they made fueled community outrage, especially in light of
legal signals about the dangerousness of SVPs and the role of communi-
ties in maintaining their own public safety. These dynamics illuminate
how political and legal institutions shaped siting conflicts over SVP
placements in California.

Housing Groups Find “Ideal” Hosts for Dangerous Subjects

Decision makers’ first task in SVP placements was to find suitable
housing. Upon a judge’s order to enter an SVP into California’s con-
ditional release program, the Department of Mental Health notified
agencies within the county in which the SVP would be placed and
requested someone from the county to be designated to help with
the housing process. Health Corp personnel then worked with the
county’s designee to form housing workgroups. These groups often
included employees in public safety and social service agencies, attor-
neys involved in the case, and sometimes probation or parole officers.
Much of what I learned about the internal workings of these groups
came from telephone interviews with a former executive director
at Health Corp, as well as with those who had been part of housing
groups for the SVP placements in Ranchito, Deserton, and East City.
These individuals told me that while housing groups sometimes found
potential placement sites, they more often suggested general locations
and evaluated the sites proposed by Health Corp. As the former Health
Corp executive director explained, “In some situations, we have been
able to work with the county to select facilities. [ . .. ]'* But, more
times than not, we end up finding the housing units through people
who are renting homes. On our own.” She further explained that they
looked for housing just as individuals do: through Craigslist ads and
“driving around looking for rentals”

When Health Corp or the housing groups identified a potential
property, Health Corp personnel contacted the landlord to gauge his
or her willingness to rent to the state for the purposes of housing an
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SVP. In informal discussions, the former Health Corp executive told
me that these initial conversations involved explaining to the land-
lord who the tenant would be and what kind of resistance could be
expected from neighbors (e.g., threats and angry phone calls). While
candor in the initial conversations with landlords might have limited
the number who agreed to rent their properties, the Health Corp ex-
ecutive explained, “There’s no way that we can work with [landlords]”
without being “absolutely up front” with them. Trying to hide the
true intent of renting these homes would only exacerbate local outcry
because landlords would eventually find out that they were renting to
an SVP.

Housing searches often went on for months and sometimes even
years. While a lack of available properties for rent could have posed
problems in some areas, decision makers’ descriptions of their searches
for housing suggested that a lack of rental homes was not the primary
problem. In a telephone interview, a deputy district attorney who worked
on the placement that ultimately occurred in East City explained, “We're
talking every day looking and looking and looking and most landlords
won't let to one of these individuals, so most of these you just get turned
away at the door. And then you find a handful of places and then most
of them end up having issues” Another attorney in the same office
elaborated: “We would get regular reports from Health Corp of all of
the properties that they had investigated as potential placements for
[the SVP] and none of them worked out. And they looked at over one
thousand properties. [ . .. ] For every monthly meeting we had, Health
Corp would attach a spreadsheet to the back of their report that would
show just lists and lists of properties and the reasons that they had fallen
through?” The public defender involved in the case in Ranchito told a
similar story. He said that meeting regularly with Health Corp and other
actors to line up treatment and other services for the SVP was “the easy
part” He continued:

The hard part is the housing. What would happen is we would get ev-
erything lined up except the housing. And then we would find ourselves
meeting month after month after month, only to be told by Health Corp,
“We still don’t have any place” And they would look at hundreds of prop-



30 | SITING CONFLICTS OVER SVP PLACEMENTS

erties. They would come with these printouts of properties. And so, the
problems included, number one, that people didn’t want to rent to a reg-
istered sex offender, or number two, they didn’t mind renting to a sex
offender, but they didn’t want the media attention they knew would come
with it, or number three, again, after 2006, the law changed so that regis-
tered sex offenders are not supposed to live within two thousand feet of
a school or park.

As in cases in other states,* these accounts suggest that while rental
properties were on the market in the target counties, a lack of will-
ing landlords and other issues with available homes extended housing
searches for months and sometimes even years.

While those involved in housing searches for SVPs focused their dis-
cussions on the availability of housing in a given area, decision mak-
ers involved in siting other types of perceived hazards and unwanted
facilities tend to choose sites based on the likelihood that surrounding
communities will mount effective opposition.*' As a result, low-income
communities composed predominantly of racial and ethnic minorities
house more garbage and hazardous waste facilities,*” and areas with
concentrated rural disadvantage tend to house more prisons.** A simi-
lar dynamic prevailed with SVP placements: decision makers knew that
no community would welcome an SVP, so they searched for what I call
“ideal” hosts, or those places that complied with legal requirements for
sex offender housing and had communities that would ostensibly mount
less powerful resistance than those in other areas. This concept of “ideal”
hosts highlights how legal and political concerns influenced site choices
such that some communities seemed better situated to receive SVP
placements than others.

Legal Influences on Site Choice

Three legal mandates narrowed housing options to rural towns and
the outskirts of urban areas. One section of California’s SVP statute
required SVPs to return to their county of last residence.>* The law
defined this as “the county where the person has his or her true,
fixed, and permanent home and principal residence and to which he
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or she has manifested the intention of returning whenever he or she
is absent.”*® SVPs had often been committed to the state hospital for
years, making it difficult to determine their counties of last residence.
To address this situation, the law also stated, “If no information can be
identified or verified, the county of domicile of the individual shall be
considered to be the county in which the person was arrested for the
crime for which he or she was last incarcerated in the state prison or
from which he or she was last returned from parole.”*® Because of these
provisions, some SVP placements began with considerable debate in
court over the appropriate county of domicile. For instance, in the case
in East City, the SVP’s county of domicile was unclear: he had com-
mitted his crime in a nearby county but had family in East City. Initial
court hearings focused on this issue until the judge determined that
East City’s county would be considered the county of domicile. In this
first narrowing of site choice, the law essentially designated the county
in which the housing group would be formed and would search for a
potential placement location.

Two other legal provisions further narrowed housing options. Cali-
fornia’s sex offender residence restriction stated that registered sex
oftenders could not “reside within 2000 feet of any public or private
school, or park where children regularly gather”?” The SVP statute did
not specify whether individuals on conditional release were subject to
the statewide residence restriction, but it did require that SVPs who
had a history of victimizing children could “not be placed within one-
quarter mile of any public or private school providing instruction in
kindergarten or any of grades 1 to 12, inclusive”*® As I discuss in the next
section, these laws, in conjunction with political and practical concerns,
contributed to an informal understanding of an “ideal” host commu-
nity that, when put into practice, highlighted and reinforced regional
inequalities between communities.

Political Influences on Site Choice

When Health Corp personnel finally located a potential property that
seemed to comply with legal restrictions, they presented the site to the
housing group. Although a judge had the final say, members of the
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housing group provided invaluable information about their county and
local communities, which could in turn impact Health Corp’s decision
to recommend a specific property to the judge. While some housing
groups’ input related to the perceived potential for recidivism, other
concerns focused on the political implications of placing SVPs in spe-
cific areas. In interviews, decision makers’ discussions of placement
decisions presumed that some communities made more political sense
for SVP placements than others. In one particularly revealing telephone
interview, the county mental health representative for assisting with SVP
placements in the Ranchito area described his perspective on reactions
in different communities:

You could imagine in a very sort of well-heeled community that [ . . . ]
theyd just call their political leader. [ ... ] So, I think in higher socioeco-
nomic areas, the ways that people attack it are gonna be different there.
Because, you know, there’s the pitchfork and torch, you know, from the
Frankenstein movie, you know, “we’re gonna go burn the monster” And
then there’s the more sophisticated way to burn the monster. So you can
get picket signs and you can stand out in front of places [ ... ] Or, you
can be very sophisticated and put political pressure [on decision makers
and other officials].

He went on to say that these differences figured into discussions
about where to house SVPs because the “well-heeled” communities
could potentially cause more problems. As his explanations imply,
by constructing the “monster” to be released and then providing
no guidance on site selection processes, the SVP statute implicitly
guided decision makers toward sites in less politically powerful com-
munities. In general, communities in relatively rural areas had fewer
people, less political clout, and fewer resources to successfully fight
an SVP placement; communities in urban areas with less political
clout also posed fewer potential political problems than those in
other areas.

During our interviews, decision makers never explicitly discussed
how intersections of race, class, and geography played into their
choices of communities; however, a brief look at the siting decisions
in Deserton, Ranchito, and East City demonstrates how these factors
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influenced site choice. For the placement that ultimately occurred in
Deserton, the housing committee initially identified a nearly ideal site
in another town: it was within the required county, far enough from
schools, and relatively close to treatment facilities. Yet, according to
those on the search committee, county officials objected to the place-
ment because local residents had recently protested a proposed jail site
near their town. As the Health Corp executive explained, “There was
already significant community opposition to the jail being built within
ten miles of this community. So, they were trying to protect the jail
site. And they didn’t want it tainted with an SVP being placed in the
same general area” The political infeasibility of that location contrib-
uted to the appeal of Deserton, a tiny, unincorporated rural town fifty
miles from any other towns. Deserton had little to offer in terms of
reintegration: the community of two hundred people was very close-
knit, and the nearest treatment facility was in the next town over. Fur-
thermore, the proposed site in the middle of the desert had no existing
home, so the county would have to build a trailer on the bare land.
Despite these issues, a judge ordered the placement there after a year of
searching for properties and reviewing more than a hundred potential
options throughout the county.

While the proposed placement in Ranchito seemed more compat-
ible with reintegration goals, it still occurred in a relatively powerless
community in the region. After a three-month search for housing in
the required county, a local landlord agreed to rent his property to the
state. The proposed home complied with residence restrictions, had few
direct neighbors, and was relatively close to treatment facilities. Yet, the
rural atmosphere of the town may have contributed to the siting deci-
sion. When asked about the features of the location that made it a good
place to put the SVP, the Health Corp executive said, “It was fairly rural.
And it was fairly . . . it wasn’t nearly as rural as the place that was laid
out in [another part of the] county, but it’s not a populated downtown
area.” While her answer focused on the physical features of the place,
the town, like many rural areas, was also unincorporated, which meant
the community had less political clout in the region than the nearby
metropolitan city.

Decision makers could not always place SVPs in rural areas. Rela-
tively small and densely populated counties forced housing commit-
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tees to settle for more urban areas, as was the case with the placement
in East City. There, a countywide search lasted more than a year and
resulted in reviews of more than one thousand properties. Few loca-
tions complied with residence restrictions, and landlords in legally
acceptable areas often refused to rent their homes to the state. These
challenges resulted in a site almost completely at odds with an “ideal”
location: it was near schools in a densely populated urban neighbor-
hood. According to those involved in the placement process, when the
length of the search began to raise concerns about the constitutionality
of keeping the SVP in custody, the judge reviewed a handful of homes
that did not comply with residence restrictions and then declared the
home in East City the most suitable for the placement. This outcome
suggests that the geographic isolation and small populations of rural
areas may have served as a proxy for a community’s lack of political
power to resist a siting decision. In this respect, the site in East City
was an “ideal” location because the community of mostly lower- and
working-class racial minorities had less political clout than nearby
wealthier, whiter communities.

As these brief descriptions demonstrate, decision makers responded
to legal signals about SVPs” dangerousness by adopting their own politi-
cally informed ideas about which sites would best address legal regu-
lations and concerns about public safety. These decision makers chose
sites based on considerations similar to those involved in siting un-
wanted facilities,® and communities with less political clout bore the
brunt of their decisions.*

Geographic, Socioeconomic, and Racial Features of Sites Chosen
throughout California

A broader examination of the characteristics of sites selected for SVP
placements throughout California further supports the idea that
decision makers chose sites in areas with particular geographic, socio-
economic, and racial characteristics. Thirty-three communities received
or were proposed to receive SVP placements in California from 2003
through 2014.>" Table 1.1 summarizes the geographic, socioeconomic,
and racial characteristics of each of these communities.



TABLE 1.1. Demographics of Communities That Received or Were Proposed
to Receive an SVP Placement in California from 2003 through 2014 (N = 33)

f %
Rural Communities
Low SES, predominantly white 4 12.12
Low SES, predominantly Hispanic/Latino(a) 2 6.06
Medium SES, predominantly white 3 9.09
Medium SES, predominantly Hispanic/Latino(a) 1 3.03
High SES, predominantly white 2 6.06
High SES, predominantly Hispanic/Latino(a) 0 0.00
Total 12 36.36
Semi-urban Communities
Low SES, predominantly white 0 0.00
Low SES, predominantly Hispanic/Latino(a) 4 12.12
Medium SES, predominantly white 1 3.03
Medium SES, predominantly Hispanic/Latino(a) 0 0.00
High SES, predominantly white 0 0.00
High SES, predominantly Hispanic/Latino(a) 0 0.00
Total 5 15.15
Urban Communities
Low SES, predominantly white 2 6.06
Low SES, predominantly Hispanic/Latino(a) 3 9.09
Low SES, no predominant racial/ethnic group 1 3.03
Medium SES, predominantly white 1 3.03
Medium SES, predominantly Hispanic/Latino(a) 0 0.00
Medium SES, no predominant racial/ethnic group 1 3.03
High SES, predominantly white 6 18.18
High SES, predominantly Hispanic/Latino(a) 0 0.00
High SES, no predominant racial/ethnic group 2 6.06
Total 16 48.48

Note: Geographic classifications are based on U.S. Census categorizations. Socioeconomic status reflects U.S.
Census reports of the percentage of the population that had completed high school (or equivalent) and median
household income. Low, medium, and high SES classifications are relative to California’s median educational
attainment and household income in 2009. Medium SES means that a community either had higher educational
attainment and lower household income than the state median or had lower educational attainment and higher
household income. Racial composition is based on U.S. Census reports of the percentage of the population in
each racial or ethnic group. No predominant racial/ethnic group means that no one group composed 50 percent

or more of the population.
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Site choices reflected a preference for rural and semi-urban areas,
with just over half of the sites falling into these categories. Of the twelve
rural sites considered, nine actually received SVP placements. While
the rural sites tended to have populations with lower socioeconomic
status (SES), the only three that did not receive SVP placements were
predominantly white with medium to high socioeconomic status. Of
the two predominantly white, rural communities with higher than aver-
age educational attainment and median household incomes, one suc-
cessfully fought an SVP placement and the other did not. The first was
Spring Valley, an unincorporated town in San Diego County where the
DMH proposed placing an SVP in February 2014. After the county su-
pervisor publicly stated her opposition to the placement and sent a letter
to the judge and others involved in the placement process, local media
reported that the DMH had retracted the proposed site based on its
proximity to a high school and an in-home day care.’” Three and a half
months later, despite local protests and meetings, the SVP moved into
a home in Borrego Springs, a more remote, predominantly white com-
munity with lower socioeconomic status than Spring Valley.

The other less-than-ideal rural community was unincorporated Ja-
cumba Hot Springs, a tiny border town of 561 people. In 2008, a judge
ordered two SVPs to live together in a home in Jacumba. About twenty
residents spoke at the hearing on the placements, and after the judge
made his ruling, one shouted, “How many (SVPs) are going to be re-
leased into our community after this?”** Both of the SVPs eventually
violated terms of their conditional release, and one remained incarcer-
ated as of 2016. In 2014, another SVP moved into the town despite sig-
nificant local opposition in the form of a social media campaign, calls to
the sherift’s department, written comments submitted to the San Diego
County task force overseeing the placement, and appearances at the
placement hearing. In February 2016, the state placed another SVP in
Jacumba with little local opposition. By the end of 2016, both individuals
still lived in the town.

While Jacumba’s socioeconomic status made it a less “ideal” host than
other places, its rural location, small population, and lack of a formal-
ized local political structure aligned it more closely with the concept
of an “ideal” host than might be suggested by its socioeconomic status.
Thus, the rural communities chosen for SVP placements tended to fit
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with the notion of “ideal” hosts as those places with less access to politi-
cal power and other resources to fight SVP placements. In the one case
that did not fit this description, the community successfully stopped the
SVP placement.

Semi-urban communities could also be “ideal” hosts, especially when
they were not predominantly white and had lower educational attain-
ment and household incomes than state averages. Three of the five semi-
urban communities considered for SVP placements could not stop the
placements in their towns. The two semi-urban communities that suc-
ceeded in their efforts were Ranchito (the lone semi-urban, predomi-
nantly white community with higher than average household incomes
and lower than average educational attainment) and Holtville, a pre-
dominantly Hispanic/Latino(a) community with low socioeconomic
status. Both communities successfully pressured local landlords into
backing out of their agreements to rent their homes to the state to house
SVPs. Holtville appeared to be a more “ideal” location than Ranchito
because of its lower socioeconomic status and predominantly Hispanic
and Latino(a) population. Yet, Holtville differed in one key respect: it
was an incorporated city with a formalized municipal police department
and city council. During the community’s opposition to a proposed SVP
placement there in 2007, the police chief publicly denounced the place-
ment, and county officials vowed to fight the placement. A few days after
the placement location became public, the landlord backed out of the
rental contract, citing public outcry as one of the reasons for his deci-
sion.’* Three months later, the SVP moved into a home in Seeley, a more
“ideal” host in that it was a rural town of low socioeconomic status with
a predominantly Hispanic/Latino(a) population. Once again, the choice
of placements in semi-urban communities fits with the notion of “ideal”
hosts. The community in Ranchito, the least marginalized semi-urban
community, successfully stopped the placement there.

While urban communities may have been a last resort for both po-
litical and legal reasons, just under half of the sites chosen for poten-
tial SVP placements were in urban areas. The most “ideal” urban areas
were those of low socioeconomic status with predominantly racial and
ethnic minority populations. Surprisingly, just over a third of the sites
chosen in urban areas were in places with predominantly white popu-
lations of higher socioeconomic status than state averages. These were
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arguably the least “ideal” sites, and, as might be predicted, three of the
six communities in this category successfully resisted SVP placements
in their towns. The other three ultimately received SVP placements, but
the unique features of those placements demonstrate that the commu-
nities were more “ideal” than they appear at first glance. Residents in
Otay Mesa, a community in San Diego, twice protested the placements
of SVPs on the grounds of nearby Donovan State Prison. In both in-
stances, SVPs moved into trailers on prison grounds. While this com-
munity may have enjoyed some of the privileges associated with being
part of the city of San Diego, its status as a “prison town” meant it was
more marginalized than the demographic characteristics of the broader
San Diego area suggest.

This was not the case in Marin, where in 2004 an SVP moved into a
motel five and a half months after a failed placement attempt in Mar-
tinez, a predominantly white, high SES, urban area. In Martinez, the
landlord backed out of the rental agreement after intense pressure from
city leaders and local residents. The same did not occur in Marin, in
part because local residents found out about the placement only after
the state had paid for the SVP to spend a week in a local motel. This type
of housing is not entirely unusual. Across the country, motels have pro-
vided shelter for “social refugees” such as parolees and sex offenders,*
but, as with SVP placements, housing sex offenders in motels has proved
controversial. In one account, community members in “Dutchland” in-
formally voiced their opposition to sex offenders living in a local motel
by hurling insults at the motel occupants. The city tried to address the
problem by passing a local ordinance against housing multiple sex of-
fenders in one place. These measures reduced the number of sex offend-
ers in motels throughout the city, but they also made it more difficult for
sex offenders to find stable housing.**

Similarly, once the media began reporting on the SVP living in the
motel in Marin, local protests prompted the motel owner to ask the SVP to
leave after the prepaid week. State officials then moved him to various lo-
cations around the San Francisco Bay Area until, in 2005, he finally settled
in Bay Point, a semi-urban area with a predominantly Hispanic/Latino(a)
population with lower socioeconomic status. In this case, the strength of
the community’s outcry in less-than-ideal Marin ultimately changed the
placement decision and resulted in a more “ideal” placement site.
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The third urban, predominantly white, high socioeconomic status
city to receive an SVP was Vacaville, a large city in Northern Califor-
nia. There, the SVP moved into town and stayed for a longer period de-
spite residents trying nearly every possible means to keep him out. They
signed petitions; attended protests; posted signs and flyers; attended
court hearings, city council meetings, and press conferences; called the
police; held vigils; and even vandalized the SVP’s potential home. Their
efforts might have worked against a less committed landlord, but in this
case, the SVP had moved into a home owned by his wife. This family
connection facilitated the placement in this less-than-ideal community.

As these cases illustrate, decision makers tended to choose more
marginalized communities as potential sites for SVP placements. When
they did not, local opposition sometimes forced them to look elsewhere
for housing. Subsequent attempts to place the same SVP often resulted
in placements in more marginalized communities. Where this did not
occur, unique features of local contexts facilitated placements in less-
than-ideal locations. At the same time, opposition in more marginal-
ized communities such as Holtville sometimes successfully stopped SVP
placements, countering decision makers’ implicit assumptions that these
communities would be powerless in their opposition efforts.

These dynamics of siting decisions emerged from the SVP statute’s
definition of SVPs as extremely dangerous, accompanied by legal silence
on site selection processes and outcomes. This silence forced decision
makers to adapt their own processes, which focused on abiding by state
laws regarding sex offender locations while also addressing concerns
about public safety, the potential political consequences of choosing spe-
cific sites, and communities’ potential power to complicate a placement
in a specific area.

Decision Makers Inform “Hysterical” Communities

After choosing sites, decision makers had every reason not to notify
communities about impending SVP placements. Nothing in California’s
SVP statute or community notification law required public involvement
in SVP siting decisions. Once a site had been chosen, the SVP statute
required only that the DMH notify “the sheriff or chief of police, or
both, the district attorney, or the county’s designated counsel” in the
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community where the recommended site was located,’” and that law
enforcement “may notify any person designated by the sheriff or chief
of police as an appropriate recipient of the notice”*® These elements
of the statute allowed local officials to notify the public but did not
require them to do so. Similarly, California’s sex offender community
notification law required that the Department of Justice “make available
information concerning persons who are required to register pursuant
to Section 290 to the public via an Internet Web site” but did not require
active community notification.>

Decision makers shared the widespread stereotype that communities
would react with panicked vigilantism. These stereotypes came across
in the very first interview I conducted and were repeated in interviews
with officials throughout my research. In that first interview, I sat down
at a busy coffee shop in Sacramento with the deputy district attorney as-
signed to the case in Deserton. About halfway through the interview, she
brought up the public’s “irrational fear;” and then went on to explain that
decision makers did not publicize the exact date when the SVP would
move in because they “were afraid that somebody would show up and
put a bullet in his head” About a month later, in the second interview
I conducted, the vigilante stereotype appeared once again. This time,
I met the sheriff’s division chief for the Deserton area in a large hotel
lobby in the city that served as the county seat. During the interview, I
commented that I was interested in understanding more about what it
is about sex offenders that causes so much concern. He responded by
saying, “I think, it’s the stigma that they carry that just creates fear. [ . .. ]
You get this emotional reaction to stop it, you know, any way you can,
leading to violence. And, and, you know, I'm, as I mentioned, I'm very
surprised we didn’t have any acts of violence [in Deserton], not directly
at him, just, even at the trailer, and even when he was gone.” His com-
ments illustrate the stereotype that what he later characterized as “raw
emotion” among community members would lead to vigilante reactions
to SVP placements.

Surprisingly, despite fears of vigilantism and legal signals that active
community input was not necessary, decision makers often felt com-
pelled to hold community notification meetings. Their reasons for doing
so demonstrate the predicament that the SVP statute put them in. The
deputy district attorney for the placement in Deserton explained that
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those involved in the placement decision felt a “responsibility to tell
people” because “we thought it would be really, it would be unethical
and unprofessional to just slide him out there and not tell anybody. So
we thought, “You know what, we don’t have to do it, but we do have to
do it.” This sense of ethical obligation stemmed from a recognition that
communities needed to know about the potential dangers involved in
SVP placements.

Others were less sure of the value of notification meetings, but they
still emphasized the need for community members to voice their con-
cerns. One of the deputy district attorneys involved in the placement in
East City said she had “mixed feelings about the whole public notifica-
tion” As she explained:

Like, I understand why it is because you're saying “Look, this is one of the
few in the small percentage who's the worst of the worst and he’s getting
out now” And I can understand why people want to know that. But, like I
said, it increases anxiety and gives people this false sense of security that
they were safe before the SVP got there. [ ... ] I don't know that the public
notification in just SVP cases really is all that helpful. Other than the fact
that it gives the community an opportunity to be heard.

Her explanation demonstrates how an inherent contradiction in the
SVP statute contributed to the perceived need for active community
notification. Decision makers felt they had to notify the public because
of the presumed dangers posed by SVPs, but notification meetings also
highlighted these dangers and, in doing so, may have caused more prob-
lems than they were worth.

Nonetheless, notification meetings occurred in placements through-
out the state. During my research, I attended three such meetings, in-
cluding those in Monterey County, Deserton, and East City. Although
these meetings took place after judges had ordered SVP placements,
not all meetings occurred at this point in placement processes. For in-
stance, the meeting in Ranchito, which I did not attend, was held during
the fifteen-day comment period before the judge made the placement
decision. Regardless of the timing, meetings proceeded in very similar
fashion, beginning with a panel of local officials, law enforcement, and
Health Corp representatives presenting information about the SVP and
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the conditional release process, and ending with a question-and-answer
session.

In Deserton and East City, public comments and questions exempli-
fied the types of substantive concerns that often come across in scholarly
and media accounts of local opposition to sex offenders.*® During the
meetings in these two places, I watched as audience members expressed
their beliefs that SVPs posed extreme dangers to their communities and
asked what would happen in the event of a reoffense. In East City, one
woman asked who would be responsible when the SVP “strikes again.”
The Health Corp representative responded that the SVP himself was re-
sponsible, to which audience members mumbled their disapproval. In
Deserton, many residents asked how they should protect themselves, es-
pecially given their remote location and long response times by law en-
forcement. When the sherift’s division chief responded that they should
only engage in legal actions, I overheard a man in the back of the room
whispering to his friend, “What if something happens to him?” Similar
suspicions about threats to the community prevailed in Ranchito, where
one planning group member described the SVP slated to move there as a
“time bomb” and another asked if there was any “guarantee that children
will not be molested” as a result of the placement.

Predictably, protecting children was a key point of contention among
community members in all three places. While the focus on children
may have stemmed from a knee-jerk reaction to a perceived threat to
a local vulnerable population, California’s two-thousand-foot residence
restriction law also shaped how these concerns played out. This law sig-
naled that excluding identified sex offenders from some areas would in-
crease public safety, and community members interpreted this to mean
that placing SVPs in communities with children would lead to future sex
crimes. As an elementary school principal in Ranchito argued in a letter
to the judge, “[The SVP] must not be placed in such proximity to our
school, to bus stops for our schools, or to any area where this repeated
sexual predator can find access to the children in our community.” For
her, any “access” was unacceptable. Similarly, in Deserton, I often heard
residents remark in interviews and informal conversations that having
the SVP’s trailer in a part of the desert where children regularly “hung
out” and walked through on the way to the town’s café would put those
children in danger.
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Even in East City, where the SVP had targeted adult women rather
than children, residents wondered why the judge had placed him in a
neighborhood with so many children. As I wrote in my field notes after
the notification meeting, one woman said, “I am vehemently opposed
to his release here. It's the worst place to put him. There’s a day care on
the corner, a prep school and other schools close by. He’s surrounded
by children” Empirical evidence contradicts this woman’s assumptions
that living close to children increases the chances of reoffending: family
members and acquaintances perpetrate the vast majority of sexual of-
fenses,*" and residential proximity to children does not increase the like-
lihood of sexual offenses.** Yet, by signaling that protecting the spaces
where vulnerable populations are likely to be will prevent recidivism,
residence restriction laws provided an opening for this woman and
other community members to oppose SVP placements on the grounds
that the placements would endanger the community and children in
particular.

Community members’” discussions of SVPs during the public com-
ment portions of notification meetings and in subsequent interviews
revealed that the legal label of “SVP” contributed to their fears. In an
interview, a white Ranchito woman in her early forties whose daughter
attended an elementary school near the proposed placement location
explained, “He should not be out because he’s a violent sexual preda-
tor. He didn’t just pat a little kid on the butt and try to see what kind of
underwear they were wearing; he hurt children” In East City, a white
resident in her late fifties who was active in neighborhood beat meet-
ings sponsored by the police department surmised that the placement
became such a big issue in the community “because of the violent nature
of his crime” As these comments indicate, the “sexually violent” part of
the legal label signaled the dangerousness of the person being placed in
each town.

The “predator” part of the label reinforced the perceived danger by
signaling that SVPs were not human and could not be cured. For in-
stance, a planning group member and construction company owner in
Ranchito compared SVPs to wild animals. “You know how some people
like to take wild animals and make them pets and then they get killed?”
he asked. “It's a wild animal. [ ... ] [Y]ou can't control its instincts, right?
Well, I think these pedophiles, or the extremes like this [SVP] charac-
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ter, the extremes, you never know when he’s gonna go off” A Deserton
man who had recently moved to the area made a similar analogy, saying,
“They say you can’t cure these pit bulls and they euthanize them when
they bite people, well these people [SVPs] just continue. They repeat
more than pit bulls do.” While empirical research belies the notion that
sex offenders have high rates of recidivism,** the “predator” part of the
legal label invoked images of a dangerous wild animal instinctually prey-
ing on vulnerable populations, which in turn signaled to these commu-
nity members that SVPs would reoffend if given the chance.

While most people did not explicitly compare SVPs to animals, the
term “predator” still signaled a fundamental difference between these
individuals and “normal” human beings, which contributed to their per-
ceived dangerousness. In interviews, community members in all three
places described the problem with SVPs as “something in their DNA”
or “something [that] short-circuited in their brain,” and they referred to
SVPs as having “arrested development” and “a sickness.” These perceived
fundamental flaws in SVPs’” biological makeup contributed to a belief
that they could never be cured or “talked out of” their impulses to sexu-
ally abuse others. This theme emerged clearly in a telephone interview
with a Ranchito woman who had been head of the local trails associa-
tion. This white woman in her late forties told me, “You cannot rehabili-
tate somebody like that” Later, she explained, “There’s something just
wrong with them, be it chemically, psychologically, or whatever’s going
on. And it’s not fixable. At all. Ever” For the local county mental health
official involved in multiple placements in the Ranchito area, these types
of perspectives on SVPs emerged at least in part from the SVP label.
He summed up what he called the “incredible picture” created by the
label as “these kind of fire-breathing guys with red eyes who are going
to throw you to the ground, beat you, rape you, cut off your head” Thus,
the legal label of “sexually violent predator” signaled that these offenders
were not human and, in doing so, increased fears that they would reof-
fend when given the chance.

When these types of concerns arose during notification meetings,
panelists responded as best they could. In these meetings, I watched
those sitting at the front of the room listen patiently to audience mem-
bers’ concerns and emotional pleas, and then provide more information
about the placement process while also trying to correct false assump-
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tions about the SVP or the placement decision. For instance, my field
notes indicate that the police chief responded to the woman in East City
who was “vehemently opposed” to the placement by saying, “We believe
[the placement is] a violation of Jessica’s Law, but the question was if
the law applies to SVPs whose victims haven’t been minors. However, it
was either that or homeless. There is no location for him to go in East
City. Health Corp looked at over 1,100 residences” While these types of
exchanges sometimes grew heated, those at the front of the room main-
tained their composure in the face of a sometimes hostile audience.

At least some community members appreciated panelists’” efforts.
During a Skype interview, I asked a man from Ranchito to tell me about
what went well at their community meeting. He answered, “They weren't
saying this guy’s not dangerous. They weren't trying to blow smoke up
anybody. They were acknowledging that he’s a high-risk guy and they
were in great detail about the plans to mitigate that. [ ... ] But they never
said, “This guy’s no danger.” I too had been surprised at the extent to
which those who led notification meetings honestly portrayed the SVPs’
past crimes and did not try to dismiss audience members’ fears about
public safety. While some of these fears may have been unwarranted,
most panelists seemed to recognize that the SVP label invokes fear and
that dismissing audience members’ concerns without further discussion
would have proved fruitless.

Unfortunately, decision makers’ honesty about potential dangers and
their “plans to mitigate” the dangers did not assuage audience mem-
bers’ fears. An East City womans comment explains why. She said, as
I recorded in my field notes, “If you're so sure that he’s ready to leave
treatment, he wouldn’t have all these conditions.” With this statement,
she clearly employed the inherent contradiction in the SVP statute
to challenge the siting decision: if SVPs were as dangerous as the law
made them sound, then they should not be let out into communities.
Thus, while decision makers held notification meetings to increase
public safety and mitigate local opposition, their actions inadvertently
fueled siting conflicts as community members recognized and reacted
to contradictory signals about the dangerousness of SVPs. From their
perspectives, these dangerous individuals had no place in their towns.
Nonetheless, the law required SVPs’ release without any input from local
communities. This inherent contradiction extended community mem-
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bers’ concerns beyond a fear of the perceived dangerous individuals to
claims of procedural injustices rooted in signals from California’s com-
munity notification law.

“Hysterical” Communities in “Ideal” Locations Protest
Perceived Injustices

Upon learning about notification meetings, community members
expressed their outrage in terms of a right to know about potential
threats. This perspective emerged clearly one afternoon when I inter-
viewed a Ranchito woman and her husband in the living room of their
home. The white couple in their early fifties lived near the proposed
placement location, and both actively participated in the local Tea Party
movement. Early in the interview, the woman commented that one of
her frustrations with the proposed SVP placement in Ranchito boiled
down to one question: “If we have dangerous people in our midst, how
could we not be informed about it?” While she expressed other concerns
throughout the interview, the lack of transparency in the placement
decision remained one of her top issues.

In Deserton and East City, where SVPs actually moved in, protest-
ers described their actions as “doing our part letting people know” and
“mak([ing] the community aware of what was going on.” In a telephone
interview, a black East City activist in her early fifties who had worked
on many community issues through a local interfaith alliance explained,
“The whole purpose of [protesting] was to express our discomfort and
to get out the information to the people of the community” A white
Ranchito woman in her late forties who served as the chair of the board
of a preschool near the proposed placement site summed it up by say-
ing, “I don’t want to live next door to a sexual predator on the one hand.
On the other hand, if I know who he is and where he is, that’s kind of a
benefit to me, isn't it?” These community members assumed that know-
ing about an identified sex offender would reduce the chances that they
or their children would become victims.

Community notification does not appear to reduce recidivism or
increase self-protective behaviors.** However, as decision makers for
SVP placements found out, making information available about identi-
fied sex offenders can increase local anxiety*® and create and reinforce



SITING CONFLICTS OVER SVP PLACEMENTS | 47

a sense of “information entitlement” in which community members
believe they have a right to information.*® Nationally mandated com-
munity notification laws such as the one in California further reinforce
this sense of entitlement by signaling to communities that knowledge
increases public safety, a theme reflected in community members’ claims
that they had a right to know about potential threats.

Community members also adopted a broader interpretation of the
legal signal that knowledge increases safety. As with local opposition
to public housing projects*” and waste facilities,*® community mem-
bers claimed that they had a right to know about and be involved in
decision-making processes, and that SVP placement processes had un-
fairly excluded them from siting decisions. When community members
learned of proposed SVP placements, many were suspicious that deci-
sion makers were trying to “slide” an SVP into their town. For example,
one afternoon in East City, I sat on the front porch of a house across the
intersection from the SVP’s home talking with the man who lived there.
A black man in his late forties, he had lived in East City on and off for
almost twenty years. He described his initial reaction to the placement
as follows: “You just drop him in and there go your warning. That’s it.
I felt like that’s . . . like we been raped.” Similarly, the man who spear-
headed the litigation in Deserton told me in an interview, “It was kind
of like [the SVP] was being dropped out of space. We didn’t know what
was the process that led up to a selection of a residence for a person.
We had no idea at all what was behind him coming” These and simi-
lar comments from other community members show that they believed
they had a right to know not only about individual SVPs but also about
the decision-making processes leading up to SVP placements. Although
the SVP statute said nothing about community involvement in place-
ment decisions, community members interpreted signals from Califor-
nia’s notification law as affording them a right to know about identified
threats and assigning responsibility to the state for involving communi-
ties in ensuring public safety.

Community members across California shared the concerns of those
in Ranchito, Deserton, and East City. According to media reports, resi-
dents routinely referred to SVPs as dangerous monsters who should be
kept away from “unsuspecting communities” and children. They also
questioned decision-making processes, with the most common re-
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frain being that officials treated the selected communities as “dumping
grounds” for unwanted people and projects. As an editor of a local news-
paper said, “These people don’t have a voice. That’s why the county treats
them like a dumping ground”*® In another case, a newspaper quoted a
seventh grader as saying, “South Bay is not a dumping ground.”*® These
types of comments often occurred alongside those calling for more ac-
countability for those who placed SVPs in communities.

Underlying these claims of injustice were the inherently contradic-
tory signals provided by the SVP statute. Local residents ardently be-
lieved that the people coming to their towns, people labeled as the worst
of the worst type of sex offenders, could not and should not be allowed
to reenter society. From this perspective, the law itself allowed for grave
injustices to occur by requiring SVPs to be released into communi-
ties without any sort of local input. A white Ranchito mother in her
midfifties who was active in a local Parent-Teacher Association (PTA)
summed it up best by saying, “We just need to keep an eye on the gov-
ernment and make sure they’re doing their job and keeping these people
away from our children” As with perceptions of fairness in litigation
efforts,”’ community members assessed the fairness of SVP placements
in terms of both placement processes and outcomes. Their interpreta-
tions of legal signals from the SVP statute and other sex offender laws
shaped their sense of injustice, which was rooted in perceptions of SVPs’
dangerousness and communities’ rights to know about and be involved
in proactively protecting themselves.

Strategies for Opposition

When community members across California learned of potential SVP
placements in their towns, they had many potential options for voic-
ing their opposition. Civic activism, legal and political mobilization,
mass media, social media, word of mouth, and vigilantism all had the
potential to help communities fight SVP placements, but some strategies
gained more traction than others. Figure 1.1 illustrates the percentage
of communities that engaged in various opposition strategies. In most
places, local opposition efforts involved multiple strategies, with the
most common being civic activism. Thirty-four communities, or about
70 percent of them, participated in various forms of civic activism.
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Figure 1.1. Percentage of Communities Engaged in Different Response Strategies (N = 49)

The most common were protests and rallies, followed by community
meetings, petitions, letters to decision makers, and contacting potential
landlords. Community members in two places produced and displayed
buttons and colored ribbons to symbolize their opposition to SVP place-
ments, and an activist in Soledad created a community group to provide
information and education about sexually violent predators to children
and their parents through community meetings, a telephone hotline,
and a website.>?

Perhaps because of community members’ interpretations of SVP
placements as political problems, the civic activism sparked by these
placements dramatically contradicts the stereotype of community mem-
bers as hysterical vigilantes out to “burn the monster” at all costs. In fact,
vigilantism was the least common strategy, with only about 20 percent
of local opposition efforts falling into this category. In these ten cases,
vigilantism manifested most often as harassment or threats against the
attorneys, landlords, and/or SVPs involved in each case. These threats
transformed into action in only two places. In Lompoc, the media re-
ported on an instance in which a neighbor “accidentally” shot at the
vehicle of one of the SVP’s security guards,” and in Vacaville, the SVP
reported that someone had spray-painted his garage door.>*

After civic activism, community members most often engaged with
their local legal, political, and media institutions to voice their opposi-
tion to SVP placements. Just over 50 percent of communities protested
SVP placements by attending court hearings, calling the police, litigat-
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ing, and speaking to judges outside of formalized hearings. A slightly
smaller percentage (almost 49 percent) of local responses involved con-
tacting mass media outlets or attending press conferences. Community
members in about nineteen places (39 percent) attended city council
meetings, contacted their local politicians, passed city council resolu-
tions or other formalized political action, and otherwise tried to apply
political pressure to stop SVP placements.

Once again, these strategies contradict the stereotype of community
members as irrational, hysterical vigilantes. They appear more in line
with the image of engaged, informed citizens trying to gain control over
local issues. Less common but still important strategies included form-
ing social media groups (27 percent of communities), disseminating
information through flyers and posting signs (22 percent), and other
strategies of opposition such as taking personal safety measures, moving
away, and informally watching the SVP (20 percent). Two communities
had no clear response strategies reported in media outlets.

This brief portrait of response strategies across the state indicates that
community members in California eschewed torches and pitchforks for
less violent forms of opposition. While a few community members did
engage in vigilantism, most focused on civic, legal, and political activ-
ism. Yet, the portrait is incomplete; it cannot explain why, given similar
concerns across places, community members engaged in different strat-
egies for opposition.

Similar Concerns, Different Strategies

While the emotions involved in controversies over sex offenders should
not be discounted, this chapter has shown how political and legal forces
intersect to set the stage for local opposition against SVP placements.
In California, despite legal signals that SVPs posed an extreme threat to
society, the SVP statute said little about how sites should be chosen or
how communities should be involved. This legal silence allowed deci-
sion makers to adopt their own processes, which included selecting
relatively powerless “ideal” hosts and then notifying those communi-
ties of upcoming placements. These decisions reinforced inequalities
between communities and highlighted community members’ exclu-
sion from decision-making processes. Community members responded
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by pointing out contradictions in the SVP statute and drawing upon
signals from other sex offender laws to mount their opposition. Their
interpretations of the signals from the state’s residence restriction and
community notification laws contributed to a belief that siting decisions
had been unfair. Ultimately, decision makers’ and community mem-
bers’ interpretations of legal signals in light of state, regional, and local
political contexts shaped SVP placements in ways that left vulnerable
communities struggling to assert their rights to local control over local
issues.

These dynamics occurred in SVP placement attempts throughout
California. Similar substantive and procedural concerns across places
may have been informed by similarities in placement processes through-
out the state and broader societal discourses about the threats posed by
sex offenders. Yet, communities engaged in a wide variety of techniques
to oppose SVP placements, the least of which was vigilantism. Com-
munity members across California framed their concerns in terms of
the injustice of having a perceived dangerous individual imposed upon
their towns, but similar understandings of the issue across places did
not always translate into similar responses to SVP placements. The next
three chapters use in-depth case studies to show how local political and
legal contexts transformed common concerns over SVP placements
into different avenues of resistance. The cases in Ranchito, Deserton,
and East City demonstrate that contemporary and historical relation-
ships between communities and their local institutions facilitated and
constrained the emergence of different strategies for opposition across
places.



2
Political Mobilization in Countrified Suburbia

The thing is if you don’t stand up and [ . . . ] fight against
things you don’t want, things you don’t believe in, things that
you feel would be destructive to your community, boy wed
have all kinds of crap up here.

—Ranchito woman, former member of local trails and
transportation committee

When I visited the unincorporated town of Ranchito in 2011, it seemed
like stereotypical small-town America. A scenic two-lane highway ran
through the middle of town. The highway often clogged with traffic
during rush hour because of its connection to the sprawling metropolis
forty miles away. Chain restaurants and big box stores lined the high-
way on the outskirts of town, but the recognizable brands quickly faded
as the road turned into Ranchito’s main street. In the small downtown
core, local businesses included a feed and grain supply store, a hardware
store, a small grocery store, antiques shops, the local history museum, a
few gas stations, and a couple of restaurants. Sporadic sidewalks made it
difficult to shop on foot, and visitors often passed through on their way
to more tourist-friendly towns farther up the hill. Residents described
the town as a “countrified suburban” bedroom community reminiscent
of Mayberry.

Those who lived in Ranchito had either grown up there or moved
there to get away from city problems and raise families in relatively in-
expensive homes on large lots. They enjoyed the self-described family-
oriented community, which boasted low crime rates, good schools,
youth sports programs, and hiking and equestrian trails. While drug
use and graffiti posed some problems, most community members noted
highway traffic as the biggest local issue. The sheriff’s department pro-
vided policing services, and residents said that they valued their in-
dependence, privacy, and self-reliance. A strong Tea Party presence

52
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reflected a pervasive distrust of big government in Ranchito, which also
applied to regional and state-level politics. The town had no formal po-
litical body, but a local planning group advised the county board of su-
pervisors on local land-use issues. The group had little political clout,
and many residents I spoke with believed that the county supervisors
paid little attention to the planning group’s recommendations.

Despite community members’ skepticism of regional, state, and na-
tional politics, they rallied around political mobilization as the center-
piece of their response to a proposed SVP placement in their town. The
planning group chair, a white real estate agent in her midforties, orga-
nized a community meeting that culminated in the group passing a res-
olution against the placement. The next day, in a dramatic performance
in front of television cameras, the landlord, a white man in his early
seventies, withdrew his offer of housing by ripping up the rental deposit
check and stating his solidarity with the community. After finding no
other housing options in Ranchito, state authorities ultimately placed
the SVP elsewhere. Later, despite their lack of access to formal political
power and a profound distrust of big government (and the politics that
goes with it), community members lauded the planning group’s actions
and described the town hall meeting as constituting their community’s
successful fight against the placement. In short, community members
perceived the planning group as the voice of the community rather than
a political body trying to gain status by catering to constituents.

This chapter explains how and why people in a community that
prided itself on self-reliance and distrust of government came to em-
brace political mobilization as the centerpiece of their community’s op-
position to a proposed SVP placement. In some ways, Ranchito’s story
follows those of other communities that have opposed perceived un-
fair siting decisions. As in those other cases,’ community members in
Ranchito perceived the decision to place an SVP in their town as an
inherently political problem in which state authorities were infringing
on the community’s “right” to govern itself. From this perspective, the
SVP placement opened a “political opportunity”? for action in which
the planning group saw an opportunity to act and framed the issue as a
potential danger to the community, a framing that resonated with other
local residents. According to traditional explanations, community mem-
bers in Ranchito rallied around the planning group’s efforts because, as
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with the general public and Californians in particular,’ they trusted their
local politicians more than those at the state and national levels. In the
context of this trust of local officials, the community meeting facilitated
the emergence of a collective identity based on a heightened sense of
“us” (i.e., the community) versus “them” (i.e., state authorities who had
proposed the SVP placement), which in turn encouraged support for
political mobilization.*

The opening of a political opportunity for action and the formation of
a collective identity contributed to the emergence of political mobiliza-
tion in Ranchito, but neither factor fully explains how political mobili-
zation became the centerpiece of the community’s response to the SVP
placement. The community lacked political capital, as demonstrated
by the fact that Ranchito’s planning group could only advise the board
of supervisors, who, according to community members, often did not
heed the group’s advice. By taking a stand on a decision that they had
no real political power to change, the planning group risked alienating
themselves from the community. Had community members perceived
their local leaders’ actions as strategic tactics to garner favor with con-
stituents, they could have rejected political mobilization as disingenuous
or useless. Instead, community members rallied around the planning
group’s mobilization of political authority, perceiving this largely sym-
bolic political move as the most important part of their fight against the
SVP placement. The rest of this chapter explains how the community’s
relationships with politicians, formal political structures, and law en-
forcement bolstered support for political mobilization despite a lack of
real political power.

Stopping an SVP Placement in Ranchito

In 2008, less than a year before the SVP controversy began in Ranchito,
the deputy district attorney assigned to SVP cases in the county dissemi-
nated a two-page document that essentially translated California’s SVP
statute into eleven steps for conditional release, complete with commen-
tary on each. After mentioning the document to me in an interview, she
shared it with me, explaining, “I essentially took the statute and estab-
lished a procedure. [ ... ] The judge in our county, and to my knowledge
in all of the counties now have pretty much accepted that procedure,
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even though my informal procedure isn’t necessarily spelled out in the
statute.” It may have been an exaggeration that all counties had adopted
her procedure, but the document did gain some notoriety, as evidenced
by other officials who referenced it during our interviews. For instance,
an attorney involved in the case in Deserton referred me to the deputy
district attorney in Ranchito’s county, explaining, “She is very knowl-
edgeable about community placement of SVPs and has written a whole
‘how to do it for other DA offices.” Similarly, a housing consultant with
the Department of Health and Human Services in Ranchito’s county
referred to its SVP placement process as “a model,” adding, “I think we're
very fortunate [in this county]”

Some of the commentary in the document could have partially miti-
gated community members’ concerns about a lack of input into place-
ment decisions. For example, steps seven and eight focused on the
fifteen-day comment period, noting that a local task force “has agreed
to accept and compile community input and present it to the Court,”
and that “community agencies may propose alternate locations for the
court to consider” during this time. Prior to the publication of the docu-
ment, the task force had been soliciting and compiling public comment
to submit to the court, but having the procedure in writing solidified the
role of the task force as an intermediary between the public and decision
makers during SVP placements.

The document also clarified an ambiguity in the law as to when public
comment should conclude. To this point, step ten addressed placement
hearings, stating, “Courts have the discretion to accept community com-
ment up to the hearing date and historically have done so. Courts also
appear to have the discretion to take public comment at the hearing
before issuing a ruling on the proposed placement.” This broad inter-
pretation of the law signaled that the public had multiple opportunities
to respond and could do so up until the point at which the judge made a
final decision. Indeed, the document noted that public comment could
even influence siting decisions because, “based on community input,
additional conditions might be imposed [by the Court].” In short, by
clarifying the practical application of the state’s SVP statute and provid-
ing implicit guidelines for those involved in SVP placements, the docu-
ment formalized already established placement procedures in ways that
signaled the importance of public input in placement decisions.
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In January 2009, a few months after the document had been dissemi-
nated, the DMH recommended an SVP placement in Ranchito. In line
with established procedures, the county task force put out a press release
about the proposed placement. By this time, the task force had already
handled six previous placements, including the conditional release of
the same SVP slated to move into Ranchito. Four years earlier, he had
been conditionally released to another site on prison grounds about fifty
miles away. During that time, he gained notoriety in the region by par-
ticipating in a one-on-one interview on a televised national news pro-
gram. Approximately three months later, he violated a condition of his
release and was returned to the state hospital.

When the state proposed to house the SVP in Ranchito after he had
once again gained conditional release, no one involved in the process
expected the community to remain silent. The Health Corp representa-
tive I spoke with explained that “because [the SVP] failed so miserably
the first time around, it tainted the public’s perception of him even more
so than it would've if it was just his first time around.” While this SVP
would have created a stir no matter where he went, the prosecutor in-
volved in the case expected particularly intense outcry in Ranchito. In
a telephone interview, she explained, “The discussion went something
like this: ‘Look, we know that that may be the only guy who is willing
to rent, but I know Ranchito. Ranchito is an extremely tight, rural com-
munity. And I think you’re gonna have serious problems with any type
of a placement in Ranchito, regardless of how far away that property
might be from anything else going there.” Despite the predicted outcry,
“our responsibility,” the prosecutor said, “is to channel [the communi-
ty’s] concern.” Thus, while decision makers in the placement process
expected local backlash, their somewhat formalized process attempted
to “channel” that backlash to minimize its effects on the placement itself.

As expected, some Ranchito residents remembered the SVP’s previ-
ous release and the televised interview. A PTA mother explained, “The
name kind of rang a bell, but I wasn't exactly sure which child molester
this was, so I Googled him and started looking at the pictures. I go,
‘Oh no, not that guy?” Others I spoke with also mentioned researching
the SVP online and checking the sex offender registry to find out more
about him. The chair of the board of a local preschool told me that when
some parents heard about the proposed placement and then asked her
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to represent them at the upcoming community meeting, “I said I would.
I went online, I researched [the SVP], I looked up what his crimes were.”
Generally, the more community members remembered about this par-
ticular SVP, the more they opposed his placement in their safe, family-
friendly small town.

The weeks that followed the press release involved a frenzy of local
activity. The woman who had been the head of the local trails associa-
tion explained that she “told everybody I knew to tell everybody they
know. I emailed it to every single person I could ever think of. Just to get
it out there” While she also noted that she “didn’t really even think about
writing in the newspaper and that kind of thing,” others wrote letters to
local newspapers and the sex offender task force and also called in to a
local radio talk show. One man, a white father of three who had lived in
Ranchito for all of his forty years, took his actions a bit further by trying
to organize the community. In our Skype interview, he said that he and
his wife were

talking about what to do about [the proposed placement]. And we had,
recently, I had recently created a Facebook account. I said, “We've got this
Facebook thing on there, we got a bunch of friends in Ranchito, let’s just
get the word out” So right then, on the spot, I made the Facebook group
Don’t Dump Your Sex Offender on Ranchito. [ . .. ] Within minutes of
reading the article, we put that group up. And then, as, you know, Face-
book’s a wonderful tool for that, so I create the group, I like it, [my wife]
likes it, now all our friends start seeing it. They all start liking it. People
start posting stuff, and that was the genesis of my involvement in that

issue.

Later, he referred to the group as an “electronic militia” trying to stop the
placement in their town.

All these activities centered on the idea that the more people who
knew about the placement, the stronger the opposition would be. As
the PTA mother explained, “My initial reaction was that I was gonna
have to mobilize the troops. That was the first thing that popped into
my head was get the word out as fast as possible to as many people as
possible” Similarly, the electronic militia leader said he “was confident
that if enough people stood up and screamed, that somebody would
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make a different decision. And so my first goal was to get the word out
as quickly as possible to as many people as possible.” Despite differences
in their immediate plans for action, these individuals wanted everyone
to know about the proposed placement.

Regional and local political officials also mobilized in the weeks after
the press release. The county supervisor who represented the area sent a
letter to the court opposing the placement, and the planning group chair
started to mobilize. To find out more about her actions before and during
the SVP placement, I interviewed her in her real estate office one after-
noon. She explained that upon hearing about the proposed placement,
she began organizing a community meeting to disseminate information
and raise “public awareness” about the issue. Technically, the planning
group could only address land-use issues, but she argued that “[the SVP
placement] was a land-use issue because it was all tied to where he was
going to be able to live” Her comment shows how some people in the
community perceived the SVP placement as similar to other types of
siting decisions. As with siting potentially dangerous facilities, the SVP
placement highlighted the state’s power to put an unwanted element into
a community with little public inclusion in the siting or placement pro-
cesses. These parallels fueled local discontent.

At the same time, some individuals on the planning group disagreed
that the SVP placement fell within their jurisdiction. According to the
chair, a few members of the group believed so strongly that the planning
group was overstepping its bounds that they refused to come to the com-
munity meeting. She explained that they “didn’t think that we should be
taking on this social issue” Nonetheless, the planning group proceeded
with the community meeting because, as a longtime resident and plan-
ning group member who had served as a trustee for the local school dis-
trict put it, “Something like [an SVP placement] really is outside of our
purview unless we really want to stretch what it is, but because we have
no governing body in Ranchito. [ ... ] There’s really nobody locally that
somebody could come and say we don’t want this in our community. So
we took that stance” The planning group chair echoed these ideas, say-
ing, “Ranchito, because it’s not a city, doesn't have an elected official, or a
venue for people to come and freak. [ ... ] Or have their voice heard, or
whatever” Thus, just two and a half weeks after the initial press release,
the local governing body that was meant to deal with land-use issues
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held what it called a “community crisis management meeting” to allow
community members to voice their concerns about the proposed SVP
placement.

Local media publicized the meeting, with one editorial characteriz-
ing the proposed placement as a “state-sponsored threat” to the com-
munity. This framing of the issue as one of maintaining local control
in the face of negative state-level decisions played well with Ranchito’s
politically conservative base. “We kind of find ourselves on the tail end
of a lot of decisions, you know, so that frustrates people up here even
more,” said a white construction company owner and planning group
member in his early fifties. “So, you get this ‘us against them’ mentality
up here. So, whenever something like this [SVP placement] came up,
that I think was the reason why there was a lot of people that showed up
[at the meeting]” Others distinguished themselves from the “bleeding
hearts”” In a telephone interview, the owner of a gun store, a white man
in his late fifties, explained his initial reaction to hearing about the pro-
posed SVP placement. He said, “If the bleeding hearts want these guys
to be released in the community, they need to let them go to their house
and they can take care of them.” His comment illustrates the political
perspective from which some Ranchitoans viewed the proposed SVP
placement. In a particularly revealing comment, the Tea Party activist
I interviewed with his wife in their home near the proposed placement
site argued that the government should segregate SVPs from society
because “the government’s job is to protect its people” This clearly il-
lustrates that a general distrust of nonlocal government officials stirred
local passions when it came to the issue of the SVP placement. The com-
munity meeting provided an opportunity to transform those passions
into action.

Ranchitos Community Meeting

More than one hundred residents crammed into Ranchito’s commu-
nity center one Thursday evening in February 2009 to learn about and
respond to the proposed SVP placement. The presence of the media, the
prospective landlord, representatives from Health Corp and the offices
of county and state elected officials, and a handful of officers from the
sheriff’s department added to the bustle of the meeting. Although the
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meeting occurred before I began my research, interviews, news reports,
and official minutes provide details of what happened that evening.

By most accounts, even before the meeting started, the room hummed
with a feeling of solidarity and togetherness. No one I spoke with could
remember any other planning group meeting that had drawn so many
people together. When I interviewed community members less than two
years later, they still vividly recalled their experiences during that time.
The Tea Party activist who lived next door to the proposed placement
site explained that before the meeting, she “felt like it was kind of my
problem. I was looking at it in a very personal way, like this is happen-
ing a few feet from my bedroom. [ ... ] I was surprised that so many
other people came out and even more [surprised] when I realized that
they didn’t know where it was. They didn't even know where they were
talking about putting him, just that it was in Ranchito.” For her, the size
of the audience signaled that the placement would be a community issue
rather than her personal problem.

Others reported similar perceptions of the meeting as bringing the
community together. For instance, I interviewed a white father of three
who had moved to Ranchito ten years before the SVP placement to
start a family with his then girlfriend. He had been a teacher and was
involved with the local school council and the PTA. He described the
scene at the community meeting as “like a movie. [ . . . ] You just look
across the room and you recognize people. And you're like, this isn’t
some earthquake in Japan where there’s people in trouble who you see
on the news, these are your neighbors.” As these comments indicate,
the meeting helped engender a sense of community among those who
attended.

Many people I spoke with said that they went to the meeting because
they believed the placement was a community problem that required a
stronger response than they had engaged in for previous local issues. In
a telephone interview, a white mother of four who had lived in Ranchito
for almost three decades and served on the local design review board
said that she had urged her neighbors to go to the meeting by telling
them, “You know what, you need to voice your opinion and say some-
thing. And you need to stand up for this.” She went on to say that even
though she did not believe the community’s input mattered in regional
politics, she attended the meeting “because you gotta try somehow. You
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gotta try” Even though she was unsure about the power of local political
action, she perceived the issue in terms of the community needing to
fight a political decision through political avenues. The planning group’s
meeting provided her with the opportunity to be engaged in helping to
solve that problem.

As with community meetings in other places, the meeting in Ranchito
began with the Health Corp representative giving a brief presentation
about the SVP, the conditions of his release, and the security precautions
that would be put in place. Planning group members asked clarifying
questions and then opened the floor for public comment. According
to the meeting minutes, twenty-one people registered their opposition
to the placement but did not want to speak publicly. Twenty-three resi-
dents voiced their concerns.

As in other places, people who attended the meeting in Ranchito ex-
pressed fear for the safety of themselves and their children. In an inter-
view, the PTA mother recounted her involvement in the meeting:

And I got up. And I had written a letter to the DMH protesting what they
were doing. And I told the crowd, “This is the first time I've ever been to
a planning commission meeting. My daughter is performing at the high
school tonight. I am missing this performance to be here because it’s that
important to me. These are all my children. And I'm here to protect them
like a lioness protects her cubs”

By describing herself as a “lioness,” she gave the audience a clear visual
representation of the danger she imagined the children of the commu-
nity would be in and how she intended to protect those children from
harm. She, like other audience members, had framed her concerns in
terms of protecting one of the community’s most vulnerable populations.

During the meeting, others framed their concerns about children’s
safety by bringing up the children who would be present in the pre-
schools, at bus stops, and in open fields near the SVP’s proposed lo-
cation. In an interview, the principal of a nearby elementary school,
a white woman in her late fifties, explained their logic. She said, “The
space around a home doesn’t necessarily mean that it’s a secure place to
put somebody. [T]here was a bus stop very close to that property. [ ... ]
[S]Jomebody could walk from that property across [the two-lane high-
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way] and then through a lot of other open space to get to our school”
The mother of a child who attended an elementary school near the pro-
posed placement location expanded on the principal’s explanation by
saying, “If he sat on his front porch with a pair of binoculars, he could
look down at my daughter’s school. Although it was over a couple fields
and—the distance was there—he definitely got a clear view of my daugh-
ter’s playground and all 750 students that go to her school” Despite the
site’s distance from legally defined safe spaces, these and other commu-
nity members still believed the SVP would find ways to victimize their
children, either directly or indirectly.

In interviews, I asked each person why he or she thought the SVP
placement became such a big issue in Ranchito. Many of the responses
focused on threats to the community. For instance, the PTA father who
had described the community meeting as being “like a movie” answered,
“I think Ranchito felt like . . . Well, it’s a very close-knit community, and
it's very family-oriented. [ ... ] It’s really a stereotypical, nice small town.
And, here’s this guy coming into the community and it’s like, “This could
affect any of us” The PTA mother also referenced the family-oriented
nature of the community in her response to why the placement became
such a big issue. She said, “This is a great place to raise kids. [T]he rea-
son why a lot of people move to Ranchito is because of the great schools
and the wide-open spaces and the low crime rate and that sort of thing.
And anything that threatens that lifestyle, that way of life, is going to
get some attention.” The head of the local trails association summed it
up by saying, “We can’t have somebody dangerous like that in our com-
munity. [ ... ] It's a threat to our way of living” Despite the reality that
sex offenders already lived in Ranchito, the placement of someone in the
community who was designated as an SVP represented a clear threat to
the local “way of life” that prioritized families and children. The SVP
label exacerbated the visibility of this threat, drawing a more intense
local response than had been the case with other identified sex offenders
in Ranchito.

While protecting children was a dominant theme among community
members, some expressed more practical concerns related to the fair-
ness of the placement. These individuals balked at the size and location
of the home the SVP would be moving into. The large house sat on a
hill just off the main highway. It boasted expansive views of the val-
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ley, and it included a swimming pool and hot tub embedded in a slate
patio. Community members knew that taxpayers essentially footed the
bill, and they did not want their money going toward such extravagant
accommodations. “If the government’s gonna supply someone with a
home because they’re too dangerous to be in society;” said one of the
Tea Party activists, “it shouldnt be pretty. It should be something [ ... ]
modest.” Others echoed these sentiments, expressing reservations about
someone legally labeled as a danger to society being housed in such a
luxurious place.

These types of comments reflect broader public concerns about the
conditions of confinement for inmates in the United States. Americans
tend to believe that prisons are not harsh enough,® and public support
for both educational and “luxurious” amenities in prisons declines when
they are funded by taxpayers rather than inmates themselves.® Indeed,
for some inmates, comfortable prison environments may at times lessen
the perceived severity of punishment.” Thus, when Ranchito community
members spoke incredulously about the proposed location for the SVP
placement, they invoked a broader narrative about the use of taxpayer
money to house a perceived dangerous individual in a generously ap-
pointed hilltop home with an expansive view of the surrounding area.

For some Ranchitoans, the injustice of the placement location went
beyond a desire to punish the SVP by housing him in a more “modest”
home. In a letter to the planning group, one woman who had attended
the community meeting wrote, “He should not be living in luxury while
the rest of Ranchito scrimps & saves trying to make ends meet.” Another
Ranchito resident, a white woman who had lived there for ten years and
was active in her children’s baseball league, echoed these concerns. She
told me in an interview, “It was, like, I don’t know, like a $5,000 a month
house. Why does he need that? Why can't he have a trailer on a piece
of property? You know, that the government is paying for. You know. I
know a lot of people who work and live in little apartments. Why does
this guy get . . ” She did not finish her thought, but the implication was
that the SVP should not be provided such an expensive home while oth-
ers in Ranchito made do living in apartments.

These concerns exemplify a sense of injustice born not solely out of
punitiveness but also of evaluating the rights of an SVP relative to those
of the broader community. For these community members, the state was



64 | POLITICAL MOBILIZATION IN COUNTRIFIED SUBURBIA

pampering an identified sex offender while the rest of the community
worked hard to live in more “modest” conditions. Despite the commu-
nity’s predominantly conservative, small-government leanings, some
residents believed that the state should ensure that those they deemed
less deserving did not receive better treatment than “respectable, law-
abiding” citizens. When the state failed to do so by proposing the luxuri-
ous home for the SVP, community members saw this as fundamentally
unfair.

Perceptions of unfairness also emerged in practical concerns about
the distribution of sex offenders across the county. The PTA father ex-
plained that he had resisted a knee-jerk opposition to the placement.
Upon hearing about the community’s opposition to the SVP placement,
he thought, “Oh god, here’s conservative Ranchito complaining about
something”” Nonetheless, he began researching the number of sex of-
fenders throughout the county. “I started noticing a pattern that the
[ ...] more rural you got, the higher the ratio [of sex offenders], mean-
ing [our part of the] county was taking the lion’s share of the county’s
sexual predators. And it was like, ‘Well, wait a minute, that ain’t right
He concluded that Ranchito had more than its “fair share” of sex of-
fenders, and he brought statistics to the meeting to provide the plan-
ning group and the county an “actual reason” to oppose the placement.
His actions suggest that at least some assumed that framing their con-
cerns in practical terms would gain more traction with political officials
than would concerns that appeared to be more knee-jerk emotional
responses.

po3)

Underlying these practical questions of fairness was a general dis-
trust of government. This played out in community members’ concerns
that if the placement was successful, the state would eventually house
multiple SVPs in the proposed placement home. The baseball mother
who had balked at the cost and size of the home explained this com-
mon sentiment by saying, “I think that they were probably going to rent
that house and little by little move more in so they could have like a
home. [ ... ] And that’s what a lot of people were saying [ . . . ] that
they were gonna turn it into a home for sexual predators” The chair of
the board of the local preschool echoed this sentiment when she said,
“The home that they were planning to put him in was a four-bedroom
home. Who were they gonna put in the other three bedrooms? [ . . . ]
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They said ‘Well, we don’t have any plans at this time. I don’t doubt that,
why would they have any plans, but if that opportunity is there and it’s
already established in the community, it’s so much easier than putting
him somewhere else” Thus, even practical concerns about the home and
its location were linked to skepticism about the state’s real priorities and
intentions for the home.

These concerns funneled into the community meeting. With so many
people packed into a small space to discuss such volatile issues, things
could have quickly spiraled out of control. Indeed, during the meeting,
the planning group member who owned the construction company
highlighted the community’s potential for vigilante violence. He ex-
plained to me that at the meeting he told Health Corp representatives,
“Everybody that lives out here has a gun. And they’ve got multiple guns.
[ ...] They're into protecting their neighborhoods. Do you really think
a guy like [the SVP] will be safe in a community like Ranchito after what
I just said?” The crowd responded with a resounding “No!” He went on
to declare, “You put him in our town, and [ . .. ] this guy won’t last. He
won't stay living. He will be dead” Later, in our interview, he explained
very matter-of-factly that for many of the men that he knew in Ranchito

it would be no problem, no skin off these guys’ . . . there’s I mean, hun-
dreds of them that I know—no big deal at all to just go over there and
take a guy out no problem. [ ... ] If they see a threat, they’re gonna take
the threat out also. And some of these people would even be, I shouldn’t
say it like this because I don’t know this, but I would say almost like proud
of the fact that they go around drinking, “Hey, I took that dude out” Hed
be a hero, right? Hed be a hero. And the people of the town would back
somebody like that.

His unapologetic description of some community members’ propensity
for violence made no judgement as to their right to use violence to pro-
tect themselves. Instead, he presented the information to demonstrate
that some community members would retaliate against the perceived
threat regardless of the moral or legal justness of their actions.
Similarly, I asked a mother of two preschoolers who was active in a
local church community and had been featured in media coverage about
the SVP placement what kinds of plans had been discussed after the
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community meeting. In response, the white woman in her early forties
described a general sense that if “they bring him here, he won’t live long.
That was very obvious and I mean, nobody ever said that. There was
never any indication, but that’s the kind of town this is”” She too brought
up the potential violence against the SVP not to justify or condemn vigi-
lante actions but to describe the atmosphere in the community around
the time of the proposed SVP placement.

Comments about vigilantism might be expected in private interviews,
but the fact that a de facto local political official brought up potential
violence during a public meeting demonstrates community members’
deeply held belief that SVPs did not belong in Ranchito and their con-
viction that they would take matters into their own hands if the state
violated their perceived right to control what happened in their town.
While threats of violence may or may not have transformed into ac-
tual violence had the placement proceeded, community members’ gen-
eral support for threats of violence as an opposition strategy suggests
their belief that they would fight perceived unfair decisions in any way
possible.

While some community members withheld judgment about potential
vigilantism, the “lioness” PTA mother condemned the community’s po-
tential for violence in an interview. When I asked what she thought peo-
ple in Ranchito could have done differently in response to the proposed
placement, she answered that were an SVP to move into Ranchito, “I
would be afraid that someone would take the law into their own hands,
what we call cowboy justice up here. I would hate to see that happen
because I am the kind of person who thinks that the pen is mightier
than the sword, but I know that not everybody in this community feels
that way” She went on to say that if such violence were to happen in
Ranchito, “I would oppose any action that involved any kind of illegal
activity. I mean, it's one thing to have a sexually violent predator in your
neighborhood and picket their house. It’s quite another thing to fire your
shotgun through the window. So, I don’t condone violence in any form
and . . . but you have to do what you need to do to get your point across
within the confines of the law” Considering her fierce opposition to the
placement during the community meeting, her elaboration during our
interview demonstrated a recognition that vigilante violence would not
be a fair response to an SVP placement. Notwithstanding her renuncia-
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tion of violence, community members I interviewed more commonly
remained neutral about the SVP’s lack of safety in Ranchito.

Despite threats of violence, the planning group maintained order
throughout the meeting. While the chair had expected residents to “go
nuts” on the landlord and the Health Corp representative, the audi-
ence was, as the electronic militia leader put it, “extraordinarily well-
behaved.” The PTA father further explained, “The planning group was
very professional, almost annoying because they listened and they cut
you off at the allotted two or three minutes of talking time. They kept it
very unbiased. It was very straightforward” Many community members
echoed these sentiments by commenting on the professionalism of the
meeting. The group’s ability to maintain order suggests residents’ respect
for their de facto local politicians and their willingness to participate in
a local political process, even when they felt angry and betrayed by the
county and the state.

Ultimately, the meeting ended when the planning group passed a
resolution against the placement. The resolution noted the group’s op-
position to the placement based on seven concerns, including proximity
to places where children gather, the cost of renting such a large home,
the landlord’s opposition to the placement, and the threat to Ranchito’s
children. The group sent it, along with sixteen letters of opposition from
local residents, to the county’s sex offender task force.

Some audience members left the meeting with a “wait-and-see” at-
titude. They believed that their local political body had done its job,
and they hoped that would be the end of the proposed placement. The
religious mother of preschoolers explained, “I am very proud of the
community that we live in. Before that, like I said, I've never seen the
community rally like that. To stand up to the government, to stand up
to the state and say not our house . . ” This comment illustrates a com-
mon perception that the planning group’s actions were really the com-
munity’s actions. They had stood up to the state, and many said they
felt proud of their community for doing so. “I remember walking back
to my car,” said the mother whose child attended the local elementary
school, “going, “There’s no way this person is living in Ranchito. I was
proud to be a Ranchitoan. I was proud of the way people handled them-
selves. I was proud that nobody got out of hand.” For her, “getting out of
hand” would have undermined the real concerns of local residents and
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the strength of the opposition efforts. Although she did not elaborate, it
also implies that she recognized the value in controlling emotions when
fighting for change within this political arena.

While no one began immediately strategizing future actions after the
meeting, a few discussed potential ideas. As the electronic militia leader
explained, “There was a lot of pretty vague talk. But people were talking
about, ‘Okay, do we buy the house from the guy? Do we go raise money
and just buy this house from the guy so that, you know, he’s trying to sell
the house, or he’s trying to make money off it. Can we just buy the house
from the guy so he doesn’t have to sell it?”” Buying the home would have
been a particularly unique nonviolent strategy for opposition, but other
ideas proposed immediately after the meeting reflected strategies em-
ployed in protests over other social issues. For example, the electronic
militia leader recounted the following instance in which some commu-
nity members considered property damage as a protest strategy:

There was a conversation, and this is a purely humorous thing, so I want
to put it in context. It's a purely humorous thing. We have these bad Santa
Ana winds here, and we have these fires here. And there was a conversa-
tion at one point, I think it was after the meeting, that said, well, and then
the conversation went something like this: “Well, if he moves in, then
I guess our next step is we'll just have a candlelight vigil just east of his
house in October” And that was done purely in jest, but I thought it was
interesting.

Despite the “humorous” context in which property damage emerged as
a potential strategy in Ranchito, the incident demonstrates that some
community members were willing to at least consider multiple avenues
of resistance, even those that involved illegal activity. Engaging in illegal
activity would not have been outside of the realm of possibility, par-
ticularly as activists in a variety of other social movements have used
property damage and other illegal actions to gain the attention of those
in power.®

Other types of protests might also have occurred if the placement had
proceeded. The PTA mother explained, “I think if we had heard some-
thing different, that, well, it was probably gonna happen, there prob-
ably would have been a movement of some sort. [ ... ] People would
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have gotten together absolutely. That’s definitely what Ranchito does.”
When people talked to her about the meeting, she said that she told
them, “This isn't over. If he comes to Ranchito, we’re going to picket the
house’ And I said that over and over again until I had a lot of people say,

“Yeah, we'll join you with that” The situation never came to that because
events the next day quashed the plan to place the SVP in Ranchito.

The Failure of the Proposed Placement

After the community meeting, one central actor in the placement deci-
sion had not yet exercised his power to stop the placement. During the
meeting, the owner of the proposed placement home, whom I will call
Cliff, began to state his case. He listened to community members’ con-
cerns and then stood, waving an envelope containing the rental deposit.
He told the audience that he had not been given complete information
before agreeing to rent the home to Health Corp. Minutes from the
meeting stated that he said he was “unaware of the gravity of the situa-
tion when approached to enter into a contract” and that the proposed
placement had “damaged his reputation” Despite his participation in
securing the proposed placement site, he implored audience members
to believe that he too was a victim of the state’s siting decision.

As the meeting adjourned, the religious mother approached Clift
with eight-by-ten photos of her preschoolers. In a telephone interview,
she described her actions to me. She said, “I went to him after the meet-
ing and I showed him a picture of my children and told him, T am only
asking you to think about what you're doing. Think about this, look
at these children. These are the children in our community that are at
risk. Think about putting them in this position. And that’s all I had to
say. And I walked out. In tears” Although she hoped that the meeting
and her plea would stop the placement, she “was very fearful that [it]
wouldn’t work” But it did work. The day after the town hall meeting,
Cliff convened a press conference at the proposed placement site. With
television cameras rolling, he tore up an envelope containing the rental
deposit and said, “I love Ranchito. I love my neighbors. My intention is
to have a residential care [facility] for the elderly and not a facility for sex
offenders” Four days after the press conference, the state withdrew plans
to house the SVP in Ranchito.
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While many community members believed that Cliff had intended
to proceed with the placement until he faced pressure at the community
meeting, Cliff told me a different story. I visited his home one morn-
ing to interview him about his role in the SVP placement. During the
interview, he explained that when he and his wife moved to Ranchito
in 2004, they made a living largely by flipping homes: they would buy
a home, live in it for two years while fixing it up, rent it for a few years,
and then sell it. Unfortunately, the housing market crashed soon after
they renovated the home that became the center of the controversy over
the SVP placement, causing the home to remain vacant for much longer
than they had anticipated.

Finally, in 2008, Cliff received a call from a representative of a medi-
cal corporation. After showing the home to this man, Cliff received a
“one-page letter that was an agreement from a third party acting on be-
half of the Department of Health and Human Services, they later told
me. And it said that property was to be set aside and held for [the future
tenant, whom he later learned was the SVP]. So we signed it, I signed it
and sent it back; they promised to send a deposit” While Cliff was glad
to finally have an interested renter, he adamantly explained to me that
the letter “was not a contract. It was one piece of paper that said, “This
is related to [the future tenant’s name], sign it and send it back. This will
allow us to initiate the process.” About a week after signing the letter,
Cliff recognized his rental property on a television news report that an
SVP with the same name as his future tenant would be moving into
Ranchito.

Soon after the news broadcast, the host of a local conservative radio
talk show called Cliff on air, boosting Cliff’s notoriety in the commu-
nity. According to Cliff, the talk show host “behaved as if I knew up
front everything that was on the media. And I'll never forgive him for
that because it was slander” After the disconcerting radio appearance,
Cliff said he called the Health Corp representative, telling him, “You're
throwing me under the bus. What is this all about? Who put the media
out? I wanna know who did it”” According to Cliff, the representative
said they had a signed agreement, and the deposit check arrived shortly
after the confrontation.

By the time Cliff stood to speak at the end of the community meet-
ing, he had in his hand the envelope containing the deposit. He said
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he meant to “make my points, which were ‘Don’t you know that I'm
a citizen who’s getting trampled?” and then return the deposit to the
Health Corp representative. Instead, when the meeting had “worn on
too long” and “the noise and the crowd was getting out of hand,” the
planning group chair ended the meeting and Clift “felt that I didn’t get
to finish my story” As he was leaving, the mother with pictures of her
children approached him and “accused me of fostering that bastard.”
The next day, feeling that he needed a chance to “finish” telling his side
of the story, Cliff called a press conference to denounce the placement.
He summed up the issue by saying, “Had somebody used those words
[sexually violent predator], or described what they were trying to ac-
complish, I would’'ve immediately not even returned that stupid letter
that said we’re gonna send you a deposit”

When [ interviewed community members, some said they believed
Cliff’s claims that he was railroaded by the state. The mother of a child
who attended the nearby elementary school said, “My impression is that
the poor person that owns the home got excited because they were will-
ing to pay him above and beyond the rent of the home and probably
they weren't too forthright with who they were gonna be giving it to, or
let live there” Others agreed, with the chair of the preschool board stat-
ing, “I don't even fault the gentleman who owned the home who was just
trying to make a living. [ ... ] It’s a really tough time in our country fi-
nancially, and people are losing their homes all the time. And you make
a living the best way you can. But . . . it just wasn't the best for Ranchito.”
These individuals placed more blame on the state than the landlord for
the siting decision.

Others perceived Cliff as a “showboat” who had agreed to rent to the
state because he needed the money but then had to publicly denounce
the placement to save his reputation. The religious mother said in our
interview, “[He] was also loaded with excuses, one excuse after another.
Cry me a river.” She went on to explain, “I didn’t believe [Cliff’s story]
for one moment. Youre a homeowner. You're gonna rent a property and
you’re not gonna ask the government, who wants to pay you at least two
times the value of the monthly rent [who they’re going to put there]?”
From this perspective, Cliff had intended to rent his house for the SVP
placement, but he was “shamed” into backing out. A Health Corp rep-
resentative supported this view. When asked in an interview whether
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Health Corp personnel had informed Cliff of the details of the place-
ment, the representative stated, “It absolutely happened. There’s no way
that we can work with someone . . . we have to notify them of the pitfalls
so that something like this does not occur. So, we had to be absolutely up
front with him. And we were in this case, but, you know . . . he said that
we were not, so . . While Cliff might have received the information,
the Health Corp representative went on to say, “We told him that it was
a sexually violent predator. I don’t know if he knew the implications of
that when he accepted our offer. And it became readily apparent to him
at the community meeting”

Despite conflicting stories about the events leading up to the an-
nouncement of the placement in Ranchito, people I interviewed spoke
of the community meeting and Cliff’s subsequent refusal to rent his
property to the state as the community’s successful fight against a per-
ceived threat and injustice. Although the planning group exercised little
formal political power, these local politicians successfully facilitated and
in some ways even created the community response. The next sections
explain how and why political mobilization became the centerpiece of
the community’s response to the proposed SVP placement.

Community Orientations to Authority in Ranchito

Community members in Ranchito rallied around their local politicians’
actions within the context of specific configurations of contemporary
and historical relationships between the community and local politi-
cians, political structures, and law enforcement. As I discussed in the
introduction, I conceptualize these relationships as dominant commu-
nity orientations to political and legal authority. The former reflects
activated community members’ understandings of the role of political
authority in local life (i.e., relationships with politicians in terms of how
they treated the community and their perceived interests when making
decisions) and the role of political authority in solving local problems
(i.e., the community’s position within political structures in terms of
the ability of local entities to make legally binding decisions). The latter
include understandings of the role of legal authority in local life (i.e.,
relationships with law enforcement) as well as the role of legal authority
in solving local problems (i.e., relationships with the courts).
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In Ranchito, these understandings contributed to the community’s
dominant orientations to political authority as a source of power and
an entitlement, and to legal authority as a source of order maintenance.
These orientations reflect the interpretations and experiences of resi-
dents who actively opposed the SVP placement. They were dispropor-
tionately white, with higher household incomes and levels of education
than the town’s overall population. Other segments of the population,
particularly the one-third of residents who identified as Hispanic or La-
tino and the half who had lower socioeconomic statuses, may have had
different orientations to political and legal authority than those most
active in opposing the SVP placement, but they did not represent the
most activated community members. The following sections describe
the historical development of the Ranchito community’s dominant ori-
entations to authority and explain how they emerged during the com-
munity’s response to the SVP placement.

Political Authority as Entitlement to Self-Governance

Community members in Ranchito viewed political authority as an enti-
tlement. From this perspective, the community should have been able
to use political authority to govern itself with little outside interference.
The belief in a right to self-governance aligned well with local values of
self-reliance, independence, and distrust of regional and state govern-
ment. Before the SVP placement, the community’s relationships with
regional politicians and the town’s position within formal political struc-
tures emphasized political autonomy, which contributed to its dominant
orientation to political authority. This orientation in turn shaped how
residents responded to the proposed placement in their town.

RELATIONSHIP WITH POLITICIANS

Historically, Ranchito subsisted mainly on farming and agriculture-
related business. The town’s agricultural base began to shift in the 1970s
when an out-of-town developer planned and built Country Acres, a
pseudonym for a subdivision southeast of town that was marketed to city
dwellers as affordable, resort-style living in the beautiful hills outside the
region’s major metropolis. Urbanites moved to the area, but this created
new social and economic divisions between newcomers and those who
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had lived in Ranchito for generations. The planning group member who
had been a school district trustee described the situation as “a strange
relationship” because “a lot of the original people who bought [in Coun-
try Acres] were a little bit of a snobbier nature and so they really didn’t
want to consider themselves part of Ranchito” Tensions flared around
the issues of growth and incorporation, especially as newcomers ousted
those who had historically maintained political power in the town.’
Although both sides fought for their respective positions, they did agree
on one thing: Ranchito residents needed local control over future plan-
ning and development issues.

A fifteen-member, locally elected planning group emerged in the
1970s, partly as the result of a failed attempt to incorporate Ranchito
as a city. According to the former school district trustee, without the
tax base to support an independent city, residents formed the planning
group to “at least give the appearance of local voice” in land-use issues.
At first, the board of supervisors would not recognize the group under
its planning group pilot program. It finally acquiesced after three years
of pressure from local residents.

The planning group occupied the lowest rung of the regional political
structure: it advised the board of supervisors on land-use issues, but only
supervisors could make legally binding decisions. The school district
trustee described the planning group as “not even like a city council.
[...] We hold no legislative power whatsoever. So whatever we decide
that were going to vote on, it depends on really whether it matches with
what the county wants to do to begin with” Another resident echoed
these sentiments. “The biggest problem with the planning group,” he
said, “is [ ... ] they have no power. [ ... ] They can scream at the board
of supervisors, but not much else” The PTA mother explained that the
planning group “does have some clout, but not necessarily a whole lot in
the way of authority” As these descriptions suggest, the group exercised
mostly symbolic power to influence county decisions.

Although the planning group had only symbolic power, winning the
right to have a planning group suggested the potential for Ranchitoans
to prevail against stronger regional political powers. Indeed, the plan-
ning group came to symbolize local autonomy. The planning group chair
explained how this happened:
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Over the years, I think Ranchito has started listening to the county, which
is very different. Because what they were doing was saying, “It’s our way
or the highway,” when we’re advisory and [the county has] the power.
[T]he county would say [ . . . ] these are our rules and our ordinances,
and the elected people on the planning group would say, “Well we don’t
like that,” and theyd want [the county] just to change it. Well, they can’t.
There’s ordinances that they have to follow or they’re gonna get sued. So,
I think through education of our members on that group, we have been
able to understand the limitations that we have to play in so that we can
be effective [ . .. ]. It was more like a grab-your-pitchfork kind of thing
before.

This account illustrates how the planning group’ interactions with the
county contributed to the community’s dominant orientation to political
authority. Instead of resigning itself to county regulations, the planning
group asserted the community’s right to local control by rejecting county
ordinances and proposing, as the construction company owner put it,
“some real crazy solutions to problems that drove the county nuts” As
this strategy failed to help the planning group achieve their goals, they
learned how to “play” the political game to maintain control over local
affairs.

Ranchito community members saw the planning group as one of
“us”: empowered community members working toward the collec-
tive good. While the local voice presented by the real estate brokers,
business owners, and local builders who tended to be on the planning
group did not represent every person in town, group members’ resi-
dent status aligned them more closely with the community than out-
sider politicians. Indeed, Ranchito residents who actively opposed the
SVP placement often referred to planning group members as part of the
community. As the electronic militia leader said, “They’re all community
members. We know all those people. We vote for them, we go to their
meetings. They all have businesses in town and have livelihoods in town,
so they’re very much us and we’re very much them.” Later, he elaborated,
“The local planning group, generally speaking, is made up of members
of the community and will work with the community and respond to
the community”



76 | POLITICAL MOBILIZATION IN COUNTRIFIED SUBURBIA

Community members did not always perceive the planning group
in this way. Many told me that in the past, some group members fo-
cused on their own issues instead of making decisions based on collec-
tive interests. As the head of the local trails association explained, “Some
people [on the planning group], I don’t know why they get involved.
Usually they have an issue like they don’t want a street to be paved [ . .. |.
It’s like one single thing instead of being community-oriented. And I
think a lot of those people are now gone because [ . . . ] the community
became aware of who they were and stopped voting for them” Oth-
ers made similar points that the planning group’s more recent iterations
tended to focus on the community rather than on individual agendas.

Yet even those who believed that individual planning group members
“ha[d] their own agendas” perceived the group as a whole as acting in the
interests of the community. For instance, the preschool board chair re-
flected on her failed attempt to stop owners of adjacent land from splitting
their lots to build more houses on each plot. She said, “So I'm obviously
not thrilled with [their decision to allow the landowners to split their lots].
But, as the planning committee pointed out, I'm the only one who’s not
splitting [lots], so they’re in tune with the community and 'm not [ . .. ].
I don’t always agree with them, but I understand.” Other residents echoed
her sentiments, saying that the group tried to “meet in the middle” to do
“what’s good for the community as a whole” According to this perspec-
tive, local politicians exercised what little power they had to protect local
collective interests rather than to advance their own political careers.

The planning group’s position at the bottom of the regional political
hierarchy facilitated perceptions that it was aligned with the commu-
nity. This became apparent during an interview I conducted with the
group’s secretary. We sat at a small table by the window of my motel
room, catching glimpses of the motel parking lot and the pink-purple
sky outside. As the sun set, the white woman in her early fifties pro-
vided detailed descriptions of Ranchito’s people, politics, and culture.
When it came to describing the town’s political structure, she explained,
“[Ranchito is] an unincorporated area and right there, you don’t have
the governmentship that you would have in a city [ ... ]. And that’s
part of the problem with the unincorporated area is [ . .. ] you don’t
have a city council [ ... ]. It’s just loose. Everything’s just more loosely
knit” Her characterization of the local political structure provides an apt
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analogy for understanding how the planning group’s political position
contributed to local residents’ perceptions of the group. Rather than a
strictly formalized local political system, the “loose” political structure
separated local leaders from formal political power, making it easier for
them to present themselves as concerned citizens looking out for col-
lective interests. For example, planning group members could signal
their affiliation with the community by speaking out against county-
level decisions, such as the SVP placement, that could negatively impact
Ranchito. At the same time, they had little political power to influence
those decisions. Thus, without the backing of a formal political struc-
ture, the planning group seemed more removed from politics than the
board of supervisors.

While planning group members were the most local politicians, com-
munity members perceived the county supervisor for their region as
having a greater affiliation with the community than other regional poli-
ticians. The trails association president noted that the county supervisor
“really knows our community well.” The local gun store owner whom I
interviewed described her as being “very familiar with the. . . feelings of
most of the people in this community because she’s sort of a country girl
herself” The PTA father went so far as to describe her as “the real deal.
She cares about her community” Whether perceiving their supervisor as
part of the community or as a community-oriented outsider politician,
many believed that, like the planning group, she worked in the interests
of the community.

By contrast, residents had a more contentious relationship with the
board of supervisors as a whole. As the construction company owner ex-
plained, “What’s good for places down the hill [in the larger city] is not
good for Ranchito. But, as a county administrator, you can’t pass a rule,
right, that says everybody but you. [ . .. ] So they pass rules that affect
us up here that don't apply to us. [ . .. ] Why are we being told to do this
when it doesn’t affect us?” This sentiment reflected those of others who
pointed out the social and geographic distance of the board of supervi-
sors from the community. The electronic militia leader described the
board of supervisors as “a bunch of disconnected jerks who care about
the [nearby city] and nothing else.” In this political climate, the planning
group appeared more closely aligned with local collective interests than
with the board of supervisors as a whole.
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Overall, regional politicians tended to grant the community in
Ranchito some degree of autonomy in governing themselves, particu-
larly in terms of affording the planning group some limited advisory
powers. At the same time, local politicians learned how to appease the
board of supervisors to achieve their goals at least some of the time.
Community members’ sense of planning group members as part of the
community and their county supervisor as community-oriented con-
tributed to their sense that political authority could and should help
them maintain control over local affairs.

POSITION WITHIN BROADER POLITICAL STRUCTURES
Relationships between the community in Ranchito and local and
regional politicians occurred within broader political structures that
shaped community members’ interpretations of their interactions with
these politicians. While the planning group’s low position in the regional
political hierarchy contributed to a perception that it was less political
than other regional bodies, the group’s decisions were still political in
that they mediated between parties on local issues. One issue in par-
ticular, an ongoing debate over incorporating Ranchito as a city, came
up repeatedly in my interviews with community members. Their discus-
sions of the issue highlight how the community’s position within formal
political structures contributed to its dominant orientation to political
authority as an entitlement.

Incorporation would have created a new political structure in
Ranchito by allowing the town to establish a formal city government
that would control local resources and services. According to the con-
struction company owner, some advocates for incorporation argued
that the community needed more “local influence on what goes on in
our town.” The former school district trustee, an advocate for incorpo-
ration, said that Ranchito was “too large a community not to be self-
governing” When asked if his view of incorporation had anything to do
with his negative perceptions of the county, he went on to say, “Prob-
ably. It’s probably one of the reasons why I have been in favor of in-
corporation is because greater local control is what 'm into. [ ... ]I
think self-determination is our, is what those of us who are in favor of
incorporating are mainly into because we believe that if decisions are
gonna be made about Ranchito, they should be made in Ranchito.” His
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comments illustrate that skepticism of county government did not al-
ways translate into skepticism of political power. Instead, advocates for
incorporation believed that they were entitled to exercise local control
over local issues and that current local and regional political structures
precluded them from doing so. They wanted to, as the electronic militia
leader put it, “control our destiny.”

Opponents of incorporation advanced two main arguments. First,
some believed the local economy could not sustain an independent city.
As the construction company owner explained, “I don’t see [incorpora-
tion] working because of the fact that there’s no money, there’s no base.
You have to have some type of income, some kind of business, where
there isn't in Ranchito.” From this perspective, incorporation would re-
quire something Ranchito did not have: a solid base of taxpayers that
could support a city’s infrastructure and services.

Others, especially an extreme group that the construction company
owner called “antigovernment [and] very individualistic,” argued that
incorporation would change Ranchito’s rural atmosphere. The Tea Party
couple whom I interviewed explained this perspective in more detail. As
we sat in their living room, the husband began, “It sounds like a great
idea to incorporate Ranchito because then we can keep the local taxes
local, but then eventually it builds. Ranchito’s gonna build up like next
door in [a nearby town] and then next thing you know, youre— “[The
nearby town] used to be rural,” his wife interrupted. She continued:

I grew up down there. And now it’s just a cookie-cutter city. [ . .. ] [In-
corporation] was, in my view, the beginning of the end because it used
to be rural like up here, and then as soon as they became a city, then
they get a redevelopment agency, and the redevelopment agency comes
in and buys up, forcibly, all the mom-and-pop businesses because they’re
not pretty, and puts in affordable housing and all this crap and then [the
nearby town] looks exactly like [another town], which looks exactly like
[another town].

As her comments indicate, some believed that incorporation would
bring more political and bureaucratic structures to Ranchito, which
would increasingly interfere with everyday lives. This argument indi-
rectly implies that the formal political structures that would come with
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incorporation would eventually encourage those who govern to act
more like politicians than empowered community members.

The incorporation debate illustrates that the community’s position
within the political structure contributed to its dominant orientation
to political authority. Cliff summed up both sides of the issue by stat-
ing, “The good news [about not being incorporated] is that you got a
lot of freedom. The bad news is [that] you can’t get the roads paved.”
The “good news” suggests that the loose political structure in Ranchito
could handle local issues without county interference. The “bad news”
countered that assertion by highlighting how the lack of local formal
political structures increased the community’s dependence on regional
politicians to solve larger problems. In either case, residents asserted
their belief that, if properly situated in relation to the community, politi-
cal authority could empower the community in Ranchito to remain an
autonomous, self-governing entity.

Taken together, the successful fight for a planning group, the percep-
tion of local political leaders as acting in the interests of the community,
and structural constraints on the planning group’s ability to exercise for-
mal political authority all contributed to a sense of political authority
as embedded in and aligned with the community. The planning group
represented a local access point to formal political authority, but its po-
sition within the formal political hierarchy and local perceptions of its
members as pursuing collective interests made them seem like part of
the community. While the emphasis on political power as enabling self-
governance may have led individual community members to different
conclusions when confronting local issues such as whether to incorpo-
rate, the community’s dominant orientation toward political authority
as a source of entitlement underscored many of community members’
arguments. For these Ranchito residents, political authority represented
a community-based source of power that residents had a right to access
and deploy in the name of self-governance.

Orientation to Political Authority during the SVP Placement

While many of those I interviewed in Ranchito viewed the board of
supervisors as protecting the interests of those in larger metropoli-
tan areas, they also enjoyed the relative lack of interference in their
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everyday lives as county politicians granted them some political
autonomy. Yet this autonomy did not stretch far enough for some who
believed that the county “dumped” undesirable people and projects on
their community. When residents learned of the proposed SVP place-
ment, many linked it to this larger problem of Ranchito being used as
a “dumping ground.” This perspective emerged clearly and succinctly
one afternoon during an interview I conducted with a white woman
in her early fifties who had lived in Ranchito for eleven years and had
served on the local trails and transportation committee. We sat in her
living room with her small dogs lazing on the couch and floor around
us. Near the beginning of our conversation, I asked her to tell me about
her initial reaction to the proposed SVP placement. She responded,
“Are you kidding me? Are you kidding me? They want to put that
guy up here? Freaking, no. Absolutely, freaking no. You know, it’s like,
enough’s enough. Ranchito gets dumped on a little bit” She then went
on to explain, “T just think that when you are not in the city, it’s like
they sometimes will push problems out in the outer communities.” For
her and other people I spoke with who shared this perspective, the SVP
placement became yet another instance of the county “pushing prob-
lems” to more rural areas.

The community’s general orientation to political authority as entitle-
ment to self-governance informed these types of interpretations of the
SVP placement. The former member of the trails and transportation
committee went on to explain later in our interview, “It was just one
more thing from the county. ‘Really? You really want to do that to our
community?’ [ ... ] It was a little invasive. [ ... ] I guess it just makes you
realize, ‘Boy, we better pay attention. We better be on guard” Her com-
ments suggest a belief that the county not only had tried to “dump” the
SVP in Ranchito but also had “invaded” local turf by using its political
power to impose an unwanted person upon the community.

Even those who did not explicitly name county politicians as the
problem approached the placement as a political issue. According to
minutes from the community meeting, one woman presented herself as
“a small business owner [who] pays her taxes” By mentioning her sta-
tus as a taxpayer, this resident presented herself as a legitimate political
actor who deserved to be listened to. When I asked one of the Tea Party
activists what points she brought up at the meeting, she responded, “I
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don’t even blame [the SVP]. I blame our legislators. How could you put
the public in jeopardy this way?” These types of comments highlighted
the political nature of placement even when they did not specifically
mention or target county politicians.

Regardless of whom community members blamed for the placement,
they believed in their right to have a say in the placement process. In a
telephone interview, a local elementary school principal described com-
munity members’ general perception of the placement. She said, “I think
that the community was upset that it was just kind of popped, you know,
‘Surprise!” The feeling was I think that it was intended to be kind of a
stealth ‘Let’s move him in’ without letting the community know about it
beforehand” From this perspective, the community meeting disrupted
plans to slide the SVP into town without the community’s knowledge.
Cliff supported this point of view when he spoke of the placement as
something being “foisted upon the community” and then suggested
that I interview the governor to find out how the decision had been
made to place the SVP in Ranchito. At the same time, some perceived
the community meeting as giving them a chance to have a say. As the
construction company owner said, “If the county just did it and didn’t
tell anybody and we found out afterwards, I think that that’s when you
[would] get people that really [would] go off” While his comment con-
trasts with those of others who saw the siting decision as a more covert
process, it shows the importance of having a say in a decision affecting
local residents.

The SVP placement challenged the Ranchito community’s dominant
orientation to political authority by violating its perceived right to self-
governance. Residents” sense of autonomy had been violated by what
they thought was the county’s decision to place the SVP in their town.
To them, the placement represented an intrusion of big government into
their daily lives and reinforced a belief that only local political entities
such as the planning group should represent local interests, even when
those entities had little actual power to change regional political deci-
sions. Interpreted in light of the community’s previous interactions with
local and regional politicians and its position within formal political
structures, these features of the SVP placement reflected and reinforced
the community’s dominant orientation toward political authority as a
source of entitlement to govern themselves.
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Legal Authority as Order Maintenance

Community members in Ranchito never perceived the SVP placement
as an issue for law enforcement or the courts. This was partly because
the planning group’s leadership highlighted the political nature of the
placement decision and the issue was quickly resolved in the commu-
nity’s favor. As a result, in interviews, local residents said little about
the community’s relationship with local law enforcement and even less
about the courts. Nonetheless, their scant references to these entities
suggested a dominant community orientation toward legal authority as
a welcomed source of order maintenance, which may have led them to
turn to the law if political avenues had failed to stop the SVP placement.

RELATIONSHIP WITH LAW ENFORCEMENT

Ranchito residents relied on the county sheriff’s department for most
law enforcement services. Although the department operated a substa-
tion in the middle of town, many people believed it was understaffed
given the large area it had to cover, which included Ranchito and other
nearby towns. One man with extremely right-wing, conservative views
who had lived in Ranchito for more than thirty years and had been
on the planning group in the past explained, “One of [the sheriff’s
department’s] biggest problems is that theyre grossly undermanned,
understaffed.” The planning group chair explained that sheriff’s depu-
ties had “a very, very large territory, [ . .. ] like 104 square miles. That’s
just Ranchito. So if they have to do all of that . . . you know what I
mean? But I think they do a really good job.” Others echoed these
sentiments, with the head of the trails association saying, “We could
probably use a few more officers, but I think the ones that we have are
great.” Thus, these residents had positive perceptions of their local law
enforcement agency, despite a belief that it should have a greater pres-
ence in the area.

Two community members I spoke with were more skeptical of the
sheriff’s department. The design review board member recounted a se-
ries of incidents including an assault and a neighborhood home break-in
that had not been resolved to her satisfaction. She then remarked, “The
sheriffs really don’t do anything in Ranchito. [ . .. ] They don't follow
up and they, you know, I think they screw around too much” While
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this statement suggests a negative view of local law enforcement, she
expanded upon her statement later in the interview by saying, “They try.
You know. I would not want to be a sheriff” This qualifier suggests that
her negative perceptions were tempered by a recognition that not all
experiences with law enforcement can be positive.

The only other person to question the department’s performance was
the chair of a local preschool board. She said that she was “not overly
impressed with the sheriff’s department.” She explained, “I would imag-
ine it’s like any other place that some of them are very nice, and very
good and very helpful and others are a little bit . . . they have control
issues. [ ... ] Some of them are not that good. Now, now, and others are
really good. [ ... ] It’s funny, they’re either really, really caring and good
and step up or really not” In this case, negative perceptions stemmed
from bad experiences with a few officers who, according to her, did not
represent the entire department. Thus, even those who critiqued local
law enforcement tended to lean toward supporting them overall.

Officers’ efforts to be involved in the community contributed to com-
munity members’ generally positive perceptions. According to the plan-
ning group secretary, “They’re approachable and if there’s a problem,
they’re not like dictating the law to you. They’re approachable. They’ll
smile and answer your questions and they don’t put a huge gap with
jargon and stuff” Others echoed the sentiment that local deputies had
good rapport with the community, with the head of the trails associa-
tion describing the relationship as follows: “They’ll pop into businesses
and, ‘Hey, how ya doing; and chat with the customers. And you know,
they’ll just stop in a restaurant, not to eat, just ‘Hey, how ya doing. And
if they’re in there eating for some reason or a cup of coffee, they talk to
people. They know people, a lot of people by name.” Some of these depu-
ties also lived in Ranchito, which further aligned them with the com-
munity. As the PTA mother explained, “I think the sheriff’s department
does a wonderful job, mainly because in this part of Ranchito especially,
the east side of town, we have a lot of current and retired law enforce-
ment living in the neighborhood. So these people aren’t just nameless,
faceless people in uniform, theyre our friends and neighbors.” Similarly,
the elementary school principal explained that law enforcement offi-
cers who lived in the community had “a local investment” when dealing
with local issues. All these comments demonstrate that, at least for those
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active in opposing the SVP placement, law enforcement officers main-
tained a welcomed, visible presence in the community.

Some of community members’ experiences with local law enforce-
ment suggested the implementation of a community policing model
in Ranchito. According to the planning group secretary, “Because the
leadership is kind of approachable, I think that it filters down [to] the
deputies. And I've never felt that they ever want to be heavy-handed.
I've never felt like that. Like if theyre there as a presence, they’re there
as a presence.” The perception of law enforcement as “approachable”
and providing a “presence” in the community defines a key element of
community policing initiatives, which aim to empower local residents to
prevent crime by collaborating with police officers to identify and solve
local problems.

The planning group secretary indicated the recent implementation of
some elements of community policing as she described the relationship
between the community and local law enforcement. “Now there’s the
sherift’s advisory group where it involves citizens, and that used to not
be the case,” she said. “I think that’s really pretty cool. I think it’s nice
that they care” Community policing strategies may have increased local
support for the sherift’s department, but not always because community
members felt empowered to help solve their own problems. Instead, the
head of the trails association commented, “[The officers] that we have
are great. The ones that I've met personally, theyre on it. They really
watch this community” For her and other residents I interviewed, offi-
cers’ presence in Ranchito contributed to a sense that they “watched” the
community, not that they helped the community identify and solve its
own problems. While this kind of police surveillance could have come
across as overbearing, those I spoke with tended to interpret officers’
presence as helping to maintain order within the community.

Ranchito’s relatively low crime rate facilitated the order maintenance
interpretation of police activities in the town. Community members ac-
tive in opposing the SVP placement generally perceived Ranchito as a
safe place with a “fairly low crime rate” When talking about their in-
teractions with the police, they tended to focus on responses to public
order offenses such as traffic violations, drunk driving, vandalism, and
graffiti. The PTA father I interviewed on the telephone described the
ways in which he thought the sherift’s department did a great job:
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They keep an eye out on speeders in the neighborhood, people’s kids and
pets and that kind of thing. They patrol the area, make sure there’s no
drunk driving or . . . it’s easy because there’s not a whole lot of places, and
so there’s just a big presence here. And . . . there’s not a whole lot of real
major crime or anything. It’s, I would say there’s just a certain element
in town where there’s your drugs [ . . . ] and that's amongst themselves. I
don’t really see any gang activity or anything horrible like that. So, it’s that
kind of community.

His appraisal highlights the role of order maintenance and low crime
rates in perceptions of the police. The sheriff’s department kept an eye
out for signs of disorder, and officers’ visibility on patrols demonstrated
to community members that they were doing a good job of keeping the
“horrible” crimes at bay within Ranchito. While vehicle break-ins and
gang and drug activity also occurred in Ranchito, residents typically did
not perceive these as chronic problems that indicated a failure of local
law enforcement.

Some used stories of law enforcement responses to more serious
crimes to describe the effectiveness of the police in the community.
The planning group chair, whose office was in downtown Ranchito, re-
counted the following experience: “There was a nasty drug haven that
was going on. And we knew when school was out because the kids from
high school would come, park in our parking lot, walk down the alley to
get drugs and leave. So [the sheriff’s department] cleaned it all up and
now it’s been completely removed.” Rather than blame the existence of
the “nasty drug haven” on a failure of law enforcement, she lauded the
sheriff’s department for cleaning up the drug problem.

Her story also reflects a broader tendency among community mem-
bers to let the police take care of local crime problems rather than solve
them informally. For instance, a white woman in her midsixties who
worked at a property management company described a situation in
which her assistant’s car was broken into and they called the sheriff’s
department for help. She said, “They were two little skateboarders, just
went in and grabbed her purse. And we saw them. We knew they were
right here in the neighborhood and we called the sherift’s department.”
Rather than approach the two thieves who were “in the neighborhood,”
they relied on the police to solve the problem. The electronic militia
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leader related a similar story in which he had relied on the police rather
than informally resolving a problem with neighbors. He explained, “We
had some neighbors frankly who were kind of out of control, when we
moved into the house that we live in now. And we called the sheriff’s [de-
partment] with some frequency on them for probably five or six years.”
Even in this situation, where the problem was “out of control” neighbors,
the solution was to call the police rather than address the problem with-
out law enforcement’s help. All of these scenarios suggest that commu-
nity members tended to leave the responsibility for order maintenance,
and crime control more generally, to formal law enforcement.

Overall, community members supported and respected local law en-
forcement. Within the context of a relatively low crime rate in which
public order crimes were the most pressing, residents” experiences with
sherift’s deputies emphasized order maintenance. The police force main-
tained a presence in the community, and many community members
perceived law enforcement officers as responsible for dealing with the
relatively minor crimes that occurred in Ranchito. These relationships
reflected and reinforced a sense that legal authority could and should be
used to maintain order in the community.

RELATIONSHIP WITH THE COURTS
The relationship between the community in Ranchito and the courts is
difficult to determine. No local historical issues involved high-profile
court battles, and only four of the community members I spoke with even
mentioned judges or the courts more broadly. While law enforcement
and the courts both operate within the criminal justice system, it would
be inaccurate to conclude that overwhelmingly positive perceptions of
the sheriff’s department translated into the same perceptions of judges
and/or the courts. For instance, the preschool board chair who had been
“not overly impressed with the sheriff’s department” quickly followed her
statement by saying, “The court system up here and the court in Ranchito,
it’s really good. We have a local court, and the judge there is very fair, very
good?” By offsetting her critique of local law enforcement with a positive
appraisal of the courts, she demonstrated that negative perceptions of the
police did not always apply to the courts and/or judges.

Two community members I spoke with were skeptical about the role
of politics in judges’ decisions. One of the Tea Party activists said that
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they had held a community event on “judges legislating from the bench.”
The man who spent most of our interview detailing his right-wing, con-
servative views about state and national government explained, “The
only way we're gonna correct things is we have to change the makeup
of the state legislature because the state is radically left-wing. And until
we change the state legislature, which would eventually change the state
courts because the judges are appointed by the governor, nothing’s
gonna change. It’s gonna get worse and worse and worse.” Both of these
individuals expressed skepticism about courts and judges in general, but
neither discussed their views of local courts or judges.

The other individual who mentioned the courts spoke more spe-
cifically about the situations in which community members tended to
interact with local courts. The electronic militia leader explained, “We
will band together when people need help, but there’s also a healthy re-
spect for privacy. So there’s not a lot of, [ . . . ] not as much busybody
stuff going on. There’s not as much Tm gonna take you to court and sue
you because your yard doesn’t look the way I want it to” There’s just not
much of that that goes on really” This comment shows how the commu-
nity’s values of self-reliance and independence translated into a general
reluctance to take public order issues to court. Community members
may have relied on local law enforcement to help solve these types of
problems, but they did not necessarily bring them to court.'®

The second example of interactions with the courts that the electronic
militia leader gave implies a generally positive perception of how local
judges resolved traffic violations. He said, “[Highway Patrol officers]
issue tickets, but the tickets frequently get overturned in court because
the guy goes down there, he says, ‘Look, your honor, traffic’s backed up
half a mile. I'm trying to make a right turn, [ ... ] there’s no turn lane
there, so I have to sit in traffic for [ . . . ] fifteen or twenty minutes to
make a right turn to go into town and I'm the only car trying to make a
right turn.” The way that he recounted this story suggests his perception
that local judges listened to community members’ concerns about traffic
tickets and then responded fairly.

These few comments about judges and/or the courts suggest that gen-
erally positive perceptions of law enforcement did not necessarily trans-
late into the same perspective on the courts. Community members had
conflicting views of the courts, some of which were tied to their broader
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perspectives on state and national politics. While the community tended
to perceive legal authority as a source of order maintenance in their ev-
eryday lives, they did not necessarily rely as heavily on the courts for
order maintenance as they did upon law enforcement.

Orientation to Legal Authority during the SVP Placement

Community members recognized that the courts played an important
role in the final placement decision. Many sent letters to the judge to pro-
test the proposed placement location, and one letter writer stated, “I am
prepared to voice my opposition publicly at the hearing, and anticipate
that there will be a substantial number of parents and other community
members at that hearing” Had the hearing actually occurred, percep-
tions of the law as a source of order maintenance may have shaped how
the community interacted with the courts. However, Cliff’s refusal to
rent his property precluded the hearing, and local residents never inter-
acted directly with the judge.

While community members never blamed law enforcement or the
courts for the proposed placement decision, their orientation to legal
authority shaped how they interacted with and perceived local law en-
forcement during the brief controversy over the SVP placement. Sher-
iff’s deputies attended the community meeting, and the planning group
chair explained that she had “asked them to come to that meeting to
keep the peace” For her, the sherift’s department had to be at the meet-
ing to maintain order. While her role as the planning group chair was to
maintain order in public meetings, she also recognized that more con-
tentious meetings such as the one about the SVP placement required the
support of formal law enforcement. As she went on to explain, “When-
ever we've had the sheriffs come to any of the meetings, it has only been
to maintain civil order if I cant. [ ... ] I don’t think if they weren’t there
that [people in the audience] would have listened to me at all.” These
comments suggest a perception that order within the meeting may have
been jeopardized without law enforcement presence.

Just as community members generally welcomed law enforcement’s
presence in the community, they also appreciated the presence of police
at the meeting. The electronic militia leader characterized the deputies
at the meeting as “professional.” He went on to say, “They were at the
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meeting in terms of keeping order. They were clearly, they were not there
to affect people’s opportunity to voice their opinion, they were there
because the sergeant said they had to be there, so they were very pro-
fessional at the meeting” A mother whose daughter attended a nearby
elementary school agreed, saying, “They were prepared for whatever was
gonna happen. And like I said, I went in there thinking there was gonna
be torch-wielding citizens” These comments demonstrate that these
audience members interpreted the law enforcement presence as key to
order maintenance rather than a heavy-handed display of police power.

Community Orientations to Authority and Political Mobilization

In Ranchito, dominant community orientations to political and legal
authority facilitated an emphasis on political actions in the response to
the proposed SVP placement. When the placement emerged as the latest
political battle, residents came together around the institutional author-
ity that symbolized their right to maintain control over local affairs. The
community may also have pursued legal strategies, but the short-lived
nature of the issue meant that, as one of the Tea Party activists put it,
“It backed off before it went into the court. Before [the judge] made a
call on it, they pulled everything away.” Considering the local context
in which community members generally perceived the law as a source
of order maintenance, they never came to see the issue as a problem
that legal institutions had created or that required legal mobilization
to resolve. Instead, for them, the proposed SVP placement in Ranchito
represented another attempt by outside politicians to unfairly wield
their power. Rather than rejecting political authority, the community
rallied around the planning group’s symbolic use of power to stop the
placement.

Political mobilization may have been interpreted quite differently in
a community with a different racial makeup and socioeconomic status.
Poor, urban minorities often find themselves and their interests orga-
nized out of political structures.'’ When they do become involved in
formal politics, they must fight to have their voices heard. These kinds
of interactions can increase skepticism about the benefits of political
mobilization because such actions rarely work in favor of community
interests. For the community in Ranchito, a community with a history of



POLITICAL MOBILIZATION IN COUNTRIFIED SUBURBIA | 91

interactions with politicians that emphasized the use of political author-
ity to retain autonomy (even in the absence of actual political clout) and
a local governing body loosely connected to a formal political structure,
political mobilization fit with local understandings of political authority
as a potentially useful tool for retaining local control over controversial
issues.

Community members’ strong support for the planning group’s ac-
tions reflected their belief in the legitimacy of political authority when
deployed locally. For instance, the former member of the trails and
transportation committee explained:

The thing is if you don’t stand up and [ . . . ] fight against things you don't
want, things you don’t believe in, things that you feel would be destruc-
tive to your community, boy we'd have all kinds of crap up here. And
people would just have their way. People that did not have our best inter-
ests at heart. See, we have our best interest at heart. Did those people that
were gonna put him up here? No. That’s because that’s not their focus.
Their focus is where are we gonna dump this guy, basically.

According to this resident and others who shared her perspective, they
had successfully fought other undesirable people and projects by mobi-
lizing with those who “have our best interest at heart” This perspective
illustrates that rather than reject political authority as useless for achiev-
ing collective goals, community members embraced this authority as a
power that could work in their interests despite a relative lack of formal
power at the local level.

The political reality of a relatively powerless political body represent-
ing the community did not dampen community members’ belief in
the use of political authority to stop the SVP placement. The electronic
militia leader explained, “In essence, [the planning group] knew they
were powerless, so they were all supportive because they knew that they
couldn’t do anything to keep [the SVP] out. [T]hey could pass a reso-
lution saying [the SVP] should not be here, but . . . so they were all in
favor of it because there was 350 people there that had pitchforks and
torches.” Later in the interview, he went on to say that the community’s
response to the placement “validated everything I know” about the plan-
ning group. Thus, despite skepticism of the planning group’s actions as
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essentially powerless and simply meant to placate an angry audience, he
retained his belief that these local politicians would and should work in
the interests of the community to stop the placement.

As a political entity, the planning group’s efforts to organize a col-
lective response could have failed if residents had perceived these ac-
tions as a ploy to further the political careers of the group’s members.
Instead, the people I spoke with perceived the planning group’s actions
within the context of their previous relationship with the group as part
of the community. Looking back on the meeting, many described it as
the community’s successful fight against an undesirable political proj-
ect. “The community did it,” said the religious mother. “If there’s a hero,
the community is” The planning group secretary expanded on this view
when she said, “I thought it was really an amazing thing to not get him
placed up here, that they decided not to do it because of the commu-
nity outcry” These kinds of comments make no distinction between the
planning group’s political actions and the community, suggesting the
close connection between the two.

The planning group’s relative lack of formal political authority fur-
ther facilitated its actions becoming the centerpiece of the community’s
response to the SVP placement. The elementary school principal sup-
ported this perspective by saying, “They’re not a decision-making body
for something like that, but I think that they, the planning group, saw
themselves as a group that could pull something like this together” By
“pulling together” the meeting, the planning group provided physical
and discursive space in which the community (rather than local politi-
cians) emerged as the central actor in the response. At the same time,
providing a space for audience members to publicly assert their right
to self-governance allowed the planning group to become even more
embedded in the community after the SVP placement issue. As the head
of the trails association described, community members “gave a little
bit more credence and credibility to the planning group. [ . .. ] Because
the planning group agreed with the community. [ . .. ] We all feel the
same way. All of us” Thus, despite the planning group’s symbolic reli-
ance on political authority to maintain status within the community, it
represented the community and its collective interests during the SVP
placement, which further entrenched planning group members in the
community after the placement fell through.
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When I interviewed the planning group chair, she described that
group as being more like other local groups than a political entity. For
instance, when asked if she thought the same kind of response would
have occurred had some other group held the meeting, she responded:

I think if the chamber [of commerce] would’ve put it on, I think that
if a real estate firm would’ve hosted it, they would all come. Because it
would’ve been the one thing that, you know, the voice, the people could
be heard. And get information on. [ ...] It wasn’t about it being the plan-
ning group, it was because we stepped up and did it. All the other entities
were scrambling around and saying, well, how do we react to this and
what do we do and what do we say, well, I can’t get the people here . . .
[laughs].

While these remarks downplay the role of political capital in bringing
residents together, they suggest that the planning group presented itself
as a community group in Ranchito. This self-presentation may have
contributed to the extent to which community members perceived the
community meeting and the planning group’ resolution as a key part of
their response to the proposed SVP placement.

Community members may not have perceived these actions as cen-
tral to their response to the placement had they not had a sense of po-
litical authority as a source of power that should and could help them
solve their local problem. Allowing residents to “have a voice” through
the community meeting certainly spurred the collective response, but
the planning group’s unique position as loosely connected to formal po-
litical power and part of the community contributed to the sense that
the meeting itself was the community’s response. In a context in which
the community felt entitled to leverage political authority to maintain
its autonomy from outside political forces and had previously done so
through the planning group, the community meeting represented a
gathering of peers working to resolve a local issue rather than a group of
self-interested politicians trying to gain favor with their constituents or
position themselves for higher office.

In many ways, Ranchito’s planning group acted in the same way as
other local politicians who have spoken out against SVP placements in
their areas. While community members usually agree that SVPs should
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not live in their neighborhoods, not all communities embrace their
local politicians’ actions. Skepticism of political power can lead some
to perceive local politicians as career-oriented and simply saying what
they must to further their political careers. Similarly, the community in
Ranchito could have written off the planning group’s attempts to address
the SVP placement as political maneuvering by politicians interested
in maintaining their local status. Instead, community members rallied
around their local political leaders, whom they perceived as representing
the community’s interests even in the absence of any real power to do so.
Having access to a local political entity and building a collective identity
as a community contributed to the emergence of political mobilization
in the response to the SVP placement, but the events in Ranchito sug-
gest that the community’s dominant orientations to political authority
shaped the centrality of political actions to its response.

The Aftermath

Ranchito residents dealt with the placement issue for little more than
three weeks. During this relatively short period, they came together to
oppose what they believed was an unjust decision to place the SVP in
an unsuitable home. The chair of the preschool board described the
aftermath as “a huge sense of victory and accomplishment for them.
Or should I say, for us. They felt like they spoke their minds and they
were heard and it made a difference. And thats the whole basis of being
an American. That one person can make a difference” Both the local
elementary school principal and the religious mother said they gave a
“collective sigh of relief” after the placement fell through.

While many celebrated the local opposition efforts, they also noted
few long-term effects on the community. The religious mother said she
felt “closer to the community” for a short time after, but then she went
on to explain that “after everything was said and done and the news died
down and it wasn’t in our faces and [ . .. ] we were victorious, I think
after all of that [ . .. ] everybody kind of went back to [ . . . ] our nor-
mal small-town, laid-back routine.” The electronic militia leader tried to
maintain his group, but the collective energy did not translate into activ-
ism on other local issues. He explained, “I started another [Facebook]
group called Ranchito Electronic Militia, and the idea was to maybe try
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to harness some of that energy for other issues. But it turned out that
that energy just dissipated faster than it arose.” Perhaps winning the
battle reinforced perceptions of the strength of the community and thus
created no lasting changes.

As in other cases in California in which rental arrangements fell
through in proposed SVP placements, the housing search committee in
Ranchito’s county resumed its search, continuing to work with Health
Corp and the judge to identify a suitable placement location. As the dep-
uty district attorney assigned to the case described it, “All of us involved
in this process knew that Health Corp was probably between a rock and
a hard place [when the placement in Ranchito fell through]. [ ... ] [A]
judge might, as has happened in other counties, release a patient as a
homeless transient sex offender here in the county. And nobody wanted
that” Instead, some of those on the search committee “encouraged
Health Corp to reconsider the possibility of working with the Depart-
ment of Corrections” to house the SVP in the trailer he had previously
occupied on state prison grounds.

From Health Corp’s perspective, the trailer presented some problems.
A representative explained, “The Department of Corrections wasn’t
eager to have any more SVPs placed on their property. They didn’t want
to be a dumping ground for SVPs. [ ... ] We really needed to try and
find him housing in the community because this was community reinte-
gration, not isolation on a prison somewhere.” Despite these drawbacks
of placing the SVP on prison grounds, Health Corp eventually struck a
deal with the California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation
to house him in the trailer. Seven months after his second release, the
SVP returned to court on allegations that he had violated his conditions
by failing to disclose sexual thoughts to his therapist. Almost three years
later, after no further incidents, the SVP was released unconditionally.
As of February 2017, he was living in the large city near Ranchito, and no
other SVP placements had occurred in Ranchito.

Conclusion

In some ways, Ranchito’s story is straightforward: residents perceived
the SVP placement as a political issue, and they rallied around political
mobilization to fight their battle. Yet, they did so despite a lack of formal
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political power held by their local political body. Although community
members may have deployed other strategies for opposition had the
placement proceeded after the community meeting, their dominant ori-
entation to political authority facilitated political mobilization becoming
the centerpiece of their response. In a place in which political author-
ity seemed like a useful tool for self-governance, community members
perceived political mobilization as a community-based response. In
other words, Ranchito politicians leveraged their tenuous connection
to political authority to serve as activists within and for the community.

The planning group inhabited a unique space between individual
community members and formal political structures. In responding to
the SVP placement, the planning group negotiated its position within
the community by drawing on its largely symbolic political power to
pursue a perceived collective good. But what if the community had had
none of these local political activists? How might a community in a
place with no formal political body or any other local political ties fight
an SVP placement? The next chapter attends to this situation by exam-
ining the community response to a proposed SVP placement in Deser-
ton, a place where social and geographic isolation from formal political
institutions precluded political mobilization and contributed to a very
different strategy for opposition.



Litigating in a Rural Outpost

Well, if you want to oppose something like this, you prob-
ably well know that you have to do it legally. You can’t just
make telephone calls and so on and so forth.

—Deserton woman, owner of a local trailer park

The previous chapter described the situation in Ranchito, where the
community’s orientation toward political authority as a source of
entitlement and legal authority as a source of order contributed to the
centrality of political mobilization in its response to an SVP placement.
While the community in Ranchito benefited from its political relation-
ships, other communities lack ties to formal political institutions. Such
was the case in Deserton, an unincorporated rural town in Southern
California that one resident described in a television interview as “an
economically depressed and politically impotent area” In contrast to
the Ranchito community’s sense of entitlement to political authority,
community members in Deserton experienced political isolation: they
could not leverage political authority because they had no political ties.
Instead, when a judge ordered an SVP placement in Deserton in 2009,
the absence of local politicians and isolation from formal political insti-
tutions dampened prospects for political mobilization and indirectly
bolstered support for legal mobilization.

At the time of the controversy over the SVP placement, Deserton
looked like little more than a dusty collection of buildings that had seen
better days. A former prison town, it was physically and socially isolated
from nearby communities, and the two hundred predominantly white
residents went about their lives without much outside interference.
Twelve miles southeast of a defunct mine and prison site, Deserton’s
main street boasted a café and post office, but other shops and the town’s
only gas station had long been closed. All that remained of the town
were a small residential neighborhood, a market, two cafés, and the post
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office. To buy groceries and other household necessities, residents had
to drive fifty miles to the next town over.

A strong sense of independence permeated the tight-knit community.
Community members described Deserton as quiet, peaceful, and safe.
There were no local formal political structures, and the sherift’s depart-
ment tended to provide only minimal law enforcement services. When
residents learned of the proposed SVP placement, they banded together
to support a lawsuit against the county. Although they ultimately failed
to stop the placement, many community members judged their efforts
as successful because the lawsuit gave them a voice in a local political
arena in which they were usually invisible.

At first glance, Deserton’s legal mobilization may seem to be a simple
case of community members turning to the law when they could not
leverage political power to make their claims heard. This explanation
echoes other research on the circumstances under which individuals
and groups bring their disputes to court," but it cannot fully account for
why litigation became the central response strategy in Deserton. Com-
munity members had many reasons to be cynical about the power of
law. First, a judge had ordered the placement even though Health Corp
representatives had expressed concerns about Deserton’s geographic
isolation and lack of services. The judge had to balance these concerns
with the SVP statute’s requirement for release, a placement process that
had taken almost a year, and a lack of other feasible sites. The order for
the SVP to move to Deserton, along with a community meeting spear-
headed by law enforcement officials and, more broadly, state law allow-
ing for the release in the first place all indicated a failure of the law to
protect the community in Deserton. For these reasons, the SVP place-
ment could have resulted in increased legal cynicism among community
members in Deserton.” Instead, they rallied around litigation efforts.

Considering the law’s failure to protect the community, why did legal
authority seem to be a viable alternative to mobilizing political author-
ity? How did legal mobilization emerge as the central strategy in the
community’s response to the SVP placement? The answers to these
questions lie in understanding the community’s relationships with the
public faces of formal political and legal institutions. This chapter ex-
plains how the Deserton community’s orientations to political and legal
authority shaped its opposition to the SVP placement. In particular, the
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community’s orientation toward political authority as a source of invis-
ibility and toward legal authority as a source of protection legitimized
litigation as a strategy for opposition. Instead of legal cynicism, residents
perceived political and legal authority as separate forms of power, with
political authority as biased and unable to help them, and legal author-
ity as basically unbiased and a useful tool for achieving their collective
goals. Some have described this phenomenon as a sense of the law as
being above politics; whereas politics is the messy, value-laden business
of governance, the law is a higher power that governs without the biases
of human beings.? Deserton’s story expands upon this perspective by
showing how local relationships with the public faces of formal institu-
tions can protect against legal cynicism and foster a sense of the law as a
tool to achieve collective goals, even in a community that is geographi-
cally and socially isolated from those formal institutions.

Organizing against an SVP in Deserton

In June 2009, sheriff’s deputies began distributing flyers that announced
the impending release of an SVP in Deserton and gave information
about an upcoming meeting. One woman, a waitress at the truck-stop
café who had grandchildren living in a nearby town, recounted in a tele-
phone interview how she first heard about the placement. “Well, I was
one of the first ones to hear because I was at work at the store,” she
said. “And the police came in and handed me a flyer and told me that
they were gonna be having a meeting at the [community] hall because
they were placing this sexual predator here” What, I asked her, was her
initial reaction, her very first thought upon receiving the flyer? “Seri-
ously,” she responded, “you’re not kidding me are you? There’s gotta be
some kind of a joke. Who in their right mind would put a violent sexual
predator in the middle of this little small community where there’s no
police? Where there’s no law enforcement? Where he can’t be watched or
monitored?” Upon hearing the news, she “got on the phone and started
calling everybody”

According to other community members, the café waitress, a white
woman in her fifties, often served as a source of information about local
news. When she began “calling everybody” about the SVP placement,
local social networks exploded with the news. Within a few days, most



100 | LITIGATING IN A RURAL OUTPOST

people had heard that a sexually violent predator might be moving into
town. Many were stunned that someone had chosen their tiny town—a
place where kids spent their free time playing in the desert, and law en-
forcement rarely visited—as a suitable location for an SVP. Unanswered
questions began to circulate. Who had made the decision? How had
they decided on Deserton? What was a sexually violent predator? Was
he even from the area? What was the best way to stop this from happen-
ing? According to a white retiree in his early seventies who had moved
to Deserton six years earlier, the community went from “zero to one
hundred miles per hour”

In the ensuing two weeks, residents began to strategize about the
best way to voice their opposition during the notification meeting. They
began to list reasons why Deserton would be an unsuitable location for
the placement: a lack of jobs, no public transportation, no anonymity,
and no local law enforcement. In a telephone interview, a white mother
in her early forties who had been born and raised in Deserton and had
recently returned after a ten-year absence explained some of these con-
cerns. She said she was “shocked and appalled” by news of the place-
ment because it violated “all of [the SVP]’s rights, to be honest with you.”
When I asked her to expand on her statement, she explained, “Well, I
used to work for the prison and I worked in the medical field and he,
he’s supposed to be able to be in a location where he can get a job and
get medical help because he’s got a mental illness. And access to things
and be able to get back into society. You don’t come out here to learn to
conform to society. There is no society out here” This perspective, while
not expressed by most community members I spoke with, demonstrates
that at least some residents considered the placement from the SVP’s
perspective.

Along these same lines, another person I spoke with mentioned the
cruelty of confining the SVP to a trailer in the middle of the desert with-
out any chance for social interaction. I visited this white woman in her
late eighties one afternoon in the trailer park that she owned. We sat in
her office for an informal conversation. I did not record it, but later that
day I wrote in my field notes: “She reiterated many times throughout the
conversation that it wasn’t fair to him to be out there all by himself. ‘It’s
cruel’ to keep him out there, she said” Her comments, like those of the
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woman born and raised in Deserton, framed concerns about the place-
ment in terms of the SVP’s potential experiences living in Deserton.

As in Ranchito, these two women and others believed that emotional
pleas would not sway the panel of law enforcement and political officials
who would be at the notification meeting. Instead, they urged fellow
community members to think “logically” about the issue. The woman
born and raised in Deserton explained, “We tried to keep people as calm
and focused as much as we could and make them look at it from a logical
perspective because getting hysterical wasn’t going to do us any good”
A clerk in the general store, a white woman in her early fifties who had
previously worked as a prison guard, echoed these ideas when she said,
“We talked about what some of the issues were, what we wanted to ask
because they told us you're only limited to three minutes or a minute to
talk or something, so we kind of had a game plan together as, ‘Okay, you
ask this question, you ask this question.” By organizing in this way, com-
munity members explicitly tried to challenge the stereotype of commu-
nities as vigilante mobs hysterically trying to keep SVPs out at all costs.

Even so, some in Deserton periodically brought up the possibility of
burning down the trailer or engaging in some other physical action to
prevent the placement. The café waitress explained, “I absolutely think
that every time that they did something to put [the SVP] in somewhere,
[the house] should’ve been sabotaged in one way or another” She went on
to say, “When they had that big tank for the water put in, shoot a couple
of gun holes in it. Make them have to replace it. When they got the wires
put in for his electricity out there, go out there and cut it a few times. You
know?” One man in his early thirties who described himself as white and
“Indian” had moved with his wife to Deserton about five years earlier.
He mentioned similar protest tactics when he explained that during the
placement issue, he thought, “Hey, everybody’s angry about this, if that
thing caught on fire, we got 126 residents out here, you got 126 suspects.
[...]If it burns down, are they gonna do another one?” Probably not
because at that point, how do they bring him there? [ . .. ] That’s showing
that, ‘Hey, these people are angry, it’s not safe for the guy to be here” In
a rural outpost such as Deserton, community members could easily have
engaged in property damage as a protest strategy, just as activists else-
where have done in response to a variety of other social issues.*
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Yet, neither vandalism nor violence occurred in Deserton. When
asked why not, some pointed to the community’s overt efforts to quell
such impulses. For instance, the waitress followed her comments about
sabotaging the placement location by explaining, “Believe me, there was
a few people around here that were crazy enough. [ ... ] And they would
have done it. And we had to talk them out of doing it. [ ... ] We had to
say ‘No, you can’'t do that. No matter how much we would stand behind
you if you did it, we don’t want you going to jail or doing it Because
there are a couple crazies out here that were more than willing” At an-
other point in the interview, she reinforced these ideas by saying, “We as
a community decided that we were not gonna do anything illegal to put
any of us in danger of going to jail over this. It wasn't worth any one of us
going to jail” The general store clerk made similar comments during our
interview, saying, “It’s like, ‘Hey you know what, he ain’t worth going to
jail for. Because he’s gonna screw up. He’s gonna do it to himself” While
community members may have felt taken advantage of by those in power,
they chose not to risk being held liable for illegal actions against the SVP
or his placement in Deserton. Instead, even though legal actors had pro-
posed the SVP placement in their town in the first place, community
members united to find legally legitimate means to stop the placement.

The emphasis on legal actions may have shifted had the SVP reof-
fended in the community. A man who had expressed his “disappoint-
ment” in people for not acting on their talk of vandalism qualified his
statement by saying, “But, am I gonna risk getting in trouble and los-
ing my family for that? No, because they’re not the victim at that point.
Would I risk it if he did something to them? Absolutely.” If his family
had been victimized, he said he would have enacted his own version of
justice. “Let me get him,” he said. “You know, that sounds bad, but . . . all
they’re gonna do is give him a good time again. He’s [in] jail, that’s what
he wants. Maybe that’s not what he wants, but hed want that better than
I guess [ ... ] my justice. [He laughed.] I don’t mean to be bad about it,
but it’s the truth.” His comments demonstrate that while community
members may not have wanted to go to jail when opposing the place-
ment, they may have considered violence to achieve justice if the SVP
had victimized their family or friends.

With the community generally set on eschewing violence and vandal-
ism for legal strategies to oppose the placement, one man whom I will
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call Jack began researching California’s SVP statutes. Jack, a white man
in his early sixties, had lived in Deserton for about five years. At the
time of the proposed SVP placement, he lived in a local trailer park, but
he had recently purchased property across the road from the proposed
placement location. He recounted how he found out about the place-
ment and then quickly realized that it was near his newly purchased
plot of land:

[The trailer park owner] handed me the flyer. Because the sherift, I think
it was the sheriff’s deputies, had come around to distribute the flyer about
[the SVP]. They were going up and down the roads here handing them
out to people. So, she told the sherift’s deputy, “I need two because I need
to give one to my neighbor” That would be me. She comes up and hands
me this thing and I'm looking at it and I'm thinking, “What’s this? Is this
some guy who used to live here who's coming back after spending twenty
years in jail?” T had no clue who he was. And then Ilooked at the address
where he was supposed to live and I said, “Wait a minute, that’s right
across the road from my property” And then that was when I first found
out. I think it was four oclock on a Thursday afternoon.

As with other community members, Jack had never heard of an SVP,
much less the process by which the state placed these individuals into
communities. He had had some experience as a contract writer for
the government, so he used his skills in interpreting legal statutes to
pore over California’s SVP law. After much research, he decided that
the law restricted counties” involvement in placement decisions, and
that officials in his county had had too much influence in the decision
in Deserton. Upon reaching this conclusion, he began planning legal
action against the county. By the time the community notification meet-
ing rolled around, he had a solid legal plan.

Deserton’s Community Notification Meeting

The community notification meeting occurred late on a warm summer
afternoon in June 2009. Residents who had arrived early sat in rows
of folding chairs facing a panel of people, including the county super-
visor’s director of communications, a deputy district attorney, and a
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representative from Health Corp. Others, including myself, stood along
the back wall of the community hall. To ensure order, a field operations
chief from the sheriff’s department moderated the discussion. Audi-
ence members passed their names to the chief, who then called each
person to the microphone at the front of the room. Sheriff’s deputies
lined the perimeter of the room, providing an additional law enforce-
ment presence.

The meeting unfolded much like those I had attended in other places.
Audience members asked the usual range of questions, from those in-
volving procedural issues such as how the site had been chosen to prac-
tical concerns such as how residents should defend themselves in the
event of a reoffense. One man asked about the decision-making process
and ended by telling the panel: “Don’t dump your trash here” Others
declared that the men in town would protect the women in any way
possible, “even if they have to go to jail” One woman said that her son
would protect his sisters by any means necessary. While these statements
contradicted those of people who said they did not want anyone to go
to jail over the issue, they also indicated the volatility of the situation.

Some approached the microphone with more place-specific concerns
that involved tales of doors that usually remained unlocked, children
allowed to roam the desert or walk alone to the café in their free time,
and unsupervised early-morning waits at the school bus stop. Others
explained how their previous victimization experiences made them es-
pecially fearful of the upcoming placement; one abuse victim said that
she had moved away from a bigger city to minimize her risk of becom-
ing a victim again. With these types of comments, community members
intended to “logically” prove that Deserton was not a suitable place for
a sexually violent predator.

The people on the panel responded to the audience’s concerns by em-
phasizing that the law required the SVP’s release. Panel members said
that the SVP would be strictly supervised and that the sheriff’s depart-
ment would work closely with Health Corp personnel to ensure public
safety. The field operations chief frequently stated that one purpose of
the meeting itself was to enlist community members to be the eyes and
ears of the department. He urged residents to call 911 if they saw the
SVP doing anything “suspicious.” Communities in other rural towns
have had similar experiences in which law enforcement officials urge
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local residents to report signs of criminal activity.® This strategy can
have unintended consequences, as recounted in Garriott’s ethnogra-
phy of one rural community’s efforts to combat drug problems. In that
community, law enforcement’s encouragement of informal surveillance
ultimately created and reinforced implicit divisions between commu-
nity members as they categorized each other based on signs of suspi-
cious behavior. Daily interactions became tinged with legal implications,
which provided new meaning to law enforcement in the town. While
the SVP placement in Deserton differed from combating drug prob-
lems in that it involved the state essentially importing a problem into the
community, in both cases, asking local residents to watch for and report
suspicious behavior highlighted the role of the community in its own
protection. This in turn implied some local responsibility for residents
to keep themselves safe.

As the meeting in Deserton progressed, community members grew
increasingly dissatisfied with the sometimes vague and noncommittal
answers from people on the panel. At one point, rumblings of dissatis-
faction boiled over when a man stood and demanded to know why the
district attorney’s representative shrugged her shoulders and rolled her
eyes whenever people in the audience asked questions. She responded,
“I'm sorry you don’t like my mannerisms, but that’s just how I am.” To
this, audience members mumbled their disapproval. The man who had
initially challenged her said she was not answering the community’s
questions and asked if she wanted to be there. After a moment’s hesita-
tion, she affirmed that she did.

The meeting adjourned after an hour and a half. The audience fil-
tered out of the community center, and a few people lingered in the
gravel parking lot to discuss the meeting and the proposed placement.
I stood with them, listening to their conversations. Some implied that
they might tamper with the land on which the SVP’s trailer would be
installed by, for example, pouring cement into the well to obstruct the
water supply. According to the field notes I wrote later, one woman
stated, “As soon as he messes up . . .  don’t want to say he’s a dead man,
but..?”

While these were extreme reactions, residents shared a common sen-
timent that the meeting had been a waste of time. In an interview, one
man, a retired “ex-cop,” referred to the meeting as “an afterthought,” say-
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ing that “the decision had already been made” The general store clerk
agreed, saying, “What we didn't know [before the meeting] was that the
decisions had already been made. It didn’t matter what you said to them,
he was coming out here. “Too late, the judge already made the decision,
you're it’ And that’s what it all boiled down to and that’s when people
really got upset” Others said that officials could have achieved the same
result by simply mailing an informational letter. When I interviewed a
local environmentalist, a white woman in her midfifties, she described
her reaction: “Why are you even having a meeting? Send us a letter that
were gonna get a pervert. It’s just that they say, ‘Oh, we went and talked
to the community. The community knew what was gonna happen, so we
sure covered all our bases’ Big deal” In short, residents felt ignored and
belittled by a decision that had been made before they had even had a
chance to give their input.

Community members’ dissatisfaction with the notification meeting
reflects and contradicts previous research on such meetings in other
places. Two elements should have contributed to satisfaction with the
meeting: local law enforcement directly disseminated information about
the meeting to residents, and the meeting included information about
legally legitimate strategies for self-protection.® These two elements may
not have facilitated satisfaction with the meeting in Deserton because
law enforcement and other officials failed to clearly state the purpose of
the meeting beforehand. The flyers distributed to community members
simply stated information about the SVP and the time, date, and loca-
tion of the upcoming meeting. Thus, residents went into the meeting
expecting to have their legitimate concerns accounted for; when they
realized the decision had already been made, they became even more
upset. This experience suggests that all three elements—direct notifica-
tion by law enforcement, information about self-protective strategies,
and clearly stated purposes—may be critical to ensuring the public’s sat-
isfaction with notification meetings.

Despite residents’ discontent, the notification meeting in Deserton
served an important function of bringing community members together
and providing them an opportunity to plan further actions. Indeed,
the days and weeks after the meeting brought a flurry of conversations
about actions they might take to stop the placement. “We kinda ral-
lied together,” said the mother born and raised in Deserton. “Everybody
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picked their little assignments and everybody started doing research. We
were trying to get the media involved, we were pushing for the media to
be involved in what was going on out here” From these various activi-
ties, two main strategies emerged as the most prominent: protests across
the street from the proposed placement site and litigation against the
county.

Protests

The first collective responses after the meeting came in the form of pro-
tests. Jack allowed community members to use his recently purchased
plot of land across the highway from the proposed placement site for
their protests. He explained, “What I was telling people was don't [pro-
test] on [the SVP]’s side of the highway. [ ... ] If youre on [the SVP]’s
side, you may get into trouble with the sheriff and besides that, you've
got a very narrow area to be on and it’s also dangerous because cars go
by sixty-five miles per hour. So I said come on, [protest] on my side” At
first, about twenty residents gathered on his property by the side of the
highway, holding signs with slogans such as “Honk for no sexual preda-
tors!” They had two main goals: to let the county know that they would
not accept the placement without a fight and to raise awareness among
passing motorists who often made pit stops in Deserton on their way to
other places. According to the café waitress, “People would stop and ask
us questions. We were passing out flyers to cars as they went by The
general store clerk explained, “We didn’t do anything illegal. We were
not on the road, we weren’t impeding traffic, we were not on the prop-
erty. We were just out there letting people know with our signs up that
there’s a pervert that’s living over there” For both women, the protests
served as a legally acceptable way to increase visibility for their cause.
Although the protests may have caught the attention of passing motor-
ists, they likely had little, if any, impact on county officials. Indeed, Jack
noted that he never believed the protests would change the placement de-
cision, but he still encouraged the protesters to use his land because, as he
put it, “I thought that it would be good for the community to have a way
to protest. [ . .. ] It was an outlet. ‘If you want to express yourself, here’s
how you can do it, you'll be safe, and you won't get hit by a car’” The local
environmentalist I interviewed concurred, saying, “It’s very cathartic to
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just scream your head off and [have] it be socially acceptable. [ ... ] It
felt like people had a little bit of control over what was happening. Even
though we had no control, it felt like there was some control that we were
doing something” Community members knew that they had to find ways
to express their concerns in ways that political authorities might recognize
as legitimate while at the same time allowing residents an opportunity to
vent their concerns without breaking the law.

Eventually, the protests died down. Community members returned
to their daily lives as summer temperatures rose and it became clear that
protesting would not keep the SVP out of their town. While the protests
had given them a chance to band together against the placement, achiev-
ing their goals would require a new strategy to put more pressure on
county politicians.

Litigation

Throughout California, litigation emerged as a potential strategy for
opposition to SVP placements; however, in many places, residents
discussed legal strategies without ever moving forward with a formal
lawsuit. In these communities, the complexities of the legal system and
the monetary costs associated with filing a lawsuit outweighed the slight
chance of a victory in court. For this reason, communities often limited
their court engagement to the invited public comment portions of for-
mal court hearings.

In some ways, the litigation in Deserton emerged from participation
in one such public comment period. Jack attended a hearing to inform
the court of potential violations of county land-use ordinances. He had
been trying to develop his own vacant parcel of land, and he had had
difficulties obtaining the required building permits. From this experi-
ence, he surmised that the county had not undergone the proper permit-
ting process to make the placement site habitable. In court, he argued
that the land on which county officials had planned to install a trailer to
house the SVP was neither zoned nor ready for residential use. He won.
The judge ordered the county to bring the land up to code before plac-
ing a dwelling on the site. As a result, the placement was stalled for a few
months. This minor victory may have bolstered community support for
further litigation against the placement.
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After his first victory in court, Jack continued to litigate. He was con-
vinced that California’s SVP law was “a good law” that had been im-
properly implemented. In our conversations, he consistently cited his
concern that the county had had “undue influence” on the siting deci-
sion. While he understood that SVPs had to be placed in their counties
of last residence, he believed that county politicians had had too much
sway in the decision to put the SVP in Deserton. From his perspective,
politicians had lobbied for the placement in Deserton to minimize the
political impact of the siting decision.

Jack may have been right that the county was more involved than
usual in the decision to place the SVP in Deserton. The county’s pub-
lic information officer refused to speak with me, but others involved
in the placement process suggested that the location of the placement
reflected the county’s preference. According to one insider, “It was un-
usual to have the county as involved in this as they were in this case. The
county was really involved in this. [T]here were representatives from
a number of different departments at the hearings and involved in the
[judge’s] chambers conferences, which is unusual” While the extent of
the county’s involvement appeared unusual, it remains unclear whether
it was illegal.

Jack initially attempted to obtain information about the placement
decision directly from the county, but he had little faith that county of-
ficials would produce the requested documents. At one point, he for-
warded me an e-mail that he had sent to county officials urging them to
respond to his request for information. He wrote to me, “I don’t expect
the County to answer either of the messages below—however, when I
go to court they will be exhibits attached to the complaint” When the
county repeatedly refused to provide what Jack believed to be public
information about the placement process, he sued.

In a letter to the county counsel and the county’s public information
officer, Jack stated that considering the county’s lack of response to his
request for information, “our only recourse now, in defense of our com-
munity, is to litigate the County’s role in the placement of [the SVP] at
Deserton.” Pursuant to the California Records Act, a judge eventually
ordered the county to release the requested information. Jack received
censored documents, so he brought the case back to court. This time,
the judge decided that county officials had done their due diligence and
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refused to order them to produce uncensored documents. Undeterred
by the court’s decision, Jack appealed. Eventually, the case made it to the
California Supreme Court, but the court declined to review the case.

Deserton residents could have written off Jack’s lawsuit as frivolous,
with no potential to stop the placement. A judge’s order had brought the
placement to Deserton in the first place, so community members had
little reason to believe that a judge would side with them over regional
and state-level decision makers. Furthermore, while Jack’s time and mo-
tivation to pursue the lawsuit contributed to its viability as a strategy
for opposing the SVP placement, he had no intention of organizing the
community. As a relative newcomer without much social capital, Jack
was not a local leader, and many people in the community had never
worked with him before. Nonetheless, as the man who had recently re-
tired to Deserton explained, “[Jack] was just the catalyst, but he couldn’t
have done anything by himself without the community standing behind
him, of course. [ ... ] It was a community effort; he was just the one
with the brains and the ability to put it all together and put it to words
and action” While community members left the legal interpretation and
writing to Jack, they supported his efforts by holding fund-raisers for
court fees and gas, providing secretarial assistance, and accompanying
Jack on the fifty-mile trip to the county courthouse.

Some of those I spoke with said that they referred to the lawsuit as
the only legitimate community response when they were trying to dis-
suade fellow residents from engaging in vandalism or violence. As Jack
explained:

We intended from the beginning to control reactions to this so they were
not in themselves criminal. [ . .. ] We collectively got the word out, those
of us who were trying to do it the right way, we got the word out as best
we could that this should follow the legal process. Nobody should do any-
thing on their own. And nothing [illegal] happened. There was no effort
by anybody to do anything illegal.

Once again, community members focused on legally acceptable strate-
gies for opposition. With this mind-set, litigation quickly became the
centerpiece of the community’s response to the SVP placement.
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The local opposition efforts gained media attention when a regional
newspaper picked up the story. They then made it into a national news-
paper, and a well-known national news program sent a reporter to cover
the story on location. When the reporter arrived in Deserton, com-
munity members gathered at the café to talk with her. In the resulting
television broadcast, one person said on camera that small, politically ir-
relevant communities like Deserton “just get the dregs of society heaped
on them?” Another said he believed that the judge had thrown a dart at
a map and chose Deserton as the best placement site. With these and
other snippets of conversations with local residents, the news program
portrayed the community as a group of concerned citizens trying to pro-
tect their small town from an “unwanted neighbor”

Although the residents I spoke with agreed that the SVP did not be-
long in Deserton, the news program televised only some of their con-
cerns. One woman I interviewed, a mother of six children who had
moved to Deserton less than two years earlier to accommodate her
husband’s job on the border patrol, was disappointed in the broadcast
because it portrayed only concerns that were “all fears and not built on
facts and reality” In contrast, she told the reporter she was not wor-
ried about her children’s safety and that everyone “deserves a second
chance” At the same time, she believed that Deserton could not provide
the necessary supports for successful reintegration. None of her state-
ments made it on air. By leaving these perspectives out of the broadcast,
the news program reinforced the notion that community members had
a knee-jerk NIMBY mentality that failed to recognize the realities of sex
offender reintegration.

After the broadcast aired, Jack “exchanged a couple of e-mails” with
the district attorney. In one, he asked the DA to assess the possibility
that another SVP would be placed in Deserton. According to Jack, the
DA assured him that he would oppose any future SVP placements in the
town. Jack explained, “And so I just have to believe that the huge uproar
and the months of legal action and ultimately getting into the national
media, I just have to think that that’s our best safeguard against getting
another person like [the SVP] put out here.” Although the DA could
not have been sure he could stop future SVP placements in Deserton,
his promise symbolized a political actor’s acknowledgment of the com-
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munity. After the California Supreme Court refused to hear the case,
the DA’s promise and the media coverage of the community’s response
provided enough recognition of the problem that Jack decided not to
continue with the lawsuit.

While JacK’s individual motivation may have instigated the lawsuit,
the community’s historical and contemporary relationships with legal
and political authority contributed to the centrality of the lawsuit in
their response to the SVP placement. As I explain in the next section,
the appeal of litigation as a central part of the community’s response
to the SVP placement in Deserton stemmed from the community’s
contemporary and historical relationships with local law enforcement,
courts, politicians, and political structures.

Community Orientations to Authority in Deserton

The community in Deserton had unique orientations to legal and politi-
cal authority that stemmed from the town’s isolated, rural location, small
population, and racial and class status. Legal authority had historically
been deployed to protect the community, but political authority had
often kept the community politically invisible. When the conflict over
the SVP placement occurred, political mobilization seemed like a dead
end. Instead, the community’s positive orientation toward legal author-
ity as a source of protection contributed to its support for fighting this
particular political battle through legal mobilization.

Legal Authority as Protection

The community in Deserton had a strong stake in the protective aspects
of the law. Residents’ relationships with law enforcement and the courts
reflected a hands-off, on-demand approach to keeping order within the
community. As in other rural communities,” people in Deserton did
not usually turn to the law to resolve local problems, but they gener-
ally had a positive view of the law as a power that could protect them
when necessary. The community’s dominant orientation to legal author-
ity as a source of protection emerged from local relationships with law
enforcement and the courts, which in turn contributed to their pursuit
of litigation to stop the SVP placement.
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RELATIONSHIP WITH LAW ENFORCEMENT

At the time of the SVP placement, Deserton’s recent past had been char-
acterized by dramatic swings in population size due to the construction
of a mine in the late 1940s and, more recently, a prison. After the mine
began production, Deserton’s population swelled to roughly four thou-
sand residents, with mining company employees sustaining the local
economy. As the environmentalist I interviewed recalled, “When we first
moved here, this was a lovely community,” but after the mine closed in
the early 1980s after thirty-five years in operation, “things really started
tumbling downwards.” The trailer park owner said that when the mine
closed, “it was a great loss to the community, financially and otherwise.
The town [ ... ] was very active. They had a couple of churches up there,
they had a full shopping center up there, [a bank] and everything up
there. When the [mine] closed—it’s all boarded up up there, there’s a big
chain-link fence all the way around it—that killed the whole area, really”

In 1988, the area experienced a brief revitalization when a private
company built a minimum-security prison at the site of the old min-
ing company town. The defunct mining town became a center of so-
cial and economic activity once again. One woman, a white mother of
three in her early forties who had been a Girl Scout leader, described
the town during this time: “Well, when I first moved here, we had the
private prison and it was a very family-oriented place. There was always
something going on. The kids were top priority; we were always doing
something for the kids. You know, little Halloween fairs, just everything
centered around the kids. We had Girl Scouts and Boy Scouts.” When
the prison closed after only five years in operation, everything changed.
She explained that after the prison closure, “There was a loss of popula-
tion of course, we lost a lot. We lost a lot of support, we lost a lot of fami-
lies. And we just keep losing and it’s, it used to be, if you were involved,
you used to be a lot more supported and now, it’s not like that anymore.”
By the time the SVP placement occurred, the mining and prison opera-
tions had been boarded up, and Deserton’s population had dwindled to
just over two hundred people.

When I visited Deserton in 2009, much of the town’s population lived
about halfway between the main street and the mine/prison site in a
residential resort that catered to snowbirds who lived part of the year
in Deserton. In the resort, houses sat on culs-de-sac roughly arranged
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around an artificial lake, and amenities included a community center,
golf course, swimming pool, library, and small fire department. Despite
the relative oasis, Jack described this time as “pretty much rock bottom”
for the community. The mother who had grown up in Deserton had
recently returned to find the town going “in kind of a negative direc-
tion.” She explained, “It’s just the town’s run-down and things are falling
apart, and I think people were just kind of getting complacent. [ ... ] If
you don't actually encourage people to come in and do business here,
there’s not gonna be anybody left. It'll be just as much a ghost town as
[the mine/prison area].” While the prison had been closed for over a
decade, her comments indicate a tendency among those I spoke with
to compare the current state of the town with the vibrant community
that the prison had sustained. For these residents, the short-lived prison
era evoked hope of what their community could become once again. In
some ways, the prison symbolized protection of the community itself:
with the prison, residents had a viable community; without it, the town
inched toward becoming a “ghost town.”

Although most of those who worked for the prison in Deserton had
since moved away, local residents still had ties to the prison system.
Throughout my time in Deserton and the subsequent telephone inter-
views, I frequently heard community members refer to the handful of
residents who worked or had worked as guards at the state-run prison
in the next town over. These continual references contributed to a sense
that Deserton’s physical isolation from formal law enforcement did not
translate into social distance from the protective aspects of the law. In-
stead, a shared sense of prison employees as active community mem-
bers symbolized and constituted alignment with the protective aspects
of the law. The retired ex-cop put it best when he noted, “There’s some
guys out here who work at the prison, so there’s already kind of a law
enforcement presence” While those who worked at the prison were not
responsible for local law enforcement, their presence in the community
further aligned it with the protective aspects of the law. As a result, com-
munity members who opposed the SVP placement were accustomed to
being on the side of law enforcement, the side that emphasized protect-
ing citizens from crime.

While the current and former guards tied the community to formal
legal authority, sheriff’s deputies rarely patrolled the town before the
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SVP placement. Instead, they left residents to live their lives with mini-
mal interference unless specifically called for. As the sherift’s field opera-
tions chief for the area put it, Deserton was “out of sight, out of mind”
to law enforcement officers. Community members shared this perspec-
tive, with Jack describing the situation as follows: “There’s no police pro-
tection. We'll take care of ourselves and our families if that’s what we
have to do” The man who had recently moved to Deserton with his wife
echoed this perspective when he told me in an interview, “I mean, what
it comes down to, ‘Yeah, we got law enforcement, but it’s a small enough
town it can police itself really” The lack of formal law enforcement pres-
ence and the resulting need for residents to police themselves reflected
the dual realities of physical isolation and low crime rates. According
to Jack, “As far as a person here walking down a street, nothing’s gonna
happen to them. There is absolutely no street crime here.” Similarly, oth-
ers described Deserton as the kind of place where people left their doors
unlocked and keys in their cars.

Although no one I interviewed explicitly discussed the role of race in
the community’s relationship with law enforcement, law enforcement’s
hands-off, on-demand approach to crime control in Deserton may have
stemmed from the racial makeup of the town. According to the U.S. Cen-
sus, Deserton’s population was overwhelmingly white in 2010, with 8o
percent of residents reporting white as their only race. The United States
has a long history of using the law against people in racial and ethnic
minority groups through practices such as slavery, segregation, redlining,
and mass incarceration,® and a community composed predominantly of
individuals in racial and ethnic minority groups may have invoked more
suspicion among legal and political officials.” Indeed, recent research has
shown that order maintenance efforts in urban cities tend to target racial
and ethnic minority populations as symbols of disorder,'* and increased
concentrations of minority groups can increase perceptions of neighbor-
hood disorder.'" Suspicion of these communities is also reflected in re-
search showing that the police stop minority populations more often than
whites, even after accounting for rates of involvement in crime."?

Racial and ethnic minorities may also be more wary of invoking
formal legal authority to solve local problems than white individuals,
particularly if they live in poor or high-crime areas.'*> While negative
perceptions of the police have been associated with frequent, negative
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interactions with them,'* Deserton residents could have become cyni-
cal if they perceived law enforcement as neglecting their town. Instead,
community members believed they could rely on the sheriff’s depart-
ment when necessary. The waitress at the café explained, “Any time that
any one of us had problems, it might take them an hour to get here, but
they’re out here” Other residents recounted an instance that occurred be-
fore the SVP placement in which a man with a gun arrived at Deserton’s
elementary school. The school went into lockdown, and administrators
called the sheriff’s department, which responded as quickly as possible.
While response times may have been longer than residents would have
liked, a positive outlook infused their retellings of the story. Commu-
nity members also mentioned calling the sherift’s department for prob-
lems such as a local parolee giving the café waitress “a hard time” after he
wrote a bad check, an unfamiliar car driving on a residential road late at
night, property crimes, and domestic disputes. Although slow response
times were a common concern, community members trusted the sher-
iff’s department to provide protection when they arrived. In short, for
those involved in opposing the SVP placement, interactions with formal
law enforcement tended to occur in the context of calling for protection
rather than feeling controlled by the police.

The relationship between Deserton residents and the sheriff’s depart-
ment, combined with Deserton’s history as a prison town and the pres-
ence of prison guards within the community, fostered a sense of legal
authority as a source of protection. In some ways, the very viability of
physical and social life in Deserton was linked to the protective aspects
of legal authority. Historically, the prison had sustained and enlivened
both the local economy and local social life. More recently, jobs in the
state prison had provided residents with resources and a sense of pro-
tection. At the same time, physical and social distance from the sher-
iff’s department and the racial makeup of the town allowed community
members to maintain their unique local community with minimal out-
side interference. In these ways, the community’s dominant orientation
to legal authority was rooted in the protective powers of the law.

RELATIONSHIP WITH THE COURTS
The orientation toward legal authority as a source of protection extended
beyond the community’s relationship with local law enforcement
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officials to the its previous experiences with the courts. In the late
1980s, the county proposed converting the old mine pit to a landfill.
Unlike the SVP placement, the dump proposal divided the community.
According to an account on the town’s website, “Our community was
suffering from a near fatal blow, [the mining company] had declared
bankruptcy and families, the lifeblood of our community were pulling
away in U-Hauls and trucks, leaving behind nothing more than memo-
ries” In addition, county politicians promised free garbage services to
residents as an incentive to support the landfill. Aside from the general
undesirability of living near a garbage dump, those opposed to the proj-
ect focused on its potential environmental impacts and questioned the
process of procuring the land where the dump would be located. The
environmental activist I spoke with mounted particularly fierce opposi-
tion to the project. She recounted the community’s response:

Once this dump thing started happening, elected officials started coming
and having little private parties in everybody’s houses and promising the
moon if they wouldn't object to the dump. And at that point, I would say
99.9 percent of the people who lived here were against that dump. They
didn’t want any part of it. But once they started getting promises of free
assessments and so much money every year to run this and free garbage.
I mean, free garbage almost got me to sign off on it. You know, it’s just in-
credible. They all jumped like rats off the Titanic [in support of the dump].

She and her husband eventually led a lawsuit against the county, and
their litigation efforts became the centerpiece of the opposition.
Similar to the litigation in response to the SVP placement, those who
sued over the dump did so without a lawyer. The environmental activ-
ist described the initial process to me in the following way: “I bought a
how-to book from some fellow in [a nearby county]. I didn’t even have
a computer then. We wrote all of our legal briefs on a typewriter and we
argued in superior court and won. [ ... ] It was amazing” While the law-
suit successfully kept the dump out of Deserton, litigation did not unify
local residents as it did with the SVP placement; however, even those
opposed to the lawsuit witnessed the power of mobilizing legal author-
ity. Furthermore, people on both sides of the debate acted to protect the
community despite differing definitions of the collective interest. Their
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actions perpetuated the idea that legal authority could be leveraged as
protection. As one of the key strategies for opposition, the successful
use of litigation to oppose the dump signaled a belief in legal authority
as a source of power for opposing perceived injustices and legitimized
litigation as a strategy for opposition. Both of these effects of community
members’ encounter with the courts contributed to a sense that the law
could help protect the community.

Orientation to Legal Authority during the SVP Placement

The SVP placement had the potential to upset the community’s orienta-
tion toward legal authority as a source of protection. Legal authorities
had essentially let local residents down by facilitating the placement of
a potentially dangerous person in their town. Furthermore, during the
notification meeting, the community’s dominant orientation toward legal
authority could have shifted when residents encountered sheriff’s depu-
ties lining the walls of the community center. Consistent with my own
surprise at the law enforcement presence, community members bristled
at the number of uniformed officers. As the general store clerk explained:

And we get to the meeting and they’ve got the building basically sur-
rounded. They’ve got cops everywhere, [ . .. ] standing there with their
arms folded looking like we're criminals. And that didn’t intimidate me, it
actually pissed me off more than anything. Because just the way they were
treating us—I didn’t go in there upset, I knew what I wanted to say, but
their demeanor ticked me off. [ . .. ] And I think part of it was 'm used
to being on the other side. Working in the prison, how they were treating
us is like how, like, when we're expecting something bad to happen on the
yard and all the cops are just standing there waiting for it to happen. You
know, so I was feeling like I was a criminal that night.

Others expressed similar reactions to the heavy police presence. The
mother born and raised in Deserton said, “And we realized, once we
got inside, that they weren't there for our protection, they were there
because the people on the board were afraid that they needed them to
protect them from us. So we were very insulted by that [ . .. ]. Especially
when there’s a big chunk of the population that are [corrections] officers
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where we work in the prison in some capacities, so we were very insulted
by that” For both women, the community’s history of “being on the
other side” of law enforcement efforts contributed to dissatisfaction with
the show of police presence at the meeting.

Community members’ anger may have stemmed in part from deeper
historical tensions between police and corrections that pit the latter as
not “real” law enforcement;'® however, residents’ resistance to feeling
controlled rather than protected also suggests that the sherift’s deputies’
strong presence at the meeting ran counter to the community’s domi-
nant orientation to legal authority. Rather than being the protectors and
protected, residents who attended the meeting interpreted the law en-
forcement presence as the sherift’s department relying on legal authority
to assert control in a potentially hostile situation.

In an interview, the sherift’s field operations chief cast a different light
on the law enforcement presence. As he prepared for the notification
meeting, he believed it was very important to signal solidarity with the
community. He explained, “I was expecting that the folks, the commu-
nity would see how serious I was, representing the sheriff, how seri-
ous we were going to take that case. [ ... ] I didn’'t mean for it to be an
intimidation factor, but I wanted those people to see, ‘Hey, you know
what, this is how serious we're gonna take this. These are the guys who
are going to maintain, manage, and solve this problem. [ . .. ] This is
your sheriff’s department.” In light of the community’s historic isolation
from law enforcement, the field operations chief brought deputies to the
meeting to show the community that the sherift’s department would
provide protection in the event that the SVP exhibited risky behavior.

This same perspective became evident in the weeks and months after
the meeting, when the department stepped up its patrols of Deserton.
The field operations chief described the increased law enforcement pres-
ence as an attempt to improve relations with the community. He said,
“That was one of the things that I picked up on very strongly at the [no-
tification] meeting was that we were not representing ourselves very well
in the community” Yet, after the placement, many community mem-
bers were frustrated by the increased police presence in their town. The
mother and former Girl Scout leader explained, “All of a sudden we had
law enforcement all over, all the time. And if you didn’t use a blinker,
you were being stopped. If you were walking down the street, you were



120 | LITIGATING IN A RURAL OUTPOST

being asked for ID. So then the complaint was there’s too much law en-
forcement and that we were being harassed.” “Some people got mad and
irritated,” said the café waitress, because they had been pulled over for
having a taillight out, speeding, or other infractions.

The general store clerk picked up on the inherent contradiction in the
community’s relationship with the sherift’s department that these events
emphasized. In our interview, she explained, “We complained that we
wanted them out here [more]. Now that they’re here, they’re gonna do
their job. And it’s not out of spite, it's because theyre here to do their job.”
While community members generally seemed content with the lack of
law enforcement presence in the town before the SVP placement, some
had occasionally wished for more police presence; yet, as the preced-
ing comments indicate, when the sherift’s department increased their
visibility in Deserton and began to “do their job,” community members
began to complain because they were used to being left alone.

In short, when law enforcement officials tried to signal the very pro-
tection of the community that residents believed they should receive,
residents perceived the new proactive measures within the framework of
their history with law enforcement as a reactive force. Not accustomed
to finding themselves targets of the controlling aspects of legal authority,
they became angry and frustrated. While the SVP placement changed
the nature of community members’ interactions with law enforcement,
stories about the police presence at the meeting and subsequently being
pulled over for minor infractions were offered as exceptions to the norm.
As such, these stories and interactions reinforced the community’s ori-
entation to legal authority as a source of protection.

While local contestations over issues such as the SVP placement and
the dump had the potential to shift the community’s dominant orienta-
tion to legal authority, both reaffirmed the idea that the law was a source
of protection. As in other rural communities,'® working with criminal
justice institutions to solve a local problem changed community mem-
bers’ everyday interactions with these institutions; however, the out-
comes in Deserton demonstrate that changes in everyday interactions
do not necessarily alter broader understandings of the role of legal au-
thority in solving local problems. Instead, these community members
interpreted their interactions with criminal justice institutions within
the context of their community’s dominant orientations to legal author-
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ity, which proved more stable than their short-term perceptions of ac-
tors within the criminal justice system.

The limited police presence in Deserton and community members’ re-
lated sense of policing themselves, along with their historical use of litiga-
tion to assert collective rights, facilitated both the emergence of litigation
as a potential strategy for opposition and the centrality of that strategy in
the community’s response to the SVP placement. However, their orienta-
tion to political authority also played a role in their decision to litigate. As
I explain in the next section, despite perceptions of the SVP placement as
a political issue, the community’s relationships with regional politicians
and its position within broader political structures delegitimized political
mobilization as a viable strategy for local opposition.

Political Authority as a Source of Invisibility

In stark contrast to the role of legal authority in local life in Deserton,
the community had had relatively few interactions with formal political
authority. Historically, residents had been politically apathetic, and their
relationships with politicians and political structures emphasized the
irrelevance of political authority to local life. Deserton was an unincor-
porated town like Ranchito, but Deserton residents had no local political
body before the SVP placement. While leaders such as Jack sometimes
spearheaded local efforts, no one rose to the status of de facto mayor
or town council. As the former Girl Scout leader explained, “We don’t
really have a local government [ . .. ]. The board of supervisors is as
local as we get” Community members in Deserton tended to character-
ize their relationship with “local” politicians as one in which the county
generally left residents alone with few negative consequences. The com-
munity was politically irrelevant, distanced from political decisions, and
had no formal political structures. Political authority in effect allowed
the community to remain invisible to outsiders, except when county
officials needed a politically convenient “dumping ground.”

The community’s perceived political invisibility did not mean that po-
litical authority had no influence on residents’ lives. Instead, the absence
of formal political actors and structures in the town allowed community
members to cultivate and enjoy a community built on values of self-
sufficiency and freedom from outside interference. Political authority
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did not appear to affect them either positively or negatively, and when
problems arose, they tended to find informal solutions that did not re-
quire formal political decision making. In some instances, political deci-
sions violated the interests of the community, but more often political
authority seemed irrelevant to residents’ everyday lives. These dynamics
contributed to a sense that political authority allowed the community in
Deserton to remain relatively invisible, but, as the SVP placement issue
illustrates, the community’s invisibility sometimes created problems.

RELATIONSHIP WITH LOCAL POLITICIANS
From community members’ perspectives, before the SVP placement the
board of supervisors treated Deserton as if it did not exist. With the
county seat so far away, the county supervisor for the area rarely visited,
and Deserton had little to offer the county by way of money or politi-
cal support. The former Girl Scout leader characterized the relationship
with county politicians by saying, “We weren’'t anything; we were noth-
ing and we weren’t important.” The mother born and raised in Deserton
expanded on this when she said, “We’re so small in population that
really, our vote really doesn’t count. We don't have the tax revenue out
here because we're so scattered and there’s not any industry, so they’re
not really making any money off of us. It’s just . . . we're here and that’s
it” For these residents, their community seemed politically irrelevant.
The lack of attention from political officials allowed community mem-
bers to conduct their lives with little outside interference. Accordingly,
most had little to say when asked about their views of county politicians.
They knew that no local politicians represented their community’s in-
terests, but they also did not believe that county officials actively tried
to work against local interests. As Jack put it, “[County supervisors] do
things and nobody ever pays much attention to them, so they never get
questioned.” This comment and others made by community members I
spoke with reflected a sense of isolation from the board of supervisors
in which the board made decisions that sometimes may have impacted
those living in Deserton, but usually had no effect on local life.

POSITION WITHIN BROADER POLITICAL STRUCTURES
Life in Deserton generally proceeded without any consideration of local
or regional politics. Before the SVP placement, the town had no political
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structures, and the community had no motivation for a voice in local
politics. Most community members had little desire to create a local
political structure because they had rarely had major complaints that
could have been mitigated through local political channels. The gen-
eral store clerk explained, “We really haven’'t had anything to deal with
[before the SVP placement]” Others mentioned at least three regional
political issues that had impacted the community. These included pro-
posals to build the garbage dump, a raceway, and a solar panel farm
in Deserton. Each of these proposals caused some controversy within
the community, but stories about the dump dominated residents’ recol-
lections of a major issue in which the county had interacted with the
community. Those opposed to the dump lamented their lack of politi-
cal voice but ultimately did not push for the creation of local political
structures to stop it from being sited in the community. Instead, as dis-
cussed earlier in this chapter, they funneled their opposition through
the courts.

Orientation to Political Authority during the SVP Placement

Had the community in Deserton had a local political group akin to the
planning group in Ranchito, it may have mobilized politically against
the SVP placement. Instead, political mobilization would have required
relying on county politicians to protect the community’s interests. Given
the local context in Deserton, this would not have been feasible. The
ways in which community members talked about their dissatisfaction
with county politics in terms of a lack of votes, tax revenue, and political
clout reflected their sense that the board of supervisors acted in its own
political self-interests. Residents believed that county politicians did not
care about communities in unincorporated desert areas because catering
to the interests of these communities would not get politicians elected.
From community members’ perspectives, their political irrelevance
contributed to county politicians’ belief that they could “dump” un-
wanted people and projects in desert towns without political conse-
quence. Referring to both the controversy over the dump and the SVP
placement, the environmental activist I interviewed explained that she
would like to see “a little more respect toward this community from our
elected officials who just seem to believe that this is just a sink for all
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of urban externalities” For her, the SVP placement was one of those
instances in which the county used the town as a “sink” for those un-
wanted “externalities.”

Many of those I spoke with agreed that the county had placed the
SVP in Deserton because it was the least politically dangerous place to
put him. During one of my early visits to Deserton, before I started con-
ducting formal interviews, I met up with a white woman in her midfor-
ties who lived on a farm that was their family’s business. She had moved
to Deserton less than two years earlier with her husband and two young
children. As we sat at her kitchen table discussing the SVP placement,
she told me, as I recorded in my field notes, that the county placed the
SVP in Deserton to “brush him under the rug” so that he would be “off
the radar” This kind of recognition of the political realities of SVP place-
ments also came through in my telephone interview with the man who
had recently retired to Deserton. “If I was a politician who was running
for office and was making these decisions,” he said, “I would do the same
damn thing” He went on to say that Deserton made the most political
sense as a placement location because, as he explained, “We don’t have
the political clout and we don’t have the money.”

The controversy over the SVP placement fueled latent discontent about
the community’s relationship with county politicians. According to some,
the SVP placement became such a big issue in Deserton in part because
of the community’s previous history with county-level political decision
making. Jack characterized the reason for the community’s response as
a “sense that the county doesn’t care about us except when they want to
dump somebody like that on us” The ex-cop agreed, saying, “People are
a little tired of “It’s just the desert, just dump him out there. Nothing ever
happens out in the desert. Don’t worry about it, nobody lives out there
anyways.” These comments reflect a sense that the county generally over-
looked Deserton except when a politically unpopular decision had to be
made. As a piece of land, Deserton was not completely invisible to the
county, but political decision makers often presumed a lack of commu-
nity in the town. In this context, when the SVP placement highlighted the
community’s lack of political power, residents mobilized not politically
but legally, invoking a source of authority that they saw as more accessible
and more likely to work in their interests than political authority.
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Community Orientations to Authority and Legal Mobilization

The community response in Deserton suggests that legal mobilization
emerged from unique configurations of local relationships between the
community and political and legal authority. In particular, community
orientations toward political authority as a source of invisibility and
legal authority as a source of protection contributed to the centrality of
litigation in the response. The community’s relationships with regional
politicians and formal political structures emphasized the role of politi-
cal authority in keeping the community politically invisible, while its
relationships with law enforcement and the courts emphasized the
potential for the law to protect the community from perceived threats
and injustices. Together, these orientations to formal authority shaped
the form of community opposition to the SVP placement.

Until the SVP placement, many Deserton residents were uncon-
cerned with their political invisibility. When the SVP placement issue
arose, community members banded together in part because of a la-
tent concern over their lack of political voice. While Jack initially tried
to go through formal political channels to request information about
the decision-making process, neither he nor other community mem-
bers were surprised that the county ignored his requests. Aside from
the formal request for information, the community had no other way to
leverage political authority.

The community had historically been isolated from both political and
legal authority, but the latter had been used to protect it in the past.
Despite the law’s failure to protect the community in allowing the SVP
placement in Deserton, legal authority represented a legitimate way to
become visible in the perceived political battle. Reflecting on the com-
munity’s response, the trailer park owner said, “Well, if you want to op-
pose something like this, you probably well know that you have to do it
legally. You can’t just make telephone calls and so on and so forth.” The
importance of litigation as a legitimate response strategy was also indi-
cated by community members who referred to the lawsuit as a tool for
informal control of those who might have engaged in vigilante violence.
These residents legitimized nonviolent community responses and con-
tributed to the centrality of litigation in the response.
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Ultimately, community members believed that their opposition
would never have had the powerful voice that it did without the law-
suit. The environmentalist explained, “I think the litigation that [Jack]
put [county officials] through [ ... ] put a little bit of egg on people’s
faces, and they said “We will not place anybody there anymore. If they
hold true to that, then that's wonderful. They would never say anything
like that if [Jack] hadn’t taken that legal route” As her comment sug-
gests, invoking legal authority through the lawsuit gave the community
a voice against an opponent backed by political authority—a source of
power against which community members had little direct recourse. As
the retiree put it, “Just because a community may look kind of ragtag
and out there and not have a lot of political clout and stuff, that doesn’t
mean they don’t have opinions and aren’t willing to work on them.” For
community members in Deserton, getting their opinions out was politi-
cal power. In doing so, they believed they fulfilled their mission to let
county officials and others know that they would not stand by and let
decisions impact their town without a voice in decision-making pro-
cesses. Litigation appealed to residents not only because they believed
in the legitimacy of legal authority but, more important, because they
perceived legal authority as a source of protection that could be lever-
aged to achieve their collective goals in a political battle.

The Aftermath

Despite lawsuits and other protests, the SVP ultimately moved into
Deserton. He lived in a mobile home surrounded by the desert land
between the highway and the main residential neighborhood. Some
community members said that when they drove past his home, they
honked their horns just to let him know they were watching him.
Almost nine months after he moved in, he violated a term of his condi-
tions when, during a bus ride in a nearby city, he asked a woman who
turned out to be an undercover police officer to visit his home. He was
subsequently recommitted to the state hospital, where he remained as
of February 2017. As of that time, no other SVP placements had been
attempted in Deserton.

Even though community members failed to block the placement, they
judged their opposition efforts as a success, with many of them empha-
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sizing the national media attention that they believed undercut county
politicians’ credibility. “It was amazing to be on [the national news pro-
gram],” said the café waitress. Jack concurred when he told me in our
interview, “So, we actually were successful because the county tried to
keep this thing quiet. [ . .. ] However, the story got out anyway and it
got out to the national press and television.” These kinds of comments
indicate that gaining publicity for their cause symbolized success, even
though they ultimately did not stop the SVP placement in Deserton.

Some evidence suggests that the board of supervisors became more
responsive to the community after the SVP placement. In June 2013, the
board approved the use of funds from a local solar project to refurbish
Deserton’s community center. In March 2014, the board solicited public
input into how to use more of these funds within the community. While
these actions may reflect only symbolic concern about the community,
they suggest that the people living in Deserton had gained some politi-
cal visibility.

This increased visibility may have stemmed from events that occurred
soon after the placement. Life after the SVP placement mostly returned
to normal, but in one important respect the community had changed.
Many saw the SVP placement as a wake-up call: they could either let
their town slip further into decay or they could revitalize their commu-
nity. They chose the latter. In May 2010, Deserton residents, recogniz-
ing the value of an organized body that could represent them, formed
a chamber of commerce. As the woman born and raised in Deserton
explained, “When [the SVP placement] happened, people started talk-
ing about we need [ . .. ] some town government [ ... ]. I found out that
the chamber is actually the quickest and easiest to get started and they
do hold some small level of political pull” While the chamber was not
explicitly a formal political body, it stemmed from motivations to im-
prove the state of the town and increase the community’s political clout
by attracting outside businesses and representing their interests within
the region.

Forming the chamber of commerce achieved a secondary goal of in-
creasing the town’s political visibility. The Deserton native explained that
the chamber gave residents “a place to meet so we could start working
on getting the county to get us a town council appointed” Community
members envisioned a community council as their political voice in local
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matters. They pressured their county supervisor to appoint residents to a
community council that would advise the supervisor on locally relevant
political issues. The county supervisor explored the possibility of such a
council, but he ultimately concluded that the population was too small
to support such a group. By the start of 2014, the idea of a community
council had died and the chamber was dormant.

Conclusion

In some ways, the community response in Deserton reflects a classic
legal mobilization story: a community pushed away from the political
arena turned to the law to gain a voice in a perceived political battle.
Yet this is not a simple tale of closed political opportunities and open
legal opportunities. The law had failed the community by allowing for
an SVP’s release; the judge had failed residents by putting the SVP in
Deserton; and law enforcement had traditionally left them to their own
devices. Considering these marginalizing forces, community members
could have become just as skeptical of invoking legal authority as they
were of leveraging political authority. Instead, they perceived political
and legal authority as separate entities, allowing the legitimacy of legal
authority to remain intact while political authority came under intense
scrutiny. Perceptions of formal institutional authority in Deserton
emerged from the community’s orientations toward political and legal
authority, in which they viewed the law as a source of protection and
political authority as a source of invisibility. These orientations created
a unique local environment in which litigation appeared to be the best
way to achieve their collective goals.

The communities in Deserton and Ranchito both sought to leverage
formal authority to stop the SVP placements in their towns. In both
cases, communities’ relationships with formal political and legal insti-
tutions created local contexts in which community members believed
in the power of a formal institutional authority to aid and protect the
community, despite the failures of these powers to protect them from
SVP placements in the first place. While both communities had positive
perceptions of at least one type of formal institutional authority, oth-
ers that are marginalized from formal institutions may develop political
and legal cynicism. How would these communities respond to an SVP
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placement? Would they, out of necessity, engage in political or legal mo-
bilization, or would they sit back and allow the placement to proceed,
knowing that they had little chance of affecting the placement decision?
The next chapter answers these questions by analyzing the case of com-
munity opposition to an SVP placement in East City, a place in which
community members were deeply suspicious of both political and legal
authorities.



4
Politics, Litigation, and Disorganization in an Urban City

The more the people tried to explain [their concerns] to the
police, to the city council . . . nobody listened.
—East City mother, more than twenty years in the

community

The previous two chapters explained responses to SVP placements in
two predominantly white, lower- to middle-class communities with
some faith in formal institutions. Despite these communities’ margin-
alization from political and legal systems, their positive perceptions of
political and legal authority stemmed in part from privileged racial and
class statuses, which allowed them to take advantage of formal insti-
tutions built by and for white middle- and upper-class individuals.
Communities whose experiences have taught them not to rely on politi-
cal or legal institutions for help must find other ways to protest unfair
decisions and defend themselves against perceived threats. This chapter
examines one such community’s response to an SVP placement.

The predominantly lower-class, African American and Hispanic/
Latino(a) community in East City had been alienated from formal po-
litical institutions and saturated in formal legal controls. Community
members’ skepticism of both institutions manifested as ambivalence
toward political mobilization and exclusion from legal mobilization,
which contributed to the failure of either strategy to gain traction in
local efforts to oppose an SVP placement. By examining “choice points™
at which political and legal mobilization might have become central
strategies for opposition in East City, this chapter shows how political
and legal institutions shaped local opposition efforts in a community
that had constantly experienced the oppressive sides of institutional
power.

In 2009, a police-issued flyer announced a proposed SVP placement
in East City, a Northern California city with a widespread reputation
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as a dangerous, crime-ridden place. At the time, the city of less than
three square miles housed almost thirty thousand people. Despite its
geographically small size, East City had all the bureaucratic structures of
a larger city, including a police department, city council, and mayor. The
population of racially diverse, poor and working-class individuals lived
in neighborhoods ranging from blocks of tattered apartment complexes
to nondescript homes guarded by chain-link fences to larger homes hid-
den behind wrought iron gates. In the neighborhood of the proposed
SVP placement, many residents owned their small homes. They kept
their lawns well tended, and some had lived in the area their entire lives.
Neighbors generally knew each other and believed they could rely on
each other in times of need.

Despite the city’s negative reputation, community members often re-
marked on its potential for improvement, as illustrated by a local school
principal who described East City as a “great community, and with great
people living in it. [ ... ] [T]here’s so much potential here to create
a really positive vibe.” The proposed SVP placement contradicted this
shared optimism about the future of East City. Some residents feared
that the notoriety of the placement would reinforce outsiders’ negative
perceptions of East City, and they began protesting what they believed
was yet another attempt to keep their community down. These residents
packed city hall for a community meeting, added their names to lists of
potential activists, picketed outside the SVP’s home, delivered a petition
to the homeowners, and began discussing the possibility of a lawsuit.
This flurry of activity lasted for about a week. Then, as quickly as they
had started, the protests died, the idea of a lawsuit faded, and people
returned to their daily routines.

Unlike the opposition efforts in Ranchito and Deserton, no one
strategy gained prominence in the opposition to the SVP placement in
East City. Despite community members’ skepticism regarding formal
political and legal institutions, there is some reason to believe that an
oppressed community may not reject political and/or legal mobiliza-
tion as viable strategies for achieving collective goals. Individuals tend
to separate their beliefs about the essential natures of legal and political
power from the unjust application of those powers. For example, Ameri-
cans perceive the law as essentially unbiased and fair even when they be-
lieve it has been applied unfairly in particular cases or against particular
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groups.” In other words, the public believes that flawed human beings
implement nearly flawless laws.

Formal political authority also stands relatively unscathed in public
opinion as political injustices are seen as the result of politicians’ unfair
exercise of their political power. Even the strongest critics of specific
politicians tend to advocate for voting “ordinary Americans” into office
rather than eliminating political power altogether.’ This separation of
beliefs about the essential nature of formal power from perceptions of
the actors who exercise that power means that communities such as the
one in East City may not automatically reject political or legal mobiliza-
tion even when they have been subject to the negative effects of those
authorities. Furthermore, the community in East City had a history of
somewhat successful large-scale collective action efforts involving both
political and legal mobilization, indicating that either strategy may have
been useful in opposing the SVP placement.

Despite these pathways for potential mobilization, the community
in East City ultimately rejected political and legal strategies for opposi-
tion. This chapter explains how local contexts constrained the extent to
which these types of mobilization gained traction in the community’s
response to the proposed SVP placement. The community’s contempo-
rary and historical relationships with politicians, political structures,
law enforcement, and the courts contributed to dominant orientations
toward political and legal authority that facilitated indifference toward
and exclusion from political and legal mobilization. Skepticism of politi-
cal and legal institutions did not translate into an outright rejection of
their legitimacy, but the community’s demographic makeup shaped its
relationships with formal institutional actors in ways that kept political
and legal mobilization at the margins of local opposition efforts. Over-
all, the East City case suggests that skepticism of formal institutions did
not preclude the emergence of political and legal mobilization, but the
community’s interactions with formal institutions shaped the salience of
these strategies in its response to the SVP placement.

Opposing an SVP in East City

One Monday in late August 2009, the East City Police Department dis-
tributed a flyer announcing a “special community meeting” to discuss
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the release of an SVP in the city. The flyer stated that a judge had ordered
the placement “despite objections from the City and County Supervisor”
and that the mayor, police chief, and county supervisor would be at the
meeting “to discuss the steps the city and county will take to ensure the
safety of our residents, including [the SVP]” The flyer also mentioned
that the SVP’s “prior offenses include violent sexual offenses, although
these offenses do not include children” Residents would learn later that
his victims had been elderly women.

As with local reactions to SVP placements throughout California,
learning about the proposed placement incited fear in many commu-
nity members. As an activist in a local interfaith alliance explained, “My
initial response was fear. And the fear wasn’t for the community or any-
thing like that. I was truly thinking about my daughter. After the initial
fear for my child, my mind expanded and opened up to senior citizens
in this community. And, and as it opened up even more, it got to be just
a concern for this community” One man, a longtime black resident in
his midfifties who had served on local boards and had been generally
active in local politics, noted, “In our community, you see a lot of kids,
see a lot of elderly people living there. And they’re living independently.
So, you know, the fear factor went up very high among senior citizens.”
While both of those individuals referenced fear for the older popula-
tion of East City, some also wondered how, given California’s residence
restriction laws, the placement could be allowed less than half a mile
from a school.

One afternoon I stopped by a house a few doors down from the SVP
placement. I had mailed a letter to let residents know I would be in the
neighborhood but had found that most people did not answer their
doors when I knocked. Feeling defeated, I decided to knock on one last
door. To my surprise, a man answered and said he would like to do the
interview right then. He invited me to sit with him and his wife in their
kitchen. The interview with this Hispanic couple in their forties turned
out to be one of the longer interviews I conducted, as the husband an-
swered my questions thoughtfully and had very strong opinions.

Throughout the interview, the husband repeatedly expressed his ada-
mant opposition to becoming involved in local politics despite his work
as a contractor for a nearby city government. As we talked about how
he had heard about the SVP placement and his initial reactions to it, he
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commented, “I heard the people that commit the crime like him cannot
be living by the school. And I guess it’s a policy or it’s a law that’s been
in place. And it’s funny [because] two blocks away is the school” Con-
sidering California’s residence restriction laws, these concerns had some
merit; however, some involved in the case argued that residence restric-
tion laws did not apply to SVPs still under the DMH’s supervision. The
ambiguity of the law, along with the SVP’s offense history and a lack of
other housing options, had compelled the judge to approve the location
in East City.

In line with signals from California’s residence restriction laws, but
contrary to a vast body of research on the issue, community mem-
bers assumed that keeping an SVP away from children would reduce
the likelihood of their children becoming his next victims. Ironically,
while many in the community feared for their children, the judge had
ordered the SVP to move into a home next door to an elderly woman
with Alzheimer’s disease. According to her family members, many of the
windows and the back door of the SVP’s new home faced the woman’s
bedroom window. As one of her granddaughters, a black woman in her
late thirties who took care of her grandmother, explained, “When he
goes to take his trash out, he looks directly into my grandmother’s room.
When he goes to his backyard, he looks directly into my grandmother’s
room. His kitchen is facing my grandmother’s room. His bathroom, all
his windows, except for his living room, is facing my grandmother’s
room.” Thus, while many feared for the safety of their children, the fam-
ily next door feared for their eldest family member, who more closely fit
the SVP’s previous victim type.

East Citys Community Notification Meeting

The community notification meeting occurred two days after the flyer
had been distributed. The flyer had increased awareness of the meet-
ing, but many people heard about it through alternate methods such
as media reports and word of mouth. A neighbor who had moved next
door to the proposed placement location three years earlier explained,
“I got bombarded with text messages, phone calls. [ ... ] And everybody
was telling me about it, like my friends and family were calling me, tell-
ing me that I should attend [the meeting], so we did” This Hispanic
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woman in her late twenties was joined by a racially and generationally
diverse group of approximately seventy individuals who packed the city
council chambers to learn about the SVP placement. During the meet-
ing, which I attended with them, I wrote down as much as I could in a
notebook that I kept on my lap. The following account of the meeting
reflects my written notes, which included word-for-word transcriptions
of key comments and phrases.

At the meeting, political officials, the police chief, and a representa-
tive of Health Corp sat behind long folding tables facing the audience.
As community members filtered in, the police chief provided handouts
that gave the legal definition of an SVP along with the SVP’s photograph.
To my surprise, at the designated start time, a police chaplain began the
meeting with a prayer in which he called for, according to my notes,
a “great and peaceful result” to the meeting and the placement itself.
As far as I knew, this had never happened in notification meetings in
other communities. The chaplain’s participation seemed to signal the
police department’s efforts to connect with community members as they
worked through the volatile issue of the SVP placement.

After the chaplain prayed, those on the panel at the front of the room
began to speak. The police chief opened by saying that everyone there
had the same question: “Why East City?” Many in the audience mur-
mured their agreement. The chief assured the community that the po-
lice would maintain public safety, and he also noted that no one should
commit illegal acts against the SVP. East City’s mayor spoke next, noting
his opposition to the placement and encouraging residents to “register
your complaints with the judge” The county supervisor concurred but
added that the SVP was going to be released, and they would all have to
work together to provide services for him to ensure a better chance of
successful reintegration. After brief comments from the police chief and
the Health Corp representative, the chief opened the meeting to public
comments and questions.

The meeting oscillated between residents voicing their concerns,
asking for more information, and calling for action. The police chief
fielded most questions, with the Health Corp representative and politi-
cal officials filling in when necessary. Although the audience had been
informed of the SVP’s previous crimes, one of the first people to speak
said that the placement location was the “worst place” to put him be-
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cause of its proximity to day cares and schools. When those on the
panel tried to reassure community members that the SVP had never
targeted children, one woman asked, “How do you know his tastes
haven't changed?” With this question, she revealed that part of the au-
dience’s fears lay in the unknown threat to the community. If the SVP’s
“tastes” changed after he moved into East City, then everyone could
potentially be in danger.

While concern for children’s safety arose early in the meeting, most
comments focused on the specifics of the placement and how the com-
munity could organize against it. One woman asked how often the
SVP’s picture would be updated on the sex offender registry, in case he
“changes his appearance.” Others asked about the type of surveillance
Health Corp would use, what the SVP’s “objective” would be once in the
community, the nature of his treatment program, and what other cities
had been considered for a placement. Those on the panel explained the
security guards and GPS ankle monitors, the goals of reintegration, how
the treatment program worked, and the other potential locations that
had been ruled out.

Other questions were more difficult to answer, as illustrated by one
exchange in which a man in the audience asked the Health Corp rep-
resentative, “Have you worked with him? Do you know him?” She
responded, “I have had interactions with him. He is remorseful” Her
response elicited a wave of murmurs throughout the crowd. The audi-
ence member went on to ask, “Would you feel comfortable living next
to him?” Not knowing exactly how to answer that question, the Health
Corp representative stated, “That is a hard question” This appeared to
prove the man’s point.

Calls for action against the placement erupted periodically during the
meeting. One local resident encouraged action by saying, “Who owns
that house is public information. We should get that information.” An-
other man tried to focus attention on political mobilization by declar-
ing, “The mayor is our voice,” to which many in the audience mumbled
their disagreement. Perhaps most surprising, the police chief made a
concerted effort to incite community action throughout the meeting.
At one point, a woman asked the chief, “What about communities that
refuse to accept this?” The police chief told her, “Turn and ask the com-
munity. Direct that to the community” She complied, turning to the
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audience and saying, “We need to do that here” The chief also provided
more specific strategies for action, as was the case when one man asked,
“What responsible landlord would rent to someone like this?” The police
chief responded by noting that the landlord had the authority to end
the rental agreement and that the “community may want to focus here.”
The chief reiterated that the police department would work with the
community to deal with this issue. When one man declared, “Tomor-
row, you're going to see some serious protests. Especially you, lady [the
Health Corp representative],” the police chief attempted to diffuse the
tension by saying that Health Corp “will be our partner in this,” which
was characteristic of his repeated attempts to portray everyone at the
head of the room as working together, and with the community, to en-
sure public safety.

Tensions rose as the meeting progressed. Toward the end, a retiree
who lived a few houses down from the proposed placement site, whom
I will call Marc, stood and said, “The people at the table, their hands are
tied. They have to do everything legally. This is our problem. Tomorrow
at 8:00 a.m. 'm going to the county assessor’s office to find out who
owns this property. The problem is this greedy landlord. From there,
we form a committee to deal with the root cause” A few minutes later,
a woman asked audience members to target their protests toward the
judge, saying, “The judge made the ruling. We need write-in protests,
picket protests against the judge and the courts.” Both calls for action
elicited general agreement from the audience.

At the end of the meeting, as the crowd began to disperse, a small
group formed around Marc. He circulated a piece of notebook paper
on which people wrote their contact information. I hung around the
outskirts of a second group that formed near a man whom I will call
Miguel. As the group began to disperse, I introduced myself to Miguel,
and he offered to show me around the neighborhood where the SVP
was to be placed. I took him up on the offer and followed him in my car
to the placement location. In the neighborhood, television news vans
shone bright lights on the modest ranch-style home that was to house
the SVP. A line of traffic crept past a handful of pedestrians who milled
about the street and sidewalks. Drivers leaned out of their windows ex-
changing information with other residents to discuss organizing pro-
tests. The community seemed poised for action.
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Originally, the SVP was to arrive in East City five days after the com-
munity meeting. To residents’ surprise, he arrived the day after the
meeting. The man who lived across the intersection from the SVP’s
home expressed his discontent; as he described it, “The [police] chief
did it real slick. [ ... ] I just think the way they did it . . . he was here. And
when they said he was going to be here, you know, a week and a half, he
was actually there that Friday or something. He came early” For him and
others I spoke with, the early arrival symbolized the covert nature of the
entire placement process.

As in some other communities, some people made threats against
the SVP. The woman who took care of her grandmother next door re-
called hearing passersby threatening to “set his house on fire, shoot
him, all kinds of stuff” However, she explained that she “don’t want to
have nothing to do with that” If someone tried to kill the SVP, she said,
“that is on them. And their conscience. I don’t agree with him being
there, but I ain’t gonna try and kill him?” Similarly, Marc, the retiree
who had taken names at the end of the meeting, told me in an interview
that he “was hoping somebody would do a drive-by there” He went
on to explain, “You know, I'm not gonna break the law, but you know
I hear some of these brothers, these crack dealers, that’s where they
oughta do a drive-by up on that corner there as far as I'm concerned.
[...] And shoot him up a couple times. I bet they’ll move him then.
But the state has a responsibility for his life and stuff.” Both of these
individuals recognized that while they might not have been upset if the
SVP had been harmed, they also had to abide by the law and their own
moral compasses in deciding how to oppose the SVP’s presence in the
neighborhood.

While none of the threats of violence or harassment came to fruition,
Marc’s comments about drive-by shootings implied that it would not
have been out of the realm of possibility for someone to have engaged in
violence against the SVP in East City. A couple of people I interviewed
shed some light on why this might not have happened. The man who
lived across the intersection from the SVP’s home explained, “If he didn’t
have that protection that he has, they would have done something” For
him, the SVP’s round-the-clock guards were the only thing that had kept
the violence at bay. The Hispanic man who adamantly opposed any in-
volvement in local politics made similar comments when he explained
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that he had heard that “as soon as they leave the guy alone, they gonna
kill him. [ ... ] They waiting for the opportunity” When asked if he was
still hearing those types of comments at the time of our interview a year
later, he said, “Yeah. I mean, they is waiting. I mean, right now is guards
twenty-four hours a day. And there is some people, I mean, I mean they,
they do kill people” While he said that talk of killing the SVP may have
been “just a rumor,” he rooted his comments in the context of the city’s
history of violence when people would “just drive by and start shooting.”
Both community members believed that those who had contributed to
East City’s historically high rates of violent crime would have had no
problem shooting the SVP; however, the protection provided to the SVP
by the state had dissuaded them from doing so. These two people, as
well as Marc and one of the neighbor’s granddaughters, all stressed that
they personally would not have engaged in violence, but that such an
outcome might have been expected and perhaps condoned by some in
the community.

Ultimately, instead of the violence that some may have expected,
community members protested the injustice of the placement by engag-
ing in a variety of nonviolent opposition strategies. As one woman who
had been active in regular neighborhood meetings with the police ex-
plained, “We had to make sure we kept it low-key. We didn’t want to get
arrested for bothering him. Or God forbid somebody be stupid enough
and try and do something to the property that he’s living at” These “low-
key” strategies included grassroots protests, political action, and talk of
litigation. According to the longtime resident who had been active on
local boards and in other local political issues, some even set up an in-
formal surveillance network. He explained, “A group had taken initia-
tive to, to monitor the house, you know for a while there. I think for
like two or three months there were like people that would, you know,
just watch the house” When asked to elaborate, he continued, “Well,
you know, it was a group of people that was taking turns and, and just,
you know, looking at the house and monitoring the house and seeing if
he was coming and going and so forth” This kind of strategy may have
kept community members informed of the SVP’s whereabouts, but it
did little to call broader attention to the community’s concerns. Instead,
more visible nonviolent strategies of resistance included protests and
talk of litigation.
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Grassroots and Political Protests

Two kinds of protests emerged after the SVP’s arrival: grassroots protests,
including picketing and petitions, and a more formal protest organized
by the mayor. Grassroots protests began immediately. For about a week,
neighbors stood on the sidewalk in front of the SVP’s home, handing
out flyers to passing motorists and holding signs. Protesters participated
as their schedules allowed, and at any given time the group fluctuated
from two to a dozen people. The protesters mainly wanted to dis-
seminate information about the SVP’s presence. For instance, late one
morning, I found four of them standing on the sidewalk in front of the
SVP’s house. One man, the son-in-law of the elderly woman who lived
next door, hailed passing motorists to hand out copies of the police-
issued notification flyer. As cars passed, he yelled, “Sexual predator in
our neighborhood!” His two teenage nieces followed his lead, shouting
“Sexual predator!” at the passing cars. Cardboard signs reinforced the
information-dissemination goal, with two signs reading, “The man who
lives here likes to rape elderly women?”

In addition to getting the word out, community members wanted
to change the placement decision. After word began to spread that the
landlord worked for a state agency and lived in a nearby wealthy neigh-
borhood, some residents began to target him in their opposition efforts.
One afternoon, I stood with Miguel at the neighborhood school during
afternoon pickup while he tried to garner support for a petition to the
landlord. The petition noted residents’ dissatisfaction with the place-
ment and asked the landlord to reconsider the rental agreement. He ap-
proached cars, explained the petition, and then asked parents to sign.
Most readily added their names. When traffic died down, I accompanied
Miguel and the school principal as they delivered a copy of the petition
with more than four hundred signatures to the landlord’s home.

The landlord’s neighborhood represented a stark contrast to East
City: million-dollar homes sat on large lots with neatly manicured
lawns. A ring of the bell at the gate produced no answer, so Miguel left
the petition in the mailbox. As we drove back to East City, Miguel and
the school principal discussed their next steps, including a lawsuit and
possible protests in front of the landlord’s home. The principal asked
Miguel on what grounds he could bring a lawsuit. “I'll find something,”
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he replied. He went on to explain that even the threat of a lawsuit
would probably be enough to get the landlord to agree to residents’
demands. While Miguel had some doubt that the placement could be
challenged on legal merit, he also believed that litigation could serve
as a tool for opposition regardless of the outcome. Miguel may have
been right; research on litigation as a strategy for collective action has
shown that lawsuits can garner support for a cause and serve as a bar-
gaining chip for future collective action against opponents.* Litigation
may have been an effective strategy for opposing the SVP placement,
but Miguel remarked that community members would never act with-
out an “instigator.”

Miguel seemed poised to become the “instigator” of further action.
Yet, after our trip, I never heard of him organizing or being involved in
any other opposition efforts. This reflected a general trend in the ini-
tial grassroots efforts in which disparate groups of residents engaged
in sporadic, informally organized protest activities that never coalesced
into broad community opposition. The principal’s involvement in the
opposition efforts might have helped provide institutional support for
community members’ actions against the placement, but he never acted
upon his power to help mobilize more organized or sustained collective
action against the placement.

Five days after the SVP arrived, the mayor’s office announced a press
conference and community protest. On the same day, East City’s city
council passed a resolution “expressing strong opposition to the place-
ment” on the basis that the city was a small, “densely-populated and
family-friendly” community with a high crime rate that could not
“afford the risk of depositing such a violent career criminal” into its
midst. According to a newspaper report, the mayor implored commu-
nity members to “write letters, send e-mails, let the judge know that
we're definitely not going to stand for this” The mayor’s protest drew
hundreds of attendees. They packed the streets, chanting slogans in op-
position to the placement while the mayor stood in the crowd with a
bullhorn. A list circulated among the crowd, and people added their
names to show their opposition. The protest had the potential to spark
a more lasting community response, but many attendees I interviewed
did not participate in any other opposition efforts. For instance, one
self-described African American woman in her midfifties had found out
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about the protest through her church. She explained, “That rally was one
day and I don’t think it ever came up again. Nothing ever came through
the church again, so there was no follow-up.” Her experience was typical
of many of the community members I interviewed.

Some community activists attended the mayor’s protest in hopes of
organizing a more sustained response. One such person, a black man in
his late fifties who had lived in East City for more than thirty years, had
been involved in grassroots efforts to solve a variety of local problems,
including mounting an organized campaign to stop drug dealing in his
neighborhood in the 1990s. At that time, he explained in a telephone
interview, “We were taking the license plates of the people coming to
buy drugs. You stood out in the drug-dealing areas and really just ru-
ined their business. Chased them out of many parts of town. [ .. . ]
And, you know, people like us, we didn’t do any publicity, but we were
more effective than anything else. To clean up the neighborhoods of
the drug users.” He believed that this history of effective local activism
contributed to people inviting him to the mayor’s protest against the
SVP placement. As he put it, “People knew I was very effective out on
the street”

Aside from invitations to protest, he also believed that the SVP place-
ment represented a disturbing trend of people profiting off of housing
criminals in East City. He coined this the “criminal housing business”
and explained, “We call them ‘poverty pimps, people that make a living
off their nonprofits. This is their new cash cow.” Although the state did
not rent the SVP’s home from a nonprofit organization, the landlord re-
sided in a wealthy town just outside of East City, and he received above-
market rent for the SVP’s home. This activist recognized the exploitation
of more marginalized areas, and he tried to fight against that in multiple
ways. Yet, while he was very passionate about the “criminal housing”
issue, he did not feel an immediate obligation to go to the mayor’s pro-
test. When asked why not, he explained, “It’s not necessarily my fight”
He did not see the issue as his “fight” because he did not live in the im-
mediate vicinity of the placement location. Instead, he told me that he
“went down to try to help the community deal with the problem” He
wanted to help neighbors organize their own opposition but had little
interest in leading their efforts.
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Unfortunately, according to him, the protesters were not “trained” in
how to effectively protest. “I did the chants, tried to lead some chants
and stuff, but you know, people they haven't been trained,” he said.
“They don't know what to do” With previous groups, “We were effective
because we trained the people before we took them out there, and then
they knew what to do. And we organized them and organized the groups
so they knew how to stand, and stand, and be there and have the longev-
ity” This did not happen with the protests against the SVP placement.
Instead, he said, “T talked with some people about [organizing] and none
of the lights came on.” Based on this experience, he believed that com-
munity members were not serious enough to bring about change. Rather
than waste his time, he decided not to engage in subsequent opposition
against the placement.

While it is impossible to know the extent to which this account accu-
rately describes events during this time, this activist’s experience reflects
a different motivation for attending the protests. He was not particularly
incensed about the placement itself, but because it symbolized the con-
tinuation of a problem that he had spent at least a decade working on in
East City, he felt compelled to try to help organize the community. In-
stead, for him, the mayor’s protest led not to further involvement in the
issue but to increased skepticism about the ultimate goals and strategies
of the community’s opposition to the placement.

While the protest drew a large crowd, some people I spoke with did
not participate in any of the opposition efforts. They cited having few
concerns about the placement, a lack of time to participate, and skepti-
cism that the community’s response would change the placement deci-
sion. One self-described African American man and longtime resident
on the SVP’s block had worked as a social worker for the county. He
called me one afternoon after I had left a note at his house explaining
my research and desire to speak with him. As we talked, he answered my
questions with a slow, deliberate pace that indicated his thoughtfulness.
He was surprised by the community’s response to the SVP placement,
and, in our interview, he explained why. “This community’s always been
very accepting of people who may have issues,” he said. “We've always
been more accepting of people that probably would not have been ac-
cepted in other communities” He said that while parolees moved anony-
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mously into East City every day, “at least we know about this one,” and
he is “being monitored.” For him, the notification meeting represented
a more transparent placement process than was usually the case with
formerly incarcerated individuals returning to the city.

A city council member I interviewed took these ideas a step further.
He believed that “as a community, we needed to figure out how we could
accommodate him. [ ... ] It'’s important for us to understand that as
humans we need to understand that we can’t throw away people as a
society” Even this person in a position with access to political power
recognized that neither law enforcement nor judges would or could suc-
cessfully integrate the SVP into society. Instead, as he noted, the com-
munity had to take responsibility. This was a sharp contrast to traditional
reentry processes in which probation and/or parole officers worked in
conjunction with the courts to regulate those returning to the city after
incarceration. The SVP was still highly regulated by the courts, but from
the perspective of this city council member and a few sympathetic resi-
dents, attempts to inform community members and bring them into dis-
cussions about how to “accommodate” the SVP represented a departure
from normal reentry processes.

Surprisingly, a disabled black woman in her early seventies who lived
a few blocks from the SVP’s house was also unconcerned about the
placement. She very rarely left her house, but she had received a letter
I had mailed to people in the neighborhood and wanted to discuss her
thoughts on the placement. In our interview, she said that she was un-
concerned about the placement. When asked why, she responded, “Well,
like I said, the authorities that put him in there, they were supposed to
watch him and as far as I was concerned, they were watching him” Al-
though her gender and age fit the SVP’s previous victim type, she trusted
the “authorities” to do their job and keep tabs on the SVP. Yet, she at-
tributed her lack of concern about the placement only partly to trust in
these authorities. When she called me to schedule her interview, one
of the first comments she made was about her ability to protect herself
in any way necessary if the SVP ever came to her house. While she did
not repeat these statements in the interview, she did state that he would
have to go “a long ways” to get to her house. “If he came to my house,”
she said, “he’s the one whod suffer. Not me.” For her, the conditions of
the SVP’s release and a bit of physical distance between her home and
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his decreased the chances that she would become his next victim. Even
if the SVP sought her out, she believed she could defend herself.

Others expressed concern about the placement but did not become
involved in the protests because they lacked time and motivation, or
because they believed protesting would not change the situation. Just
over a year after the SVP placement, I met some of these individuals one
evening at a neighborhood meeting held in a community center inside a
mobile home park a few miles away from the SVP’s neighborhood. The
police department organized these regular meetings, called “beat meet-
ings,” which were run by a local resident (the “beat captain”), with a cou-
ple of officers there to answer questions and inform the conversation.
These meetings occurred in each of four zones, or “beats,” throughout
East City, and they served as a forum for neighbors to voice their con-
cerns, learn more about police operations, and obtain information about
addressing local problems. I did not expect the SVP placement issue to
arise during this particular meeting, but I attended in search of people
who might be interested in participating in interviews for my study. Sure
enough, a few of the dozen residents who attended, including the beat
captain and a couple other individuals, agreed to be interviewed.

These residents tended to be less involved in the SVP placement be-
cause they lived farther from the placement location. A white woman
in her late fifties and an active member of the local beat told me that
she perceived the SVP placement as something outside the realm of her
everyday life. As she put it, “But you see, it wasn't something where I
was going to be going by all the time, so out of sight, out of mind.” Even
though her distance from the placement location contributed to her abil-
ity to ignore the situation, later in the interview she did express concern
about the SVP placement and her lack of involvement. She said, “And I
really kind of slap my hand for not being more active in maybe a little
protest, grabbing a lawn chair and sitting with [neighbors], whatever”
She did not do so in part, she said, because of other pressing personal
issues and a lack of time. While some of those who participated in the
protests did not live in the immediate neighborhood, those closer to the
placement location had stronger motivation to become involved because
they believed it more directly affected their everyday lives.

A final group of nonparticipants believed that the protests would not
force the SVP out. For them, the political nature of the decision meant
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that those involved in the placement process did not care about resi-
dents’ opinions. As one of the beat meeting attendees, a white woman
in her late seventies, put it, “[Protesting] is not my thing. It’s not gonna
do any good?” Yet even some who attended the protests agreed that pro-
testing probably would not influence the decision to place the SVP in
East City. Despite the low probability of success, they believed in the
importance of having a voice. When asked if she thought the protest
had any sort of impact, the woman who had attended with her church
group responded, “I don’t know if it did or not, but at least, if nothing
else, we as citizens of East City, we have a voice. And whether we were
taken seriously or not, I don’t know, but at least we tried something.”
These comments imply that even some who were skeptical about the
power of community opposition still harbored some hope that their ef-
forts would pay off.

Litigation

Picketing and protests brought public attention to the SVP placement,
but some residents pursued other strategies that had the potential to
bring attention to the community’s cause. One group, spearheaded by
Marec, the retiree who had said at the meeting that he would find the
name of the landlord, began discussing a potential lawsuit. According
to a news report, three hundred residents joined Marc in searching for
an attorney to take the case as pro bono work; however, in an interview,
Marec said the group consisted of approximately five or six core members
who met a few times to discuss “every legal way we knew how.” What-
ever the size of the group, they discussed the potentially illegal aspects
of the placement, including potential violations of city zoning laws and
California’s sex offender residence restrictions.

Soon after they began meeting, Jack (from Deserton) read about East
City’s SVP placement in a regional newspaper and contacted Marc.” Up
to that point, the newspaper had publicized the litigation efforts, but
residents had taken no concrete steps to pursue the lawsuit. Jack con-
sulted with Marc on the merits of litigation, and they began discussing
the possibility of either appealing the placement decision or pursuing
a lawsuit against the county. During this time, I attended a meeting at
the elementary school near the SVP’s home in East City. At the meeting,
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Jack explained to the principal how he had approached the lawsuit in
Deserton and offered suggestions for next steps in East City. Jack be-
lieved the community could make a strong case for the illegality of the
placement based on California’s residence restrictions, and he explained
to the principal that “protests won't get you anywhere” because no com-
munity wants an SVP in their neighborhood. Jack encouraged the prin-
cipal to move forward with legal challenges at least in part because he
wanted more communities to resist SVP placements to pressure the state
into changing its placement process. Nonetheless, the principal seemed
more interested in stopping the local placement than in bringing about
state-level change.

The appearance of an outsider who was willing to help with the law-
suit could have spurred both the principal and Marc’s informal group
of community members to continue their efforts. Instead, I wrote the
following observation in my field notes after the meeting with Jack and
the principal: “When I talked to [the principal] after the meeting, he said
that really, it’s just himself and Marc working on this now. People haven't
really been talking about it. He said there’s a general feeling that nothing
can be done, so they might as well move on.” Indeed, talk of a lawsuit
died soon after the meeting with Jack.

Unlike the community in Deserton, the community in East City had
neither legal expertise nor resources to pay a lawyer. While residents
might have relied more on Jack for legal expertise, he indicated they
would have to do much of the work themselves. As Marc put it, “We
would have to get an attorney and go from a legal angle, and we had
no money, so [the idea died]” Ultimately, the small group of commu-
nity members involved in discussions about litigation believed the law
could have helped them achieve their goal of removing the SVP from
the neighborhood, but they could not garner enough support (economic
or otherwise) from the broader community to achieve their goals.

As the preceding story demonstrates, the community’s response to
an SVP placement in East City consisted of a variety of informal groups
pursuing their own strategies to try to stop the placement. The mayor’s
protest was formally organized, but it never became the centerpiece of
the community’s response because, as I discuss in the following sections,
community members dismissed it as political maneuvering rather than a
true attempt to represent the community. Community members’ discus-
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sions about litigation could also have become a key part of the response,
especially when an outsider offered to help, but a lack of legal expertise
and economic resources hindered litigation efforts.

Community Orientations to Authority in East City

In East City, the community’s relationships with politicians, political
structures, law enforcement, and the courts constrained the emergence
of political and legal mobilization as central opposition strategies. The
community had often been alienated from formal political power and
controlled by those in positions to exercise legal authority. While com-
munity members in East City did not reject the legitimacy of these
sources of power, their dominant orientations toward political and legal
authority emphasized the oppressive sides of institutional power, which
in turn made it more difficult for them to believe that these institutions
would help them stop the SVP placement.

Political Authority as Alienation

Community members in East City perceived political authority as
a source of alienation in which the power to govern seemed firmly
embedded in and aligned with political institutions rather than the com-
munity. Historically, county politicians had treated East City residents as
a problem community requiring outside governance. Community mem-
bers also perceived local politicians as valuing their careers more than
interests of the community, a perception further facilitated by the city
council’s position within the formal political structure.

RELATIONSHIP WITH POLITICIANS

East City’s history as a problem area within the county strongly con-
tributed to the community’s identity and image within the region. The
community members and local officials I spoke with repeatedly com-
pared East City’s crime rates, racial composition, and socioeconomic
status with those of surrounding cities. In 2011, for example, East City
experienced more than four times as many violent crimes as its two
neighboring cities, despite having a smaller population.® East City also
had a more racially diverse population than the two closest cities: nearly
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two-thirds of the population was of Hispanic or Latino origin, and non-
Hispanic whites constituted the next largest racial group, followed by
African Americans, Hawaiian/Pacific Islanders, Asians, and others. By
contrast, the two neighboring cities were more than 6o percent non-
Hispanic white, with Asians representing the next largest racial group.”
Compared with neighboring cities, East City had half the median annual
household income ($49,000); a much higher proportion of adults (14
percent) and children (21 percent) who lived in poverty; a drastically
lower proportion of residents who had a high school diploma (65 per-
cent) or a bachelor’s degree (16 percent); and approximately four times
more of its adult population employed in service jobs (40.5 percent) and
four times fewer in management or business jobs (18.7 percent).® As a
town surrounded by other cities with lower crime rates, higher propor-
tions of white residents, and higher socioeconomic statuses, East City
often bore the brunt of policies intended to maintain the quality of life
of people living in nearby cities.

In the 1960s, East City activists mobilized to create equal education
opportunities for their children. Over residents’ objections, the county
had closed their only high school because desegregation activities had
bused black students out without bringing in enough white students to
replace them.” When local residents pushed for incorporation in the late
1970s and early 1980s, divisions within the town and between the town
and the county (which stood to lose revenue if East City incorporated)
further intensified already contentious political relationships.'® As the
county supervisor described, “It actually was a big battle for it to become
incorporated, and the reason the people were fighting so hard is because
they wanted to be self-sufficient. They believed that they could be bet-
ter served being a city as opposed to being a part of an unincorporated
area.” For activists during this time, the fight for incorporation reflected
a fight for the power to govern themselves.

After protracted court battles, the town finally incorporated in the
early 1980s. Incorporation brought increased opportunities for accessing
political power through a city council and various city departments and
commissions. Unfortunately, a decade after incorporation, crime rates
skyrocketed, undermining activists’ assertions that they could govern
themselves. Some residents believed that local government did not do
enough to stop the murders and overt drug selling that took over the
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town. The social worker I spoke with recalled that, during this time,
there were “a lot of people on the streets dealing, a lot of time, you know
the drug wars, all that going on. I kinda wondered about what commit-
ment the county itself had to making sure these things were alleviated”
While county politicians had little formal power to solve the city’s crime
problems, this resident implied that the county might have stepped back
to prove that East City officials could not control their population.

Thus, East City began its cityhood as a problem community: residents
of the unincorporated town had fought the county over desegregation,
won the right to incorporate, and then experienced a crime wave, which,
as I describe in more detail later, required the city’s new police depart-
ment to call in county reinforcements. This regional identity contributed
to residents’ continued sense that they lacked the political clout afforded
to wealthier areas. As the woman from the church group explained, “I
think people think that if you want to get rid of something, just bring it
to East City and we'll just accept it” Similarly, the local board member
and activist said that the SVP would not have been placed in neigh-
boring areas because those areas, unlike East City, had “political juice”
Even local political leaders felt the effects of their city’s reputation as a
problem community. A city council member said that East City’s relative
lack of resources made the city council’s “job a lot harder, especially if
youre being compared to another area maybe that has all the resources
they need [ . .. ]. Youre working at a deficit over here” The “deficit”
came in the form of economic resources but also in the form of the clout
required to procure necessary resources.

Although residents gained access to a city council when the town in-
corporated, some community members I spoke with were frustrated at
infighting among city council members and the council’s tendency to
address issues only if and when it wanted to. The white woman who was
active in the neighborhood beat meetings explained that she avoided
city council meetings because “the city council ends up fighting [ . . . ]
and it’s ridiculous.” She went on to explain, “I think it takes an act of
Congress for anybody in this city to get anything done because they have
to go in front of the city council. [ ... ] [T]here is such animosity among
the ones that sit up there that they can't even get through a session with-
out having words right in front [of the public].” Miguel, the man who
organized the petition against the SVP, said that when he attended a city
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council meeting on a different issue, he had had to wait until after mid-
night to comment. Because of this experience, he believed that the city
council manipulated meetings so that most people would leave before
they had a chance to comment on contentious issues.

A few residents countered these views. The social worker explained,
“I think that people, when they’re campaigning, they certainly present
themselves as that they’re doing, that they would do the best they can to
meet the needs of the community. But there’s so much more that goes
into that in terms of, are they really able to do that? You know, and I
think there’s a lot of factors involved in that that would probably sti-
fle them, you know.” His comments suggest that although city council
members may have been handling issues “the best they can,” structural
and systemic factors may have impeded their ability to “meet the needs
of the community.” Another local resident, a woman in her late fifties
who worked at a nearby law clinic, also expressed a more positive view
of city council members. She described local political leaders by saying,
“There’s a lot of people here who have created change.” These comments
indicate that not everyone viewed the city council negatively; however,
despite these residents” favorable assessments, most perceived the city
council as inaccessible.

Unlike the people in Ranchito who perceived their local leaders as
empowered community members, many in East City described their city
council members as politically motivated. For example, the Hispanic man
who had stated his overall opposition to involvement in any kind of poli-
tics equated city council members with all other politicians. “All the politi-
cians, they get hired to serve the people,” he said. “They’re for the people.
And all that I see that they do, once they get into position, [ ... ] they use
the position as the first step and they campaign [ . . . ] for the next posi-
tion” The activist who had been involved in antidrug efforts in the 1990s
summed it up by saying, “They’re totally insensitive unless it'’s something
that can bring them money or political power; they ignore everything
else” These two comments illustrate a broader trend in which community
members perceived city council members as aligned more with political
interests than with those of the community; far from being perceived as
community members, local leaders were politicians first and foremost.

Not every individual I spoke with shared this perspective. The SVP’s
immediate neighbor explained, “They live here, so they want things to
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be done because that’s their community. The current mayor of the city,
I mean, his kids go to my girls’ school, so we know that he wants things
to be done because those are his children.” While her comments more
closely align the mayor’s motives with the community, she still situated
his concern for the community in terms of his personal investment
in his children. As her statements suggest, perceptions of local politi-
cal leaders as self-interested politicians did not always come across as
negative.

The East City community’s contentious relationship with county poli-
ticians and their perceptions of local politicians as self-interested con-
tributed to a sense that political authority did not work in the interests
of the community. When community members tried to access formal
political authority through the city council and, before incorporation,
county officials, they often found themselves fighting for resources and
a voice in local decision making, which ultimately alienated them from
the process. While interactions with politicians helped shape this ori-
entation to political authority, the city council’s position within broader
political structures also contributed to the community’s sense of alien-
ation from political power.

POSITION WITHIN BROADER POLITICAL STRUCTURES

The city council’s ability to exercise political power through a formal
political structure may have made it more difficult for city council mem-
bers to present themselves as community-oriented. The community’s
history of oppression by those in positions of political power contributed
to a perceived separation between the community and political institu-
tions. For instance, while the battle over incorporation represented a
fight for control over local affairs, it also symbolized a perception that
political institutions did not work in the community’s interests. Local
government structures may have been more community-oriented than
those at the county level, but an inherent skepticism about political
institutions persisted. For community members, those who could exer-
cise formal political power either became more aligned with political
institutions than the community or had their options limited by the con-
straints of political institutions. As the man who did not want anything
to do with local politics put it, “Pretty much, the government runs the
system. They make it and they manipulate it, and that’s pretty much it”
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At least one local politician, the city council member I interviewed,
acknowledged the divide between the city council and the community. In
our interview, he described some of the times they had tried to work with
residents to solve local problems. When I asked him whether these were
generally positive or negative experiences, he began by saying, “Well, the
process . .. if one deliberately creates a process that allows for public and
community participation, I think that the outcomes clearly are more re-
flective of community interests and people leave those forums, or leave
those processes feeling that they have been heard” He then went on to
say, “In those areas where we created a process that was as open and
collaborative as possible, I think it's been good.” While these comments
suggest a collaborative relationship between residents and the city coun-
cil on some issues, he ended by explaining, “We have a long way to go,
like most communities, before we can really figure out how collaboration
with community residents gets us to . . . is hardwired into everything we
do” This qualification of his earlier statements demonstrates that despite
efforts to be more “inclusive” and “collaborative,” city council members
exercised their power within a formal institution “hardwired” against
community collaboration. While local politicians may have tried to blur
the line between themselves and the community, their affiliation with a
formal political institution overshadowed their local roots.

Some residents indirectly referenced the split between the commu-
nity and those within formal political structures in their discussions of
community activism. In our conversations, those who referred to local
activism tended to focus more on volunteering and involvement in non-
profit organizations than on activity within formal political institutions
such as voting, protesting, or otherwise pressuring local or county of-
ficials. While some community members had interacted with the city
council by either attending meetings or bringing specific issues to their
attention, others, such as the woman active in the local interfaith alli-
ance, described joint efforts between local organizations and the police
department. She explained that a few years prior to the SVP placement,
“There was a lot of stuff going on crime-wise, and a lot of stuff gang-
related and there was a lot of stuff going on drug-related. And it be-
came quite clear that it was getting out of hand, so interested members
of the community, nonprofit groups in the community alongside the
city council and the police department, we all got together and we or-
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chestrated a pride, a community pride day”” Her description illustrates
that local organizations sometimes partnered with formal institutions to
address local problems.

Yet, earlier in our interview, when I asked how sensitive city leaders
were to the needs and problems of the community, her response sug-
gested an ongoing separation between informal and formal groups in
East City. She explained, “I believe in their hearts, they’re truly con-
cerned about the community and its members. Now, the avenues it takes
to get these things done [ . . . ] there’s no leadership, there’s no clear
path?” This lack of leadership resulted in regular meetings between her
organization and city leaders “to discuss concerns of the community”
because, as she put it, “a lot of things go through the cracks” unless com-
munity members actively brought issues to their attention. This perspec-
tive suggests that while some may have seen value in engaging with local
politicians and other city leaders on community issues, their affiliations
with formal political institutions made it more likely that community
issues would fall “through the cracks.”

The city council member and the county supervisor I interviewed
both affirmed residents’ civic engagement. According to the city council
member, “We have a lot of nonprofits that are locally based. So, there is a
lot of initiative within the community to create programs and internally
address issues.” The county supervisor echoed these statements when
she told me, “So it continues to be a very strongly active—as a commu-
nity they still have a lot of strong activism in the community that I think
serves us well” In short, as the city council member put it, East City had,
“a civil society that wants to participate, not just in city government, but
in kind of the civic sector [ . .. ]. So I think that speaks well of the com-
munity that it doesn't feel like it is powerless to address the myriad of
issues we have in East City [ . . . ] This kind of involvement in the “civic
sector” may have reflected and reinforced a sense of control over local
issues that community members might not otherwise have had within
formal political institutions.

East City’s position as a problem community in the county, as well as
activated residents’ perceptions of local leaders as self-interested, and
council members’ ability to exercise formal political power, all contrib-
uted to a sense of political authority as embedded in and aligned with
formal political institutions rather than the community. Like those in
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other poor neighborhoods composed predominantly of racial and eth-
nic minorities, East City residents and political leaders found themselves
and their interests downplayed in the region’s political landscape. When
local political leaders gained formal recognition through incorpora-
tion, their affiliation with the formal institution that had once failed to
protect the community’s interests increasingly separated them from the
community.

While community members continued to be active in trying to solve
local problems, they remained skeptical of political authority. As the
man who had been active in local politics and served on local boards
put it, “The establishment is always doing what they choose to do, and
you know as people of color, we're always on the short end of that stick.”
Thus, even though community members’ activism sometimes aligned
them with city leaders, they continued to feel alienated from political
authority in part because formal political institutions had routinely facil-
itated the deployment of political power against their collective interests.

Orientation to Political Authority during the SVP Placement

When East City residents learned of the SVP placement, many perceived
it as yet another instance of political power being used against the com-
munity’s interests. This interpretation often emerged in comparisons
between the SVP placement and other instances in which politicians
funneled unwanted people into East City, as well as community mem-
bers” appraisals of the perceived political nature of the site selection
process.

For example, the woman who worked at a local law clinic wondered,
“Why did they have to choose East City if this is already a problem city?
[ ...] They always have to come to East City and bring them here. It’s
not the first time that they bring a person like him. They’ve brought
other people. They always choose East City”” The social worker implied
a similar perspective. After he said he believed the community in East
City was “misunderstood,” I asked if he thought that might have played
a role in how the SVP ended up there. He quickly responded in the af-
firmative, explaining, “You know, the county’s been up there fighting to
get him, dump him on us here. 'm saying if they had to live next door
to them, they would be singing a different tune.” For both individuals,
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the SVP placement reflected the county’s desire to “dump” undesirable
people in their neighborhoods.

The effects of this perceived dumping were reflected clearly in a state-
ment made by the woman who had joined the protests after hearing
about the issue through her church group. She described the people in
East City as “a community that’s trying to improve itself, and making
some changes and some strides, trying to improve it to be better. And
every time we think that we’re going and working to change it and to
improve it, things like [the SVP placement] happen.” Thus, she perceived
the SVP placement as a clear example of an exercise of political power
that served to keep what the legal clinic worker had called a “problem
city” from improving itself.

Sentiments from other community members who recognized the
political nature of the site selection process provided more context for
analogies between the SVP placement and the political establishment’s
ongoing trend toward funneling undesirable people into East City. Marc
described the placement process as “crooked.” “It was city and county in
cahoots,” he explained. “These things, theyre not, they’re orchestrated;
it's an agenda to move these people in” The interfaith activist described
the placement decision as “cruel and fully disengaged from the needs
of the community.” Together with the idea that the placement was “or-
chestrated,” these comments suggest a broader belief not only that the
SVP placement was political but that local and regional politicians had
deliberately exercised their political power against the community.

This belief sometimes emerged in community members’ concerns
about a lack of input into the placement decision. As mentioned in chap-
ter 1, the man who lived across the intersection from the placement loca-
tion described feeling “like we been raped” by the placement decision
because of the lack of local input. The man who avoided local politics ex-
plained that by the time the community found out about the placement,
“the decision [had] already been made by government” The politically
active former member of local boards implicated state officials when he
explained that they had not extended the “common courtesy” of calling
local political leaders to organize a “sit-down with them and explain the
situation.”

For these community members, politicians had purposely left local
political leaders out of the decision-making process. While the residents
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I spoke with differed in where they assigned blame for being left out, the
overarching understanding of the placement became that of an outcome
generated by a political decision-making system completely removed
from the local context. Furthermore, their separation from the process
represented alienation in which those in positions of political power de-
liberately kept community members, and sometimes even local politi-
cians, from accessing the power necessary to stop the placement.

Legal Authority as Control

In East City, the community that opposed the SVP placement related
to legal authority as a source of control of community members. East
City residents were saturated in formal social controls in their every-
day lives, and their interactions with courts tended toward defending
themselves, family members, or other acquaintances. In short, the com-
munity’s interactions with law enforcement and the courts emphasized
the controlling aspects of the law.

RELATIONSHIP WITH LAW ENFORCEMENT

Before incorporating in the early 1980s, East City relied on the sher-
iff’s department for local law enforcement. Unlike in Deserton,
sheriff’s deputies were very visible in East City. In fact, heavy-handed
law enforcement tactics may have contributed to the movement to
incorporate. As the local political activist and former board member
explained, “The sheriff’s department would come in and beat people
down and arrest people and do what they wanted to do in the commu-
nity. And the community used to demonstrate against that on a regular
basis. And finally, you know, the movement was created to incorporate”
Through incorporation, the community would be able to form its own
police department, which residents hoped would react differently to
local problems. According to the city council member:

There was a lot of discontent over the way the sheriff treated the resi-
dents. [ ... ] [The sheriff] didn't have a real understanding of East City.
Residents felt that they weren’t getting the services they needed. Rather
than having [the sheriff] crack heads, they wanted [the sherift’s depart-
ment] to look at people speeding through the city. Or they wanted [them]
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to look at other issues related to community policing. And [the sheriff’s
department] wouldn’t do that, so that was an imposition of county po-
licing standards on a community that, unless you were on the board of
supervisors, you could not have an impact on that. That’s no longer the
case because we now have police.

Thus, the East City Police Department was formed with high expecta-
tions: it would focus on problems that community members specified
and would implement more acceptable solutions than the sheriff’s
department had.

Unfortunately, a few years after incorporation, East City earned the
dubious distinction of having one of the highest murder rates per capita
in the country. During this time, rampant homicides and blatant drug
selling solidified the city’s reputation as a place best avoided if possi-
ble. The antidrug activist recalled that the city had had “drug dealers
on every corner,” and the woman who had found out about the SVP
placement through her church group described the neighborhood dur-
ing that time as having streets “full of young people selling drugs.” The
mother who had lived in the neighborhood for more than twenty years
summed it up by saying, “There was a lot of drug dealers and a lot of
killings. [ . ..] It was a terrible time then”

Residents wanted their local police department to curb crime, but the
relatively new department was also contending with a lack of experience
and resources.'! A sheriff’s detective whom I interviewed explained that
the “fledgling” East City Police Department “didn’t have the money or
resources to combat the crime that was going on there” He went on to
say that the police department and other “city leaders asked for assistance
from outside agencies. And the sheriff’s office, being the [ . . . ] agency that
they came to, assist[ed] [ . .. ] in patrol and in investigations.” Residents’
perception of an ineffective local police force deepened the rift between
community members and formal law enforcement agencies.

The persistent presence of law enforcement officers in East City con-
tributed to an orientation to legal authority as a source of control of
community members. Some spoke of law enforcement as a source of
protection, but more often their comments and experiences framed law
enforcement purposes and activities in terms of control. For instance,
the heavy-handed tactics the community had experienced before incor-
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poration did not disappear. A black woman in her midseventies whom
I met at the neighborhood beat meeting explained that some officers
would “try to bend the law to make it fit them. However that may go.
I've seen them right out here on the corner of [an intersection]. They’ll
put their foot on somebody and smash it down. You know that they’re
doing damage on the other side, but they don’t understand it, or they
don't consider it” In addition to mentioning ongoing physical control
tactics, some spoke more broadly about law enforcement as a source of
control. The neighbor who had recently moved next door to the SVP
placement site very explicitly linked control and law enforcement. She
told me, “If you can’t control a thing, then you call the police.” Similarly,
the antidrug activist I spoke with characterized the role of the police
by saying, “They’re here to arrest criminals” In a particularly revealing
discussion, the woman who worked at a legal clinic said that she “would
like to see that the police department is more attentive to everything
that happens so that there’s more control” These comments suggest that
while residents wanted to protect their community from threats, they
related to legal authority primarily as a source of power to control those
who broke the law.

A decade after the crime wave, East City’s violent crime rate fell to
pre-1990s levels, mirroring crime trends across the country.'> Some resi-
dents attributed at least some of the decline in crime to police depart-
ment efforts. The woman from the interfaith alliance explained, “This
[new] police chief has really made an impact in the city for a positive
change, and part of that I have to accredit to his ability to put, put groups
of people together that don't always necessarily agree with one another”
The newcomer neighbor said that the police were “pretty good” at deal-
ing with problems in the area, in part because “you always see a police
officer at least once or twice a day, even if you're in the street for like five
minutes, or ten, you're gonna see one or two police cars” A woman I met
at the beat meeting echoed these statements when she told me that the
police were “more tuned in to protecting the public” than they used to
be. While these comments suggest a more positive relationship between
residents and the police than in the past, a focus on control still domi-
nated law enforcement activity in the area.

In the early 2000s, the East City Police Department implemented a
modified version of community policing by dividing the city into beats
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and holding the aforementioned beat meetings. Local input and problem
solving was the ostensible goal of beat meetings, but by involving commu-
nity members in creating and maintaining public safety, the police depart-
ment shifted some of the responsibility for crime control from the police
to the community. During the meeting I attended, most of the conversa-
tion focused on responding to drug activity in the area. Police officers
urged attendees to call an anonymous tip line, but residents questioned
the effectiveness of these calls and the potentially dangerous consequences
of becoming involved. One exchange in particular demonstrates how resi-
dents and police officers negotiated their roles in solving the local drug
problem. As I wrote in my field notes after the meeting:

A petite elderly black woman in a jumpsuit and feather boa around her
neck sat next to me. She related a story of how shed dealt with the drug
dealers next door to her. Shed been calling the police for sixteen years be-
fore they could finally get the dealers out. Another woman said shed been
calling for a year about drug activity in her neighborhood, which she felt
was too long to wait. The police officer at the meeting said that drug busts
were tricky. The police couldn’t just go onto private property and arrest a
drug dealer, and the dealers knew that. The dealers also have scanners, so
when they hear that police are coming, they just close up shop and wait
until the police are gone. They also will step onto someone’s front lawn,
thus making it impossible for the police to arrest them.

These types of negotiations highlighted the contradictions of deploying
formal legal authority: the police said they would protect residents, but
such protection was not always legally possible. While police officers
acknowledged that legal constraints sometimes prolonged the process of
shutting down illegal drug operations, they continued to insist that they
needed local residents’ help, implying that the community bore some
responsibility for solving the problem in East City. Yet, invoking such
protection would tighten formal controls on local drug dealers who may
then resent the interference and ultimately retaliate against those who
report, even anonymously, to the police. Considering these constraints,
residents at the meeting remained skeptical of the police department’s
power to protect them, but they also retained some belief in the idea that
formal controls could help solve local crime problems.
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The police department’s attempts to involve the community in reduc-
ing crime were part of a larger trend toward improving East City’s over-
all image. After the crime wave, residents began trying to combat their
negative reputation in the region. When asked to describe their com-
munity, many residents and local officials I spoke with used the crime
wave as a reference point against which to assess recent improvements
and future potential. East City “has its problems,” said the woman who
worked at the legal clinic, “but it’s a good community. It has good people
in it too. It’s not just bad people. [I]n the past, there’s been a lot of stuft in
the news about the crime and how [ .. . ] the city is the capital of crime,
or whatever they call it. You know, there’s a lot of bad things, [but also]
a lot of good things” Others echoed these sentiments, noting that the
city had improved because, as the man uninvolved in local politics put
it, “I see less people selling drugs.” When I asked the antidrug activist
how he had seen the neighborhood change over the years, he responded,
“A lot of old gangsters are gone. They’re old too; they’re worn out, and
so they ain’t doing anything” These comments suggest that in East City,
improving the community’s image required decreasing the prevalence
and visibility of the “bad things,” in part by reducing the visible presence
of people engaging in criminal activities.

Yet, deploying legal authority to control residents complicated the re-
lationship between the police department and community members. As
in similar neighborhoods,'*> many in East City knew people who were
or had been on parole or probation or had had contact with the crimi-
nal justice system as defendants. In this context, major law enforcement
operations had the potential to alienate the community from the police.
In a telephone interview, an East City police captain explained:

Quite often, when we do major operations, joint operations with the state,
local, and federal agents like FBI or DEA, quite often following those
operations or those sweeps, we will have a town meeting or a meeting at
city council with the residents and some of them—over a hundred and
fifty people came to one of our last ones—so that we could explain about
this big takedown that we did. [ ... ] In that small community, people are
gonna ask questions, they’re gonna want to know about it. So what we do
is we actually have a meeting following those type of sweeps to explain
what was going on and get their feedback. Let them express what they
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feel—and youd be amazed to hear some of the comments that we get. But
this is what we do just to try to stay ahead of it so, we . . . In our words, we
kind of legitimize our department. You know, we're not afraid to take on
the questions in the meetings. We would love to do that so that it doesn't
fester and grow into something that it’s not.

The captain’s comments indicate that the police department recognized
and tried to mitigate the potential negative impacts of its operations on
police-community relations; yet, while community meetings kept resi-
dents informed, they also facilitated a relationship with law enforcement
that revolved around controlling community members rather than pro-
tecting them.

Thus, for East City residents, creating and maintaining a community
had been closely linked to law enforcement agencies exercising legal au-
thority to control the population. Incorporation localized police power,
but a crime wave in the 1990s fostered calls for increased police pres-
ence and more effective policing. More recently, community policing
had improved police-community relations, but it still emphasized the
controlling aspects of law enforcement. While residents wished for more
control of certain lawbreakers, they also knew many of the individuals
being targeted by the police. This position left residents wanting to in-
voke the protective aspects of legal authority to combat crime problems
but also not wanting members of their community to become targets of
the law enforcement activities that had in the past negatively affected
residents of East City.

RELATIONSHIP WITH COURTS

Perhaps unsurprisingly, East City residents’ relationships with the courts
were heavily informed by their knowledge of or interaction with those
who were or had been defendants in the criminal justice system. As in
other neighborhoods with racially mixed populations and lower socio-
economic statuses,"* East City had a high parolee population relative
to surrounding areas. In part, higher proportions of those who have
had contact with the criminal justice system within communities like
East City stem from disproportionately high chances of incarceration
among black men,"* who then return to their communities after incar-
ceration.'® In East City, the legacies created by this relationship with the
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courts shaped the community’s dominant orientation to legal authority
as a source of control.

Many of those I spoke with in East City mentioned the portion of
the community’s population that had had contact with the criminal jus-
tice system. Their comments suggest three ways in which community
members perceived the courts in relation to the community. Some im-
plied that the courts tried to work with the community through reentry
programs, others noted a lack of concern with helping the community,
and at least one believed that judges conspired with other officials and
entrepreneurs to make money off those returning to society after prison.
While differing in their assessments of the motivations of actors within
the criminal justice system, each of these perspectives assumed that the
courts operated to regulate community members more often than to
protect the community.

Those who articulated the first perspective noted the abundance of
reentry programs in East City. The former board member explained that
he viewed the SVP as one of many sex offenders in the community, and
he tried to tell other residents to keep the issue in perspective because,
as he explained, “the bigger issue is that, you know, the large numbers
of people in the community that’s going through rehab. And reentering
the community and so from that standpoint you know they, they do
seminars, they do workshops. And try to get them interacting in the
community.” The city council member also referred to the city’s efforts
to reintegrate formerly incarcerated individuals into the community,
saying:

We have a parole reentry program, by the way. It’s the only one in the
state. I think there are now two. It is a model for the state, and the state
is actually looking at it as a way to reduce recidivism. I mentioned to
you that we have problems with the folks who are incarcerated. But, you
know, most communities, you tell them you’re going to have a parole re-
entry program, they would say, ‘Go f yourself, not in my community’ East
City said no way, we're gonna do that, right. If we can help two hundred
of our folks, or people who are similar to our folks to reenter society and
not reoffend, we're gonna, you know, we’re for that. Now, we don’t want
a lot of our people to be in that program, but we think it’s important to
do that.
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His comments, combined with those of the former board member, dem-
onstrate that reentry programs were a pervasive and tolerated, if not
welcomed, presence in East City. The courts’ ties to the overall process
of convicting and sentencing individuals meant that a focus on reentry
was at least implicitly linked to the courts’ ability to regulate those trying
to reintegrate into the community.

The second perspective, that the courts did little to help the com-
munity, emerged as concerns about offenders cycling in and out of the
system and, when not incarcerated, victimizing community members.
According to the social worker, “A lot of people getting out of jail, they
may get out for a couple of days and then theyre back in again.” The
black woman I met at the neighborhood beat meeting described her
frustration with the system’s focus on light sentences for minor drug
dealers. She said that when they get a “little” dealer, “and put [him] in
jail for six months or a year, then he’s back out. But if you get the [big]
dealer, then you get the ones that are dealing it into the neighborhoods.”
For these community members, the courts had little concern for offend-
ers cycling in and out of the system and the community.

This perspective closely aligns with more direct references to the im-
pacts of such cycling on the community. The social worker who had
explained that people who get out of jail end up back in again also said,
“People feel like in general that this community has been kind of ne-
glected when it comes to that, you know. That, you know, a lot of people
have been victimized by people coming out of the penal system.” The
woman who worked at the legal clinic described an incident in which
she felt victimized by a man whom she believed had recently returned
from a term of incarceration:

I had this other incident where I had a man who, I knew he was clearly
placed in this community and he had one of those bracelets on his ankle
and he really looked mean. And he was harassing me because I was drop-
ping my child off at the babysitter and I was sort of parking at the drive-
way, sort of blocking the sidewalk a little bit to drop off my child and
then come back to the car right away. He would come every morning at
the same time I would drop off my son. And he spit on my car one time.
And I was like, this is ridiculous not to feel safe in your community. And



POLITICS, LITIGATION, AND DISORGANIZATION | 165

if you don’t feel safe, what are our officials doing? Why do these people
get placed in East City?

Her description highlights the safety concerns associated with living in
a community with a higher population of people returning from prison
than in surrounding areas. Moreover, while the legal clinic worker never
directly named the courts, the questions she posed suggest her discon-
tent with how the courts handled the release of formerly incarcerated
individuals into the community. This concern, along with those related
to people with criminal records cycling through the system, suggests a
pervasive sense that the courts did little to protect the community.

While some asserted a relatively passive role of the courts in not pro-
tecting the community, the antidrug activist advanced a more nefarious
theory. He believed that the courts worked in conjunction with local
officials and entrepreneurs to engage in the “criminal housing business.”
He explained that those in power “treat East City like a jail annex” in
which individuals involved in a “criminal housing business [ ... ] make a
living off their non-profits” by “find[ing] the houses and load[ing] them
up with criminals” While he was the only person I spoke with who made
such extreme allegations, his comments suggest another way in which
the courts may have been perceived as failing to protect the community.

Taken together, these perspectives on the role of the courts in the
community demonstrate that for East City residents, the courts operated
more as an institution of control—by regulating the reentry of formerly
incarcerated individuals into the community and by cycling identified
offenders through the system—than as one of protection. These every-
day, indirect experiences with the courts shaped how community mem-
bers perceived the courts in relation to the community. This, in turn,
shaped the community’s dominant orientation to legal authority as a
source of control.

Orientation to Legal Authority during the SVP Placement

In many ways, the SVP placement in East City reinforced the com-
munity’s dominant orientation toward legal authority as a source of
control. Many community members linked the placement to the city’s
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experiences with other formerly incarcerated individuals attempting to
reenter society, but their discussions of how this placement was different
revealed how their orientation to legal authority played out during the
SVP placement. East City’s history as a place with a relatively high pro-
portion of individuals reentering society after incarceration might have
engendered some compassion for the SVP, particularly because commu-
nities composed predominantly of racial and ethnic minorities tend to
house more registered sex offenders than other communities.'” Indeed,
some of those I spoke with mentioned a disproportionate concentration
of registered sex offenders in East City. As the man who lived across
the intersection from the SVP explained, “I had gone online. I had seen
all these pedophiles. You know, like there’s pedophiles around. I was
like, man, we just got a neighborhood full” With a “neighborhood full”
of sex offenders, community members had likely interacted with these
individuals throughout their daily lives, but this did not automatically
translate into acceptance of sex offenders. The former board member
and political activist described how he had previously tried to bring the
issue of sex offender reentry to the community’s attention:

And when I attend those [reintegration seminars and workshops] I al-
ways bring up the fact that, you know, this large number of sex offenders
are in the community. And, and how are we addressing that? And they
aren’t willing to address it. They want these individuals to be absorbed
in the community and be accepted, but from my perspective there’s not
atonement that’s being made to the community or to the people that they
have wronged. So, you know, they just want to come back and be a part,
but they don’t want to make any atonement, so . . . I have problems with
that.

His story demonstrates that knowing about and interacting with sex
offenders in East City before the SVP placement did not always mean
residents had more compassion for the SVP or other sex offenders.
While the latter individuals may have been perceived as part of the
larger problem of rehabilitation and reentry of formerly incarcerated
people into East City, at least some people I spoke with saw sex offend-
ers as a different kind of population of whom community members had
different expectations for “atonement” for their previous crimes.
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Instead of compassion for a formerly incarcerated person trying to
reenter society, community members’ comments about the SVP place-
ment more often focused on how the exercise of legal authority had
either allowed for or orchestrated the placement, demonstrating once
again that those in positions to exercise legal power cared little about
protecting the community. These residents attributed at least some of
the blame for the SVP placement to law enforcement and the courts.
The handful of community members I spoke with who either blamed
law enforcement or expressed skepticism about their role in the SVP
placement tended to believe that the police had withheld information
about the placement from the community. Another granddaughter of
the elderly woman next door to the placement location said that part of
her goal in protesting and distributing information in front of his house
was “letting people know that the police said they put out flyers, which
they didn’t because so many people that came to the little rally didn’t
know nothing about the dude being there, didn’t know nothing about
no flyers being put on the door” When I asked the black woman from
the beat meeting how the placement had affected her perceptions of the
police, she answered, “If they’ll pull this off on you, they’ll pull other
things off on you too.” She too believed that the police had withheld
information to slip the SVP into East City with little say from the com-
munity. While both community members questioned law enforcement’s
attempts to control information about the placement, neither directly
accused police officials of bringing the SVP to East City.

Two community members believed that the police had arranged for
the placement in East City. When I asked one of the granddaughters of
the woman next door what she thought might have been more effective
in protesting the SVP placement, she answered, “Just keep on the police
chief. It was, you know, his idea to move him here.” She went on to say
that more communication between the police and residents would have
helped ease the controversy over the SVP placement. The woman who
had recently moved next door to the SVP’s house also blamed the police.
She explained, “It was all the police. They knew about it. They attended
the meetings. They did everything. They were supposed to let know their
officials, they didn’t. They never did.” From her perspective, the police
not only knew about the placement but also hid it from local officials
and the community.
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One event in particular informed this perspective. At the notifica-
tion meeting, the chief of police told residents that there had been a
court hearing in which members of the community could have voiced
their concerns to the judge. Unfortunately, he said, law enforcement
officials had mistakenly believed that the hearing was closed to the pub-
lic, so they had not informed the community about it. The neighbor
I spoke with later explained, “And the truth was that everybody was
allowed in the meeting, it was an open court meeting, and nobody at-
tended because nobody was told” She went on to question the police
chief’s role in the placement: “And the chief of police was saying that
they didn’t know anything about it? And the chief of police was say-
ing that only he was allowed in that meeting? In the court meeting on
the release? How convenient that he was the only one and the court
meeting was open.” This, combined with allegations from her and other
community members that they had never received the informational
flyers, strengthened her belief that the police had withheld information
and that the placement process consisted of “a whole bunch of lies” by
the police department.

Together, these community members’ statements suggest that at least
some people in East City believed that those in positions to exercise legal
authority had withheld crucial information to exclude the community
from the placement process. This perspective helps shed some light on
the police chief’s actions during the notification meeting. As described
earlier, in a series of exchanges, the chief attempted to encourage collec-
tive action at the meeting by redirecting audience members’ comments
about what could be done to stop the placement back to the audience.
In doing so, he was indirectly attempting to reshape the community’s
orientation toward law enforcement as a controlling institution. At one
point, he told the group to think of the SVP placement as a ““we’ and ‘us™
problem rather than a problem of the community against law enforce-
ment. This strategy suggests that the relationship between the police de-
partment and the community usually consisted of an “us versus them”
dynamic in which community members either blamed the police for
local crime-related problems or opposed law enforcement’s attempts to
impose formal social control. When the SVP placement occurred within
this context, community members had a hard time believing that law
enforcement’s main goal was to protect the community.
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A larger number of the residents I spoke with placed most of the
blame on the courts, and specifically the judge, for the SVP placement.
As with law enforcement, these people tended to believe that the judge
cared little about the community. For instance, the antidrug activist
described the placement as “illegal” because the landlord was affili-
ated with the county and was making money oft the placement. He ex-
plained, “The judge never reviewed that, did he? I mean, how could he
have allowed [the SVP] to go there if he never had proper review?” By
his estimation, the judge had failed to consider all relevant information,
and that had resulted in an injustice for the community. While the judge
almost certainly did consider the legality of the placement, the activist’s
statement demonstrates skepticism that the courts operated fairly. In
subsequent statements, he elaborated on his frustration, saying, “We’re
not rehabilitating him or nothing; somebody’s making good money on a
decent property.” This comment suggests the beliefs that the judge failed
to appropriately exercise legal authority and that the court had failed
to provide the framework necessary for the SVP’s rehabilitation. This
activist’s perceptions of the courts contributed to the belief that those
exercising legal authority were, at best, indifferent to the community’s
concerns, and, at worst, deliberately disregarding the potential dangers
posed by the SVP placement.

For others, the judge’s decision to place the SVP in East City appeared
to thwart local efforts to improve the city. The white woman who regu-
larly attended beat meetings attributed the decision to the city’s negative
reputation, explaining, “I kind of feel that whoever made the decision,
I guess it was the judge, [ . . . ] they chose East City because we're kind
of like a throwback. Well, you know what, we're kind of coming around.
We really are. Even though we still have our little gang wannabes and
those that are going around shooting people and stabbing people and
doing robberies and so on, we're not a throwback. And I'm kind of in-
sulted by that” From her perspective, the judge had assumed that the
city was a lost cause and thus cared little about implanting a dangerous
threat in the community.

Her comment also implied that she believed the city had much po-
tential to shed its negative reputation. Yet, as the woman affiliated with
the church group explained, doing so required managing and control-
ling certain members of the city’s population. She said that the commu-
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nity “just didn’t want any more negative publicity in East City. We have
enough to deal with and we didn’t need another person that we had to
watch or be concerned about.” This statement illustrates a broader sense
among community members that the placement decision represented
an exercise of legal authority that added another challenge to the already
difficult task of controlling crime in the community. In other words, by
allowing for the placement in East City, the judge had exercised legal
authority in a way that pushed the community further from achieving
its goals.

The idea that legal authority had been exercised to hinder the city’s
progress also emerged in statements that those in positions of power
had used their authority to control rather than protect the community.
In one particularly revealing statement, the social worker I interviewed
noted, “They were paying a lot of money for security that was not to . . .
it was really to protect him against the community. Not to protect the
community against him.” This sentiment demonstrates that much of the
frustration with the placement stemmed from community members’
sense that legal authority—in the form of security as well as the place-
ment decision itself—had not been exercised in the name of protecting
the community. Instead, community members perceived the placement
as another instance in which those in positions of power had exercised
their authority not to protect the community but to undermine local at-
tempts to control crime and maintain public safety.

Community Orientations to Authority and Political and
Legal Mobilization

The community in East City took a skeptical stance toward the exercise
of political and legal authority. The former had historically alienated
the community, and the latter had been deployed to control commu-
nity members. Yet the residents I spoke with did not wholly reject the
legitimacy of political and legal authority. This section explains how the
community’s dominant orientations toward political and legal authority
contributed to ambivalence and indifference toward political and legal
mobilization, even when those strategies had the chance to become key
components of the community’s opposition to the SVP placement.
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Ambivalence toward Political Mobilization

Political action did occur in response to the SVP placement: the city
council passed a resolution opposing the placement, and the mayor
organized a protest. As demonstrated by the case in Ranchito, either
or both of these actions could have become a rallying point for opposi-
tion efforts. Instead, alienation from political institutions contributed
to a sense that political mobilization neither constituted community
action nor represented community interests. As the man who avoided
local politics explained, “It’s all just politics. [ . . . ] [Politicians] being
on the street, to me, means nothing” For him and many other commu-
nity members, the mayor and the city council were simply maneuvering
to gain political support rather than exercising political authority for
the greater good of the community. This perspective contributed to
ambivalence toward political mobilization as a strategy to oppose the
SVP placement.

Community members’ interpretations of political reactions to the
placement demonstrate how the community’s orientation to political
authority contributed to the lack of support for political mobilization
as the centerpiece of its response to the placement. For instance, some
people believed that neither the city council nor the mayor had stopped
the SVP placement because they cared more about protecting their
positions within the formal political institution than about advancing
community interests. In one of my informal conversations with Marc,
he described city and county officials as “part of the problem because
they had to sign off on [the placement] in the first place” He then ex-
plained that the city and county would stick together on the placement
issue. Later, in our interview, he described the notification meeting as
proceeding in “the typical way. Everybody up there in front of the city
council protesting and the city council not responding.” For him and
others I spoke with, the city council’s actions during the SVP placement
were little more than a bureaucratic mandate to hear public comment.

The city council member I interviewed hinted at this same notion
when he described the notification meeting as providing a “forum in
which the community would feel that the city was responding.” Rather
than refer to the meeting as the community’s response to the issue, this
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council member’s description suggests a separation between the com-
munity and political action in which politicians reserved the power to
respond to local issues if and when they chose to do so. The city council
member’s perspective and community members’ skepticism of politi-
cal reactions to the placement suggest that while in other local contexts
political mobilization might have become a rallying point for the com-
munity response, the East City community’s orientation to political au-
thority constrained the extent to which this happened.

Furthermore, considering the community’s historical relationships
with politicians, the city council’s position within the formal political
structure likely contributed to residents’ ambivalence toward political
mobilization during the SVP placement. As a formally recognized po-
litical body, the city council could exercise political authority to make
legally binding decisions. Yet its status as a city council rather than a
county- or state-level entity meant that it could not always achieve re-
sults that would be most favorable to the city. Although the city council
had little say in the judge’s order to place the SVP in East City, com-
munity members still believed it could have stopped the placement had
it had the motivation to do so. By contrast, these same people may not
have believed that an informal political or community group could have
stopped the placement because of its lack of political power. This cre-
ated a situation in which the city council, a formal entity within a formal
political structure, had the nominal ability to exercise political authority,
but when it could not use that power to stop the placement, its posi-
tion within the political structure undermined its legitimacy with the
community.

Community members’ reactions to the mayor’s protest illustrate how
the city council’s position within a formal political structure dampened
support for political mobilization. By relying on a protest, an informal
strategy more akin to grassroots opposition than formal political ac-
tion, the mayor might have signaled his status as a community member.
Yet, his ability to exercise formal political authority (successfully or not)
undermined his attempt to align himself with the community.'®* The
woman who worked at the legal clinic attended the protest but found it
difficult to do so. She said, “I felt like we were harassing this poor man
[the SVP]” She went on to explain, “City officials [were not] there listen-
ing to what people had to say [ . .. ]. Instead, I saw just a big number of
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people telling this poor person [the SVP] to get out of the city” Rather
than the leadership she had expected given the mayor’s formal position,
she found that the protest resembled a grassroots opposition effort with
little power to change the situation.

Her perspective on the protest reflected some residents’ expectations
that the mayor and other elected officials would make better use of their
formal authority to address the SVP placement. As the man who actively
avoided local politics described his reaction to the protest, “[ The mayor]
shows support to the community, so he’s done. ‘T support it, [ was there;
and that’s it. [ ... ] And I mean if he had decided to do the right thing,
he may not even show up right then. Because he knew he would not ac-
complish nothing by [protesting].” For these community members, the
mayor occupied a position of power and should have used that power
to stop the placement; instead, he chose what community members per-
ceived to be a symbolic response to the issue.

A local reporter reinforced this perspective when he asked the mayor
on television if it was “appropriate for a mayor to support something
that [might turn violent].” By questioning the mayor’ tactics, the re-
porter highlighted the irony of an official with the power to exercise
formal political authority resorting to a protest, a means of opposition
more commonly employed by people with relatively little power. The
reporter’s question and residents’ reflections on the protest suggest that
the mayor’ reliance on an informal strategy for opposition contributed
to a perception of a lack of formal political leadership. This perception fit
well within a local context in which the community related to political
authority as a source of power that often advanced political institutional
interests over those of the community.

Some community members did recognize the institutional con-
straints on the city council. Marc told me in our interview that the city
council “don’t have that kind of clout” to stop the SVP placement. As the
white woman from the neighborhood beat meeting explained, “They
did not want him released here. They did everything in their power. But
like I said, I think it fell in the hands of that judge” The woman from
the church group echoed these sentiments when she said, “I think a lot
of our city council, their hands were tied in a lot of ways to do a lot
of things” All three of these individuals believed that the city council
did what little it could, but ultimately it could not stop the placement
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because of institutional limits on its power. While these residents gave
some benefit of the doubt to the city council, one city official I spoke
with expressed frustration with community members’ lack of recogni-
tion of the limits of the city council’s power. He said, “There was a mis-
understanding of the power of the city to do anything about it. [ ... ]
[The community] wanted the city council to do something to prevent
him being placed in the community. The city doesn’t have the power to
do that” For him, community members wanted the council to do some-
thing that political and legal institutions had made impossible.

Rallying around politicians™ actions would have contradicted the
community’s dominant orientation to political authority as a source of
alienation. Community members’ perceptions of their local politicians
as separate from the community and aligned with political institutional
interests constrained the extent to which political actions could become
a key part of the community’s response to the SVP placement. Regard-
less of whether community members distrusted their local politicians or
had faith in them but distrusted larger political institutions, they were
skeptical of political strategies as viable options for stopping the place-
ment decision.

A grassroots effort to leverage political authority may have drawn
more community support, but even a community-based group would
have had to overcome residents’ skepticism that political authority could
have worked in the community’s interests. A few residents lamented the
community’s political inaction. When I asked the antidrug activist what
he thought the community should have done differently in protesting
the placement, he answered, “Well, you have to lay siege to it. And come
up with people who are used to standing out there and laying siege.
You know, instead, excited crowds for an hour and then go home. And
then the few people that sort of hung around doing a vigil were like
doing a vigil. And that’s no pressure on him, basically. It’s no pressure
on the cops and it’s no pressure on the public leaders” For him, more
organized, sustained protests would have applied more pressure to those
with the power to change the placement decision.

The local activist and former board member shed some light on why
some community members may not have put more pressure on their
local politicians: “Well, I think it’s a combination of two things. One,
you don’t know. And if you do know, sometimes you're so darn busy
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it’s hard to . . . I mean you got families, you got kids, it’s hard to go out
and do what you need to do. [ ... ] Reality kicks in sometimes.” For
both men, political authority may have provided leverage to stop or re-
verse the SVP placement, but the “reality” of structural constraints on
the everyday lives of the working poor precluded them from applying
the political pressure necessary to achieve their goals. Thus, ambivalence
toward political mobilization did not necessarily reflect an outright re-
jection of political authority as a potentially useful tool for opposition.
It more likely indicated a combination of skepticism of how politicians
exercised their authority and the reality of structural constraints that
made it harder for community members to access political arenas.

Exclusion from Litigation

Many community members believed that either litigation or an appeal
in court had a better chance of stopping the placement in East City
than in-person protests or other political action. When I asked the man
who avoided local politics to explain his skepticism of the protests, he
answered, “I heard that there is a law violation, so you have to use the
system. [ ... ] And that’s how you approach it. I mean, youre not gonna
accomplish nothing [protesting] in the street right there” Later, when I
asked what he thought local residents should have done, he answered,
“Well, I mean, I guess, the way I, if everybody, I mean to do something
about this, I mean, the community, I guess they can unify and hire a
lawyer and go after him directly. And the local authorities . . . In my
suspicion is authorities cannot go against authorities” For him, a “law
violation” required working within the legal system rather than trying to
tight using political tactics. The antidrug activist concurred. He told me
that the best way to fight the placement would have been to “lawyer up”
and “get it in front of a judge” He characterized this strategy as a “nui-
sance lawsuit” Even outsiders such as Jack from Deserton and a retired
deputy police chief told community members that they could only stop
the placement by going through the legal system.

When Marc began talking with other residents about the potential
for a lawsuit, the small group utilized a similar tactic as the people in
Deserton by trying to get the word out that other strategies were a “dead
end” and that there was “nothing else we could do other than hire an
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attorney” When Jack consulted with Marc and the principal of the
neighborhood school, community members could have leveraged his
legal expertise to guide them through the process of either litigation or
appeals. The school principal’s connections to local parents, the police
chief’s attempts to connect with the community, and Marc’s connections
to a broad base of residents through his longtime residence and activism
in the community could have helped mobilize local residents around
legal strategies. Despite these opportunities, neither the idea of a lawsuit
nor other legal action drew community members together to oppose the
SVP placement.

According to Marc, the small group that considered litigation went as
far as it could, but ultimately a lawsuit seemed infeasible without legal
expertise, money, or a lawyer willing to take the case pro bono. This
interpretation of the failure of litigation to take hold as a key strategy
in the opposition efforts fits with the ground-level realities of going to
court; however, the failure of litigation to galvanize a base of activists
to oppose the SVP placement also suggests that the idea of a lawsuit
did not appeal to people in East City as much as it did to those in other
places such as Deserton. Some people in East City clearly hoped that
legal authority might be able to help them, but the community’s domi-
nant orientation to legal authority as a source of control undermined the
appeal of leveraging legal authority, even when a person with some legal
expertise offered to help.

The belief that without a lawyer the community could not success-
fully navigate the court system to oppose the SVP placement suggests
that community members did not feel entitled to access the law and have
it work in their favor. Litigation would have invoked different aspects
of the legal system than law enforcement, but the community’s histori-
cal and contemporary relationships with the police had downplayed the
protective aspects of the law and highlighted the need for community
members to go through formal structures and processes to access the
legal system. Even in the SVP placement process itself, the police chief’s
central role in organizing and moderating the notification meeting un-
derscored the necessity of working with law enforcement agencies to
maintain public safety. Against this backdrop, those pursuing litigation
believed they needed someone to provide an “in” to the court system.
As Marc put it, the county was “a rich county with people who carry a
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lot of weight,” so they had to mount their opposition in the “right” way,
meaning that they needed a lawyer to proceed.

Interactions with the courts that tended toward criminal defense
may also have constrained the appeal of litigation as a central tactic for
opposition. While the courts had granted the community the right to
incorporate, subsequent efforts to reverse the crime wave focused on
identifying and controlling local residents who had committed crimes
or knew others who had. These efforts highlighted the role of the courts
in controlling crime, especially as they brought many East City residents
into court as defendants. Even after crime rates decreased, many resi-
dents became intimately familiar with criminal courts as they or their
family members or acquaintances went through criminal proceedings.
These experiences contributed to an environment in which the courts
were generally perceived as inaccessible without the aid of a lawyer.

In short, from community members’ perspectives, someone with
legal capital would have had to facilitate their encounter with the court.
While Jack agreed to provide guidance, he made it very clear that he
would not fight the legal battle for them. They would have to do it them-
selves. When no one stepped forward to speak for the community in
court, the idea of litigation died. The community’s dominant orientation
toward legal authority as a source of control had facilitated its exclusion
from the legal system.

The Aftermath

When I visited East City two weeks after the SVP had arrived and one
week after the mayor’s protest, all signs of protest outside the SVP’s
home had disappeared. Jack met with the school principal two months
later, and when I spoke to Marc two months after that, he characterized
the opposition efforts as being at a “dead standstill” The lack of options
for opposing the placement and the approaching holidays had pulled
people’s attention toward their families, so there were no plans for future
action. As one of the neighbor’s granddaughters put it, “It’s not that we
didn’t care anymore. . . . It’s a lot of work [to protest].” Others echoed
her sentiment, with the school principal explaining, “You can spend all
your days protesting outside somebody’s house . . . or you can get on
with your life” The mother of six who had lived in the neighborhood for
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decades said that “the person” who made the placement decision “was
not doing anything, so why keep protesting?” In short, the opposition
efforts died when community members in East City realized the SVP
was there to stay.

A city official I spoke with believed that the protests failed to achieve
their goals because they were “not carefully researched” or “carefully cal-
culated” Some community members had a different perspective on the
result of the protests. The Hispanic man who avoided local politics told
me, “Other communities where they do this, I heard that the same vio-
lations [unclear] nearby to the community, and I guess they last longer,
but with the same outcome. Nothing changes.” This assessment more
closely represents the realities of protesting SVP placements; in most
cases in California, local opposition did not change placement decisions.

When asked about changes in the community after the placement
issue, many residents told me that essentially “nothing changed,” but
others noted subtle changes in everyday life. For instance, some noticed
more parents walking with their children to school. Others stopped to
look at the SVP’s house when they passed it in their daily routines. “I
think about him every time I walk by that house,” said the interfaith
activist. “I think about him every time I drive down that street, I'll
think about him. He has not left the back premises of my mind since he
moved here” The white woman from the beat meeting described simi-
lar curiosity after the protests. “Trust me, I've been curious,” she said.
“We've driven by. But there’s been nothing. I mean it’s just like a normal
house and there’s not much to it and you don't really see any activity or
anything”

Others had a bit more interaction with the SVP after he moved in.
When I asked the man who lived across the intersection if he had seen
the SVP around, he answered, “Yeah, he comes around. I wave at him,
‘Hi’ He’s outside, and sometimes he prunes the yard, rakes up the leaves,
but there’s always [a security guard] close by.” A few other people also
mentioned that they had seen the SVP engaging in the mundane tasks
of yard work. As the mother of six described, “But now, he’s very com-
fortable. Now he come, Mr. [SVP], he come outside and cut the plants
around the garden in front of his house. So now it seems like everything
is normal now.” These brief interactions directly contradict the stereo-
typical pitchforks and torches responses that tend to dominate popu-
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lar portrayals of local reactions to sex offenders. Neighbors were by no
means overly friendly to the man who had moved into their neighbor-
hood, but they did try to engage with him as a person at least some of
the time.

At the same time, others were more cautious. For example, the neigh-
bor who had recently moved to the neighborhood portrayed the SVP’s
yard work in a more sinister light. She explained, “He goes outside and
takes care of his roses. He can just go and cut the roses. He has a knife
and he’s just chopping them with hate and breaking them to pieces. And
it’s like, you see such violence, the way he is as a person.” She too said
that she greeted him whenever she saw him, but she remained skepti-
cal about his potential for violence. One of the granddaughters of the
elderly woman next door took a similar position. She told me that when
she saw him in his backyard, “I just say, ‘Hi. [ ... ] How you doing. Yeah,
I don’t strike up too much conversation with him. I don’t want to be too
friendly and then he think he can come over into my grandmother’s
yard and get hurt. That’s what’s going to happen to him.” These com-
ments indicate that while some people felt compelled to interact with
their new neighbor, the label of “sexually violent predator” shaped how
they perceived his intentions in their brief social interactions. As a re-
sult, at least some remained cautious about getting too close for fear that
he might victimize them or someone they knew.

A handful of community members described some positive effects of
the opposition efforts on the community itself. These tended to be dis-
cussed in terms of deeper connections with neighbors who participated
in the opposition efforts. “I think any time something like that happens,
you connect with people where you might not have at the same level as
before,” said the school principal. The mother of six mentioned that she
felt closer to her neighbors after the opposition efforts because “if some-
body calls for help or something, I think we gonna help each other”
Even the police chief picked up on these changes in the community. He
characterized the entire situation as a “negative” that “turned into a posi-
tive because I think it brought a lot of community members together
who live within a block or two of one another, whod never really spoken
or had anything to talk about, but now they had this one problem in
common. They came together and said were gonna all make sure noth-
ing happens” That sense of connection may not have transformed into
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collective action on other issues, but the neighbor of the SVP’s home
explained that “being scared [of the SVP] forced everybody to look after
each other, and the community, at least on this side, became a lot closer
to each other”

Despite these occasionally noted effects on the community, nei-
ther community members nor local politicians believed that issue had
changed the local or regional political landscape. While community
members had made their discontent known, by all accounts, the local
political scene remained unchanged. When asked how the placement
affected their perceptions of local political leaders, residents typically
answered that neither the placement nor the opposition efforts had
altered their views. Those who were skeptical of politicians before the
placement remained so after it; those who tended to believe politicians
tried to address local concerns maintained their optimism.

From the criminal justice perspective, the placement was successful.
As of February 2017, the SVP still resided in the same house in East City.
He had not been readmitted to the state hospital for a violation, and no
serious threats had been carried out against him. In addition, the city
had not experienced another SVP placement as of that time.

Conclusion

The community in East City had experienced the dual forces of politi-
cal and legal authority trying to keep their community at the bottom of
social, political, and legal hierarchies. The community’s lack of support
for political and legal mobilization makes sense within a local context
that highlighted the oppressive elements of institutional power. Yet com-
munity members continued to believe in the legitimacy of political and
legal authority as they separated the promises of legal and political power
from the ways they had been exercised against the community. While
community members experienced ambivalence toward political mobili-
zation and exclusion from legal mobilization, they did not denounce the
potential utility of these strategies given proper implementation. Indeed,
some believed that in the right circumstances, politicians and litigants
could leverage institutional power to work in the community’s interests.

The community’s dominant orientations toward political and legal
authority shaped how its members responded to opportunities to mo-
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bilize these sources of authority. Politicians’” resolution to oppose the
placement and the organization of a protest did not galvanize a commu-
nity response, in part because the community’s orientation toward polit-
ical authority involved a sense of that power as embedded in and aligned
with the interests of formal political institutions. Political mobilization
in this context represented a display of institutional power to advance
political interests. Similarly, community members’ pursuit of litigation
failed to gain momentum in part because the community’s dominant
orientation toward legal authority involved a sense of the law as a source
of control. In this context, when a handful of community members
could not find a lawyer to take on their case, they essentially gave up on
the opposition efforts instead of trying to gain more local support for
their cause or navigate the legal route themselves. This practical choice
makes sense in the context of the time and resource constraints of work-
ing poor families and their lack of connections to lawyers, but it also
suggests that an underlying orientation toward legal authority contrib-
uted to a sense of exclusion from the very possibility of litigation.

The outcomes of political and legal mobilization in East City sharply
contrast those in Ranchito and Deserton. The latter two communities
enjoyed the privileges associated with their racial and class makeup, and
they both put some faith in political and legal institutions. By contrast,
the community in East City occupied positions of racial and class dis-
advantage, which manifested in skepticism toward formal institutions.
Given the very different experiences that communities in various posi-
tions of privilege and disadvantage have with formal institutions, the
next chapter compares the orientations to authority and mobilization
strategies across all three cases to draw out how communities’ configu-
rations of race, class, and geographic locations impact their relation-
ships with legal and political authorities and, in turn, their mobilization
strategies.



The Local Context of Community Opposition
to SVP Placements

The preceding three chapters have demonstrated the extent to which the
community responses to SVP placements in Ranchito, Deserton, and
East City involved attempts to leverage formal institutional authority to
achieve collective goals. As I have discussed, differences in communities’
relationships with the public faces of formal institutions facilitated and
constrained political and legal mobilization. The Ranchito community’s
sense of political authority as entitlement contributed to the centrality
of political mobilization in its response. The community in Deserton
rallied around litigation in the context of a sense of political authority
as a source of invisibility and legal authority as a source of community
protection. In East City, the community’s orientation to political author-
ity as a source of alienation and legal authority as a source of control
constrained the extent to which political and legal mobilization gained
traction. Despite different orientations toward authority, none of these
communities completely rejected the legitimacy of the power exercised
by those in formal political and legal institutions. Instead, these institu-
tions played important roles in shaping each community’s response to
an SVP placement.

In light of similar interpretations of SVP placements across com-
munities, divergent strategies for opposition call for greater attention
to how local social, political, and legal factors facilitate and constrain
mobilization strategies. This chapter compares community orienta-
tions to authority and mobilization strategies in Ranchito, Deserton,
and East City to explain how these communities’ unique configura-
tions of race, class, and geography shaped their opposition strategies.
In doing so, the chapter provides a foundation for discussing how
to solve the problem of where to house sex offenders while also em-
powering communities to maintain local control over public safety,
a discussion to which I turn in the next chapter. Furthermore, by
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shedding light on the factors that facilitate and constrain local opposi-
tion to SVP placements, the discussions in this chapter expand upon
existing sociolegal theories to show how race and class intersect with
geography to shape community members’ perceptions of and interac-
tions with authority, which in turn impact strategies for political and
legal mobilization.

Community Opposition in Light of Unique Local Landscapes

A combination of structural and cultural factors intertwined to shape
opposition strategies in Ranchito, Deserton, and East City. Each com-
munity’s position relative to regional and local political and legal
structures, and its contemporary and historical relationships with
politicians and law enforcement contributed to prevailing orientations
toward political and legal authority that enabled and precluded vari-
ous courses of action. For the community in “countrified suburban”
Ranchito, the SVP placement was a political problem that required
a political solution. This community had the most social, economic,
and political capital to mobilize political authority. Community mem-
bers were predominantly white and middle-class, they lived relatively
close to regional centers of power, and they had an informal political
entity to represent them. The planning group’s meeting and resolu-
tion against the placement became the centerpiece of the community’s
response.

Residents in rural Deserton, the other predominantly white commu-
nity in my study, also perceived the SVP placement as a political issue,
but they had less capital to draw upon for political mobilization. They
were lower-class and geographically isolated, and they had no local po-
litical body representing their interests. Having little access to politi-
cal power, community members mobilized the law to make themselves
heard in the regional political landscape. While they were also isolated
from legal institutions, one local resident’s legal skills enabled them to
take their fight to court.

Community members in urban East City saw the SVP placement
there as a political problem first and foremost but also as linked to
the city’s high crime rates. While East City was closer geographically
to regional centers of power and, unlike Ranchito and Deserton, had
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a formalized local political body, the community’s predominantly
black and Hispanic/Latino(a) population and low socioeconomic sta-
tus meant that it was socially and economically distant from those
centers of power. The mayor organized a protest, and community
members discussed litigation, but neither strategy ultimately gained
traction. Instead, their activism resembled the “informal and loosely
organized groups” that characterize mobilization in other poor urban
communities.

This brief comparison suggests that dominant orientations to author-
ity emerge from and interact with communities’ unique racial, class, and
geographic features to shape mobilization strategies. A closer look at
these orientations and their localized features can help illuminate how
local landscapes facilitate and constrain communities’ choices of opposi-
tion strategies.

Community Orientations to Political Authority

The dominant community orientations to authority in Ranchito, Deser-
ton, and East City can be broadly described as involving community
members’ perceptions of the role of formal institutional authority in
local life (as indicated by relationships with politicians and law enforce-
ment) and in solving local problems (as indicated by relationships with
formal structures such as political and legal systems). Table 5.1 details
the orientations to political authority that emerged in each place. An
orientation of entitlement emerged in Ranchito, the most privileged
community in terms of race, class, and geography. In this orientation,
community members felt entitled to political power as a way to gov-
ern themselves. The formation of the planning group after a protracted
fight with the county’s board of supervisors symbolized community
members’ perceived right to govern themselves. The planning group
exercised what little power it had to serve the interests of the commu-
nity, and regional politicians treated the community as an autonomous
entity, especially after the planning group learned to play the political
game by adhering to county rules and regulations. These local dynamics
translated into community members’ sense of an entitlement to access
and deploy political authority.
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TABLE 5.1. Community Orientations to Political Authority

Political authority is a source of . . .

Entitlement Invisibility Alienation
(Ranchito—semi- (Deserton—rural, (East City—urban,
urban, mostly white) mostly white) racially mixed)
Relationship with Politicians
Outside politicians treat the Autonomous entity Irrelevant Problem community
community as. . .
Local politicians act in the ~ Community N/A Their careers
interests of . . .
Relationship with
Political Structures
Ability of local entitiesto ~ Low None High

exercise formal authority

Rather than characterize the SVP placement as a failure of local po-
litical power, residents blamed the state and the landlord for proposing
it. In this version of what Miller has termed the “politics of the local,”?
community members perceived political authority as empowering them
to hold state and regional authorities accountable for trying to encroach
upon local control over a local issue. When the planning group orga-
nized the community meeting about the placement, community mem-
bers had faith in their authority to exercise local control over the issue.
They described the planning group’s actions as “working with” and
“responding to” the community in ways that demonstrated that these
local politicians were part of the community rather than an external
governing body. Thus, the planning group’s actions became indistin-
guishable from the community’s response, which in turn reinforced the
idea that the community had a right to exercise political authority for
self-governance.

Community members in Deserton had a more neutral orientation
toward political authority. In this case, political authority had essentially
“rendered largely invisible” the community in Deserton, just as it has in
more urban, racially mixed communities.” Miller has extensively docu-
mented how the American federalist system silences the voices of poor,
urban communities in state and national politics, leaving the largest
potential for political visibility at the local level.* The case in Deserton
suggests that similar processes apply to rural areas, albeit for different
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reasons. While community members in Deserton had the most po-
tential for political action at the local level, their lower socioeconomic
status, small population, and geographic isolation constrained political
influence and action, allowing politicians to exercise political author-
ity in ways that kept the community invisible in the regional political
landscape.

For these reasons, politicians treated the community in Deserton as
irrelevant rather than a potential threat. Neither local politicians nor
political entities existed to increase the community’s political visibil-
ity. Community members appreciated their invisibility, and they rarely
mentioned local or regional politics. In short, the community in De-
serton related to the political arena as essentially a nonentity that local
residents would not and could not access to assert their opposition to
the SVP placement. At the same time, community members blamed
county politicians for choosing their town to host an SVP because the
placement would have been “off the radar” for the county. Despite the
perceived political nature of the placement decision, political leaders
neither organized nor attended the community meeting in Deserton.

While community members’ blame of county politicians for the
placement suggests a negative orientation toward political authority,
most of them perceived this authority as neither enabling nor constrain-
ing local control over local issues. This neutral stance reflected and rein-
forced the community’s privileges based on their predominantly white
racial composition. Rather than experience political authority as an op-
pressive force, the community’s exclusion from political arenas contrib-
uted to a perception that regional politics largely did not apply to them.
Some political decisions clearly had negative effects on the community,
but community members generally felt free to do as they wished with
few political ramifications.

By contrast, the community in East City experienced the multiple
disadvantages associated with being predominantly African Ameri-
can and Hispanic/Latino(a), lower-class, and urban. Compared with
Ranchito and Deserton, East City residents may have been privileged
in one respect: they had a formal municipal political system that could
have translated into greater local political power. Their community
meeting included greater representation of local and regional political
officials than those in Deserton, and, as in Ranchito, residents tended



LOCAL CONTEXT OF COMMUNITY OPPOSITION | 187

to blame the state for the SVP placement. Yet, unlike the community in
Ranchito, East City residents did not perceive their local political lead-
ers’ actions as part of their community’s response to the SVP placement.
When the mayor organized the protest in front of the SVP’s house, some
dismissed his actions as political gaming to gain favor with constituents.
If he had really wanted to change the placement decision, they reasoned,
he would have worked through official channels to exercise his political
power. These sentiments reflected a broader mistrust of political author-
ity. As a result, none in the community pushed for sustained political
action against the SVP placement.

The community’s dominant orientation toward political authority
as a source of alienation facilitated a lack of support for political mo-
bilization. In the local political landscape, regional politicians treated
people in East City as part of a problem community that needed con-
stant intervention to suppress, for example, desegregation efforts, plans
for incorporation, and the city’s relatively high crime rates. While local
political arenas may provide the most promise for poor, urban minori-
ties to have their voices heard,” community members in East City per-
ceived city council members as acting more in the interests of their own
political careers than on behalf of the community. This perception fur-
ther alienated them formal political institutions and precluded engage-
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ment in these institutions. Community members’ “collective memory”
of political success during historical fights for incorporation might have
increased the chances of political mobilization in response to the SVP
placement,® but more recent experiences with local politicians contrib-
uted to disillusionment with political strategies. These findings suggest
that in East City, greater access to formal political structures may have
alienated community members from political arenas as they recognized
the structural constraints associated with trying to bring about change
within formal political institutions.

Together, the local political landscapes in Ranchito, Deserton, and
East City reflect these communities’ racial, class, and geographic posi-
tions within their respective regions. Local residents in all three places
were skeptical of the implementation of political authority, but those in
the most privileged community still believed they were entitled to ex-
ercise political power, and they actively sought to deploy that power to
fight the SVP placement. This finding extends other research on the role



188 | LOCAL CONTEXT OF COMMUNITY OPPOSITION

of race and class in political interactions. Formal political institutions at
state and national levels routinely privilege the life experiences of white
middle- and upper-class citizens,” and some of the most notorious crime
policies such as California’s three-strikes law and Megan’s Law have been
enacted in response to white, middle- and working-class victims.®

Comparing the cases in Ranchito, Deserton, and East City suggests
that privileged communities’ interactions with local leaders and po-
litical structures can create and reinforce community members’ per-
ceived rights to access and exercise political authority, which in turn
emphasizes the potentially positive effects of political mobilization. At
the same time, poor, urban minorities who find themselves and their
interests organized out of political structures fight to have their voices
heard,” which can, in turn, increase skepticism about the benefits of po-
litical mobilization because such actions rarely work in their favor. Ac-
cordingly, while political leaders in both Ranchito and East City acted
against the SVP placements in their towns, only in Ranchito did political
mobilization constitute the main feature of the community’s opposition
to the placement.

These communities’ orientations toward political authority facilitated
and constrained the centrality of political mobilization to collective action,
in part by shaping the extent to which political responses appeared to be
community-based or politically based. In Ranchito, a place in which po-
litical authority seemed embedded in and aligned with collective interests,
community members perceived political mobilization as a community-
based response in which politicians served as activists within and for the
community. In East City, neither the city council’s resolution against the
SVP placement nor the mayor’s protest galvanized a collective response in
part because community members saw political authority as embedded
in and aligned with the interests of formal political institutions. East City’s
dominant community orientation to political authority highlighted that
authority as a force external to and imposed upon the community, which
contributed to community members’ perceptions of local politicians as
more rooted in political institutions than in the local community. While
some in East City tried to engage politically to stop the SVP placement,
their skepticism of local politicians combined with the structural con-
straints of living in a predominantly poor to working-class, racially mixed
community to further alienate them from political arenas.
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While the comparison between Ranchito and East City suggests a
strong racialized component to orientations toward political authority
and subsequent mobilization efforts, accounting for the case in Deserton
suggests that racial dynamics interact with the geographic features of a
place to shape mobilization strategies. Community members in both
Deserton and East City felt marginalized by local and regional politics,
but this perspective resulted in opposing orientations to political au-
thority. The geographic isolation of the more racially privileged commu-
nity in rural Deserton contributed to a sense of political invisibility in
which political authority worked neither for nor against the community.
Community members’ interpretation of political authority aligned more
closely with that in East City because this authority appeared more as an
external force, but it also differed in that community members in East
City had a more malevolent view of political power as actively oppress-
ing them through alienation from formalized political structures. They
had fought for a formal political system in their battle to incorporate as
a city, believing that this structure would increase their power to control
local issues. While the formalized structure did facilitate more political
mobilization in East City than in Deserton, in neither place did com-
munity members believe that the exercise of political power would stop
the SVP placements in their towns.

Despite their skepticism of the implementation of political authority,
residents in all three places acknowledged the legitimacy of political au-
thority. They all affirmed the need for a system of governance, but they
differed in their experiences and perceptions of how formal institutions
interact with communities. These differences contributed to different
mobilization strategies as people in each place acted upon their particu-
lar interpretations of the community’s relationship with formal political
institutions.

Community Orientations to Legal Authority

Table 5.2 summarizes the dominant community orientations to legal
authority in each place. These orientations capture the order mainte-
nance, protective, and controlling functions of the law. In semi-suburban
Ranchito, community members perceived the law as a source of order
maintenance. The low crime rate and the presence of a sheriff’s substation
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in town contributed to a welcomed law enforcement presence in which
community members relied on them to deal with public order crimes.
While not everyone believed that all officers did a good job, community
members tended to write off negative experiences as failings of individual
officers rather than the sheriff’s department as a whole. When sherift’s
deputies attended the community meeting about the SVP placement at
the request of the planning group chair, the audience members I spoke
with welcomed the deputies’ “professional” presence as a way to maintain
order at the meeting if necessary.

TABLE 5.2. Community Orientations to Legal Authority

Law is a source of . . .

Order Protection Control
(Ranchito—semi- (Deserton—rural, (East City—urban,
urban, mostly mostly white) racially mixed)
white)

Relationship with

Law Enforcement

Degree of police Medium Low High

presence

Responsibility for Formal controls Informal controls Formal + informal

crime control

Relationship with

Courts

Why go to court? Unclear Assert collective Defend individual selves

rights

The people I spoke with in Ranchito had little to say about the courts.
They may not have accessed the courts for public order issues, but their
relationship with the courts was unclear because only one person men-
tioned the role of local courts in everyday life. While they did not see the
SVP placement as a law enforcement problem, their generally positive
orientation toward legal authority suggests that they might have mobi-
lized the law if the landlord had not backed out of the placement agree-
ment after the planning group’s meeting.

Community members in Deserton had a similarly positive perception
of legal authorities, but their orientation to the law emphasized protec-
tion. The town’s defunct prison, the employment of some residents at
the state prison, and previous lawsuits facilitated a perception that legal
authority could be leveraged to protect the community when necessary.
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There, the police very rarely came to town before the SVP placement,
and the community relied primarily on informal controls to maintain
order. Community members’ response to a heavy law enforcement pres-
ence at the meeting about the SVP placement illustrated and reinforced
their dominant orientation to legal authority. Unlike in Ranchito, com-
munity members in Deserton criticized law enforcement’s presence at the
meeting. To them, law enforcement appeared to be trying to usurp local
informal controls, and audience members became frustrated at the ap-
parent overreach of legal authority into their everyday lives. In short, the
unexpected law enforcement presence challenged residents’ perceptions
of the police as protecting them from harm only when called to do so.

While the community’s dominant orientation toward political author-
ity precluded political mobilization in response to the SVP placement,
community members in Deserton turned to the law to gain a foothold
in the political controversy over the SVP placement. They believed they
could litigate to protect their collective rights, in part because they had
witnessed the effects of grassroots litigation against a proposed land-
fill in Deserton. Their history of successful litigation to exercise local
control over a political issue demonstrated the potential power of that
strategy to oppose the SVP placement. For these community members,
legal authority appeared to enable self-governance in a similar way as
political authority did in Ranchito.

In both places, the communities’ predominantly white racial makeup
and geographic locations outside of major urban areas facilitated posi-
tive perceptions of legal authority. Neither community experienced
the heavy-handed formal control tactics present in East City and other
urban, predominantly African American and Hispanic/Latino(a) com-
munities.'® They also had more choice over when and how they inter-
acted with legal institutions. For people in Deserton, this meant turning
to the law to help them solve the political problem posed by the SVP
placement, a solution that never gained support from those in East City.

The community in relatively poor, urban East City experienced the
controlling aspects of the law. Their orientation to legal authority as a
source of control reflected their experiences with a constant, everyday
police presence. The city’s historically high rates of murder and drug
crimes, the partnership model of policing that provided high levels of
contact between residents and police officers, and interactions with
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criminal courts encouraged a sense of legal authority as power leveraged
by formal legal entities to control community members. Residents re-
lied on a mixture of formal and informal controls to address local crime
problems, and their relationship with the courts emphasized defending
themselves against criminal charges.

While the police chief led the notification meeting in East City to em-
phasize the police department’s commitment to working with the com-
munity, his visibility there may have increased the extent to which some
community members blamed law enforcement for the SVP placement.
Whether they believed that the police department had orchestrated
the placement or that it had deliberately withheld information about
it, some residents were skeptical that local law enforcement’s main goal
was to protect the community. Community members were also skeptical
of the role of the courts in bringing the SVP to the city, which reflected
their previous interactions with the courts as defendants rather than
plaintiffs. Once again, their interactions with legal actors had suggested
to them that they could not trust the courts to protect the community.
The SVP placement seemed to confirm their beliefs.

Community members in East City believed in the power of litigation,
but unlike in Deserton, they could not mobilize the resources necessary
to take their claims to court. They discussed litigation and searched for
a pro bono lawyer, but a lack of economic and social capital posed in-
surmountable obstacles. Skepticism about the power of the law to help
them also dampened support for litigation, as did the belief that they
could only access the courts through a lawyer. This latter belief was fa-
cilitated by community members’ direct and indirect experiences with
the courts as defendants.

The differences in legal mobilization efforts in Deserton and East City
reflect broader racial differences in trust in and mobilization of the law
to solve local problems. Marginalized communities experience the more
controlling aspects of the law, in which the exercise of legal authority
tends to disempower local residents to govern themselves. This facili-
tates the emergence of “legal cynicism,” or a perception of “the police
and the courts [ . . . ] as illegitimate, unresponsive, and ill equipped
to ensure public safety”'! Legal cynicism can decrease engagement in
the types of informal social controls that help control crime, which can,
in turn, increase the perception that law enforcement and the courts
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cannot create public safety.'> Perhaps because of this cynicism, African
American individuals are more likely to “do nothing” when they believe
their rights have been violated."> Although community members in East
City expressed some elements of legal cynicism, they still engaged in a
variety of actions to try to stop the SVP placement. They protested, met
in small groups, signed petitions, and considered litigation. While these
actions were not as organized as those in Ranchito and Deserton, they
still amounted to “doing something” about the problem.

As these cases suggest, belief in the legitimacy of the law does not
always translate into invoking legal authority to solve local problems.**
Those who have more direct experiences with crime and law enforce-
ment may recognize the limits of legal approaches to solving local prob-
lems. In East City, community members’ discussions of litigation over
the SVP placement indicated that they believed in the fundamental
power of the law to help them achieve their goals, but they realized the
difficulties inherent in accessing the courts to make their claims. Thus,
the orientation toward legal authority as a source of control in East City
amounted to a skepticism of the implementation of legal power rather
than a critique of the inherent nature of the law itself.

The law purports to protect people from crime and injustice but at the
same time exerts social control to provide this protection. The orienta-
tions to legal authority in Ranchito, Deserton, and East City demonstrate
how these multiple facets of the law translate into varying community
orientations toward legal authority, which are shaped by communities’
unique configurations of race, class, and geography.

Unique Local Landscapes and Mobilization Strategies

Thus far, I have separated political and legal contexts. Yet the local
landscapes from which mobilization emerges consist of overlapping ori-
entations toward various sources of formal authority. Examining these
communities” orientations to political and legal authority together pro-
vides a more comprehensive picture of the local contexts that facilitate
and constrain mobilization strategies. For instance, the communities in
Ranchito and Deserton had more positive orientations toward political
and legal authority than the community in East City. The orientations
of entitlement and order in Ranchito and invisibility and protection in
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Deserton emphasized the ways in which political and legal institutions
empowered these communities to govern themselves.

In the predominantly white communities in Ranchito and Deserton,
residents felt they had more local control over local problems, which
manifested institutionally as a hands-oft approach in which institutional
actors tended to let these communities choose when and how to access
political and legal authority. This was a unique privilege of whiteness in
that community members did not fit broader societal stereotypes about
dangerous criminals as either poor African American men who live in
urban ghettos or Hispanic immigrants who have entered the country
illegally." It was also a privilege of living in relatively low-crime areas in
which the public’s expectations of police focused on order maintenance
and protection rather than the more difficult task of solving entrenched
crime problems. While residents in Deserton and Ranchito had more
choice about when and how to deploy political and legal power, their
local geographic contexts constrained their access to political and legal
institutions. Being unincorporated meant that they relied on county in-
stitutions for formal governance, and these institutions could not always
attend to local interests as well as community members may have liked.
In both cases, formalized authority allowed a leeway not usually granted
to groups designated as problem communities.

East City residents ostensibly had greater access to formalized politi-
cal and legal power through their city council and police department,
but they also experienced the more oppressive aspects of formal author-
ity. Of the three communities, East City had the most entrenched crime
problems. Community members constantly referred to the town’s his-
torical experiences with increasing crime rates shortly after it incorpo-
rated. The local police department was supposed to address these crime
problems better than the county sheriff’s department had before incor-
poration, but residents found that this did not happen. This collective
memory, along with their constant, everyday experiences, suggested that
law enforcement and legal solutions more generally would not necessar-
ily fix crime-related issues and might in fact increase the intervention of
institutional actors into their daily lives.

In contrast to the community response to the SVP placement in De-
serton, when those in East City tried to mobilize the law, their local
context translated into little institutional or community support for their
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efforts. The East City community’s orientations to political and legal
authority reflect the ways in which institutional agents have exercised
both types of power to alienate and control racial minorities who live
in predominantly poor, urban areas. For example, housing policies can
concentrate minorities in poorer neighborhoods, facilitating political
alienation and increasing the chances of being subject to surveillance
and incarceration.'® Accordingly, community members in East City in-
terpreted institutional power as more often exercised upon them rather
than left as an option for grassroots mobilization. The presence of local
formalized political and legal structures facilitated more negative per-
ceptions of authorities because community members perceived the ex-
ercise of power within these institutions as counter to their collective
interests.

When problems such as SVP placements arose, these features of local
contexts facilitated and constrained the extent to which community op-
position strategies engaged with formal political and legal systems. In
Deserton and Ranchito, communities” social and geographic distance
from formal institutional structures constrained their access to these
institutions, but their dominant orientations to authority emphasized
that political and legal power could work in their interests. Accordingly,
they attempted to leverage political and legal authority to oppose SVP
placements. For community members in East City, where local political
entities could make legally binding decisions and residents mostly went
to court as defendants, political and legal institutions seemed ubiqui-
tous and imposed upon the community. This in turn contributed to a
belief among residents that they could not leverage political and legal
authority to help them solve local problems. Consequently, despite some
movement toward political and legal mobilization during the opposition
to the SVP placement, neither strategy garnered widespread support in
the community.

The Importance of Local Contexts

The analyses presented in this chapter highlight the importance of exam-
ining how the structural and cultural features of local contexts shape
community opposition efforts. As previous scholars have pointed out,
much of the work of crime control occurs at local and regional levels,
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and attending to the dynamics at these levels can help solve seemingly
intractable crime problems.'” One of the key findings emphasized in
this chapter is that local landscapes, consisting of interactions between
communities and formal institutions, shape community responses to
public safety issues. Although the communities in Deserton, Ranchito,
and East City differed in their configurations of race, class, and geogra-
phy, they typically did not question the legitimacy of political or legal
authority. Instead, they developed multiple and sometimes contradic-
tory orientations to these sources of authority, which further reinforced
the power of law and formalized systems of governance.

As the case studies have shown, political and legal institutions shape
local opposition efforts in ways unique to the local contexts of commu-
nities’ relationships with these institutions. These institutions not only
draw community members into conflicts over issues such as SVP place-
ments by siting undesirable individuals in their midst, but they do so in
ways that reinforce the power and perceived legitimacy of political and/
or legal authority to help solve local problems. This is true even when
political and legal actions systematically marginalize and disempower
the very communities that tend to turn to political and legal authority
for help.

Examining how communities interpret and mobilize the sources of
power offered by political and legal institutions has provided a more
nuanced explanation of societal reactions to sex offenders than can be
found in previous studies. The possibility of stereotypical vigilantism
driven by hysterical moral panic arose in all three places. In Ranchito,
at least one community member condemned talk of physical violence
against the SVP, but others unapologetically stated potential violence
as a fact of life in the semi-suburban town. With many people own-
ing guns and a strong sense of self-preservation permeating the local
culture, some said they expected the SVP would have been shot had
he moved in. Those in Deserton also noted that community members
owned guns and would use them for self-protection, but community
members saw violence as not worth the potential cost of going to jail. In
addition, the emergence of litigation as a concrete action to protest the
placement helped dampen support for vigilante violence.

Discussions of vigilantism in East City most closely mirrored those
in Ranchito. East City residents also talked about gun violence as a fact
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of life in their neighborhoods, and many did not explicitly condone or
condemn talk of violence against the SVP. Their matter-of-fact perspec-
tive on the issue recognized the realities of living in a place where some
individuals had engaged in violence on a regular basis and may have
done so against the SVP had the guards not been there to protect him.
In each of these places, the potential for stereotypical vigilantism against
the SVPs arose but never occurred. While it is difficult to pinpoint the
causes of events that did not happen, my interviews with community
members suggest that a combination of formal and informal social con-
trols kept the violence at bay.

The occasional accounts of potential violence against SVPs that arose
in my research seem to reinforce the stereotype of hysterical, moral
panic—driven vigilantism against sex offenders. Yet, the bulk of reac-
tions to the SVP placements in Deserton, Ranchito, and East City looked
more like the everyday politics of communities struggling to exercise
local control over local issues. While moral concerns and misinforma-
tion played into opposition to SVPs in local neighborhoods, broader is-
sues of trust in government institutions and interference of government
in local lives played a central role in communities’ responses to SVP
placements. These findings suggest that research on the factors that pre-
dict public support for sex offender policies and treatment would benefit
from more focus on how the dynamics of local political and legal arenas
shape public reactions to sex offenders.

The same may be true of public support for other punitive policies
such as mandatory sentences and the death penalty, which appears to
be driven at least in part by racial bias.'® Individual perceptions and
prejudices may matter in explaining reactions to sex offenders,'” but
the results from the current study have shown that local political and
legal contexts shape these reactions. Exploring this finding in relation
to a broader range of “criminals” could provide new insight into why
the public supports punitive policies, how and why that support var-
ies across places, and, ultimately, how to begin dismantling systems of
punishment that contribute to mass incarceration and its associated
problems.

As the three case studies demonstrate, unique configurations of race,
class, and geography influence local relationships between communi-
ties and political and legal institutions, which in turn guide local inter-
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pretations of and solutions to the problem. These findings suggest that
community opposition to sex offenders stems from place-specific rela-
tionships between communities and formal institutions. In other words,
local controversies over sex offenders can be better understood as insti-
tutionally informed local political battles. As I discuss in the concluding
chapter, this new perspective on societal reactions to sex offenders fur-
thers scholarly understanding of the role of institutions in creating the
seemingly intractable problems that prompt collective action and then
constraining local efforts to solve those problems. More practically, re-
conceptualizing local opposition to sex offenders in this way illuminates
some key issues that must be addressed in order to solve the problem of
where to house these stigmatized social pariahs.



6

Solving the Sex Offender Housing Dilemma

The scope of laws devoted to defining new sex crimes, ratcheting up
sentences, and monitoring sex offenders upon their release has reached
epic proportions over the past decade.' More than 750,000 individu-
als are registered as sex offenders in the United States,” and California’s
sex offender registry alone includes more than 120,000 individuals.> We
have spent countless dollars protecting our society from these known
sex offenders with little evidence that our policies and practices reduce
the risk of new sex crimes. More concerning is that current policies such
as registration and community notification exacerbate the problems
that many offenders experience after incarceration, which may in turn
increase the odds of reoffending.* Without the social supports necessary
to help these offenders reintegrate into society, they are more likely to
pose the public safety threat that community activists fear.

Communities, politicians, and criminal justice officials often work at
cross-purposes as they try to achieve a shared goal of public safety. Na-
tionally, politicians have served as middle-level actors who shape moral
panic over sex offenders while also gaining legitimacy by playing off emo-
tional reactions to the threat of sex offenders.” At the same time, all three
branches of government have begun to “govern through crime.” In this
reorganized system, citizens are perceived as potential victims of an array
of serious offenses, which enables political leadership to subvert individ-
ual rights ostensibly to protect American citizens.® Within this national
context, politicians gain legitimacy by opposing sex offenders in their
communities. In effect, the sex offender housing dilemma has become a
zero-sum game in which any advocate for effective housing solutions is
perceived as threatening “good” citizens. To remain in office, politicians
have little choice but to speak out against policies that would encourage
sex offenders to live in their districts. Underlying this current state of af-
fairs is a portrait of community members as panicked, vigilante crusaders
trying to keep dangerous individuals out of their towns and cities.

199
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Against this backdrop of public condemnation and restrictive, puni-
tive policies, identified sex offenders must find a place to live. Success-
ful reintegration of these hundreds of thousands of individuals requires
stable housing and prosocial networks, but community members gener-
ally recoil at the idea of a registered sex offender trying to integrate into
their communities. How can we solve this problem? Should we focus
our efforts on mitigating local opposition? What about changing the po-
litical and legal institutions that label these offenders as dangerous and
then require their release? Can housing decision-making processes be
improved to smooth reintegration processes? The main findings from
throughout this book help answer these questions. They point to the
importance of including communities in decision-making processes and
holding institutions accountable for perpetuating inequalities and dis-
empowering communities that are actively trying to control their own
public safety.

Holding Institutions Accountable

When it comes to SVP placements, legal and political institutions
facilitate and constrain local opposition efforts, with SVP statutes
categorizing some individuals as dangerous and then requiring their
release with very little guidance on where they should live or how deci-
sion makers should find housing for them. Site selection processes
result in a disproportionate share of proposed placements occurring
in marginalized communities, which fuels local outrage. In these ways,
SVP laws that have tried to address national and statewide political
problems related to moral panic and fear have brought about a host of
new local and regional political problems that contribute to commu-
nities’ negative responses to SVP placements. These dynamics played
out clearly in Ranchito, Deserton, and East City. While people in these
places expressed the same kinds of concerns as those found in national
public opinion surveys about punitive sex offender policies,” their com-
munity responses focused on broader concerns about government
officials and other decision makers usurping local control over public
safety issues. This finding suggests that at least some responsibility for
negative community reactions lies within the formal institutions that
socially construct undesirable people, funnel them into specific types
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of communities, and then ask those communities to bear the burden of
reintegration.

When community members refuse, they do so within the context of
their contemporary and historical relationships with political and legal
actors. Communities’ racial, socioeconomic, and geographic character-
istics inform these relationships, which in turn shape opposition strate-
gies. In Ranchito, political authority had been deployed in ways that
allowed the community to govern itself, so political mobilization drew
community support. In Deserton, where community members per-
ceived political authority as essentially having no influence on everyday
life, they turned to legal mobilization because legal authority had pro-
tected them in the past. In East City, where orientations to both types of
authority had contributed to the community’s oppression and disenfran-
chisement, neither political nor legal mobilization took hold as a central
strategy for opposition. Despite their different mobilization strategies,
community members in all three places perceived proposed SVP place-
ments as political problems that they had to resolve not through violence
but through legitimate engagement with political and legal institutions.

This portrayal of community responses to SVP placements as legiti-
mate engagement with local institutions challenges that of weapons-
yielding vigilantes lying in wait to lash out against the latest threat. Moral
outrage and NIMBY concerns play a part in strong negative reactions to
sex offenders,® but when sex offenders come to the more marginalized
towns and cities in a state or region, community members’ experiences
with their local institutions inform how they react. They recognize that
some neighborhoods house more registered sex offenders than others’
and that state and regional authorities have the power to funnel these
offenders away from some areas and toward others. They also see that
they have little say in who comes to their neighborhoods. As the cases
in Ranchito, Deserton, and East City demonstrate, community members
fight this sense of powerlessness in ways that make sense within their
local contexts. Thus, the “perpetual panic” over sex offenders that some
scholars have identified'® may instead amount to a perpetual failing of
formal institutions to equally empower all communities to maintain
local control over local issues.

In short, the story of community responses is not solely about moral
outrage or the failures of formal institutions to keep the public safe. In-
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stead, actors within formal institutions facilitate and constrain specific
types of community responses by burdening more marginalized com-
munities with reintegration efforts, interacting with those communities
in different ways based on their sociodemographic characteristics, and
empowering some to mobilize political and legal authority while alienat-
ing others from those sources of power.

In this new interpretation of local opposition to sex offenders, po-
litical and legal authorities take center stage for their role in shaping
how communities respond to attempts at sex offender reintegration. In
Ranchito, Deserton, and East City, community members’ sense of in-
justice stemmed not only from the specific issue of SVP placements but
also from historical patterns of disempowerment perpetrated by those
in positions to exercise power. Residents felt excluded from and belittled
by political and legal institutions. They also found that community no-
tification meetings did not always provide them the opportunities they
needed to have their interests represented in placement decisions. These
dynamics mirror those in other studies of marginalized communities’
involvement in national, state, and local politics. Communities with
few resources to organize sustained mobilization efforts and claims that
transcend the single-issue politics of state and national arenas find that
they cannot access these arenas to prompt reform.'* When they turn
to local political institutions, their concerns may be more likely to be
addressed,'” but the case in East City showed that even local political
relationships can result in restricted access to local political institutions,
which can in turn fuel community members’ discontent and exacerbate
the problem of sex offender reentry.

When community members turn to legal institutions, they find that a
lack of resources and the framing of their concerns can hinder efforts to
influence state-level decisions through legal mobilization. Successfully
mobilizing the law in service of collective goals requires open legal op-
portunity structures, including not only access to the courts but also the
availability of justiciable rights and judicial receptivity to rights claims.*?
Although members of marginalized communities may articulate their
claims in terms of justiciable rights and judges may be responsive to
their claims, they often lack the resources available to more privileged
communities and larger social movement organizations. While the com-
munity in Deserton had few economic resources, the legal skills pro-
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vided by a community member served as the human capital necessary
to access the legal system. When he did so, the community’s previous
positive experiences with law enforcement and the courts contributed
to community support for litigation.

By contrast, when community members in East City tried to litigate,
they found themselves unable to access the courts. They had few eco-
nomic resources and no social or human capital to facilitate their entry
into the legal system. Their previous negative experiences with actors
within the legal system indicated that legal authority likely would not
work in their interests, so they found little local support for sustained
efforts to fight the SVP placement through court appeals or litigation.
Other activist groups may litigate even in the face of closed legal oppor-
tunity structures,'* but marginalized communities cannot do so, espe-
cially when they cannot access the courts in the first place.

These political and legal realities undermine a common assumption
that the problem of sex offender housing stems solely from panicky,
misinformed community members with knee-jerk opposition to any
mention of housing a sex offender in their neighborhoods.'*> While the
community members in my study sometimes reacted based on misin-
formation and an initial feeling of panic, they all acted in different ways
based on their local contexts. By revealing the institutional roots of this
variation in local opposition to SVP placements, this book has shown
that solving the problem of where to house sex offenders requires seri-
ous consideration of how local political and legal institutions create and
perpetuate inequalities between communities. While communities do
react to sex offenders out of fear, their opposition also involves deep-
seated, ongoing concerns about how political and legal institutions have
differentially empowered some communities to maintain local control
over local issues while marginalizing others from the very political and
legal power necessary to keep themselves safe. From this perspective,
the solution requires more than simply educating the public about the
realities of sexual violence.

Including Communities in Sex Offender Housing Decisions

Moral panic and traditional NIMBY explanations for local opposi-
tion to sex offenders constrain innovative and effective solutions to the
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dilemma of where sex offenders should live. If communities truly are
hysterically trying to banish dangerous individuals from their midst
at all costs, then two solutions would make sense. One would be to
incarcerate or otherwise segregate identified sex offenders from society
forever. This solution would be made possible by the social construction
of sex offenders as abnormal others who have no place in mainstream
society.

Given the portrait that the legal label of “sexually violent predator”
implies, it is not surprising that when I asked community members what
they thought should happen to sex offenders, separation from society
came up most often. Many cited their beliefs that these individuals can-
not be rehabilitated and therefore should not be allowed to reenter soci-
ety. Some advocated for life in prison, while others posed more unique
forms of isolation. “If it were up to me,” said the café waitress in Deser-
ton, “I would find a little island in the middle of nowhere and just put
them all on that little island and let them do whatever to themselves.”
The general store clerk agreed, saying, “Let’s make a community out in
the middle of the desert for them where only they could be and there’s
nobody else for two hundred miles in either direction. [ ... ] It’s like
lepers on an island.” While these types of solutions appear to reinforce
the idea that community members just want sex offenders out of their
cities and towns, they rely on a false assumption that these offenders are
fundamentally different from “normal” people. Most sex offenders know
their victims and could be described as community members them-
selves.'® Relying on incarceration and other methods of segregation al-
lows society to continue to deny the reality that sex offenders already
live in everyone’s proverbial backyard. As more and more cases of sexual
abuse perpetrated by well-known figures such as legislators, Catholic
priests, national celebrities, and sports players and coaches come to
light, it becomes clearer and clearer that societal norms about gender,
sexuality, and power create the problem of sexual abuse. Segregating sex
offenders from society as we identify them will not stop new sex crimes
from occurring. Instead, we need more systemic changes.

If the moral panic explanation for local opposition to sex offenders
is true, then the second potential solution would be to exclude com-
munities from housing decisions altogether. By this logic, community
members are so emotional and hysterical that they cannot rationally
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participate in decisions about where sex offenders should live. This so-
lution mirrors those advocated by punishment scholars who argue that
the erosion of insulated experts in criminal justice policy making has
contributed to the rise of populist punitive policies such as three-strikes
laws and mandatory sentencing, which in turn create new problems
such as mass incarceration.'” From this perspective, insulated experts
can help mediate the impacts of public demands on the criminal justice
system because they can act more rationally and objectively than the
general public.

The cases in Ranchito, Deserton, and East City highlight the flaws
in the insulated expert perspective. In these places, removing commu-
nities from decisions about housing SVPs inflamed ongoing tensions
between communities and local authorities, which in turn exacerbated
the problems associated with SVP placements. These findings mirror
those in Barker’s study of criminal justice policies and politics in Cali-
fornia, which found that excluding citizens from decisions contributed
to a sense that decision makers neither cared about nor accounted for
public concerns."® Her study also revealed that consistent public inclu-
sion in punishment policy decisions in Washington State facilitated an
open and collaborative decision-making process that served the inter-
ests of those involved. The experiences in both states, along with the
findings from my study, lend support to calls for solving criminal justice
problems not by removing the public from decisions but by embrac-
ing the diverse political, emotional, and cultural perspectives that they
can bring to solving complex problems such as the sex offender housing
dilemma."’

In addition to these critiques of the insulated expert perspective,
excluding communities from sex offender housing decisions also has
the potential to reinforce inequalities between communities. As I have
demonstrated throughout this book, unequal access to and contradic-
tions within formal institutions create the very problems that spur local
opposition to sex offenders in the first place. As Barnett has explained,
experts rely on institutional authority to “use their expert judgment and
autonomy to make decisions that benefit the public”** Autonomy from
public pressure may insulate experts from public pressures, but their po-
sitions within formal institutions shape how they deploy their authority.
When those institutions are structured in ways that disproportionately



206 I SOLVING THE SEX OFFENDER HOUSING DILEMMA

empower some communities over others, decisions made within them
will have disparate impacts on different communities. Furthermore,
communities’ varying orientations to formal political and legal author-
ity will shape the extent to which experts’ decisions are accepted within
these communities. In the cases in this book, community members
quickly recognized and resisted the state’s attempts to reinforce regional
inequalities between communities by monopolizing the power to con-
trol what happened in local cities and towns. Relying on experts within
the very same institutions that usurped local control in the first place
would exacerbate the problems they are attempting to solve.

The unequal structure of formal institutions and the clear agency
of community members in trying to solve their own problems suggest
that insulated experts will not solve the sex offender housing dilemma.
Rather than buying into the paternalistic notion that experts must take
over because members of the public cannot or do not know enough to
act in their own best interests,* we must seriously consider the public’s
concerns and recognize community members as legitimate political ac-
tors trying to protect their communities. In short, we must include com-
munities in SVP housing decisions.

My proposal to include communities in housing decisions is funda-
mentally rooted in a new interpretation of local opposition to sex of-
fenders as civic engagement. As I have shown throughout this book,
gut reactions to sex offenders belie deeper concerns about relationships
between communities and their governments. The formation of a cham-
ber of commerce in Deserton after the community’s opposition to the
SVP placement provides an excellent case in point. The general store
clerk explained that the chamber brought “a lot more people out that sat
in the back row before, that didn’t really get involved. And it’s got a lot
of people doing different things in the community. How can we make
this community better, how can we make it safer, how can we spend
the county’s money.” In this case, local debate over the SVP placement
encouraged civic activism, even among those who had never been previ-
ously involved in local political issues. For these residents, involvement
in local opposition to an SVP placement led to a stronger community
finding new ways to assert its political voice.

While local conflicts over SVP placements do not usually result in
such dramatic changes in local political structures, the case in Deser-
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ton illustrates the connections between responses to SVP placements
and civic activism. Community members want to be involved in deci-
sions affecting their cities and towns. We should harness this motivation
for civic engagement by involving community members in placement
processes. Incorporating them into discussions about SVP placements
from the start of housing searches sets up the process as a collabora-
tion rather than a conflict in which communities must react with hostil-
ity because they have lost the power to control what happens in their
neighborhoods.

Community inclusion may seem unrealistic when it comes to “siting”
SVPs, but some evidence suggests that community members can and
will collaborate in efforts to reintegrate sex offenders into society. Circles
of Support and Accountability (COSAs) provide one model by which
this can happen. In this model, community volunteers build a network
of support for sex offenders reentering society after incarceration, and
they hold these individuals accountable for their actions within the
community.”> COSAs have been implemented for high-risk offenders
in a number of countries, including the United States, and they have
contributed to successful reintegration efforts.>*> Employing a similar
model with SVP placements would provide multiple benefits, includ-
ing more social supports and accountability for those trying to reenter
society, opportunities for community members to become actively in-
volved in public safety, and increased accountability and transparency
in government.

The current SVP placement process provides almost no opportunity
for meaningful public engagement in placement decisions. Community
members can give input during public comment periods, but the in-
formation they provide almost never changes siting decisions. Instead,
these forums highlight marginalized communities’ lack of control over
placement decisions and exacerbate tensions between community mem-
bers and decision makers. Some local residents I spoke with indicated
that a more democratic process would have helped ease local tensions.
As the retired ex-cop in Deserton explained, “The people who make the
decisions need to get down with these people where they live and dis-
cuss what their problems are and what their options are and that kind
of thing. Try to work through it instead of just ‘Here you are. Good
luck”™ By “getting down with” community members, decision makers
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have an opportunity to reframe the discussion in terms of problem solv-
ing. This would facilitate more support for placement decisions because,
in his words, “any time you get people to be part of the decision-making
process, then you’re more likely to live with it [ . . . ] because then they
become part of the decision.” The man in East City who lived across the
intersection from the SVP placement took the suggestion one step fur-
ther when he told me, “We should be able to, whoever comes, we should
know and be able to say no. Or yes. You know, and get a chance to meet
with the guy, ask questions and you know make us comfortable” While
his first response was to “say no,” his qualification of that statement sug-
gests that being involved in the process and meeting the individual com-
ing to the community may have helped ameliorate some tensions over
the SVP placement in East City.

As these comments indicate, including communities in placement
processes before specific sites have been chosen can transform conflicts
over where to house SVPs into collaborative dialogues about how to
solve a local problem. Furthermore, with increased opportunities for
true collaboration between marginalized communities and decision
makers, relations between these two groups could begin to improve.
Community members would gain more control over public safety, and
they would be better situated to hold government officials accountable
for their decisions when necessary. In short, community inclusion in
SVP placement processes can contribute to stronger, more engaged
communities.

Incorporating communities into siting decisions requires distinguish-
ing between public participation and inclusion in decision-making
processes.”* Many community members I spoke with wanted decision
makers to be more open with the public, but as I have shown through-
out this book, simply providing forums for participation via public
input is not enough to mitigate siting conflicts. Instead, communities
must be fully included in placement decisions so that their ideas ac-
tively influence siting decisions and processes. For instance, a study
of decision-making processes in one Michigan city documented com-
munity inclusion in creating the city’s master plan. According to those
who conducted the study, “Throughout the process, the community
provided information, the planning staft and consultants would use the
community’s input to come up with a series of ideas, and then everyone
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would meet to evaluate whether they had gotten it right yet.”** Instead
of a series of public meetings requesting input, this inclusive process
recognized community members as legitimate and important actors in
local planning efforts. The ultimate success of the project had the ad-
ditional side effects of contributing to community members’ satisfac-
tion with final decisions and increasing their civic motivation and skills
for public engagement. Their subsequent work with local authorities on
other issues further demonstrates that community inclusion in decision-
making processes can create pathways for future collaborations between
communities and government officials.

One of the benefits of full inclusion in local decision-making pro-
cesses is the breakdown of rigid categories that pit the “government”
against the “public.”*®* When these two groups truly work together, the
lines between government and public become blurred, facilitating mu-
tual collaboration in solving local problems. Yet, before communities
will even come to the table, policy makers must address the underlying
issue of the SVP label. Categorizing individuals with the highest levels
of risk as “sexually violent predators” serves little purpose other than to
exacerbate local opposition to placement decisions and direct the pub-
lic’s attention away from the broad societal causes of sexual violence.””
While other sex offender laws would continue to hinder reintegration
efforts,”® eliminating the SVP label would remove one hurdle in the al-
ready fraught process of reintegrating these “high-risk” sex offenders
into society.

To eliminate the label, lawmakers should look to models that employ
actuarial risk assessment tools to categorize sex offenders in terms of
numbered tiers. California is one of only four states without a tiered
system for sex offender registration, and the state’s Sex Offender Man-
agement Board has consistently recommended the implementation of
tiers in order to enhance public safety and decrease the cost of the state’s
registry.”” While most states with tiered systems categorize sex offend-
ers based on their offense at conviction,*® offense-based tiers tend to
overestimate risk levels and have little correlation to empirically derived
estimates of recidivism risk.>!

Instead, sensible policy would assess sex offenders’ risks of recidivism
and then calibrate risk scores to specific tiers. Empirically grounded,
actuarial assessment tools that evaluate sex offenders’ static and dynamic
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risk factors have been shown to be most useful in determining the public
safety risks posed by different groups of offenders.** California already
uses one risk assessment tool, the Static-99R, to aid in supervision plans
for registered sex offenders on probation or parole, and the state could
expand the use of this tool to provide the foundation for a tiered clas-
sification system. While some states with tiered systems continue to de-
note some offenders as SVPs, the highest tier number should replace the
SVP label to facilitate reintegration when the individual is ready to begin
the process of reentry. The highest numbered tier would still categorize
some sex offenders as having higher risks of recidivism, but a number
would remove some of the stigma invoked by the SVP label. This could
in turn facilitate more productive conversations between states and
communities about where to house these individuals upon release.

With the SVP label removed, community members may be more
likely to become involved in housing decisions. Housing search groups
in California already include a variety of stakeholders from through-
out the designated counties. Once potential housing areas have been
narrowed based on legal mandates, members of potentially affected
communities should become part of search groups. After receiving an
overview of the legal mandates for SVP releases and placement pro-
cesses, community members should then be presented with the legally
acceptable range of options for placement sites. They should be encour-
aged to engage in discussions about the specific features of local areas
that make them more or less conducive to successful reintegration, and
the range of options should then be adjusted based on this local input.
These conversations would also serve a secondary purpose of helping to
map inequalities in the region by highlighting the strengths, weaknesses,
and resource needs of various communities in the area. Doing so could
contribute to more equal siting outcomes as communities and decision
makers work together to ensure fair site choices. Power dynamics would
still play into siting decisions, as differentially situated community mem-
bers would have more or less influence on final siting recommendations,
but true inclusion of more marginalized communities in these decisions
would increase the chances of more equal siting outcomes.

Fully integrating communities into decisions made within formal
institutions is a difficult task. Community activists never represent all
segments of a population, as demonstrated by the demographics of the
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activists I interviewed. They were more likely to be older women with
higher socioeconomic statuses than the broader communities they pur-
ported to speak for. While individuals from other groups also engage in
their communities, their voices may be quieted or completely silenced
in local decision-making processes. To mitigate inequalities in siting
outcomes, every effort must be made to ensure that the most marginal-
ized groups within potentially affected communities are fully included
in SVP placement processes. They too must have control over what hap-
pens in their cities and towns.

Attempts to implement community policing across the nation pro-
vide a clear example of the challenges inherent in trying to restructure
formal institutions in ways that truly redistribute power from those in
official positions of authority to communities. When community polic-
ing emerged in the 1980s as a central strategy for repairing a growing
rift between the police and marginalized communities, the underly-
ing philosophy was that community members should be empowered
to collaborate with the police to prevent and control crime. In this new
model, community members would become full partners in crime pre-
vention and local problem solving as police departments restructured
themselves to facilitate community partnerships. Despite the promise
of blurred lines between communities and law enforcement, most po-
lice departments that purported to have adopted community policing
failed to fully integrate community members into crime prevention and
control efforts.>® As one study of community policing in Seattle found,
“Various internal dynamics limit the capacity of the police to engage in
genuine partnerships with community organizations.”** While changes
such as increased foot patrols create more opportunities for the police to
interact with the public, organizational structures continue to distance
officers from the general public by, for example, failing to “civilianize”
positions within police departments, relying on specialized units rather
than more holistically trained officers, and implementing rigid sets of
rules and policies that constrain officers’ flexibility in helping to solve
local problems.*® Adherence to rigid hierarchies within some depart-
ments also means that community members’ input matters less than that
of sworn officers and administrators.**

The institutional barriers encountered by community policing advo-
cates provide important lessons for those trying to involve communities
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in SVP placement decisions. A mandate for inclusion will not on its
own result in equal collaborations between community members and
decision makers. The mandate must be accompanied by institutional
changes that empower community members to shape siting decisions.
Housing search groups must reserve a set proportion of positions for
more marginalized subsets of potentially affected communities. They
must hold public meetings outside of business hours and in locations
convenient to local residents. Officials and those in positions of author-
ity in housing search groups must privilege ideas from the community
by allowing community members to state their ideas before those of
outside experts. Their thoughts and opinions about potential local sites
must be given equal weight.

After each meeting, those in official positions must be required to
return to subsequent meetings with plans that clearly demonstrate in-
corporation of at least some of community members’ ideas. In-depth
discussions about new plans should be expected and encouraged. While
equal partnerships require compromises on all sides, officials should
take great care to ensure that community members do not have to com-
promise more often than others. In these interactions, it will be impor-
tant to remember that community members know their communities
much more intimately than outsiders. They have the power to help solve
the sex offender housing dilemma, and their inclusion in and support
of placement processes will ultimately impact the outcomes of SVP
placements.

The Myth of “No Good Place” for Sex Offenders

I began this book with the story of Tammy Gibson, the woman in Wash-
ington who beat a registered sex offender with a baseball bat after she
was notified about his presence in her neighborhood. While neither her
actions nor those of others who engage in violence against sex offenders
should be condoned, we must take them as indications that something
is amiss in how our society handles identified sex offenders. Looking
deeper into the issue reveals that local reactions to these individuals
more often take the form of nonviolent civic, political, and legal actions.
Regardless of the strategies used for opposition, scholars and the media
alike often dismiss community responses to sex offenders as hysterical,
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irrational panic. In the current system, no community wants a sex
offender in its midst; however, disregarding the institutional roots of
local reactions to sex offenders contributes to the assumption that find-
ing housing for them is an intractable problem that can only be solved
by keeping them segregated from society in isolated “colonies,” prisons,
or state hospitals.

Instead, one of the main goals of this book has been to demonstrate
that solving the problem of where to house sex offenders means taking
seriously community members’ pleas for local control over public safety
and their concerns about the state-level decisions that threaten their
safety. Political and legal institutions create and perpetuate the problem
of where to house identified sex offenders, and they send contradictory
messages about the dangers related to sexual violence and community
members’ responsibilities in protecting themselves from those dan-
gers. While many people recognize that perpetrators of sexual violence
usually know their victims, laws such as SVP statutes heighten fears of
strangers preying upon women and children. Community notification
laws and residence restrictions fuel these anxieties and suggest that com-
munities must insulate themselves to avoid new victims. Unfortunately,
perpetrators of sexual violence already live in communities. They are
neighbors, coaches, teachers, fathers, brothers, and other trusted indi-
viduals. When new victims inevitably come forward, political and legal
institutions remain intact, and communities shoulder the blame.

Successfully reintegrating perpetrators into society has the potential to
reduce sexual violence, but reintegration does not address the intrinsic
causes of sexual crimes. To prevent sexual violence, we must change basic
societal structures that perpetuate gender inequalities and empower men
to use sex as a tool for dominance and oppression.’” Until this happens,
we will be reintegrating sex offenders into an inherently unequal society
that encourages them and their as-yet-unidentified peers to continue their
behaviors. The notion that there is no good place for sex offenders to live
belies the underlying reality that we have created institutions within our
society that provide very “good” places for continued patterns of sexual
violence. Solving the sex offender housing dilemma will require empow-
ering communities not only to collaborate in decisions about sex offender
reintegration but also to hold politicians and legal actors accountable for
perpetuating a system that supports continued sexual violence.
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At some level, community members recognize the role of formal in-
stitutions in creating and perpetuating the public safety problems they
experience in their communities. While they may not articulate their
anger in these terms, their vehement negative reactions to identified sex
offenders represent struggles to gain local control over the problem of
sexual violence and other public safety issues. Those who assume that
there is no good place for sex offenders because of hostile, irrational
communities perpetuate the problem by letting political and legal in-
stitutions off the hook. These institutions unjustly exacerbate fears of
perceived dangers and then impose those perceived dangers on the
communities that have the least power to resist.

To ensure public safety, policy makers must consider the signals that
state laws send to the public about the nature of sexual violence and
potential solutions to the problem. Where these signals contradict de-
cades of empirical research, laws must be changed. Those in positions
to exercise political power must recognize the value in including com-
munities in decision making about public safety issues. Community
members must become equal partners in figuring out how to facilitate
the successful reintegration of sex offenders and minimize the chances
of sexual violence in the future.

As I have demonstrated throughout this book, the process by which
community members become integrated in local formal institutions will
look different across places. In some communities, the first step may be
rebuilding local political and legal institutions to provide real oppor-
tunities for inclusion in decisions about important local issues. Other
communities may leverage existing institutional structures to create new
pathways for inclusion in decision making. In any of these cases, con-
temporary and historical relationships with legal and political authority
will shape whether and how community members work with their local
institutions to solve seemingly intractable problems.

Locking community members out of political and legal institutions
may sound like the best option when it comes to housing socially unde-
sirable people. Yet, doing so fuels local hostility and ultimately exacer-
bates the very problems that we work so hard to solve. Instead, including
community members in solving tough problems such as sexual violence
can increase civic engagement and improve public safety, especially in
places where communities have little access to political and legal insti-
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tutions. Inclusion can also create more vibrant, civically engaged com-
munities that help reshape institutions to adequately empower those
they purport to serve. In these ways, recognizing community members
as legitimate partners in solving tough criminal justice problems has
the potential to strengthen communities, ease reintegration efforts, and
enhance government transparency and accountability. These effects pro-
vide ample reason to begin including communities in solving local prob-
lems as soon as possible.
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APPENDIX

Selecting Cases, Gaining Access, and Collecting Data
in Three Communities

The research on which this book is based sought to uncover the dynam-
ics and social processes that underlie community opposition to SVP
placements. Qualitative data provide an excellent opportunity to study
how people interpret their interactions and the contexts that shape those
interpretations. Luker’s in-depth discussion of the strengths of qualitative
data for answering certain types of questions heavily informed the design
of my study." This appendix details how I selected the three cases, gained
access to them, and went about studying them. The discussion demon-
strates the quality of the data and the strength of the conclusions I have
drawn from those data throughout the book. It also explains some of the
common practices and pitfalls of qualitative research, which may be use-
ful for those pursuing their own comparative ethnographic case studies.

Case Selection

To choose my cases, I began by collecting every media article and broad-
cast I could find online about every SVP placement in California to
date. These data generated information on twenty-one SVP placements,
which I then divided into two groups: those that involved only one com-
munity (N = 12) and those that involved placement attempts in multiple
communities (N = 9). Those in the first group represented relatively
easier placements because they did not require restarting a housing
search after a failed initial attempt. Next, I focused on variation in local
political circumstances, operationalized as the level of public resistance
to and support from local officials for the placement. I measured public
resistance in terms of the duration, organization, and intensity of the
community response, and I measured support from officials as local

219



220 APPENDIX

g 2 Easiest: Placed on first attempt, high
. . . % | = [support from officials, low public resistance
No prior placement High official support 'z
attempts (N=12) 5 - .
= | Easy: Placed on first attempt, high support
Z 3 |from officials, high public resistance

Difficult: Prior placement attempts, high
public resistance, high official support

High

Prior placement attempts | High public resistance

ow

Most difficult: Prior placement attempts,
=3 [high public resistance, low official support

Official support

Figure A1. Case Selection Strategy

political leaders’ and law enforcement’s cooperation with Health Corp
(the agency contracted to run the SVP conditional release program)
during the placement and community notification processes. I labeled
the four categories of SVP placements that emerged from my data as
easiest, easy, difficult, and most difficult. Figure A1 illustrates the ele-
ments of each category.

After grouping the placements into these four categories, I focused on
cases in the categories that involved high official support for the place-
ment (“easiest,” “easy; and “difficult”) because the dynamics of local op-
position would have been very different in cases in which officials were
aligned with community members in their opposition to the placement.
To maximize the chances that community members, decision makers,
and other local and state officials would remember the details of specific
SVP placements and local opposition to them, I chose the most recent
cases within the target categories. These cases turned out to be those
in the towns that I call Ranchito, Deserton, and East City. During my
preliminary research, I had already attended the community notifica-
tion meetings in Deserton and East City, which provided an additional
advantage to choosing those two cases. The meeting in Ranchito had oc-
curred earlier in the year, but I was confident that I could reconstruct it
through archival documents, media coverage, and interviews with those
who had organized and attended the meeting.

The four-category classification scheme simplified some of the com-
plexities of the community responses in each of these places. During the
course of my research, I did find some differences between the selected
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cases and the categories I had constructed, but none of these differences
substantially changed the fit of each community’s response within the
assigned category. While variation in demographics did not factor into
how I selected these cases, all three responses involved very different
types of communities, which created a rich data set for exploring the
role of local contexts in community responses to SVP placements. Table
A1 summarizes the differences in the three SVP placements and the
local contexts in which they occurred.

TABLE A1. Characteristics of SVP Siting Conflicts and Local Populations

East City (“Easiest”) Deserton (“Easy”)  Ranchito
(“Difficult”)

SVP Placement

Characteristics

Prior placement No No Yes

attempts?

Support from public High High High

officials

Level of public Low High High

resistance

Placement outcome Placed in city Placed in town Placed in another

town

Population

Characteristics

Population size 28,155 204 20,292

Race/ethnicity®
White 28.8% 80.4% 78.3%
Hispanic or Latino 64.5% 18.6% 31.2%
Black or African 16.7% 0.5% 0.7%
American

Education
< HS graduate 32.9% 23.3% 24.6%
HS graduate 27.6% 19.0% 27.5%
Some college or 23.2% 51.8% 32.5%
associate’s
Bachelor’s degree or  16.3% 5.8% 15.4%
higher

Household income $50,142 $27,031 $64,882

(median)

Geographic location Urban Rural Semi-suburban/rural
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TABLE A1. (continued)

Political structure Incorporated city Unincorporated town Unincorporated town,
semiformal planning
group

Law enforcement City police Sheriff’s department ~ Local sheriff’s

structure department (50 miles away) department

Note: Population statistics for sex, race/ethnicity, and age are derived from 2010 U.S. Census estimates. Statistics
for education and income are derived from the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2009-2013 American Community Survey
5-Year Estimates.

* Race/ethnicity statistics may total more than 100 percent because respondents could choose Hispanic or
Latino ethnic origin in conjunction with any race.

In East City and Deserton, the “easiest” and “easy” cases, respectively,
Health Corp placed the SVP on the first attempt and had a good work-
ing relationship with local officials. For example, the East City police
department worked with Health Corp on the logistics of the placement
there. The police chief demonstrated his cooperation during the com-
munity notification meeting by redirecting hostile comments away from
the Health Corp representative. When I interviewed the representative,
she remarked, “I came to respect the police chief very, very much. He
and I worked closely together and seemed to develop a good working
relationship under very, very difficult circumstances.”

In Deserton, a variety of county officials were involved in the search
for housing, but they regularly suggested potential placement sites. Ac-
cording to the Health Corp representative, the chief probation officer
who chaired the housing committee “advocated for working collabora-
tively with [Health Corp],” which helped county officials buy into the
process early on. While there were disagreements between county of-
ficials and Health Corp representatives, the overall relationship involved
cooperation to ensure the best possible outcome.

Despite similar levels of support from local officials in Deserton and
East City, the levels of public resistance varied between places. East City
residents protested and signed petitions, but these activities died down a
few days after the SVP moved in. By contrast, Deserton residents stalled
the placement for a few months by bringing zoning issues to the judge’s
attention and ultimately suing the county. Their response was more or-
ganized and lasted longer than the one in East City, and Deserton’s op-
position to the placement gained an intensity that ultimately resulted in
changes to the town’s political structure.
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Ranchito (the “difficult” case) involved high public resistance and
high levels of support from county officials for the placement. While
relatively short-lived, the community’s response was similar in intensity
to that in Deserton. The SVP in this case had previously violated one of
the terms of his release after being placed in another town. His notoriety
in the region undoubtedly contributed to the vehement opposition. The
landlord felt such pressure during the planning group’s town hall meet-
ing that he tore up the rental contract in front of television cameras.
Nonetheless, official support for the placement in Ranchito was very
high, and Ranchito’s county had a formalized procedure for handling
SVP placements.

Gaining Access

Once I had chosen my cases, I needed to find a way into these com-
munities. “Outsider” researchers have two primary avenues for gaining
access: find an “existing social tie to the setting or group” or “identify
key gatekeepers and develop ties with them.”? At the outset of my study,
I had no direct or indirect ties with any of the three communities; I
assumed that I would have to rely on gatekeepers, or those I called key
informants. When I attended notification meetings in Deserton, East
City, and unincorporated Monterey County (a case that I ultimately did
not select for this study), I did not yet know if I would choose any of
them for my research; however, I treated each meeting as a potential
entry point into the community. In each case, I talked with audience
members and officials before and after the meetings, making sure to
identify myself as a graduate student conducting research on community
reactions to sex offenders. These informal conversations served both a
substantive purpose of providing rich data about community members
and their concerns about SVP placements, and a practical purpose of
developing what I hoped were ties to people who might later serve as
key informants. Ultimately, I gained access to the three communities
using both key informants and newly developed social ties.

The meeting in Deserton was the first I attended. The day of the meet-
ing, I flew in to the closest airport (about an hour from Deserton) and
checked into my hotel before heading out to the meeting. I started on
the road with what I thought was plenty of time, but extensive construc-
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tion on the highway created stop-and-go traffic for nearly an hour. I
arrived late and had to stand at the back of the room. After the meet-
ing, I lingered to talk to those who milled about in the gravel parking
lot outside the community center where the meeting had been held.
I approached a pair of women who were talking about the placement
and introduced myself as a graduate student interested in community
reactions to sex offenders. Then I asked what they thought of the SVP
placement. This simple question sparked an animated discussion of their
frustrations and concerns. Rather than peppering them with questions,
I listened, interjecting only a few noncommittal “uh-huhs” at the ap-
propriate times and trying to remember their key points so I could write
them down later. When the conversation waned, [ handed each of them
my business card and asked them to call me if they wanted to talk more
about the placement.

Back in the car, I jotted down a few notes and then headed to the
café, hoping to talk with more residents about their thoughts and experi-
ences. I sat at the diner-style counter and ordered a cheeseburger, which
had been recommended by one of the women I had spoken with after
the meeting. While I ate, a man I had seen at the meeting came in. He
briefly mentioned to me that he owned land next to the proposed place-
ment site and was resigned to the fact that the placement was going to
happen despite any objections from the community. He did not seem to
want to elaborate further, so I finished my burger and left. On the way
back to my hotel, I realized I had made a major mistake: I had no way of
contacting any of the people I had spoken with. This proved especially
problematic in Deserton because its remote location and tiny population
meant less media coverage from which I could garner names of potential
respondents. I had given the two women after the meeting my card, so I
just had to hope they would contact me. They never did.

About a month and a half later, I attended the meeting in East City.
As with the meeting in Deserton, all did not go according to plan. I had
been following the case in the media, waiting for news of the notifica-
tion meeting. To my surprise, one morning a local news station reported
that the meeting would be held that evening. I scrambled to rearrange
my day so I could make it to East City before the meeting. Luckily, I ar-
rived at city hall a few minutes early, which gave me time to chat with
a woman standing outside who was also waiting for the meeting. I in-
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troduced myself to her in the same way I had in Deserton and asked for
her thoughts on the placement. She had moved into the area a few years
earlier and, as it turned out, lived next door to the placement location. I
got her name, made sure I knew which side of the placement home she
lived on, and followed up later for an interview.

As in Deserton, I hung around after the meeting in East City to see
who else I could connect with. On one side of the room, a man talked
boisterously to a small group of people who had gathered around him.
I made my way into the group and told him about my research. That I
had chosen to talk to him seemed to make him feel important, and he
offered to show me around the neighborhood where the SVP would live.
Before we left city hall to drive to the neighborhood, I made sure to get
his name and contact information. He turned out to be Miguel, the man
who started and delivered the petition to the landlord’s home.

We drove separately from city hall to the neighborhood and met in
front of the proposed placement location. The street was packed with
slow-moving cars in which passengers and drivers craned their necks
for a glimpse of the home. People stood in their front yards exchang-
ing thoughts about their potential new neighbor. Miguel spent about
an hour showing me around the neighborhood and his son’s school,
which was a block away from the placement location. He mentioned
a few times that maybe I could help them stop the placement. While
I explained that I had no connections to those who could change the
placement decision, he seemed committed to the idea that I could be
a resource for the opposition efforts. When I left East City that night,
I thought the visit had been a success. Unlike in Deserton, I had con-
tact information for at least two people who seemed to be active in the
placement issue. I thought for sure that Miguel would prove to be a key
informant into the networks in the SVP’s new neighborhood.

These experiences suggest that while public settings can be advanta-
geous for covert researchers observing social life,” even overt research-
ers can benefit from being present in public spaces. I found that the
public setting of notification meetings mitigated some of the problems
with gaining access to community members I might want to interview
later. People’s willingness to talk with me before and after the meetings
may have stemmed from some of the specific features of these meet-
ings: emotions ran high, audience members came ready to voice their
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opinions, and they wanted someone to do something about what they
perceived as a grave injustice. In this sometimes chaotic environment, I
was there, ready to listen.

Unfortunately, despite some East City residents’ willingness to talk at
the meeting, none of those I met there turned out to be key informants.
The neighbor I met did end up participating in an interview, but she
provided no further connections to the community. Miguel proved less
reliable. The day after the notification meeting, he and I checked in by
phone. He told me that he planned to take a petition to the landlord’s
home the next day, so I booked a hotel for one night and headed out to
East City the next afternoon. After delivering the petition to the land-
lord’s home, Miguel seldom returned my calls, and then he stopped call-
ing back altogether.

The day after delivering the petition, I drove over to the placement
location to talk to a small group of protesters who had gathered there.
When I introduced myself as a graduate student researching what com-
munities are doing about sex offenders, one man launched into his
thoughts about the SVP placement. I did not get a chance to write down
what he said, but I did stand with the protesters for a while, reading their
signs, watching them pass out flyers, and talking with them when no
cars were passing by.

Still searching for a key informant, I began scouring news articles for
names of potential respondents. One of these respondents turned out to
be Marc, the retiree who had gathered signatures after the community
meeting and later spearheaded the litigation efforts. I could not find his
phone number, but I found his address online and visited his home one
afternoon. His wife answered the door. When I explained that I was in-
terested in talking with Marc about the local response to the SVP place-
ment, she said he was out but should be back soon. She gave me his cell
phone number, and I promised to return within the hour. Later, when
he still had not returned, I promised to call him another day. Two days
later, I left a message for Marc, and he called back a few minutes later.
He filled me in on the community’s litigation efforts and agreed to let me
keep calling him for updates.

A month later, I returned to East City for one of at least four times
that I visited to find people to interview about the SVP placement. Some
days, I would canvass entire blocks of houses, knocking on doors and
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leaving letters that explained my research and gave my contact informa-
tion. On the rare occasions when someone answered a door, I found the
person agreeable to an interview either right then or on the phone at an-
other time. I occasionally visited Marc on these visits, and we continued
to keep in touch and eventually scheduled an interview.

During one of our telephone check-ins, Marc mentioned that some-
one from another town had offered to help strategize about how to over-
turn the SVP placement in East City. Intrigued, I asked who it was. He
said it was a man from Deserton named Jack. I could not believe my
extraordinary luck. With neither a key informant nor existing ties, I had
been trying to figure out how to gain access to the community in Deser-
ton. Suddenly, a key informant from a completely different community
had turned out to be the existing social tie I needed to gain access to
those in Deserton. This was even more surprising given that, to ensure
confidentiality, I had never told anyone I spoke with the names or details
of the other communities in my study. For these reasons, Marc could not
have known the importance of the connection he had just provided for
my research.

Thus, I gained access to the community in Deserton through a highly
unlikely connection based on a common experience with an SVP place-
ment. [ had no reason to believe that Deserton and East City would
ever be connected. The SVP placements were the only thing these two
places had in common, and the communities were almost completely
diametrically opposed in terms of demographics, region, and geography.
With one telephone conversation, I had gone from no access to the com-
munity in Deserton to connecting with a person who turned out to be
the quintessential key informant. While luck played a role in connecting
the two men, staying in touch with my contacts in East City had paid off
in an unexpected way.

Marc was hesitant to give me Jack’s contact information, so I asked
him to give my telephone number to Jack the next time they spoke. A
few minutes later, Jack called me and filled me in on the community’s lit-
igation efforts. During our conversation, it became very clear that I had
found my way into the community in Deserton. Jack wanted to bring
more publicity to his community’s fight against the SVP placement, and
my interest in community responses to SVP placements fit well within
his broader agenda of making potential placements more visible to the
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general public before they occurred. Toward the end of the conversa-
tion, he asked more specifically about my research. I explained that I
was looking at the SVP placement process because every placement
seemed to go the same way, with sites selected and communities oppos-
ing those decisions. I told him there must be a better way. He agreed and
we promised to stay in touch via phone calls and e-mail.

Five months later, after monthly check-ins with Jack, I returned to
Deserton for a three-day visit to learn more about the community and
conduct interviews with residents. Jack helped plan my visit and shut-
tled me around town to meet with various residents. While I appreci-
ated his enthusiasm for my study, I also recognized that I was seeing
the Deserton that Jack knew and wanted me to see. For this reason, on
subsequent visits, I actively sought out opportunities to connect with
residents before or after meeting with Jack. The small population fa-
cilitated my entry into the community, as most people knew each other
and could easily recommend others I should talk with about the SVP
placement.

It turned out that I had the hardest time accessing the community
in East City. Although I had more contacts there than in the other two
places, I never established the same level of rapport with residents there
as I did in the other two towns. I attribute this in part to East City’s
larger population size and more urban setting, which contributed to
fewer connections between respondents. Community members’ con-
tentious relationships with those in power may also have increased their
wariness of outsiders, especially when a middle-class white woman who
clearly did not “belong” in the community started asking questions. To
make matters worse, university affiliates from an adjacent town often
studied East City residents, and one community member explained to
me that people in the city may have been burned out on participating
in yet another research project that probably would not directly benefit
them or their community. In this respect, Miguel’s lack of participation
in my study may have reflected a realization that I had little to offer in
the way of helping the community stop the placement, so it was not
worth his time to continue talking with me.

Reciprocity has long been a concern of ethnographers who fear ex-
ploiting the people in their studies without much benefit to those under
study.* During my interactions with community members, I did my
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best to position myself as a neutral sounding board willing to listen to
concerns without necessarily acting upon them. When asked, I told re-
spondents that I hoped that my research findings would contribute to
changes in the SVP placement process, but I never promised any benefit
for them or their community beyond the chance to have their voices
heard. Even so, the skeptics in East City may have been correct: my re-
search contributes to critical conversations about societal reactions to
sex offenders and crime more generally, which may in turn change how
politicians, criminal justice professionals, and community members ap-
proach the difficult problems of how to deal with ex-offenders returning
to society. Yet, at the same time, I am pessimistic about the extent to
which these changes will directly improve the lives of the community
members in my study.

This is not to say that community members did not benefit from
participating in interviews. As I have shown throughout this book, they
often had few venues for voicing their concerns, and the interviews
and conversations about SVP placements that I had with residents gave
them opportunities to discuss a wide array of topics from governance
and the legal system to sex offenders and public safety. By taking their
words seriously and not writing them oft as hysterical vigilantes, this
book makes a small contribution to their goals of having a voice amid
the politicians and criminal justice professionals who often purport to
have all the answers about how communities should respond to per-
ceived threats.

Ranchito was the last community I visited and the easiest to access.
Although its town hall meeting occurred before the start of my research,
the meeting itself served as a reference point through which I identified
respondents and began conversations with them. Local newspaper ac-
counts and the town’s website helped me obtain the names of planning
group members and other residents who had attended the community
meeting. Having neither existing ties nor a key informant, I began by
cold-calling planning group members. Luckily, the first one I reached
agreed to participate in an interview. Through voice mails and returned
calls, I began connecting with planning group members and other resi-
dents mentioned in the media. Once I got people on the phone and ex-
plained my research, they almost always agreed to be interviewed. Cliff,
the landlord of the proposed placement home, was a bit warier. After a



230 | APPENDIX

lengthy conversation about the placement and my research, he asked me
to e-mail him a summary of my project. I sent him the summary, and he
eventually agreed to the interview.

Soon, with a handful of interviews scheduled, I headed down to
Ranchito. While there, I found those I interviewed eager to tell me about
their town and to talk about the SVP placement. Many easily connected
me with others who would participate in my study. By the end of the
five-day visit, I had conducted more interviews than I had originally
scheduled.

In addition to interviewing, I made sure to explore the town to get
a feel for the place and help me develop rapport with those I later con-
tacted for telephone interviews. During one such exploration, Cliff
called to see if I could meet him at the proposed placement location. A
few minutes later, I arrived at the vacant home. Awaiting Clift’s arrival,
I walked around the exterior, taking pictures of the expansive views and
marveling at the swimming pool and hot tub embedded in a slate patio.
A few minutes later, Cliff arrived and led me through the inside of the
home, which had a unique layout in which bedrooms and bathrooms
were arranged around their own separate living spaces. He explained
that he had been trying with little success to market it as a senior living
home. As we toured the home and the grounds, he listed other ideas he
had had for the property, including turning it into a winery or a bed-
and-breakfast. Throughout the tour, Cliff also maintained a running
commentary on his frustrations with the SVP placement process, in-
cluding his belief that he had been “railroaded” by the state.

My spontaneous interaction with Cliff outside of the formal interview
setting demonstrates the benefits of visiting Ranchito and the other two
places in my study. Although my short visits to each place did not lead to
complete understanding of local life, they did enhance my understand-
ing of the local contexts in which community members responded to
SVP placements, which in turn facilitated greater access to community
members in each location. Whether conducting interviews or talking
with activists during protest events, demonstrating a passing familiar-
ity with their towns seemed to encourage potential respondents to talk
more about their perspectives on their communities, their relationships
with political and legal institutions, and SVP placements. These experi-
ences suggest that visiting the towns under study and talking with peo-
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ple about their experiences in their communities helped me access the
sites I had chosen.

Data Collection

The primary sources of data generated and analyzed in my study
included media articles, field notes, and interviews. Media articles con-
stituted the bulk of my preliminary research. To find them, I conducted
comprehensive searches of all SVP placements in California using vari-
ous library databases as well as simple Internet searches. I also set up
e-mail news alerts to let me know whenever new information came up
about SVP placements in California. I compiled these articles into case
files on each SVP placement, which included notes about the timeline of
each placement, the community’s response, and contacts I could pursue
if necessary.

In the process of attempting to gain access to the three communi-
ties, I also generated a substantial number of field notes. When interact-
ing with community members, I used a “participating-to-write” style,’
which looked different based on the setting. For instance, journalists
often attended community meetings, so I felt comfortable taking notes
during the meetings. In Deserton, when I had to stand at the back of
the room, I jotted down key events and phrases in a small notebook I
kept in my bag. In East City, I sat in a chair in the middle of the room,
so I felt less conspicuous about writing down nearly all comments and
events. By contrast, when I hung around before and after meetings, I
made mental notes of key phrases and events, which I later jotted down
in my notebook.

Regardless of the context, I ended each experience in the field with
extensive writing sessions in which I focused on “getting it down” as
soon as possible.® In my car, I outlined the events and phrases that
would help me remember my experiences in the field. Then, as soon as
I returned home or to my hotel room, I typed up as much of my experi-
ence as I could remember, using the notes I had written in my notebook
to fill in every possible detail. I included both in-depth stories of key
events and overviews of other, seemingly minor encounters. I also in-
cluded my reactions to events in the field, as these provided important
insights to explore in future research in each community. While my field
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notes surely missed some details of my encounters, my choice to focus
on identifying significant features of each community’s response to the
SVP placements likely produced more detailed field notes than if I had
focused on immersing myself in each community.”

The bulk of my data came from in-depth interviews. In early 2009,
I informally interviewed a key informant at Health Corp as part of my
preliminary research to understand placement processes across the state.
I used the data from these interviews and the preliminary research I had
conducted to develop interview guides. Unlike a traditional survey, in-
terview guides give a list of topics to cover, with sample questions to spur
conversation about the intended topic.® My interview guide included top-
ics such as the respondent’s perspectives on the community in general,
the community’s response to the SVP placement, personal involvement
in the response, the purpose and goals of the response, and the future of
the community in light of the response to the SVP placement.

Between June 2010 and May 2011, I conducted formal in-depth in-
terviews with residents and officials in all three places. I conducted a
handful of in-person interviews in each place, but contrary to my initial
expectations, people seemed to prefer telephone interviews. For respon-
dents, this was partly a matter of convenience. On the phone, I talked
with people while they went about the mundane routines of their ev-
eryday lives, including commuting to and from work, picking up kids
from day care, and cooking dinner. While the traditional conception
of telephone interviews is that this method may stunt “natural” com-
munication® and produce a “shallower connection” with respondents,'®
I found that respondents seemed more comfortable and provided more
detailed, honest answers over the telephone. Other qualitative research-
ers have reported similar findings.'! I attribute this in part to the in-
creasing ubiquity of cell phones in everyday life. Now that cell phones
mediate many of our social interactions, telephone conversations may
feel more “natural” to some than in-person conversations. As a result,
telephone interviews may seem less “unnatural” than they used to. In my
research, spotty cell phone coverage posed problems from time to time,
but overall, telephone interviews yielded richer data while also being
more efficient and cost-eftective to conduct.

At the outset of each interview, I explained the purpose of my re-
search and the interview, and I obtained permission to audio record our
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conversations so that I could pay more attention to the conversation
than to writing down everything respondents said. In the first few in-
terviews with community members, I started by asking about the SVP
placement. Unfortunately, in each of these early interviews, the transi-
tion from administrative background information to the substance of
the interview seemed clunky. Respondents took a few minutes to warm
up, and they often did not provide as much detail as I had hoped. As
can be the case with inductive, qualitative interviewing,'* I found that I
needed to revise my interview guide based on these experiences.

A colleague suggested that it might help to start by having respon-
dents describe the everyday life of the community. Taking her advice,
I moved questions about overarching perspectives on the community
to the start of the interview. Surprisingly, this simple reorganization of
topics created a much better flow to the interviews and facilitated more
detailed answers to my questions. This may have been because respon-
dents had some level of expertise on their communities and thus felt
comfortable teaching me, an “acceptably incompetent” outsider, about
the everyday experiences that seemed so normal to them."?

Initially, I expected to conduct approximately ten interviews with
residents in each community. However, this number increased because
I continued interviewing until I reached “theoretical saturation,” or the
point at which each new interview seemed only to repeat old informa-
tion.'* In East City, I did not reach this point because of the lack of an
organized opposition to the placement and a general distrust of outsid-
ers. Both elements made it difficult for respondents to recommend oth-
ers whom I should speak with, which in turn meant that I had to spend
more time and effort finding respondents in East City. When I did find
people who were willing to participate in an interview, they had few
overlapping networks and thus little overlap in their experiences of the
SVP placement.

Table A2 provides information about the characteristics of my
samples. In conjunction with the population characteristics shown in
table A1, table A2 shows that relative to overall populations, a higher
proportion of those I interviewed in each place were female, and they
were older and had higher levels of education and income. I also in-
terviewed a higher proportion of white individuals in Deserton and
Ranchito. In East City, my sample overrepresented those who identi-
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fied as black or African American. These differences between population
and sample statistics are not surprising given that older individuals with
higher socioeconomic status are more likely to participate in civic life
in California. Civic engagement is also patterned by race in that a larger
proportion of whites reports civic engagement, followed by those who
identify as black."®

TaBLE A2. Sample Demographics
Deserton (n=12) Ranchito (n=20) East City (n = 18)

Sex

Male 33.3% 35.0% 38.9%
Female 66.7% 65.0% 61.1%
Race/Ethnicity

White 91.7% 95.0% 11.1%
Hispanic or Latino 0.0% 5.0% 16.7%
Black or African American 0.0% 0.0% 55.6%
Not reported 8.3% 0.0% 16.7%
Education

< HS graduate 0.0% 0.0% 16.7%
HS graduate 16.7% 0.0% 22.2%
Some college or associate’s 25.0% 45.0% 16.7%
Bachelor’s degree or higher 50.0% 55.0% 33.3%
Not reported 8.3% 0.0% 11.1%
Age (median) 53.0 52.0 54.0
Household income (median) $61,000 $95,000 $65,000

Table A3 provides a list of the positions of the officials I interviewed
in each town. The types of officials I interviewed were relatively con-
sistent across places, with a few exceptions. For instance, the county
supervisor for Deserton died before I began my research, so I spoke
with the supervisor in a neighboring district about his recollections of
the board of supervisors’” discussions about the placement. Other varia-
tions between places reflect the difficulties inherent in gaining access to
and rapport with prominent public figures such as politicians, those in
county administration, and state-level officials. Often, these individuals
either were too busy to speak with me or had no interest in participating
in my research.
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TABLE A3. Position Titles of Officials Interviewed
Official Position

Deputy district attorney

Deputy public defender

Chief deputy, division chief, sheriff’s department
Chief probation officer

Communications director for county supervisor
County supervisor, neighboring district

Deserton (n = 6)

Deputy district attorney

Deputy public defender

County supervisor

County sex offender task force commander

County representative for California Department of Health and Human Services
Representative for state senator

Ranchito (n = 6)

Deputy district attorney

Deputy district attorney

City council member

City attorney

Captain, East City Police Department
Detective Sergeant, sheriff’s department
County supervisor

Deputy attorney general

East City (n=8)

The recorded interviews helped immensely when I began data analysis.
[ personally transcribed all interviews, which, as others have noted,'® al-
lowed me to identify, revisit, and expand my initial impressions of com-
mon themes. The transcription process also helped me identify themes
and generate new ideas that I could then “test” against later interviews as
I continued to transcribe. After completing all transcriptions, I imported
them, along with all other documents related to each case, into qualitative
coding software for inductive coding. In the end, these methods yielded
a rich data set that allowed me to triangulate various sources of data to
understand communities’ responses to SVP placements within their local
contexts. The case studies I developed based on these data provided com-
prehensive pictures of opposition efforts and local life in each community,
as experienced and retold by the activated residents and decision makers
who participated in siting conflicts over SVP placements.

Lessons for Future Qualitative Studies

From the outset, I explicitly chose to study activated residents” perspec-
tives. As I have discussed in this appendix and in the introduction to the
book, this choice served the goals of my study well. At the same time,
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it meant that the portraits of the communities that emerged from the
data downplayed the perspectives and experiences of some marginal-
ized groups in each place. To capture these groups’ experiences, I would
have had to extend the length and cost of the study. Doing so would have
been necessary if I had aimed to develop in-depth understandings of all
facets of life in each place to generalize the findings to other places.

Instead, the scope of my research questions and the limitations of
time and money led me to choose the research design best suited to
answering questions about community responses to sex offenders. That
said, future researchers who study community dynamics must remain
attentive to the benefits and drawbacks of defining “community” in
terms of the perspectives of activated residents. Recognizing that mul-
tiple communities exist in any given place can help researchers design
their studies in ways that have the best chances of answering the re-
search questions they have developed. Where the goal is theory build-
ing, it makes sense to focus on the specific instances in question. Where
the goal is generalizability, researchers must cast a broader net to ensure
that they do not misrepresent the experiences of differentially situated
groups in each place.

As T have indicated, the research process provided lessons on case
selection, accessing communities, and collecting qualitative data. Pre-
liminary research and interviews helped me categorize and choose
cases based on variation in factors important to answering the research
question. While convenience sampling may have been easier and more
straightforward, choosing communities out of convenience would have
left more to chance. Had I done so, I would have been less confident in
finding the variation between communities that was necessary to parse
out how local contexts shaped responses to SVP placements.

Once I had chosen the three communities, I learned that luck plays
an important role in gaining access. No one can predict exactly when
a researcher will successfully work her way into a community, and, as
some have noted, gaining access is an ongoing negotiation that occurs
throughout the research process.'” I found that continuing to push
ahead, learning from mistakes, and adopting new methods all helped
create opportunities for access. In Deserton, showing up to the commu-
nity meeting and dining in the café produced few leads. My connection
there ultimately came through a source in East City, which demonstrates
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how key informants in one community can transform into social ties
that can help gain access to other communities. In my case, staying in
touch with my contacts in East City created an opportunity for access
in Deserton.

In East City, I tried to create similar opportunities by employing
multiple tactics to connect with community members. When tele-
phone contacts failed to garner enough interviews, I tried letters and
in-person visits. Some individuals responded to the letters I sent, but
I had the most success with in-person visits. The same could not be
said for Ranchito, where I had no ties or key informants. Despite advice
to cultivate such connections to gain access,'® I found that cold-calling
people in Ranchito whom I knew had been somehow involved in the
SVP placement issue produced the interviews I needed to complete my
research.

My experiences in each of these three communities demonstrate
that strategies that work in one community will not necessarily work
in another. Variations in geography and demographics may contribute
to these differences. Going into my study, I had anticipated an easier
time collecting data in urban East City because of the larger, more dense
population and the availability of more public places to recruit potential
respondents; however, I encountered more difficulties there than any-
where else. In part, this may have been due to the nature of communi-
ties in poor, urban places, which can be more insular and skeptical of
outsiders, particularly a young, white woman affiliated with a formal in-
stitution. Indeed, I constantly felt like an outsider, which for qualitative
researchers has been described as feeling like “you are not getting suf-
ficiently close to your informants and their activities to understand what
they are up to from their vantage point”'* Compared with the com-
munities in Ranchito and Deserton, my skin tone and markers of social
class (physical appearance, mannerisms, etc.) made me the least visibly
similar to community members in East City. As I went door-to-door
looking for potential respondents, and even when I talked to people on
the phone, my social position clearly demarcated me as an outsider. In
Ranchito and Deserton I could blend in to some degree because of my
skin tone, but that was much more difficult in East City. These dynamics
may have hindered my ability to connect with community members in
East City.
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Even when I did make contacts in East City, they did not always
translate into connections to other community members. For example,
I met both Marc and Miguel, but neither man knew of the other. Simi-
larly, during the brief time that I had some rapport with Miguel, his
connection to the school principal might have translated into access to
the school’s network of administrators and parents, but the principal was
generally hesitant to talk at length with me about the community and
the SVP placement. Finally, very few respondents in East City recom-
mended other people I could speak with. This may have stemmed in part
from skepticism toward and distrust of outsiders, but it may also have
been a result of the lack of an organized opposition to the placement as
compared with Deserton and Ranchito. Because of these dynamics, I
constantly found myself looking for access to different communities in
East City.

While I ultimately knocked on doors to find respondents in East City,
rural communities such as Deserton and, to some degree, Ranchito are
often spread so far apart that the door-to-door strategy can be inefficient
and potentially unsafe. More rural areas also tend to have fewer public
venues in which to get to know the place and connect with potential
respondents. When I entered the café in Deserton for the first time, I
mentioned my research to a few people as I ate my dinner. They were
friendly but ultimately had little to say. It was not until Jack introduced
me to people that they began to talk. These close-knit communities can
make it harder to get potential respondents to agree to interviews, but
once one person agrees, it can be much easier to connect with others in
the community.

Once I had established some connections in each place, I found that
data collection methods must also be fluid and adaptable. Although I
had planned for in-person interviews, the circumstances of people’s ev-
eryday lives, including my own, required more telephone interviews. I
adapted to this situation and found that it generated richer data than I
had anticipated. Furthermore, I found that familiarity with the places
that people call home and an openness to hearing about those places
at the beginning of interviews helped establish rapport with those I
interviewed.

These experiences represent only a small slice of the challenges and
rewards of conducting qualitative research in multiple communities. As
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I have demonstrated throughout this book, in-depth community studies
provide outstanding opportunities to understand how people’s everyday
lives intersect with formal institutions to shape local action, especially
when these studies take up the task of comparing experiences with simi-
lar issues across disparate places. While comparative case studies require
more time and resources than single case studies, they yield rich data
sets that can be used to parse out how the unique features of local con-
texts shape community experiences.
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