
Ken Bell Background Summ ary 

I  will preference this art icle with a quick background sum m ary on m e. I  am  a ret ired law 

enforcem ent  officer with thirty six years of experience. I  worked 21 years with the Los Angeles 

County Sheriff’s Departm ent  and 15 years with the Los Angeles County Dist r ict  At torney’s Bureau 

of invest igat ion. 

25 of those years I  was involved in all aspects of st reet  gang invest igat ions and was selected to 

work on one of the first  st reet  gang units in Los Angeles County in the early 1970’s. My expert ise 

was gang intelligence gathering, gang suppression, filing and m anaging cases, gang expert  

test im ony, and com m unity liaison. I  have been a t rainer in gang subculture and gang 

invest igat ions nat ionwide for  the past  30 years.  

The following will be som e aspects of present  st reet  gang subculture that  I  believe will help officers 

when they deal with gang m em bers during interviews, personal contacts and the overall gang 

invest igat ions. When off icers talk to gang m em bers and they have a hard t im e understanding why 

they would kill another person because of an insult  or the display of a color of a rag it  would be 

im portant  for  the officers to understand som e of the following. Gang sub cultural m orals and values 

are deeply ent renched in their cultural m ind set . 

St reet  gang m entalit y has been an influent ial factor in m any of our com m unit ies for the past  50 

years. For the past  30 years it  has becom e one of the leading peer pressure factors in m any of our 

youth’s lives. Violence and death are part  of their cultural expectat ions. You can express to them  

that  gang banging is a sure way to death or incarcerat ion and m any m ight  say.  

“ I  know it ”  or they m ight  say “ charge it  to the gam e.”  Unfortunately, for som e young m en going to 

jail is the beginning of t hem  gaining bet ter st reet  credibilit y? You earn respect  and “st r ipes”  from  

the older established gang m em bers.  



The custody experience is often like going to “college”  to learn bet ter crim inal tact ics from  the older 

m em bers. All the above reasons are why it  is cr it ical to reach young m en and young ladies early 

enough in life that  the gang sub cultural life style does not  becom e their  personal select ion of how 

they feel they want  to live.  

Present ly there are a lot  of agencies and com m unit ies that  are using gang suppression m ethods to 

address gang violence in their com m unit ies. Gang injunct ions and m ult iple agencies gang task 

forces have been law enforcem ent  t ools to m ake a com m unity im pact . For som e areas the st reet  

gangs have literally taken over locat ions of som e com m unit ies and in others the level of death and 

dest ruct ion has gripped the com m unity with a lot  of fear.  

The thing I  want  to talk about  it  that  for som e hard core gang m em bers an increased law 

enforcem ent  presence is not  a m ajor deterrent  to the m ind set  of these gang m em bers. They are 

also very aware of a local law enforcem ent  agency deploym ent  pat terns and are willing to wait  for 

those agencies to change tact ics and st rategies. They know when they see a two person unit  

instead of a norm al one person unit , there is a gang/ crim e suppression m ovem ent  by the agency 

and they text , tweet  or call the m ain people to pass the word on and the hard core lay low or get  

out  of the neighborhood. 

The older crim inal m inded gang m em bers also know how m any units are usually deployed in a 

stat ion area and will change som e of their locat ions and tact ics based on what  they feel law 

enforcem ent  is doing or responding to. Som e of the older gang m em bers have told m e that  they do 

surveillances on locat ions they want  to rob and they m ay chart  t im es of when officers go eat  in the 

areas and where they eat , m ost  frequent ly. They m ay also place a false em ergency type of a call in 

an area away from  where they m ay want  t o hit  and see how long it  takes the cars to get  back to 

the area where they plan to rob.  

Again, gang subculture for  m any gang m em bers are a way of life and their m orals and values are 

deeply ent renched in their cultural m ind set . The other subculture descr ipt ion that  I  feel is 



im portant  for  officers to be aware of is the com m unity subculture. Have you ever heard the term , 

“ they won’t  talk to us”? 

I t  is a frequent  statem ent  m ade by m any officers in som e crim e im pacted areas who are so 

frust rated that  the cit izens won’t  talk to them  at  the crim e scenes. The officers oft en go in alm ost  

resolved that  they will not  get  any inform at ion out  of the “hood.”  I  have a quest ion, have you ever 

asked your selves the quest ion, why won’t  they talk to m e? 

Have you ever wondered why? Many of the people who live in high crim e areas, don’t  want  you 

there, m any feel like you don’t  care about  them  and you don’t  speak their language. Not  the dialect  

necessarily but  the language of the com m unity, “we care about  each other,”  t ype of 

com m unicat ion. 

Som e officers don’t  understand but  you have to win the hearts and m inds of the people to allow 

them  to open up to you. For m any of them  the j ust ice system  has lost  credibilit y when you hear 

the threats from  gang m em bers causing the witnesses to change their m inds or they just  don’t  

show up, causing the crim inals to end up back on the st reets. That  is when the other system  kicks 

in, the “Killing begets killing. 

The answer for  the com m unity is we will handle these ourselves. The feeling is you can’t  protect  us 

anyway so we are going to handle this our way. When violence like this gets so ingrained, you 

cannot  arrest  your way out  of it .  

There is no sim plist ic answer but  this is a plan to at  least  address com m unity subculture issues. 

Develop a system  of intelligence integrat ion. You need to ident ify the m ost  violent  crim inals and 

then rem ove them . You then share intelligence with your other officers and adjoining agencies so 

you have the law enforcem ent  t eam  working together and last  but  not  least ,  select  good 

understanding prosecut ion (Dist r ict  At torney)  t eam s that  can be a great  asset  doing vert ical 

prosecut ions.  


