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Sex offenders would face tough restrictions under Jessica's Law 
- Mark Martin, Chronicle Sacramento Bureau
Friday, September 29, 2006 
(09-29) 04:00 PDT Sacramento -- California would restrict where sex offenders live and place them under electronic surveillance for life under a ballot initiative described by proponents as a long-needed crackdown on sexual predators but criticized by opponents as misguided political posturing that will have unintended consequences. 

Prop. 83, dubbed Jessica's Law for a Florida girl who was murdered by a convicted sex offender, would increase sentences and parole terms for many sex crimes. The initiative also would prohibit registered sex offenders from living within 2,000 feet of a school or park and require most offenders to wear Global Positioning System anklets for the rest of their lives. 

The initiative was created by a husband-and-wife team of Republican lawmakers who say Prop. 83 would keep sex offenders behind bars for longer periods and better control their lives after release. But critics of the initiative argue that the residence requirement would prohibit sex offenders from living in most urban areas and therefore create an influx of ex-cons in rural California. And experts who deal with sex offenders and their victims say the measure focuses its attention on stranger attacks on kids, a relatively rare occurrence. 

The initiative reflects a national trend toward increasing requirements for convicted sex offenders, which has proven politically popular in states around the country, including California. 

Polls have shown overwhelming public support, and Prop. 83 is backed by a wide-ranging group of office-seekers, including both Gov. Arnold Schwarzenegger and his opponent, Phil Angelides, and Democrat Jerry Brown and Republican Charles Poochigian, who are candidates for state attorney general. There is no organized campaign against the measure. 

The initiative is a lengthy compilation of changes to criminal law, including increasing penalties for possession of child pornography and Internet luring, and lengthening parole terms to 10 years for those convicted of serious sex crimes. A study of the initiative by the nonpartisan legislative analyst concluded that the measure would significantly increase costs -- by potentially hundreds of millions of dollars -- to the state prison and parole systems. 

Both the residency requirement and the GPS monitoring requirement would signify a major expansion of the state's control over registered sex offenders after their prison terms, and both proposals have attracted criticism. 

For Sen. George Runner, R-Lancaster (Los Angeles County), prohibiting sex offenders from living near schools or parks is basic public safety. 

"Kids shouldn't have to walk by sexual predators on their way to school,'' said Runner, who with his wife, Assemblywoman Sharon Runner, R-Lancaster, created the initiative. 

But the residency restriction on registered sex offenders -- which can include those convicted of everything from rape to indecent exposure -- concerns some who argue that it will force more sex offenders into less-dense areas, where there aren't as many schools and parks. 

"Urban California will be off limits, while rural areas become the dumping ground for sexual predators,'' complained Sen. Dean Florez, D-Shafter (Kern County). Florez noted that maps produced by the state Senate show that a big city like San Francisco, for example, has only a few spots where sex offenders could live. 

George Runner countered that sex offenders are paroled to the counties they came from, which won't change under the law. But concerns about how the residency prohibition would affect suburbs and rural areas caused one high-profile backer of the initiative, Los Angeles District Attorney Steve Cooley, to withdraw his endorsement. 

Experts who work with victims and offenders say prohibiting where someone can live has not proven to prevent crime. And they note that about 90 percent of sex crimes against children are perpetrated by someone the child knows, not a stranger lurking around a school. 

"It ignores the facts of who really abuses children,'' said Robert Coombs, with the California Coalition Against Sexual Assault, a coalition of rape crisis centers and sexual assault prevention programs. Both Coombs' group and the California Coalition on Sexual Offending, which is a group of professionals who work with sex offenders, oppose the initiative. 

While Runner and law enforcement officials also say the GPS monitoring will help prevent crime, others suggest the initiative goes too far by requiring monitoring of any registered sex offenders who went to prison, not just the ones deemed to be a high risk for offending again. The program will cost more than $100 million annually, according to the legislative analyst. 

Putting GPS anklets on every sex offender is akin to responding to a traffic accident at one rural intersection by putting stoplights at every intersection in the state, said Tom Tobin, a psychiatrist who works with sex offenders and who is the public policy chairman of the California Coalition on Sexual Offending. 

Initiative supporters insist the GPS provision will reduce crime. 

"It is a preventative tool,'' said Bonnie Dumanis, district attorney for San Diego County. "They know they're being monitored, and they will be caught if they do anything.'' 

Left unanswered in the initiative is who would monitor sex offenders after their parole term is up. Runner, who said he favors a state-run program instead of leaving it to local governments, said future legislation could determine that issue. 

Critics of the initiative like Tobin argue that California, which is one of only 10 states in the country that doesn't offer in-prison treatment to sex offenders, should focus on preventative programs and treatment programs that have been shown to help reduce sex crimes. 

"We have to think a little bit more carefully about how to prevent sexual abuse and violence,'' he said. 

Despite the concerns, the initiative seems likely to succeed. A Field Poll in August showed that 76 percent of voters favored Prop. 83 and only 11 percent opposed it. 

The campaign for Jessica's Law has raised more than $1.8 million to get the measure on the ballot and promote it. The biggest contributors include the Viejas Indian tribe and an Inland Empire developer. Two companies that sell GPS systems also have given money. 



Proposition 83 

Prop. 83, also dubbed Jessica's Law, is designed to toughen penalties for certain sex crimes and provide more restrictions for registered sex offenders. 

-- Allows for a felony charge to be filed against someone for possessing one piece of child pornography. 

-- Broadens the state's Sexually Violent Predator law that allows for civil commitment of offenders once their criminal sentence is complete. 

-- Prohibits registered sex offenders from living within 2,000 feet of a school or park. 

-- Requires most registered sex offenders to wear GPS monitoring devices for the rest of their lives. 

For more information 

-- For: www.JessicasLaw2006.com 

-- Against: www.cacj.org 

-- Independent: www.lao.ca.gov 

-- The Chronicle: sfgate.com/campaign2006/ 
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