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Caribou area counselor helps victims ofOregon shooting
BY CHRISTOPHER
BOUCHARD
AROOSTOOK REPUBLICAN &
NEWS

CARIBOU — Rani Be-
langer, a guidance counsel-
or for area students and a
disaster mental health vol-
unteer for the Red Cross,
recently took a trip to Rose-
burg, Oregon, to help those
who experienced trauma
during the recent shooting
at Umpqua Community
College.

“I provided grief coun-
seling and mental health
triage just to see how peo-
ple were and what they
would need once we left,”
said Belanger, who was

one of four people from
Maine to travel to Oregon
for the Red Cross and the
only person from north-
ern Maine. A total of 12
people in the country from
the Disaster Mental
Health division of Red
Cross made the trip west.

“They called and asked
if I could respond to the
UCC school shooting,” Be-
langer said. “I called my
school district and asked
if it would be all right for
me to be out for an ex-
tended time, and they
were hugely supportive.”

Belanger was in Rose-
burg for six days, and she
worked primarily with
UCC staff and students.

She also helped organize
an event for the first re-
sponders.

“People don’t always
think of them as being in
serious need, but they are.
They saw some pretty hor-
rendous things that day,”
she said.

A gunman stormed into
a classroom at the commu-
nity college on Oct. 1, shot
his English professor at
point-blank range, then
picked off other victims
one at a time, killing eight
more before getting into a
shootout with police and
committing suicide, ac-
cording to the Reuters
news agency.

Belanger also served on
a panel for the wives and
significant others of the
first responders.

“[The first responders’
wives] really weren’t sure
how to support them,” Be-
langer said. “[The first re-
sponders] go back home
when it’s all said and done,
and they have these horrif-
ic images in their head that
they can’t get out.”

The Red Cross also host-
ed a community event,
which Belanger participat-
ed in, where anyone from
the community could come
in and talk to someone
about their experience.

“I was glad I did that,
because two gentlemen
came in who had seen the
shooter just moments be-
fore everything hap-
pened,” Belanger said.

“They had an exchange
with him in the bathroom
and were feeling incredi-
ble guilt about not doing
anything more.”

According to Belanger,
one of the most significant
revelations of her experi-
ence was that the school
staff for Regional School
Unit 39 serving Caribou,
Limestone and Stockholm
is well trained to handle a
threat if one were to
occur.

“Hopefully nothing that
horrific or tragic ever
happens here,” Belanger
said. “But if it did, I can
safely say that our school
district is pretty well pre-
pared.”

Rani Belanger

After 30 years of helping gangmembers,
priest is slowing a bit but still determined
BY BRITTNY MEJIA
LOS ANGELES TIMES

LOS ANGELES — In a
small mortuary in East Los
Angeles, a mother wept
over the silver casket hold-
ing her son. Behind the
pews, photos of Roger Sori-
ano showed a young man
throwing up gang signs
with friends, a tattoo read-
ing “JB” for Jardin 13
etched into his scalp.

He had been killed at 21,
shot dead as he allegedly
tried to rob a shopkeeper.

Behind the pulpit on that
July day, the priest betrayed
no strain in conjuring up
virtues from the short arc of
a life that had ended so
messily.

“I knew Roger when he
was a little kid and later on
when he was a teenager, and
you could always see the
goodness. Always,” Father
Greg Boyle said. “Where
Roger is right now, he has
the same perspective that
God has. The same God that
is too busy loving us to be
disappointed.”

For decades now, young
men who died by the gun
have gotten their final bene-
diction from Boyle, who
began as a fresh-faced,
30-something priest in an
era when the City of Angels
churned out gang carnage
on an industrial scale, in-
spiring movies such as
“Boyz n the Hood” and “Col-
ors” and making “drive-by”
part of the country’s lexi-
con.

In some years in the early
1990s, more than 2,000 peo-
ple were killed in Los Ange-
les County. The deaths came
hard and fast. During one
three-week period, Boyle
buried eight young men and
boys.

Boyle is now 61. His hair
has thinned and turned
white. Soriano’s funeral was
his 200th connected to the
gang lifestyle. But he had
gone months without one.

“I couldn’t go through all
that again,” Boyle said. “It
was too intense, but you do
it. It was like war.”

Few people can lay
claim to witnessing the
evolution of violence in
L.A. like Boyle, a Jesuit
who in 1988 created Jobs
for a Future at the Dolores
Mission parish in Boyle
Heights. That became
Homeboy Industries, a
company devoted to help-
ing young men and women
transition away from
gangs through education,
job training and employ-
ment.

After the 2008 economic
collapse, Homeboy Indus-
tries almost went broke.
This year, it was named in a
federal gang indictment.

But during that time,
gang crime, especially homi-
cides, plummeted. Notwith-
standing a recent surge in
violence, particularly in
South L.A., the city is a far
less violent place than it
once was.

The Sheriff’s Department
estimates that there are
about 65,000 gang members
in L.A. County. In the mid-
90s, the number topped
90,000.

In the beginning, Boyle
was consumed by his mis-
sion, taking late-night calls
after yet another bout of
neighborhood mayhem.
Today, the priest, who’s
been battling leukemia for
more than a decade, says he
has been able to slow down.

“I’m more balanced about
it. My job isn’t to fix or res-
cue or to save,” he said from
his Chinatown office. “It’s to
accompany, see people, lis-

ten to them. … I think it’s
the reason I don’t burn out
now. I haven’t been close to
burnout since 1992.”

Boyle now winces at the
motto that still graces T-
shirts throughout Homeboy
Industries: “Nothing stops a
bullet like a job.”

In those days, especially
with SWAT teams cracking
down in neighborhoods, he
believed what the county re-
ally needed was a SWAT
team of employers sweeping
down Pico Gardens and hir-
ing gang members.

“It’s partly right, because
you need a reason to get up
in the morning and a reason
not to gangbang, and jobs do
that,” Boyle said. “But now,
after working with gang
members for 30 years, I can
see that it’s about healing.”

Over the years, Boyle has
been celebrated as a hero
and an L.A. original. But he
has also been criticized,
often by police officers who
insist that he’s naive about
gang members and shields
them from law enforcement.

LAPD Detective Jose
Ramirez, a homicide inves-
tigator in the Hollenbeck Di-
vision, which includes
Boyle Heights, Lincoln
Heights and El Sereno, re-
calls doing foot patrols in
the neighborhood in 1991
and seeing Boyle out talking
with gang members.

“I think that probably
made it very difficult for the
officers to work with Greg
Boyle,” Ramirez said. “I
know a lot of the officers
probably weren’t too fond of
him. Probably felt like he
was on the wrong side. I
think it was them not under-
standing his goals and what
he was trying to accom-
plish.”

Although Ramirez said he
never had an issue with
Boyle, he recalls investigat-
ing a number of crimes in
which the officer would stop
someone and later find out
the person was working for
Homeboy Industries.

“We sometimes got that
feeling that maybe they
were just using him,”
Ramirez said. “They’re in-
volved with Homeboy Indus-
tries during the day, but at
nighttime they were out
there still committing
crimes.”

In June, a federal indict-
ment of nearly two dozen
gang members in L.A.’s
northeast neighborhoods
named Homeboy Industries,
saying several of the defen-
dants used the building to do
business. Prosecutors also
say a gun exchange took
place at Homeboy Indus-
tries.

The priest is not named in
any of the criminal charges,

and there is no investigation
against Boyle or Homeboy,
said Meredith Davis, a spe-
cial agent with the Bureau
of Alcohol, Tobacco, Fire-
arms and Explosives.

Boyle said it’s the occa-
sional cost of working with
people whom not a lot of oth-
ers would touch.

“I don’t ever want us to be
terrified of tarnishing our
reputation or wondering,
‘What if one of our clients
turns around and does some-
thing awful?’ It’s happened,”
Boyle said. “But I don’t
think a drug addict relaps-
ing reflects in any way on a
good rehab. … Relapse hap-
pens, especially when you’re
dealing with folks who are
frankly the least likely to
succeed based on their own
pasts and difficulties.

“We can work with the
most likely to succeed. I’m
not interested in that.”

And he has a few sharp
words for the police, liken-
ing them to the parking at-
tendant at USC Norris Com-
prehensive Cancer Center,
where he occasionally goes
for treatments. The atten-
dant has contact with can-
cer patients in the same way
that police officers have con-
tact with gang members, he
said.

Yet you’d never invite the
parking attendant to sit on a
panel on curing leukemia,
he said.

“The idea that any law
enforcement agency or per-
son would ever know these
gang members better than
Homeboy Industries is im-
possible,” Boyle said. “But
we have to put up with
their nonsense, ‘Oh, pat
pat, condescension, oh
Homeboy, they’re so naive.
If only they knew gang
members like we do.’
Which is preposterous.

“The day won’t ever come
when ATF or anybody
knows these gang members
better than Homeboy Indus-
tries. Never, ever, ever.”

In the old days, Boyle ne-
gotiated truces and peace
treaties among warring
gangs. He stopped doing that
years ago, believing that in
many ways it endorsed the
cohesion of a gang. He would
work with the human being,
he decided, not the gang.

Sitting in his office re-
cently, the priest studied a
young man seated in front of
him, taking in the tattoo on
his forehead and bruised
eye.

Miguel had just gotten out
of prison and was hoping to
join Homeboy’s 18-month
training program. He’d
spent the previous night at a
Denny’s, after his mother
made him leave her Watts
home to keep him away

from a gang that had jumped
him. He had nowhere else to
go, he said.

“What neighborhood are
you from?” Boyle asked
curtly.

“I don’t gangbang,”
Miguel said.

Although skeptical, Boyle
told Miguel to come in for a
drug test to start the process
of joining the program.
Miguel was just one of doz-
ens of people, mostly young
men and teenage boys, who
took a seat in front of Boyle’s
desk that Wednesday. They
confided in Boyle like they
would a priest inside a
church confessional. He
called each of them “mijo”
or “mija,” and gave them a
hug. Some he handed cash to
help them out.

Occasionally Boyle’s at-
tention would stray past the
person before him, past the
glass doors, which were
kept meticulously clean so
he could see what was going
on outside. He said the vio-
lence from the early days
had given him a hyper-vigi-
lance born out of post-trau-
matic stress disorder.

Recent years have seen a
different kind of stress. In
2010, the same year Boyle’s
book, “Tattoos on the
Heart,” was released, the or-
ganization had to lay off 300
people. Because of the reces-
sion, foundations pulled
back funding.

“We started to unravel,”
Boyle said. “It’s that kind of
desperate moment where
you go, ‘OK, we don’t have
enough money to do this’ …
and then we’d bring them in
anyway … hoping against
hope that somebody would
wave a magic wand.”

Today, the organization
has had to bring in fewer
people, and it barely manag-
es to raise the $10 million a
year needed, Boyle said.

“A lot of people say this is
a front for the Mexican
mafia,” he said. “Maybe if
we were … we wouldn’t
have so many financial dif-
ficulties.”

Boyle has had to slow
down too. Homeboy employ-
ees have taken over more of
the daily responsibilities,
sometimes sitting in his of-
fice, where a “Chillin’ with
my homies” sign hangs
among dozens of photos of
people who have come
through his life.

“It’s not so much that the
place runs without me. The
place’s heart beats without
me,” Boyle said. “And that’s
good, because how do I
break this to them? I’m not
going to be here forever. I
don’t plan on going any-
where, but I don’t know any-
body for whom death is an
exception.”
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Father Greg Boyle, executive director of Homeboy Industries in Los Angeles, talks to cli-
ent Anthony Ortega, 20, while inside his office in 2003.

Tide turns against
US restrictions
on sex offenders
BY BARBARA GOLDBERG
REUTERS

Nearly two decades have
passed since Josh Gravens,
then 12 years old, was play-
ing with his 8-year-old sister
and touched her body in an
inappropriate way, landing
himself on a sex offender reg-
istry.

His sister forgave him
long ago but Gravens still
worries that the incident
could force him out of his
Dallas home.

Concerns about sexual
predators have led communi-
ties in 30 U.S. states to adopt
laws limiting where regis-
tered sex offenders can live,
typically keeping them away
from schools, parks or other
places where children con-
gregate.

Gravens, now 29 and an
advocate for prisoner rights,
spends a lot of his time court-
ing Dallas City Council mem-
bers, including volunteering
on election campaigns, in
hopes of preventing them
from imposing rigid limits
on where sex offenders may
live.

“It would be absolutely
disruptive and possibly push
me out of a town where I fi-
nally feel like I’ve found my
way,” said Gravens, who
lives near a park. “Dallas is
the first city I felt I had a
chance. A lot of places I was
terrified of my own name.”

Increasingly tough laws
adopted in the United States
over the past 20 years have
had the unintended conse-
quence of forcing many of
the nation’s 800,000 regis-
tered sex offenders into
homelessness. That in turn
makes them harder to track,
according to law enforce-
ment, and strips them of the
stable homes advocates say
are key to getting a job and
rehabilitation.

Recently there has been
something of a backlash
against such residency re-
strictions — with courts
striking them down in 2015
in New York, Massachusetts
and California. Last week in
Rhode Island, a federal judge
granted a restraining order
that allowed high-risk of-
fenders who live within 1,000
feet of a school to stay in
their homes at least until
January. This week in Texas,
civil rights advocates de-
manded that 46 small com-
munities immediately re-
scind their residency restric-
tions or be sued.

At the same time, Wiscon-
sin legislators are consider-
ing a bill for a statewide stan-
dard, which would upend
local ordinances.

In Dallas, where Gravens
lives, the City Council set
aside a proposal for residen-
cy restrictions due to lack of
evidence that bans work.

Gravens, part of the effort
to get city leaders to moth-
ball the plan, spoke out about
how his mother’s call to a
Christian center seeking ad-
vice about her son’s adoles-
cent curiosity had triggered
a police report that landed
him in jail the next day.

His sister helped get his
name off the public registry
but Gravens, now a divorced
father of three, remains on a
separate list available to law
enforcement until he turns 31.

A Department of Justice
report in July on dealing
with sex offenders found
“the evidence is fairly clear
that residence restrictions
are not effective” and may
even expose communities to

greater danger.
Residency bans have aris-

en from public sex offender
registries, which require
people who have served their
sentence to continually up-
date for decades — often for
life — their photograph,
physical description, address
and place of employment.
Failure to do so means felony
arrest.

Today, thousands of regis-
trants are people like Gra-
vens who committed offenses
as minors, said Elizabeth Le-
tourneau, a professor at
Johns Hopkins Bloomberg
School of Public Health.

Supporters say residency
restrictions are meant to
thwart adult strangers lurk-
ing nearby to snatch child
victims.

“I don’t want those people
living near children,” said
Ron Book, a Florida lobbyist
and nationally recognized
proponent of residency re-
strictions.

“If you put young children
in the faces of people prone
to commit sexually deviant
behaviors on children, there
is a greater chance than not
that they’ll act out. They’ll do
their thing,” Book said.

But more than 90 percent
of offenders who target chil-
dren are known to the chil-
dren and their families, and
more than 30 percent of those
offenders are minors them-
selves, said Jill Levenson, a
professor at Barry Universi-
ty in Florida who has studied
offenders.

In some municipalities,
enormous buffer zones sur-
rounding places where chil-
dren gather have effectively
placed every possible resi-
dence off-limits to sex offend-
ers, often regardless of
whether the victim of their
offense was a child.

The California Depart-
ment of Corrections and Re-
habilitation said in a 2010 re-
port that after a 2,000 foot
barrier was enacted state-
wide in 2006, homelessness
among paroled sex offenders
“increased by approximately
24 times. Presently, more
than one-third of all sex of-
fenders on parole have be-
come transient.”

Parole officers said it was
harder to supervise home-
less parolees, and the depart-
ment announced in March it
would no longer impose the
restrictions.

“There are some hopeful
signs that evidence may tri-
umph over emotion and hys-
teria,” said Emily Horowitz,
a professor at St. Francis Col-
lege in New York who has
studied the restrictions.

Despite signs of changing
attitudes, new residency
bans continue to be approved
by local politicians across
the U.S. In Maine alone, the
towns of Old Orchard Beach,
Biddeford and Saco all
passed 750-foot residency re-
strictions in recent months.

Elsewhere, municipalities
expanded the size of existing
restrictions, such as Flower
Mound, Texas, broadening a
1,500-foot barrier to 2,000 feet
and Providence, Rhode Is-
land, tripling a 300-foot bar-
rier to 1,000 feet.

But Gravens said he had
hope that public opinion was
changing.

“I do believe the tide is turn-
ing,” Gravens said. “It has
very much to do with the fact
that people are coming out of
the darkness, speaking about
their experiences and saying
‘We’re just trying to get on
with our lives. Can we?’”


