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Why do some face blocks and intersections have more random gunfire than other
face blocks and intersections? Are those street blocks with high incidences of random
gurfire physically and socially distinct from others with low incidences of random
gunfire? Using 1996 Dallas Police Department’s calls for service data, physical
observation data, and 1990 Census block centroid data, this manuscript: (1) provides an
overview of the nature and extent of the random gunfire problem across face blocks and
intersections of a small suburb of Dallas, TX; (2) examines the differences in the physical
and social attributes of face blocks and intersections with high and low incidences of
random gunfire; and (3) examines the physical and social characteristics of other crime
distributions in an effort to determine whether predictors of random gunfire are crime-
specific or generalizable across crime types.

The results suggest that there are differences in the physical and social predictors
of random gunfire across units of analysis. Specifically, face blocks and intersections
that are proportionally more residential than vacant with more nuisance crimes and
disturbance crimes have a greater likelihood of random gunfire than units of analysis
without these characteristics. The findings also suggest that increased property values are

associated with a greater likelihood of random gunfire. While this finding is



contradictory to what the crime and place literature suggests, it appears consistent with
what is known about the nature of random gunfire. Finally, the predictors of random
gunfire do not appear to be crime-specific. Specifically, the models used to estimate the
distribution of random gunfire in the research site appear to fit the robbery data, assault
data, and drug crime data well. These models provide a poor fit to the distribution of

nuisance crimes and disturbance crimes in the research site.
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CHAPTERI

DESCRIPTION OF THE PROBLEM

Anecdotal evidence from newspaper headlines to television broadcasts suggests
that random gunfire is a serious problem in many cities around this country and has
accounted for a number of deaths and serious injuries. Defined as “the indiscriminate
shooting of a gun into the air which does not involve other incidents of gunfire such as
aggravated assault or attempted murder” (Dallas Police Department Random Gunfire
Reduction Proposal, 1993), random gunfire is highly prevalent over holiday seasons 4+
of July, Cinco de Mayo, New Years) but occurs throughout the year. Moreover, random
gunfire has also been attributed to sporting event celebrations (see Mazerolle, Frank,
Rogan, Watkins, and Kadleck, 1997). While only recently gaining attention in the
national news media and receiving virtually no attention in the social scientific literature,
the problem of random gunfire has been a focal point for residents in their respective
communities and police agencies responsible for policing these communities for
numerous years. Some residential communities are literally paralyzed with fear on a
daily basis and residents become prisoners in their homes on holidays with traditions of
random gunfire such as the Fourth of July, Cinco de Mayo, and New Year’s Eve
(Personal Communication Redwood City Police Officials, July 8, 1997).

While the theoretical and empirical basis for the random gunfire problem has yet
to be rigorously examined, evidence from various media sources, community prevention

campaigns, and police initiatives suggest that the random gunfire problem is a serious



problem and warrants investigation from a social scientific perspective. For example, in
1993 random gunfire took the life of a Boston tourist over New Year’s Eve. Amy
Silberman, on vacation in New Orleans, LA, was killed when a stray bullet crashed
through the top of her head, traveled through her brain, and lodged in her neck.
Conversation with a member of the Board of Directors and founder of the “New Year
Coalition” in New Orleans indicated that the problem has worsened over the last four to
five years. Steve Picou stated that the police believed gunfire was reaching new levels as
they estimated that approximately 250,000 rounds were fired skyward from 1993 to 1995.
Further, he remarked: “the sound of gunfire over New Year’s Eve has merged into a roar.
You can hear the bullets crashing into roofs, crackling through the trees and bushes and
striking car hoods” (Personal Communication Dallas Police Officials, December 4,
1996).

Spearheaded by the Board of Directors, the City of New Orleans recently
established a program in 1994 called the “New Year Coalition” which is responsible for a
public awareness campaign comprised of billboards and fliers that present messages to
the public that random gunfire is dangerous and illegal. Additionally, this program has
television commercials that feature strong messages and images about the dangers
associated with celebratory gunfire. While the organization is small and relatively new,
the members indicate it is growing at a rapid pace. The chair of the Board of Directors
intimated that members of the “New Year Coalition” have begun to assist the police with
the problem of random gunfire as the New Orleans Police Department does not have the
resources to handle this problem alone (Personal Communication Chair of New Orleans
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Board of Directors, October 20, 1997).

In Redwood City, CA, approximately 4 years ago residents of a small community
(Redwood Village) mobilized in a coordinated effort to address the problem of random
gunfire in their community. Community residents expressed serious concerns over the
extent of random gunfire in the area. They felt as if they were trapped in their own
community. One resident said that, “It’s just the fear of somebody’s kid being shot due
to the amount of gunfire daily” (San Francisco Chronicle, August 30, 1995).

To address the issue of random gunfire, a group of community activists enlisted
support from neighborhood residents, the upper administration within the Redwood City
Police Department, members of City Government, and the local television and radio
networks. Through numerous news broadcasts both on the radio and on television,
community leaders consistently expressed their concems over the problem of random
gunfire. Additionally, City Council as well as Redwood City Police Depamnent;s
Administration were approached on a regular basis by the community group stressing the
importance of devising strategies to address the problem of random gunfire. The rigorous
efforts lobbied by the community group resulted in the Redwood City Police Department
initiating a public information campaign about the dangers associated with random
gunfire and the punishments associated with performing such illegal activity.! Moreover,

the Redwood City Council approved a contract to test an urban gunshot locator system in

! The Redwood City Police Department issued a challenge to all residents in the
gunshot riddled community of Redwood Village. Every resident that turned in a
neighbor who was illegally discharging a firearm would be rewarded $500.
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their community (Mazerolle, Frank, Rogan, and Watkins, 1998).

Residents in the troubled Redwood City neighborhood are quite content with the
public information campaign and the implementation of the gunshot location system.
Some residents say they believe the incidences of random gunfire are down primarily
because of the police department’s public information campaign against random gunfire.
Still other Redwood City residents claim that they “are sleeping easier since the system
was installed and are convinced it has deterred gunfire in the neighborhood (San Jose
Mercury News, February 12, 1997). Redwood City Police Administration also supports
both the public information campaign and the system. A sergeant speaking to reporters
about the impact of the public information campaign stated that “I don’t know what it
was, but in eleven years I’ve never heard it so quiet. I stood in the same place I stood last
year, and last year we went crazy chasing gunshots™ (Silent Night After Action Report,
January 1, 1995). It is difficult to determine whether the perceived reduction of gunfire
in the area can be attributed to either strategy or to both, but it seems likely that the
proactive efforts undertaken by Redwood City residents, the Redwood City Police
Department and City council have instilled the idea in the community that people firing
their weapons will be caught.

The problem of random gunfire has also plagued communities in other areas of
California as well as Texas. For instance, headlines on December 29, 1995 in the East
Palo Alto News read “PUBLIC SAFETY: Police won’t tolerate gunfire.” Similar to the
gunfire problem in Redwood City, the City of East Palo Alto, CA is trying to stamp out a
New Year’s Eve tradition gone awry. The East Palo Alto Police Department issued a
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