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CaughtIn The Crosshairs

Gun Violence Takes Its Toll On The Black Community

Blacks - 11 Percent Of The Population - Make Up Half Of
Sacramento County Gun Homicides In Last Five Years

By Robert J. Hansen
OBSERVER Staff Writer

ejion Starkes was driving from an ex-girlfriend’s
house in Natomas in February when someone
fired a gunshot into his car, causing him to crash
into the fence of a nearby school. Starkes was
killed around the corner from where his ex-girl-
friend lives, according to Starkes’ mother, Tasha
Cousins.

Starkes, 26, never owned a gun. Nor washeina

gang. He was a signed music artist and loving father, brother and
son, Cousins says.

Cousins never thought her family would fall victim to gun vi-
olence. The greater fear was that her son would take his own life
during his teens as he struggled with his mental health.

Kejion Stark-
es’ mother,
Tasha Cous-
ins, and Ke-
jion’s younger
sibling King
Pope, 14,

at the site
where Stark-
es was shot
and killed
Feb. 17. Louis
Bryant Ill,
OBSERVER

“The last five years of his life he was doing
amazing,” Cousins says. “He told me that he
didn't want to die any-
more. He said ‘T want to
live.” All his friends were
dying around him and he
was right at home on the
couch.”

Starkes had just giv-

In The

en his new girlfriend a i
Valentine’s Day basket, rnss alrs

which he displayed on

Caught

erson, who was shot and killed Dec. 30 by an-
other 10-year-old with a stolen gun retrieved
from his father’s car.

The youth’s dad, Arkete Davis, 53, plead-
ed not guilty to six charges, including child
endangerment, being a felon in possession
of a firearm and destruction of evidence.
The 10-year-old shooter was released to his
mother.

Inderkum football coach Gregory Najee
Grimes was shot in front of a downtown
nightclub July 4, 2022, three months after
the K Street shooting that killed six and in-
jured 12.

The suspect in Grimes’ slaying, Tahje Mi-
chael, was at large for 19 months until Sacra-
mento police, collaborating with the U.S. Mar-
shals Service and the TV show “America’s Most

Wanted,” apprehended
him in February.
Deborah Lew-

is-Grimes, the  slain
man's mother, told The
OBSERVER that when
she received the call that
Michael had been appre-
hended, all she could tell
the detective was “Thank

social media about 10 Taking Aim At Gun Violence you, thank you, thank
hours before he was In The Black Community you.”
killed. “Icouldn’t even formu-

His death reflects the
devastating problem fac-
ing Sacramento’s African American communi-
ty when it comes to gun violence. While Black
people make up roughly 12.6% of Sacramento
County’s population, they account for about
52% of all gun-related deaths from 2019 to
2023, according to an OBSERVER analysis of
coroner data.

In the county’s 381 gun-related homicides
from 2019 to 2023, 197 victims were Black.

Among them are 10-year-old Keith “KJ” Fri-

late anything in my mind
to go beyond gratitude,”
Lewis-Grimes says.

She credits all the members of law enforce-
ment who worked in apprehending Michael
and says getting their family’s story on nation-
al TV was crucial.

Another Black man who died from gun
violence in 2023, 21-year-old Ben Sapp, was
shot and killed in Sacramento’s Greenhaven

>CONTINUE TO PAGE 20
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neighborhood Dec. 7.

Police responded around 12:51 p.m. to the 6100 block of
Riverside Boulevard after reports of a shooting. Sapp was
found and transported to a nearby hospital, where he was pro-
nounced dead.

An arrest has yet to be made in the case.

“Our detectives are still actively investigating this case and
following up on leads,” a police department spokesperson told
The OBSERVER on Monday.

Slow Justice And Eroding Resources

No arrests have been made in Kejion Starkes’ killing either.

There’s a large disparity in unsolved homicides of Black peo-
ple, according to FBI data.

From 2018-2020, for white and Asian homicide victims, a sus-
pect remains unknown in roughly 22% of the more than 23,000
homicides during that time.

For Black victims, a suspect remains unknown, or an arrest
has not been made, in 42.5% of the nearly 30,000 homicides re-
ported during that period.

A homicide with a Black victim is nearly twice as likely not
toresultin an arrest than one involving a white, Native or Asian
victim.

That disparity in closure rates explains why so many Black
people are victims of gun violence, says DeVone Boggan, founder
and CEO of Advance Peace. “Gun violence begets gun violence.”

Boggan began fighting against gun violence in Richmond in
2005 and is a national authority on urban gun violence inter-
vention and prevention.

Advance Peace uses street outreach workers as violence in-
terrupters and adult mentors to support the decision making
and life chances of those at the center of urban gun violence.

Richmond has experienced an 82% overall reduction in total
shootings involving death or injury since Advance Peace’s in-
ception in 2007.

Advance Peace did work in Sacramento from 2018-2021. In
2018 and 2019, the city experienced no gun deaths of anyone
under the age of 18.

Boggan says the program ended in Sacramento for political
reasons.

“The men that we have doing the work [being] formerly in-
carcerated and all that,” Boggan says. ‘I think the city didn't like
the look of it.”

Boggan says the disparity in Black victims of gun violence in
Sacramento is similar to other cities that endure the same kind of
regular violence. “The victims and perpetrators are often young
men and boys of color,” Boggan says. “It's unacceptable and it
doesn’t have to be this way.”

Boggan says society needs to find a way to get stolen guns off
the streets. “Most of these guns finding their way to the com-
munities are illegal and are getting into the hands of folks that
shouldn't have them.”

The gun that killed little KJ Frierson was stolen and in the
possession of a felon who was not permitted to own a firearm.

Berry Accius, founder of Voice of the Youth, and activist Fred-
die Dearborn have worked for years to reduce gun violence in
Sacramento.

In April 2022, Accius led a march against gun violence days
after the K Street shooting, Sacramento’s deadliest.

“Enough is enough,” Accius said at the time. “Let’s hold each

ONLEADING
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“WE ARE ONLY
PEACEKEEPERS.
EVEN WHEN
SOMEONEIS
HARMED AND
GEARS VIOLENCE
TOWARD U5,
OURMENTALITY
STILLHAS TOBE
PEACEKEEPERS.

Freddie Dearborn
a change maker with
Advance Peace

ON COMMUNITY
ADVOCACY

"YOUNG MEN WHO
NEED OUR SUPPORT,
YOUNG MEN WHO
AREABOUTTO
TRAVEL DOWN THE
ROAD THAT OUR
MENTORS HAVE
BEEN THROUGK:

Mervin Brookins
founder of Brother to
Brother, a Sacramen-
to-based mentoring
program

Total Gun Homicides v Black Victims of Gun Homicide in
Sacramento County 2019-2023

B
o

w
=)

(5]
(=1

=
=3

2019 2020

60
SD I

2021

m number of gun related Black homicide vicitims

2022

m Number of gun Homicides

2023

The number of gun homicides in Sacramento County from 2019-2023 shows a disproportionate
number of Black victims. Graphic by Robert J. Hansen, OBSERVER

Gun Homicides by Race in Sacramento County 2019-2023
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other accountable.”

Gun violence rose in Sacramento, Accius
says, because it did not invest in job creation
and community youth programs such as Ad-
vance Peace. “We still have not reached those
who are committed to saying, ‘We must end
gun violence in our community,” he says.

In total, six people died from the gun vio-
lence of the K Street shooting and four of them
were Black.

The three suspects, all of whom remain on
trial, also are Black and likely will spend most,
if not all, of the rest of their lives in prison.

Dearborn, a change maker with Advance

23%

= White/Hispanic gun homicides
= Black gun Homicides

u Mexican/Latino gun homicides
= Asian/Other gun homicides

Percentage of Sacramento
County gun homicide victims
by race from 2019-2023.
Graphic by Robert J. Hansen,
OBSERVER

Peace, says somethingis needed to deter young
people from gun violence. “I'd rather be judged
by 12 than carried by six,” is the mentality of
many young people, Dearborn says. He says he
and Accius put their lives in danger every day.

“We are only peacekeepers,” Dearborn says.
“Even when someone is harmed and gears vi-
olence toward us, our mentality still has to be
peacekeepers.”

Accius says guns are much more available to
youth than they were in the 1990s. He says the
uptick of guns in our community, particularly

>CONTINUE TO PAGE 22
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Tasha Cousins holds pictures of her son Kejion Starkes, who was shot and killed Feb. 17. No arrest has been made. Louis Bryant Ill, OBSERVER
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in the hands of young people, during COVID-19 is overlooked
and that it negatively changed the tide of gun violence locally.

“[Reducing] gun violence for us is taking away the guns from
these young people and giving them other opportunities and
different access to be able to wedge their way against feeling like
they have to harm someone,” Accius says.

Legal Gun Ownership And Crimes

Approximately 4.2 million Californians legally own a total of 20
million firearms, including 9 million handguns, according to a 2018
UC Davis Health report.

Most legal owners purchased their last firearm from a retailer -
often a handgun bought primarily for protection.

Blacks make up only 4% of legal gun owners in California.

Most guns used in killings are stolen, such as in KJ Frierson’s
death.

Between 1996 and 2021, more than 5.2 million handguns and
almost 2.9 million long guns were legally purchased in California.
From 2010-2021, California law enforcement officers recovered
45,247 such guns from crime scenes, according to a 2024 UC Davis
Health study.

“Tracking the movement of firearms from legal purchase to
use in crimes can help inform prevention of firearm injuries and
deaths,” explains Hannah S. Laqueur, an associate professor in the
UC Davis Health department of emergency medicine and the
study’s senior author.

One key finding in the study is that guns reported lost are three
times more likely to be used in a crime, and stolen guns are almost
nine times more likely to be used in a crime.

“Theft is an important source of crime guns, whether as the
proximal source to the criminal possessor or simply as an import-
ant source of firearms entering the illicit market,” Laqueur says.

The Sacramento Police Department seized 1276 firearms in
2022 and 1,002 in 2023, a 21.5% decrease, according to city crime
data.

The Sacramento Sheriff’'s Office has yet to release to The OB-
SERVER similar information, which would give a better under-
standing of how police get guns off the streets countywide.

Sacramento County deputies arrested a 17-year-old this week
accused of robbing a woman at gunpoint in February, when they
met up after communicating on an app used to sell items, the sher-
iff’s office said.

Deputies arrested the 17-year-old at his apartment after execut-
ing a search warrant April 3 and found an assault rifle, two hand-
guns, firearm accessories, ammunition, replica firearms and coun-
terfeit money.

State law, according to gunpolicy.org, prohibits the sale of fire-
arms to anyone under 2L. It also prohibits the sale, loan, or transfer
of a firearm to a “minor,” a term not defined in the law but contex-
tually appears to mean those under 18.

The Mentorship Gap

Brother to Brother, a Sacramento-based mentoring program,
recognizes that at-risk young men often lack positive role models
and face various obstacles that hinder their personal growth and
development.

“We're primarily a mentoring program for young men that at
one time or another, had interactions with law enforcement,”

Guns recovered by Sacramento County deputies after the arrest of a 17-year-old April 3. Sacramento County Sheriff’s Office

says Mervin Brookins, its founder. “Young men who need our sup-
port; young men who are about to travel down the road that our
mentors have been through.”

Curtis Juniel, 47, a mentor with Brother to Brother, has been
shot 15 times and spent time in prison for attempted murder. He
now helps prevent young men from living similar experiences.
“We're giving back to the youth and hopefully changing their
mindset on their way of doing things because we've already been
through that,” Juniel says. “We didn’'t have mentors when [ was
growing up to tell me that what I was doing could get me shot or
..in prison.”

The first time Juniel was shot, in 1995, he was hit twice in a
drive-by at a house party in South Sacramento. He then was shot
11 times during a carjacking in 1999.

Juniel later went to prison for attempted murder. He had a gun
for protection while selling drugs. He says it's incredibly easy for
young people to acquire a gun: ‘A friend knows a friend and that’s
how they get their hands on guns.”

Although no communities are spared from gun violence, it has
significantly impacted predominantly Black and Brown commu-
nities for decades.

The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation has awarded UC Davis
Health a three-year, $3 million grant. The award will fund research
into the causes, complexities, and potential solutions to gun vio-
lence in disproportionately impacted Black and Brown commu-
nities.

The grant will support studies conducted by the Black and

Brown Collective, a multidisciplinary network of several insti-
tutions co-founded by Dr. Shani Buggs, the principal investigator
for the award.

Dr. Buggs, a health and public policy scholar in the UC Davis Vio-
lence Prevention Research Program and an assistant professor in its
department of emergency medicine, says research is stronger and
more beneficial to the communities it serves when it is conduct-
ed and disseminated by a diverse collective of cross-disciplinary
researchers and community partners. “This helps ensure that re-
search processes and methodologies are valid, culturally appropri-
ate, and inclusive of the historical and cultural contexts essential to
understanding and redressing inequities and power dynamics.”

Months after Kejion Starkes’ killing, police have yet to make an
arrest and his mother is still fighting for justice.

“Now [ want to see the videos, now [ want to know about the
last phone calls,” Cousins says. “I feel less protected by the police
department because whoever killed my baby is still out there.”

Cousins held a rally in late March to bring awareness to her
son’s case.

“He had just matured into the man he was going to be,” she
says. “There’s a killer out there who doesn't mind shooting some-
one near schools.”

EDITOR’S NOTE: “Caught In The Crosshairs” is a series on gun
violence and its impact on the Black community in Sacramento
and was funded by the USC Annenberg Center for Health Jour-
nalism’s 2024 California Health Equity Impact Fund.






