New data shows twice as many sex offenders missing
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Iowans are no closer to knowing where dangerous sexual predators live, despite huge amounts of time, money and political rhetoric spent on better tracking them over the past year.

Authorities cannot find twice as many sex offenders since a state law went into effect last year banning offenders from living near child care centers and schools, according to new statistics obtained by the Iowa Department of Public Safety. As of last week, 298 of more than 6,000 sex offenders statewide were unaccounted for by law enforcement vs. 142 on June 1, 2005.

The number of missing offenders — roughly 1 in 20 now, vs. 1 in 46 before the state's 2,000-foot law went into effect — is a conservative count, police say. It does not include offenders who lie about their whereabouts, those who no longer register or those who have moved into the state undetected.

Numerous law enforcement officials — police, sheriffs and prosecutors in rural and urban areas — said last week that the gap in the offenders' whereabouts underscores the myriad problems associated with the 2,000-foot law.

Among the most trouble- some: The measure affects only where offenders sleep, not whom they come in contact with. It does not affect thousands of offenders who were "grandfathered in" and continue to live near children. And it treats low-level offenders as seriously as it does the worst predators.

What's more, numerous officials say the law is creating a new population of people who are homeless, while encouraging others to lie and say that they are.

Scott County Attorney Bill Davis, who believes the law should be repealed, said that he has consulted several prosecutors across the state, and that they are in agreement: "It's the wrong path. It doesn't make anyone safe, and it's just plain not fair."

Steven Conlon , assistant director of the Iowa Division of Criminal Investigation, said he did not know that more sex offenders were unaccounted for until the Des Moines Sunday Register inquired last week. He said the Department of Public Safety has not done much analysis of the sex offender registry to determine where offenders are living. However, he said, that should begin soon. He also said the state will soon have a Web site that will better map where sex offenders are located and include pop-up balloons that show offenders' faces.

Conlon said he believes it's too soon to tell whether the 2,000-foot law that went into effect in September has caused fewer sex offenders to report their whereabouts. Law enforcement agencies were more lax about updating the state's sex offender registry before the law went into effect.

"Before, we were probably allowed a little bit more time," Conlon said. Of recent efforts to update the registry, he said, "We probably have never been as current and timely as we are now."

Des Moines Police Chief William McCarthy echoed many peers, saying last week that he fears political cowardice will stop state legislators from overhauling the well-intentioned measure. Thus far, he said, the law has only sapped resources while giving the public a false sense of improved safety.

"Nobody wants to be seen as sticking up for the sexual offender at the expense of the child," McCarthy said.

Des Moines police have had to devote two full-time investigators to tracking sex offenders in the wake of the state ban and the passage of a similar, more-restrictive ordinance in Polk County. At the same time, locating the roughly 350 sex offenders in the capital city has become more difficult.

Sgt. Todd Dykstra said that almost all of the 87 arrest warrants issued for offenders who failed to register after the ban remain outstanding today. Some offenders simply report now that they are homeless, living under a bridge or sleeping in cars at rest stops, because registering whereabouts is mandatory, Dykstra and his peers elsewhere said.

"And then, oh my gosh, where do you begin?" Dykstra said. "It's a difficult task that we've been charged with, but we are making every effort."

Meanwhile, the state law and ordinances that have been passed in several Iowa cities and counties since have moved problems elsewhere.

Dallas County Sheriff Brian Gilbert said his county has more registered sex offenders today because the ordinance passed in Polk County has left very few places where offenders can live there. More than 30 were registered in Dallas County in September; now there are 52.

"I suspect Dallas County could enact its own ordinance, but then that just drops it down to someone else. And that's not the right thing to do," he said.

Last year, the Legislature took several steps to improve tracking and to bolster criminal penalties against those who prey on children. The move came in the wake of the slaying of 10-year-old Jetseta Gage, who was abducted from her home in Cedar Rapids. Among other measures, legislators required the state to develop a better method to assess the public safety risk posed by those who have committed crimes involving children, and to make that information available to the public.

However, the general public still cannot tell how big of a risk most offenders pose, let alone their full criminal histories. The risk assessments the state was required to provide by this year on the registry apply only to new registrants — amounting to 125 of more than 6,000 offenders.

Senate Republican Leader Stewart Iverson of Clarion said that it's apparent to him that offenders who pose the most risk need to be prioritized, but that it's too early to say what legislators will do this year. However, he said, the new law can't be blamed for sex offenders not accounting for their whereabouts. "With or without the 2,000-foot rule, the fact remains that they are supposed to tell law enforcement where they are living," Iverson said.

Since the law went into effect, law enforcement agencies have tried to do a better job of locating offenders, Iverson said, and that should give Iowans better peace of mind.

A number of ideas are being bandied about at the Legislature to change the 2,000-foot law. However, state Sen. Dick Deardon, a Des Moines Democrat who has been vocal on the issue, said it will be difficult to change.

"No one wants a postcard to come out two weeks before the election saying they are lax on sex offenders," he said.

"I'm sure there's going to be a lot of closed-door stuff," he said. "People are going to have to say, 'OK, we won't go after you if you don't go after us.' "

