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Executive Summary

From 2005 to 2026, the Kern County Sheriff's Office (KCSO) has operated under a consistent
through-line: zero sustained findings of excessive force in fatal shootings, zero admissions
of wrongdoing, and zero individual accountability. Over this 21-year period, the agency has
built what can only be described as the "Architecture of Never"—a structural design
engineered to externalize the costs of misconduct onto taxpayers while shielding the
institution from meaningful reform.

Despite a 2015 exposé revealing Kern County as the deadliest in America for police killings

1, asubsequent Department of Justice (DOJ) pattern-or-practice investigation 2 ;and a
2020 Stipulated Judgment mandating 68 specific reforms 3 , the culture within KCSO
remains largely unchanged. This report traces the timeline of KCSO's actions, the financial
toll of its litigation strategy, and the recent escalation of violence in 2026, demonstrating
how defiance is consistently framed as frustration, and non-compliance is masked as
"progress."

Tracing the Silence: A Timeline of Defiance

The history of KCSO's response to public scrutiny and legal mandates is characterized by a
pattern of denial, superficial cooperation, and ultimate defiance. The table below outlines
key events and the corresponding institutional responses over the past two decades.

Year Event KCSO Response
2005-2015 79 people killed by Kern ﬁll 5{1 fata"l shgotmgs ruled
County law enforcement. justified" by internal panels.

The Guardian exposes Kern
County as having the highest

2015 . LD . Denial.
per-capita police killing rate in
theUS 1.

2016 California DOJ pattern-or- "Collaborate."

practice investigation opens 2



2020

2022

2023

2025

2026

2026 (April 9)

2026 (April 16)

Stipulated Judgment signed,

mandating 68 reform items 3 .

$12.1M purchase of two Airbus
helicopters during a declared
"staffing crisis" 4 .

Four Community Advisory
Council (CAC) members resign
over dysfunction and
disruptions 5 .

$30.5M Lewis verdict (2nd
largest CA police shooting
award) 6 .

Stipulated Judgment extended
to 2028; 5 of 8 areas still
deficient 7 .

Porterville BearCat killing of
David Eric Morales 8 .

Highway 58 second killing (6
days after the first Highway 58
incident) 9 .

"We'll comply."

"Force multiplier."

"Cooperative and diligent."

Internal review found shooting
"within policy."

"How long does it take to be in
compliance?"

"All bets are off."

[Silence].

The only admission Sheriff Donny Youngblood ever made was captured on video in 2006,

when he stated it was "better financially to kill them" rather than leave suspects paralyzed
and requiring lifelong care. Even this was not an admission of wrongdoing, but rather a cold
cost-benefit analysis of homicide.

The Architecture of Never

"Never admitted wrongdoing" is not merely a symptom of stubbornness; it is a deliberate
structural design. Every mechanism KCSO operates is built to prevent admission and
insulate the agency from consequence.

Internal Review: The internal review process is designed to exonerate. The same chain of
command evaluates the same officers using the same policies drafted by the same
administration. Consequently, all 54 fatal shootings between 2005 and 2015 were ruled
"justified," and even the 2020 shooting of Mickel Lewis Sr.—which resulted in a $30.5 million
federal jury verdict for excessive force—was deemed "within policy" by KCSO 6 .



Monitoring Team: The independent monitoring team, Evident Change, utilizes diplomatic
language that often converts non-compliance into "progress." In their Fifth Annual Report
(January 2026), many critical areas—including Use of Force, Canine Operations, and
Supervisory Oversight—remain in "Partial" compliance or are listed as "Pending audit" 7 .
This bureaucratic framing masks the reality that, five years into the Stipulated Judgment,
KCSO has failed to achieve full compliance in 5 of the 8 mandated areas.

Settlements: The financial consequences of misconduct are entirely externalized.
Settlements and verdicts are paid by county insurance and taxpayer funds, not by
individual officers or the department's operating budget. Because the financial burden is
absorbed without requiring policy changes or officer discipline, the institution faces no real
consequence for its actions.

Sheriff's Statements: Sheriff Youngblood's public statements consistently frame defiance
as frustration. Quotes such as "we're really close to being done" and "how long does it
take?" regarding the DOJ oversight extension reflect an administration that views
constitutional policing as a bureaucratic hurdle rather than a fundamental duty. Following
the April 2026 Porterville incident, where a suspect was run over by a KCSO armored
vehicle, Youngblood stated, "When use of force, deadly force, is used to stop a threat to save
your life, all bets are off" 8 . This rhetoric signals to deputies that under certain conditions,
standard rules of engagement no longer apply.

What "Never" Costs

The cost of never admitting wrongdoing is staggering. Kern County has paid out at least
$57.8 million in taxpayer-funded settlements and verdicts related to police misconduct.
This figure is not simply the price of wrongdoing; it is the premium paid to maintain the
illusion of infallibility.

If KCSO had admitted fault in any of the 54 fatal shootings during its deadliest decade, the
county's litigation strategy would have shifted. Admissions would have led to early
settlements, mandatory policy changes, and officer discipline. Instead, because they never
admitted fault, they never changed, and the county kept paying.

The breaking point of this strategy was the Lewis verdict in March 2025. A federal jury
awarded $30.5 million to the family of Mickel Lewis Sr., an unarmed man shot and killed by
a KCSO deputy in Mojave 6 . The jury explicitly found that the deputy used excessive and
unreasonable force. The $30.5 million award represents approximately 8.8% of KCSQ's
entire $345 million annual budget for Fiscal Year 2025-2026 10.

And still: no admission. No policy change. No officer fired.

The settlement is insured, and the premium is paid by taxpayers. The architecture is
functioning exactly as designed—externalizing every cost except the one that truly matters:



institutional honesty.

2026: The Escalation Continues

The extension of the DOJ Stipulated Judgment in March 2026 was immediately followed by
a surge of extreme violence in April.

On April 9, 2026, KCSO SWAT assisted the Tulare County Sheriff's Office during an eviction
standoff in Porterville. After a Tulare County detective was killed, KCSO deployed a BearCat
and a Rook armored vehicle. The suspect, 59-year-old David Eric Morales, was intentionally
run over and killed by the KCSO armored vehicles 8 . Sheriff Youngblood defended the
action, stating that when deadly force is required, "all bets are off."

Just one day later, on April 10,2026, KCSO deputies shot and killed 41-year-old Giovanni
Montoya Guzman following a pursuit and crash on Highway 58 9 . Six days after that, on
April 16, a second killing occurred on Highway 58. The response from KCSO regarding this
subsequent incident has been absolute silence.

Twenty-one years after the counting began, the Kern County Sheriff's Office remains
trapped in a cycle of its own making. The DOJ monitors, the multimillion-dollar verdicts,
and the public outcry have all failed to dismantle the Architecture of Never. Until the
financial and professional costs of misconduct are borne by the institution and the
individuals responsible, the silence—and the killings—will continue.
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