RESPONDING TO HATE GROUPS—

Adopted from the National Conference for Community and Justice (NCCJ)

Areas in Iowa have experienced the challenge of hate crime activity in their communities. In response to requests from communities to put in place steps that a community can immediately take to prepare for a hate group activity, this document has been developed. Key recommendations are to work in very close cooperation with law enforcement officials, and that coalitions be established –ahead of time--with other organizations and faith communities to work together to counter hate groups. Most of the information in this report was drawn from the experiences of NCCJ communities and organizations such as Klan Watch at the Southern Poverty Law Center.  

Throughout their various incarnations over the past 125 years, one thing remains true about hate groups such as the Ku Klux Klan: when they come to your city or town, they are usually looking to cause conflict. Hate groups thrive on division and racial tensions that split communities, and will latch onto any issue that can be exploited to recruit new members. Their goal is to recruit impressionable and alienated people by tapping into their sense of fear about the future. By creating a list of scapegoats, they lay the blame of the nation's woes on those who are different and not well known. 

In addition to the use of violence and criminal behavior, hate groups also employ the media to make their message known. Standing behind the First Amendment, they show their hatred in public demonstrations, rallies and parades. Many argue that hate groups' activities should be ignored since countering their message will only bring attention to the hate groups' efforts. However, only by taking a proactive stance can the message of hate and division be countered. Failing to do so will allow these groups to build inroads into the community and, ultimately, create a permanent platform of hate and ignorance. 

The best allies of hate groups in a community are fear and silence. The greatest threat to hate groups is a clear public rejection of their bigoted message. It does not take an army to drive out hate groups, which have come for a demonstration or march. A public statement of opposition from city officials, level-headed citizenry carrying unmistakable messages of rejection, and a conspicuous absence of public participation at the event is enough to discourage hate group events in most communities.  

While combating hate crimes is primarily the burden of law enforcement officials, the public at large has the responsibility to guard their communities from the divisive influence of hate groups. Cooperation is needed from the police, city and town officials, clergy of different faiths, schools and the media.  When government officials go on the record as opposing these groups; when the media provides balanced information that treats hate groups not as harmless oddities but as a real threat to community harmony; when clergy provide moral direction on responding to organized hatred - then the community can undercut the destructive message of hate. 

It is the responsibility of the entire state to prevent a level of complacency when faced with hate group activity. One of our primary weapons is our mission to fight bias, bigotry and racism. It is imperative that we help to spread the message that there are positive avenues to pursue when confronting bigotry.    

Positive Community Responses to Hate

There are several ways to positively counter hate groups with community responses that have proven to be beneficial in stifling the message of hate. Hate group activity touches everyone in the community; therefore, people of goodwill must stand together in exposing the ugliness of hate. 

Prepare in Advance for Hate Groups

Hate groups are well organized, well funded, and dedicated to their mission of hate. To counter these groups, people of goodwill and unity must begin a new effort to create strategic alliances with other like minded groups to effectively prepare for hate group activity. This entails interfaith dialogue, civic cooperation and strong leadership from the entire community. This is especially true for communities that are aware of Klan activity in nearby towns or cities.

Avoid the Hate Group's Event and Counter-Protests

When hate groups announce plans for an event in a community, people are generally unsure how to respond. Often, confrontational counter-rallies are planned at the same location in an effort to shout down the messages of hate. Although tempting, these counter-rallies have proven to be both dangerous and counter-productive, given the increasing amount of violence that occurs when the groups clash. Hate groups have perfected the art of inciting violence and, then, claiming that the violence came from the protestors, rather than the hate group. 

Counter-protestors often give hate groups exactly what they need to spread their message of hate: media coverage, large crowds, and an opportunity to claim that their rights under the First Amendment have been violated. In many instances, the media cannot distinguish between the hate groups’ sympathizers and curious on-lookers. This can result in inflated estimations of support at rallies and marches. All of this can be avoided by staying away from the proximity of the event.  

Organize an Alternative Event in Another Part of Town

To discourage attendance at hate group events, communities should plan a multi-cultural event that encourages family participation. This event should be in a different part of the town and be held near the time of the hate group's event. By giving the community a positive outlet for their concerns and feelings, the hate groups' presence can be turned into an event that strengthens the community in the long run.

Do Not Try to Stop the Hate Group's Event

It is not uncommon for concerned citizens to make efforts to prevent the hate group from actually having their event. The most common route is to pressure city officials to deny parade or rally permits, but this is rarely effective because of the protections afforded by the First Amendment. Hate groups have won scores of cases against communities that have attempted to block their event. The event is usually held and efforts undertaken by the community result in more publicity for the hate group.

Make Use of the Local Newspaper by Placing Positive Ads and Editorials     

When hate groups come to a local community, citizens should consider the option of buying an advertisement in the local newspaper or writing a thoughtful editorial that emphasizes unity and support in the community. Making use of the editorial page or a purchased ad will allow concerned citizens to convey a message of intolerance, when it comes to bias, bigotry and racism. Ultimately, these pieces should denounce the hate group's bigoted views and should run on or before the day of the hate group's event.


Form Community Anti-Racism Groups

A very effective way to oppose hate groups is to form a Citizen's Anti-Racism Group. The group should reflect the local community in that it should have people of every race, religion, sexual orientation and culture. The group's mission should stress cooperation and harmony and discourage confrontational tactics. It has often been said that the best defense is a good offense. Anti-racism groups are just that - a good offense.

Respond Quickly with a Show of Unity

Concerned citizens should quickly put aside racial, cultural and religious differences and band together to fight the effects of hate groups in the community. Treating an attack on one group as an attack on the community sends the clear message to the panderers of hate that bias, bigotry and racism will not be tolerated against any member of the community. Hate groups are quick to point out differences and will capitalize upon them, if they sense that these differences can be exploited to their own advantage.

Know the Laws in Your Community and State

Several states and cities have broad hate crime laws that cover a wide range of incidents regarding racial and religious criminal activity. Others have limitations that allow only the collection of data on specific occurrences such as acts of vandalism. If a particular community does not have a hate crime law or the existing law is weak, citizens should organize in an effort to push for strong bias crime legislation. 

Focus on the Groups being Singled out by the Hate Group

The victims of verbal assaults by hate groups often feel isolated, so it is important to let them know their community cares about their well being. The harsh rhetoric used by bigots leaves the victims in need of support and help in dealing with their anger.

Find Unique Ways to Show Opposition

There is no single way to combat hate, nor is there any one list, including the one presented, that will work in every community. Individual local needs must be considered and methods must be adapted accordingly. Methods of winning the battle against these groups are constantly evolving. With little money and lots of imagination, people can raise the voice of unity over the screams of hatred.            
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