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Driven by jealousy over 
another woman and a de-
sire to cash in on life insur-
ance rather than divorce 
her husband and pay ali-
mony, Leslie Jenea Chance 
“had a carefully conceived, 
practiced and scouted 
plan” to kill her husband 
that she executed on Aug. 
25, 2013, prosecutors ar-
gued in court Tuesday.

In closing arguments 
that lasted nearly three 
hours, prosecutor Art Nor-
ris described in detail how 
he alleges Chance drove 
with her husband Todd 
Chance to an orchard near 

Enos Lane that morning, 
shot him and left his body 
there. She then drove his 
car to a southwest Bakers-
field neighborhood and 
left it in front of a drug 
house, hoping someone 
would steal it, Norris 
argued.

The car was left un-
locked, with a key in it 
and a gun, the murder 
weapon, visible on the 
floor of the passenger’s 
side, he said, adding it was 
“a baited trap for some 
poor schmuck to think 
he just won the lottery.” It 
was, the prosecutor said, 

Prosecutor 
details murder 
plan in closing 
arguments

ALEX HORVATH / THE CALIFORNIAN

Leslie Chance and her attorney, Tony Lidgett, listen 
to prosecuting attorney Art Norris during closing 
arguments in the Chance murder trial Tuesday.

LESLIE CHANCE TRIAL

Please see CHANCE | A3

BY STEVEN MAYER 
smayer@bakersfield.com

Bakersfield earned a Tree City 
USA designation for nearly 20 
years straight.

For nearly two decades the city 
met the national Arbor Day Foun-
dation’s criteria for the honor.

Then the drought hit. Water 
became scarce. And so did thou-
sands of trees.

Bill Cooper, co-founder of the 
Kern River Parkway Foundation, 
wondered what happened.

“With California Arbor Day 
coming in March, it occurred to 
me that I haven’t seen the ‘Tree 
City’ signs for a while around 
town,” Cooper said in an email. 
“Evidently we met their standards 
at some point but have failed to 
maintain them. Have we been 
de-listed?”

Other Central Valley cities are 
longtime Tree City communities, 
he said. “What happened to us?”

Lauren Weyers, Tree City USA 
program coordinator for the 
Arbor Day Foundation, said she 
looked at historical records and 
found that Bakersfield has not 
been a Tree City USA since 2015.

“They did not fill out an appli-
cation in 2016, and started one 
but did not complete or submit it 
in 2017,” she said.

In 2018 the city of Bakersfield 
did not even begin an application, 
she said.

“As of now they have not started 
a 2019 application either. We 
would love them to get back into 
the program and be recognized 
for their efforts, but this is a yearly 
application that they would need 
to fill out.”

There are four basic standards 
communities must meet to 
become a Tree City: They must 
establish a tree board, have a tree 
care ordinance, spend at least $2 
per capita on urban forestry and 
organize an annual Arbor Day 
observance.

“The National Arbor Day Foun-

dation sponsors the Tree City USA 
program annually,” said Dianne 
Hoover, director of the city’s Rec-
reation and Parks Department. 
“They have criteria such as tree 
plantings, trimming and removals 
in addition to budgeted amounts 
for trees. We did not meet the 
criteria when we were removing 
more trees than we were able to 
replace.”

Designation dropped 
for Bakersfi eld after 
tree removals, but 
that could change

PHOTOS BY ALEX HORVATH / THE CALIFORNIAN

Fourteen aging evergreen trees are removed Monday from the center median on California Avenue just 
west of Bakersfield High School. The city of Bakersfield has removed approximately 6,800 dead trees 
over the past few years, mostly due to drought and disease. On the bright side, some 5,500 new trees 
will have been planted by June.

The Recreation and Parks 
Department had General Tree 
Inc. remove 14 large trees on 
California Avenue on Monday. 
The city of Bakersfield, once a 
Tree City USA, did not meet the 
criteria for the designation for 
the past three years due to the 
amount of removals caused by 
the drought and lack of funding 
for replacements. 

BENEFITS OF BEING A 
TREE CITY USA
• Reduces costs for energy, 
stormwater management, and 
erosion control.

• Cuts energy consumption.

• Boosts property values 
across your community.

• Builds stronger ties to your 
neighborhood and community.

• Honors your community.

• Benefits from a framework 
for action provided by the four 
core standards.

• Educates city residents about 
the value of trees and the 
importance of sustainable tree 
management.

• Improves community pride
Source: Arbor Day Foundation

Tree City USA no more?

BY SAM MORGEN
smorgen@bakersfield.com

A huge crowd of protest-
ers and counter-protesters 
showed up to a McFarland 
Planning Commission 
meeting on Tuesday in 
which the city took the 
first steps in allowing the 
private prison company 
GEO Group Inc. to expand 
immigration detention 
capabilities.

Immigrant-rights activists 
and GEO employees fighting 
to keep their jobs clashed in 
front of the McFarland Vet-

erans Community Center. 
At one point, the two groups 
formed lines of verbal battle 
across from each other and 
shouted “shut down GEO!” 
and “we want jobs!” to the 
other side.

Only around 50 people 
were allowed to sit inside 
while the meeting took 
place. Those that were 
admitted appeared to be 
aligned with GEO, and all 
wore matching black suits. 
The immigrants rights 

McFarland meeting 
on expanding ICE 
detention capabilities 
draws huge protests

SAM MORGEN / THE CALIFORNIAN

GEO supporters hold signs before a McFarland Planning Commission 
meeting, Tuesday.

Please see TREE CITY USA | A3
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BY QUINN WILSON
qwilson@bakersfield.com

The Bakersfield Police Department and 
local street racers opened a dialogue to-
ward finding a solution to illegal street rac-
ing at the first community forum regarding 
the issue on Tuesday evening at Indepen-
dence High School.

Local officials, community members 
and street racers — many who represented 
the National and International Brother-
hood of Street Racers — found a common 
ground concerning the issue of illegal 
street racing.

BPD Interim Chief of Police Greg Terry 

Racers, police 
talk solutions 
on illegal street 
racing at forum

Please see RACING | A3
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A decision could be made 
today on where the city of Ba-
kersfield will put a new homeless 
shelter.

The Bakersfield City Council is 
scheduled to choose from among 
four possible sites, each offering 
unique benefits and drawbacks. 
Some are viewed as more contro-
versial than others.

Planning and deliberations 
dating back more than a year and 
a half have narrowed the council’s 
choices to an industrial location 
at 601 Brown St., the corporate 
offices of Calcot Limited at 1900 
E. Brundage Lane, Weill Park at Q 
Street and Golden State Avenue, 
or a Kern County project about 1½ 
blocks from the park.

The city says all four possible 
locations would accommodate 150 
beds, space for pets and recep-
tacles where people with no-
where else to go could store their 
belongings.

The meeting is scheduled to 
start at 5:15 p.m. inside the coun-
cil’s chambers at 1501 Truxtun 
Ave.

There is only a few weeks left 
to submit your nominations for 
the 2020 Beautiful Bakersfield 
Awards. Nominations must be 

submitted by Feb. 7, according 
to a news release.

The annual gala, known as the 
‘Oscars of Bakersfield,’ recognizes 
the efforts made by individuals, 
organizations, and businesses each 
year to help improve the local qual-
ity of life, according to the release.

To complete the online nomina-
tion form click https://bakocham-
ber.com/2020-award-nomination/.

The first Philanthropy on Tap 
for 2020 will feature The Junior 
League of Bakersfield on Feb. 4.

Philanthropy on Tap is a free 
monthly series that gives non-
profits a chance to share their 
services to the community. It was 
created through a partnership with 
the Chamber’s Bakersfield Young 
Professionals and Kern Community 
Foundation, according to a news 
release.

The event will take place from 
5:30 to 7 p.m. at Imbibe Wine 
located at 4140 Truxtun Ave. The 
event is free and attendees will 
receive complimentary beer, wine 
and appetizers.

The Junior League of Bakers-
field is a nonprofit organization 
of women who are committed to 
promoting voluntarism, improving 
the community through effective 
action, leadership, and of training 
volunteers, according to the release.

City Council set 
to select site for 
homeless shelter

all part of Leslie Chance’s meticu-
lous plan to kill her husband and 
get away with it.

“The evidence has shown that 
the defendant formulated a plan 
to kill Todd and make it look like 
someone else did it — so planning 
to commit a murder and get away 
with it,” Norris said.

Chance, a former elementary 
school teacher and principal, is 
on trial for the 2013 murder of her 
husband, Todd Chance, a truck 
driver with whom she had two 
teenage daughters at the time. 
The prosecution alleges she was 
motivated by learning that her 
husband had rekindled a romance 
with his high school sweetheart by 
text message, which the prosecu-
tion showed, would have been the 
second time Leslie Chance was 
betrayed by a husband. Chance is 
charged with first-degree murder 
and has been held in jail since 
her arrest in late 2016. She has 
claimed she was home doing 
laundry and working on a safety 
plan for her elementary school 
when her husband was killed.

Leslie Chance’s attorney, Tony 
Lidgett, denied she ever knew 
about her husband’s text tryst with 
another woman. In his closing 
arguments, which got underway 
but will continue this morning, he 
said the prosecution introduced 
no evidence to prove she did 
know of it. The whole premise that 
Leslie Chance was methodically 
planning to kill her husband for 

his unfaithfulness was merely 
an assumption, one of many the 
prosecution had built its case on, 
Lidgett said.

Prosecutor Norris described 
in detail the steps he said Leslie 
Chance took to carry out the mur-
der, even down to what she was 
thinking. Todd Chance’s phone 
was found about 30 feet from 
his body in the orchard because 
Leslie Chance threw it after killing 
him, he said.

“She threw the phone because 
she was angry because she knew 
what was on the phone,” he said, 
referring to the texts and lurid 
photos of the former girlfriend’s 
breasts and genitalia that inves-
tigators found on Todd Chance’s 
phone.

The trial also featured testi-
mony from Chance that her first 

husband, before Todd Chance, 
had cheated on her while she was 
pregnant and she had rebuilt her 
life after their divorce. Andrea 
Kohler, the other prosecutor in 
this case, framed her questioning 
of Leslie Chance’s first husband 
to suggest that Chance was deter-
mined not to let Todd Chance do 
the same thing to her.

“She worked hard to provide 
for her family, made more money 
than him and despite that he was 
unfaithful,” Norris said during his 
closing arguments.

The plan to murder was “im-
pressive” and informed by tech-
niques gleaned at a CSI exhibit 
Chance, her husband and two 
daughters had visited earlier that 
summer in Las Vegas, the prose-
cution argued.

She wiped the car with bleach 

to eliminate DNA and finger-
prints and she changed her shoes, 
Norris alleged, which were all 
techniques touched on in the CSI 
exhibit about crime solving. He 
pointed to surveillance footage 
from inside a Starbucks that al-
legedly showed Chance disguised 
in a hat and sunglasses carrying 
a bag with a cylindrical container 
of bleach wipes. Norris cited tes-
timony from experts who talked 
about how unusually little DNA 
and fingerprints were found on 
Todd Chance’s vehicle, a beloved 
and well-cared-for Ford Mustang 
that should have been loaded with 
such imprints.

Lidgett, who began his closing 
arguments with under an hour 
left in the day, attacked the as-
sumptions on which he said the 
prosecution built its case. Chance 

had no knowledge of her hus-
band’s reconnection with an old 
girlfriend, and she did not have 
any motive for cashing in on their 
life insurance.

“She had a great job. She was a 
principal making six figures,” he 
said.

To cast further doubt on the 
prosecution’s theory, Lidgett 
pointed to certain evidence in 
the case that raised unanswered 
questions. Todd Chance had an-
nounced he was going for a drive 
in his sports car the day before 
his death. But when his daughter 
Samantha asked to go along, he 
said no, according to witness tes-
timony. And when she asked to go 
with him to a gun show the next 
morning, he also said no.

“This is something she and her 
dad loved to do,” Lidgett said. “So 
why is Todd not letting his daugh-
ter go with him on a cruise or to a 
gun show?”

“For those of us that have kids,” 
Lidgett said, “if your baby girl 
wants to go, she gets to go.”

Lidgett also questioned why 
Todd’s cousin and best friend, 
William Glapenske, never told 
anyone at the time of the murder 
that he and Todd Chance had 
been out with each other the night 
before he died. Glapenske waited 
until the trial to mention that, 
Lidgett said, seeming to imply that 
Todd may have been doing some-
thing the day before he died that 
he didn’t want his family to know 
about.

“What was Todd and cousin 
Billy hiding?” Lidgett asked.

CHANCE
Continued from PAGE A1
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ABOVE: Defense attorney Tony Lidgett talks to the 
jury during closing arguments in the Leslie Chance 
murder trial on Tuesday. RIGHT: Prosecutor Art 
Norris holds bleach wipes as he talks to the jury 
during closing arguments in the Leslie Chance 
murder trial on Tuesday.

But Hoover is optimistic that 
Bakersfield is coming back from 
the devastation of the drought 
and a shortage of funds that for 
years saw local government cut-
ting, not growing.

“We are in a much better posi-
tion this year to re-apply as a Tree 
City USA,” Hoover said.

Race Slayton, Recreation and 
Parks supervisor II, said the pas-
sage of Measure N, a sales tax 
increase that has given the city 
some breathing room, fiscally 
speaking, has helped the city pay 
for thousands of trees to replace 

those lost to drought, disease and 
simple age.

“We are back on track and will 
hopefully once again be a Tree 
City USA in 2020,” he said. “We 
have completed our tree removal 
project with approximately 6,800 
dead trees removed and 5,500 
new trees will have been planted 
by June 2020.”

It also means we’ll see fewer 
liquid ambers, deodar cedars 
and especially coastal redwoods 
which constituted a huge per-
centage of trees that did not sur-
vive the dry years.

Will Bakersfield truly be a Tree 
City once again?

All branches appear to point 
toward a cautious yes.

TREE CITY USA
Continued from PAGE A1

activists chanted throughout the 
beginning of the meeting, their 
shouts easily heard through the 
thin walls.

“It’s not good for our families, 
for the community,” Maria Tru-
jillo, who claimed to have been 
held by U.S. Immigration and 
Customs Enforcement at the 
Bakersfield Mesa Verde ICE Pro-
cessing Center for a month, said 
before the meeting. “There are 
more people that are going to be 
arrested. People will be scared to 
be here.”

Those in support of GEO pre-
sented a different view. Carrying 
signs that said “families need 
jobs” and “please save our jobs,” 
the GEO supporters seemed to be 
trying to save their community 
from losing a valued employer.

With the state of California 
closing private prisons, convert-
ing those prisons in McFarland 
into immigrant detention centers 
may be the only hope for keeping 
detention jobs in the area.

“I really wish everyone under-
stood that the things they are see-
ing in the news about GEO cap-
turing kids and holding families, 
it’s not what we do and it’s not 
what we’re looking to do,” said Liz 
Knott, a program manager for the 
McFarland Female Community 

Reentry Facility, which is run by 
GEO. “I feel very confident that 
if you visit our facilities, they are 
clean, they’re safe and we do a 
good job at housing people.”

She added that closing the 
facilities would devastate the Mc-
Farland area.

The rally and subsequent 
meeting comes as GEO is at-
tempting to dramatically expand 
the number of immigrant deten-
tion beds in Kern County.

On Tuesday, Planning Commis-
sioners heard public comment 
on GEO’s proposed changes to 
conditional use permits for the 
Golden State Modified Commu-
nity Correctional Facility and 
Central Valley Modified Com-
munity Correctional Facility to 
allow the buildings to hold ICE 
detainees.

Late last year, the federal 
government awarded GEO and 
another private prison company, 
CoreCivic, contracts totaling $6.8 
billion to hold detained immi-
grants in California facilities for 
ICE.

GEO’s contract has terms for 15 
years. The contracts are expected 
to earn GEO $200 million per year 
in revenue and support more 
than 1,200 jobs.

Adding both the Golden State 
and Central Valley facilities to 
GEO’s roster would expand the 
number of beds that could be 
used to detain immigrants in 

Kern County from 400 to 1,800.
While GEO claims the two fa-

cilities will provide much-needed 
jobs and investment in the area, 
immigrant-rights activists have 
pushed back hard on any expan-
sion of ICE’s capabilities.

Jose Servin, communication 
coordinator for the California 
Youth Justice Alliance, said pri-
vate prison companies had a 
profit motivation to continually 
fill their facility’s beds, bring-
ing up the possibility that Kern 
County’s own Hispanic popula-
tion may see an increased pres-
ence of ICE agents if the facilities 
are converted into immigrant 
detention centers.

GEO countered this argument 
in public comments during the 
meeting. The company claimed 
residents of Bakersfield, which 
has held an immigrant deten-
tion center for more than half 
a decade, haven’t noticed an 
increased ICE presence in their 
community.

The Planning Commission 
said it would not take action on 
the issue at Tuesday’s meeting. 
Another public comment will be 
held in six months before a deci-
sion is made on the permits, the 
commissioners said.

You can reach Sam Morgen 
at 661-395-7415. You may 
also follow him on Twitter @
smorgenTBC.

PROTESTS
Continued from PAGE A1

called the meeting “the first of 
many to come.”

“We know there are significant 
issues in our community. There 
are issues with violent crime, 
gang activity, property crime and 
other tremendous challenges 
that we face. We want to address 
as many of the public safety 
issues in our community as we 
can,” Terry said.

Steve Hughes, general man-
ager of Kern County Raceway 
Park, offered to host street racing 
activities at his business in the 
future. Depending on promo-
tional support and community 
interest, Hughes said the raceway 
could host weekly street racing 
events.

City Councilman Chris Parlier 
said he would commit $1,000 in 
financial support towards the 
Kern County Raceway Park or 
other possible legal solutions. 
This garnered an enthusiastic 
applause from members of the 
street racing community.

Many of the street racers in 
attendance shared concerns of 
being “profiled” when they are 
not committing any crimes, but 

driving cars commonly associ-
ated with the activity. One street 
racer brought up that he has 
been pulled over for his National 
and International Brotherhood 
of Street Racers sticker he has 
displayed on his rear window.

“The level of professionalism 
that we expect our officers to en-
gage in is high and if a member 
of our community does not have 
that kind of an experience with 
a police officer, I want to know 
about,” Terry said. “The issue of 
profiling in any way, shape or 
form is illegal and wrong.”

BPD detective Ken Sporer out-
lined some components of “ille-
gal street racing,” which included 
burnouts, drifting, blocking off 
streets for races, exhibition of 
speed and reckless driving. An-
other key point Sporer brought 
up was the variety of emissions 
violations and illegal modifica-
tions racers sometimes make to 
their vehicles.

Kern County District Attorney 
Cynthia Zimmer outlined the 
misdemeanors that are related 
to illegal street racing and their 
penalties. Zimmer addressed a 
question written anonymously 
by an audience member that was 
in favor of heightening street rac-
ing offenses to felonies.

“I think in the current climate 
of (California’s legislative sys-
tem) — where you have a push 
to decriminalize things and 
lower punishments — it would 
probably be easier to have street 
racing misdemeanors lowered to 
infractions rather than raised to 
felonies,” Zimmer said.

Zimmer also warned of the im-
plications that could occur when 
an individual is injured as a result 
of illegal street racing. She even 
noted that in instances where a 
death occurs, illegal street racing 
spectators can be charged with 
felonies.

The issue of street racing has 
taken a heightened sense of 
awareness recently, with things 
coming to a head in November 
after a street racer struck a min-
ivan in southwest Bakersfield. 
The accident sent the minivan 
into the path of an oncom-
ing crane truck and killed the 
minivan’s driver Maria Blaney 
Navarro, 58, of Bakersfield, 
and seriously injured her two 
grandchildren.

Parlier said the issue will next 
be addressed at the Feb. 13 
meeting of the Bakersfield City 
Council’s Neighborhoods and 
Community Relations committee 
at 9 a.m.

RACING
Continued from PAGE A1

ALEX HORVATH / THE CALIFORNIAN

A General Tree Inc. employee works on thinning an evergreen before 
it is removed from the center median on California Avenue Monday. 

SAM MORGEN / THE CALIFORNIAN

Immigrant-rights activists make their point known during a McFarland Planning Commission meeting 
on Tuesday.
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