CHAPTER 12

STRIP CLUB

By Debbie Pfeiffer Trunnell

Staff Writer 

PICO RIVERA – In spite of a day-long protest outside its doors, the city's first strip club opened here Friday night – then quickly closed for lack of a permit. 

"(The owners) shut it down out of respect for the Fire Department ... until we get a public assembly permit," Roger Jon Diamond, an attorney representing the owners of Imperial Showgirls, told reporters after emerging from a meeting with fire inspectors. 

Diamond said he would get the permit Monday. The document can be issued by county fire officials independently of the city, Diamond said. He added that the club will reopen Monday. 

A single dancer performed one song for a lone patron before the fire inspectors arrived. 

Outside, about 500 people – including city officials, residents and congregants from 10 area churches – lined the street to thwart people from going into the club. Deputies from the sheriff's Pico Station arrived to maintain order. 

Carrying picket signs, the protesters broke into cheers upon learning the club would stay closed for now in this religiously conservative, largely working-class city. 

The all-nude dancing club – no alcohol will be sold on the premises – is trying to open inside a former billiard hall in a commercial strip mall at 9329 Slauson Ave., where other business owners said they'd prefer it just go away. 

"I want them to go somewhere else, like Hollywood, where this kind of thing is acceptable," said Christina Villarreal, manager of Haircuts Etc., which is in a space just south of the club. 

"Kids play in the play area at the McDonald's restaurant here, and parents who drop their kids off for haircuts won't feel comfortable doing that anymore," she said. 

City officials earlier Friday said the owners, brothers LeRoy and Glenn Smith, had not completed all the necessary permits and could not legally open that night. Councilman Rudy Arminta said if the owners tried to open, the city would bring deputies in to close down the club. 

But Diamond said he wanted to be on hand Friday night to make sure city officials did not ignore a federal court injunction that blocked the city's earlier attempt to keep Imperial Showgirls from coming into Pico Rivera. 

That set up a potential clash between municipal law and the federal court order. Diamond said the law was on the club's side. 

"I got the injunction in the mail today, and it supersedes the permits the city says we need," he said. "The city had also been given 10 days to do an inspection of the place and that was never done." 

The club actually opened in January, but was closed within days by city officials, who said it was operating without the proper permits in an area not zoned for adult businesses. 

The Smiths then sued, and U.S. District Court Judge Dickran Tevrizian issued the injunction overruling the city's actions. 

City officials said they were caught off guard by the club's attempt to open Friday night. 

"It's a big surprise, because on Thursday they (the Smiths) agreed to postpone the opening until Wednesday of next week, so the city would be able to process applications," said Bob Spencer, Pico Rivera' public information manager. 

Cindy Castro, an employee at the Santo Tomas Medical Clinic, two doors down from the strip club, said a nude club is the last thing the area needed. 

"This is a general practice clinic, and we have little kids and families coming in who might be scared off by this," she said. 

Church officials organized the protest after learning about the federal court order. They said they'll continue the protest until the club is shut down permanently. 

"We will protest this as long as needed," said the Rev. Richard Ochoa of the Lord's Vineyard Fellowship Church. 

