Fostering Inter-Agency Collaboration to Address

 Street Gang Proliferation and Activity

J. Stephen Wormith

Department of Psychology

University of Saskatchewan

Presented at “Breaking it Down: Beyond Gangs, Groups and Cliques,” 

sponsored by Youth Justice Services, Ministry of Children and Youth Services
Toronto, Ontario, Canada

March 3-4, 2009

Fostering Inter-Agency Collaboration to Address 
Street Gang Proliferation and Activity

Overview

Government and non-government organizations tend to address the problems of gangs from their own unique position. This presentation describes the efforts of one community’s efforts to develop a coordinated, unified “gang strategy.” It does so by addressing three commonly accepted approaches: prevention, intervention and suppression and by describing a theoretical background and environmental context in which this initiative was developed. Some of the activities emanating from this initiative and progress to date are described. These include a “community forum” on gangs in Saskatoon and a play written and presented by youth. 

Introduction
The first point that I should make is that I do not have any special expertise in the study of gangs per se. Rather, I approach the topic as a clinician, researcher and administrator who has worked in the criminal justice system across the country and at various levels of government and academically. Therefore, my perspective on gangs is part of a broader conceptualization of criminals and the crimes they commit.

I would like to do two things in the time allotted to me this morning. First, I will take some time to summarize my perspective on gangs and to describe the context and background of an interesting gang initiative in Saskatoon. Secondly, I will describe this particular initiative, which is a multi-agency community response to the proliferation of local gangs, its goals and objectives, its evolution and our early steps to evaluate its implementation. Hopefully, there may be some messages for folks to apply to their own communities and circumstances.
Historically, gangs have been with us for ages and are unlikely to disappear. They have been revelled in Hollywood and Broadway with works such as West Side Story. Like everything else, however, they can probably be traced back even to the Greeks. A much more recent, but still relatively ancient reference, at least by some standards, is that of Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck who reported their classic research in a book called Unravelling Juvenile Delinquency in 1950.
Working periodically with organizations that are doing training on the Level of Supervision Inventory, it is with some delight, I guess the historian in me, that I point to their comparison of 250 delinquent youths to 250 nondelinquent youths in what was a massive undertaking for their day. Delinquent associations, including gang membership was a most discriminating set of factors, surpassing other popular contenders such as temperament and attitude as seen in Table 1.
Table 1

Antisocial Associates: Percent of Delinquents and Nondelinquents with Factor Present

	Discriminating Factor
	Delinquents (percent)
	Nondelinquents (percent)
	Percent Difference

	Antisocial Associates
	
	
	

	“Gang member”
	56
	1
	55

	Chums largely

with delinquents
	98
	7
	91

	Temperament
	
	
	

	Extreme restlessness
	60
	30
	30

	Antisocial Attitude
	
	
	

	Conventional ideas, behaviour
	8
	32
	-24


Gangs as Institutions of Higher Learning

Our position begins with the position that most criminal behaviour, like other realms of endeavour, is learned. This is not new. Rather, it has been a popular notion for at least the last seventy-five years, one that has been tested and validated on numerous occasions.  Beginning with Edwin Sutherland in 1939, with his differential association theory (Sutherland and Cressey, 1978) and then moving to Albert Bandura (1977) and social learning theory, to the more recent perspective of Donald Andrews’ (Andrews & Bonta, 2004) Personal, Interpersonal, Community - Reinforcement (PIC-R) model and others, there is now quite an extensive and historical appreciation of crime as learned behaviour. 
Let’s take a look at PIC-R as it applies to the gang member. One, consider the personal, or intra-personal, self-talk that a gang member is likely to generate as he or she goes about gang stimulated criminal behaviour. “It’s cool to be in a gang. Now people respect me.” Two, consider the interpersonal responses of intimate gang peers. “You done good. We will protect you.” Finally, three, consider the broader community reaction to gang membership. “Don’t mess with him or you will have the whole gang after you.”  Under the right circumstances, who wouldn’t want to join such a prestigious organization.
If crime is learned, then gangs play an important role in the acquisition of the behaviour.  At the risk of sounding complimentary, gang membership, gang affiliation and gang activity formalize the learning process in a very efficient way. Essentially, they offer the bricks and mortar, the teachers, and the course content for crime and delinquency. In my more cynical moments, I would suggest that if government officials and academics were in the crime production business instead of the crime prevention business, we would eventually, through some committee process, invent gangs and then go to great lengths to develop the necessary manuals, modules and exercises to train the aspiring gangster in a high intensity, six-month program.
Indeed, consider the countless influences that contribute to the etiology of criminal behaviour, now distilled into the ‘central eight’ criminogenic factors by Andrews and Bonta (2004), in the gang context. 

1. Criminal history is itself synonymous with street gangs in that gangs are comprised primarily of adjudicated offenders and their raison d’être is various kinds of criminal activity: drugs, prostitution, intimidation and dealing in stolen property. 

2. Gang activity is incompatible with education and employment in the traditional job market, such that holding down a job of being able to make progress in an academic program may be close to impossible for youths involved in street gangs.  
3. Gang involvement wreaks havoc with the traditional family and the support that it can provide to an offender in less serious circumstances. 

4. Leisure and recreational time for the gang member, such as it is, is devoted to criminal gang activity.

5. Perhaps the most endemic criminogenic need to the street gang is the collection of criminal friends, peers and even rivals with whom one is destined to associate and the erosion of any links with noncriminal associates.

6. Substance abuse, both alcohol and drugs, are key elements of most street gangs, representing a central theme of their socialization activities and “business” opportunities.

7. Gang membership requires a procriminal attitude first to gain entry into the gang and then it is positively reinforced through talk and action as long as one remains in a gang. 
8. Finally, the antisocial lifestyle of the gang compliments the antisocial behavioural pattern and personality of the entrenched offender, reinforcing it to the extent that it becomes particularly engrained and difficult to eradicate.

Aboriginal Gangs
Next to the question, “how do you define a gang member?” and, by the way, I can only suggest that there are any number of operational definitions used by law enforcement, correctional agencies and researchers, and they may or may not coincide, is the question about the uniqueness of aboriginal gangs. Again, I do not pretend to be sufficiently knowledgeable about the intricacies about gang behaviour to make such a differentiation, but a few comments are in order. Certainly there are superficial differences that distinguish aboriginal gangs from others. Expressions in language, signs, art, graffiti and music are often local or unique to aboriginal gangs, But so are they to other ethnic and racially based gangs, be they Latino, Asian, African-American or eastern European, In this sense, it seems to me more relevant and helpful to consider the cultural context of these many specialized gang organizations, each with its own cultural interpretation as to what constitutes a gang and with its own mode of cultural expression often done with pride in the culture from which the gang members have come. Seemingly, they miss the irony of being basically distances from and rejected by the mainstream versions of their cultural-racial groups.
I suggest that we consider the racial-ethnic description of a particular gang as a ‘responsivity’ factor in the tradition of Andrews and Bonta’s Risk-Need-Responsivity (RNR) principles of effective correctional intervention (Andrews & Bonta, 2004). Indeed, making headway with any gang members, particularly those located in an ethno-cultural minority, requires great sensitivity to the environmental circumstances that contributed, both psychologically and socially, to be attracted to the gang in the first place. This is why so much of the work in Saskatoon, which I will get to momentarily, that is directed towards gang prevention, gang activity and gang extraction concentrates on aboriginal culture or uses it as a backdrop. 
Yet there are also at least a couple of distinct features about the aboriginal gang.
One characteristic of the aboriginal gang that is readily apparent with every front page headline about aboriginal gangs, at least those in the prairies, is their choice of weapon. Unlike the proliferation and use of firearms in our major Canadian cities, it seems that knives remain the weapon of choice and/or are most commonly used by aboriginal gangs. This may be a mater of expedience, cost and availability, a quirk of geography in terms of distance from the US pipeline of firearms. It may simply be a matter of the gang activity being a reflection of the broader pattern of criminal activity in a geographic region as knifes are more common instruments of violence in the prairies that any where else and most of this violence, it would seem is not gang related. Indeed, the problem of stabbings has become so common that local politicians have advocated for restrictions on the availability of knifes and most recently following two stabbings in less that a week in Edmonton, the mayor of that city has called for municipal bylaws that would restrict the sale of what are referred to as “large” knifes. Although well meaning, others have pointed out the inevitable difficulties of enforcement of such a law.

What should we make of this? Or should we infer anything? Clearly knives require one to ‘get up close and personal’ with ones adversary and potential victim. They may be less conspicuous, their possession may be rationalized more readily as they serve numerous purposes, including legitimate activities that may be related to ones culture. In the end, it may very well be an idiosyncrasy rooted in history and tradition.

A second gang-related practice that has been of concern lately and covered in the media has been the intimidation of witnesses, while they sit in court. Taking advantage of one of our fundamental principles of justice (i.e., an open and transparent system court system), gang members have become particularly brazen in their threatening communication to witnesses, even during their testimony. Efforts to eliminate such distractions may have only resulted in more subtle communications. Regardless, this practice is not unique to aboriginal gangs.

A third feature that is characteristic of aboriginal gangs is the underlying socio-political context of the aboriginal minority in what is seen as the North American white man’s world. While justice officials are likely to see this as a veiled excuse for criminal behaviour, aboriginal youth are more likely to believe that gang related activity is a justified response to their colonialization, thus adding further rationalization for their behaviour.  In other words, their criminal gang activity is not only motivated by the ‘strain theory’ kind of pull that is found in other kinds of gangs (i.e., I want what others have, but am being denied access to the good life through legitimate means so I am justified in using illegitimate means (Merton, 1938)). Consequently, breaking through to an aboriginal gang member who is considering exit may have an additional hurdle to negotiate (i.e., the small “p” politics and ideology behind aboriginal gang-related activity.)
It is in this climate in Saskatoon that a strategy was born to confront gangs and the harm and destruction that they bestow on the local community. Incidentally, this was a community that already had confronted a serious problem with break and enter and, seemingly, turned the tide on inordinately high B&E rates through a coordinated, multi-agency response in a city of more than 200,000 residents as it was experiencing unprecedented growth and development.

Context and Structure of the Saskatoon Gang Strategy

First, a multi-agency group of municipal government, provincial government and nongovernmental agencies (NGOs) was already in place, when it was suggested that a coordinated effort was required at the local level to mobilize the community and its member agencies to a multifaceted response to local gangs. The basic infrastructure consisted of a multi-agency Steering Committee that had been meeting for two years to reduce B&E’s in Saskatoon. This group, consisting of six to ten agencies depending on the time, was then used to piggy-back what became known as the Saskatoon Gang Strategy onto an existing crime reduction strategy that focused on B&E. 
Second, the group also built upon a basic framework developed by a group of us in a report prepared for what is now the Saskatchewan Ministry of Corrections, Public Safety and Policing in 2005 (Lafontaine, Ferguson & Wormith, 2005). As others have done, this report discussed three kinds of approaches that are commonly used to address the problem of gangs in our cities: prevention, intervention and suppression.  
The Steering Committee then accepted this framework and used it to develop its structural organization. Hence, three subcommittees were struck to reflect the multi-pronged efforts that are described in the gang research literature with appropriate agencies taking part in one or more of these subcommittees as described in Table 2. The network of organizations that are participating in the strategy come from eleven different kinds of agencies, plus the research team (us). They are distributed across the Steering Committee, the three subcommittees representing each of the three strategies or ‘pillars’ (Prevention, Intervention and Suppression), and an evaluation subcommittee, all according to their expertise, capacity and will to participate. All committees meet monthly.
The prevention subcomponent includes those activities that are aimed at preventing gang formation through improved public knowledge as well as increased resources aimed at underlying risk factors associated with involvement in gangs. The intervention subcomponent includes those activities that target individuals associated with gangs and that assist them to leave the gang lifestyle. Finally, the suppression subcomponent includes those activities that incapacitate gangs through police operations aimed at crippling gangs and suppression of gang paraphernalia. 

Under these three pillars, the Saskatoon Gang Strategy identified four overarching goals:

A.
Increase community engagement in gang prevention strategy

B. Decrease gang entry by addressing personal and community factors

C
Increase gang exit by addressing personal and community factors

D.
Decrease gang-related crime 
The subcommittees were formed in accordance with the three pillars to address the goals and objectives unique to their focus. Each subcommittee has two goals for which they are responsible.

Table 2

A Three-Pronged, Multi-Agency Approach to Creating a Municipally-Based Gang Strategy

	
	
	
	Strategies
	
	

	Organizations 
	Steering

Committee
	1. Prevention

    Committee
	2. Intervention

    Committee
	3. Suppression

    Committee
	Evaluation

Committee

	Police
	Co-chair
	Member
	
	Chair
	Member

	City
	Member
	Chair
	
	
	Member

	Justice 
	Corporate

Member
	
	
	
	Corporate

Member

	Public

Prosecutions
	Member
	
	
	Member
	

	Corrections

(Youth)
	Co-chair
	
	Member (Secure, 

Open Custody)
	Member
	Co-Chair

	Corrections

(Adult)
	Member
	
	Member
	Member  (Prob. & Institutions)
	Corporate

Member

	Social 

Services
	Member
	Member
	Member
	
	

	Aboriginal

Agencies *
	Member
	Member
	Member
	
	

	Mental Health

Child & Youth
	Member
	
	Chair
	
	

	Education
	Corporate

Member
	Public/Catholic

School Boards
	
	
	

	Other 

Agencies
	Regional

Intersectoral

Coordinator
	Mediat. Serv;

Communities for Children
	John Howard Society
	CSC Parole


	

	Academic

Research
	Member
	Observer
	Observer
	Observer
	Co-Chair


* Aboriginal agencies include the Saskatoon Tribal Council (STC), Central Urban Metis Federation, Inc. (CUMFI), and White Buffalo Youth Lodge.

Note, the potential for perpetuating the ‘silo’ approach that is inherent in this model. Special attention and effort were necessary to overcome this tendency to focus only along one kind of strategy within each of the three subcommittees.  This was done, in part, by having at least one member, preferably the chair, of each subcommittee routinely attend the meetings of the other subcommittees. 
Figure 1

The Pillars, Goals and Committees of the Saskatoon Gang Strategy
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Goal A is to increase community engagement in a gang prevention strategy. This is the responsibility of the Prevention subcommittee. The specific objectives of this goal are:

1. To identify gang issues and formulate responses to gang-related concerns that are identified by community organizations/agencies,

2. To produce a more coordinated approach to gang-related concerns among community agencies, and

3. To increase public knowledge about gangs and their prevention in the community.

Goal B is to decrease gang entry by addressing personal and community factors. This is the responsibility of both the prevention and intervention subcommittees. The specific objectives of this goal are:

1. To increase access to prosocial activities and environments in the community,

2. To increase support to youth and adults at risk for gang membership to abide by the law,

3. To decrease perception of gang profitability, and

4. To decrease gang recruitment.

Goal C is to increase gang exit by addressing personal and community factors. This is the responsibility of both the intervention and suppression subcommittees. The specific objectives are:

1. To increase the number of gang members involved in prosocial activities,

2. To increase pressure on gang members to abide by the law,

3. To decrease and interrupt profitability of gang membership,

4. To increase the number of gang members in intervention programs, and

5. To decrease the risk of gang exit.

Goal D is to decrease gang-related crime. This is the responsibility of the suppression subcommittee. The specific objectives are:

1. To increase gang member and emerging gang member supervision and surveillance, and

2. To dismantle and disrupt gang communication and relationships.

A series of specific activities was then developed to guide the subcommittees in their task of addressing each of these objectives. For example:

· To address Objective A.2 it was decided to establish a network of organizations/agencies that address gang-related risk factors amongst children and families to coordinate their respective initiatives. 
· To address Objective B.2 it was decided to develop a Community Connections Model to provide enhanced risk-management support to 10-15 high risk youth.
· To address Objective C.2 and C.3, it was decided to improve communications between Corrections and Public Safety, Saskatoon Police Service, and Crown Prosecutors when new gang-related information is identified or when an identified gang affiliated youth or adult is non-compliant with court orders.

· To address Objectives D.1 and D.2, it was decided to review SHOCAP and BECAP for possibility of addressing gang-related crime.

One particular activity that was designed to address a number of objectives was to hold a community form on gang issues in Saskatoon.

The Community Forum: A Sample Activity of the Saskatoon Gang Strategy 
The Gang Strategy Community Forum was an initiative by the Prevention Sub-committee. A working group was formed to organize the forum, which was headed by the Executive Director of Communities for Children. The working group also consisted of representatives from the City of Saskatoon, Girls Action Information Network (GAIN), John Howard Society, and occasionally representatives from other agencies (e.g. PAVED Arts). The working group met several times between November, 2007 and January, 2008 in order to plan and organize the forum. 

The Community Forum was designed to accomplish the following: one, to provide some brief information in a presentation format, two, to encourage attendees work together to share information regarding the services available for at-risk and gang involved youth and their families; three, to discuss what is working well; and four, to identify gaps in services, so that strategies to fill those gaps may be developed in the future. The forum was also designed to provide ample opportunities for networking, and included a resource fair in which the NGOs and government departments attending could set up an information booth about their organization and the services they provide.  Speakers included a (gang) liaison worker from the City of Saskatoon, who is funded by NCPC, a well known community activist on gang issues, and former gang-involved youth who presented a music video that had created. To encourage attendance, there was no cost to attend the forum, and lunch was provided. 

The invitation to the Community Forum was sent out by Communities for Children to NGO’s and government departments on January 7, 2008, and recipients were encouraged to post the invitation in their respective organizations or forward on to relevant contacts. Initially, approximately 100 people were expected to attend. As the date of the forum neared, there was a lot of interest as demonstrated by many RSVPs, and up to 175 people were expected as the forum date approached. However, at the actual forum, 251 names were collected on sign-in sheets, while there were still an unknown number of additional undeclared attendees. The unexpected number of guests created some challenges of ‘biblical’ proportions for the organizers, such as providing lunch for the masses. 
As illustrated below, the feedback from this exercise was very positive as participants expressed their gratitude to the organizers for sponsoring the event.
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The content presented at the Community Forum was useful. The average rating for this question was 5.4, indicating attendees generally agreed the content was useful. 
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 More events like this one are needed. The average rating for this question was 6.2, indicating attendees generally agreed more events like this community forum were needed.

The Community Forum may be an important first step in achieving the goals of the Prevention Subcommittee. In particular, the community forum may have contributed to Goal A – to increase community engagement in gang prevention strategy. Though more research is needed to determine whether this goal was achieved, the community forum contributed to Objective A.1 (identify gang issues and formulate responses to gang-related concerns that are identified by community organizations/agencies) by inviting members of community organizations/agencies to the event to discuss gang-related issues. Though responses were not formulated at the forum, they may be in the future as a result of the community forum. 
The forum also contributed to Objective A.2 (produce a more coordinated approach to gang-related concerns among community agencies), again by bringing service providers together to network, share information regarding the services they provide, and identify service gaps. Though a plan for coordination among agencies was not developed at the forum, one may be developed in the future as a result of the forum discussions. Finally, the community forum also contributed to Objective A.3 (increase public knowledge about gangs and their prevention in our community) through the presentations in the morning of the forum. 

Another activity that has been quite successful has been the writing of a play about life in as aboriginal gang. The play was written by former gang-affiliated youth under the watchful eye of members of the Saskatoon Native Theatre Company (SNTC). The play was then taken on the road to a number of elementary schools in Saskatoon, Grades 4 to 8, also under the direction of SNTC.
Conclusion and (Interim) Recommendations
Under the direction of an Evaluation Subcommittee, the Saskatoon Gang Strategy is currently being assessed by a team of independent evaluators. Results of their review are expected later in 2009. In the interim, the following comments and recommendations have been provided based on the gang research literature and observations of the gang strategy to date. These comments target the three pillars and their related subcommittees, the comprehensive approach to a gang strategy and the multi-agency model that is being used to implement it (Tanasichuk & Wormith, 2008).
Gang Prevention:

· Typically these programs are more successful at reducing gang-related crime and behaviour rather than reducing gang membership.

· Many of these programs focus on short-term goals such as increasing school attendance, increasing prosocial activities and relationships, and changing perceptions of gangs (i.e., intermediate targets).

· These short-term goals are usually attempts at reducing risk factors for gang membership (i.e, criminogenic needs).

· There are four general categories of risk factors: (1) Individual risk factors, (2) Family risk factors, (3) Community risk factors, and (4) School risk factors.

Gang Intervention:
· These programs focus on individuals who are already gang members or gang associated.

· It is important that intervention services address the individual’s needs that may have led to gang membership, such as a lack of education and/or employment.

· It is beneficial for intervention programs to offer family and individual counselling.

· Intervention programs may also assist in exiting a gang, as gang exit is associated with several risks to the individual’s safety. 

Gang Suppression:
· An aggressive suppression strategy is the most typical response to gang-related problems from law enforcement agencies.

· Programs that merely increase arrest rates are ineffective. The results are more promising when these programs include a strong deterrent component. 

· Anti-gang legislation is another method of suppression. In Canada, Bill C-24 was passed in 2007 and amended the Canadian Criminal Code to include knowingly participating in a criminal organization (including a gang) as a criminal offence. 

· Due to Bill C-24, it is an offence to use violence to intimidate people involved in the criminal justice system or a member of their family with the intention of impeding the administration of justice. 

· Bill C-24 also expands the proceeds of crime provisions so that they apply to most indictable offences and provides police agencies with increased powers in their fight against organized crime groups. 
Using a Comprehensive Approach:

· Programs that blend prevention, intervention, and suppression are the most effective.

· The core elements of this approach are community mobilization of resources, social intervention, provision of academic, economic, and social opportunities, suppression, and organizational change and development.

· An important aspect of this approach is the collaborative nature in which individuals, families, agencies, organizations, and the community as a whole are involved in the fight against gangs.  

· An assessment of demonstration projects revealed that proper program implementation was a key to success. In projects characterized by poor program implementation and a lack of successful multi-agency collaborations, no significant effects were found. 

Multi-Agency Collaboration:

· All agencies involved should have a common goal or vision, which values should be created and agreed upon by all parties. 

· Members of the collaboration must be willing to set aside some of their organizational goals to accomplish the collaborative goals and should feel that the benefits of membership outweigh the costs. 

· The collaboration should be perceived to have a positive organizational climate.

· Members of the collaboration should accomplish more by working together than they would alone.

· Collaborations should use members’ time, financial resources, and in-kind resources effectively and assign members roles that correspond to their interests and strengths. 

· Multi-agency partnerships can lead to frustration as they require skills that have not been needed historically in the way certain professions were carried out.

· Other problems may include difficulties with coordination, cooperation, and conflict avoidance/resolution.

· The roles, duties, and responsibilities of the different agencies should be clearly mapped out to ensure an accountability structure is in place and expectations are clear.
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 CONFERENCE ON DRUGS AND GANGS – Globe and Mail/The Abbotsford News – 09/02/24 

It was reported that a provincial conference to battle drugs, gangs and organized crime in First Nations communities is being held this week. The two-day conference will bring together First Nations leaders, RCMP, CSC and municipal and provincial governments to share information and come up with a tool kit of strategies to deal with the issue. 
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