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This is one in a series of periodic issue briefs that summarize data, research and best practices in juvenile justice and delinquency prevention, and makes policy recommendations based on that information.  Its purpose is to provide policymakers, citizens and the media with the information they need to understand critical and emerging issues in juvenile justice, and to improve outcomes for young people and their communities.

Members of the Governor’s Juvenile Justice Advisory Committee are appointed by the Governor to reflect the diversity of Washington’s population, and include juvenile justice experts and youth.

The mission of the Governor’s Juvenile Justice Advisory Committee is to “promote partnerships and innovations that improve outcomes for juvenile offenders and their victims, to build family and community capacity to prevent delinquency, and to provide analysis and expertise to state and local policymakers.” 

The Committee provides data, policy advice and expertise to the Governor, the state legislature, and juvenile justice leaders across the state.  It also distributes grant funding for local projects that help prevent delinquency and improve the juvenile justice system.  
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Gangs, perception, and reality

Sometimes perception is reality.  For example, if a community perceives increased gang activity and fears groups of young people, the community has a real problem.  People may not know the scale of the problem, or whether gang activity is increasing or decreasing.  But the perception of gang activity has the power to sow mistrust, to feed stereotypes and prejudices, and to erect barriers between groups of young people and between youth and adults in the community. 

The challenge is to separate fact from myth, and to work within the community to institute proven prevention and intervention strategies that build trust, reduce delinquency, and support the success of young people and the safety of everyone in the community.  

The Governor’s Juvenile Justice Advisory Committee (GJJAC) has met in several communities during the past year where we heard growing fear and concern about gangs.

Background on youth gangs

Risk factors for youth gang membership

Recent research spells out the specific risks for gang membership.  Those at risk include youth who grow up in disorganized neighborhoods, come from very low-income, distressed families, don’t do well academically and have low attachment to school, spend time with delinquent peers, and engage in problem behaviors such as smoking marijuana. 1
The risk factors for gang membership span many domains:  individual, peer, family, school, and community.  The accumulation of risk factors that can be used to predict youth gang involvement also includes: 

· Marginal neighborhoods.  Youth who live in neighborhoods where acquaintances were in trouble were 3 times more likely to join gangs.  Those living in neighborhoods where marijuana is easily available were 3.6 times more likely to join.

· Family.  Juveniles in single-parent families were 2.4 times more likely to join a gang than those in two-parent households.  Parental attitudes towards violence, poor family management, and low parental attachment also correlated with gang membership.

· Academic problems.  Youth with learning disabilities were 3.6 times more likely to join gangs.  Those with low academic achievement were 3.1 times more likely to join.  

· Peer groups.  Youth who associated with delinquent friends were 2.0 times more likely to join gangs. 

· Drugs and violence.  Juveniles who used marijuana were 3.7 times more likely to join gangs.  Youth who engaged in violent behavior at younger ages than their peers were 3.1 times more likely to join.2
Related research describes developmental pathways to serious delinquency.  This research shows that serious delinquent behavior often starts with authority conflict behavior around age 7, moderately serious behavior at age 9.5, and serious delinquency at age 12.  The average first contact with juvenile court is at age 14.5.  This pathway information accentuates the need to prevent or intervene at an early age in order to avoid serious and violent offending.3
Risk and protective factors

These risk factors are part of a larger web of “risk and protective factors” that research has shown to influence the course of children’s lives.4  Children and young people generally succeed when “protective” factors such as stable homes, supportive neighbors and communities, and good schools outweigh “risk” factors, such as poverty, mobility, and the availability of drugs and firearms.

Washington has long based its approach to community prevention services on these research-based youth risk and protective factors.  Community-based drug abuse prevention activities, state-funded Community Mobilization efforts, and many Community Public Health and Safety Networks also use this risk and protective factor research as a basis for prevention and intervention programs. 

Research-based prevention and intervention:  doing what works

Research-based (also called “evidence-based”) intervention for juvenile offenders – that is, interventions based on programs that have been rigorously evaluated and proven to produce positive results – has been the norm for several years in Washington.  Juvenile offenders receive evidence-based programs such as Aggression Replacement Training, Functional Family Therapy, and Multi-systemic Therapy.  These programs are provided based on an individual risk assessment to pinpoint what young people need.  

Washington’s approach also recognizes the need for intervening in different ways at different times. Before gang activity arises, “primary” prevention strategies seek to bolster protective factors and reduce risk factors for children.  When the prospect of gang activity first appears, “secondary” prevention strategies are immediately deployed to counter it.  When gang activity is clearly a problem, “tertiary” programs are deployed to mitigate the problem.

Youth gang membership

There is no consensus on the definition of a youth gang.  However, research describes a set of broad characteristics in identifying gangs: 

· Formal or semi-formal organizational structure,

· Clearly identified leadership,

· A specific territory,

· Patterns of interaction, and

· Engagement of a group in serious or violent behavior.5
Gang membership may often be less of a long-term commitment than is commonly believed.  Studies in Denver and Rochester6 report that half of the male youth gang members belonged to a gang for less than one year.  The studies also found that gang members are responsible for a disproportionate amount of crime.   

Many researchers have found that youth gangs have low levels of organizational sophistication and are typically loose in structure.  

National data on youth violence

The 2001 U.S. Surgeon General Report on Youth Violence describes youth violence as a public health concern.  Major findings and conclusions of that report included the recognition that effective prevention and intervention strategies DO exist, that a broad array of risk factors must be addressed (individual, family, school, etc.), and that program effectiveness depends on the quality of the intervention.  The report also points out that too much focus on gangs distracts both researchers and policy makers from the broader problem of youth violence.  

Even though gang members have a propensity toward criminal activity, gang members appear to be responsible for fewer than one in four drug sales, fewer than one in 10 homicides, fewer than one if 16 violent offenses, and fewer than one in 20 serious crimes. 7
State data on youth violence

In our state, the 2006 statewide number and rate of juvenile arrests dropped for the third year in a row.  There were 34,597 arrests (48.2 arrests per 1,000 juveniles age 10 – 17) during 2006.  Violent offense arrests are at an all-time low, and the violent crime rate has remained stagnant at 2.0 per 1,000 youth.  Washington’s juvenile arrests have declined 9.1% during the past five years (2002 – 2006) from 38,073 arrests in 2002, down to 34,597 arrests in 2006.  The state’s juvenile arrests reached a peak of 57,773 in 1994.  

The Washington Healthy Youth Survey includes questions about gang membership and carrying a gun.  Results of 8th, 10th, and 12th grade students from the past three surveys (2002, 2004, and 2006) do show increased youth gang membership.  
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Research and policy implications 

Research and data about youth gangs and effective prevention and intervention set clear parameters for effective policy:

Address risk and protective factors

In order to develop appropriate and effective prevention and intervention strategies, both risk and protective factors must be addressed.  Protective factors help strengthen a youth’s resiliency and prevent gang involvement. 

Recognize opportunities to intervene

Research shows youth who join gangs “possess a great need for belonging” at age 13, and join the gang within 6 months.  Those youth have criminal records by age 14.  The “window of opportunity” to provide primary and secondary prevention services is at the critical pre-teen age. Some risk factors are more amenable to change than others. 

Tertiary prevention is needed at time of first property crime

During early gang involvement – that is, during the first two years of gang membership – first-time property offenders are found to respond to intervention. 

Robust evaluation of gang prevention programs is necessary

A review of gang prevention programs found that many programs have not been evaluated, or have either failed to decrease gang violence or have actually increased it.  Competent and stringent evaluation is necessary to demonstrate the effectiveness of prevention and intervention strategies.  

A multi-faceted approach is necessary

Suppression methods – that is, actions by law enforcement – are the most common gang intervention strategy, but have been found to be the least effective.  Focus should be on reduction of violence, not the elimination of gangs.

Effective gang prevention and intervention strategies do exist

Review of gang intervention programs does reveal some effective strategies.  The Federal Office of Juvenile Justice Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) Model Program Guide lists 13 promising or effective gang prevention programs.  In addition, a Washington State Institute for Public Policy 2006 report concludes that evidence-based practices that work with violent and seriously delinquent youth are more cost effective and produce more benefits than traditional punitive measures.  

The public supports bigger investments in youth interventions that work

A 2007 public poll conducted by Zogby International for the National Council on Crime and Delinquency shows that the public overwhelmingly supports rehabilitation and treatment of young people in trouble.  Nine out of 10 people believe that rehabilitation and treatment for incarcerated youth can prevent future crime, and eight out of 10 thought spending money on rehabilitative services and treatment for youth will save money in the long run.  

Successful community-based gang prevention and intervention

A balance of prevention, intervention, and suppression strategies and programs is clearly needed to address the issue of youth gangs.

Common elements of successful strategies

The federal Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP) research indicates three common elements that are prerequisites for successful gang prevention/intervention strategies: 

· Community leaders recognize the presence of gangs and seek to understand the nature and extent of it through a comprehensive and systematic assessment of the gang problem, 

· The combined leadership of the justice system and the community focuses on the mobilization of institutional and community resources to address gang problems, and 

· Those in principal roles develop a consensus – based on a thorough problem assessment rather than assumptions – on definitions (e.g. gang, gang incident) specific targets of agency and inter-agency efforts, and interrelated strategies.  Prevention and intervention efforts focus on the population and/or community areas in which youth are at greatest risk for gang membership and gang violence. 
Factors for successful community efforts

The OJJDP identified critical success factors in three pilot sites’ comprehensive community prevention and intervention efforts for serious, violent, and chronic juvenile offenders.  The factors that ensured a successful community effort are: 

· Leadership:  The community process must be led by a dynamic, influential, and respected community leader, who is able to initiate and sustain commitment from other community leaders and key community organizations.  

· Agency and community support:  Support is vital because of the significant amount of staff time that must be dedicated to successful implementation, such as data collection and analysis, community assessment, training and meetings, and developing a strategic action plan.  

· Maximizing existing resources and systems:  A multi-agency and coordinated approach is a cornerstone to community efforts.  Existing resources should be mobilized to maximize community efforts and avoid duplication.

· Marketing and Media:  Engaging media early in the community process can create powerful alliances.  Media can promote public awareness and generate community participation in the planning process.  

· Training and technical assistance:  Training helps assure a common language and understanding of the community’s strategic plan.  Technical assistance helps community partners to stay focused and provides guidance during all phases of implementation. 

· Early wins:  Early accomplishments are possible through well-coordinated efforts.  These early wins are important motivators and serve as evidence to gain additional community support and participation. 

Recommended strategy for Washington: Create a “Gang Prevention and Intervention Initiative Fund” for local communities

Based on research and evidence-based practice, a recommended strategy for gang prevention and intervention must have the following characteristics: 

· Prevention, intervention, and suppression strategies are collaborative and community-based;

· Restorative justice principles and practices are in place – that is, there is a balance between attention to community safety and restitution for victims on the one hand, and offender accountability and rehabilitation on the other;

· Community characteristics for success are present (six factors described on page 6)

· Outcome measures are clearly defined, and are:

· Research-based, and found to be effective in gang prevention, intervention, and suppression, 

· Data collection tools and methods are clearly identified,

· On-going evaluation and quality assurance mechanisms are present;

· The strategy is replicable and adaptable to multiple community settings (urban, rural, etc.); and

· Programs and practice are culturally relevant and sensitive to specific racial and ethnic groups to be served.

To implement a statewide gang prevention and intervention strategy, GJJAC recommends that we: 

· Establish a state “Gang Prevention and Intervention Initiative Fund,” to finance community-based gang prevention and intervention activities and statewide coordination and evaluation. 

· Designate the GJJAC to provide administrative support to the Initiative, including publication of the “request for proposal” (RFP), the grantee selection process, grants management for community sites, cross-site evaluation, and statewide coordination.

· Include training, technical assistance, and consultation in statewide coordination services.  These services would help communities overcome challenges in planning and implementation, such as data collection and analysis and evaluation tools.  Initial training would include The National Youth Gang Center’s community assessment tool, as well as many identified prevention, intervention, and suppression strategies to address specific risk factors in various age groups. 

· Select up to five (5) communities as grantees, representing geographic and ethnic diversity of the state, through an open and competitive process. 

· Provide training to selected community sites regarding the Initiative, to include data collection and analysis, performance measures and evaluation. Based on each community’s assessment, the community would develop a comprehensive and collaborative plan for gang prevention, intervention, and suppression.

· Initiate statewide cross-site evaluation from the start on this Initiative.  Development of common definitions and outcomes, as well as adherence to the program model, are critical for outcome measurements and successful implementation.

· Selected sites would be funded for up to five years, and would agree to participate in statewide training and evaluation of the model.  Based on the findings of the evaluation, expansion of community sites would be considered. 

Washington would be wise to undertake this work now, before Washington’s youth gang problem worsens.  The sooner we act, the more young lives we can redirect onto positive paths.  And the sooner we act, the safer our communities will be for everyone.
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