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ITACA Project 

Project Description 

 
The project ITACA “Interaction of different subjects Towards A 

strategic Common Answer concerning juvenile gangs” was funded by the 
the Daphne III Programme (2007-2013) to prevent and combat violence 
against children, young people and women and to protect victims and 
groups at risk – Directorate B: Criminal Justice, EUROPEAN 
COMMISSION - DIRECTORATE-GENERAL JUSTICE; the project had a 
duration of 24 months and started on March 1st, 2011. 
 
The overall goal of ITACA, coordinated by the Don Calabria Institute, was 
to implement a European multi-level analysis of "juvenile gangs" in order to 
create picture of the phenomenon, making it possible to understand it and to 
identify key elements and recommendations for putting into place/creating 
practices and actions aimed at treatment and prevention. The project sought 
to support actions to build practitioners’ and key actors’ knowledge, skills 
and capacities through a functional approach that is accessible, dynamic and 
heterogeneous (promotion of a "common culture"). Specifically the 
objectives were to: 
- develop a common and shared European vision; 
- collect good practices; 
- adopt a dynamic model capable of understanding contexts and individual 
national situations; 
- define specific strategies; 
- individuate key points for the implementation of target group-oriented 
interventions/treatments; and 
- define key points for the implementation of prevention programs. 
 
The beneficiaries include: experts, stakeholders, social workers, and 
practitioners working with juvenile gangs at different levels. Each of them, 
through their personal and professional experience, provided a significant 
contribution to the group. The decision to conduct a national workshop on 
the topic in each country was made in order to share existing, tested 
practices. 
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The partnership was based on a multi-sector approach; the topic has been 
analysed from different aspects (e.g., legal, sociological, pedagogical, 
cultural) through the sharing and dissemination of practices in use, a 
theoretical framework, implemented interventions, and related research 
activities that each partner proposed. The project was based on the direct 
involvement of different partner typologies, with partners operating at 
various levels in the field of minors and juvenile gangs. More specifically: 

a) NGOs and Organisations (Private sector) – Don Calabria Institute-
Applicant (Italy), Association Diagrama Intervention Psycosocial 
(France), Pupil Parents Partnership (United Kingdom) Fundacion 
Diagrama Intervention Psicosocial (Spain); 

b) Universities – Libera Univ. Maria Ss. Assunta (Italy), Univ. of 
Extremadura (Spain), Catholic Univ. of Porto (Portugal), Univ. of 
Sheffield (United Kingdom); 

c) Public Authorities – Juvenile Justice Department (Italy), Responsive 
Solution UK Ltd.in London (United Kingdom), General Direction 
for Social Reinsertion (Portugal). 

 
Two other partners were involved to carry out specific activities: the 
European Juvenile Justice Observatory in Belgium for dissemination and the 
Psychoanalytical Institute for Social Research in Italy for the evaluation of 
project activities and implementation. 
The presence of different NGOs brought a series of practical methodologies 
used with juvenile gangs and more generally with juvenile offenders to the 
project. In many countries, joint actions involving the public and private 
sectors have led to the development of practices where the contribution of 
each could be considered as key to the development of strategic actions 
responding to reality. The role of NGOs is also extremely useful during the 
development of sustainable actions in which the objectives demand capacity 
building and target group participation. Furthermore, the presence of NGOs 
is not only important in establishing ties with the community, but also, and 
more importantly, offers a notable stimulus for the revival and development 
of local society. NGOs supply this “micro” perspective that is necessary for 
carrying out “macro” actions in a way that is consistent with and responsive 
to area needs. NGOs provide qualified professionals, as does the public 
sector, but the added value lies in their active social networks that allow for 
diversified answers. Furthermore, private sector organizations, working with 
continuity and in a permanent manner with the same type of users, manage 
and develop relationships with other training, educational and recreational 
organizations. The organizations’ knowledge about the family and the 
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minor’s social reality represent an additional, high quality value that 
involves the minor’s entire background. Universities allowed a comparison 
with continuous learning, with the support of the latest pedagogical, 
sociological, psychological, and legal theories, so that the best practices 
proposed and tested have a theoretical basis that can be immediately 
verified. 
The Juvenile Justice Department and specific offices (Associate partners) 
involved daily work with the specific target group enabling them to give a 
real vision of the problem based on statistical data as well as on a series of 
information coming from juvenile justice practitioners (e..g., educators, 
social workers, psychologists); their knowledge must be considered 
fundamental expertise based on real daily activities. 
The project comprises three workstreams (phases) with a general phase of 
coordination/evaluation (workstream 0). 
In the 1st phase, a national view of the situation in each partner country was 
provided, paying special attention to the related educational and treatment 
programs (i.e., statistical data, mapping of the national services, practices in 
use). 
The 2nd phase entailed a comparison of the different realities in order to 
jointly define, among the partners, the elements that could be useful to 
consider in defining a transferable good practice. This phase included a 
national exchange among experts to start a discussion based on operational 
practices (national workshops). This exchange allowed the joint definition 
of recommendations for treatments and prevention to be inserted in the final 
products. A strategic dissemination plan was developed during the last 
phase. Stages of this latter were: a) Opening of a webpage on the European 
Observatory for Juvenile Justice (virtual space for different users interested 
in the issue) website ; b) Final conference in Italy; and c) media 
involvement. 
 
Currently, there is not a commonly accepted definition of ‘juvenile gangs’ 
or even of what constitutes ‘juvenile delinquency’ within the EU. Each 
Member State may describe the phenomenon in a different way. For this 
reason, the present project took on an increased significance in that it sought 
to examine the different definitions and contexts that exist in order to 
develop a comprehensive European model. The idea of concentrating the 
national analysis and the definition of good practices in each Partner 
country, as a starting point of work, within the first phase of the project 
offered the opportunity to share and compare practices already tested, 
making it possible to think about and create new types of intervention 



 

 13 

through the know-how and the experience of a working group composed of 
highly qualified and motivated people. At the same time, the national 
workshops organized in each country (not Belgium), which were closed and 
targeted exclusively to experts and practitioners from different sectors 
involved in the issues, enabled the use of the different knowledge and 
information (bottom up approach). 
It is important to underline that before starting the development of this 
project, private sector partners as well as others (universities and associate 
partners) agreed on some key points for developing actions and the overall 
proposal in general: 
a) innovation understood as improvement of the existing conditions through 
practices leading to effectively overcoming of obstacles, making it possible 
to respond to needs efficiently; 
b) project effectiveness and appropriateness in respect to the objectives, 
supported by the documentation system and easy access to information; 
c) participation of different actors and development of competent networks; 
d) sustainability as the capacity to provide continuity and stability in 
achieving results for beneficiaries; 
e) trasferibility (adaptation in different contexts) and reproducibility 
(transfer in similar contexts) as the latest finalities as well as guidelines to 
be developed in progress; and 
f) fundamental importance of the political significance of this proposal in 
proposing reccomendations for policy makers to support and to implement 
institutional programmes. 
The reality, at national, regional and local levels, shows/introduces a lack of 
cohesion and no clear division of competence; for these reasons it seems 
crucial to reinforce the close co-operation between the public institution and 
the private sector in order to facilitate the re-integration of these vulnerable 
young people and support their progression wihtin education, employment, 
and training processes. It is, therefore, a plan with a complex structure that 
is multi-dimensional and multi-sectoral, integrated in terms of strategic, 
operational and functional levels, with an operational institutional 
framework that includes research; the criteria of this general framework are 
consistent with the principles of the European Programme: vertical and 
horizontal subsidiarity; inter-institutional cooperation; institutional and 
private partnership; public-private partnership. The principal risk factors and 
difficulties in respect to action development regards: 
a) differences between the social-political contexts of the countries involved 
and consequent differentiation in intervention strategies in juvenile justice 
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(this element appears especially in intervention approaches and models and 
in the professional culture of reference); 
b) the difference between law and regulations regulating the specific issues; 
c) the difficulty to involved civil society in the main issue of the project due 
to permanent social alarm. This difference regards awareness and public 
opinion of “juvenile gangs” and the perception and representation of the 
problem by the community in particular in relation to foreign minors.  
The follow-up foresaw, after the 24 months, that various partners would 
update the webpage with their skills and new knowledge acquired thanks the 
development of practices based on the reflections coming from the project. 
Thus this method of sharing, post-project, provides a common platform for 
support and discussion for the immediate “movement/circulation of 
knowledge” and practices thanks to the direct action of partners motivated 
by their interest and direct involvement. ITACA originated from the 
partners’ common desire to find an opportunity for exchange on this issue, 
which is becoming a European problem; the possibility of generating a 
dedicated space thanks to ITACA will not be the final step, but it is one of 
the initial steps towards tackling the issue. It is only by believing in the 
power of a European understanding and mutual help that could we obtain 
good results. 
To each typology of partner will be required some actions (partners already 
agreed for these roles after the conclusion of ITACA):  
-  Private sector and NGOs: social workers who will work with the 
practices/reccomandations will update the webpage with comments, 
suggestions, criticisms, and strengths and weaknesses thanks to the 
continuous updating of practices used to work with this specific target 
group;  
- Universities/research institutions: they will offer new interpretations of the 
phenomenon to define new visions from the pedagogical, educational, 
psychological, and sociological point of view through new studies and 
research. 
- Associate partners will be able to deal directly with public authorities, with 
experts and juvenile justice practitioners (vertical and horizontal 
mainstreaming)- 



 

 15 

Partnership 

 
Applicant - Istituto Don Calabria (Don Calabria Institute) 
Partners: 
Partner 1 - Psychoanalytical Institute for Social Research (IPRS) - Italy 
Partner 2 - Libera Università Maria SS Assunta (LUMSA) - Italy 
Partner 3 - Association Diagrama Intervention Psychosociale - France 
Partner 4 - Fundacion Diagrama Intervention Psicosocial - Spain 
Partner 5 - University of Extremadura - Spain 
Partner 6 - Pupil Parent Partnership - United Kingdom 
Partner 7 - University of Sheffield - United Kingdom 
Partner 8 - Universidade Católica Portuguesa-Centro Regional do Porto - 
Portugal 
Partner 9 - European Juvenile Justice Observatory (OEJJ) - Belgium 
Associate partners: 
Partner 10 - General Directorate for the enforcement of court orders-
Department for Juvenile Justice (DJJ) - Italy 
Partner 11 – Responsive Solutions UK Ltd - United Kingdom 
Partner 12 - Direcção Geral de Reinserção (DGSR) – Portugal. 
 
APPLICANT 
 
Istituto Don Calabria (Don Calabria Institute) promotes and realizes the 
fundamental principles of its own spiritual, religious, cultural and social 
patrimony, through:  
- supporting the development of services, projects and initiatives directed to 
processes of active citizenship and the promotion of the well-being of  teen-
agers, of young people and of the families living in situations of disease and 
suffering;  
- promoting solidarity, cooperation and the respect of the person and the 
continuous possibility of inclusion and integration; 
- supporting the social communication system able to promote the moral and 
social value oriented to the issues of aftercare, promotion and rehabilitation 
of children and adolescents inside the local, regional national and 
international debate; 
- supporting the debate respect the needs and give innovative reply to the 
same one;  
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- supporting, through the instrument of the work and the social economy, 
equal policies for the development of the territory in cooperation with the 
other structure of the opera and the other organization involved. 
The vision underlying all the intervention is aimed to the promotion of an 
equal and efficient social system disseminated on the territory and of an 
active citizenship.     
A social influence able to: 
- support the political debate jointly with the other organization operating in 
the field; 
- realize and support net of solidarity and active citizenship on the territory; 
- project effective intervention; 
- value all the existing sources for a prompt reply to the needs emerged; 
- differentiate between the intervention to carry on through services and the 
ones to carry on through the implementation and the support to the net of 
solidarity. 
 
Don Calabria Institute has assisted youth in difficulty from the early 1900’s 
within its structure. It is from the Second World War, through the goodwill 
of the founder San Giovanni Calabria, this assistance became the specific 
mission.  From 1974 was officially created the headquarter in Verone 
(Applicant in this project), continuing to provide assistance to many of the 
youth of the city of Verona. Over the decades, it has developed many types 
of diversified services to cope with minors' disease. Following the socio-
cultural and legislative developments, in recent years, the organization of 
the Institute is increasingly modified and adapted to the required standards 
of quality. Principal areas of intervention are: a) Promotion of a quality 
culture; b) Management of the services (Residential Centres, reception for 
adolescents, Diurnal centre in convention/cooperation with the Ministry of 
Justice - Juvenile Justice Centre, domiciliary educative intervention).  
The headquarter, in Verona, manages diurnal and residential centres and 
carries out intervention in the field of rehabilitation and education for 
minors in situation of disease and young offenders. It is a Referent in Italy 
for services aimed at minors and young people, in particular with regards to 
the fight against juvenile crime and the rehabilitation of young offenders. In 
the last few years it has furthermore developed an office dedicated to the 
national and international projects implementing and increasing the 
European network through initiatives insisting on the issues of juvenile 
justice, foreign minors, restorative justice and Victim Offender Mediation 
(VOM). The underlying vision of all the activities of the planning offices 
and the Don Calabria Institute is the attention to the development of 
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activities in a variety of fields of interest in an effective and efficient social 
structure, spread throughout the Country and contributed to by citizens, and 
on a European and global level. 
Particular attention has been given to the issue of Juvenile Justice through 
project at national and European but also International level, oriented to 
Juvenile Crime prevention, the rehabilitation and the social-working 
inclusion of minors inserted in the penal circuit and young offenders in 
close cooperation with private and public organization operating in the field, 
the juvenile services involved and the Department for Juvenile Justice 
promoting actions and paths to:  
- develop an integrated operational context/framework between the different 
operators involved and the Juvenile Justice Services; 
- create a common knowledge open through the implementation of good 
practices already in use within the contexts of Juvenile Justice;  
- share the use of languages and operational concepts as homogeneous as 
possible;  
- build systems of knowledge that can enhance the experience of local 
operational reality. 
So mainly, the activities of Applicant concern two areas of intervention: 
1.area of minors guardianship and protection; 
2.area of planning-implementation of initiatives and intervention oriented to 
minors in situation of disease or inserted in the juvenile justice system at 
regional, national and international level. 
1. AREA OF MINORS GUARDIANSHIP - The activities can be divided in 
4 principal sector: 
a) Residential and Diurnal Services; 
b) Minors guardianship Services; 
c) House Educational Intervention; 
d) Specific Intervention Projects. 
2. AREA OF PLANNING AND IMPLEMENTATION OF ACTIVITIES 
AND INTERVENTION AT REGIONAL, NATIONAL AND 
INTERNATIONAL LEVEL - During last years, the headquarter developed 
a team for the planning and the management of intervention on the issues of 
juvenile justice, foreign minors and unaconopanied foreign minors, 
restorative justice and Victim Offender Mediation (VOM). 
Don Calabria has several years experience in managing national and 
international projects in the field of minor’s protection and juvenile justice. 
For details see Curricula in attachment. 
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PARTNERS 
 
Partner 1 - Psychoanalytical Institute for Social Research (IPRS) - Italy 
Association no profit directed by a president and a general Council 
composed by 4 persons. The Psychoanalytical Institute for Social Research 
(IPRS) is a private research institute in the areas of psychology, social 
sciences and bio-ethics. In aiming to deepen its understanding of problems 
posed by contemporary society, IPRS dedicates its research to studying the 
social phenomena related to adolescent marginalisation, forms of exclusion 
and discrimination, racism and xenophobia, mechanisms of association in 
civil society - voluntary and self-help - analysis of education processes, 
intercultural pedagogy, bioethics and biomedicine. IPRS has participated as 
both coordinator and partner in research projects on the integration of 
foreign minors, especially unaccompanied ones. Particular attention has 
been dedicated to studying the relationship between the immigration of 
minors and deviance, as well as the analysis of possible forms of assisted 
reinsertion in the countries of origin. In particular, for several years, IPRS 
has worked closely with the Justice Ministry-Central Office for Juvenile 
Justice on many project, realising either research or training activities. More 
specifically, the training activities, supported also by e-learning 
methodology, have been oriented to everyone who works and acts with 
minors (social workers, experts, psychologists, teachers, volunteers of third 
sector,…). Since 2005, IPRS owns EN ISO 9001:2000 certification for 
planning activities and superior and continuous training activities, sector EA 
37. Since 2007, even for planning and researching, communication and 
information in social field (sectors Ea 34 and 35).  Furthermore, IPRS is 
recorded in the Register of associations, set up by Ministry of Labour, 
which act for immigrants integration. Organisation’s usual source of finance 
of IPRS are: DG Labour; DG Research; DG Education and Culture; DG 
Justice; Italian Presidency of the Council of Ministries; Italian Internal 
Ministry; Italian Ministry of Labour and Social Policies; Italian Ministry of 
Justice - Central Office for Juvenile Justice; Municipality of Rome; 
Province of Rome; Campania Region. 
 
Partner 2 - Libera Università Maria SS Assunta (LUMSA) - Italy 
The LUMSA UNIVERSITY was founded in Rome in 1939 and its 
topographical location in the immediate vicinity of St. Peter’s Basilica is in 
clear harmony with its character and principles and its openness to the idea 
of universal human citizenship. LUMSA is one of the most important non-
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state universities of central Italy, with about 8500 students and 500 teachers 
and professors; it has four Departments: Humanities; Law (in Rome and in 
Palermo); Economics, Politics and Modern Languages) situated in 
neighbouring locations, and other branches operating in Gubbio, Palermo e 
Taranto.  
Lumsa University is very involved in projects with social aims as researches 
on the juvenile work, on the job and the school combining or on the juvenile 
immigration problems. 
It won several projects on social matters, often linked to the minors situation 
like Euroset programme (Leonardo Da Vinci), Ellproft programme 
(Socrates-grundvtig), FER project (European Refugee Fund) and FEI 
project (European Fund for the Integration of Third-country nationals). 
LUMSA was also financed by the Italian Ministry of Research and by the 
County of Rome for two researches about children with special need and 
violence in close relations. 
 
Partner 3 - Association Diagrama Intervention Psychosociale - France 
The association Diagrama Intervention Psychosociale, law 1901, of a 
national dimension, was constituted on October 14th 2003, in Bretagne 
(France). The general objective of Association Diagrama is to foster the 
development of Centres, Programmes and Research both for the prevention, 
treatment and integration of sectors of the population in difficulty or at risk 
socially, with particular emphasis on children, families, young people and 
women, and for persons who are dependent due to age, illness or physical or 
mental disability, and to actualise and bring to effect the right to health, by 
promoting all kind of initiatives and actions with the objective of obtaining 
active and creative involvement that makes it possible to put in place 
effective solutions to achieve their integration and independence within the 
community. There are currently 56 people working at the two closed 
educational centres managed by the Association Diagrama. The first one 
opened in January 2007 in the municipality of Gévezé (Bretagne) and the 
second one in November 2009 in Dreux (Eure-et-Loire). These two 
establishments receive each twelve young multi-recidivist minors.  
 
Partner 4 - Fundacion Diagrama Intervention Psicosocial - Spain 
FUNDACIÓN DIAGRAMA INTERVENCIÓN PSICOSOCIAL is a 
Spanish independent non governmental organization set up in 1991, 
committed specially to the defence of childhood and young people’s rights, 
paying special attention to those with social difficulties and young 
offenders. 
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Therefore, one of FUNDACIÓN DIAGRAMA’s aims is to create real 
chances for children and young people at risk in order to promote their 
inclusion into society and on the job market through educational and 
professional integration programmes. In this way FUNDACIÓN 
DIAGRAMA has a long experience on matters as: the prevention of 
juvenile delinquency, the managing of custodial and non-custodial measures 
and the development of socio-professional inclusion actions. In this way, in 
2007, FUNDACIÓN DIAGRAMA was granted the special consultative 
status with the United Nations Economic and Social Council. Regarding 
juvenile gangs, FUNDACIÓN DIAGRAMA has carried out different 
innovative intervention programmes and also has been part of different R+D 
projects on this matter, going deeper on the knowledge about the belonging 
of children and young people to juvenile gangs. 
 
Partner 5 - University of Extremadura - Spain 
Extremadura University Institution was founded in 1973. The University, 
during last years, has experienced a steady growth by adding new titles, 
courses and university campus: Mérida, Plasencia, Cáceres and Badajoz. 
Accordingly, the University of Extremadura has adapted itself to changes 
and challenges in its thirty-one years of activity through the increasing of its 
academic offers. The way towards European convergence of higher 
education, entry into the field of new technologies and its projection in new 
urban areas. The faculty has developed many projects on the issue of minors 
and adolescents: SCHOOLING AND AFTER? (Junta de Extremadura), 
SOCIAL EXCLUSION - IDENTIFICATION OF SOCIAL AND 
EDUCATIONAL EXCLUSION INDICATORS AND EDUCATIVE 
PROPOSALS (Junta de Extremadura). Moreover, the University published 
many scientific articles and analysis on the issue (International Journal of 
Developmental and Educational Psychology) and has collaborated in the 
draft of books like "Childhood and Adolescence: Psychological 
Development and Intervention proposals" Psicoex Badajoz ed., 2004 and 
"Psychological contributions and difficult Development " Edit Psicoex 
Badajoz 2004. 
 
Partner 6 - Pupil Parent Partnership - United Kingdom 
Mission -  We help young people overcome barriers, make the most of 
education and get their lives working. Objectives - develop and provide: 
- a range of multi-disciplinary support and education services within a broad 
therapeutic framework for young people and their families; 
- training and consultancy services for professionals; 
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- community initiatives as a context for the services and training mentioned 
above, so adding value and effectiveness, as well as establishing a creative 
platform for future developments; 
- financial and business solutions to support the range of interventions 
engaged in. 
Some Relevant Projects: PPP Gun, Gang and Knife Crime Mentoring 
Project; Home Office Community Fund; Training ex-prisoners and gang 
members to act as volunteer mentors. Providing a programme of activities, 
workshops and therapeutic sessions for young people involved, or at risk of 
becoming involved, in gun, knife and/or gang crime. 
PPP has developed in the last years many European projects to carry on 
European exchange of praxis and reflections since only with a real 
comparison it'll be possible to face the different problems regarding youth 
(social desease, creimes, juvenile gangs, etc.) 
 
Partner 7 - University of Sheffield - United Kingdom 
The Faculty of Social Sciences (FSS) is one of five faculties within the 
University of Sheffield.  FSS is comprised of 13 departments all of which 
were highly ranked in RAE 2008, and which cover a broad range of 
disciplines, and with a broad range of expertise and contacts.  In RAE 2008, 
over 60% of the faculty's research activity was graded as world leading or 
internationally excellent, with the majority of the faculty's submissions 
ranked in the top 10 in the UK, of which five were in the top 5. Based 
within FSS, the Centre for Childhood and Youth brings together 
multidisciplinary, internationally recognised researchers and stakeholders 
from across the University and around the globe, and is committed to 
involving children and young people in the research process.  It’s third 
international conference is being held in Sheffield 3-6 July 2010. More 
broadly within FSS, there is a significant body of research in a number of 
areas relating to juvenile society. Jean Grugel’s (Department of Politics) 
research includes the political economy of childhood and  the rights of 
vulnerable children and migrant workers. Her most recent funded projects 
include the protection of children´s rights in Europe, funded by the 
European Commission.  Jan Horwath, Professor of Child Welfare within the 
Department of Sociological Studies, is a specialist in child welfare policy 
and practice, and works closely with national and international agencies.  
She is developing a good practice guide and training manual for young 
people’s participation in research, policy and practice developments to 
prevent violence under a DAPHNE project.  The Policy, Governance and 
Participation research group within the Department of Geography uses 
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quantitative and qualitative approaches to  research on inequalities and 
includes projects investigating the spatial impacts of social policies through 
simulation modelling, linking censuses through time and mapping poverty 
and local socio-economic polarisation. 
 
Partner 8 - Universidade Catolica Portuguesa-Centro Regional do Porto - 
Portugal 
 The Catholic University of Portugal at Porto began its activities in 1978 and 
comprises at present several Faculties, Research Centres, and Services to the 
Community. Guided by innovation and quality assurance practices, there is 
a continuous concern with change needs and opportunities in order to be a 
University of reference and of recognized quality. The inner dynamism of 
numerous scientific, cultural, social and academic activities, the social 
volunteering in which students can participate, the coexistence on campus of 
various areas of knowledge, the involvement in research and services, make 
The Catholic University at Porto an open, active  and lively community.  
The Faculty of Education and Psychology (FEP) of the Catholic University 
at Porto is currently active in the field of education, research and services to 
the community. As far as research is concerned, FEP seeks to contribute to 
the study and investigation of a set of topics that are relevant to the 
Portuguese society (e.g., juvenile delinquency). FEP includes a Centre for 
Studies in Human Development (CEDH), under which several national and 
international research projects are being developed. 
 
Partner 9 - European Juvenile Justice Observatory (OEJJ) - Belgium 
The European Juvenile Justice Observatory (EJJO) was founded on July 
13th 2008, with its headquarters for the whole of Europe in Brussels 
(Belgium) as a result of the conclusions reached during the 2nd International 
of the International Juvenile Justice Observatory (OIJJ) “Juvenile justice in 
Europe: a framework for integration” held in Brussels in October 2006. 
Based on the differentiating aspects and the common points that converge 
on the map of all juvenile justice systems in Europe, the International 
Juvenile Justice Observatory (OIJJ) promoted the creation of the European 
Juvenile Justice Observatory, as a positive element in the process of 
converging regulation and good practices in Europe. 
The objective of the European Juvenile Justice Observatory is to create a 
European space for reflection, the development of initiatives and the 
establishment of codes and standards for good practices in serving the 
education and integration of young Europeans in conflict with the law. 
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ASSOCIATE PARTNERS 
 
Partner 10 - General Directorate for the enforcement of court orders-
Department for Juvenile Justice (DJJ) - Italy 
The Italian Ministry of Justice - Department for Juvenile Justice is 
competent in matters of juridical protection for minors between 14 and 18 
years of age, and particularly for those subject to penal convictions by the 
Juvenile Justice Authority, which extends its mandate, if necessary, until the 
21° year of age. DJJ operates through 12 regional or inter-regional Juvenile 
Justice Centres, to which the following Juvenile Services refer:  
- n.29 Youth Welfare Offices (USSM) providing assistance to minors in 
conflict with the law at all stages of the penal procedure, and collecting 
knowledge elements; 
- n.26  Juvenile Classification Homes (CPA), accommodating minors under 
arrest, custody or in preparation of the validation hearing, for maximum 96 
hours, under the custody of the penitentiary police and in presence of an 
multidisciplinary team acquiring useful information; 
- n.18 Juvenile Detention Centres (IPM), ensuring detention for remand or 
expiation of the punshment; 
- n.12 Residential Communities/Structures ensuring execution of the 
dispositions of the judicial authority, particularly the accommodation in day 
care centres and the security measures, for minors undergoing an 
individualized educational programme.  
The specific Office of "General Directorate for the enforcement of court 
orders" (Associate partner) manages all these regional/local structures 
giving guidelines and supervision of all. 
 
Partner 11 – Responsive Solutions UK Ltd - United Kingdom 
Responsive Solutions was founded in 2010 by Jim Rose and Martin 
Haskayne who together have many years’ experience working with young 
people across the fields of education, social care and youth justice. Jim and 
Martin have also managed complex organisations in a range of service 
settings including residential care, secure accommodation, schools and 
behaviour support teams. Responsive Solutions benefits from the 
availability of a network of Associates with varying experience that can be 
accessed to ensure the provision of an individual solution to different 
situations and problems. 
Responsive Solutions provides bespoke training and consultancy services to 
organisations that may already have a clear idea for staff training or who are 
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looking for support in identifying the appropriate way forward for their staff 
and clients or a set of answers to particular challenges. 
Responsive Solutions have provided services to amongst others, G4S (Care 
and Custody), Pupil Parent Partnership and number of schools in North 
West England.  
Responsive Solutions is also a publishing company and in 2010 published 
the well-reviewed, How Nurture Protects Children – Nurture and narrative 
in work with children, young people and families, by Jim Rose. (London: 
Responsive Solutions: ISBN: 978-0-9564863-0-1) 
 
Partner 12 - Direccao Geral de Reinsercao (DGSR) - Portugal 
DIRECCAO GERAL DE REINSERCAO SOCIAL (DGSR) is an 
organization of the Ministry of Justice.  
FUNCTIONS: it has competences in the criminal law an juvenile justice 
jurisdiction. DHSR has a nation wide span of intervention, with teams, 
covering all of the Portuguese territory, providing technical support to the 
Courts, to prevent offending and reoffending. 
MISSION: It defines and executes the state policies on criminal prevention, 
providing assessment to the Courts, social reinsertion services for youths 
through the supervision of Court sentence, probation and alternative 
sanctions to prison. DIRECCAO GERAL DE REINSERCAO SOCIAL has 
developed several projects with the other State members and organisations 
in the area i.e.: Programs to prevent domestic violence; Proj. Valere 
integrated program for youth offenders developed in n.4 actions: 1. 
development of a risk assessment scale; 2. mediation/restorative project; 3. 
coaching competence; 4. educational programme. 
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1 - Introduction: the Italian case between the European and the 

North-American reality 

Alessandro Padovani, Silvio Ciappi, Sabrina Brutto, Alessandra Minesso 
 
Almost all European research regarding juvenile gangs derives from 
research in the United States (Klein et al., 2006);  for this reason there is a 
“tendency to deny the existence of gangs in Europe because they do not fit 
the stereotype derived from the earlier studies” (Klein et al., 2001, p. 3). In 
reality, “there is a growth in street gang problems in different countries in 
Europe” (Klein et al., 2006, p. 414).  
Using these North American standards, juvenile gangs in Europe are 
relatively small (Weerman et al., 2009), loosely organized and related to 
racial or ethnic groups, such as Muslim youth in France (Hanser & Caudill, 
2002, cit. in Steven et al., 2011) or youth gangs in Germany (youth 
embracing neo-Nazi ideologies, reacting to immigration) (Decker, 2005, cit. 
in Steven et al., 2011). Notwithstanding, European “juvenile gangs seem to 
be largely influenced by American gang structures where colours and area 
codes divide and demand fierce loyalties” (De Lord et al., 2010, p. 64). As 
referred by the Chair of the Metropolitan Police Association of London, Len 
Duvall, “there has been an ‘Americanization’ on London’s streets which has 
seen more gangs carrying knives and fights over postcode rivalries” 
(Alexander, 2008, p. 11).  
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As referred by Steven and Collaborators (2011), “juvenile gangs exist [in 
Europe] but are not the focus of as much media attention” (p.342). A study 
conducted on juvenile gangs in a dozen European countries concluded that 
the levels of violence committed by juvenile gangs are more serious than 
among non-gang youth, but less in comparison to North American youth 
gangs (Klein et al., 2006, cit. in Steven et al., 2011). This last data could be 
the result of the “tighter control on handguns in Europe and the fact that 
youth gangs were not usually linked to territory or organized criminal 
syndicates and/or drug trafficking activity” (p.343). In the UK context, for 
example, the Metropolitan Police referred that in 2008 there were 171 active 
youth gangs in London, although they know very little about these groups 
(Alexander, 2008).   
To De Lord & Collaborators (2010) young people join gangs to protect 
themselves, for fear or victimisation history (e.g. victims of violence 
themselves), or due to poverty, poor diet, lack of opportunities for making a 
living, or seeing the gang as the ‘only’ choice. To this, researchers add the 
following principles for fighting this phenomenon: create a safe 
environment, build and maintain a trusting relationship with the gang 
members, promote opportunities to develop emotional awareness and 
strategies for coping with frustration, and promote strategies for sustainable 
change. Tertiary prevention “should also aim to prevent victimisation 
among those young people who have already been attacked, abused or 
stolen from” (De Lord & Collaborators, 2010, p. 76). Regarding other 
intervention practices, the Boston Model, called a “miracle” initiative (De 
Lord et al., 2010) is considered a good practice. The work between police, 
communities and voluntary organisations and gangs was extremely 
successful in reducing violence and changing gang behaviour (idem).      
The Eurogang project is committed to promoting research on street gangs 
(Weerman et al., 2009). The group defined a street gang as “any durable 
street-oriented youth group whose involvement in illegal activity is part of 
their group identity” (Gemert, 2005, cit. in Decker & Weerman, 2005). The 
“durability, street orientation, youthfulness, group and identity involving 
illegal behaviours” (Klein et al., 2006, p. 419) are considered the five 
‘definers’, and other characteristics, such as age, gender, ethnicity, names, 
leadership and special indicia (clothing, tattoos, emblems) are considered 
‘descriptors’.  
Maxson & Klein (1995; cit. in (Weerman et al., 2009) described five types 
of gangs, namely, 1) classical (are large, multigenerational, various 
subgroups, exist for several years), 2) neo-classical (fewer members than the 
last one, territorial group, exist for ten years or less), 3) compressed (short 
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history, composed by youth, without subgroups, existed less than ten years), 
4) collective (bigger than the last one, disorganized, constituted of 
adolescents and young adults) and 5) specialty (smaller size, adolescent or 
early adults, narrow crime pattern; drug sales and skinhead groups). In 
Europe, the most common are the last one (Klein et al., 2006), i.e., 
commonly street gangs are constituted by adolescents and early adults, with 
50 or less members, predominantly male and composed of ethnic or national 
minorities. In addition, “the development of street gangs [in Europe] has 
been so recent that groups with durations less than 10–15 years have not had 
a chance to stabilize” (Klein et al., 2006, p. 421).  
There are other European studies with regard to the violence of juvenile 
gangs, such as, a Dutch (Weeerman, 2005) and a Russian study (Salagaev et 
al., 2005); in both, “youths who belong to gangs or troublesome groups 
commit violent offences remarkably more often than youths who do not 
belong to such groups” (Klein et al., 2006, p. 425). 
Street gangs or “troublesome youth gangs” (Klein et al., 2006, p. 413) are 
qualitatively different from other juvenile groups (De Lord et al., 2010). A 
criminal street gang is defined by its criminality and a juvenile gang could 
be defined as a social group. It also important to note that being in a gang is 
not illegal, only the offences committed are illegal (idem). Some 
characteristics that distinguish gangs from youth groups are that the gangs 
are: led by a leader, have an internal hierarchy, control a territory, and have 
a strong internal cohesion with precise rules.  
From this organization one derives three types of groups commonly referred 
to as gangs based in terms of criminality: a) peer group – small, 
unorganized, offences are spontaneous, low-level of  antisocial behaviour; 
b) street gang – durable, street-based and crime is essential to the group; and 
c) organised crime groups – violence and crime constituted an occupation 
and business (De Lord et al., 2010). 
There are some other concepts, namely, baby gangs whose members are 
mostly pre-adolescents and adolescents, often friends or classmates, with a 
similar structure to the criminal gangs (Piqué, 2009), committed robberies 
or extort peers inside or outside schools (Menesini & Modiano, 2003). 
Gifford (2010) says that “they were just children who were surviving their 
drug and crime infested neighbourhoods the best way they could”. This 
seems to be an Italian phenomenon, which is increasing within the country, 
and in order to tackle this, the Italian Parliament nominated a Committee on 
Juvenile Group Violence that approved a resolution to improve school 
activities and support health education projects in order to decrease the 
problem. (Menesini & Modiano, 2003). 
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Cloward and Ohlin (1960) argued that the type of gang depends on the 
balance of legal and illegal opportunities that the group committed. To name 
a few, Ruble & Turner (2000) distinguish social gangs (permanent group; 
specific location), delinquent gangs (organized; pursuit of monetary gain) 
and violent gangs (obtain power and the violent activities give emotional 
gratification to youths) (Hardy, 1996). Fagan (1989) used the terms party 
gangs (drinking and drug use), social gangs (petty crimes) and delinquent 
gangs (territorial and corporate gangs). 
In a state of the art about juvenile gangs in Italy conducted by De Lord & 
collaborators (2010) the pandillas, or gangs, are criminal groups organized 
on an ethnic basis that undertake extortion, drug dealing, prostitution, and 
theft. They shared a group affiliation, language, customs, attitudes, codes, 
ways of dressing, and a name. These juvenile gangs also have an initiation 
test that includes stealing, assaulting someone armed with a knife, raping a 
girl, hurting someone or beating someone, hierarchy of power, or 
consumption and sale of drugs. The Italian groups do not have a hierarchical 
structure, rules of conduct, good cohesion between the members, and 
control of the territory. 
Gangs have existed in Italy since the 1950’s. Nowadays there are very few 
gangs in Italy. The increase in juvenile delinquency (theft, vandalism and 
assaults) that Italy is facing has led to a general social perception of violent 
criminal juvenile gangs. However “it is not necessarily linked to gang 
activity” (De Lord et al., 2010).  In fact, “the reality of the problem is 
possibly not as great or as serious as the media portrays as there are actually 
not that many gangs in existence throughout the country” (De Lord et al., 
2010, p. 47). Some examples in Italy are the ‘Baby Gang in Action’ in 
Milan and in Genoa where groups of juveniles aged 12-17 carried Molotov 
cocktails on their motorbikes to attack restaurants and Gypsy Caravans. The 
historic peace agreement between the ‘Pandilla of the Latin Kings’ and 
Netas, two rival gangs, represents one good intervention. 
At a European level “multi-systemic therapy, family functional therapy and 
aggression replacement therapy are all at least as effective as ‘zero 
tolerance’ policing, probation, imprisonment, boot camps, trying juveniles 
in adult courts and restorative justice in reducing juvenile crime” ((De Lord 
et al., 2010, p. 93).   
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2 – Methodology and inputs 

Silvio Ciappi, Sabrina Brutto 
 

This report presents a methodology that tried to unite quantitative and 
qualitative data, field analysis, literature review, online questionnaires, and 
face-to-face interviews. The information collected derive from a focused 
exchange involving different stakeholders. In fact, ITACA succeeded in 
engaging professionals and practitioners in open discussions entailing joint 
reflections that led to the identification of new scenarios; the project actively 
facilitated communication and attracted a range of professionals, academics, 
researchers, and practitioners who engaged with each other and shared their 
varied experiences, creating bridges between sectors. 
The overall goal of implementing a European multi-level analysis of 
"juvenile gangs" started with the national analysis that shows a lack of 
cohesion, lack of clarity in regards to the topic and the division of 
competence between authorities. For these reasons, reinforcing close public-
private co-operation in order to facilitate the re-integration of these 
vulnerable young people was deemed crucial. This represents the common 
thread that served as the basis for the two workshops held in Italy. The first 
workshop was organised at LUMSA (on April 17, 2012) and made it 
possible to bring together representatives from the mass media for an open 
discussion about the base elements.  Media involvement is essential to the 
creation of clear and transparent information; in this regard LUMSA 
organized seminar in such a way as to involve students studying courses 
such as education and sociology. The goal was to set up a 
training/information session to which representatives of local NGOs were 
also invited. 
The second workshop was held in Genoa in collaboration with the local 
University (on May 10th, 2012). Two fundamental themes were addressed 
during the course of the day: prevention and the treatment of juvenile gang 
members. As expressed directly by the participants, this day created the 
opportunity to make better use of existing networks, the possibility to put 
together the heterogeneity of the participants’ experiences allowed for a 
fruitful discussion among persons involved. 
 
“Both activities in plenary as well as those in the subgroups have been a 
moment of exchange and mutual enrichment; this teamwork has allowed the 
participants to enable a comparison of “gangs” in the logic of common 
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growth of knowledge and skills...there is the need for all the actors to speak 
face to face”. 
 
“The day was characterized by a flow of ideas, proposals, contents, points 
of view from different stakeholders. The communication flow must not be 
interrupted since future joint actions that go beyond the project could be 
possible; sustainability in the future that is nourished by participation”. 
 
“We must focus on research but also to the interventions…at this table Ms. 
research and Mr. intervention were present!” 
 
The participants of the two events were primarily comprised of the 
individuals involved in the questionnaire compilation during the first phase. 
The analysis of the material collected led to the identification of juvenile 
gangs primarily in cities in the north of Italy; this is the reason for which the 
second seminar was held in Genoa.  
The previous phase then was designed to collect the “available”, in other 
words explore existing knowledge and map juvenile gangs in Italy through 
contacts with public institutions at the national and local level, the 
magistrate, the State Police, universities, the primary organizations 
operating in the private sector, and all of the subjects that the Italian 
partnership retained to be appropriate informants in regards to juvenile 
gangs. More specifically, the questionnaire was comprised of five parts: 

- contextualisation and knowledge of juvenile gangs in order to 
integrate the available quantitative and qualitative information; 

- identification of specific policies, and intervention and prevention 
strategies that enable the definition of the factors and typologies of 
responses adopted; 

- identification of good practices; 
- considerations made into order to collect ideas in order to 

qualitatively enrich the research; and 
- a section dedicated to specific stakeholders. 

The conclusions derived from the data are spelled out and discussed below. 
 

A clear definition of gang does not exist in Italy, even if there are some 
policy actions on the field. A true anti-gang legislation  in Italy is in its 
beginnings but nevertheless looks like extremely promising. There are some 
practical experiences concerning gang management especially in 
penitentiary setting.  
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From a practical way, gang is nevertheless not clearly defined. Gang is 
perceived still as a journalistic figure and it does not represent a real 
criminological category. In a broader sense, gang involvement is not 
inserted inside a wider range of criminal justice alternative regulations. 
There are no clear provisions and best practices regarding preventive 
measure and law enforcement strategies against gang. 
We could say that a real anti-gang legislation and practice system lacks 
effectiveness. Gang participation is not considered by the majority of 
interviewed people as a part of a criminological problem (with some good 
exceptions like some prosecutors and Ngo professionals). More specifically 
speaking, regarding gang we could outline: 

- The misunderstanding of gang as a real psychosocial problem . Gang 
is intended under a more general framework of juvenile delinquency.  

- Juvenile justice offices are generally poorly organized on this issue. 
- A lack of integration between welfare and social protection system 

and criminal justice in establishing a gang reduction program; 
More generally speaking, gang policy in Italy needs  to be conceptually re-
framed through: 

- Developing a conceptual framework 
- Establishing for criminal justice stakeholders an organizational 

attitude towared gang related problems 
- Developing a common vision and strategy 
- Acquiring skills and resources on gang reduction programs. 
-  

On the other side, we assess some internal points of strengths, like: 
- The presence of motivated institutional and NGOs 

professionals 
- The willingness of public administrators to create a co-

operative community justice intervention system 
- A social awareness on the problem 

 
During focus groups and interviews  some crucial issues were raised. In 
particular participants showed a good community justice understanding. 
They developed appropriately questions and addressed properly some 
criminal justice and law enforcement issues regarding gang problems. 
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The following SWOT template indicates in brief the internal and external 
points of strength and weaknesses. 1 
 
 

Strengths 

 

- Presence of a social awareness 

regarding gangs  

- Some Motivated Institutional and 

NGO professionals 

- Existing informal criminal justice 

practices regarding gang reduction 

Weaknesses 

 

- Gaps in capacity  

- Lack of specific training modules for 

gang youths  

- Mass media amplification of the 

problem 

Opportunities 

 

- International Standard of intervention 

on gang reduction 

Threats 

 

- Lack of specific budget allocations  

- Underestimation of advantages of a 

specific gang policy 

 
 

                                                 

1 The SWOT analysis is an extremely useful tool for understanding and decision-
making for all sorts of situations in organizations. SWOT is an acronym for 
Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats. Strengths and Weaknesses, are 
'mapped' or 'graphed' against Opportunities and Threats. To enable this to happen 
cleanly and clearly, and from a logical point of view anyway when completing a 
SWOT analysis in most situations, Strengths and Weaknesses are regarded 
distinctly as internal factors, whereas Opportunities and Threats are regarded 
distinctly as external factors. 
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3 - Phenomenological description 

Silvio Ciappi, Sabrina Brutto, Barbara Santagata, Alessandra Minesso 
 

This chapter focuses on the analysis, from both a general and specific point 
of view, of some Italian cities (Genoa, Milan and Turin) in which juvenile 
gangs are especially problematic and other cities (Rome, Perugia, Florence, 
and Venice) that were taken into consideration, but have a lower level of 
juvenile gang activity. The high presence of juvenile gangs in the urban 
contexts of Milan and Genoa is evident in the various reports contained in 
the yearly dossiers on public safety. Within the areas of Genoa and Milan 
there are full-fledged gangs, primarily formed by young Ecuadorians and 
Peruvians, that have been the object of incisive police operations with 
multiple arrests over the course of the last few years. The crimes committed 
by members of the baby gangs range from extortion to street robbery (often 
in association with assault) to theft, fights, and kidnapping as well as sexual 
violence inflicted upon female members of rival gangs. Charges of 
vandalism and public order crimes are also quite frequent. 
 In respect to the South American gangs, a statement made by Ciro 
Cascone, public prosecutor in Milan, is especially illuminating: 

“[The gangs] are primarily made up of Ecuadorians, but also of 
Peruvians, Chileans, and South Americans in general. We’re talking 
about youth between the ages of 15 and 26/27 years, most of whom 
came to Italy when they were small to join their parents or who were 
brought over once their parents were settled more or less legally; the 
youngest were often born in our country; some, the oldest, or their 
fathers, emigrated either in order to escape the vengeance of rival gangs 
or to leave a gang, something that is absolutely not allowed and exposes 
them to punishment in the form of savage beatings or even killings. The 
gang structure is chauvinist. To enter and take part there is, in some 
cases, an initiation ritual that may consist of being beaten or spit upon 
by the others. The gang members are male and their partners may take 
part of the group, but in a submissive role, at times having to 
demonstrate proof of their obedience and endurance. The members of 
the gang, all rigorously endowed with a nickname, have signs of 
recognition that can be tattoos, symbolic designs or mottos, and at times 
a specific colour for clothing. Their profiles can be found on Facebook 
where they publish their profiles, bragging about their gang 
membership and their actions, insulting, provoking and menacing their 
enemies in other gangs by means of online diatribe. The Latin 
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American gangs do not have a specific reason for their existence; 
there’s no, for example, ethnic element or geographic origin that 
characterizes or diversifies them (e.g., Ecuadorians versus Peruvians or 
Ecuadorians from a specific area or city of Ecuador against other 
Ecuadorians from a different area or inhabitants of a specific 
neighbourhood against those from another neighbourhood); there’s no 
philosophical foundation, tradition to defend or prior event to remember 
or vindicate, or territory to control, nothing that gives meaning to the 
rivalry with the other gangs. They are all substantially the same and 
undifferentiated in their homogenous heterogeneity. Like football 
teams: one belongs, without knowing why, to a certain team that must 
beat the others and betrayal is not an option. The crimes committed by 
these gangs place public order and citizen safety at grave risk. These 
youth meet in some places with Latin American dancing, or in private 
environments frequented by co-nationals where they get drunk, fight—
usually in regards to women or minor reasons, scuffles that degenerate 
to brawls or that lead to successive punitive endeavours carried out with 
weapons (bats, knives, machetes, and broken bottles). The most 
common crimes then are: fights, threats with weapons and injury, and 
once in a while a homicide. Lately, however, some groups have turned 
their violence towards ordinary citizens, beating other youth from 
different ethnic groups for no reason, or robbing the elderly.” 

Investigation squads pay special attention to Chinese youth gangs. Chinese 
juvenile gangs are seen as being worrisome in that they are detached from 
the values of the guanxi and strive to make money at any costs. These gangs 
are considered uncontrollable splinters devoted, in an associated manner, to 
activities that support illegal immigration, kidnapping, exploitation of child 
and female workers, falsification of documents, fights, personal injury with 
pointed weapons (e.g., knives), robbery, extortion, drug trafficking, and, in 
more isolated and extreme cases, homicide. The gangs move quickly from 
one city to another to commit crimes on commission, but, according to the 
analyses, their presence is especially worrisome in Milan where there have 
been numerous arrests for robbery, extortion, kidnapping, and conflicts 
between rival groups.  In the Report of the Anti-mafia Parliamentary 
Commission of 2006 one reads “The gangs are usually comprised of 
extremely young members, often under 18 years of age, systematically 
devoted to committing robbery, extortion and arson as well as homicides 
and knife assaults.” A typical gang is comprised of roughly 20 people who 
come from the same city in China. The leader is usually an adult who 
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coordinates the actions and maintains ties with other groups in other Italian 
regions (Report Rapporto sulla Criminalità, Ministry of the Interior).   
In general, juvenile gangs are comprised of youth who have just reached 
Italy for family reunification. They leave an easy and comfortable life 
behind in China where they were pampered by their grandparents and 
spoiled with the money that their parents sent back home. From one day to 
the next they find themselves in a foreign world, where people speak an 
incomprehensible language, where one needs to work hard and they find 
themselves at the bottom of the barrel, assigned a status that Italians deem to 
be the lowest: third country (extracommunitario) immigrant. In Italy they 
have to confront linguistic, cultural and social difficulties of every kind, 
difficulties that become fertile soil for the rise of juvenile delinquency.    
More than a clan, they belong to a generation, that of youth raised with their 
grandparents in China who have come to Italy after having completed 
mandatory schooling in China (DIA, Ministry of Interior, Rapporto sulla 
Criminalità, 2007). Their arrival in Italy corresponds to an existential shock 
from which it is difficult to recover. The criminal gang is the reaction to the 
double blow stemming from being uprooted from China and the social 
demotion experienced in Italy. Youth, nearly always dressed in black with 
long hair with green or red stripes, offer their services to bosses of a higher 
stature, manage robberies and minor extortions, and sell drugs in nightclubs, 
always and rigorously amongst their co-nationals. Other than cocaine, 
young Chinese use ketamine, an anesthetic used by veterinarians that is 
famous for provoking a psychological experience that is very close to death 
with a sense of separation from the body and hallucinations. These young 
delinquents represent a real emergency: they are organized, determined and 
fierce. The much evoked call for safety is not only an Italian need. The 
young people who knife each other and kill other damage above all the 
Chinese community. It is not by chance that an increasing number of 
Chinese request the assistance of law and order, collaborating as witnesses, 
providing information and reporting (DIA,  Rapporto sulla Criminalità, 
2007, 56). The following emerges from the interview with Ciro Cascone, 
public prosecutor in Milan:  

“The young Chinese gangs are composed of youth between the ages 
of 16 and 24/25 that are absolutely not integrated, that do not speak 
Italian, that spend most of their time in front of a computer or 
playing video games.  They meet at the internet points in the 
Cimitero Maggiore (via Paolo Sarpi) neighbourhood; they wear 
nightclub style clothing, have unique hairstyles (asymmetrical cuts 
and dyed hair), have tattoos and at times long nails. These youth are 
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generally born in China in small towns in the Zhejiang province 
where organized adult crime already has a foundation and members 
who act as a “trade union” when they decide to emigrate to [Italy].  
Most of them came to Italy while school age for family reunification 
with parents who have been here for years and hence are strangers to 
their children; the parents don’t do anything but work in the 
conditions that we know well, leaving their children in a state of 
substantial abandonment. These youth are completely uprooted from 
their environment where they have left grandparents or other 
relatives that raised them; they don’t speak our language; they either 
don’t go to school or are parked there without establishing 
relationships with classmates and teachers. These characteristics of 
personal isolation renders them lose dogs that find themselves in the 
same place and participate in the same endeavour without 
communicating or constructing significant ties with others. In these 
gangs it is difficult to find a leader because the bosses are outside or 
rather, they are adults from organized crime groups that have a team 
of “employees” that represent the leaders’ contribution of manual 
labourers to the organization. Girls are not allowed, in fact they are 
often victims in that one of the most common crimes, as has been 
said, is prostitution and in this context sexual violence and 
kidnapping that damage prostitutes, including minors, is not 
uncommon. Young Chinese usually move autonomously between 
Milan, Brescia, Turin, and Florence—cities in which the phenomena 
is, so to speak, branched.”  

We are now going to spell out in the detail the situation in regards to youth 
gangs in the cities of Genoa and Milan and in other cities. 
 
3.1 Genoa 
 
Ecuadorians, today, represent the largest migrant group in Genoa, a position 
acquired by a rapid growth process in the course of just a few years. Some 
general characteristics help us describe this group: a high incidence of 
families with children, medium-high education level, work placement nearly 
exclusively in the areas of care and assistance for the women and in 
construction for the men, and origins in urban areas or ports. The migratory 
experience of Ecuadorians in Genoa clearly presents itself in terms of family 
migration: the women leave, but the children and husbands arrive soon 
thereafter (Queirolo Palmas, 2004). Low-skilled labour, specifically care 
and assistance work, represent the large funnel through which workers, who 
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previously held white collar positions in their country of origin, pass and 
then stabilize themselves. The research in Genoa bring into evidence the fact 
that the adolescents are often brought over without having processed their 
departure in an autonomous manner, leading them to be uprooted from the 
space of feelings, emotions, and sociality within which they moved in their 
context of origin. The reintegration process makes it possible to locate a 
strong place of identity to which belong materially and symbolically, 
substituting families, often crushed by work rhythms, in the provision of 
care and emotional support. Belonging to a gang constitutes one, of many, 
material possibilities for re-processing one’s condition as a youth and 
migrant in a society in which one experiences a condition of sub-alternate 
integration and the absence of mobility for one’s parents, as well as one’s 
destiny by means of expectations from which the youth wants subtract 
himself. The phenomena of juvenile gangs connotes itself in this area for its 
pronounced use of physical violence and the commission of many predatory 
type crimes by foreign minors, crimes that are characterized by an ever 
increasing abuse of alcohol and drugs. This reality inevitably leads to social 
alarm that has a notable impact on the citizenry’s sense of danger. The 
lifestyle, however, of the minors who belong to ethnic juvenile gangs is 
characterized by a major lack of points of reference and a sort of existential 
fragmentation. Alessandra Bucci, for example, of the Genoa State Police 
[Questura], stated:  

“It is a fact of reality that some of the gangs present in the area 
impose a lifestyle on their members. It is the group that determines 
the type of clothing, the times and places for meeting, the activities 
to engage in, etc. In some case, in the minority but definitely 
alarming, it has been discovered that it is the group that determines 
the illicit actions to be carried out. Autonomous decision-making by 
individuals in terms of which crimes to commit is much more 
frequent, although these crimes can generally be connected to the 
group entity when committed by individuals seeking to demonstrate 
their value to other group members. This deals exclusively with 
gangs of young and very young Latin Americans who form groups, 
in some cases, on the basis of their country of origin and, in others, 
on the basis of the neighbourhood in which they live. In the local 
reality, for example, a group exists whose members must be 
Ecuadorian while another group has historically been constituted on 
the basis of friendship determined by living in the same 
neighbourhood. In regards to social composition, we are normally 
dealing with minors who are the children of South American citizens 
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who emigrated for work in accordance with the law for foreigners. 
The mothers are normally “badanti” [in home care for the elderly] 
while almost all of the fathers are employed in construction.  The 
minors attend Italian schools regularly but find it hard to integrate 
completely as it is easier for them to form friendships “with co-
nationals”—the reason for which they tend to form closed groups.” 

The adolescents demonstrate difficulty in “identifying” and “feeling” their 
family as they are disoriented by single parent, reconstructed, extended, 
subjected, and indeterminate families. What emerges is a lack in the nuclear 
family’s ability and competence in the functions of support, relationships, 
awareness, supervision and containment, a tendency to disconnect 
autonomy from responsibility, “giving” spaces that are by no means subject 
to being conquered, as well as a strong tendency to delegate educational 
functions to substitute figures that are often, in turn,  intermittent or not 
perceived by the adolescents as present and authoritarian. Institutions are 
perceived as distant realities, abstract and often empty. The connection with 
the area is also extremely ephemeral: the children often live as commuters, 
isolated in “dedicated” spaces (schools, daycare centres, gyms) in which 
they do not feel that they belong: “on the basis of the actual situation it is 
framing the phenomena of baby gangs today is not correct (rhetoric of the 
correctional hypothesis where one sees the phenomena stigmatized as 
adolescent groups), but it would be more appropriate to use the following 
term, which even if ambiguous and imprecise, fits the current situation: 
street groups. So, we can speak about organised street groups that live their 
daily reality and the relationship with informal society in the street, which is 
the primary scenario. In 2000, more precise and in some cases more cruel 
expressions were registered in which a series of crimes were committed. 
The phenomena has undergone downsizing in the last few years, but this 
does not mean that it does not exist. Street groups that in virtue of a series of 
problems of a social nature find a surrogate in the gang that enables them to 
rediscover specific elements that they lack. The local areas of interest in 
respect to the phenomena are: Genoa and the Levante riviera (Rapallo, 
Chiavari, Lavagna) where the phenomena has decreased even if it has not 
disappeared in the last few years. The boys’ lifestyle is the result of a very 
humble life stemming from the families’ difficulty in finding a place to live 
and underemployment; these boys have a very simple lifestyle that is not 
commensurate with the amount of energy that they would like to channel in 
order to attain a social identity.  
It is precisely for this reason that aggregation is useful; we are speaking 
about young boys who cannot cope due their low cultural level (many do 
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not finish school, drop out, do not attend), immaturity deriving from a series 
of events tied to being uprooted from their place of origin (Ecuador) and due 
to the not yet complete integration in Italy. Some groups make reference to 
consolidated gangs that have existed in America for years. In Genoa we 
have the Latin Kings, Latos Logos, Netas, Diamantes, and Manattan. But 
while in America these organizations develop in a very structured manner, 
here in Italy they copy the gang in terms of typology and the name used in 
the country of origin, but these are distant from the local realty; this is also 
due to the lack of support from the local population, as in South America, 
due to the lack of a clearly defined territory. The state is present here and it 
is obvious that one must measure and go up against the reality of other 
ethnic groups such as Albanians and Romanians. The Albanian community 
in particular is dedicated to the commission of a series of crimes in Italy. In 
the past the Albanians, in addition to the trafficking of drugs and weapons in 
general, were also involved in prostitution, even if indirectly, intervening 
from above. Then there was a period of a few years, which continues today, 
in which they left prostitution to dedicate themselves full-time to drug 
trafficking given that it was more lucrative. The primary resistance is 
belonging to a strong cultural group; they come from a difficult situation 
that pushed them, first the mothers followed by their children through a 
process of family reunification, to move. The culture of which they are 
exponents is in some ways backwards in that they are tied to ideas that are 
perhaps from, for us, from 100 years ago in regards to concepts of religion, 
habits, family relationships, masculine hegemony. Even the female figure is 
limited by a very religious family until she comes of age; hence, in the old 
fashioned family where the father is authoritarian and law giving, the female 
figure has difficulty in attaining certain liberties (like those that our youth 
may have). Girls also seek their social identity through the freedoms denied 
them by the family and hence one finds followers of these groups who, in 
attaching themselves to the group, look for their social identity with special 
reference to the sexual life of these young women who accept easy sex in 
their quest for freedom represented by uninvolved sexuality. It often 
happens that these girls, as mothers, acquire a clear position in society 
during pregnancy. One can count 20% of the female presence as belonging 
to street groups, although they do not necessarily commit crimes (they are 
generally the partners or girlfriend of members of the gang). About 40/45% 
are minors. The phenomena then involves a total of about 250/300 subjects 
as affiliates of these street groups.” (Interview with Simone Carlini, 
Caribinieri Captin, Genoa) 
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3.2 Milan 
 
The first appearance of these groups in Milan between 2003 and 2004 was 
not marked by any particular conflict in the streets. It was a phase in the 
constitution of these groups primarily responded to a social need without 
any opposition. In many cases boys that had shared some experiences upon 
arrival in Italy, that perhaps attended the same Italian course or played on 
the same football field at the recreation centre, gave life to different groups 
while maintaining good relations. The only episodes of conflict and violence 
are exclusively ascribable to fights that broke out in Latin American dance 
clubs. 2004 and 2005 were, however, marked by a phase of growing 
violence that saw the opposition between the members of all of the primary 
groups present on the scene at that time. The beginning of the conflict, the 
reasons for individual episodes, were often future and of little use for 
understanding the meaning of the phenomena. There one finds groups of 
Salvadorians and Dominicans, for the most part of adult age, structured as 
gangs (“la 13” for example) and dedicated to the organization of drug 
dealing and weapons sales. There are also older groups, like the Latin Kings 
or the Commandos, from which many of the minors that have come into 
juvenile justice custody in the last few years. The phenomena, after some 
important arrests, seems to be reducing markedly, at least in Milan. In the 
end, that which seems to have aroused new worries in the last few years is 
the birth of small interethnic groups that include youth from various Latin 
American countries as well as those from the Maghreb and Italians. Their 
reference points seems to be belonging to different neighbourhoods in the 
periphery of the metropolitan area. The crimes in which they are implicated 
are primarily extortion and robbery. Belonging to Latin gangs, today, seems 
to compensate for the perception of marginality experienced in relationship 
to their Italian peers through the use of violence and misuse of power, thus 
delineating a socially shared way of regulating social interactions.  
In terms of definition, the practitioners have a certain way of understanding 
the gangs:  

“There are actions and behaviours of a deviant and counter-
normative nature, but one cannot speak about groups in terms of 
structural attributions of this type. A typical element of adolescence 
is that questions of identity, whether personal or group, are 
communicated and acted upon through the use of violence and 
imposition of conflict in relation to the other inhabitants of the city. 
Thinking, on the basis of this, that they have a complex group 
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structure of a certain kind behind them is a stretch.  An old way of 
reasoning about conflict during adolescence, from the beginning to 
now, through the schlerotization of some concepts in which they are 
used without realizing that of the passage to delinquent conduct is a 
passage that makes a lot of sense in the process of growing up, in the 
sense that it has a function of a certain type and that it is not 
necessarily about  a relapse in personal or group identity. In an urban 
context like Milan, huge myths exist about the street groups referred 
to as “gangs” within some means of information—it is a brand for 
those who work with the construction of prevention and intervention 
policies, as well as an easy brand for those who speak about these 
gangs to use, because, and above all, it is worn by the people who 
take part…The lifestyle and the role of violence is exactly the same 
as the other youth. These youth go to school, go to nightclubs, go out 
with friends and family. The power of the brand-gang is so strong 
that it almost seems that the principle of homogeneity has to be 
transferred to these youth’s lifestyles; the lifestyle is the same as that 
of any peer who has a social inclusion process that is more or less 
problematic and presents a certain vulnerability that in some cases 
goes to the extreme, but is absolutely share by others who do not 
pass through the reality of the groups. The same thing holds for the 
relationship with violence; in many youth contexts violence has a 
fundamental role in regulating not only the process of skills 
acquisition, but also in the capacity to be effective in the world in 
which one lives, without there being something specific in this 
regard. There is specificity in the rhetoric, the discussions around 
and about this world and how all rhetoric has some truth, but this 
truth is used to construct a real mythology of the street. The reality 
of the neighbourhood and the periphery of the city certainly exists 
and a part of youth can be identified within these contexts, but the 
majority of these youth worlds live the city as a throughway, not for 
its residential nature. There are no maps of risk…it’s 
nonsense…groups of youth live public space and that space, for as 
much as one can think to have control over the area, is promiscuous 
by definition.  Contexts of spatial segregation do not exist in other 
territorial contexts, Quarto Oggiaro and Ponte Nambro are two areas 
that do have not had the same connotation for some in that they are 
at the centre of redevelopment processes. The majority of conflicts 
between youth take place in places of crossing, in the schools that 
everyone attends, on the metro lines that everyone takes. The 
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relationship with the area is a giant fantasy that feeds terror and is 
used by the agencies that monitor things from a criminal point of 
view; the fact that control of the area can be the prelude to the 
establishment of a criminal economy that does not exist today and 
that has difficult affirming itself in these youth worlds (interview 
with Massimo Conte, Milan). 

The summary offered by the interview with Ciro Cascone, public prosecutor 
in Milan, is also interesting: “Gang behaviors are quite standardized and 
codified, and they are expressed through fixed pathways that represent the 
gangs’ income: 

- The opening and management of meeting and hanging out points 
(e.g., internet points, karaoke bars, nightclubs) within which the 
groups carry out more lucrative activities such as the sale of 
ketamine and ecstasy, the trafficking of which has increased thanks 
to the close relationship with Dutch compatriots. 

- The application of “pressure”, more or less obvious, on business 
owners of the same nationality that are subject to extortion.  

- The management of prostitutes, illegal casinos and monetary loans 
(at loan shark interest rates). 

- The recovery of credit including accrued interest at loan shark rates.” 
The interesting interview with Ciro Cascone also brings into evidence some 
phenomenological aspects of gangs in the Milan area and above all the 
peripheries of Quarto Oggiaro and Gratosoglio: “In Quarto Oggiaro, which 
is the Milan neighbourhood with the highest density of delinquency, many 
youth seem destined to follow the footsteps of their fathers and brothers 
with criminal pasts; for many of these adolescents, that are pushed away 
from school and have neither the possibility, nor the example of honest 
work, being successful means become a criminal boss and being happy 
means making money; one buys drugs in the middle of street and the crimes 
committed are adult crimes; drug dealing, theft, fencing, and robbery.  
One begins with school drop-outs and moves to robberies in pharmacies, in 
supermarkets and in banks. The gangs that form here are fluid formations, 
disorganized and instable, they are groups of friends that, rather than going 
to movies or the game, commit crimes. Amongst the various investigations 
carried out by the public prosecutor’s office, emerges the figure of minors 
under investigation for various armed robberies in credit giving institutions, 
committed in a serial manner, at times one after the other during the same 
day; one of them, in particular, when asked if he was aware of being caught 
on the bank’s camera responded that this was exactly what he wanted, this is 
why he dressed elegantly; one of his accomplices told the prison priest that 
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they had thrown the money from the robbery (€5000 in bills) in the toilet to 
avoid being caught with booty upon capture.” 
 
3.3 Other cities 
 
Amongst the other cities considered, cities one identifies less as a precise 
target of juvenile gangs and that have a less distinct character are Turin, 
Rome, Perugia, Florence, and Venice.  
Often the gangs grow out of deprived situations, as in the case of Turin.  
Despite being a city capable of welcoming newcomers, having experienced 
immigration in the 1960s to which it was capable of providing social and 
economic responses, Turin has nonetheless had to make note of some of its 
weaknesses and gaps in the search of adequate solutions, often showing 
itself to be incapable of finding solutions within the process of listening to 
juvenile angst. The big residential neighbourhoods that are today primarily 
occupied by third country nationals and Italian immigrants from the early 
1970s, who are now elderly, are the new ghettos, but there are also other 
parts of the city that, due to architectural degradation and their particular 
history of inadequate urban and social development, are still today places of 
exclusions, areas where it seems impossible to bring in development, create 
places for meeting and hanging out, neighbourhoods where one clearly 
senses the unease. In these neighbourhoods drug dealers, prostitutes, 
“irregular” African immigrants, and disadvantaged families establish 
themselves. Commercial activities are modelled on the basis of the social 
fabric, the housing market adapts itself to the needs of the population, the 
buildings degrade, housing fills up with poor residents that have difficulty 
paying the rent and bills but that support the co-habitation with the 
degradation, minor crimes, drug dealing, and prostitution. The difficulties 
do not diminish despite the notable attempts by the political and private 
sectors that, working with associations and cooperatives, try to create spaces 
to meet, cultural events, and work opportunities. Local actors increasingly 
disinvest and initiatives reduce along with the enthusiasm of those working 
on this front. While in the past this type of collective and productive reality 
(e.g., associations, cooperatives, consortia) responded in a functional 
manner to the repositioning of segments of the population expelled from the 
productive sector due to the crisis and reconversion processes, today there 
are always more minefields within  which the unemployed and young 
people looking for work that chase after solutions to their social difficulties 
by trying to occupy themselves with the social difficulties of others. 
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From the information seeking activities carried out in other areas, there does 
not appear to be either stable and structured groups of minors, or defined 
ethnic units. “Interventions exist target groups of  youth, also those that 
come together for share interests (music, skaters, breakers) but can be 
traced to juvenile gangs and some interventions with groups of young drug 
users that also present some criminological elements that are neither well-
defined or structured, as above. It would be necessary to first engage in a 
mapping exercise to enhance knowledge about the phenomena” (interview 
with Alberto Favareto, Venice). 
The relevant behaviours in a penal profile, traceable to a degraded reality or 
to criminal family situations, cannot be translated into social phenomena but 
into the commission of a crime. Or they are tied to marginal situations tied 
to immigration as in the case of Caltanisetta:  

“In the Regional Province of Caltanisetta one can primarily 
distinguish two gang typologies: the first is substantially comprised 
of young Italian citizens, primarily male, residents in the degraded 
neighbourhoods of the city and belonging to disadvantaged families 
(the parents are often in prison or have problems with the law) 
and/or instable families (separated parents with custody problems 
and who do not pay enough attention to the minors); the second, 
however, is primarily comprised of young third country nationals, 
generally coming from the Balkans or the Maghreb, unaccompanied 
foreign minors with a nuclear family, organized in small groups” 
(interview with William di Noto, Caltanisetta). 
The gangs in this reality are fluid, characterized by occasional and 

transitory ties. The “environmental” reference shared by these peer groups is 
comprised of school, the gym, the neighbourhood in which they live/have 
residency, and increasingly the web (especially social networks). At times 
one sees the presence of young adults that serve as reference points or pull 
factors, but without taking on connotations of real leadership. There is a net 
prevalence of peer groups that adopt behaviours that assume the form of 
bullying, understood as the repetition of acts that misuse either physical or 
psychological power in respect to a subject perceived as being weaker, with 
increasing frequency and increasingly prematurely; at times they give rise to 
property crimes (notably theft, extortion, property damage) or attacks 
against the person (individual assault, punching, insults, slander). The 
common element – risk – is represented by the extreme difficulty that the 
youth and families have in recognizing the anti-social nature and/or criminal 
relevance of the individual and group behaviour. Minimization, devaluation, 
and displacement and/or diffusion of responsibility are common. 



 

 45 

4 - Criminological and sociological aspects of juvenile gangs in 

Italy  

Alessandro Padovani, Silvio Ciappi, Barbara Santagata, Alessandra Minesso 
 
A profile that characterizes minors who belong to juvenile gangs emerges 
from the interviews conducted with key informants. In most cases the youth 
are between the ages of 14 and 24; the groups are primarily comprise of 
males (with a percent of about 80 to 85 percent) even though there is an 
increase in girl only gangs. Mixed groups represent a less significant reality 
in Italy. The interviews identify the following typologies of crime as most 
relevant:   

- bullying comprised of verbal and physical aggression causing injury 
to peers as well as damage brought on by the spread of video and/or 
digital photographs based on harassment or of a sexual nature; 

- crimes against the person: injury, violent assaults, fights, rapes, 
stalking, molestation, insults, and slander; 

- property crimes: robbery, property damage, extortion; and 
- acts of vandalism, disturbing the peace, drug dealing, illegal 

possession of weapons.   
The violence of these crimes, especially in Genoa, seems to be influenced 
by the use of alcohol and drugs by minors who belong to gangs. The 
distinctive codes are usually symbolic and tied to clothing or to the 
identification with a nickname. Knowledge has been acquired of the use of 
special initiation rituals, in some cases, for becoming a gang member—the 
so called “acts of courage” that may include assaulting a member of a rival 
gang or being beat up or injured by members of one’s own gang. From the 
analysis of the interviews conducted, the definitions that best represent the 
phenomena of juvenile gangs in Italy can be identified on the basis of the 
different informant typologies. 
In respect to the description of the characteristics of the phenomena, the 
courts, the public attorney and the state police hold the following definitions 
to be most fitting, which means that juvenile gangs are:  

- A peer group that translates its discontent  and problems experienced 
during adolescence into illicit relationships and communication and 
acts of bullying; delinquency in this case can represent a question of 
opportunity, even if there may be a high level of affinity with at-risk 
or ill-at-ease situations. 
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- A gang of youth belonging to the same ethnicity, primarily 
comprised of adolescents that interact daily, that are frequently and 
deliberately involved in illicit activity and that share a common idea, 
expressed through the adoption of symbols and calls for the 
possession or control of a given place/neighbourhood/territory. 

The following definitions are supplied by juvenile justice practitioners and 
private social service providers, that have direct, hands-on contact with the 
juveniles: 

- A peer group that translates its discontent  and problems experienced 
during adolescence into illicit relationships and communication and 
acts of bullying; delinquency in this case can represent a question of 
opportunity, even if there may be a high level of affinity with at-risk 
or ill-at-ease situations. 

- A group comprised of youth with clear anti-social inclinations, 
overtaken by a sense of boredom and laziness in respect to their 
existence that amalgamate in fluid, disorganized and unstable 
formations and that commit acts of vandalism, robbery and theft; 
alternatively they can commit violent group crime with a reciprocal 
incitement towards delinquent acts (e.g., sexual violence, rocks 
thrown from an overpass). 

In this sense private social service providers offer information that differs 
from that provided by social control agencies, like courts and public 
attorneys, in that the private sector place the problem of gangs within the 
broader question of juvenile discontent. We need to take into consideration 
the fact that in this case the responses are vastly heterogeneous due to the 
fact that the agencies and institutions where the phenomena is present (like 
Genoa, Milan and Turin) provide a more precise description of the 
phenomena in that it is “targeted” on the direct observation of cases of 
juvenile gangs present in the area. Other realities such as Venice and 
Florence give a more nuanced definition as they are less exposed to the 
phenomena. Some of operational definitions of gangs, presented below, 
were proposed to the practitioners in an effort to evaluate their knowledge of 
the phenomena. 
 

 “Are gangs the protective shell capable of justifying and validating a 
deviant lifestyle?” (A.K. Cohen, R.A. Cloward e L.E. Ohlin, 1960) 

 
“the organization of criminal groups is a ritual by which youth pass 
from the adolescent phase to the adult phase” (H.A. Block, 1958) 
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“groups of bored youth that seek to use their time to have fun and that 
often belong to multi-problematic social and family contexts, but not 
necessarily disadvantaged social-cultural groups”(Maggiolini e Riva, 
1999) 

 
“Youth with negative family experiences at their back and with a strong 
sense of having suffered choose gang membership, feeling that it is a 
second chance to experience a sort of belonging that substitutes the 
“family.”(Axelman, Bonnell 2006; Fleix 2006). 
 
“the group represents a means by which to manage one’s social 
reputation and earn visibility within one’s social fabric” (S. Reicher  e 
N. Emler, 2000). 
 
“people that have experience racism in their country of origin seek to 
invert the social significance attributed to their ethnicity in the 
receiving country through participation in gangs. This is confirmed by 
the fact that these gangs often, even if they promote membership for a 
specific “race”, grant membership to minors from other ethnic groups 
who have similar experiences.”(Cannarella, Lagomarsino, Quierolo 
Palmas 2007); 
 
“the possibility of having a social status, a sort of status within the 
group in order to turn the social condition imposed by society upside 
down” (Barrios Bratherton 2004); 
 
 “Many youth, coming from extreme poverty and lacking opportunities, 
try to satisfy their rights within gangs that develop their own rules, 
through the consolidation of the gang symbology that provides a sense 
to the group of belonging. This quest to exercise their citizenship 
violates, in many cases, both the youths’ rights and the rights of others, 
creating violence and criminality within a circle that perpetuates the 
original exclusion (Definition and classification of juvenile gangs – 
Acts of the international conference “Phenomena in juvenile 
delinquency”, Seville 2007). 
 

The analysis has demonstrated how in reality there is no clear preference 
amongst the various definitions if not for the definition provided by 
Maggiolini and Riva, which was considered to be representative of a 
specific typology of juvenile group, especially in relation to Italian minors. 
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Many agreed with the fact that the group/gang can act as a social cushion; 
while it is not a justification for delinquent behaviour, it is a means of 
sharing individual, social and cultural conditions that serve as incentive for 
group creation; the commission of crimes in this case, however, responds to 
those needs that are not met or do not find adequate responses. For example, 
Valentina Ferrucci of the Istituto degli Innocenti in Florence stated:  

“Juvenile gangs, which are not to be considered to be pathological 
forms of aggregation, configure the structures of re-organization and 
social inclusion capable of offering minors, belonging to specific 
ethnic groups, a spontaneous attempt to “auto-organize” in order to 
construct a personal sub-culture. For these gangs aggregation allows 
for an identification of the self, at times through the use of violence, 
that is considered a symbolic form of evaluation and appropriation of 
the area.  The representation of the phenomena is interesting and 
problematic due to some factors: the “who” it identifies and 
represents, the “how” it represents. The “who” brings up two 
themes: non participatory representation—in this sense the 
phenomena is rarely described in official channels or by the media 
due to the contributions of “gang” participants, but is in general a 
representation that derives from others, information professionals, 
represented by the mass media and above all tied to crime news. The 
“how”, for which the definition of juvenile gangs/baby gangs 
emerges above all in “secutarian” terms in a process of 
stigmatization that, far from wanting to understand or analyse, tends 
to blame and “point out” the adolescent groups with street 
experience. From these problems derive other problems of 
recognition and the opening up of spaces for sharing and working 
with and for juvenile groups. In the absence of a common terrain for 
recognition between the youth who belong to street groups and the 
local educational service providers, one creates a communication 
vacuum that becomes filled by information from the mass media. 
This is one of the problems encountered by the teams that work to 
bring forth street groups. This is a focal point from which other 
problems branch: the lack of communication and acknowledgement 
of the reality of youth living in urban peripheries is also at the roots 
of the detachment between inclusion, education and participation 
policies and the reality that these youth’s lives.” 

In contrast, the various interviewees did not retain that the organization of 
criminal groups necessarily marks the passage from adolescence to 
adulthood. According to the interviewees’ opinions, the absence of a family 
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is often compensated for in this manner, but, to this reality one adds 
examples of emulation of behaviours that repeat those of fathers and 
mothers, such as being incarcerated or a drug addict. Often the only example 
is the negative example provided by their parents and behaving like them 
can help find oneself and have a plan for communicating with them, for 
being recognized. The gang, for many, may represent an access channel 
within the social fabric, even the sub-cultural social fabric, that one adds to 
parental figures, defined as “colourless”, in their function of guaranteeing 
their son a social position/recognition (the paternal figure is especially 
lacking). 
According to other interpretations, gangs constitute a more general parallel 
and alternative social context with defined rules and structured career paths 
and social mobility. They seem to constitute a microcosm that, if on the one 
hand it marginalizes and excludes subjects from extended social contexts 
through the commission of crime, on the other hand it creates means for 
internal recognition and construction of a social status that in some way 
compensate for or make the condition of marginality less traumatic. With 
respect to the responses provided by single services we have selected some 
realities, taking note of the definitions and the description of the 
phenomena. As one can note, in some cases there is a divergence between 
the general definition of the phenomena provided and the description 
provided for a specific phenomena in a given area. This demonstrates the 
lack of information and research on the phenomena of gangs, which are 
usually defined in very general and abstract terms, unless the phenomena is 
present in the area in which case a more concrete definition is given. We 
present some examples here:  
Juvenile Justice Centre, Rome (CGM): The phenomena of gangs in Italy is 
currently deemed to be marginal and where one encounters group 
delinquency, this can be traced to typical dynamics within juvenile 
offending or is connected to the adolescent phase, which is primarily 
experienced in groups. In this sense, one implicitly retains that gangs are 
comprised of youth involved in criminal activity that interact daily, have a 
common identity, adopt symbols, control a territory, and have their own 
well-structured sub-culture. 
Juvenile Court of Venice: One could say that we are dealing with a group of 
adolescents, often with nothing to do and with few prospects for the future, 
that may commit delinquent acts in order to satisfy material needs as well as 
attain recognition and identification within the group. Furthermore, 
affiliation with the group and its internal rules seems to reflect a felt need 
for rules that exists due to lack of rules within the family context. 
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Venice State Police (Questura): A group comprised of youth with clear anti-
social inclinations, overtaken by a sense of boredom and laziness in respect 
to their existence that amalgamate in fluid, disorganized and unstable 
formations and that commit acts of vandalism, robbery and theft; 
alternatively they can commit violent group crime with a reciprocal 
incitement towards delinquent acts (e.g., sexual violence, rocks thrown from 
an overpass). 
CFPP Charity House of Turin (Casa di Carità di Torino): Groups of young 
delinquents, youth that commit crime to obtain money, expensive objects 
that are not accessible for them such as the latest cell phones, brand name 
schoots, leather jackets, sunglasses, watches, and scooters. They commit 
crimes after having consumed alcohol and drugs; they are mainly third 
country nationals or youth from the middle-lower social class from the city 
peripheries. 
Office of Social Services for Minors of Turin (USSM): Groups of youth that 
commit crimes in association with others or in complex, well-structured, 
organisms with a clearly identifiable leader, sub-division of tasks, clear 
rules, and rituals shared by all of the members.  
Office of Social Services for Minors of Rome (USSM): One could say that 
we are dealing with a group of adolescents, often with nothing to do and 
with few prospects for the future, that may commit delinquent acts in order 
to satisfy material needs as well as attain recognition and identification 
within the group. Furthermore, affiliation with the group and its internal 
rules seems to reflect a felt need for rules that exists due to lack of rules 
within the family context. 
Office of Social Services for Minors of Genoa (USSM): Typologies of 
different gangs that are more or less compromised in terms of social 
deviance and delinquency, more or less involved, or rather, utilized by adult 
organized crime (in some Mafia run zones the gangs are employed in drug 
dealing and prostitution). Third sector organizations, the legal institutions 
and practitioners, and juvenile justice services were successively 
interrogated in regards to the causes underlying the phenomena. In 
considering the specific aspects related to the principal problems tied to the 
phenomena of juvenile gangs, due to the generational separation one cannot 
overlook the difficulty in understanding the juvenile world from an adult 
perspective. This difficulty seems increasingly insurmountable due to 
increasingly sophisticated and continuously changing technology that adults 
find increasingly difficult to adapt. 
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The primary aspects include the following:  
- lack of values on the part of the new generations; 
- their disinterest in respect to social, cultural and environmental 

problems; 
- the increasingly widespread difficulty on the part of youth to gain 

access to free educational opportunities that adequately meet labour 
market demand,  

- the chronic lack of work and integration and self-identification 
difficulties, and 

- the generational divide between teachers and students, educators and 
youth, the world of work and new workers. 

Some general characteristics emerge from the interviews in terms of 
lifestyle and the typologies of crime committed by juvenile gang members 
that can be condensed as follows: 

- We are dealing with youth between the ages of 14 and 24 that are 
primarily male (80-85%) 

- School attendance is low or highly reduced both in quantitative and 
qualitative terms; 

- absence of stable and qualified work experience; 
- lack of authoritative reference points within the family; 
- absence of lack rules in daily life; 
- alcohol use is normalized and inserted as an instrument for group 

gatherings/socializing when then forms an alliance either against 
people, or to gain supremacy in a space that assumes symbolic value 
(e.g., a square or street corner); and 

- violence takes on value as an initiation ritual or serves to provide an 
adrenaline rush in contexts where the possibility for the stable 
insertion in athletic, cultural and recreational activity is missing. 

In essence, juvenile gangs assume their connotations from new generations, 
which differ from preceding generations, and struggle to identify themselves 
within a social and family context and neighbourhood, as well as in 
perceiving significance in relationships. The group becomes an “identity 
card” within which the violence, anxieties, tensions, risk, and unease are 
presented differently and with special signs. With respect to treatment and 
custody problems that juvenile gangs present one can individuate:  

- the difficulties encountered by the educational agents (e.g., the 
family, school, church, associations, public institutions); 

- the relational distance that exists with the adult world and the lack of 
social and cultural opportunities; and 

- the lack of real social control.  
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5 - Deviance and juvenile gangs: theoretical framework and 

conceptual analysis 

 

5.1 The juvenile delinquency between reality and representation 
Donatella Pacelli 
 
Deviance is the complex result of a number of social dynamics, 
characterized by a variety of components which, in any context, create 
social alarm, as they not only express what is out of control but also sheds 
light on the various forms of distress affecting a specific community. 
In this sense we can say that every society produces deviance (Dal Lago, 
2002), or behaviors that deviate from norms and rules that are culturally 
prescribed and socially accepted, to the extent of becoming a real danger to 
the society. 
Along this continuum, between innovative and disruptive behaviors, 
individually and/or collectively performed, it is possible to identify the 
various factors of the regulatory apparatus recognized as legitimate and 
capable of ensuring social order, as well as what (and to which extent) can 
undermine the confidence in the institutions in charge of converting an 
aggregate of individuals into a sociable and supportive community.  
In other words, the presence of deviance shows the ineffectiveness of the 
control exercised at the level of both incentives and coerciveness. Both of 
them are used to build consensus and ensure harmony: the first one operates  
through mechanisms such as persuasion, suggestion, education and the 
distribution of rewards, relying on the spirit of competition and emulation; 
the second one uses the threat, coercion, worth, etc.. relying on feelings of 
fear and awe (Mongardini, 1992). In any case, these two forms of control 
operate simultaneously and with the same purpose, that is to prevent the 
recognized anti-social behavior by the dominant groups, who try to 
circumscribe it to a marginal phenomena and to anchor it to a minority 
figures. 
The phenomenon of deviance and the meaning it has assumed in terms of 
attitudes as well as behaviors that are beyond the social control, has long 
been an object of study by the sociological sciences that over time have 
developed several interpretative formulas. Thus, from the original idea of 
deviance as "statistical abnormality", abstractly measured on the average 
behavior, we moved towards the interpretation of Durkheim (1897), who 
combine aspects of the social system with traits the individual personality: 
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with this dual connotation this subject entered the North American 
functionalist sociology (Parsons, 1951). 
After a long dominance of this approach, a group of studies are now 
enriching the analysis of the phenomenon, linking it to its cultural 
representation, and therefore considering what contributes to generate the 
social definition of deviance as a result of attitudes and orientations of a 
whole community.  
This explains the attention to the reactions to which is exposed who is 
defined as “deviant” and the manner in which his/her personality is 
transformed, sometimes irreversibly, just as a consequence of being so 
labeled by the others. Thus, the reflection on deviance becomes broader, 
addressing the sensitive issue of the attribution of a stigma (Goffman, 1963) 
and considering the relevant contribution to the social construction of 
deviance of the part of collective evaluations and actions of those who 
deliberately or not promotes them. 
 
When the constructionism started, the sociological discourse on deviance, 
however, did not loose sight of the factors that trigger the actual behavior 
and tried to balance the attention between the reality and the representation 
of deviance produced both by individuals or entire social units. 
A key contribution in this regard is that of Merton (1957) who considers the 
deviant behavior as a discrepancy "between culturally prescribed aspirations 
and socially structured ways to achieve these aspirations." The answers to 
this dissociation between the real society and its cultural representation are 
certainly not unique and could be configuring innovative attitudes, 
accepting cultural goals but not the means, kind of ritualistic behavior that, 
while not sharing the goals, reproduce the dominant social practices; 
attitudes which refuses goals and behaviors, escaping from collective life; 
they are real forms of rebellion combining the rejection of the proposals and 
the means which might create adherence to social circles, based on 
alternative values and behavior rules. This second type of reaction seems the 
most appropriate to capture the salient aspects of the phenomenon of youth 
gangs and therefore the choice of rebellion of young people who find a way 
to escape their difficulties through their relational life, becoming member of 
a new group, where they can find a new identity, which would be elsewhere 
denied. 
 
Much literature has been investigating about the factors that may lead to 
deviant behavior and motivations related to problems arising from a a 
culture not fully internalized and therefore experienced as a constraint, a 
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source of misunderstanding and stigma; yet it is hard to separate the 
deviance as act punishable by the person who performs it. 
This operation is not simple because on the one hand we cannot ignore that 
each deviance is the product of a social definition, on the other hand it is not 
possible to ignore the elements of danger which accompanies deviance and 
the fact that in any case it represents a threat to the community. 
This is why the commitment of the institutional bodies seems to be mainly 
directed at interventions that can contain and fight deviance, through forms 
that vary according to the characteristics of the reference context, its 
progressive or regressive orientation, as well as the history of crimes 
afflicting the community concerned and the way they are reported by the 
media. 
This trend can be traced also in reference to the problem of youth gangs. 
They are in the center of an articulated debate that demonstrates the need for 
a broader view over the complexity of the youngsters’ world, in order to be 
able to analyze the many problems affecting them and to better understand 
both the expressed and the unexpressed problems suffered from the different 
age groups. Many experts argue that this variegated universe today cannot 
be interpreted using the past categories. This happens because youth today 
is pushed simoultaneously by two different and contrasting processes: the 
adultization and the infantilization. The socio-cultural context promotes 
both processes, generating therefore a fast and dramatic growth as well as 
the lack of accountability of individuals (Pacelli, 2004).  
Despite the efforts made by many disciplines in researching on young 
people and the causes of their social distress, there is a difficulty in 
approaching the scale of the phenomenon of youth gangs. The juvenile 
gangs represent a case where a degenerative disease often transforms 
deviance into crime. The same difficulty sheds light on the inadequacy of 
the mechanisms endorsed by the educational institutions, the agencies of 
socialization as well as the cultural ones. 
The inadeguacies or deficiencies of these structures that should provide 
opportunities for growth and integration are therefore a factor that cannot be 
ignored. When it comes to delinquency of minors, the institutions called into 
question are in fact those who work in the field of primary socialization, 
operating within contexts which do not always have the means to 
understand situations strongly connotated by different life experiences and 
culture, or from relational and affective deficits such as to make juvenile 
gangs an attractive option for gaining rewards and recognition. 
A personality that has been socialized on the basis of norms and values of a 
different social system, or whose social training is incomplete for 
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interference and interruption in some stage of its development, might well 
not be very sensitive to the rules of a community or shows ambivalent 
attitudes towards them. The same rules are ambiguous and sometimes in 
conflict with each other, other times the social control tends to operate 
erratically or in part. 
We find that material rewards foster the deviance, due to the attractiveness 
of money or through the access of everyday trendy objects, such as mobile 
phones, cars, shoes, new generational “cult objects”, which often are not 
affordable to their parents and which, on the other hand, seem to be “a 
must”.  
Many news stories show us that to get this new status symbol, teenagers are 
in fact ready to do almost anything. More deeply, we find the youth’s 
aspiration and the desire of gaining relational goods seem no longer 
guaranteed by good behavior. Hence the search for the rewards offered by 
the subculture of a group that recognizes and welcomes, in spite of the 
youngsters’ marginalization and stigmatization they suffered elsewhere. The 
band is a second chance in life, where it is possible to experiment the feeling 
of ownership; this feeling has been sadly betrayed in their context of origin 
or immigration. The gang is therefore a multicultural container that 
redefines the sense of theirselves and of the others, mixing blood ties, 
ethnicity, beliefs (Queirolo Palmas, 2010). 
The new group, in fact, with its rigid rules, its leadership and its hierarchical 
structure, allows the youngsters not only to reverse the social status decreed 
by the social system, but also it also produces an enrichment of the self 
through an alternative path of self-realization. 
The challenges posed by the juvenile delinquency are the cohesion and 
solidarity of the community, as well as the commitment of the society in the 
clarification of social norms that should not only limit the phenomenon but 
act upstream to address positively and in a different way the youth’s 
distress. These are therefore challenges to the social system of convivence 
as a whole and to its integration capacity, in order not to marginalize - both 
in the real life and in its representation - the youngsters, who are at the same 
time both protagonists and victims of the different events  
In addressing the representation of juvenile delinquency, we must pay 
attention to how media relate to the social problems. It is in fact well known 
since long time ago that our relationship with the world is somehow 
mediated by the social representations elaborated by the media.  
Therefore it is important to ask ourselves how they observe the world, 
which fragments of the reality they deal with, which languages they use to 
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present them. It has to be reminded that such mediation  can either simplify 
or make more complicated the knowledge processes  (Pacelli, 2008) 
Beyond the different theoretical positions, media play a widely recognized 
role in the processes of knowledge of the world and hold a strategic position 
both in the process of socialization as in the processes of production and 
reproduction of society.  
The media disseminate information, but also ideas, beliefs, superstitions as 
they themselves are dropped in a system of ideas, beliefs, superstitions and 
therefore this opens a problem in the sociology of knowledge. 
Hence the attention paid not only to the complexity of the symbolic universe 
they convey but also to what remains in the public beyond their immediate-
use, which helps to create knowledge, opinions and views on the world, to 
be spent by individuals in the position they occupy among the many social 
circles and in interpersonal relationships. 
More specifically, when coming to the problem of juvenile deviance, it is 
not a simple operation to try to understand what the media let us know on 
the multidimensionality of the phenomenon, allowing us to translate it into 
an instrument for dialogue among the society. 
In the culture of the pictures and tele-vision there is the tendency to 
privilege the making of news spectacular has also infected the printed paper. 
However, even through ambiguous strategies of imitation or detachment 
from the choices television (Ramonet, 1999), this retains some of its 
peculiarities.  
In particular, the press continues to be a recognized, important subject for 
researchers, due to its capacity to act primarily on the level of knowledge 
with a range of punctual information on events both near and far us, which 
makes it a privileged observatory for the analysis of the cognitive impact 
and the elements that most contribute to the formation of collective images. 
This is what is highlighted by the successful agenda setting hypothesis, 
according to which what is treated as an issue by the medium and the 
choices it makes in terms of relevance, tend to be reproduced among 
readers, in a similar order of priority.  
In the wake of these assumptions, many studies have highlighted the limited 
autonomy of personal agendas and thus the importance - once again - of the 
contexts of use. On one hand, personal elaboration is critically activated 
only when the socio-cultural conditions permit to operate in such way, and 
on the other the collective orientations defining the collective climate of 
opinion can not fail to be affected by the action of the media. 
The mediated experience that supports the social function performed by the 
mass media therefore requires a distinction based on the characteristics of 
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the contexts of emission (communication strategies and choices of theming 
of the medium) and those of the use (the social and cultural consumption). 
Recognizing the complexity of the factors involved in the formation of 
deviant behaviour and the interconnection between the processes of 
dissemination, the forms of conditioning and the personal choices, a 
research on the phenomenon of youth gangs can not therefore leave behind 
the relationship between this phenomenon and the way it is treated among 
the Italian press. 
This is in consideration also of the fact that this issue is a pivotal issue not 
only in the scientific debate; in fact there are many efforts, coming from 
different fields and areas, to deal closer with this subject and to reformulate, 
in some cases, the approach to the problems it poses. 
But how much the Italian national press deal with the juvenile delinquency? 
And how many social, cultural and political implication of such 
phenomenon are proposed to its readers? 
The present research seeks to answer these questions, though in a 
provisional way,  through its main results, presented  in the following pages. 
We want to limit ourselves here to observe that, even in this case, the 
journalistic treatment plays an important role not only in terms of 
information dissemination but also for their power to impact on the opinion 
that the citizen-reader has on its environment and on the expectations that 
each of us develop on the possibility of a social change as well as on the 
cultural and political projects that it requires. 
The reflection on the data collected confirms the difficulty to represent 
phenomena of extreme social complexity and peculiarity of the people who 
live there. 
Moreover, to shed light on the multidimensionality of deviance can not be 
the only the media, but also the civil society as a whole: this is necessary 
both for the afore mentioned trends of the media to converge on particular 
choices of content and presentation, and for the ambiguity of cultural 
orientations and the social closures of the context in relation to what 
constitutes a danger for it. 
In these fluctuations it is urgent to find the meaning of the interventions, 
starting from the recognition of the centrality of the people and the rejection 
of the stigma. But this does not seem to be the choice either of the major 
agents of communication, or of the institutions through which a society talks 
to itself, giving visibility to its discomfort. The example offered by the mass 
media is perhaps the most striking one of the treatment of people with 
indifference: being indecisive between cognitive and ethical recognition 
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they focus on the second (Pardi, 1996) but only instrumentally to create 
emotion, hostility, alarm, depending on the type of cases treated. 
Representing the juvenile deviance, to privilege social alarmism leads often 
to the misunderstanding of the anthropological and cultural dimensions of 
the phenomenon and to the creation of even more distance not only among 
individuals but also between them and the media, as the continued use of 
personalism and spectacularization weakens the necessary trust that feeds 
any communicative relationship.  
The decline of the "mass" paradigm as a key to understand how the society, 
the culture and the media homologate, does not seem to leave room for a 
"person" paradigm, able to analyze and interpret the problems of the 
contemporary world (Pacelli, 2008). 
Ultimately, the media representation of youth gangs is affected by problems 
arising elsewhere and challenging different institutions, but rightly through 
the action of the media have an echo that, if on the one hand helps shed light 
on the phenomenon, on the other is affected by the simplification in which 
they are forced by their production routines. Through the reading of 
newspapers and magazines, the listening to the radio news and tv news we 
realize how widespread are the gangs of teenagers who commit petty thefts, 
fight each other or attack younger children, but we do not grasp the 
contextual factors and upstream elements of personal distress that drive 
these behaviours. We miss the narrative of their life stories. 
As can be noted from the results of the research on the press representation 
of juvenile gangs, the media refer to the members of these bands using a 
strong language: they are represented as guilty or victims, aware of their 
misbehaviour or irresponsible. And more. The articles report of forms of 
vandalism, theft, robbery and physical assault by the use of firearms, cutting 
weapons and blunt objects. The examined articles tend to recall all the 
extreme and exceptional details of the event, to present the news in a way 
that can easily catch the attention and the interest of the readers in the most 
powerful way. In addition, they incorporate into the expression “youth 
gangs” phenomena of different meanings, evoking general youth problems, 
that is the desire for fun, emulation, money, etc. .. 
We do not know what really lies behind every individual story. Maybe the 
desire to rebel against the family, and in general the rules imposed by the 
adult world; the need to be in groups to demonstrate their superiority using 
their physical force and especially the courage to disobey, showing that they 
are "free" to transgress, willing to receive appreciation form the others; the 
need to identify an enemy to fight and win, in order to feel a winner. To 
became an enemy is it sufficient to be somehow different from the members 
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of juvenile gangs: being a member of another group it is sufficient to be 
considered as a enemy.  
These and many other reasons contribute to the drama of individual and 
collective stories that started maybe long ago, and of which we still know 
very little. If the media in fact help to identify "things that happen", does not 
always allow us to grasp the real nature of the "processes" that are part of 
the different forms of reported deviance. 
From our point of view, it is important that the media give up thinking only 
in terms of newsworthiness and give space to the efforts made by the 
institutions to face this problem, activating virtuous circles. But this requires 
commitment and cooperation of all agencies of socialization that should 
move from a “culture of distance” to the media, too often considered almost 
exclusively as creators of trends and fashions, attitudes and behaviours, 
accepted and reproduced by the younger generation in the spirit of 
emulation. 
In this greater synergy we can positively find, among other things, the 
commitments made by the press through their codes of conduct (Carta di 
Roma, Carta di Treviso, Carta di Trieste just to mention only some of 
them), reflecting the accomplishments of the journalists to address more 
adequately the social discomfort and the distress expressed by some of the 
contemporary processes (such as the immigration, the illnesses and the 
young who still are in their developmental phase…). 
The solution therefore is not to "process" the media, but rather to start 
innovative initiatives supported by a enhanced cooperation on the part of all 
actors involved in the understanding of the phenomenon; not only these 
dealing with the actual phenomenon, but also these dealing with its 
representation: that is the third sector organizations, universities and 
research institutes, the departments for juvenile justice, the state institutions, 
as well as the media.   
Considering the multidimensional nature of this phenomenon, what can we 
ask the media? As also state the experts in this field,  the media should 
avoid trying to make the scoop, give less emphasize to the violence, to offer 
a punctual and exhausting information about facts and events, as well as 
talk about what can be done in order to prevent further occurrence of the 
phenomenon. 
The phenomenon of juvenile gangs can be considered - as pointed out by the 
media operators - a world still submerged. While the amount of crimes 
committed by the gangs appears to be remained substantially unchanged 
along the past years, the actions of the juvenile gangs over the past decade 
have changed and are characterized by a greater degree of violence; that is 
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to be referred primarily to the changed behavioural patterns of the mafia and 
the 'ndrangheta, considered by the younger generation paradoxically an 
example of “meritocracy”. In this situation, individualistic and competitive 
models are becoming more widespread and stronger rather than the 
cooperative ones. This happens in a changing environment that deepens the 
separation between the competences acquired and the cognitive 
development. There is a lack of educational opportunities and practices, 
which can foster pro-social personalities. 
Such evidence reinforces the belief that we can not be limited to stigmatize 
the phenomenon and / or the limits of journalistic representation, but rather 
we should identify and promote - starting from this original situation - 
which are the best practices to endorse. This can only be achieved through a 
greater focus on the dynamics of socialization and educational practices 
which can enhance the human capital expressed by young people. 
Precisely because of the importance of all agencies of socialization and the 
social role plaid by the media, the experts on this field disclose both the 
partiality with which the media often treat the phenomenon of youth gangs 
and the difficulty of finding an adequate language. However, it is important 
to keep in mind that “there is no journalism in which is not grounded in 
reality”, and that, in the pursuit of political correctness, one can run the risk 
of “do not call things by their name”. 
In consideration of these phenomena, journalism should start from the 
power of the stories behind the facts, abandoning the sensationalism, to 
retrieve the sensibility of the people. As it is well-known, the good 
journalism may help the development of a social sensibility, not regardless 
of the “facts and events” which should not be reported out of context, and 
thus outside the 'social processes' that intervene in defining  the variety of 
life stories dealt in the news. 
 

5.2 The juvenile gangs in contemporary studies 
Francesca Ieracitano, Camilla Rumi 
 
In recent years there has been a growing scientific interest, especially in the 
international literature, about juvenile gangs. The consultation of different 
databases (PsychINFO, EBSCO, SocINDEX, Torrossa, Google Scholar), 
through the descriptors “youth gangs”, “street youth gangs”, “youth gangs”, 
“juvenile gangs”, shows how the studies conducted on the subject involved 
several disciplines including education, sociology, psychology and legal 
sciences. 
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The interdisciplinary approach allowed to keep the phenomenon confined, 
highlighting the specific features that make it different from other kinds of 
juvenile delinquency, as proven by recent episodes of bullying. 
The areas of study mentioned above are aimed also to analyze the various 
problems linked to the phenomenon, such as the school dropout rate, the use 
of drugs, and the prevention and  intervention strategies considered suitable 
by the involved institutions (Esbensen, 2001; Decker, Weerman, 2005; 
Klein, Tornberry, Weerman, 2006). Among the most popular investigation 
methods, the survey is the most used one, while it is less frequent the need 
to perform longitudinal studies, correlation researches, and experiments. In 
general, the use of qualitative methods is less frequent, since is hard to 
collect information directly from young people who belong to juvenile 
gangs. 
The European interest on this topic has increased due to the growing issues 
involving young migrants of first and second generation, including the riots 
that affected the French slums (banlieues) (Queirolo Palmas, 2010). The 
reference to Europe was decisive, as it provided interesting parameters to 
start comparative studies that have contributed to focus the characteristics of 
youth gangs in the Italian context. This is confirmed by a recent study on 
juvenile gangs in France and Italy, which involved a large sample of young 
people in selected schools of all levels. The research showed that both 
gangs, Italian and French, have common characteristics: acceptance of 
illegal behavior, participation in unlawful acts and tendency to spend a lot of 
time in public places (Blaya, Gatti, 2010). The authors found that the degree 
of participation in gangs shown by the young Italians is less than the young 
French ones, while the two countries were again united by gender, which 
shows a greater involvement of male than female. 
However, the scientific interest in Italy on this topic is still limited, 
especially comparing to the proportions of this phenomenon in the United 
States, where the gangs have grown at an alarming rate as early as the 
twenties of the past century, reaching now about 23,000 units, according to 
the National Youth Gang Center. Hence the constant reference by the Italian 
literature to American studies on the subject, which still represent a point of 
reference to frame specific phenomenon in our country. In particular, the 
Italian sociological contributions refer to Thrasher’s definition, which state: 
“The gang is an interstitial group originally formed spontaneously, and then 
integrated through conflict (...) The result of this collective behaviour is the 
development of tradition, unreflective internal structure, esprit de corps, 
solidarity, morale, group awareness, and attachment to a local territory” 
(Thrasher, 1927). The studies carried out in Italy start from this 
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conceptualization, but highlighting the lack of reference of a delinquent 
factor. The national scientific production shows that in our country the 
prevalent types of gangs are represented largely by gangs of young people 
belonging to a specific ethnic group, composed by teenagers who have a 
daily interaction with each other, deliberately involved in illegal activities 
and who share a common identity expressed through the use of symbols and 
the claim for the possession or control of a certain place/district/territory 
(Department of Justice - European Commission). 
This description highlight the reference to illegal activities committed 
deliberately, absent in Trasher’s definition, and the members’ ethnicity of 
youth gangs. The national literature on the subject, as well as the attention 
of the media, seems to mainly focus on Latin American juvenile gangs 
present in northern Italy (Melossi, De Giorgi, Massa, 2009). In particular, 
the contributions produced in the last decade seem to be almost exclusively 
aimed to analyze the young Latin American migrants in the metropolitan 
areas of Genoa and Milan and to rebuild the life path they had and their 
forms of social interaction (Queirolo Palmas, La Torre, 2005; Queirolo 
Palmas, 2010). These studies helped to strengthen the polyhedral concept of 
youth gangs, supporting the definition of “street teams”, defined as different 
organizational forms that young Latin Americans are given to live the 
dimension of social informal, having as main context the street (Queirolo 
Palmas, 2010). 
The studies that aim to analyze juvenile gangs in the cities of Genoa and 
Milan have been conducted mainly through an ethnographic approach, using 
in-depth interviews toward groups of young Latin Americans and with 
dedicated specialists of the field (educators, teachers, social workers, 
psychologists, mediators, ...). The element that seems to unify all of the 
researches is, before all else, the lack of social integration which 
characterizes the spontaneous aggregations of foreign young people, a 
painful condition of exclusion and separation that represent the first step of 
marginality. As pointed out by some U.S. researches, the participation level 
in these groups changes depending on the intensity of perceived 
discrimination by the social context (Whitbeck, Hoyt, Stubben, 2002). 
The national scientific production highlights how within the Latin King, one 
of the most popular gangs with the majority of members coming from Latin 
America, coexist two different realities, often in conflict with each other 
because of the different interpretation of the referring ideals and the 
relationship with the homeland, Ecuador. After the first phase, marked by 
peaceful coexistence, is in fact followed, between 2004 and 2005, a growing 
conflict between the main groups present, especially in the metropolitan 
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area of Milan (Queirolo Palmas, 2010). These trends could be attributed to 
the social value of violence, as an hegemonic masculinity show off typical 
of these youth worlds. 
Most of the literature on this subject shows, in fact, how the socialization of 
violence takes a prestige connotation, coming from codes and symbolic 
processes strongly marked by a masculine vision of the person, as noted in 
the study of Blaya and Gatti (2010).  
The contributions on the theme identified as recurring elements of Latin 
American groups, along with the gender differences, the network structure 
of the group and the deep involving membership, so that the young 
members of sections of Latin King say “Once King, forever King”. The 
strong sense of belonging depends on sharing the same rules framework and 
values, based on the idea of respect, and the same attitudes and cultural 
consumption, such as the use of social networks and posting web content. 
Not surprisingly, the spread of the Latin King in Europe, and consequently 
in Italy, can be traced with the widespread use of the Internet, in addition to 
deportations, economic migration and family reunification (Queirolo 
Palmas, 2010). 
In general, in recent years the debate on groups of young Latin Americans 
has indeed been withdrawn from the correctional perspective, aimed to the 
application of labels that create stigma, highlighting elements that produce 
discredit, in favor of a second way of thought that sees the Latin King 
experience through “the lens of resistance” (Brotherton, 2008). This 
perspective underlines the will to resist to the power relationships and gives 
the cultural and expressive practices a natural counter-hegemonic tension. 
Action, opposition, intention and recognition are the central and recurrent 
elements of young Latin American groups protagonists of new transnational 
cultures. As Saskia Sassen argues in her essay in the volume of Queirolo 
Palmas: Barcelona, Quito, Guayaquil, Milan, Genoa and New York become 
the fields in which are forged juvenile inventions of ethnicity and race, 
cultural hybridization, real and virtual mobility. 
Italian studies that refer to this perspective sustain the birth of an “Atlantic 
Latino”, an area in which many opportunities can circulate and national 
identity leads to the creation of new public space from this subculture, 
through the accumulation of social and symbolic capital (Queirolo Palmas, 
2010). These experiences of youth transnationalism, were made possible by 
the birth and the development of global cities, that can create new involving 
pathways through the reinvention of ethnicity (Appadurai, 1996). This 
perspective is against the creation of negative stereotypes toward young 
people belonging to ethnic minorities and highlights the inadequacy of the 
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security framing of the taking up experiences with the groups and the need 
to reopen a critical reading of these phenomena (Sayad, 2008). 
Beyond the theoretical contributions that have examined the problem 
emphasizing the ethnic dimension, the issue of youth gangs has been treated 
marginally by authors who have studied the factors that create a deviance 
propensity to pre-adolescents. In a recent study on the suburbs of Milan 
(Poloni, 2006), the main risk factors for a deviant behavior are: the group’s 
role in the definition of the pre-adolescent status, their family socio-
economic situation, their neighborhood and the available resources provided 
by their area. 
As already explained, the phenomenon is investigated from different 
disciplinary perspectives and also referred as a paradigm in developmental 
psychology (Quadrio Aristarchi, Galardi, 2002). The issue of youth gangs is 
often associated with the analysis of issues related to the different stages of 
individual development, with particular attention to the teenage condition. 
Indeed, forms of antisocial behavior can emerge in the relationship between 
the adolescent and its reference group. The phenomenon of gangs is placed, 
therefore, as a side of a wider thinking about antisocial behavior and 
presents specific aspects such as the use of identification symbols or being 
awed by a boss. This phenomenon assumes collective forms particularly in 
areas with a high level of urbanization and industrialization. Its 
manifestations are described in a classification made by some American 
studies, mentioned by Quadrio and Aristarchi Galardi (2002), which 
distinguish three different types of groups. The first one consists of gangs 
who commit antisocial acts because occasionally induced by external 
stimuli: in these groups there are kids who do not have particular problems 
in terms of personality, but have low cultural and social skills. Tying to the 
gang is a way to find reassurance during a period of identity crisis. There are 
also the around-the-corner gangs, consisting of immature boys or geeks with 
poor social and cultural resources, which can be found in some subjects with 
behavioral disorders that can take over the leadership of the group. Usually, 
in this case antisocial behaviors are occasional. Finally, there are the full-
fledged gangs, consisting of young people strongly oriented in antisocial 
behaviors for profit and, in extreme cases, they are up to group use of drugs. 
The gangs formed by pre-teens are more frequent, more extensive, but less 
oriented toward antisocial behaviors. At the bottom of these situations there 
is often a social dysfunction due to abandonment, a lack of family presence 
and education, by the way these gangs tend to dissolve quickly. The groups 
formed by teenagers are in opposition to the family context, so they are 
more consistent, durable, and the role of the leader is not identifiable. 
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In an interdisciplinary perspective it is possible to find the book edited by 
Fizzotti (2003), aimed to highlight the movements that form the background 
to the development of the gangs. Among these reasons, some are taken into 
consideration: psychological aspects such as motivational dimension, social 
and cultural aspects like risk factors, the crisis of the social institutions and, 
eventually, the analysis of the structural aspects of the phenomenon of baby 
gang needed to investigate their organization, the level of involvement and 
the different types.  
One of the indicators mentioned in the book is the territorial belonging, in 
other words it describes that the members of youth gangs belong to a lower 
social class and are rooted in marginal areas. Referring to the analysis of the 
reasons to join a gang the main ones are the need for personal security, 
money and a substitute family, and fun. A further point of reference in the 
definition of the phenomenon in our country comes from the collection of 
stories of judges who deal with juvenile crime. They explain how deviance 
does not only concern the most economically disadvantaged groups in 
society, but also involves “good families”. This aspect shows that exist a 
relational disadvantage that crosses all social groups, due to the lack of 
dialogue in the family, school and within the district. Other interventions 
point out that the baby gang phenomenon is concentrated in northern Italy, 
highlighting “the solidarity in the marginality”: the group is not a short 
trend, but it is “a way of living” and in this way of living young people find 
themselves and identify not exclusively in the moment in which the criminal 
act is committed (Fizzotti, 2003). 
Hence the idea that there is a deviance originated by boredom, where the 
discomfort comes from well-being, in addition to a kind of deviance 
implemented by foreign students and another one linked to the mafia 
subculture, where the reality of baby gangs meets the baby killer, which 
could be exploited by organized crime. Boredom as motivation at the origin 
of youth gangs, according to some witnesses, is a reflection of a lack of 
referring values. In general, the criminal actions attributable to gangs are 
few in our country (about 2% on 3000 complaints) and not always denote a 
pre-organization or a premeditation to act as a group. Furthermore, the 
phenomenon width is circumscribed also in terms of seriousness of forms of 
violence committed, that are “suitable for boys”. 
One of the factors found in the behavior of the gangs is the absence of a 
lawful culture (so that a stolen phone is not recognized as theft because “the 
real robbery is done in the bank”) and there is also a lack of empathy that 
results in not being able to take the part of the victim. In southern Italy, as 
claimed by one of the judges interviewed, the phenomenon is proliferating 
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and it shows violent behaviors and rage for trivial reasons. However, 
because the people involved in these behaviors are young, there is not a 
tendency to report them in order to “protect” them. In the Sicilian context, 
the people who join these groups are getting younger and younger and the 
motivation that lies behind the phenomenon is the abuse of power, “the rise 
of a group on the other”. 
With regard to the center of Italy, and in particular the context of the capital, 
according to the psychologist Alessandro Iannini, it is not possible to sustain 
that real gangs of children acting in Rome, but refers to them as “children 
who commit crimes together” (Fizzotti, 2003): they have typical meeting 
points, even if they come from different parts of the suburbs, they 
understand each other quickly, take drugs and commit thefts or robberies. 
These experts suppose that the phenomenon is actually created by the 
media, although in our country juvenile gangs are still uncertain and 
fragmented to outline. Official data in fact are not always reliable, so it is 
important to clarify these doubts. About the policy of interventions, the 
suggested strategies are, at first, to observe the juvenile gangs to understand 
them better, to encourage a network action pattern among associations that 
are working on the phenomenon and, eventually, to engage a greater 
synergy between public and private forms of intervention. 
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6 – Representation of the juvenile gangs according to the Italian 

newspapers 

Paula Benevene, Flavio Urbini, Graziana Orefice, Giovanna Vannini  
 
Italian media represents often gang youth as as: 

- Male (65%) 
- Adolescent (aged 15-17) (58%) 
- Italian (57%) 
- Living in Rome (24%) and Naples (10%); 
- Committing thefts (25%) and robbery (24%) 

The aim of this paragraph is to observe how the Italian press presents the 
phenomenon of "juvenile gangs." The survey was conducted through the 
analysis of newspaper articles published in the Italian press, during the 
period January 2005 - September 2011 (inclusive). As far as Methodology is 
concerned we conducted a search in the database of the National Centre for 
Documentation and Analysis of Childhood and Adolescence  (Centro 
Nazionale di Documentazione e Analisi sull’Infanzia e l’Adolescenza 
(www.minori.it), supported by the Italian Ministry of Labour and Social 
Affairs and the Department for Family Policies. Such database collects all 
the newspaper articles published in Italy  on the situation of minors, 
therefore appeared to be the main tool for collecting data on phenomena 
affecting children and adolescents through the Italian press.  
The first search collected about 3500 newspaper articles dealing with "social 
distress and deviance". Among them, it was subsequently carried out a 
second selection of articles, directly and explicitly linked to the 
phenomenon of juvenile delinquency in the group, even if the text or title 
did not contain explicitly use the term "juvenile gangs." 
In fact, since there is no clear or universally shared definition of juvenile 
gangs, articles were considered if they contained at least one of the 
following key words: baby-gang; bande minorili; gang di bulli; bande di 
periferia; bande giovanili; street gang and, of course, bande giovanili as well 
as juvenile gangs.  
Articles were excluded if their content did not deal with juvenile gangs, also 
in spite of their title, as e.g. in the case of bullying, or drugs crimes, or any 
other criminal offence, where only individual cases were reported or, 
anyway if the case reported was not perpetrated as a consequence of being a 
member of a juvenile gangs. Using this methodology, a group of 154 
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articles was finally finalized and therefore content analysis and discourse 
analysis was performed. 
Through the discourse analysis the following categories were observed: 

- Country or region of reference of the news;  
- Age, gender and nationality of the juvenile gangs’ members;  
- Behaviour and acts performed by juvenile gangs 
- Presumed causes and types of juvenile gangs’ deviant behaviour;  
- Presumed seriousness of the juvenile gangs’ behaviour. 

Limits of the research: despite the methodological rigor of the analysis 
performed, it has to be stressed that the newspaper articles constitute a 
limited universe and do not exhaust all the information produced by the 
media in relation to the juvenile gangs. On the one hand, an in-depth, 
comprehensive analysis of all the television and radio programs, news 
programs, as well as weekly magazine would have required much more time 
and resources. On the other hand, we thought that the analysis of newspaper 
articles could offer the opportunity to develop some interesting reflections 
on h though it can definitely offer an interesting insight. 
 

6.1 Survey findings: Number and type of articles 
 

The number of newspaper articles published during the period considered is 
quite small: 154. On average, only two articles per month. Most of the 
articles refers to facts or situations in Italy: only 19 out of  the 154 analyzed 
articles, deal with juvenile gangs outside of Italy (mainly: USA, UK and 
France). The newspapers report 138 facts or events, corresponding, 
however, to 116 articles, because some articles reported more than just one 
episode. 
The seven more widespread national newspapers (La Stampa, La Gazzetta 
del Mezzogiorno, Il Corriere della Sera, Il Messaggero, Il Mattino, La 
Repubblica, L’Avvenire ) published 107 out of the 154 articles (Table 1). La 
Repubblica is the newspaper that appears to pay more attention to the 
juvenile gangs (23 episodes, 16.7% of the total) over the seven years 
observed; at the second place we find Il Messaggero (20 episodes, 14.5% of 
the total) and then Il Corriere della Sera (17 episodes, 12.3% of the total) . 
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Table 6.1: Analysis of the articles publishes in the Italian newspapers. Episodes 
related to "youth gangs" (2005- 2011) 

 Newspaper  N° episodes 
1 La Repubblica 23 
2 Il Messaggero 20 
3 Corriere della Sera 17 
4 Il Mattino 14 
5 La Gazzetta del Mezzogiorno 11 
6 La Stampa 11 
7 Avvenire 11 
8 Il Tempo 6 
9 Il Giornale 6 
10 Il Secolo XIX 6 
11 Qn 5 
12 Libero 3 
13 L’Unità 2 
14 La Sicilia 1 
16 L’Espresso 1 
17 Liberazione 1 

 Total 138 

 
As shown in Table 6.2, the 88. 41% of the episodes are news stories; only 
three of them present the facts through interviews with those who actually 
got some experience with juvenile gangs (two episodes of victims of deviant 
behaviour of gangs and an episode of a school director dealing with 
members of juvenile gangs in his school). Only the 3.62% of the newspaper 
articles are pieces of investigative journalism and the 4.35%  are press 
report, trying to understand and analyze more in depth the phenomenon and 
its possible causes. 
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Table 6.2: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). Types of newspaper 
article published 

Type of article N° episodes 
News story 122 
Press Report 6 
Investigative journalism 5 
Interview 2 
Press report and interview 1 
Book review 1 
Ns (not specified) 1 
Total 138 

 
Only a small group (38 articles) goes beyond the mere descriptions of the 
facts and events, trying to analyze the problem or disseminating information 
on measures and/or projects endorsed by the authorities or the associations 
working with juvenile gangs, in order to prevent and fight the problem, as 
well as their outcomes. 
 

6.2 The geographical areas of the facts reported 
 
Italian newspapers deal mainly with facts and events occurred in Italy. Only 
a few articles report on juvenile gangs of other countries such (mainly UK,  
France or USA). This datum might explains why gangs members’ are 
mainly reported to be Italian (see Table 6.3 and Graph 6.1)  
 
Table 6.3: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011).  Geographical areas of the 
episodes reported in the newspapers’ articles 

Geographical Areas N° episodes 

Europe 135 

North America 2 

South America 1 

Total 138 
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Graph 6.1: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). Geographical areas 
covered in the articles 
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Rome is the Italian city receiving the most attention in terms of number of 
articles (24.63%). In the second place we find Naples (10.86%).  An article 
reports an event that that took place in Genoa in the year 2006 and which 
received attention from all over the world: the leaders of the two most 
popular Latin American "youth gangs" in Italy, the Latin Kings and the 
Netas, met to make a pact of peace that lasted two years. Subsequently, in 
2009 another article reports that the deal ended  after a furious fight which 
took place in Milan between the two "gangs". 
 

6.3 The characteristics of the gangs’ member: age, gender, nationality 
 
The reported age of the members of juvenile gangs is rather low,  as can be 
seen from Table 6.4 and Graph 6.2 shown below. 
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Table 6.4: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). Members of the juvenile 
gangs, according to age group 

Age N° episodes 

0-10 5 

11-14 29 

15-17 81 

18-21 7 

Ns (not specified) 16 

Total 138 

 
Graph 6.2: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). Members of the juvenile 
gangs, according to age group 
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It is interesting to note that, according to the articles, young people involved 
in juvenile gangs are mainly were adolescents (15-17 years) (58.70%). A 
smaller percentage (21.01%) are children aged 11-14 years. Among other 
things, several articles point out that the age of the members of "gangs" is 
progressively decreasing. These articles stress that young people are 
recruited by organized crime,  because according to the Italian Juvenile 
Justice, children under 14 are not eligible for prosecution. 
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As far as gender is concerned, members of gags are reported to be mainly 
male (65.22%)  (Table 6.5 and Graph 6.3), although a few articles report a  
growing participation of girls (2.90%). In 2008 some journalists  reported of 
"female gangs," often described to be much more violent and aggressive 
than the male ones. According to the interviews recorded by articles dealing 
with the "gangs" operating in UK, the girls begin to regroup to defend 
themselves against the violence and harassment of the "males", and organize 
real "punitive expeditions" in defence of each component that has been 
wronged, or even against other "female gangs". 
 
Table 6.5: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). Members of the juvenile 
gangs, according to the gender 

Gender N° episodes 
Female 4 

Male and Female 27 
Male 90 

Ns (not specified) 17 
Total 138 

 
Graph 6.3: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). Members of the juvenile 
gangs, according to the gender  
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The reported nationality of the young people involved in juvenile gangs 
(Table 6.6) is mostly Italian (57.25%). A smaller percentage of the episodes 
dealt in the articles refers to South American (7.25%) and immigrants 
without any specific reference 5.80%. In 7.97% of all episodes journalists 
did not report any information about the nationality youngsters. It should be 
noted that Table 6.6 refers only to reported episodes which occurred Italy, 
without considering those occurred outside the country. 
 
Table 6.6: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). Reported nationalities of 
members of juvenile gangs 

NATIONALITY  N° episodes 
Italians 79 
South-Americans 10 
Immigrants 8 
Italians and immigrants 7 
Nomads 6 
Morocco 3 
Roma 2 
South-Americans and Chinese 2 
North-Americans 1 
Nigerians 1 
Afro-Americans 1 
Ns (not specified) 11 
British (Londoners) 7 
Total 138 
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6.4 Crimes committed by gangs 
 
Table 6.7: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). Frequency of “deviant” 
acts by “juvenile gangs” 

TYPE OF DEVIANT BEHAVIOUR F 
Theft or robbery 40 
Assault 37 
Organized crime 19 
Vandalism 17 
Homicide 15 
Sexual assault 10 
Bullying 10 
Intimidation 1 
Conflicts between gangs 1 
NS (not specified) 6 

 
Media report of different kinds of criminal or disruptive behaviour of the 
juvenile gangs (Table 6.5 and Graph 6.4): the 25.64% operates robbing the 
victim (usually somebody of approximately the same age) of the phone, the 
jacket or the i-Pod; most of these episodes are related to the desire to 
fashionable items for personal use.  
Less recurring are the episodes moved by a desire to raise money, for 
example by attacking tobacconists. In articles refer to be responsible of this 
cases especially "bands" where young people are about 18 and unemployed, 
they do so in order to get the money to purchase drug and / or alcohol.  
The younger the member of juvenile gangs, the more they are represented as 
youngster moved by the desire  to retrieve trendy items for personal use, 
allowing them to show a higher social status. The 23.72% of the reported 
episodes the juvenile gangs are moved by the deliberate will to hurt their 
victims (either because they are rivals, or because the victims is reacting 
against the gangs’ threats or just  for fun). In the category "Vandalism" 
(10.90% of the reported episodes) are comprised acts aimed at damaging to 
buildings and / or public places (schools, gyms, gardens, etc.), windows 
shop, homes. 
In the 9.62% of the reported facts, the "gangs" operate with the clear 
purpose of killing for revenge or even for fun. In the schools the presence of 
juvenile gangs is often associated with bullying (6.41%). 
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The crime of rape is not frequent (n. 10 episodes, 6.41%). In term of sexual 
behaviour of the juvenile gangs, a few articles on this topic refer that the 
girls easily agree to "have sex" with members of the group.  
Some "gangs" act as a proper criminal organizations (n. 19 episodes, 
12.18%) with defined and strict purpose, means, rules and codes precise. 
This happens when the juvenile gangs belong to the criminal "clan" of 
Southern Italy or among juvenile gangs of "gangs" of South American 
youngsters” living in Milan and Genoa. 
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Graph 6.4: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). Types of “deviant” 
behaviour by “juvenile gangs” by percent 
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Table 6.8: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). Means utilized by youth 
gangs 

Criminal Means N° episodes 
Arms (firearms and cuttings) 22 
Stones/Blunt Objects 21 
Kicks 21 
Knives 9 
Objects 9 
Firearms 5 
Leisure Arms 5 
Cans 4 
Fire 4 
Bicycles/Motorbikes 3 
Hydrants 2 
Bombs 1 
Ns (not specified) 32 
Total 138 

 
The articles report that juvenile gangs operating in Italy use cutting weapons 
(15.94%), such as knives, penknives, (6.52%) and blunt objects (15.22%) as 
bottle bottoms, bars, screwdrivers, machete. In the 3.62% of the reported 
episodes  youngsters uses firearms, and in the 3.62% only toy guns are 
involved.  
One quarter of the articles (23.19%), do not report on the "means" used by 
the gang to carry out their disruptive behaviour, as show Table 6 and Graph 
6.5. 
In the 15.22% of the reported episodes the member of the gangs operate as a 
group, using as a "weapon" the encirclement of the victim and subsequent 
beating him with fists, kicks and slaps. 
When the gangs commit vandalism, they are reported to use spray paint 
(2.90%) and lighters or matches to set on the fire (2.90%).  
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Graph 6.5: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011).  Criminal means used by 
Youth gang 
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6.5 Towards an Etiology 
 
Table 6.9: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). A typology of criminal 
etiology 

Etiology N° episodes 
Leisure 20 
Arms 14 
Psychological Disease 14 
Emulation 11 

Fashion 10 

Leisure and boredom 9 
Racism 9 
Search of Identity 9 
Competition between bands 8 

Boredom 8 
Lack of values 6 

Bullying 5 
Personal Affirmation 2 
Ns (not specified) 13 

Total 138 

 
The causes of the deviant behaviour of  juvenile gangs (Table 6.9 and 
Graph. 6.6), as reported in the articles, are: the desire to have fun, the 
pursuit of fashion (especially in reference to the theft of trendy objects), 
boredom, rivalry between groups, the lack of values, lack of awareness of 
the consequences of disruptive and deviant actions. Further mentioned 
reasons are: the desire to raise money (n. 14 episodes, 10.14%), the social 
marginality  (n. 14 episodes, 10.14%), the emulation of role and models 
proposed by the TV programmes and movies (n. 11 episodes, 7.97%). 
A group of articles reports facts where the reason of behaviour of the 
"juvenile gangs" are to be referred to political orientation or ideas of their 
members (6.52%). In this group of articles, in fact, the gangs committed 
crime to assert either their Fascist, Nazi, Nazi-fascist or racist ideologies 
mainly against men and / or women of different  nationalities. 
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Graph 6.6: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011).  Percentage frequencies 
of causes related to deviant behaviours by youth gangs 
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articles, however, since a few years it is possible to find also young Italians 
(both male and female) among the members of the juvenile gangs. The 
Italians are reported to enter the gangs as a result of having problem in 
building their own positive social identity, relying on the strength of 
cohesion with their peers (the identity phenomenon is mentioned in 6.52% 
of episodes). Finally, most of the episodes  reported refers of minors  of low 
social class, though this phenomenon is reported to be on rise among 
children of wealthy families. The 9.42% of the episodes  reported in the 
articles do not specify or suggest any cause. 
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6.6 The seriousness of the problem 
 

In general, however, the Italian press represents "juvenile gang" is as; an 
alarming phenomenon (54.35%), increasing (40.58%), at least up to 2010; 
since the year  2011, according a few articles reporting short interviews with 
representatives of the police and the Juvenile Court, the situation has 
stabilized, perhaps slightly decreasing in terms of numbers, but at the same 
time the severity and violence of the actions committed by the "baby gangs" 
has increased (table 6.10 and Graph 6.7). 
 
Table 6.10: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). Reported seriousness of 
the phenomenon  

SEVERITY of the PHENOMENON N° episodes 
Preoccupying 75 
In growth 56 
Isolated 3 
Ns (not specified) 4 
Total 138 
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Graph 6.7: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). Reported seriousness of 
the phenomenon 
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6.7 The opinions expressed on the members of the gangs 
 
We have also analyzed the way in which the articles describe the "gangs’ 
members (Table 6.11 and Graph 6.8). In 29.71% of the facts reported, the 
youngster are presented as fully guilty of what they have done.  
Some articles stress that members of juvenile gangs do not seem to show 
any signs of remorse for damaging property and /or persons, when 
interrogated by the police and the judges. According to the 13.77%, of the 
articles, the young members of "gangs" are aware of their actions, therefore, 
they should be severely punished for what they have done, without any 
attention given in reason of their age. It should be noted however that in 
26.81% of the episodes analyzed did not show any consideration. 
About one fourth of the news represent the members of juvenile gangs as 
victims (24.64%). In most of the articles analyzed, the members of "gangs" 
are presented as youngsters forced to "grow up" too fast, turning to be bold 
and aggressive to face a low self-confidence, because of the socio-economic 
and environmental conditions in which they live. They are said to come 
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from of at-risk families where parents are alcoholics, drug addicts or 
criminals; or because they live in ghettos on the outskirts of the city, or 
because recruited at a very early age by groups of organized crime. In the 
case of youngsters coming from wealthy families they are described as 
spoiled and raised with no values from parents. 
 
Table 6.11: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). Perception of  juvenile 
members of a gang 

Perception of  juvenile members of a gang N° episodes 
Responsible 41 
Victims 34 
Aware 19 
Immature 7 
Ns (not specified) 37 
Total 138 
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Graph 6.8: Analysis of the newspapers’ articles (2005-2011). Perception of  juvenile 
members of a gang 
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One element that deserves to be highlighted is the high percentage of news 
articles among the  other types of articles, all dealing with juvenile gangs. 
News articles, by their very nature, describe facts and events, and do not 
delve into their causes and origins, their relationship with the context in 
which they occur; they do not delve into the consequences or the evolution 
of the phenomenon covered, have no commitment with a deeper 
understanding.  
At the same time, the articles describe the activities of juvenile gangs as an 
alarming, serious and growing phenomenon, despite the objective paucity of 
the facts reported. Even more alarming is the reference to the use of 
weapons or dangerous objects, or to the violence that characterize such 
behaviours.  
The behaviour of the juvenile gangs are not only described as violent, but 
also not justified by any real need. The violence that characterizes the acts 
of juvenile gangs in fact appears clearly disproportionate to the reasons 
identified behind such behaviour. 
The way the news are treated, in some way, do not create any empathic 
attitude towards these youngsters, suggesting that this phenomenon has 
more to do with punishment and the juvenile justice system than with social 
prevention and rehabilitation.  
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In spite of the predominant role plaid in the news by the strict descriptions 
and the details of the episode treated, it seems that the press in indirectly 
suggesting judgment of deep moral poverty, and social dangerousness of the 
gangs’ member. 
Facts and events related to the juvenile gangs are represented on the one 
hand related to forms of deviant socialization and/or lack of values. 
A quarter of episodes reported refer to events in which the gangs were 
steeled items of daily use, limited economic entity but trendy among young 
people, and considered as a status symbol. None of these acts appear to be 
moved by necessity. The press present these behaviour of juvenile gangs as 
a way to  search for a sort of redemption in respect of their low social status. 
It is worth noting the lack of news about the measures taken to combat and 
prevent the misbehaviour of the bands and their effectiveness. At the same 
time, the discussion of the incidents reported by the articles does not reflect 
the geographical presence and distribution of the juvenile gangs in Italy. The 
analysis shows that the Italian city receiving  the highest number of articles 
on the phenomenon of "baby gangs" is Rome (the Capital!), followed by 
Naples (well known for its social difficult situation). as a matter of fact the 
"juvenile gangs", formed mostly by Ecuadorian and Peruvian immigrants in 
Italy, are present almost exclusively in Genoa and Milan which, conversely, 
receive much less attention from the press, in comparison with Rome and 
Naples. In other words, the news seems to devote more interest in some 
urban areas, rather than in the phenomenon itself. 
 

6.8 Media Recommendations 
 

Media play, as known, an important role in the forming of attitudes, beliefs 
and social representations which, in turn, may significantly affect the 
identification of causes and solutions to social problems. In the light of the 
findings from our research we can highlight some recommendations. 
Obviously media cannot explain and describe complex social phenomena. 
However, it is possible to identify, in the news, missing information for a 
real understanding of the phenomenon. Report information gaps in fact 
helps to avoid misrepresentation. As a result: 

- The information should be given without omitting the elements of 
the context in which the events take place. The decontextualization 
is in fact one of the elements that most contribute to poor 
understanding of the phenomena; 
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- It is wrong to extend improperly the reading of a fact or an event 
including the analysis of complex social phenomena. The 
prevalence of "bad news" on "best practices" prevent watching the 
events in their evolution; 

-  It’s important to give information regarding measures and practices 
adopted to deal with the problem; 

- It should give continuity to the news that are offered, informing the 
“public” about the facts and any actions as a result of these actions 
undertaken. Young people mentioned in the articles are sometimes 
still children (younger than fourteen), but more often they are 
adolescents (aged 15 to 17 years) and more young adults (18 and 
over). Nominatives, adjectives and nouns used, in fact, suggest that 
the members of juvenile gangs are children. The tendency to 
emphasize the age factor, related to the spectacle of events, leads 
readers to alter the meaning of these phenomena and to enhance the 
social dangerousness. It follows that: 

- It’s fundamental to maintain internal consistency among the chosen 
words to allow their adherence to the facts. A coherence between 
the contents of the articles and titles must also ensure. The 
“language” used by mass media often tends to reproduce stereotypes 
and prejudices related to diversity, ethnicity and culture, but also 
those related to economic poverty. 

- The use of misnomers, evocative of feelings and emotions must be 
avoid since they are not responding to specific descriptions and far 
from the reality. Similarly, we should use terms and references to 
administrative proceedings and penalties that are legally 
appropriate. More generally, the ethical Documents approved by the 
Federation of the Italian Press and, more particularly, by the Treviso 
Charter and the Charter of Rome, are undoubtedly useful and 
effective tools to identify the most suitable way of communication. 
In fact, a careful application of those already could be the way to 
start the change required so that the media can collaborate with 
organizations and institutions that follow the phenomena of juvenile 
delinquency. 
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7 - Concluding remarks - The Criminal justice response to 

Juvenile Gangs: policy interventions 

Serenella Pesarin, Alessandro Padovani 
 

Social inclusion, school and work placement, and parental support are the 
primary social policies indicated when specifying prevention activities that 
effectively deal with juvenile gangs. Two different routes have been 
hypothesized in this regard: 

- Activation of local networking strategies that seek to rebuild the 
urban and social fabric in order to offer valid opportunities to a 
lifestyle that is substantially lacking in references both in regards to 
values and concrete opportunities (e.g., work opportunities, 
alternatives to education, school and free time). As affirmed by 
Joseph Moyersoen, an honorary judge in Milan: “There are 
difficulties in providing treatment, understood as the activation and 
implementation of educational plans: custodial periods are 
sometimes insufficient to effectively take charge of and treat highly 
traumatic situations that are often marked (in reference to foreigners) 
by separation within the family caused by emigration from the 
country of origin followed by integration difficulties; difficulty in 
the implementation of educational plans based on our cultural lines 
in comparison to other approaches, for example family relations or 
institutions; furthermore, for many groups (above all foreigners, 
South Americans in particular) we find ourselves in front of an 
alarming problem tied to massive alcohol abuse while socializing 
with peer groups (e.g., parties in open space or in homes, nightclubs) 
that is often combined with the commission of a crime.” 

- Establishing and re-establishing stable reference points for 
developing social skills in order to reinforce intermediate social 
aggregations and re-creating ties between youth and institutions;  

- Spreading a culture of conflict reduction, that is social and 
intercultural mediation in small communities (e.g., neighbourhoods, 
schools); 

- Redefining a series of responses to needs, responses that stem from a 
closer connection between the various mandates of central and local 
institutions. 

- Another point to which attention was paid is the development of a 
local education project, which includes: monitoring the youth 
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context in different neighbourhoods; strengthening streetwork; 
promotion of a network of different educational bodies (public 
institutions and associations present in the area), developing 
appropriate prevention and social integration projects; activation of 
educational pathways towards legality: “Streetwork focusing on 
relationships/definition of good practices: it is not the individual 
intervention that has or serves the role of being a good practice, 
being effective today means recognizing the multi-dimensionality of 
the phenomena that apply to the world of youth. Hence, things work 
that are capable of becoming a system, that are capable of bringing 
the various pieces of this multi-dimensionality around the table to 
construct the agenda for the intervention, because it is only from an 
integrated inter-institutional perspective founded on the relationship 
between public institutions and the private sector that one 
can…construct and propose intervention policies. Delinquent 
behaviour in adolescence not only has an expressive value for youth 
while growing up, but also for the intervention mechanisms in our 
society” (interview with Massimo Conte, Milan). 

 
Furthermore, training work opportunities are also indicated as the basis for 
initiating an integration process that can uproot juvenile gangs as a 
phenomena. In this sense the aim is to keep youth occupied in educational 
activities that correspond to their interests through the offering of various 
work opportunities that shape and involve youth, offering them not only a 
salary, but also an occasion to socialize, and an opportunity to affirm their 
abilities, for gratification and social status (Ciappi, 2008).  
In the end, the interviews bring attention to the repercussions that the social 
and productive fabric can generate on the population of a city and/or 
neighbourhood due to the lack of work opportunities for parents, difficulties 
finding housing at reasonable prices for the families, and the inadequacy of 
social intervention and cultural initiatives for the population, all of which 
can have an impact on the education and management of the children. As a 
fruitful prevention tool, the Questura of Genoa, for example, has adopted an 
attentive monitoring system for some years now, which is the result of 
lengthy experience acquired in the field, that records every crime that can be 
traced more or less directly to group belonging (regardless of the entity) in 
order to carry out a prevention activity that tends to frame and define 
everything that happens before it leads to more serious consequences or 
repercussions. A legalization process has been completed in Genoa through 
a coming out of the street organizations in an attempt to normalize a 
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condition that is continuously subject to the most varied forms of 
stigmatization. Even though the interventions carried out responded to the 
need to contain an emergency situation, that exploded in those years due to 
the presence and clamorous actions of the Latin Kings, the methodology of 
the intervention adopted has been effective. In that case the City of Genoa 
and the University of Genoa, law enforcement agencies, media, gang 
members, and area associations came together around a table in order to find 
the common ground necessary to live together in a constructive manner.  
The co-existence in Italy of different typologies of gangs and groups makes 
it difficult to identify characteristics that make an intervention a good 
practice. In many cases we have not received an answer in this section as 
there are no implemented and monitored activities it is difficult for key 
informants to identify practices that one can define as “good”.  
Results demonstrate that for an intervention to be defined a good practice it 
is important that it tackles the reality of juvenile gangs in the following 
manner: 

- First off it should give a voice to the gangs in their places; 
- Share/negotiate/devise the terms of the problem and the 

transformation strategies with all of subjects that are and can be 
involved, basing oneself on knowledge of the specific situations in 
the area;  

- Reciprocally take on concrete and realistic obligations; 
- Include individual and family dimensions in the intervention; 
- Redefine the functions and roles of institutions and public services. 

In consideration of the performance of the resources to be invested in social 
policies, the integrated services model that brings together the competencies 
of different subjects (e.g., institutions, volunteers, private sector) as well as 
business may be capable of implementing interventions that require a 
minimum investment. The use of intercultural mediators in various contexts 
of aggregation and socialization is also indicated in order to promote a 
culture of diversity  and occasions for exchange/debate in regards to these 
diversities (e.g.,  interethnic parties, dinners, sporting events, cultural 
presentations, language courses, cooking lessons). 
 
The reflections that have emerged from the reading of the various interviews 
bring attention to the changes in the social construction of the image of 
these groups whether they are of Latin America, East European or Italian 
origin. Mass media discrimination and stigmatization constitute the 
panorama within which the processes of socialization and the construction 
of the youth’s and adolescents’ identity; identity and biography that move 
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within the context of their parents’ sub-alternate integration in regards to 
material life conditions and within a fabric of family relationships in tension 
that is at the same the origin and consequence of migratory processes. 
Stigmatization by the media also contributes to rendering the inclusion even 
more sub-alternate, increasing for example the difficulty in finding work or 
housing, the relationship with public administrations and access to credit. 
The following points in can be indicated in considering the innovative and 
effective aspects of an intervention targeting minors involved in juvenile 
gangs:  

- consider youth groups and their members as co-protagonists in the 
transformation process and for increasing knowledge; 
- call upon the institutions to communicate directly with citizens and 
the society, viewing society as an object of knowledge, evaluation 
and transformation; 
- abandon repressive and exclusionary forms of logic that have been 
shown to be extremely counter-productive and the cause of further 
conflict and unease. 

 
Regarding specific needs on gang reduction policy, after some in depth 
interviews with some juvenile justice stakeholders, some critical issues and 
needs were raised: 

- A specific training on gangs for juvenile justice officers. This 
training should enable these professionals to develop and adequate 
understanding of gang offenders, their individual, familiar and social 
environment. This need was especially expressed by local 
community officers who wish to participate in a future common 
training with criminal justice professionals. More specifically they 
wish to enlarge the services they usually provide for non gang 
offenders. 

- The creation of an integrated policy for gang members, in order to 
give people a network of professional services, including legal, 
medical, psychological assistance. 

- A common training on community justice and alternative dispute 
resolution among social protection department workers, NGO and 
criminal justice professionals in order to include restorative justice 
program for gang members. 
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A strong policy enforcement of anti-gang legislation in Italy should take 
into consideration these key elements: 

- Professional and institutional organizations dealing with gang should 
improve the qualifications and capability of juvenile delinquency  
workers. In doing so, specialized common trainings for criminal 
justice and civil society professionals on gang reduction programs 
are highly recommended. 

- Criminal justice agencies should elaborate a standardized probation 
and alternative measures plan implemented with restorative justice 
procedures for gang offenders. 

- Criminal Justice professionals should implement co-operational 
activities and periodical meetings with civil society organizations. 
All the stakeholders involved  should adopt a pro-active attitude for 
co-operation. Criminal justice officers should have the opportunity 
to work together with social workers and NGOs professionals, 
psychologists, neighborhood police, having a common training on 
gang reduction programs.  

- Media and civil society organizations should co-operate on long 
term projects to promote gang reduction programs. 
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The questionnaire, created specifically for the project, involved in fact 
privileged “witnesses” of the youth gang phenomenon among national 
experts, institutional representatives, responsible persons of projects and 
Services operating closely with this reality. 
To better understand their expertise, a subdivision of these key persons 
based on the context of belonging has been created. 
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Entity/Organisation of reference 
 

Police Headquarters and Prefectures 
Venice 
Milan 
Turin 
Genoa 
Florence 
Perugia 
Rome 
Centers for Juvenile Justice (CGM) and Offices of 
Social Service for Minors (USSM) 
Venice 
Milan 
Turin 
Genoa 
Florence 
Rome 
Perugia 
Juvenile Courts for Minors (TM) and Attorney Offices 
for Minors 
Venice 
Milan e Brescia 
Genoa 
Florence 
Rome 
Perugia 
Private social agencies 
Coop. TERRA – Padua 
UOC “Riduzione del Danno” – Venice 
CFPP “Casa di Carità” ONLUS - Turin 
Centre Study “MEDI’” – Genoa 
ALPIM “Ligurian Association for MInor of Genoa” 
CARITAS of Rome 
CODICI (Agency for Social Research -  Milan 
Consortium AGORA’ - Genoa  
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Other privileged “witnesses” 
Simone Carlini 
Lieutenant at Carabineers station of Sampierdarena (Genoa) 
Alessandra Bucci 
General Officer of the State Police (Genoa) 
Giampiero Cavatorta 
Magistrate at Juvenile Court for Minors (Genoa) 
Cristina Maggia 
Chief Prosecutor of the Republic F.F. at Juvenile Court.for 
Minors (Genoa) 
Ciro Cascone  
Deputy Prosecutor at Juvenile Court for Minors (Milan) 
Joseph Moyersoen 
Honorary Judge at Juvenile Court for Minors (Milan) and 
Secretary General of the Italian Association of Magistrates 
of Minors and Family (AIMMF) 
Giuseppe Ardica 
Journalist of RAI (Rome) 
Vincenzo Indorato 
Educator at Penal Institution for Minors (Caltanissetta) 
Maria Concetta Bellia 
Social operator at Office of Social Service for Minors 
(Caltanissetta) 
William di Noto 
Coop.Soc. “Iopervoiperio” (Caltanissetta) 
Gabriella Tomai  
Juvenile Court for Minors (Caltanissetta) 
Paola Ziccone 
Director of the Penal Institution for Minors (Bologna) 
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1. Juvenile gangs in Portugal - Phenomenological description 

 
To begin with, it is important to mention that there are no formal definitions 
for the phenomenon of youth gangs in Portugal and, consequently, statistical 
data about it are not available. Eleven years after the Children and Juvenile 
Justice Reform, started in 1999 with the approval of two new laws that came 
into force in January 2001, the scarcity of Portuguese academic and 
scientific production on youth gangs in Portugal is a major limitation, 
aggravated by the lack of information provided by the official statistics 
concerning this issue. Despite the notorious centrality of the justice issues in 
the political and public discourse over the past few years, the truth is that the 
discussion on youth gangs in Portugal is notably insufficient, and usually 
tends to occur in general and basic terms, regardless of the scientific 
evaluation of the measures that are taking place. 
In fact, in the Portuguese justice system there are no official criteria for a 
youngster to be considered a gang member. Apart from the official 
definitions, we can also say that the word “gang” is rarely used by 
Portuguese citizens. Paradoxically, a media study which focused on the 
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analysis of one of the most important Portuguese newspapers revealed the 
existence of 547 pieces concerning gangs, over the last four years. However, 
the meaning of the word “gang” in the media news tends to be vague and 
rarely corresponds to youth gangs. 
In this chapter, we will try to analyze the phenomenological description of 
youth gangs in Portugal, given the official statistics, and the representations 
of both professionals and the media about the phenomenon. 

1.1 Delimiting concepts – “juvenile delinquency” and “juvenile 
criminality”; “gang”, “criminal association” and “g roup criminality” 
 
The Portuguese judicial system has a different approach regarding 
delinquency and crime depending on the youths’ age. Since 19112, the 
minimum age of penal responsibility has been established at sixteen years 
old. According to the Portuguese penal system, youths who have committed 
offenses at the age of sixteen fall under the general penal law, and they are 
regarded and judged in common adult courts. However, from a civil point of 
view, until eighteen years old youths are still considered ‘minors’. The 
prevailing distinction between the civil and the penal responsibility 
strengths the violation of the principles and guidelines proposed in several 
international documents ratified by the Portuguese state. Therefore, in its 
last report (2010), the Permanent Observatory on Portuguese Justice3 
recommended to move the age of penal responsibility from sixteen to 
eighteen years old, in order to meet international standards and avoid the 
stay of young adults, aged sixteen-seventeen years old, in adult prisons.  
As a concept based on socially constructed norms and values and on socio-
cultural and legal frameworks, juvenile delinquency refers to the acts of 
violation of legal norms, which are carried out by children and youth whose 
age prevents them from being sentenced under the penal law; they are 
instead covered by particular legislation to protect children and youth. 
Therefore, “juvenile delinquency” in Portugal is intended to represent the 
practice of an act qualified as a crime by the Portuguese penal law, by a 
youth aged twelve to sixteen years old. These cases are covered by a special 

                                                 

2 Childhood Protection Act – “Lei de Protecção à Infância”, Decree Law of 27th May 1911.  
3 “Observatório Permanente da Justiça Portuguesa” (OPJ), Centre for Social Studies of the 
University of Coimbra. 
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Act4, which establishes a set of educational measures aiming the 
socialization and “education in the law” of the young offender, so he/she 
learns and respects the fundamental values of the society, which are 
protected by the penal code. The responsibility is not criminal and the proof 
that a criminal offense did take place is necessary to the lawsuit, but merely 
by itself it is insufficient to justify the application of an educational 
measure; the proof of the youth’s need for “education in the law” is a 
cumulative requirement. Only by the corroboration of both of the above 
assumptions, the court could decide to apply a measure.  
Juvenile criminality might be seen as a different concept, referring to crimes 
committed by young adults aged sixteen to twenty-one years old. As a result 
of the Penal Code Reform of 1982, when crimes are committed within that 
age group, a “Special Penal Regime for Young Adults” is applied5. This 
regime states that when a young adult commits a crime and is sentenced to a 
custodial measure, the sentence must be moderated in order to improve 
his/her chance of later social reintegration. Other special measures, the so 
called corrective measures6, defined as an alternative to imprisonment, are 
not applied. 
Neither the juvenile justice system nor the penal system refer to criminal 
behaviour committed by groups or gangs. Regarding this matter, the closest 
concept that the Portuguese Law contemplates, although not directly aimed 
at young people, is the specific crime of “Criminal Association”7. The 
Portuguese penal system punishes with a prison sentence up to five years 
any over-sixteen-year-old who promotes or founds a group, organization or 
association (that comprises a set of at least three individuals, acting together 
for a certain period), with the intent to practice one or more crimes; whoever 
aged at least sixteen is part of such groups, organizations or associations; or 
whoever supports them by providing weapons, ammunition, crime 
instruments, protection, housing for meetings or any aid with the aim of 
recruiting new members. Whoever leads or drives the groups, organizations 
or associations previously mentioned is also punished with a prison sentence 
ranged two to eight years.  

                                                 

4 Educational Guardianship Law - “Lei Tutelar Educativa”, Law no. 166/99, 14th 
September. 
5 “Regime Penal especial para jovens adultos”, Decree Law no. 401/82, 23rd September. 
6 “Medidas de correção”. 
7 “Crime de Associação Criminosa”, art. 299º of the Portuguese Penal Code. 
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The Portuguese Ministry of Internal Administration introduces the concept 
of “Group Criminality”8 in the Internal Security Annual Reports9. This 
concept is defined as the occurrence of a criminal offense committed by 
three or more suspects, regardless of the type of crime, the "group" 
specificities or the level of participation of each member.  
The concepts of criminal association and group criminality are the only 
references in the Portuguese Law to crime and delinquency committed by 
groups of individuals. In fact, there is no official definition for juvenile 
gang, as well as there is no official criterion for being considered a gang 
member, in Portugal. 
 

1.2 Statistics 
 
Statistics about juvenile delinquency and criminality as well as statistics 
about criminal activities committed by groups will be presented. Such 
statistics were provided by both the Ministry of Internal Administration 
(registered occurrences by the national police forces10) and the Ministry of 
Justice. Concerning the later, data was provided by the probation services11, 
that had managed the administrative service of Juvenile Justice System and 
the penal probation measures or sanctions, and by the Prison Services12. 

                                                 

8 “Criminalidade Grupal” 
9 Gabinete do Secretário Geral (2011). Relatório Anual de Segurança Interna 2011. Lisboa: 
Sistema de Segurança Interna. http://www.portugal.gov.pt/media/555724/2012-03-
30_relat_rio_anual_seguran_a_interna.pdf 
10 PSP – Polícia de Segurança Publica / Public Security Police; GNR - Guarda Nacional 
Republicana /National Republican Guard. 
11 The Direção-Geral de Reinserção Social (DGRS) - Directorate General of Social 
Reintegration – was a department of the Ministry of Justice that managed the 
implementation of public policies of crime prevention and social reintegration of youths 
and adults, by promoting and implementing juvenile justice measures, probation and parole 
sanctions, as well as electronic monitoring. The DGRS intervened in three areas: criminal 
jurisdiction and the enforcement of sentences (adults justice), Educational Guardianship 
jurisdiction (juvenile justice system), and international cooperation (family justice). In the 
juvenile justice area DGRS was responsible for the implementation of juvenile measures, 
including detention in educational centres. 
12 Imprisonment sanctions were implemented by another department of the Ministry of 
Justice, the Direção Geral dos Serviços Prisionais (DGSP) – Directorate-General of Prison 
Services. 
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Following a governmental decision13 these two services of the Ministry of 
Justice have been recently merged into the new "Direção Geral de 
Reinserção e Serviços Prisionais"14. 
 
1.2.1 Group criminality and Juvenile delinquency in Portugal – registered 
occurrences by the national police forces (2010 and 2011) 
As previously mentioned, the annual reports provided by the Ministry of 
Internal Administration include data concerning “Group Criminality”. In the 
year 2011 a total of 8285 events were registered by the police, representing 
a decrease of 250 occurrences (-2.9%) when compared to 2010. Concerning 
Juvenile Delinquency 1978 occurrences of acts qualified by the penal law as 
crimes committed by youths from twelve  to sixteen years old were 
registered by the PSP and GNR in 2011. Comparing to the 2010 figures 
there was a decrease of 49% in such occurrences (cf. Table 1). 
 

Data from Police (PSP/GNR) 2008 2009 2010 2011 
Group Criminality 9522 9437 8535 8285 
Juvenile Delinquency 3161 3479 3880 1978 
Table 1.1 – Juvenile Delinquency and Group Criminality, according to police 
records15 
Source: 2011 Internal Security Annual Report 
(http://www.portugal.gov.pt/media/555724/2012-03-30_relat_rio_anual_seguran_a_interna.pdf).  
 
1.2.2 Youths’ offenses and measures - Juvenile Justice System (2010 and 
2011) 
In this section statistics concerning measures imposed by the court to youths 
that between twelve and sixteen years old committed a crime, are presented. 
According to the statistics of the Juvenile Justice System16, 1369 
educational measures were registered in 2010, and 1824 educational 
measures were registered in 2011. Tables 1.2 and 1.3 characterize the youths 
to whom court applied an educational measure within the framework of the 

                                                 

13 Decree Law no. 123/2011, 29th December. 
14 Directorate General of Reintegration and Prison Services – Decree Law no. 215/2012, 
28th September. 
15 It should be noted that for statistical purposes some occurrences are recorded as both 
Group Criminality and Juvenile Delinquency. Moreover, Group Criminality includes 
youths and adults. 
12 Data from the former Directorate General of Social Reintegration (DGRS). 
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Juvenile Justice Act17. The difference between the number of measures and 
the number of youths shows that some of the youths were fulfilling more 
than one educational measure. 
According to the 2010 and the 2011 registered data, there was an increase in 
the number of educational measures and youths involved in the juvenile 
system. In 2010, 75 % of the youths were aged between fifteen and 
seventeen years old (Graph 1.1). In 2011, 73% of the youths were aged 
between fifteen and seventeen years old (Graph 1.2). Most youngsters were 
male (85% in 2010 and 86% in 2011) and Portuguese (84% in 2010, and 
86% in 2011). This characterization of youths in the juvenile justice system 
is similar to other international studies. 

                                                 

17 Educational Guardianship Law - “Lei Tutelar Educativa”, Law no. 166/99, 14th 
September. 
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Age Female Male Total 
12 1 2 3 

13 10 46 56 

14 26 121 147 

15 39 217 256 

16 59 345 404 

17 36 243 279 

18 9 78 87 

19 4 5 9 

20 1 4 5 

Missing 
Value 

0 6 6 

Total 185 1067 1252 

N=1252 
Table 1.2 – Youths with an educational 
measure in the juvenile justice (Lei 
Tutelar Educativa) in 2010 
Source: DGRS statistics, 2010  

Age Female Male Total 
12 0 6 6 

13 11 60 71 

14 32 165 197 

15 61 303 364 

16 78 423 501 

17 38 314 352 

18 12 109 121 

19 5 16 21 

20 0 6 6 

Missing 
Value 

2 31 33 

Total 239 1433 1672 

N=1676 (more 4 missing value) 

Table 1.3 – Youths with an educational 
measure in the juvenile justice (Lei 
Tutelar Educativa) in 2011 
Source: DGRS statistics, 2011  

  
 

 
Age 

Graph 1.1 – Youths with educational 
measures in 2010 
Source: DGRS statistics, 2010 

Graph 1.2 – Youths with educational 
measures in 2011 
Source: DGRS statistics, 2011 
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Gender 

Graph 1.3 – Youths with educational 
measures in 2010 
Source: DGRS statistics, 2010 

Graph 1.4 – Youths with educational 
measures in 2011 
Source: DGRS statistics, 2011 

 

Nationality 

Graph 1.5 – Youths with educational 
measures in 2010 
Source: DGRS statistics, 2010 

Graph 1.6 – Youths with educational 
measures in 2011 
Source: DGRS statistics, 2011 

 
From the analysis of table 1.4, we can see that in 2010 the three more 
frequent offenses were robbery, theft, and offenses against physical 
integrity, accounting for 70% of the total offenses. The same type of 
offenses was the more frequent in 2011, accounting for 69% of the main 
offenses recorded. 
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TYPES OF CRIMES 2010 
(N) 

2011 
(N) 

CRIMES AGAINST PEOPLE 433 646 
Crimes against life (homicides and other) 7 5 
Physical integrity offenses 285 415 
Crimes against personal freedom (kidnapping; threat and 

coercion) 
50 81 

Sexual Crimes 46 76 
Other 45 69 

CRIMES AGAINST PROPERTY 680 833 
Robbery 354 416 
Theft 249 325 
Other 63 73 
Crimes against property in general (e.g. fraud, extortion) 14 19 

CRIMES AGAINST LIFE IN SOCIETY 52 56 
Crimes against family 1 2 
Other crimes (forgery, felony, etc) 51 54 

CRIMES AGAINST THE STATE 8 5 
OTHER CRIMES 66 86 

Crimes relating to drugs 19 23 
Driving without a license 33 43 
Other 14 20 

MISSING DATA 26 62 
TOTAL  de CRIMES 1,265 1,688 
Table 1.4 – Youths with educational measures in 2010 and 2011: Characterization of 
the type of main offense 
In this table only main offenses are presented, even if the youths have other crimes 
(secondary) 
Source: DGRS statistics 2010, 2011 
 
As mentioned above, there are no criteria in the Portuguese Justice System 
to register gangs’ activity; however, it is possible to establish if three or 
more youths were involved in the same crime (following the same criteria 
used in the Internal Security Annual Report). According the DGRS 
statistics, 40 lawsuits were registered in 2010, with the involvement of three 
or more youths. That number increased to 78 in 2011. 
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1.2.3 Young Adults’ offenses and measures - Penal System (2010 and 
2011) 
With regard to young adults covered by the Special Penal Regime for 
Young Adults18, aged between sixteen and 21 years old when committed a 
crime, data concerning the implementation of parole and probation 
sentences as well penal sanctions with electronic monitoring (EM) and 
prison sentences were considered. 
In 2010, 1441 parole and probation sanctions or measures were registered, 
corresponding to a total of 1421 of young adults, mostly males (94%). In 
2011, the initial implementation of 1569 sanctions or measures by 1540 
youths between the sixteen and the 21 years old, mostly male (94%), was 
registered. 
 
 

Age Female Male Total 

16 1 14 15 

17 6 80 86 

18 10 186 196 

19 18 277 295 

20 21 387 408 

21 27 393 420 

Total 83 1337 1420 

N=1421 (1 missing data) 
Table 1.5 – Young adults with a parole or 
probation sanction or measure in 2010 – 
age distribution 
Source: DGRS statistics, 2010  

 

Age Female Male Total 

16 1 12 13 

17 9 83 92 

18 11 219 230 

19 20 284 304 

20 29 381 410 

21 30 460 490 

Total 100 1439 1539 

N=1541 (2 missing value) 
Table 1.6 – Young adults with a parole or 
probation sanction or measure in 2011 – 
age distribution  
Source: DGRS statistics, 2011  

  

 
Among the young adults with parole and probation measures, twenty and 21 
years are the more frequent ages (58% in 2010 and 59% in 2011). 

                                                 

18 “Regime Penal especial para jovens adultos”, Decree Law no. 401/82, 23rd September. 
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Age 

Graph 1.7 – Youths who started parole 
or probation sentences in 2010 – age 
distribution 
Source: DGRS statistics, 2010 

Graph 1.8 – Youths who started parole or 
probation sentences in 2011 – age 
distribution 
Source: DGRS statistics, 2011 

 
 

Graphs 1.9 and 1.10 show that the youngsters with parole or probation 
sentences are mostly Portuguese citizens (91% in 2010 and 90% in 2011). 
 
Nationality 

 

 

 

Graph 1.9 – Youths who started parole or 
probation sentences in 2010 – nationality 
Source: DGRS statistics, 2010 

Graph 1.10 – Youths who started parole 
or probation sentences in 2011 – 
nationality 
Source: DGRS statistics, 2011 

 
Concerning the type of crime young adults committed, the criteria of offense 
registration include both main and secondary offense(s). Regarding main 
offenses, in 2010 robbery, theft and driving without license, were the most 
frequent, accounting for 63% of the crimes. The same type of offenses was 
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the most frequent in 2011, accounting for 62% of the registered main 
offenses (table 1.7). 
 
 
TYPES OF CRIMES 2010 (N) 2011 (N) 

CRIMES AGAINST PEOPLE 103 145 
Crimes against life (homicides and other) 4 2 

Physical integrity offenses 62 88 

Crimes against personal freedom (kidnapping; threat and 
coercion) 

9 22 

Sexual Crimes 22 15 

Other 6 18 

CRIMES AGAINST PROPERTY 613 628 
Robbery 370 361 

Theft 222 256 

Other 19 10 

Crimes against property in general (e.g. fraud, extortion) 2 1 

CRIMES AGAINST LIFE IN SOCIETY 85 102 
Crimes against the security of communications 48 59 

Other crimes (forgery, felony, etc) 37 43 

CRIMES AGAINST THE STATE 19 22 
OTHER CRIMES 435 505 
Crimes relating to drugs 106 136 

Driving without a license 302 342 

Other 27 27 

MISSING DATA 166 139 

TOTAL OF CRIMES 1421 1541 
Table 1.7 – Youths with parole or probation measures: Characterization of the type of 
main offense 
Source: DGRS statistics, 2010 and 2011 
 

Using the criteria of the Internal Security Annual Report to define group 
criminality, the DGRS statistics show that 21 lawsuits with the involvement 
of three or more youths were registered in 2010, and that in 2011 that 
number decreased to fifteen lawsuits. 
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Penal sanctions with electronic monitoring (EM) began to be applied in 
September 2007, following a revision of the penal laws (penal and penal 
procedures codes). The sanctions that include EM are “house arrest” (article 
44th of the Portuguese Penal Code) and “adaptation to parole” (article 62nd 
of the Portuguese Penal Code). From September 2007 to October 2012, the 
number of young offenders to whom these sanctions were applied was low. 
“House arrest” was applied to 23 young adults (in a total of 881 registered 
cases) and “adaptation to parole” was applied to 3 young adults (in a total of 
270 registered cases. 
Regarding the statistical data presented by the Prison Services concerning 
youngsters between sixteen and twenty years old who are in prison for 
committing crimes, in 2010, most of the imprisoned population were men 
(96%), Portuguese (71%) and between nineteen and twenty years old (80%).  
 

 

 Man Women 
Age Portuguese Foreign Portuguese Foreign 

Total(*)  246 100 10 4 

16-18 49 21 2 1 

19-20 197 79 8 3 

Table 1.8 – Young adults in prison according to 
gender and  nationality, by age, in 2011 
(*) Accounts for those admitted to non-prison 
psychiatric clinics and hospitals.  
Source: DGSP official statistics 2011 

Graph 1.11 – Young adults in 
prison, by gender, in 2011 
Source: DGSP official 
statistics 2011 

 
Concerning the crimes perpetrated by these young adults, globally, in 2011, 
177 crimes were registered, being the most prevalent crimes against 
property (57%), followed by Crimes against people (21%), and other crimes 
(14%) (cf. Table 1.9).  
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MAN WOMEN 
Portuguese Foreign Portuguese Foreign CRIMES TOTAL  
16 - 20 
years old 

16 - 20 
years old 

16 - 20 
years old 

16 - 20 
years old 

TOTAL OF 
CRIMES (*) 

177 139 32 6 0 

Crimes against 
people 

37 27 7 3 0 

Homicides 8 7 - 1 - 
Physical 
integrity offenses 

6 2 3 1 - 

Rape 8 4 4 - - 
Other 15 14 - 1 - 

Crimes against 
life in society 

1 1 0 0 0 

Arson - - - - - 
Other 1 1 - - - 

Crimes against 
property  

101 79 21 1 0 

Robbery 73 54 19 - - 
Theft 26 24 2 - - 
Other 2 1 - 1 - 

Drug related 
crimes 

13 10 2 1 0 

drug trafficking 9 7 1 1 - 
Drug trafficking 
and drug abuse 

- - - - - 

Other 4 3 1 - - 
Other crimes 25 22 2 1 0 

Check without 
funds 

- - - - - 

Other (**) 25 22 2 1 - 
Table 1.9 – Characterization of the young adults in prison according to gender, 
nationality and age, by type of crime, in 2011 
(*) Accounts for crimes committed by people declared not criminally responsible 
on account of mental disorder, those with safety measures, those admitted to 
prison and non-prison psychiatric clinics and hospitals.; (**) Namely road-related 
crimes.  
Source: DGSP official statistics 2011  
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Graph 1.12 – Percentage of young adults in prison by type of crime, in 2011 
Source: DGSP official statistics 2011 

 

1.3 Practitioners and media definitions of juvenile gangs in Portugal 
 
Besides the absence of official definitions and data about juvenile gangs in 
Portugal, its’ existence is not consensual among practitioners who work 
with youngsters with or at risk of delinquent behaviour. In fact, in a group 
of 43 practitioners, 36 (83.7%) agreed with the fact that juvenile gangs exist 
in the country, but 16 out of these 36 ultimately said that the existing groups 
of adolescents with delinquent behaviours can’t be called “gangs”. That 
means that only 20/43 practitioners (46.5%) had no doubt about the 
existence of youth gangs in Portugal (cf. Graph 1.13). 
 

 
Graph 1.13 – Practitioners’ perspectives about the existence of juvenile gangs in 
Portugal. 
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Most of the practitioners refuse the existence of gangs composed 
exclusively by young members. They consider that juvenile gangs have a 
hierarchical structure with a leader that tends to be an adult. Moreover, they 
believe that the presence of youngsters in the gangs tends to be associated 
with the fact that under sixteen years old there is no penal responsibility in 
Portugal.  
The extent of the phenomenon of juvenile gangs in Portugal is not 
consensual among practitioners. While some say it is a small scale 
phenomenon, with just a few gangs (23.3%), others say it is a big scale 
problem (16.3%). Concerning the dimension of the juvenile gangs, 
according to the professionals who work with youngsters at risk, juvenile 
gangs tend to include numerous members, even though a precise number is 
rarely mentioned. 
When practitioners are asked to describe juvenile gangs in Portugal, they 
mention that there are different types of juvenile gangs in the country. 
Nevertheless, they are not very accurate when differentiating the types of 
gangs. In fact, they just vaguely mention the variables that may determine 
gangs’ differentiation – motivations, contexts, behaviours, structures, and 
violence degree. When asked to name juvenile gangs, only 16.3% of the 
Portuguese practitioners are able to do it. Also worth to mention is the 
association of juvenile gangs to the specific phenomenon of football 
hooliganism by 30.2% of the practitioners.  
Despite of the possible existence of different juvenile gangs’ types, they are 
commonly seen as having a name and a symbolic image that allows its’ 
identification. In addition a juvenile gang is seen as a group with its own 
rules, which are contrary to the conventional societal ones. In fact, 
according to the professionals, juvenile gangs are permanently in 
confrontation with the society and its institutions, particularly with the 
authority figures. Also, the juvenile gang members tend to exhibit 
“delinquent”, “deviant” or “violent” behaviours, mostly property offenses, 
crimes against the person, vandalism, and drug trafficking. The main 
motivations for juvenile gangs’ delinquency may be the willing to acquire 
material goods or money, to use drugs or merely for “fun” or “adrenalin” 
(cf. Graph 1.14).  
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Graph 1.14 – Juvenile gangs’ delinquent activities, according to practitioners working 
with young offenders 
 
As we can see, the delinquent activity that practitioners associate to juvenile 
gangs is coherent with the delinquent actions presented in official statistics, 
particularly the high prevalence of property offenses. There are, however, 
some differences between the official figures and practitioners’ 
representations concerning juvenile gangs’ delinquent activity. While 
practitioners mention crimes against the person, drug offenses and 
vandalism as common delinquent behaviours of juvenile gangs, the official 
statistics of juvenile delinquency reveal a disproportionate predominance of 
property offenses, when compared to other types of offenses. 
Also worth to mention is the argument that youngsters who exhibit 
delinquent behaviours tend to be involved in group delinquency. The 
professionals’ discourses about it are consensual and the statistics also show 
that tendency. Nevertheless there aren’t official figures about gang 
delinquency and even the practitioners tend to argue that there is group 
delinquency and not juvenile gangs. It is difficult to know whether the 
reluctance of professionals is a reflection of the lack of definition and 
official statistics on youth gangs. Or whether, on the contrary, there is no 
official definition or statistics because the phenomenon is rare and 
exceptional.  
On the other hand, looking at the Portuguese media representations 
concerning juvenile gangs, we could say that the phenomenon exists and is 
significant in the country. In fact, the analysis of one of the most important 
Portuguese daily newspapers revealed 547 pieces concerning gangs, in the 
last four years, 78 of which concerning specifically juvenile gangs. The 
content analysis of the 78 news has shown two predominant topics: the 
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justice system (47.4%) and the juvenile gangs’ delinquent activities 
(38.5%). In a least recent study involving eleven Portuguese newspapers, 
Carvalho (2001) found that the word gang appeared in 14 news headlines 
(5.5%) and was indiscriminately used whenever they wanted to refer to 
juvenile groups’ actions. The author explained that "the word gang is 
usually associated in the public mind to a strongly negative image without a 
real knowledge of the outlines of this phenomenon in Portugal, because of 
the lack of research in this field" (Carvalho, 2001, p.95). Thus, studies about 
the representation of juvenile delinquency in the Portuguese written press 
demonstrate a slight and undifferentiated misuse of the word gang for the 
most varied situations, as long as the delinquent practice had been carried 
out by two youngsters’, often forgetting the sociological root of the concept 
(Carvalho, 2001; Ponte, 2006; Carvalho, Ferreira & Serrão, 2009). Media 
representations about juvenile gangs in Portugal seem to be maladjusted 
when compared to practitioners’ representations, to the official statistics, 
and to the (lack of) public discourses around this phenomenon. 
 

2 Methodology 

 
To develop the Portuguese national analysis, a four-stage method was used. 
First, a comprehensive analysis of official statistics about the youth gangs 
was performed. Then, practitioners who work daily with children and 
youngsters across the country were interviewed. In a third stage, national 
workshops to promote the discussion among professionals were 
implemented. Finally, the representation of juvenile gangs in the Portuguese 
media was analysed. Below, these four stages will be described in detail.  
 

2.1 Statistics’ analysis 
 
In order to understand how the juvenile gangs’ phenomenon is represented 
in the Portuguese official statistics a search for data from several official 
sources was performed. 
Procedures. Data directly related to the involvement of youngsters in 
groups or juvenile gangs wasn’t found. Nevertheless, some national 
statistics concerning juvenile group delinquency emerged in the search. The 
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sources of such statistics were the following: the former General Directorate 
of Social Reintegration19 (DGRS), the former General Directorate of Prison 
Services20 (DGSP), and the Internal Security Annual Report21 (RASI) (see 
Table 2.1). 
 
 

Source Scope Dates 

DGRS 
Cases in which three or more individuals with 
educational measure or a probation or parole 
sanction/measure were identified. 

2010 - 
2011 

DGSP 
Youngsters aged between 16 and 20 years who were in 
prison for committing a crime. 

2010 - 
2011 

RASI 

- Concept of "Group Criminality” which consists on the 
occurrence of a criminal offense committed by three or more 
suspects (not necessarily youths), regardless the type of 
crime, the specifics that may exist in the "group" or the level 
of participation of each actor. 
- Juvenile Delinquency - numbers that reflect different 
types of crime, as long as facts that have been performed 
with the involvement of one or more youngsters. 

2010-
2011 

Table 2.1 - Process of data collection through the consultation of official statistics 
 

2.2 Practitioners’ perspectives – Interviews 
 
Practitioners were interviewed in order to explore their perspectives on 
juvenile gangs.  
The interview protocol. The first part of the semi-structured interview 
focused practitioners’ definitions of juvenile gangs and their perspectives on 
gangs’ formation and youngsters’ motivation to participate in gangs. In the 
second part of the interview, respondents were asked about the existence 
and extension of juvenile gangs in Portugal. We also tried to contextualize 
and characterize the phenomenon, questioning about its range, its 
geographical distribution (regions of the country where the phenomenon 
stands out, types of regions) and the social problems they identify as being 

                                                 

19 Direção Geral de Reinserção Social (DGRS). 
20 Direção Geral dos Serviços Prisionais (DGSP). 
21 Relatório Anual de Segurança Interna (RASI). 
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connected to it. Moreover, respondents were asked to characterise gangs’ 
members (in terms of age, ethnicity, gender, social, economic, cultural 
context; family context; education and relation with the school; work; and 
life style.) as well as the delinquent activities perpetrated by them. The third 
part of the protocol was dedicated to gender related specific questions (e.g., 
female proportion inside juvenile gangs, their roles, characteristics, and 
motivations). Then, the interview focused on practitioners’ personal 
intervention and prevention experiences towards juvenile gangs’ 
delinquency as well as their perspectives about the global intervention 
policies and practices in the country and their own intervention proposals 
concerning juvenile gangs. 
Participants. Forty-three practitioners working with children and youths at 
risk, in the areas of Oporto and Lisbon, were interviewed. Participants 
represented several public and private institutions - the Justice System (6 
Policemen [PJ, GNR and PSP]; 4 Magistrates from the Family and Children 
Court; 6 members of DGRS); the Protection System (4 Child Protection 
Services; 2 Children's Emergency Shelter); Community Institutions (6 
Schools; 9 Community Intervention Projects); Universities (4 Researchers); 
and from other institutions (1 Clinical Psychologist). Regarding social 
demographic data participants were aged between 28 and 67 years old and 
were mainly female (N=31). Many had an academic background in 
Psychology (24%), Law (15%) and other Social Sciences (54%).  
Procedures. The interviews were conducted face-to-face in the 
practitioners’ workplace and had an average length of approximately 50 
minutes. Later, all interviews were fully transcribed and analysed through 
the inductive creation of categories. The detailed analysis of the data 
resulted in the three main categories: Perspectives’ on the juvenile gangs; 
Contextualization of the phenomenon in Portugal; Perspectives about 
intervention policies and practices towards juvenile gangs’ delinquency. 
 

2.3 Practitioners’ perspectives – Workshops 
 
To promote the discussion among practitioners based on their intervention 
experience in the field of juvenile delinquency, two workshops were 
developed in Portugal. These workshops allowed the meeting of 
practitioners, experts and stakeholders in order to collect information and 
reflect on the key elements of intervention programs on the phenomenon of 
juvenile gangs’ delinquency. In order to enhance the number of participants 
and to benefit from the perspectives of practitioners working in the North 
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and the South of the country, the workshops took place in the two main 
Portuguese urban areas, Oporto and Lisbon. 
Procedures. The workshops started with the presentation of the ITACA 
Project with its aims, method and results of the national analysis. Later, 
three presentations were made by experts that have been researching on the 
topic of juvenile gangs in Portugal22. In the second part of the workshops, 
participants were separated into three different discussion groups, each one 
focusing different topics: primary and secondary prevention; tertiary 
prevention and treatment; and media representations. All groups performed 
a SWOT analysis, identifying key elements on their theme. 
A total of 68 participants were selected based on their expertise and daily 
contact with children and adolescents who commit delinquent acts and may 
be associated to juvenile gangs. It was also important to have practitioners 
working on different institutions, from both public and private sectors. In 
the workshops a wide range of institutions was represented: Justice System 
(26 participants); Protection System (7 participants); Community 
Institutions (12 participants); Academics and other experts (23 participants).  
Generally, the participants brought significant contributions to the 
discussion, but enhancing more threats and weaknesses than strengths and 
opportunities concerning intervention in juvenile gangs. Participants were 
strongly motivated to participate in this initiative, even though they were a 
little sceptical about the possibility of changing policies. Even so, they 
insisted that the results of the national workshops’ should be public and sent 
to the Portuguese government. 
 

2.4 Media representations 
 
To understand the Portuguese media representations of juvenile gangs, all 
the news from a daily nation-wide Portuguese newspaper in a range of four 
years (2008-2011) were collected and analysed. The selected newspaper is 
recognized as a quality but also as a popular newspaper that tends to 
emphasize sensationalistic news, particularly concerning delinquency 
(Bourdien, 1994, cit in Gomes, 2011).  

                                                 

22 Maria João Leote de Carvalho (Centro de Estudos de Sociologia, Universidade Nova de 
Lisboa); Vera Duarte (ISMAI, Instituto Superior da Maia); Josefina Castro (Faculdade de 
Direito da Universidade do Porto, Escola de Criminologia). 
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Procedures. The initial sample consisted of 547 news with the expression 
“gang” in its title and/or body, published from the 1st January 2008 to the 
31st January 2012. Nevertheless, for the purpose of this analysis, only 78 
news were considered as they met the following criteria: (i) Gang members 
would have to be aged less than 21 years old23; and/or (ii) News would have 
to include explicit information mentioning that the publicized gang was 
indeed a juvenile gang. The sample included news published between 2008 
and January 2012. It was the year of 2009 that featured a greater number of 
news about juvenile gangs (N=34; 43.6%), followed by the year of 2010 
(N= 18; 23.1%), and with a similar number of 2008 (N=17; 21.8%). 2011 
was the year which presented the smallest number of news (N=9; 11.6%). 
The news were searched and selected through online procedures. Its’ 
analysis resulted in three main categories: (i) Juvenile gangs’ identity; (ii) 
Juvenile gangs’ criminal activity; (iii) Juvenile gangs’ geographical area.  
 
 

3 Criminological and sociological aspects24 

3.1 The context for the emergence of juvenile gangs 
 
Even though 62.8% (27/43) of the interviewed practitioners believe that 
youth gangs is a global phenomenon existing all over the world, 32.6% 
(fourteen/43) state that the Portuguese culture and conservative values 
influence the expression of the phenomenon.  

“I think that is due to the fact that in Portugal we have very little 
associative capacity. In other words, the mobilization, the civic 
participation, ok? It’s clearly a cultural framework. I am not saying 
necessarily that belonging to a gang and having civic participation 
comes exactly from the same place. But comes from a place where 
we see the interest in a collective organization, participation in 
something and I think that Portugal is an anomic and fragmented 
society, in which there never was, unlike what happens in Anglo-

                                                 

23 The first criteria – Less than 21 years old – was created according to the special regime 
described in the Decree Law no. 401/82, 23rd September, which applies to young adults 
from 16 to 21 years old who have committed a crime.  
24 In this section, where appropriate, the proportion of practitioners who reported a 
particular argument, within a total of 43 interviewees, is indicated. For example, 10/43.  
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Saxon countries, an idea of community.” (Interview 15, male, 
Universities, 39 years old). 

In what the specific process of juvenile gangs’ formation in the country is 
concerned practitioners point out several factors. Such factors can be 
grouped into three different dimensions: Social, Territorial and Relational. 
Social dimension 
Social reasons such as growing up in a climate of political/economic crisis 
(N=10/43), in an inauspicious social and economic context (24/43), and in 
adverse family contexts (12/43) (e.g., domestic violence, involvement in 
criminal activities by the parents/care givers, unemployment) are the most 
cited to explain the creation of juvenile gangs.  

"And I think that, I honestly am a little bit afraid of this whole social 
situation here, because many of these families have lost the RSI 
[financial support for the government], ahm, the economic situation 
is much more complicated, and the youths feel their families 
difficulties… therefore, often in an attempt to help the family they 
easily go out in illicit activities, because they know that there is a 
friend who traffic some drugs, so they join him to get some money to 
help his family…" (Interview 06, female, Community Institutions, 41 
years old). 
“There are gangs which result from social exclusion, they live in 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods [...] and neighbourhoods linked to 
delinquency, drug trafficking, prostitution, and so on ... they are 
born in this environment, live in this environment and therefore there 
is a broth very, very conducive for them to start acting unlawfully 
and jointly, since they know each other […]” (Interview 39, male, 
Justice System, 50 years old). 
“Firstly I think that are the families from where these youths come 
from. I think the family context of these youngsters is extremely 
important to help defining their path in life[...] I think there's a 
social reproduction which cannot be broken, this cycle of poverty 
and social stigmatization. In fact I believe most of them come from 
these families. Or are families who always lived with subsidies, a 
subside addiction”. (Interview 11, female, Protection System, 42 
years old). 

Territorial dimension 
The geographical proximity between the juvenile gang members is also 
fairly mentioned by the experts. According to them, the territorial dimension 
is a crucial issue in the process of juvenile gangs’ formation, either because 
the youths live in the same neighbourhood and, being unoccupied, hang 
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around in its outdoor spaces (e.g., the street, squares, corners) (N=12/43), or 
simply because the youngsters meet at the neighbourhood school, where 
they feel they don’t belong and have nothing to learn (N=7/43).  

“Fortuitously people intersect, either because they reside in a 
similar geographic area or because they attend the same type of 
institutions, in particular the school, and from there I assume…” 
(Interview 4, female, Justice System, 35 years old). 
“Kids that come together ... being in the same class or the same 
school or something ... can join and can act as a group.” (Interview 
39, male, Justice System, 50 years old). 

Relational dimension 
Some juvenile gangs may start as a common process of socialization 
between a group of friends and it’s the delinquent activity itself that 
generates the gang (N=8/43). 

“Has to do with our socialization process, it is not different from the 
others, our integration into a group, the gang is a group, and 
therefore what is it that a group want? Receive people who share 
ideals, certain values, particular perspectives…” (Interview 25, 
female, Justice System, 46 years old). 

Additionally, the participants mention the lack of bonds to formal and 
informal control institutions as a cause for the emergence of juvenile gangs 
(N=12/43). 

“[…] I think the main reason, in fact, is this lack of relations... and 
when I speak of relations I mean relationships with people, and 
relations with the institutions, with the people of these institutions, 
with the territories, with the community ...” (Interview 08, female, 
Community Institutions, 41 years old). 

Still concerning the relational dimension, other explanations for the 
formation of juvenile gangs pointed by the practitioners are the existence of 
conflicts between rival groups or gangs (N=17/43), and the youngsters’ 
excitement for hanging around and exhibiting delinquent behaviours 
together (N=10/43). 

“Gangs often arise because of conflict and sometimes this is visible, 
especially here. Different regions they create a gang ... Conflicts 
between groups…” (Interview 07, female, Community institution, 50 
years old). 
“Firstly they grew all together. They all came from the same slum 
and are all kids of the same age, they grow all together and easily 
start walking together, create a name, create an identity, they are 
closely associated to RAP and music against the police and against 
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the system etc. But grow much from friendship, I know you are from 
my neighbourhood, and so you belong to my crew, or whatever… so 
I think that’s how they arise” (Interview 30, female, Community 
institution, 28 years old). 
“What I saw in some of the children that I followed, and the 
conclusion I reached was that the entrance of them in delinquency 
was precisely the challenge, the fun, the excitement, the pleasure of 
being on the group itself and do something that occupies the free 
time. Because, if we think, what occupation is that these youths 
have? None! […] There is a void in the family or the family is also in 
the crime, and so they go with the flow, there is fun whether we like 
it or not. Delinquency [...] is a form of socialization for many 
youngsters and adults which is extremely challenging, extremely 
attractive, which gives them immediate gratification [...]” (Interview 
17, female, Universities, 45 years old).  

 

3.2 Juvenile gangs’ members 
 
Juvenile gangs’ members in Portugal, according to practitioners, tend to be 
male children and youths, between six and 25 years of age. The gangs can 
also include adult members that usually lead the others. Even though no 
specific ethnicity is associated to the phenomenon, some practitioners 
(13/43) mention the existence of different ethnic gangs due to the 
geographical location and the precarious living conditions of their members. 
Also, the members of the juvenile gangs in Portugal are characterized as 
belonging to dysfunctional families who do not provide parental supervision 
(29/43), as growing up in a disadvantaged social class (25/43), as being 
excluded and alienated from society and community institutions (29/43), 
and as living a particular lifestyle related to RAP and Hip-Hop music 
(10/43).  

“They are kids which lived in situations of neglect at various levels, 
since they were little: food, health care, attention and affection. It is 
a fact that these kids are sometimes growing up alone. They are let 
loose, because sometimes their own parents are depressed, or drunk, 
or drugged, or are unemployed, or work a lot and therefore don't 
have the time and willingness to be there. Also, sometimes, they […] 
are alone. They have no ties, no social structure, and no social 
support network. They are away from their families, their origins or 
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their countries.” (Interview 28, female, Community institution, 47 
years old). 

In addition, juvenile gang members are characterized as presenting an 
adversarial relationship with school, history of absenteeism, disinterest, and 
academic failure (34/43). The professionals identify specific attributes that 
might be related to gang membership, such as physical strength, emotional 
coldness, intelligence and particular skills (e.g., pick locks, steal a car, find 
weapons, etc.). They also identify some gang members’ characteristics that 
consider being the result of educational failures, for instance, the lack of 
moral values (15/43) or rules (14/43). Practitioners also consider that 
juvenile gang members tend to use drugs (13/43), and to be unoccupied 
(10/43) or unemployed (10/43). Finally, few practitioners mention 
complicated and unstable life paths (3/43), with lack of affection and 
attachment (6/43) as well as victimisation history (6/43).  

“In gang you have physically strong elements, technically strong 
elements, elements which have certain skills, you know? One who 
knows where to get weapons, one who knows how to fix a car, or one 
who knows how to rob a car, one who knows how to give orders [...] 
So, I think we'll find very, very different personalities, very diverse 
from this point of view, you know? And therefore we can see very 
strong personalities, true leaders. As well as we get those who are 
meek, who maybe even joined the group because they effectively had 
no other perspective, or were somehow almost coerced to enter, you 
know?” (Interview 04, female, Justice System, 35 years old). 
 

3.3 Motivations to join gangs 
 
According to the professionals’ perspectives the main motivations for 
youths to join juvenile gangs are the pursuit of an identity, a sense of 
belonging (29/43), protection (12/43) or adrenalin and adventure (8/43).  

“A kid that wants an identity, because he doesn’t belong anywhere, 
that is, he doesn’t belong to a family, because he has family but we 
sometimes don’t know very well how it is that family structure and 
family dynamics. He does not belong to the school… it is a way to 
have an identity”. (Interview 05, female, Protection system, 42 years 
old). 
“They don’t come together by chance, nor without reason. They get 
together because they lack many other things in their path and they 
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find in the gang a feeling of belonging, of value, a purpose for life”. 
(Interview 33, female, Justice system, 52 years old). 

The need to be recognized and to have prominence (20/43) also seems to be 
an important motivation. The practitioners also mention that sometimes 
youths join juvenile gangs simply because they want to feel powerful and 
strong (14/43).  

“Their motivation is the prominence. It’s the desire to be ok [...] It’s 
the perspective of, I am the greatest, I'm part of...” (Interview 04, 
female, Justice System, 35 years old). 
“I think that this is a central feature, if we show ourselves hard, if 
we manage to surpass all, others will respect us [...] I think these 
two logics always work at the same time, the harshness and the need 
to be respected.” (Interview 21, female, Universities, 33 years old). 

The wish for possessing material goods, money (19/24) or drugs (3/43) is 
also fairly mentioned by the practitioners. Additionally, some experts 
believe that for some youths joining a gang is their only way of survival 
(8/43).  

“They have to purchase those goods, they have to acquire mobile 
phones, they have to acquire clothes, fashion clothing, brand 
clothing, brand footwear, things that bounce in sight and help them 
to feel identified with the gang , you know?” (Interview 18, male, 
Justice System, 38 years old). 

Similarly, the professionals refer some conditions which are often present in 
this youths life’s and can act as facilitators of entry into juvenile gangs, such 
as feelings of exclusion, peer pressure, lack of occupation, feelings of 
impunity due to the judicial system delays, have relatives belonging to the 
gang, listening to music and watching movies that instigate violence. 

“First because they don’t do anything all day and they have to meet 
somewhere, in some space ... and so they are more easily lured to 
this kinds of situations.” (Interview 11, female, Protection System, 
42 years old). 
 

3.4 Juvenile gangs’ geographical areas 
 
In what the gangs’ geographical distribution is concerned, they tend to be 
concentrated in “urban areas”, particularly in the Portuguese main cities’ 
metropolitan areas (Lisbon and Oporto). “Peripheries”, “deprived areas” and 
“social housing neighbourhoods” are other common expressions used to 
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describe juvenile gangs’ location. These data emerged from the analysis of 
both the practitioners’ and the media discourses.  
If the territorial dimension is considered of great importance to understand 
where juvenile gangs are located and act, as we previously mentioned it is 
also considered a key factor to comprehend juvenile gangs’ formation. In 
fact according to many professionals working on the field, the fact that 
youngsters live in the same geographical area and are unoccupied is the 
main reason for the emergence of these kind of groups. 
 

3.5 Juvenile gangs’ activities 
 
The experts believe that juvenile gangs in Portugal are involved in a 
multiplicity of delinquent activities. According to them, the most prevalent 
are “robberies”, “burglaries”, “thefts” and “extortions” (39/43), followed by 
“aggression”, “violence” and “sexual abuse” (28/43), “drug trafficking” 
(28/43) and “vandalism and public disturbance” (22/43). Other juvenile 
gangs’ activities are “alcohol”, “tobacco”, “weapons” or “human” 
trafficking (9/43), “street racing” and “driving without licence” (5/43), “dog 
fights” (3/43), “prostitution” (3/43) and “music and clothes counterfeiting” 
(2/43).  
Media discourses reinforce the idea of multiple juvenile gangs’ delinquent 
activities, even though the content analysis of 78 news concerning juvenile 
gangs has shown two predominant offenses: crimes against the property, 
mentioned in 89.7% of the news; crimes against the person, such as 
homicide or sexual assault (29.5% of the news). 
 

3.6 Key problems related to juvenile gangs in Portugal 
 
When asked to identify the main problems related to youth gangs in the 
country, practitioners emphasized the “feelings of insecurity that these 
groups cause in the general population” (13/43).  Other problems named by 
the experts were “the communities’ disturbance” and “vandalism”, “housing 
segregation” and “poor living conditions”, and finally “unemployment” or 
“lack of opportunities”. Additionally some practitioners pointed out “the 
judicial system delays” and the “problems these youths have with 
authorities” as well as “school absenteeism” and “low education”. 
It is interesting to note that most of the identified problems are essentially 
social and economic. In fact, only few practitioners (10/43) recognized 
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individual problems focused on the youngsters, such as being “victims of 
physical, sexual and psychological abuse and neglect”, being “at risk of 
teenage pregnancy”, or “feeling excluded” and “marginalized”.  
From the previously mentioned we can say that most of the experts, who 
work with youngsters with delinquent behaviours or at risk of delinquency, 
so far believe that juvenile gangs in Portugal is a phenomenon that may 
have greater proportions than we envision. They consider the phenomenon 
is more prominent in urban areas, especially in big cities and their suburbs, 
in particular, in socially deprived neighbourhoods. Our experts also state 
that the main explanation for the formation of juvenile gangs is the 
problematic social and economic environment in which children and 
youngsters grow and live. They point out several reasons that can lead 
youth’s desire to join juvenile gangs, including the pursuit of material 
goods, such as money or drugs, most of the time in order to survive. They 
also mention the pursuit of protection, a status, an identity, and feelings of 
power or a sense of belonging.  
Practitioners also believe that the lack of occupation may be one of the key 
motivations for the youth’s affiliation to juvenile gangues. And that another 
key element that is important to understand the phenomenon and to 
intervene towards it is the spatial dimension. In fact, for most of the 
practitioners, the fact that many unoccupied youngsters share the same 
spaces is a serious risk factor for the juvenile gangs’ formation. 
Practitioners’ perspectives are in line with the official statistics. If we look 
at the official figures concerning juvenile delinquency, we can see that most 
of the youngsters with judicial measures have similar social conditions and 
come from the same places. Nevertheless, we mustn’t forget that these 
juveniles are also more supervised by the justice system, what enhances 
their chances of being caught by the system and, as a consequence, being 
part of the official figures.  
Media representations about juvenile gangs also emphasize that young 
people involved in crime gangs come from the same places and the same 
social status. Anyway, the media representations seem to be 
disproportionate given the reality of the phenomenon in Portugal, and 
should therefore be analyzed with caution. 
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4. State of the art 

 
There is an evident lack of studies about juvenile gangs in Portugal. Most of 
the existing literature focuses on juvenile delinquency, and only a few 
studies address the specific phenomenon of juvenile gangs. Among these, 
different goals were established and a variety of methods were used. Some 
authors interviewed youngsters and practitioners and analysed their 
discourses about the gangs (e.g., Rodrigues & Rodrigues, 2009), while 
others did ethnographies to understand the particular dynamics of one gang 
(e.g., Raposo, 2010). Others still focused on media representations (e.g., 
Carvalheiro, 2006) or provided an exclusively theoretical reflexion about 
juvenile gangs (e.g., Lavado, 2010). In this section the main results of the 
studies concerning juvenile gangs in the country will be presented. 
Despite the absence of a consensual definition of the phenomenon, the 
scarce existing studies seem to point to the existence of juvenile gangs in 
Portugal (Rodrigues & Rodrigues, 2009; Lavado, 2010; Carvalho, 2010).  
Rodrigues and Rodrigues (2009) developed a qualitative study in Sintra 
(periphery of Lisbon) and interviewed both youths sentenced to community 
measures for juvenile delinquency, and experts working on public and 
private institutions. There was a consensual agreement among the youths 
about the existence of street gangs in Portugal, understood as a “semi-
structured organizations aimed at obtaining profits and/or violence against 
other groups" (Rodrigues & Rodrigues, 2009, p. 91). Lavado (2010) also 
admits the existence of juvenile gangs in Portugal, especially in the areas of 
Sintra and Amadora, in Lisbom Metropolitan Area. The author states that 
the youngsters who live there "practice criminal acts, are internally and 
externally recognized as a gang, have names, codes, and rules”. Their 
antisocial activities cause social alarm and fear in the community, 
particularly in school (Lavado, 2010, p. 99). 
In Rodrigues and Rodrigues study the youngsters were able to identify, 
directly or indirectly, "different youth groups with its own identity and 
specific geographical implementation" (2009, p. 92), recognizing at least 
fourteen distinct group names in the same area. They also reported having 
found that "the groups have in its origin ephemeral events" (p. 92), a feature 
that could indicate less group consistency. But according to the experts, the 
structure of juvenile gangs in Portugal is becoming more consolidated in 
what their rules, objectives, and modus operandi is concerned (Rodrigues 
and Rodrigues, 2009). 
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Raposo (2010) developed a study about a group of youngsters named as 
gang – the “Red Eyes Gang”, located in Lisbon area. Some of this group’s 
characteristics are similar to those typically associated to juvenile gangs, but 
others seem to differentiate it from the usual gang concept. This group 
members are not involved in criminal activities and the important key 
elements that keep them functioning as a group are cultural expressions like 
music and other leisure activities. Raposo (2010) argues that specific 
lifestyles in everyday practices are implicitly associated with youth cultures. 
The same author mentions that there are common aspects connecting 
youths, regardless of their social class, such as the tendency to appreciate a 
certain type of music, leisure activities and sports or the obligation to attend 
the same institutions, such as school or military service (Raposo, 2010). 
In his study Raposo (2010) concluded that the foundation of the group was 
the sharing of experiences on the neighbourhood streets, the socialization 
rituals and their lifestyle. The group is unified by music that according to 
the author transmits to its members a sense of comfort and security, which 
helps them to face their daily difficulties and frustrations. According to the 
author these youngsters hang together, dress up in the same way, use the 
same props (rings, earrings and caps), wield the same behaviour codes 
(language - Creole, gestures and preferences) and their everyday activities 
are aimed to fill the voids left by other institutions (school, work, family, 
etc.) and are of great help in the orientation of values, interests, projects and 
lifestyles. Within the group there are subgroups that have slightly different 
values and engage in different activities. Some are more concerned with 
issues that affect their everyday lives, the fight against racism and the 
awareness of youths about their rights (Raposo, 2010).  
A prominent question in the previously described study was the group 
location and development in the particular neighbourhood where its 
members belong. In fact, national studies identify “geographical proximity 
between its members” as one of the important factors that contribute to the 
creation and maintenance of the juvenile gangs along with "the untying of 
formal and informal control and education structures" (Rodrigues & 
Rodrigues, 2009, p. 92).  
Urban areas, especially the outskirts of large cities, "appear as privileged 
contexts for growth of juvenile delinquency strongly associated with social 
construction slums or social resettlement without the appropriate support 
structures, and with dysfunctional families in which there is economic 
precariousness, domestic violence, crime and strong difficulties in the 
exercise of parental supervision” (Carvalho, 2001, p.102). 
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The delimitation of the gang territory seems to be crucial to their affirmation 
and recognition by the society. Therefore it can be observed in the walls of 
certain parts of the city "names and labels assigned to certain areas whose 
acronyms are primarily entered in graffiti and spread through several points 
in a clear statement of power and territorial domain, often located alongside 
other inscriptions of provocation and challenge to the authorities, especially 
the police" (Carvalho, 2010, p.400). This provocative attitude seems to be 
based not only on their own experiences, but mainly in a "construction 
based on the values and beliefs of a specific subculture" (Rodrigues & 
Rodrigues, 2010, p. 93). Similarly, the juvenile gangs activities seem to 
work as a way to acquire respect, value and status, compared to other groups 
(Rodrigues & Rodrigues, 2010; Carvalho 2010).  
The gangs’ internal dynamics, as the initiation rituals or the group 
maintenance processes, are also highlighted in the developed studies. In the 
work of Rodrigues and Rodrigues (2009), the youngsters’ stated that values 
such as trust and unconditional dedication to the group were the foundation 
of the gang, explaining that within the group there was a mixture of fear and 
protection feelings. The eldest members of the gang seems to assume a 
special prominence in the guidance of the youngest, having the 
responsibility to transmit them the knowledge acquired over time and 
punish them when deeming it necessary (Rodrigues & Rodrigues, 2009; 
Carvalho, 2010).  
Carvalho (2010) also noted that "the role definitions and acceptance by the 
several members of the group is particularly important in the development 
of delinquency in its most diverse forms" (p.392). In Rodrigues and 
Rodrigues (2009) study, the youngsters’ added that to belong to the gang 
one must live in the same geographical area, demonstrate to be worthy of 
trust, be willing to "do everything for the group, never snitch, and even kill 
if necessary" (p.93). They also mentioned that after entering the gang it is 
"forbidden to leave" (p. 93) and that conflict between rival groups are 
frequent.  
In addition, national studies seem to indicate that conflicts and disputes arise 
not only between rival groups (as mentioned by the practitioners 
interviewed for the Portuguese national analysis) but sometimes within the 
group itself. Many of these tensions seem to be associated with feelings of 
possession and protection of girls with whom they cohabit, others with their 
lifestyles, with the attraction for the possession of material goods and 
money, or the hope to show up in the media and have their minutes of fame 
(Rodrigues e Rodrigues, 2009; Carvalho, 2010). Although there isn’t a great 
reference to the female role in the Portuguese youth gangs and, as Rodrigues 



 

 130 

and Rodrigues (2009) reported, their presence in these groups is currently 
peripheral, the same authors mentioned that there are some “gender 
stereotypes" within the gangs (p. 93). According to them, the emergence of 
exclusively female groups is possible but only occasional. 
Concerning the most prevalent delinquent activities perpetrated by juvenile 
gangs in Portugal, literature is consensual naming burglaries and thefts, 
particularly when victims are unknown, followed by drug trafficking, 
gambling and dog fights (Rodrigues & Rodrigues, 2009; Lavado, 2010). 
These delinquent and violent activities are progressively more forethought, 
especially if the victims are known to the offenders (e.g. members of rival 
groups), aiming in these cases to avenge, punish, retaliate, assault or 
frighten the victims (Lavado, 2010; Carvalho, 2010; Rodrigues & 
Rodrigues, 2009). 
Regarding intervention on the phenomenon of juvenile gangs the national 
literature is really scarce, focusing widely on juvenile delinquency. In a 
study developed by Carrilho (2000), the author noted that the measures 
applied to young offenders, in particular the institutionalized, "haven't 
gotten the results that would be desired" (p.376). The author stated the 
justice model has overlapped the therapeutic model and the perspective of 
social reintegration, as well as "the idea of punishment has overlapped the 
idea of treatment, and therefore the therapeutic work no longer makes 
sense" (Carrilho, 2000, p.376).  
In this line of thought, the main recommendations and suggestions for the 
prevention of juvenile delinquency and juvenile gangs should go through an 
articulation of systematic efforts, directed to the individual intervention, 
family intervention, intervention in network and in proximity, concerted 
intervention at the level of social and educational policies and an 
intervention to combat the facilitator factors of the involvement of gangs in 
illegal activities (Rodrigues & Rodrigues, 2009). Additionally, Lavado 
(2010) suggested that the Portuguese juvenile justice system should assess 
the relationship between adolescents and their families (or other carers), 
intervening simultaneously with both in order to promote strong and secure 
attachment relationships and help youths to gain confidence in adults and in 
the community in general.  
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5. Juvenile and criminal justice responses 

 
According to the Portuguese Juvenile Justice System, a juvenile 
offender/delinquent is a youngster between twelve and sixteen years old, 
who practices an act qualified by penal law as a crime. The Juvenile Justice 
Act25 postulates that these actions are punishable with an educational 
measure that aims to “educate juvenile offenders to the law and to 
reintegrate them into society in a dignified and responsible way”. 
Educational measures range from the admonition to the detention in an 
educational centre. It is also worth to mention that in the Portuguese Penal 
Justice System there is a special Regime applied to young adults that have 
committed a crime between sixteen and 21 years old26.  
Neither the Portuguese Juvenile Justice System nor the Portuguese Penal 
Justice System do any reference to the specific association of youths to 
groups or gangs. Regarding this matter, the closest concept that the 
Portuguese Law contemplates, although not directly aimed at young people, 
is the crime of “Criminal Association”27. According to the Portuguese Law, 
this crime exists when there is a group, organization or association that 
comprises a set of at least three individuals, acting together for a certain 
period of time. The “Criminal Association” offense corresponds to a prison 
sentence up to five years to whoever over sixteen years old promotes or 
founds a group, organization or association with the intent to practice one or 
more crimes; whoever over sixteen years old is part of such groups, 
organizations or associations; or whoever support them providing weapons, 
ammunition, crime instruments, protection, housing for meetings or any aid 
aimed to recruit new members. It is also punished with a prison sentence of 
two to eight years whoever leads or drive the groups, organizations or 
associations previously referred. The Internal Security Annual Report also 
introduces the concept of “Group Criminality”28 consisting of the 
occurrence of a criminal offense committed by three or more suspects, 
regardless the type of crime, the specifics that may exist in the "group" or 
the level of participation of each actor.  

                                                 

25 Educational Guardianship Law - “Lei Tutelar Educativa”, Law no. 166/99, 14th 
September. 
26 “Regime Penal especial para jovens adultos”, Decree Law no. 401/82, 23rd September. 
27 “Crime de Associação Criminosa”, art. 299º of the Portuguese Penal Code. 
28 “Criminalidade Grupal”. 
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Although the phenomenon of juvenile gangs has no official definition or 
data in Portugal, the professionals who deal with juvenile delinquency 
consider it a significant issue that needs urgent attention and answers. 
According to such professionals, there are many problems in the Portuguese 
intervention policies concerning juvenile gangs. First, they consider that 
there isn’t a systemic policy (“we do not have an integrated view of policies 
for children and youth, there is always a policy of patches [...] we don’t 
invest in background structures [...], and we have lots of legislative 
changes"). A specific problem pointed out by practitioners is the failure to 
consider mental health issues (“we have very young people with mental 
health problems and we do not have the adequate resources to support 
them"). Thus, they consider that although the laws which frame juvenile 
delinquency in Portugal are positive, there is much to change and to 
improve. 
Specifically about intervention practices, the few implemented actions 
towards juvenile delinquency in gangs are generally considered ineffective 
and uncoordinated. Institutionalization practices are the most criticized ("I 
think that the time the youngsters are at the educational centre empties them 
[...]. They get tougher, emptied...”); also, intervention plans are seen as 
maladjusted in relation to the target population.  
Nevertheless, some intervention practices are named as good examples. 
Working with the youngsters and their families in the community, for 
example in socially deprived areas where youngsters are at higher risk of 
becoming violent and participating in gangs’ delinquency, is seen as a 
positive practice by 12% the professionals. Some practitioners (14%) 
consider that Portuguese schools have a positive functioning with an 
important impact in the prevention of juvenile delinquency. The “Programa 
Escolhas”29 is named by 23% of the practitioners as the most important 

                                                 

29 The “Programa Escolhas” (“Choices Program”) is a nationwide program, established in 
January 2001, overseen by the Portuguese Presidency of the Council of Ministers. It aims to 
promote social inclusion of children and young people from socially deprived contexts, 
focusing on equal opportunities and social cohesion. In its first phase of development, from 
2001 to 2003, 50 projects were implemented aiming to prevent youth crime in socially 
deprived neighborhoods in the areas of Lisbon, Oporto and Setúbal.  The second phase of 
the program (2004-2006) was targeted at children and youth between 6 and 18 years 
coming from socially deprived areas, but included also young people from 19 and 24 years 
old, families and other community members. At this stage the program moved from a 
centralized to a community based model and 412 institutions and 394 practitioners were 
involved in local projects. From 2007 to 2009, “Escolhas” expanded its activities. During 
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program carried out in Portugal with impact on the prevention and 
intervention in juvenile delinquency. Implemented since 2001, it includes 
several small projects implemented in “risk” areas throughout the country, 
and continuously over time. It aims to prevent a wide range of social 
problems in specific territories, and is carried out by multidisciplinary teams 
involving the communities.  
These key elements for improving intervention policies and practices 
concerning juvenile gangs were reinforced in the national workshops 
organized within the project ITACA. In the workshops, professionals that 
deal with juvenile delinquency either in public sector or private sector 
discussed face to face this problem, focusing particularly intervention 
policies and practices. 
Regarding primary and secondary prevention, practitioners suggested that 
schools could and should be the first pillar of primary prevention, so 
teachers should be prepared and trained to deal with delinquency and 
violence. In fact, they identified some good examples of “second chance” 
schools, in Oporto, and referred the education policies adopted by the 
“TEIP” Schools (Educational Territories of Priority Intervention) as positive 
prevention practices. In addition, they mentioned that having the 
opportunity to be in the field, to work directly in the problematic 
communities, and with the families, helps them to understand the real 
problems and to promote parenting skills. In addition, it is consensual 
among practitioners from both private and public sectors that it is crucial to 
develop continuous prevention programs, such as “Programa Escolhas”, and 
to recognize and promote children and youths’ positive skills. 
In the national workshops, practitioners also identified some less positive 
practices. They mentioned as extremely problematic the absence of public 
policies, namely children and youth policies and global prevention policies, 
as well as the lack of mental health resources. Also, they seemed concerned 
with the excess of judicial intervention with the youngsters instead of 
incrementing prevention community-based programs. About the specific 
                                                                                                                            

that period, 121 projects in 71 regions of the country were developed with the involvement 
of 780 institutions and 480 practitioners. At this stage the program reached 81,695 children, 
youths and others in the communities. The program was renewed for a 4th phase, from 2010 
to 2012, and 130 new projects were developed focusing on school inclusion and non-formal 
education, vocational training and employability; improvement of communities and 
citizenship; digital inclusion and entrepreneurship and empowerment. Currently, the project 
proposals to be implemented in 2013 are being analyzed. 
(http://www.programaescolhas.pt/)  
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concerns with the excess of judicial intervention, the practitioners’ 
perspectives differed depending on the type of institution they represented. 
In fact the closer the experts were of the problematic contexts, the biggest 
was their concern with the excessive of judicial intervention. Moreover, the 
proximity to the justice system led to contrary perspectives.  
Regarding prevention programs practitioners feel that projects are planned 
in accordance with the political agenda and funding opportunities, and 
consequently good programmes are often discontinued. Likewise, they point 
as problematic the lack of program evaluation practices in Portugal. 
Frequently, negative evaluations are rejected instead of being considered 
improvement opportunities. Additionally, practitioners are concerned with 
the fact that schools don’t seem to recognize their responsibility in 
preventing delinquency and therefore don’t invest in prevention programs 
and prevention policies. Practitioners are also concerned with the way 
families are conceptualized in the explanation of juvenile gangs’ 
delinquency and with the kind of intervention they are targeted at. First, 
intervention with families tends to neglect parents as individuals; second, 
the multi intervention approach (from different social institutions) enhances 
families’ resistance towards intervention.  
Concerning tertiary prevention and treatment, as less positive aspects the 
practitioners mentioned that the educational measures, particularly in 
institutions, are not successful; that the responsibility for these youths is 
most times pushed from one institution to another; that the Portuguese 
Justice System is very slow (although the Juvenile Justice System is one of 
the fastest); and that the judicial intervention has a stigmatizing effect on 
these youths. Additionally, they pointed as problematic the lack of 
continuity of intervention projects and technicians in each project; the lack 
of occupation, employment and mental health resources; the absence of 
therapeutic facilities; and the lack of alternatives, besides admission in 
institutions, to intervene with young offenders in our country. 
As strongly positive aspects of the current intervention policies and 
practices concerning juvenile gangs, the technicians’ responsibility and 
motivation to work with these youths and families were identified. In 
addition, practitioners suggested that it would be important to increase the 
age of penal responsibility to eighteen years old, instead of 16. About this 
proposal, a polarized discourse was identified. In fact, professionals more 
close to the justice system, particularly the police, proposed in the 
interviews that “the law should be harsher”. In the workshops the dominant 
discourse was the opposite.  
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In addition, practitioners find imperative to prepare adolescents to life after 
institutionalization measures, to continue working with them in the 
community and to recognize and promote children and youths’ positive 
skills. Practitioners also referred it would be important to implement a 
restorative justice system and juvenile mediation, as well as to break the 
path from the welfare/care system to the justice system. Generally they 
propose that institutions should intervene in a more coordinated and 
responsible way, and that evaluation and replication of good practices 
should be implemented all around the country. 
Regarding the media representations of the phenomenon, practitioners 
acknowledged that the press gives visibility to the phenomenon of juvenile 
gangs in the public space, since most people know this reality only by 
indirect knowledge transmitted by the media. Also, practitioners believe that 
the media produces a double impact on youngsters. On one hand youths 
with delinquent behaviours mention feeling "mistreated" and marginalized 
by the media. On the other hand, wanting to appear in the news seems to be 
a significant youngsters’ motivation for criminal behaviour. Finally, 
practitioners believe that the media has the power to change policies. We 
can see this power by what happened in Portugal in 2000, when a so called 
“gang incident” that victimized a Portuguese celebrity on a gas station was 
highly mediatised. Following the incident and the media discourses about it, 
a public concern about a supposed «wave of serious juvenile delinquency» 
in the country emerged; consequently, there was an increase in the 
surveillance of youngsters from problematic areas. On the other hand, the 
incident strong mediatisation led to the creation of one of the most 
important prevention programs in the country, “Programa Escolhas”. It was 
consensual among practitioners that the positive consequences of the media 
representations of juvenile gangs should be enhanced. 
 

6. Conclusions 

 
In this chapter the context of youth gangs in Portugal was analyzed. The 
available official statistics, the perspectives of practitioners who deal with 
juvenile delinquency and the media discourses concerning the phenomenon 
were the basis of the presented analysis. In addition, several empirical 
studies were considered in order to present a state of the art description 
about youth gangs in Portugal. 
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As a first conclusion of the analysis, we would say that the extension and 
the characteristics of the phenomenon of youth gangs in the country are still 
unknown. In fact, there are no formal definitions for youth gangs in Portugal 
and when data about delinquency is collected and systematized, Portuguese 
official institutions do not take into account the existence of gangs. 
Consequently, official statistics about the phenomenon in Portugal are not 
available. 
Looking at the statistics that consider occurrences that could eventually be 
close to gangs’ delinquent activities (e.g., Group delinquency) we can see 
that youngsters who commit acts typified as crimes frequently do it with 
other youths. Nevertheless, that cannot be directly related to the existence of 
gangs since juvenile delinquency, as is well-documented in academic 
literature, tends to be a group phenomenon30. 
On the other hand, when practitioners’ discourses about youth gangs in 
Portugal are analyzed, even though some ambivalent positions emerge, there 
seems to be a considerable agreement about the existence of youth gangs in 
Portugal, particularly in the main metropolitan areas, Lisbon and Oporto. 
While some descriptions about the existing gangs are consensual among 
practitioners (e.g., types of gangs’ delinquent activities), others seem to be 
controversial (e.g., the scale of the phenomenon in the country). 
The analysis of media discourses about the phenomenon revealed a 
disproportionate representation, particularly when compared to the 
practitioners’ perspectives and to the lack of official data about youth gangs 
in the country. 
As far as the intervention policies and practices on the phenomenon are 
concerned, possibly because of the non-existing knowledge about youth 
gangs, practitioners reflected mostly about global interventions on juvenile 
delinquency and not specifically on gangs. They all admitted the urgency in 
intervening in juvenile delinquency.  
In relation to intervention policies, both strengths and weaknesses have been 
pointed out. The main positive aspect that practitioners mentioned was the 
law that frames juvenile delinquency. In fact, the Juvenile Justice Act31 is 
considered by the professionals working with juvenile delinquency a 

                                                 

30 The argument that (juvenile) delinquency tends to be group behaviour emerged in 
criminology studies and has been proposed by several authors throughout the last decades 
(e.g., Shaw & McKay, 1942; Sampson, 1986). 
31 Educational Guardianship Law - “Lei Tutelar Educativa”, Law no. 166/99, 14th 
September. 
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positive example within the Portuguese Justice System, even though 
entailing contents and procedures that might be improved.  
Regarding the weaknesses, practitioners overall argue that there is a lack of 
a systemic policy concerning children and youth; likewise, there is not a 
global prevention policy regarding youth delinquency. The professionals 
believe that there is no investment in background structures and that the 
excessive policy changes according to both the political agenda and funding 
opportunities do not allow the development of adequate resources nor the 
continuity of intervention practices. Another negative aspect specifically 
mentioned was the absence of a mental health policy and the need for 
resources to respond to mental health problems which are often related to 
juvenile delinquency. 
Concerning intervention practices, according to the professionals there are 
currently some practices with positive impact and others with less positive 
results on the prevention and treatment of juvenile delinquent behaviour.  
About the less positive practices, the few implemented actions towards 
juvenile delinquency are generally considered ineffective and 
uncoordinated. On the one hand, institutionalization practices are criticized 
for being unsuccessful; on the other hand, there is a lack of alternative 
interventions with young offenders. Moreover, intervention plans are seen 
as maladjusted to their target populations. Finally, the lack of program 
evaluation practices, and the tendency to reject negative evaluations instead 
of seeing them as improvement opportunities, is also seen as a serious 
problem from the professionals’ point of view. 
In terms of positive intervention practices, three key points emerge from the 
analysis. The first one is the importance of the community-based programs 
which invest in the proximity to the families and in the development of 
actions in the community institutions, for example in schools. In fact, being 
close to the communities where youngsters are at higher risk of becoming 
violent and participating in gangs’ delinquency is seen as an important 
intervention strategy. The second key point highlighted by practitioners is 
the importance of practices that entail a coordinated action between several 
institutions. According to them, effective cooperation between community 
institutions can have a positive impact in the prevention of juvenile 
delinquency. Finally, the third key point is the continuity of the intervention 
programs over time. “Programa Escolhas” was mentioned as a positive 
example that congregates all the three key points mentioned – it includes 
several projects implemented in “risk” areas throughout the country, it 
implies cooperation between institutions and it has been systematically 
implemented in the last decade.  
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In addition to having stressed the more and the less positive aspects of the 
intervention policies and practices currently implemented in Portugal, 
practitioners' working in the field of juvenile delinquency also proposed a 
set of recommendations: to create and implement a systemic youth policy; 
to develop community-based intervention programs; to focus on schools as 
primary intervention contexts; to develop intervention practices that entail 
strong cooperation between institutions; to create conditions for a long term 
development of intervention programs; to increase the age of penal 
responsibility to eighteen years old; to reinforce the use of mediation and 
restorative juvenile justice practices; to prepare youngsters to life after 
custodial measures and to develop with them follow-up work in the 
community; to recognize and promote children and youths’ positive skills. 
 

7. Final recommendations 
 

- To establish and implement a systemic youth policy;  
- To develop a National Plan for the Prevention of Juvenile Delinquency32; 
- To improve the official statistic rating instruments in the process of 

gathering information about juvenile delinquency; 
- To develop community-based intervention programs;  
- To implement intervention programs that entail strong cooperation 

between institutions;  
- To create conditions for the long term development of positive 

intervention programs;  
- To reinforce the use of mediation and restorative juvenile justice 

practices;  
- To prepare the youngsters for life after custodial measures and to develop 

follow-up work in the community;  
- To develop research studies based on the youngsters’ perspectives. 
- To implement specialized training actions targeted at professionals 

working on judicial and community institutions. 
- To create conditions for an evidence-based understanding of youth gangs 

in Portugal, namely through: a) the promotion of public discussion about 

                                                 

32 The creation of a National Plan for the Prevention of Juvenile Delinquency has been 
proposed in a 2010 Report of the Portuguese Justice Permanent Observatory 
http://opj.ces.uc.pt/pdf/Relatorio_Entre_a_lei_e_a_pratica_Subsidios_para_uma_reforma_d
a_LTE.pdf 
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the phenomenon; b) the creation of an operational definition of gang in 
order to gather official statistics about it; c) the increasing cooperation 
with international institutions. 

- To promote the monitoring of media discourses about youth delinquency 
and gangs, providing training and debate along with continuous academic 
research about the phenomenon’s media coverage. 
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1. Phenomenological description 

1.1 Definition 
 
Determining youth gang membership is an arduous and complicated task, 
mainly because of the lack of consensus on the term gang. The main 
definitions are based on group membership, organizational structure, the 
members’ social identity, territory, activities, ethnicity and other 
characteristics, and there have been a wide variety of groups that have been 
classified as gangs for any reason at any time. 
 
Thus, depending on the definition we choose, a gang could be either a small 
group of students or a complex organization (such as North American, 
European and Asian bikers). Even if relatively conservative definitions are 
applied, the estimated number of gang members in the world amounts to 
millions of people. 
 
Furthermore, in the case of juvenile gangs, along with aspects such as the 
affinity among its members, the values or a common philosophy, should be 
added the determining factor of the age of its members. 
 
At European level we will focus on the proposal of the European Network 
Eurogang. They have adopted the following definition: “A youth gang, or 
troublesome youth group, is a durable, street-oriented youth group whose 
involvement in illegal activity is part of their group identity”. 
 
In Spain, the official definition of “juvenile gangs” or “juvenile violent 
groups” is offered by the Ministry of Interior through the Instruction 6/2009, 
of the State Secretary of Security, to boost and continue the “Police 
coordination and intervention plan against organized violent juvenile 
groups”: “Those composed of minors and young people aged from 14 to 30 
years old, presenting cohesion and internal discipline structures and whose 
actions result in behaviours sometimes violent, generating social alarm”. 
 
Two classifications are made by this Instruction. The first according to 
ideology and national origin criteria, among which are extreme right wing 
anti-system groups, extreme left wing anti-system groups, latin bands and 
other groups (see Table 1.1). The second classification is according to the 
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degree of independence, among which we find reference, subordinate or 
independent groups. 
 
 

Table 1.1: Juvenile violent groups classification according to ideology and 
national origin criteria. 

 

JUVENILE VIOLENT GROUPS 
 
 

Anti-system 
 
 

Extreme right 
 

Extreme left 
Latin bands Others 

Source: Instruction 6/2009, of the State Secretary of Security. 
 
Thus, based on the definition provided by the Ministry of Interior of the 
Government of Spain and the European Network Eurogang, are indicated 
five basic criteria as characteristic of urban juvenile gangs: 
 
1- Regular meetings: Gang members meet in a particular place to exchange 
information and strengthen its membership. 
 
2- Territory: The gang is considered preeminent in their territory and 
sometimes tries to exclude other groups or activities. 
 
3- Age Limit: Essential to speak about juvenile gangs. 
 
4- Activities: That define the group and may be criminal or not. 
 
5- Internal Differentiation: The group has some form of hierarchy, seniority 
rights or leadership structure for which members identify with each other 
and differ from the other band members, defending their respective roles. 
 
There is no agreement within the academic community about the juvenile 
gang concept, each author offers his own definition, which is due, among 
other reasons, to the diversity in the characteristics of researches carried out 
following different quantitative and qualitative methods, and the features of 
the variety of groups that have been observed. 
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1.2 National analysis 
 
Social institutions and the media have frequently presented juvenile gangs 
as a danger to the public peace and to mainstream society as such (Klein, 
1995 ; Moore, 1991 ). This type of image given by the media has led to an 
increase in public interest and social alarm regarding gangs deviant 
attitudes. 
 
Collecting knowledge of the status of the bands in a given territory has often 
been a big concern, and especially when we speak about prevalence of 
youth crime. Hence, the use of quantitative data have seemed to be the tool 
to better help visualizing and understanding the scope of the offense 
committed by them. 
 
But it is necessary to bear in mind that the information obtained from 
different sources can vary or even follow different criteria and may not 
reflect the current state of the studied phenomenon. For this reason, it is 
difficult to find reliable data regarding the prevalence of gangs criminal 
activity. 
 
However, despite this difficulty, the experts relate them with the 
commission of a large number of crimes, pointing to the existence of stable 
links between youth belonging to such groups and crime. It is emphasized 
that young people from gangs have a higher level of involvement in 
criminal activities than the ones that are not part of any. Those who are 
integrated into gangs are more often involved in anti-social activities and 
their commitment to crime is much higher, compared to other young people 
who are not associated with any band (Kazyrytski, 2009 , Medina 2010 ; 
Rodríguez, 2010 ). 
 
Ultimately, as in almost any country in the world, when counting and sizing 
juvenile delinquency in general, and the phenomenon of juvenile gangs in 
particular, the figures vary according to the source from which the 
information is collected, either through public administration, private 
organizations, NGOs or the same gang members. 
 
Added to the difficulty of data access on juvenile justice in Spain (which 
can take up to two years to obtain them) and to the delay in its publication, 
there is also the juncture of the Spanish Autonomous Communities (regions) 
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that have assumed responsibility on the execution of minor judicial 
measures, which makes the lack of a common statistical. 
 
Linked to the above it should be mentioned that statistics on juvenile crime 
do not usually include the dark figure, that is, the percentage or number of 
offences which is not notified to the official social control authorities 
(unrecorded crime rate), which is always a difficulty to fully rely on the 
accuracy of the data. 
 
According to popular perception, in the last decade in Spain it seems that 
juvenile delinquency has increased. This general opinion has led in several 
times to reform the reference Criminal Law for minors adopted in 2000 
(Law 5/2000, of January the 12th, regulating criminal responsibility of 
minors) arguing the increase of youth crime and that the Act has led to an 
excessive impunity. However, other sources claim that during those years in 
our country there has been a decrease in juvenile criminal activity (Montero, 
2010 ; Montero, 2011 ). 

 
For this reason, providing figures is a complicated task and therefore it has 
to be taken as a reference. However, it is necessary to try to measure the 
impact it is causing to the society in the most reliable way. In the next 
subsections will be summarized the reports, mentioning juvenile gangs 
activity, of the Public Prosecutor, the Ministry of Interior and the Children´s 
Ombudsman. 
 
 
1.2.1 Public Prosecutor 
The Public Prosecutor in Spain (Ministerio Fiscal) is responsible for 
promoting the course of justice in defense of the law, the rights of citizens, 
public interest, ensure the independence of the courts and securing social 
interest, both ex officio or at the request of stakeholders, as reflected in its 
legal reference, the Law 50/1981, of December the 30th, regulating the 
Organic Statute of Prosecution (amended by Law 24/2007, of October the 
9th). 
 
The Public Prosecutor is a body for the entire State and its members are 
authority for all purposes, always acting on behalf of the Institution. 
 
The Annual Report of the State Attorney General’s Office (Fiscalía General 
del Estado) informs about prosecution activity developed during the 
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previous year of its publication, as well as the evolution of crime, crime 
prevention and appropriate reforms for a greater efficiency of justice. It also 
reflects the reports that the different Regional Attorney Offices have 
submitted to the Public Prosecutor. 
 
Since 2005, the Annual Reports have mentioned and included the juvenile 
gangs phenomenon in a specific section, being considered a truly worrisome 
criminality factor in Spain in the past decade. The latin bands, probably 
because of their development and complex structure, have been the primary 
focus and have kept the attention of public administration. 
 
Police action has been considered by the Prosecutor (mentioned in the 
Annual Reports of 2011 and 2012) as the most effective mechanism in the 
fight against control and detention of gang members. Detection of them has 
been done mainly by collective youth violence, and gang fights with great 
virulence. 
 
The difficulty of detecting juvenile gangs lies in this fact, as highlighted in 
the Annual Report of 2010, that is complicated to fit these behaviours within 
the conspiracy membership type, that is, to find them guilty of belonging to 
an illegal association. The main reason for which they are known is for 
committing other crimes. 
 
Reference should be made to one of the forms of prevention mentioned by 
the Public Prosecutor, as it is the coordination with the police and other 
institutions to unlink young people who have committed crimes, or are in a 
risk situation, from these gangs. 
 
In 2007 Annual Report noted the effectiveness of the fight against gangs 
subsequent to the Instruction 23/2005, of December the 7th, of the State 
Secretary of Security, which develops and implements “Police coordination 
and intervention plan against organized violent juvenile groups”, and 
Instruction 6/2009, of the State Secretary of Security, which gives 
continuity. It has become a reference from 2006 to which it is attributed the 
success of gradual decline of juvenile gangs. 
 
The statistics that the Public Prosecutor brings through the Annual Reports 
are scarce, although a general description of the incidence and growth of 
juvenile gangs (based on police and judicial system data) is made. In this 
regard it should be noted that: 
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- The most prominent cities in terms of presence of gangs in the period 

2004 to 2011 are Madrid and Barcelona, while other Regional Attorney 
Offices also described the presence of the phenomenon in places like 
Valencia, Balearic Islands, Murcia, Asturias, Basque Country, Alicante, 
Burgos, Leon and Tarragona. 

 
- The types of crimes mostly reported are violent actions, mass fights, 

threats, property crime, public disorder, assaults on other young people, 
injuries and, more severe but less frequent, attempted murder and 
murder consummated. 

 
- Three types of groups are distinguished, the extreme right, extreme left 

and latin bands, who are turning into the most important according to 
police. 

 
- The bands with more activity since 2006 are “Latin King”, “Dominican 

Don’t Play”, “Trinitarios”, “Ñetas”, and to a lesser extent “Traviesos”, 
“Lion Black”, “Resaca Castellana”, “Latinos de Fuego”, “Bloods” and 
“Baby Brothers”. 

 
- In the Region of Madrid and in terms of the evolution that has occurred 

in recent years at police level, reported by the Regional Attorney, it is to 
be noted that in 2005 there was a strong presence of juvenile gangs. In 
2006 the latin band “Trinitarios” become inactive. In 2007 “Latin King” 
did not have much presence and “Trinitarios” remained inactive. In 2008 
the most active band was “Dominicans Don’t Play”; there was a 
reactivation of “Latin King” and “Trinitarios”. In 2009 the most active 
one was still “Dominican Don’t Play”, and “Latin King” maintained 
itself; “Trinitarios” was not only reactivated but also their performances 
were of unprecedented violence. In 2010 there was a decrease in gang 
activity and fewer number of murders, youth arrested and imprisoned. In 
2011 stabilized criminal activity within the downward trend that had 
been occurring in the last four years, the most active band was “Ñetas”; 
it was highlighted the higher number of arrests in relation to previous 
periods. The following tables include the Regional Attorney Office 
Annual Report of Madrid, published in 2010, 2011 and 2012 on latin 
bands criminal activity (see Table 1.2, Table 1.3 and Table 1.4). 
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Table 1.2:  Latin bands activity in 2009 in the Region of Madrid.  

ANNUAL REPORT  
2010  
(Activity in 2009) 
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“Dominicans Don´t Play” 7   3   6 2 20/12 

“Latin King”      3 1 3   8/3 

“Ñeta”     2   2   18/2 

“Trinitarios”   1         6/5 

“Traviesos”     2       2/2 

TOTAL 7 1 10 1 11 2 54/24 

Source: Public Prosecutor 2010 Annual Report. 

 
 
Table 1.3: Latin bands activity in 2010 in the Region of Madrid. 

ANNUAL REPORT  
2011  
(Activity in 2010) 
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“Dominicans Don´t Play” 1     4 3 1   10/7 

“Latin King”     1 3 1 2 1 20/11 

“Ñeta”     1 3 3 1   10/2 

“Trinitarios”       3       4/0 

“Traviesos”                 

TOTAL 1 0 2 13 7 4 1 44/20 

Source: Public Prosecutor 2011 Annual Report. 
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Table 1.4: Latin bands activity in 2011 in the Region of Madrid.  

ANNUAL REPORT  
2012 
(Activity in 2011) 
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“Dominicans Don´t Play” 1  1 1 1  4 10/4 

“Latin King”   2 3  1 5 29/4 

“Ñeta” 2  5 3 1  11 63/3 

“Trinitarios” 2   1 3 2 8 40/1 

Otros (“Traviesos”, “Blood”…)     1  1 2/0 

TOTAL 5 0 8 8 6 3 29 144/12 

Source: Public Prosecutor 2012 Annual Report. 

 
- In Cataluña Region, before 2006, happened a series of events, obviously 

serious, such as persistent reports of threats, extortion, riotous fights, 
children who reported feeling pressured by gangs, and especially the 
event called Ronny Tapias, a young person who was murdered at the 
end of 2003 from which the society became aware of this phenomenon. 
In 2006 “Latin King” was legalized as association and begun the process 
of legalizing the band “Ñetas”. It is claimed by the Regional Attorney 
that this preventive policy led almost the disappearance of latin bands 
crime. There was a period of relative calm, broken in 2008, returning to 
violent events in which was detected the involvement of minors 
presumably integrated in gangs. 

 
- On the other hand it is also stated that some problems were caused in 

2008 and 2009 by the called “Skinheads”, both “reds” and “blacks”, 
with fights between the two groups, without the threat of great 
proselytizing capacity. 

 
- In the last Annual Report, the Public Prosecutor notes that, in 2011, at 

least three cases are linked to the group “Salvatruchas”. Those are 
surprising and violent assaults, starring young Ecuadorians and 
Peruvians, in which knives are used and whose true motives, which have 
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not been sufficiently clarified, could be access demonstrations or 
revenge. 

 
Special mention should be made of a phenomenon in Spain associated with 
the terrorist group Euskadi Ta Askatasuna (ETA) in the Basque Region, that 
is, the youth groups that commit street terrorism, known as “kale borroka”. 
Some of the participants in this type of urban warfare have become part of 
the terrorist group ETA. On the phenomenon, according to the Prosecutor, it 
should be noted that from 2007 to 2010 there is a significant decline of 
violent actions, as consequence, among other reasons, of strong and rigorous 
police and judicial measures, producing in turn a greater difficulty for 
admission to the terrorist group ETA. 
 
 
1.2.2 Ministry of Interior 
State Security Forces and Bodies (Fuerzas y Cuerpos de Seguridad del 
Estado), which is part of the Ministry of Interior, are professional and 
permanent bodies. Law 2/1986, of March the 13th, of State Security Forces 
and Bodies, establishes that they seek to serve the Public Administration for 
maintaining public security. The territorial organization in Spain assumes 
the existence of three levels of management, local, regional and national, 
belonging to the latter the Cuerpo Nacional de Policía (National Police 
Body) and Guardia Civil (Civil Guard). 

 
The data provided by the General Directorate of the Police and Guardia 
Civil (more specifically by the Crime Analysis Department within the 
Technical Unit of the Judicial Police), focused on 2010 and 2011, let us 
know the general situation of juvenile gangs. We should remember that in 
this statistics is excluyed Cataluña and País Vasco autonomous.  
According to the Instruction 6//2009, of the State Secretary of Security, 
which develops and implements “Police coordination and intervention plan 
against organized violent juvenile groups”, the results are: 
 
In Spain were identified a total of 3928 members groups, between 2010 and 
2011, of which 610 belong to the anti-system extreme right, 1813 to the 
anti-system extreme left, 1467 to latin bands, and 38 within “others” 
category (see Table 1). 
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Table 1. Identified: members estimated and ideological distribution in 2010 and 2011 

2010 2011 

Olders Minors Olders Minors 

 

Man Woman Man Woman Man Woman Man Woman 

TOTAL 

Identified 

 

 

Extrem 

Right 
Anti-
system 

 

 

238 0 0 0 321 33 18 1 610 

 

Extrem 

Left 

Anti-

system 

 
 

675 230 12 4 614 251 25 2 1813 

Latin 

origin 
 

831 79 62 24 384 31 49 7 

 

 
1467 

 

 

Others 

 

24 

 

2 8 0 1 3 0 0 38 

 

TOTAL 
1768 311 82 28 1320 318 92 10 

 

3928   

Source: State Secretary of Security Forces and Bodies. 

Regarding, anti-system extrem right members, increased their identified 
from 238 in 2010 to 372 identified in 2011. The anti-system extreme left, 
has held its identified number, in 2010 were 921 and in 2011, 882. Origin 
latin members in 2010 were 996, in contrast, have decreased in 2011 with 
471. 
If we talk about gender, the member´s male were 3260, while member´s 
female were 667. 
The olders members identified were 3717, between 2010-2011, while the 
minors member were 212 identified. 
According to the map above, the Regions where a greater number of 
juvenile gangs were identified were Madrid, 2800, Castilla-Leon, 1088, 
Valencia, 639, Castilla la Mancha, 536, Aragón, 530 and Andalucía, 343. It 
is noted the large number of groups in some regions, such as: extreme right 
anti-system ones in Castilla-Leon, 99, Madrid, 72 and Valencia, 90; extreme 
left anti-system groups in Castilla-Leon, 250, Madrid, 290, Aragón, 95, 
Andalucía, 81; Latin bands in Madrid, 120, Castilla la mancha,78, Castilla 
León, 76. 
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Between 2010 and 2011, the total number of arrests were 866, highlighting 
latin origin member with 673 arrests. (see Table 2) 
 

   Table 2.  Juvenile gangs´young members detained in 2010 and 2011 

2010 

 

2011 

Olders 

 
Minors Olders Minors 

 

 
Hombre 

 
Mujer Hombre Mujer Hombre Mujer Hombre Mujer 

 

 
Total 

Detained 

Extrem 

Right 

Anti-

system 

16 1 0 0 64 3 10 1 95 

Extrem 

Left 

Anti-

system 

33 6 1 0 46 4 2 0 92 

 

Latin 

origin 

336 16 16 3 253 14 32 3 673 

 

Others 4 0 2 0 0 0 0 0 

 

6 
 

 

TOTAL 

 

389 

 

23 

 

19 

 

3 

 

363 

 

21 

 

44 

 

4 

 

866 

Source: State Secretary of Security force and bodies 

Regarding to anti-system extreme right detained members, increased 
considerably, from 17 to 78 people. Also increased, the anti-system extreme 
left arrest members, from 20 in 2010 to 52 in 2011. However, decreased the 
latin origin members arrest, from 371 to 302 in 2011. 
The Spanish regions with the highest level of arrest were Madrid with 206, 
Valencia, 128, Cataluña, 116 and Castilla la Mancha with 85, among others. 
According to the distributions groups: reference, subordinate and 
independence, the data between 2010 to 2011, in España we don´t found 
any reference group. (see Table 3) 
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Table 3. Groups distributions 

 
2010 

 

2011 

 
 

GROUP
S Reference Subordinate Indepen

dent 

Reference Subordinate Indepen

dent 

TOTAL 

 EACH 

GROUPS 

Extrem 

Right 
Anti-

system 

0 30 0 0 80 0 
 

110 

Extrem 
Left 

Anti-

system 

0 92 1 0 88 1 182 

Latin 

origin 
0 143 46 0 72 10 271 

Others 
0 4 1 0 1 0 6 

 
        

TOTAL 

 
0 

 
269 

 
48 

 
0 

 
241 

 
11 

569 

Source: State Secretary of Segurity fource and bodies 

On the other hand, we can found that the subordinate groups are almost, 
510, being 560 the total of the groups. Which, 110 are extrem right anti-
system, 180 extrem left anti-system and 215 latin origin. It should be 
pointed out that, on independence group, origin latin group are 56 of 59. 
  
In 2010 was published a communication of the Directorate General of the 
Police and Civil Guard to improve coordination mechanisms in dealing with 
juvenile gangs between Spain and America, as a result of a request from the 
Organization of American States. It refers to statistics of 2009 among which 
we highlight the existence of latin bands in the areas of Madrid, Baleares, 
Barcelona Alicante, Asturias, Burgos, Asturias, Jaén, Logroño, Murcia. 
Criminal activity (2010-2011) carried out by members has resulted in the 
commission of robbery with violence or intimidation, attack on police, 
narcotics, disorderly conduct, threats, assault and injuries, possession of 
weapons and knives and attempted murders.  
 
Among the bands that have had most notorious criminal activity include: 
“Latin King”, “Ñetas”, “Dominican Don’t Play”, “Trinitarios”, “Black 
Panthers” and “Latin Blood”, origin latin band; anti-sytem groups: extreme 
right, Hammerskin, Blood and Honour, Acción Nacional Revolucionaria 
(ANR), Juventudes patriotas, Nacionalistas autónomos; extreme left, 
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Brigadas antifascistas, R.A.S.H, Movimiento Okupa, and “others groups”, 
graffiteros, los canis, los negros, los rapper boys. 
 
1.2.3 Children’s Ombudsman 
The Ombudsman is a state authority responsible for ensuring the rights of 
the citizens against abuses that could be committed by political and 
legislative power. 
 
The democratic legitimacy of the Ombudsman comes from the 
parliamentary election, with a qualified majority after public debate on the 
figure of the candidate. However, He is independent from the Parliament, 
taking more political than judicial capacity. Experience shows that many of 
its recommendations are usually handled by the authorities. 
 
We can also find the parallel figure of the Children’s Ombudsman, which is 
the high commissioner of the various assemblies to safeguard and promote 
the rights of minors. 
 
Each year the Children’s Ombudsman of the different Regions reports to the 
corresponding assemblies the activity carried out and the current situation, 
through the Annual Reports. 
 
In particular, in the Reports prepared by the Children’s Ombudsman in the 
Region of Madrid, in recent years have been increasingly mentioned the 
phenomenon of juvenile gangs and its presence in the urban areas. And even 
if data come from a particular Region can be valuable, given that the 
information provided in itself has a descriptive nature of reality in recent 
years, that there is a general lack of reports and statistics and that Madrid is 
considered one of the areas in which more gang activity is recorded. 
 
Following the Reports of the Children’s Ombudsman in the Region of 
Madrid in recent years, violence committed by a group is considered a new 
form of juvenile violence, being sometimes formed and consolidated groups 
such as latin bands. 
 
Focusing on the profile of gang members, ages are between 12 and 25 years 
old. However, it is important to note that the age of incorporation tends to 
decrease, being the most common between 12 and 15 years old. 
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Among the key features that describe these young people, we can highlight 
broken families, school integration problems, school dropout and integration 
problems in neighbourhoods, so the band becomes a way to find an 
environment where feeling safe and making the latin pride a reaffirmation in 
front of the rest of society. 
 
Another feature pointed out by the Children’s Ombudsman are the values 
learned in their home societies, which sometimes do not match with the 
standards of the Spanish culture, especially with regards to the use of 
violence as a means of conflict resolution. 
 
In relation to the crimes committed by gangs, the most common are injuries, 
but there are also cases of murders, robberies and threats. There is a dark 
figure of extortion, coercion and injuries that occur between them, which are 
not reported and therefore unknown. 
 
Victims are usually members of rival gangs, or from the band itself, but also 
it has been identified among their enemies the extreme right groups, nazi or 
racist. 
 
Regarding the evolution in recent years, the Children’s Ombudsman, in its 
various reports notes that: In the middle of the previous decade, the presence 
of gangs and criminal proceedings increased; when speaking of them are 
referred especially to latin gangs; the phenomenon of juvenile gangs is 
considered as one of the new forms of juvenile delinquency; and finally, in 
2005 a series of successful police actions occurred. Since 2006 in the 
relevant Reports is mentioned the phenomenon of juvenile gangs as a risk 
situation, but there is an improvement from that moment on, although it is 
warned not to relax the guard, because some cases were reported in 2010, 
especially in Regions like Madrid (where it has been identified the band 
called “Blood”) and Cataluña. 
 
In addition to Children’s Ombudsman of the Region of Madrid, in 2010 
Annual Report of the Ombudsman of the Region of Valencia (called “Sindic 
de Greuges”) juvenile gangs are also mentioned. In this Report is shown the 
concern by the increasing number of crimes committed by children 
belonging to gangs, and emphasizes the need of prevention actions, duty of 
public administrations. 
 



 

 157 

Definitely, qualitative data provided by the Children´s Ombudsman Report 
add a different view compared to the rest of the sources, allowing an 
assessment of the overall situation of juvenile gangs. 
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2. Methodology 

 
To achieve the objectives set for this report was carried out a descriptive 
study. The different sources of information have been used to guide our 
work to improve the knowledge of the situation in Spain on juvenile gangs 
from the police and judicial point of view, its conceptualization, types of 
groups, causes and factors of their formation, psychological and social 
perspective and proposals for prevention and intervention. 
 
Below are described the four categories in which the most relevant 
information sources have been classified. 
 

2.1 Research revision 
 
The scientific literature on juvenile gangs is relatively scarce and recent in 
general in Europe and in particular in Spain. Not so in the United States, 
where, in comparison, there is a large number of research and programmes 
that have been carried out. In any case, national publications have served as 
a source and have provided relevant information to describe the 
phenomenon, and especially to know the areas in which progress has been 
made and what the gaps are in our country. 
 
Among the authors studied we can find those of Spanish origin: Martín and 
Martínez (2011)33 and Martín (2005)34 (empirical researches on the causes 
of violent juvenile groups, the development of research and evaluation tools, 
identification of variables that lead to a set of conclusions for further 
development of preventive programmes), Scandroglio (2003)35 (research 
that led her to conclude on a number of areas for action at local, group, 
                                                 

33 Martín, M.J., Martínez, J.M., Medina, J.J., Blanco, A., Pozo, A., Rodríguez, C.,… Igual, 
C. (2011). Origen, evolución e involución de los jóvenes pertenecientes a grupos violentos. 
Murcia: Fundación Diagrama. 
34 Martín, M.J. (2005). Violencia juvenil exogrupal. Hacia la construcción de un modelo 
causal. Madrid: Secretaría General de Educación del Ministerio de Educación y Ciencia. 
35 Scandroglio, B., López, J.S., Martínez, J.M., San José, M.C., Martín, M.J., Martín, A. 
(2003). La conducta violenta en grupos juveniles: Características descriptivas. Revista de 
Estudios de Juventud, 62, pp. 151-158. 
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family and education environments towards prevention of deviant behavior 
by youth groups), Feixa (2004)36 (research and analysis on youth culture, 
urban tribes and bands), Kazyrytski (2009)37 (studies on latin gangs in 
Spain) and Medina 201038 (researcher in the field of juvenile delinquency 
and gangs, and member of the European Network Eurogang), among others. 
 
Mention must be made of a number of authors and a research organization 
that have marked the course of studies on juvenile gangs such as Thrasher 
(1963)39, Klein and Maxson (2006)40, Thornberry (2001)41 and the European 
Network Eurogang, among others. 
 

2.2 Justice system, security and public administration publications, 
reports and statistics revision 
 
Among the publications, reports and statistics that have enriched the study 
through their qualitative vision, and sometimes numerical data, of the 
phenomenon of crime in general and in particular gangs, we can find those 
made by the National Statistical Institute (Instituto Nacional de Estadística), 
the Children’s Ombudsman (Defensor del Menor), the Public Prosecutor 
(Ministerio Fiscal), the Ministry of Interior (Ministerio del Interior) and the 
General Council of the Judicial Power (Consejo General del Poder Judicial). 

                                                 

36 Feixa, C. (2004). Culturas juveniles en España, 1960-2004. Madrid: Instituto de la 
Juventud. 
37 Kazyrytski, L. (2009). Consideraciones criminológicas en torno a las bandas… op. cit. 
38 Medina. J.J. (2010). Consideraciones criminológicas sobre las bandas… op. cit. 
39 Thraser, F. (1963). The gang: A study of 1,313 gangs in Chicago. Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press. 
40 Klein, M. & Maxson, C.L. (2006). Street gang patterns and policies. New York: Oxford 
University Press. 
41 Thornberry, T.P. (2001). Risk factors for gang membership. In Miller, J., Maxson, C.L., 
& Klein, M.W. (Eds.). The modern gang reader (pp. 32-42) (2nd Edition). California: 
Roxbury. 
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2.3 Experts’ questionnaires 
 
The results were not as expected in terms of the response from experts, but 
we have managed to gather opinions of professionals from the State 
Security Forces and Bodies through the “expert’s questionnaire”, which is a 
valuable information for the project. 
 
However, despite the low turnout, it has been compensated with the 
compilation made through the evaluation mechanisms that were applied for 
the National Workshops, that was also attended by professionals and experts 
in the field of intervention, research, justice, State Security Forces and 
Bodies and Public Administration, described in the next section. 
 

2.4 National workshops conclusions 
 
The National Workshops have been one of the most important sources in the 
project in order to reach the target of understanding the real situation of 
juvenile gangs in Spain, and also to carry out a thought on good practices 
from the point of view of those involved in working with young people from 
violent groups. The following describes the contents thereof and the experts, 
speakers and attendees features. 
 
This experts’ seminar has been a one day journey divided into two parts: 
 
- The first consisted of three presentations of some of the most prestigious 

experts in the field of juvenile gangs, coming from three different areas: 
justice, state security and research. Each of them, from his/her 
perspective, has provided information on the phenomenon, its presence 
and current situation, prevention and intervention. 

 
- The second has been the group discussions on three topics: Primary and 

secondary prevention; strategies for intervention and treatment; 
influence and involvement of the media. 

 
Both the first and the second part have proved to be extremely useful to 
gather the necessary information demanded by the project and to complete 
knowledge gaps, integrating different perspectives.  
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The profile of the 37 people who have been part of the seminar, has been 
varied in relation to the organizations and institutions they work for and 
professional experience, finding the following organizations and 
institutions: 
- Guardia Civil (belonging to the State Security Forces and Bodies). 
- Juvenile Court of Madrid. 
- University Autonoma of Madrid. 
- Agency of Reeducation and Rehabilitation of Minors who have 

Offended, from Madrid. 
- NGOs working with children and young people. 
 
Referring to the professional profile there are several types, in terms of 
functions and responsibilities: 
- Management of Public Administration. 
- Researchers at the University. 
- Technicians who work in custodial and educational centres for minors 

who have offended, such as psychologists or social workers. 
- A Juvenile Court judge from Madrid. 
- A captain of the Guardia Civil. 
- Educators of custodial and educational centres. 
 
The variety in the profile of the participants has been deliberately chosen as 
a criteria that was intended to gather information from different areas and 
working experiences, in order to enhance knowledge about the phenomenon 
of juvenile gangs, ranging from the perspective of those who make political 
or judicial decisions to staff working directly with young people. 
 

3. Criminal and sociological aspects 

3.1 Gang membership as risk factor of criminality 
 
Given the interest of criminology about the phenomenon we are studying, 
we must ask ourselves the question of whether gang membership is a risk 
factor for crime, and what is the impact on the criminal behaviour of their 
members. 
 
The study of the relationship between crime and gang membership is the 
one that has provided more consistent results in the phenomenon research 
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(Klein and Maxson, 2006)42. In the U.S. context has been emphasized that 
gang members have a higher level of participation in criminal activity than 
those who are not part of them (Kazyrytski, 2009)43, with a higher degree of 
commitment to actions like carrying arms, theft, destruction of property, 
fighting or drug consumption and distribution (Thornberry, Krohn, Lizotte, 
Smith and Tobin, 2003)44. 
 
Three models are the ones that have tried to explain this trend. The selection 
hypothesis suggests that gangs attract crime prone subjects. The facilitation 
hypothesis suggests that gangs encourage or facilitate criminal behaviour. 
And finally the enhancement hypothesis proposes both the selection and 
facilitation, as processes that are developed in paralell (Medina, 2010)45. 
 
The studies in Europe, although comparatively seem to show a lower level 
of commitment to crime in relation to the U.S., also highlight that youth 
gang members commit more crimes than those who do not belong to them 
(Kazyrytski, 2009)46. As an example we can find the survey with youth 
detained under the “New Adam” programme in England and Wales, in 
which gang members represented 15% of the total sample, but they were 
responsible for 31% of crimes detected (Medina , 2010)47. 
 
In the case of Spain, some studies show that being member of a criminal 
juvenile group is a risk factor. We can mention in particular the Report of 
the General Council of the Judicial Power on “Antisocial and criminal 
behaviour of young people in Spain”. It shows that the differences between 
members of criminal youth groups and young people who do not belong to 
any, are significant, showing the first a higher percentage of commission for 
each of the crimes studied. Also it is noted that 41% of the subjects in the 
study sample who have committed serious crimes belong to this type of 
groups (Rechea, 2008)48. 

                                                 

42 Klein, M. & Maxson, C.L. (2006). Street gang patterns and policies… op. cit. 
43 Kazyrytski, L. (2009). Consideraciones criminológicas en torno a las bandas… op. cit. 
44 Thornberry, T.P., Krohn, M.D., Lizotte, A.J., Smith, C.A. & Tobin, K. (2003). Gangs 
and delinquency in developmental perspective. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
45 Medina. J.J. (2010). Consideraciones criminológicas sobre las bandas… op. cit. 
46 Kazyrytski, L. (2009). Consideraciones criminológicas en torno a las bandas… op. cit. 
47 Medina. J.J. (2010). Consideraciones criminológicas sobre las bandas… op. cit. 
48 Rechea, C. (2008). Conductas antisociales y delictivas de los jóvenes en España. Madrid: 
Consejo General del Poder Judicial. 
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3.2 Type of juvenile gangs in Spain 
 
A series of events in the past decade in Spain, especially the trigger killing 
of a young Colombian in 2003, who was identified by mistake as a gang 
member, led to a widespread social alarm, exalted by the media. This ended 
with the action of the State Secretary of Security of the Ministry of Interior 
in response to a Congress request. The result was the Instruction 23/2005, of 
December the 7th, that develops and implements the “Police coordination 
and intervention plan against organized violent juvenile groups”. In that 
moment it was proposed a definition of juvenile gangs and, even if it was 
not specially restrictive, the novelty was that gives a classification (Igual, 
2009)49, which was updated later with the approval, in 2009, of the 
Instruction 6/2009 to boost and continue the “Police coordination and 
intervention plan against organized violent juvenile groups”. In this 
Instruction there are two types classification of juvenile gangs, the first is 
based on ideology and national origin criteria, as follows: 
- Extreme right wing anti-system groups, those inspired in neo-nazi, 

fascist, xenophobic, anti-semitic, etc. 
- Extreme left wing anti-system groups, as radical squatter movements 

and radical anti-fascist movement. 
- Latin violent groups, that are created in the inspiration of the ones 

operating in Latin American countries. 
- Other groups, which include those bands which are not classifiable in 

the above categories. 
 
The second form of classification is according to the degree of group 
independence, settling in: 
- Reference groups: Organizations of national or international 

implementation with capacity to bind to a series of subordinate groups. 
- Subordinates groups: Units that, even if they have a certain degree of 

autonomy, maintain a dependency on a reference organization. 
- Independent groups: Bands that act with sufficient autonomy and 

without direct dependence referents. 
 

                                                 

49 Igual, C. (2009). Bandas juveniles, contexto europeo y situación en España. In Lázaro, 
I.E., Molinero, E. (Coords.). Adolescencia violencia escolar y bandas juveniles. ¿Qué 
aporta el derecho? Madrid: Tecnos. 
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Both classifications, proposed by the Instruction 6/2009, to boost and 
continue the action plan against violent juvenile groups, are complementary. 
 

3.3 Characteristics of juvenile gangs in Spain 
 
According to Rodríguez (2010)50, although the peculiarities of the bands 
vary from one another and from one country to another, some common 
characteristics are shared, among which can be mentioned: 
 
- The majority are guys, having girls an auxiliary role towards men. 
- There are studies that conclude that only a third part last more than a 

year. 
- Major risk factor in juvenile delinquency, with a higher incidence in the 

commission of crimes. 
- Mainly urban, displaying various forms of territorial power. 
- Hierarchical structure with leaders. Joining a gang may lead to access 

demonstrations. 
- They challenge the established power. 
- They have a financial structure. 
- Expanded by the formation of new groups. 
- They have sectarian features, manifested in mythologizing the leader, 

blind obedience, rituals or biblical quotations. 
- They are a youth squad for organized crime. 
- They adapt to the spaces in which they are settled. 
- Note the importance of revenge against rival gangs, ending in to a 

confrontation in the area where their power is displayed. 
 
In Spain the presence of different types of gangs causes that the above-
mentioned characteristics are further specified in the description of each 
type of group. Below we describe the anti-system groups (extreme right and 
extreme left) and latin bands. The typology “others”, proposed by the 
aforementioned Instruction 6/2009, was generated to include in it the groups 
that were not classifiable in any of the rest of the points. 
 
 

                                                 

50 Rodríguez, C. (2010). Las instituciones ante el conflicto social de los grupos… op. cit. 
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3.3.1 Anti-system violent groups 
According to the Spanish Language Royal Academy (Real Academina de la 
Lengua Española) anti-system refers to that person or group of people with 
a dissatisfied ideology towards the political or social established order, that 
seek to change the status quo by claims or actions. 
 
There is no single anti-system movement, as its ideological base is complex, 
broad and unorthodox, including streams like anti-globalization, anti-
capitalism and the discontent of ethical and civic movements, associations 
and even political parties, that can be grouped in different ideologies as the 
anarchist, communist, fascist or environmentalist. In short, any movement 
seeking a confrontation or a change to the established power and institutions 
may be called anti-system (Laraña, 2000)51. 
 
Until 2008 the term anti-system did not have negative connotations in 
Spain. Nevertheless, in recent years the media, political movements and the 
perception of certain sectors of society have used it in a pejorative sense to 
refer to all those subversive or dissenting positions against the existing 
power and institutions or their activities. The State Security Forces and 
Bodies in 2009 understood it as a single organized violent and radical 
movement (Castells, 2010)52. 
 
The Instruction 6/2009, of the State Secretary of Security, to boost and 
continue the “Police coordination and intervention plan against organized 
violent juvenile groups”, includes in its classification the anti-system 
groups, categorizing them as extreme right or extreme left. Both are 
described below in more detail. 
 
Extreme right: 
These groups adopt a cosmovision that is comprised of ideas and basic 
values, very close to the extreme right-wing thought (referring to the nazi 
Germany, the Franco dictatorship, the Spanish imperialism, etc), which 
leads to some exclusive racism and xenophobia, a characteristic of ethnic 

                                                 

51 Laraña, E. (2000). La construcción de los movimientos sociales. Revista Española de 
Investigaciones Sociológicas, 89, pp. 357-363. 
52 Castells, M. (2010). Movimiento antiglobalización. Cumbres y Contracumbres. Retrieved 
in: http://nmsocial.blogspot.com.es/. 
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and cultural purity approaches, and on the other hand, shows the importance 
of the presentation of the victim (foreigners, homosexuals, members of 
opposing groups, among others) as a threat to the nation and racial purity 
(Madrigal, 2009)53. They use to defend what they consider the traditional 
values and symbols of the country, as well as policies that limit strongly the 
immigration (Igual, 2009)54. This worldview legitimizes the violent and 
deviant behaviours. In other words, this ideology is used to explain and 
justify the violence (Madrigal, 2009)55. 
 
In Spain in the early eighties this movement becomes stronger and the 
society starts to talk about “skinheads”. The current presence in the country 
is large, with a wide variation of branches and subdivisions. 
 
They often attend football matches, where the most radical supporters of 
each team usually soak the skinhead paraphernalia and openly support the 
National Socialist movement. They have symbolic dates such as November 
the 20th, the death date of José Antonio Primo de Rivera (leader of Falange 
Party) and Francisco Franco. The “Valle de los Caídos” monument erected 
by Franco is a very valuable symbol of the extreme right. The music has 
also been a communication means for the transmission of their ideology, 
through bands like “Batallón de Castigo” (punishment battalion), “División 
250 Klan”, “Zetme 88”, “Ofensiva 88” (raid 88) or “Estirpe Imperial” 
(imperial lineage) (Madrigal, 2009)56. 
 
Neo-nazi groups tend to differenciate into two types: the violents operating 
in the street, and politicians, more serious groups that, although do not 
usually commit violent acts, are tightly linked with the first. 
 
Among the groups detected sometime in Spain according to Rodríguez 
(2010)57 are: 
- Juventudes Nacional Socialistas (National Socialist youth). 
                                                 

53 Madrigal, C. (2009). Dos aspectos de la violencia juvenil: menores maltratadores y la 
violencia ejercida en grupo asociada a bandas. In III Jornadas de menores en edad escolar: 
Conflictos y oportunidades. Consejería de Educación y Cultura de las Islas Baleares, Palma 
de Mallorca. 
54 Igual, C. (2009). Bandas juveniles, contexto europeo y situación en España… op. cit. 
55 Madrigal, C. (2009). Dos aspectos de la violencia juvenil… op. cit. 
56 Madrigal, C. (2009). Dos aspectos de la violencia juvenil… op. cit. 
57 Rodríguez, C. (2010). Las instituciones ante el conflicto social de los grupos… op. cit. 
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- Unidad Skin Head (skin head unit). 
- Blood and Honour. 
- Hammerskin. 
- Unión Skin Heads España (USHE) (Spanish skin heads union). 
- Volksfront. 
- Frente de Juventudes Alternativa Nacional (AN) (youth national 

alternative front). 
- Combat España. 
- Resistencia Skinhead Paracuellos (RSP) (stopneck skinhead resistance). 
- Women for Arian United (WAU). 
- Svastic Rune Euskalerria. 
 
It should be noted that "Blood and Honour" and "Hammerskin" were 
dissolved, in 2011 and 2012 respectively, and sentenced by the Supreme 
Court as a neo-nazi character association, dedicated to the promotion of 
hate, violence, racism, xenophobia and nazism as well as due to illegal 
possession of weapons. 
 
It could be said that the skins have in Spain a greater degree of politicization 
than in other countries and greater rejection of authority than other anti-
system groups. Their violent acts materialize in fast and unpredictable 
attacks, with cruelty and in group, following the hunting style. The reality is 
that the skin movement is connected among different countries although 
their mobilization is aimed against different targets. 
 
Extreme left: 
Their ideology, similar to the extreme right, is a fragmentary and simplistic 
cosmovision, consisting of a set of propositions about the world and society 
(Madrigal, 2009)58. They place their ideology and political action in the 
extreme left wing, being aware of their class background. They support 
radical reforms in the social, political and economic system, aimed at 
equitable distribution of wealth and control of the means of production. 
They show a clear objection to capitalism and financial and ideological 
globalization (Igual, 2009)59. 
 

                                                 

58 Madrigal, C. (2009). Dos aspectos de la violencia juvenil… op. cit. 
59 Igual, C. (2009). Bandas juveniles, contexto europeo y situación en España… op. cit. 
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They reject the idea that the political and social changes are possible 
through democratic means, and for them revolution is the only tool to 
subvert the established order, thus legitimizing the use of violence (Igual, 
2009)60. 
 
In Spain this movement was born in the early eighties influenced by events 
in London at the time, such as the resurgence of extreme right-wing 
skinhead groups. Opposed to them were born extreme left-wing groups that 
proliferated in areas like Cataluña, Basque Country and Galicia. 
 
Among the bands detected sometime in Spain, according to Rodríguez 
(2010)61: 
- Skin Head Against Racial Prejudice (SHARP). 
- Red Skin. 
- Anarkoskins. 
- Federación Anarquista Ibérica (iberian anarchist federation). 
- Brigadas Antifascistas (BAF) (anti-fascist brigade). 
- Movimiento Okupa (squatter movement). 
- Juventudes Comunistas Revolucionarias (JCR) (revolutionary 

communist youth). 
 
These groups have a wide ideological and political rebellion, and it has been 
generated a great diversity among them because of intersections between its 
western metropolitan contexts and nationalist and independent 
ramifications. 
 
3.3.2 Latin bands 
The origin of the latin bands is back to the sixties in the United States 
(although some have an earlier origin), where groups from different 
backgrounds tried to obtain control over some areas of influence, leading to 
a confrontation climate and to an increase of the sense of group belonging 
and identity. Its members ended up joining permanently under a name and 
symbols, with an identifiable leader, controlling a territory with a specific 
criminal purpose (Madrigal, 2009)62. In the early nineties, they moved to 
Latin American countries. One explanation is the return policy held in U.S. 

                                                 

60 Igual, C. (2009). Bandas juveniles, contexto europeo y situación en España… op. cit. 
61 Rodríguez, C. (2010). Las instituciones ante el conflicto social de los grupos… op. cit. 
62 Madrigal, C. (2009). Dos aspectos de la violencia juvenil… op. cit. 
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and Canada on latin youth involved in crime and that end up meeting in 
their home countries (Rodríguez, 2010)63. 
 
By 2000 is approved in Spain the family reunification regulation (the 
possibility of joining the family members in the host country). Then the first 
bands were formed, but they started to become publicly known in late 2003, 
because of the murder of a young man who was mistaken for a rival latin 
gang member (Rodríguez, 2010)64. 
 
Latin gangs are strongly hierarchical, demanding access demonstrations 
which sometimes involve the commission of crimes or other violent 
evidences. They act mostly in urban areas, with “own territory”, and take 
part of revenge actions against rival groups, especially when they feel 
“invaded”. They usually charge a fee to members to support its financial 
structure, and have sectarian characteristics, such as creating mythical 
leaders, blind obedience or pseudo-religious rites (Igual, 2009)65. 
  
According to Rodríguez (2010)66, some of the bands, that have been 
detected in Spain at some point, are: 
- Latin Kings. 
- Ñetas. 
- Dominican Don´t Play. 
- Trinitarios. 
- Latin Blood. 
- Dark Latin Globals. 
- Forty Two. 
- Rapper Boys. 
- Ley Latina. 
- Base 6. 
- Lion Black. 
- My Family. 
 

                                                 

63 Rodríguez, C. (2010). Las instituciones ante el conflicto social de los grupos… op. cit. 
64 Rodríguez, C. (2010). Las instituciones ante el conflicto social de los grupos… op. cit. 
65 Igual, C. (2009). Bandas juveniles, contexto europeo y situación en España… op. cit. 
66 Rodríguez, C. (2010). Las instituciones ante el conflicto social de los grupos… op. cit. 
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In Spain it calls mass media attention the dress that usually identify each 
band with certain colours and symbols, increasing their popularity. Among 
other examples it could be found yellow and black colours and the five-
pointed crown, which identifies “Latin Kings”; “Ñetas” use red, white and 
blue, and the middle and index fingers intertwined in greeting; or 
“Dominican Don’t Play” that wear blue and red and beads in the same 
colours. 
 

3.4 Profile of gang members 
 
Martín et al. (2011)67 lead a qualitative and quantitative reseach about the 
origin, evolution and involution of young people who belong to violent 
groups. They study the violence between groups and they also make a 
quantitative study through which characteristics of these young people are 
detailed, drawn from a sample of the Region of Madrid. 
 
The number of violent group members range from 2 to 60 people, although 
the average is usually 15 members. The average age is between 16 and 21 
years old, and, in relation to gender, the most common are comprised mostly 
by men. 
 
The arithmetic mean of membership is 4.5 years. A third part of young 
people who are part of the study have begun with violent behaviour in their 
groups during the last year. 
 
One of the theories that support the continuation of these young people in 
their groups is the social identity. With regards to it, the existence of a 
single peer group (in this case the violent one) leads to a higher percentage 
of young people to stay in it, providing behavioural norms and values. For a 
large majority of people, the group in which such behaviour is developed, is 
the one that makes them feel more linked and protected, and therefore in 
which the perceived social support is received. 
 
Most of these youth report that they have a meeting place in which they 
spend a lot of time, and they consider it of their own. Those places are 
usually public, and they do not allow entry to other groups, being fighting 
                                                 

67 Martín, M.J. et al. (2011). Origen, evolución e involución de los jóvenes… op. cit. 
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the most common form to defend the space. The perception of threat by the 
others is linked to violent behaviour as a preventive measure. Their own 
group provides support and feelings of safety, and even sense of 
invulnerability. 
 
Among the psychosocial characteristics of young people belonging to 
violent groups, Martín et al. (2011)68 highlight their great capacity to adapt 
to the different groups of socialization and the tendency to conform to 
different standards emerging from every social group relevant to the subject, 
internalising indiscriminately. 
 
As for the question of whether young people involved in gangs suffer 
behavioural problems or psychological disorders, the answer is that it is not 
possible to associate in linear way this type of violent behaviours with 
congenital character or behavioural disorders, but to a minority can be 
attributed a propensity to respond aggressively in conflict situations 
(Scandroglio, 2008)69. 
 

3.5 Mass media involvement 
 
It is well known the importance of information provided by the mass media 
as it contributes to the building of social concept. The mass media 
information is undoubtedly the most relevant for the creation of public 
opinion, not only about what we need to know to be part of a community, 
but also how to express this knowledge using ways that are acquired and 
developed from what mass media has generated. 
 
What media publishes and how they do it has a lot to do with people's 
perception of a problem, either public security or social and economic 
affairs. The atmosphere seems to be unsafe whether the perception of 
security is not positive. So the media are the main source to improve or 
impair that feeling. 

                                                 

68 Martín, M.J. et al. (2011). Origen, evolución e involución de los jóvenes… op. cit. 
69 Scandroglio, B., López, J., San José, M.C. (2008). Pandillas: Grupos juveniles y 
conductas desviadas. La perspectiva psicosocial en el análisis y la intervención. Revista 
Electrónica de Investigación Psicoeducativa, no. 14, vol. 6(1), pp. 65-94. 
 



 

 172 

 
Some media analyze from a reductionist perspective this phenomenon, 
generating a body of “bad news” that increase the perception of insecurity, 
which can lead to stigmatization and criminalization of these youth and 
adolescents in the different areas of social life. 
 
According to Cebrino (2006)70 “the presence of latin youth in press and 
other media is linked to delinquency and crime, a fact that leads to the 
creation in the public opinion of a stigma for those young people”. 
 
The public insists that, as a brake to the feeling of impunity, in Spain it is 
necessary to harden the measures to fight against juvenile delinquency, 
although the reality show that has declined significantly in recent years. 
This debate has its origins in events that have had great media coverage and 
represents the legislative measures as weak. 
 
There is a certain trend of “drag” on the news. The language tends to the 
spectacle, there is little contextualization of narrated situations, the 
emotional component is higher than the information and explanation, the 
protagonist is the bad behaviour, and there is some instrumental nature that 
nurtures its advertising, through which the adolescent are criminalized and 
the view of public opinion is reduced (Oliva, 2003)71. 
 
The treatment the media have given to the phenomenon of juvenile gangs in 
Spain is characterized by different periods. The first would be before 2004 
where news of such groups were scarce and in which the protagonists were 
the extreme right-wing and extreme left-wing groups. After 2004 latin bands 
became popular, by the novelty and attractiveness they have, gaining 
attention. And from 2009, with the possible coincidence of the economic 
crisis, the left-wing groups called anti-system (squatter, radical 
nationalists...) are in the headlines of the media. Although latin bands 
continues being popular in the media, they do not capture as much attention 
as before. 
 

                                                 

70 Cebrino, M. (2006). Jóvenes en la calle, cultura y conflicto. Barcelona: Anthropos. 
71 Oliva, L. (2003). Políticas de Comunicación en el Capitalismo Contemporáneo. 
Argentina: Clacso. 
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In conclusion, according to Oliva (2003)72, it is disseminated a conflictive 
image of adolescents, establishing a relation between youth and factors like 
aggression, disruption, violence, crime or drug use. These social 
representations have a negative effect on relations between adults and young 
people, increasing the clash between generations. 
 

4. State of the art 

 
As it has been described, the phenomenon of juvenile gangs in general is 
complex, and in Spain is not an exception. The data and information 
collected is diverse, it comes from different disciplines and sometimes can 
even be contradictory. The studies and research reviews, interviews, contact 
with experts and debate among professionals, have been gathering 
information mechanisms that have allowed us to reach a coherent 
conceptualization of how the bands are in Spain and what prevention and 
intervention measures have been put in place to curb its negative effects. 
 
In this sense we have participation of experts such as Concepción Rodríguez 
González-Del Real, Judge of the Number 1 Juvenile Court of Madrid, 
Carlos Igual Garrido, Captain of the Technical Unit of the Team of Women 
and Children of the Guardia Civil, and José Manuel Martínez García, 
Professor of the Department of Social Psychology and Methodology of the 
University Autónoma of Madrid. Also are described in this section certain 
intervention studies and experiences, and the opinion of experts and 
professionals on prevention and intervention measures. 
 

4.1 Characteristics, myths and judicial perspective on juvenile gangs 
 
Concepción Rodríguez González-Del Real writes about the causes of gangs 
formation understanding adolescence as a turning point in initiating the 
process of emancipation of the family. This has such important relevance, 
that some authors (Vigil, 199073; Vergara and Condori, 200774) claim that 
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broken families are one of the main factors that make young people look for 
a band to take over that missing reference, becoming the most relevant 
socialization group. 
 
With regards to latin bands, its origin is attributed to the United States, and 
in 2000 they arrived in Europe related with the migration process, and 
specifically because of the family reunification regulation in Spain. 
Rodríguez (2010)75 describes a series of myths about juvenile bands: 
 
As for the myths of the bands, there have been many formed over the years, 
as I reported recently at the conference on “Answering to school and group 
violence: mechanisms for integration”: they are a teen fashion, their only 
problems are with other gangs, women do not belong to bands, gangs do not 
have leaders, the solution is imprisonment, the group protects and supports 
the minors, or once you enter you can not leave. But these myths are not 
real.  
 
The first of these myths is to consider that the juvenile gangs are a teen 
fashion. They originated in the first third of the nineteenth century with the 
industrial revolution. Arise from a number of complex factors that cause its 
appearance in Chicago. Therefore, it can hardly argue that it is something 
new or a youth fashion. 
 
The second myth is considering that the only problem lies in their rivalry 
with other bands. As we present throughout this report, the fact of belonging 
to a juvenile gang itself entails a risk factor in criminal activity. 
 
It is also said that women do not belong to bands. Although historically 
belonging to the bands was a mostly male phenomenon, being the role of 
women merely ancillary to men, recent studies lead to the conclusion that 
10% of members are women. In addition, the role of women within them 
changes parallel to its role in society. 
 
It also extended the belief that juvenile gangs have no leaders. In front of 
this fact we can find a reality in which these groups are well organized and 

                                                                                                                            

74 Vergara, A. & Condori, C. (Eds.) (2007). Pandillas y pandilleros: Juventud, violencia y 
cultura. Perú: UNSCH. 
75 Rodríguez, C. (2010). Las instituciones ante el conflicto social de los grupos… op. cit. 
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have a hierarchical structure. Leaders are those people who attend special 
leadership and organizational skills, usually adults. 
 
As we will study along with this report, both in North and Central America 
are adopted a repression policy. Thus, there is a widespread misconception, 
especially through the media, that the solution to youth gangs is jail. But 
“tough” policies have failed and there is not enough police force to make 
all gangs disappear. Strategies can not just be detaining and depriving of 
freedom these young people. The solution comes along with reintegration 
and rehabilitation. Young people should be helped for their employment and 
social inclusion. 
 
It also has been spread out the idea that the group protects and supports the 
minor. According to some cases referred by our jurisprudence, gangs  
pressure on their members and threatens to act in a certain way or to stay in 
them. 
 
Finally, it is popular that a person can join a gang but never leave. The 
reality shows that people can get out of gangs. Some studies highlight that 
the facility to leave will depend on the degree of integration as a member. 
The prevention and repression measures should facilitate the process, 
allowing the time belonged to the gang to be a mere transition to integrate 
young people into employment and family. 
 
Bearing in mind her experience in the legal field and her knowledge on 
bands, both in Spain and in Latin America, some of the conclusions that this 
judge of the Juvenile Court of Madrid reaches, are: 
 
- A comparative law analysis reveals that it has not been specifically 

regulated the group or gang membership, being this lack solved through 
the illegal association. 

- Statutory law in Spain is closely linked to individual criminality, and it 
is built on it the theory of authorship and participation, but no 
appropriate response is given to associative or group crime. 

- Tightening policies followed in the U.S. and programmes “Mano Dura” 
and “Supermano Dura” in El Salvador, “Libertad Azul” in Honduras, 
“Escoba” in Guatemala and “Acero” in Chapas, have failed. Birkbeck 
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(2003)76 noted the reactive nature of the bands. The hardening is not 
only useless but gives them cohesion. 

- Gangs function as emotional associations, thus, the members obtain 
emotional satisfaction participating in them. 

- The juvenile groups and gangs represent the socialization place for 
people who have not been able to acquire it within the immediate social 
environment. 

- They foster positive aspects: the compliance, discipline, sacrifice and 
solidarity. These should be assessed to encourage teens to leave the 
group. 

- In general, the police and judicial actions have been succesful. The 
Annual Report of the Public Prosecutor have noted a decline in crimes 
committed by youth gangs from 2008 to 2011. It is also true that some 
have been reactivated, such as “Trinitarios” and “DDP”, and new 
bands appear, as “My Family”. 

- Notwithstanding this point of view, we also consider essential a serious 
prevention policy. To do this we have to put our eyes on U.S. where it 
has been developed the largest number of prevention programmes with 
more or less success. Among them the Gang Resistance Education and 
Training (GREAT) programme, Gang Prevention Through Targeted 
Outreach program, Life Skills Training, Casastart, Operation Cease 
Fire, and especially the Chicago Area Project programmes, also called 
CAP programmes, aiming at transforming antisocial groups in  
prosocial ones. 

 

4.2 Situation of juvenile gangs in Spain in the last decade from security 
forces point of view  
 
In turn, Carlos Igual Garrido, based on a statistical analysis of general 
crime, highlights a number of facts: crime has decreased in Spain in the last 
decade, the perception of insecurity as a problem in the country is much 
lower now than in past years, Spain is one of the countries with the lowest 
crime rate in Europe, despite contrary perception by the population, there is 
no data to support the idea that young people are increasingly likely to 
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commit crimes, and the idea that most criminals are migrants is not real. The 
only place in which it is stated that crime has increased in Spain, that there 
is more juvenile crime and that foreigners commit more crimes, is in the 
media. 
 
According to data provided by Carlos Igual Garrido, as well as some other 
reports, publications and statistics, especially from the police and legal field, 
we present a description of the evolution of youth gangs in Spain in the last 
decade up to the current situation. 
 
One of the most important features of the phenomenon is the emergence of 
latin bands since 2000, due to migration processes and family reunification 
regulation. Although it is not until the end of 2003 when they became 
popular because of the murder of the young Ronny Tapias near the school 
where he was studying and being mistaken for a rival gang member. 
 
Most of the gangs are located in big cities such as Madrid and Barcelona. In 
the case of latin bands, it is in these places when start to emerge and then 
expand to the rest of Spain, especially towards the east of the country. There 
was also detected activity by other gangs, related to the extreme right and 
extreme left. 
 
The situation causes the implementation from 2006 by the Ministry of 
Interior of “Police coordination and intervention plan against organized 
violent juvenile groups”. This leads to a more systematically record of gang 
activities and youth involvement. 
 
The first data from 2006 and 2007 from the Guardia Civil show that there 
are a large number of organized juvenile violent groups. The types of crime 
more mentioned, according to the Public Prosecutor, are violent actions, 
mass fights, threats, property crime, public disorder, assaults on other young 
people, injuries and, more severe but less frequent, attempted murder and 
murder consummated. 
 
The “Police coordination and intervention plan against organized violent 
juvenile groups” put in practice a series coordination and police control 
actions that are supposedly responsible of the gradual decline of juvenile 
gangs activity from 2006 to the present, although it is not possible to 
confirm the complete eradication. 
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4.3 Violent juvenile groups from a psychosocial perspective 
 
José Manuel Martínez García represents a line of research that currently 
lead in Spain the study of creation and evolution of violent youth groups. In 
the study of violent juvenile identity behaviour raises a major hypothesis 
based on socializing imbalance theory, stating that: 
 
Among the factors associated with group violence we can find the group 
over-socialization and a sub-socialization of the rest of social agents. This 
imbalance is strongly related to the perception of personal, social and 
group identity of the young person, so that, if the group identity is dominant 
and emergent in different situations and environments, the violent person 
tends to show more extreme and fanatical behaviours, and its link with the 
violent group will become greater. Moreover, the lack of identity conflicts 
(with the family, partners, work, other friends, etc...) favours retention in the 
violent group, provided that the latter promotes a good self-esteem. 
 
Perceived social support is a good indicator of the evolution of violent 
youth. Young people, to whom the violent group facilitates maintaining a 
positive personal and group identity and that do not perceive relevant and 
alternative social support, tend to concentrate their activities and action 
plans in the group. 
 
There are periods of altered sensitivity, which favour the abandonment of 
the group, due to: The modification of perceived social support that can 
come from changes in relation to previous socialization agents (family, 
partner, friends); the emergence of new satisfactory groups or individuals 
(especially couples if no related to the group); or increased in the personal, 
family or partner vulnerability (undesirable effects of violence). 
 
It also proposes a number of applied conclusions for intervention with 
young people, among which we highlight: 
 
- Most of the interventions that counts on the active collaboration of the 

young people involved will produce positive effects. Many that do not 
succeed with anti-normative and marginalized population have a 
common factor: including compulsory, boring and out of context 
techniques. 
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- The subjective interpretation of individuals, groups and communities 
involved in the program is the best predictor of their behaviour and its 
evolution. 

- The perception that minors have about their problems and conflicts 
includes their experience, beliefs, expectations and evaluations. Also the 
opinion that the relevant individuals and groups have of these problems 
or conflicts. And it is important how the minors perceive their problems 
hurt, influence or benefit people and groups emotionally important to 
them. 

- The interventions with violent minors should be aimed at maintaining a 
positive perception of themselves. 

- Self-esteem is the result of self-perception (personal identity) and the 
perception coming from other emotionally close people and groups 
(spouse, parents, friends), called social identity. 

- One of the basic professional skills refers to persuasion or to direct and 
indirect influence on attitudes and behaviours, which should increase 
the effectiveness of intervention programs in open, semi-open or closed 
prison. 

- The human factor is probably the most predictive success or failure 
factor of an intervention. 

 

4.4 Prevention and intervention measures 
 
Besides the direct opinion of professionals and Experts, it has been taken 
into account a number of studies, research and practical experience designed 
to give an explanation to the phenomenon and to provide prevention and 
intervention measures. Below are some of them. 
 
In Spain, we underline the initiative in Cataluña of legalization and 
registration as associations of the “Cultural Organization of Latin Kings and 
Queens of Cataluña”. This measure goes back to the dialogue facilitated by 
an internal reflection process of some of these latin bands, who felt the need 
to get out into the open and try to approach the society. This opportunity for 
dialogue was mutual and consummated in November 2005. Researchers and 
institutional representatives were invited to a general meeting of the “Latin 
Kings”, what demonstrated the willingness of the organization to be 
recognized, getting out of illegality, and which expresses its condemnation 
of violence and the desire to start a conversion process into legal entities 
and/or youth movements. However such measures have been widely 
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criticized. Some gang experts believe that it often generates collateral results 
or increases the cohesion of the bands that continue with their criminal 
activity (Klein & Maxson, 2006) . 
 
Scandroglio (2008)  points out that, from her work through the participatory 
action research methodology, there are a number of axiological guidelines in 
developing prevention and intervention programmes: direct and active 
participation of young people in the process; performance in the privileged 
media, that is, peer group, family, educational environment, neighbourhood 
or public institutions; enhancing the social creativity, ensuring both 
autonomy and differentiation; and adoption of a psychosocial perspective. 
Note that the programmes that have proven to be more effective incorporate 
self-competence as global strategy, propose long-term goals, are endowed 
with effective assessment systems, seek to generate positive social roles and 
have consensus of young people, professionals and authorities. 
 
Martín et al. (2011)  point to a number of applied conclusions based on a 
research conducted on outgroup youth violence, of which we highlight: 
 
- Outgroup youth violence requires a systemic approach. 
- Interventions should have an interdisciplinary character and should 
be included in professional training programmes. 
- There is greater standardization of violent behaviour when is given 
to the minor a positive social support system. 
- Active collaboration and perceived self-efficacy for prosocial 
activities are two factors that have shown to be significant when included in 
long-term psychosocial interventions. 
- A programme may be more effective when it has as starting point the 
perception of young people about themselves, fostering positive self-esteem, 
creating motivating learning climates, allowing individual contributions, 
conducting a personal protection and contextualizing the intervention. 
- It is considered appropriate to establish work plans with families that 
recognizes the seriousness of the problems and are trained in alternative 
ways of influence. 
- For the efficiency and effectiveness of the interventions are 
highlighted techniques for development of personal and social skills, 
strengthening family and community resources, training families and 
creating social support or self-help groups. 
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As for the programmes and studies in Spain on interventions aimed at young 
offenders who belong to juvenile gangs, those are hard to find. Nevertheless 
we can mention the one proposed by Fundación Diagrama (in Martín et al. 
(2011). Origin, evolution and involution of young people from violent 
groups. Murcia: Fundación Diagrama ) and the one by López (2008) . 
 
The intervention provided by Fundación Diagrama (2011) must be viewed 
from a systemic model that addresses all of the environments in which is 
immersed the minor/youth, understanding that if changes are reached in 
some of these areas of socialization it might be obtained a rebalancing in 
others. In this respect, the structured intervention is based on sequenced 
phases, that is, supported on each other. 
 
After an evaluation phase, the intervention itself consist of a single part with 
the minor, a group part and a joint between the young person and his family. 
The following describes the characteristics of each one. 
 
Individual intervention with the minor: Consists of the therapeutic approach, 
social-employment inclusion measures and acquisition of healthy habits. 
The therapeutic approach must be adapted to the person, but essentially has 
to take into account the following: 
 
- Recognition of belonging to a violent youth group. 
- Biased perceptions with respect to the group. 
- Personal identity opposed to social identity. 
- Impulse control. 
- Management of emotions. 
- Power-violence relationship. 
- Perception of self-efficacy. 
- Fear of social rejection after leaving the group. 
 
Regarding social employment inclusion measures it will be emphasized 
positive leisure activities offer and to take up work. Regarding the 
acquisition of healthy habits, this will be focused on norms internalization, 
developing positive habits and the regulation of interpersonal relationships. 
 
Group intervention with the minors: It takes place with young people who 
are in the same situation and aims at expressing emotions, feelings and 
experiences, so it will need the recognition of gang belonging. Among the 
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requirements to be included are: awareness of the problem, motivation for 
change, group belonging recognition, verbalization of negative 
consequences, identifying reinforcements provided by the group, 
internalization of positive and negative consequences that brings the group, 
and behavioral stability. 
 
And the contents of the intervention, in this case, are: Identification of 
violence, the types of violence, knowing the causes, analyzing the 
consequences of it, thinking of the power of thoughts and beliefs, emotions 
involved in aggression, empathy, conflict resolution, self-awareness and 
motivation to change. 
 
Individual intervention with the family: The first step is to create a positive 
link between family, professionals and institution. The contents to be 
addressed are: Assumption of the child belonging to the group and the 
implications, predominant educational style, solutions attempted so far, 
managing emotions and requesting advice from the family. 
 
Group intervention: Once you are aware of the minor’s relationship with the 
violent group, that they have motivation to change and a collaborative and 
positive attitude with professionals, they may qualify for the group 
intervention phase in which the contents are: Basic adolescence concepts, 
importance of different socialization agents, educational styles, rules, limits 
and values, violent youth groups, the family as identity source, management 
of impulse violence and conflict resolution. 
 
The last stage before the end of the intervention would be joint sessions 
between the minor and the family, which firstly would address the points 
that have arisen as more problematic during earlier stages, and secondly, to 
strengthen the bond between the minor and the family. 
 
Furthermore, the proposed intervention provided by López (2008)  chooses 
the participant observation methodology, essentially qualitative, with 
ethnological character. She proposes an intervention for prison inmates who 
belong to gangs, especially latin, whose goal is the cessation of the use of 
violence in interpersonal relationships as an expression of their frustrations, 
providing them with alternatives to address problems and conflicts. 
 
The specific objectives of this proposal are summarized as follows: 
Reconstructing identity outside the gang, learning how to make medium and 
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long term plans, learning how to share and communicate emotions, learning 
how to express negative feelings in a non-violent way, increasing emotional 
and behavioural control, acquiring an empathetic and responsible attitude. 
 
General aspects that should be considered for intervention: 
 
- The experience in specialized treatment programmes show that the 
effectiveness of the intervention improves with the formation of groups of 
young people with similar characteristics, due to the modelling effect and 
positive feedback. 
- The aim is to provide strategies for youth to abandon violence and 
other deviant behaviours. 
- Providing alternative livelihoods and new abilities such as increasing 
training and employment opportunities that may cause the gradual 
distancing of group discipline. 
- The educational aspect has to be a priority. 
- It will be promoted participation in workshops and encouraged 
creative initiative and decision making processes. 
 
As for the contents of the programme they can be summarized as: rating of 
different personal aspects (such as psychological, psychosocial, 
psychopathological, cognitive and personality, with emphasis on knowledge 
of personal history, work, family, leisure and gang membership), 
interculturality and adapting to the customs of the country, self-esteem and 
values, identity construction, social skills and conflict resolution. 
 
The overall assessment of the effectiveness of prevention and intervention 
programmes has been carried out mainly by American researchers. While 
some authors, as Thornberry (2003)  and Klein and Maxson (2006) , have 
been pessimistic in their assessments, others, such as Howell (2004) , 
defended the success of recent experiences, especially comprehensive 
intervention programmes, that is, those that integrate simultaneously 
prevention, reform and suppression elements. 
 

4.5 Practitioners view on prevention and intervention actions 
 
The contribution of experts, practitioners and researchers working in the 
field of intervention with youth and juvenile gangs, has been of particular 
importance to increase our knowledge about the phenomenon, providing a 
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valuable information that has been addressed to the following topics: 
Prevention strategies concerning integration of minors and youth in gangs, 
and intervention with minors and young people from violent groups. 
 
4.5.1 Prevention 
Below are highlighted a number of factors that favour prevention in the field 
of juvenile gangs. 
 
The family is particularly important in prevention. Sometimes there are 
factors that are difficult to control, such as those related to working 
conditions, like long journeys, matching the sons and daughters’ spare time, 
etc., which make difficult the day-to-day contact and parental monitoring. 
But efforts should be aimed at raising awareness, providing knowledge 
(about symbols, behaviors, etc.) and supervision patterns to encourage 
family support and lower the group identification. 
 
The registration of this type of groups as associations arose as a response to 
the emergence of such illicit purposes. The opinion is divided in such way 
that could be identified positive and negative aspects. Among the positive 
we can include: It could be a step that encourages standardization; it is seen 
as positive given the lack of alternative measures; with this type of  
decisions, groups and their members can be identified. Among the negatives 
are: false statutes may be shown, so that its target would be lawful but its 
principles of action in reality may be different; the normalization occurs 
only at an appearance level; the conversion of gangs in legal associations 
raises doubts and general mistrust. 
 
One of the most obvious consequences of the existence of gangs is the 
rivalry between them. It is a circumstance that would have to be treated, 
trying to eliminate the idea of enmity between them and encourage the 
approach, for instance through respected authority figures for the different 
bands or conducting mediation efforts. 
 
For young people who are at risk or have already had initial contact with 
juvenile gangs it is proposed to provide alternative and more healthy leisure 
activities, extend their field of interest and encourage communication with 
young people without fear of reprisal, training them in skills such as conflict 
management, problem solving, drug prevention, creating a life plan, de-
normalisation of violence, social and employment integration and informing 
them about the consequences of gang membership. Standardized resources 
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should be prioritized and institutions and associations working in the 
districts must be prepared to detect and perform properly prevention 
activities. 
 
One should be aware that prevention actions must raise long-term goals, and 
the sooner starts working the better the results, for instance, including 
alternative leisure activities from Primary school and neighbourhoods. 
 
Underlined is the importance of professional training in education, in the 
neighbourhoods and in the communities, such as teachers, professors, social 
workers or local police. The aim is to improve knowledge, skills and 
attitudes for identification and intervention. It should be taken into account 
the experience when recruiting people for those positions working with 
minors and young people. 
 
It is considered crucial encouraging the involvement of communities, 
neighbourhood associations and public institutions to be taken active 
attitudes and greater coordination and cooperation, assuming a responsible 
role in the community social phenomena. Regarding the schools, it is 
needed to be adopted an open attitude, abandoning formal schooling 
stereotypes. At a community level will be essential to raise information and 
general awareness about the problems associated with the formation of 
juvenile gangs and the consequences of belonging to them. 
 
The problems related to gangs in big cities are usually mapped in specific 
areas, so these should become priority areas when implementing prevention 
programmes. An example can be found in communities of some Spanish 
cities where there are living numerous families related to the migrant’s 
reunification process. 
 
With regards to the security forces role, experts and practitioners point out 
that suppression measures are to be taken in mind, carried out in a 
determined and fully implemented way, what could strength their exemplary 
character.  
 
It will be positive to design quality programs with long-term goals for a 
greater efficiency, including assessment, risk factor detection and 
individualized and group interventions, including actions involving 
mediation where significant people for gang members are involved. 
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4.5.2 Intervention 
The experiences have been mostly interventions with young offenders. First, 
there must be described the difficulties encountered when working with this 
type of groups, such that minors have an attitude of poor cooperation, and it 
is complicated to make them collaborate with the professionals who treat 
them, or that inmates, usually by order of the gang they belong to, seek to 
have appropriate behaviour to get out as soon as possible. 
 
It is considered necessary, prior to intervention from a multidisciplinary 
model, an initial and individual evaluation to know their specific situation at 
that time of their lives. It has to be encouraged building trust, and even team 
work within the institution, to motivate young people to leave the gang. To 
achieve this would be required the removal of any identity sign of belonging 
to the band (greetings, clothing, colours, forms of speech, etc.) and go 
slowly rebuilding the identity outside it. It should be emphasized the 
importance of recognizing the belonging to the gang and encourage their 
motivation to change. 
 
It is also necessary to try to change the reference group and show young 
people positive alternatives to take over from the gangs, where self-esteem 
is built. As well, Encourage the development of critical and reflective 
capacity, conflict resolution, objective analysis of reality, decision-making 
processes, self-efficacy and self-responsibility, and the capacity to prevent 
drug use, and provide the necessary tools to learn how to interact non-
violently. This will require individual long-term goals, studying the most 
effective way to get them and showing behaviours that could hinder the 
achievement of these goals. 
 
It will be advisable to include in the intervention process a training for 
social and employment inclusion, preferably with a standard character, and 
workshops that demonstrate creative skills and resources aimed at 
integration. 
 
The involvement of families is considered an essential success factor, who 
must take responsibility and learn how to improve their educational style. It 
is necessary to make them aware of the problem and the importance of their 
cooperation, and raise awareness about the positive aspects of moving to a 
new area or city, which could lead to a change in behaviour and leaving the 
band. 
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It should be avoided the formation of new gang factions within young 
offender institutions, seeking to make young people see the negative aspects 
associated to them, through experiences sharing, specially with older guys 
that are committed with a positive behaviour within the institution and who 
were in the same situation before. 
 

5. Criminal justice response 

 
There are three types of strategies to face juvenile gangs: prevention, 
intervention and suppression (Klein, 1995)77. The latter refers to deterrent 
measures to give a firmness image to the gangs. We highlight in Spain the 
ones coming from the State Security Forces and Bodies and the juvenile 
justice system. 
 

5.1 Security forces response 
 
The need to control the activities carried out by violent youth groups, forced 
the Ministry of Interior (through the State Secretary of Security) to establish 
and develop actions to give response to the violence perpetrated by minors 
and young people members of gangs or youth criminal organized groups. 
This was collected in the Instruction 23/2005, of December the 7th, of the 
State Secretary of Security, which develops and implements “Police 
coordination and intervention plan against organized violent juvenile 
groups”, which took effect during 2006 and 2007, and also renewed in 2008 
and 2009. In this year it was replaced by the new Instruction 6/2009, of the 
State Secretary of Security, to boost and continue the aforementioned plan. 
 
The objective of the measures implemented is to prevent ganging and to 
coordinate preventive and operational police forces activities. 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 

77 Klein, M. (1995). The American street gang… op. cit. 
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Among the measures we can point out the following: 
 

- Preparation of “Information Plans” to monitor groups. 
- Development of “Specific Operational Plans” to coordinate police 

units for control and prosecution, and for statistical treatment of the 
data. 

- Boost in obtaining information by the Immigration Issues 
Departments and Minors´s Departments. 

- Mapping gangs activities. 
- Creation of groups lists jointly by all police forces. 
- Intensifying preventive police presence in areas and moments of 

greatest risk. 
- Monitoring websites and internet forums. 
- Increasing administrative control of the situation of immigrants 

associated with gangs. 
- Promoting training on the issue of juvenile gangs for police bodies, 

and seminars for judges, teachers, prison officers and other social 
agents. 

- Promoting information exchange with Latin American countries as 
well as at European level. 

- Encouraging contact with parents, teachers and youth social 
environment. 

- Improving coordination with social agents through the Government 
Delegations and Sub-Delegations. 

- Increasing collaboration with the Public Prosecutor and penal 
institutions. 

 
In short, the actions are intended to boost the surveillance and control over 
the violent youth gangs, promoting training, coordination between social 
agents and collecting information through maps and records. 
 

5.2 Judicial system response 
 
The Spanish regulation referred to Juvenile Justice consists primarily of 
Law 5/2000, of January the 12th, about Criminal Responsibility of Minors 
(hereinafter LORPM, modified by Law 8/2000, of December the 4th), which 
is also developed by a regulation approved by Royal Decree 1774/2004 of 
July the 30th. The model created by this law is called judicial or liable, and 



 

 189 

among its general principles we can find the best interest of the minor on 
any other, respect for the free development of his personality or the 
interdisciplinar and individualized intervention. 
 
The LORPM, despite being a recent regulation, has suffered in its short life 
many reforms in order to adapt to a reality, the juvenile delinquency, 
changeable and variable, although several sectors have considered them as 
unnecessary and designed to tighten response to minor’s antisocial 
behaviour to the point of bringing such regulation to that of adults. 
 
Among these reforms, we highlight Law 8/2006, of December the 4th, that 
can be considered a direct consequence of the social alarm generated around 
a series of high social impact criminal events in our country. 
 
The latter reform, as well as continuing to increase the duration of the 
measures for the “juvenile delinquency hard core” (as the rest of the 
LORPM reforms), affects strengthening the position of victims in the 
judicial process and providing effective response to the phenomenon of 
youth gangs. 
 
Specifically, it is highlighted that the court may enact the entry into different 
young offender institutions for minors who belong to the same organized 
group, being the main objective of this to separate the minor from an 
environment that significantly impacts on his criminal behaviour. The 
sections of the LORPM addressing this phenomenon are Articles 9.2 and 
46.3. 
 
Article 9.2 states that a closed measure will be imposed when: 
 

a. “The facts are established as a crime under the Penal Code or 
special criminal laws. 

b. In the case of acts classified as minor crimes, their implementation 
would be in case that violence or intimidation has been used against 
people or has generated serious risk to life or limb of the same. 

c. The acts classified as crimes committed in group or in case the 
minor belongs or acts serving a band, organization or association, 
including transitional, and that engages in the commission of such 
activities”.  
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Bearing in mind what the literal application of the Article means at a 
judicial level, in particular with regard to the implementation of closed 
measures if the minor belongs to a group, the Public Prosecutor sent the 
Circular 1/2007, about interpretation criteria after the reform of the juvenile 
criminal law of 2006, in which urges General Attorneys to conduct a 
restrictive interpretation of that Article. 
 
According to Article 46.3, in relation to the rules for the implementation of 
measures and, more specifically, removal of a minor at a given site, it states 
that: 
 
“Moving the minor to another institution may be based only in the best 
interest of the child to be away from their family and social environment. In 
any case it requires the approval of the proper Juvenile Court for the 
implementation of the measure. Minors belonging to a gang, organization 
or association may not entry in the same young offender institution, being 
necessary to assign a different educational centre, although it supposes 
moving away from the social and family environment”. 
 
According to Rodríguez (2010)78 the relocation of a minor to another centre, 
if match with other gang members, shall be interpreted according to the 
minor’s best interest and promoting the regular contact with his family. 
 

6. Conclusions 

 
In the last decade in Spain has predominated the efforts to implement law 
enforcement measures to address the phenomenon of juvenile gangs. 
 
According to Decker and Curry (2000)79 a part of the judicial system and 
police bodies have considered suppression strategies as the most effective. 
Huff and Shafer (2001)80, meanwhile, said that the combined use of 

                                                 

78 Rodríguez, C. (2010). Las instituciones ante el conflicto social de los grupos… op. cit. 
79 Decker, S.H., Curry, D.G. (2000). Responding to gangs comparing gang member, police 
and task force perspectives. Journal of Criminal Justice, 28, pp. 129-137. 
80 Huff, R.C. & Shaffer, K.H. (2001). Gangs and community-oriented policing: 
Transforming organizational culture. In Huff, R.C. (Ed.). Gangs in America III. California: 
Sage Publications Inc. 
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suppression, prevention and intervention measures would be more effective 
than separate, meaning that police actions are inside a balanced community 
approach. Otherwise it may result in an even stronger gangs status. 
 
Spregel, Ming Wa and Villareal Sosa (2006)81 emphasize that an effective 
collaboration between different social institutions can lead to remarkable 
results in terms of prevention, that is, with the participation of local 
government, police bodies, justice system and community, and with the 
implementation of actions such as street committees, families support, 
creation of employment and leisure opportunities for young people, 
improving the educational and community mobilization. 
 
According to Rodríguez (2010)82, even if it should continue the fight against 
gangs from the police and judiciary standpoint, it is also considered 
essential a serious gang prevention policy. Tightened policies followed in 
the U.S. and some countries in Latin America have failed. Gangs are 
reactive in nature, that is, fighting against them can strengthen both their 
image and internal cohesion, not getting away with but, on the contrary, 
making them stronger. 
 
Suppression measures appear not to be, in themselves, the solution to the 
problem of juvenile gangs, and a large part of researchers, experts and 
practitioners share the view that it is necessary to implement other measures 
to complement the previous. For this reason we note below, by way of 
conclusion, some of the essential aspects that should be considered when 
designing prevention and intervention programmes. 
 
First, actions have to be planned taking into account the active collaboration 
of those involved, encouraging youth to maintain a positive self-perception, 
self-esteem and fostering a climate of confidence and motivating learning 
process. 
 

                                                 

81 Spregel, I.A., Ming Wa, K. & Villareal Sosa, R., (2006). The comprenhensive, 
community-wide gang program model: Success and failure. In Short, J.F. Jr., & Hughies, 
L.A. (Eds.). Studying youth gangs (pp.203-224). Maryland: Altamira Press. 
82 Rodríguez, C. (2010). Las instituciones ante el conflicto social de los grupos… op. cit. 
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Plans and programmes should include the families involved, primary agent 
of socialization, trying to provide them with knowledge and promoting 
positive educational attitudes. 
 
The more involved are the different social agents in the performances, the 
better and transcendent results could be achieved, such as schools, the 
community, the justice system, local police, etc… Also the environment in 
which youth operate must offer healthy alternative leisure options. 
 
Gangs function as associations at an emotional level, that is, the members 
participating in them get emotional satisfaction, meaning a socialization 
place that has not been found in the immediate social environment, being 
fostered positive aspects in them, such as enforcement of discipline, 
sacrifice and solidarity. These should be valued to encourage the youth to 
leave the group. 
 
Finally, the human factor is probably one of the most predictive of success 
or failure of an intervention with young people who belong to violent 
groups. Therefore it is essential a proper choice of the professionals whose 
characteristics should include training, team work, capacity to find positive 
aspects in humans, persuasion and internal motivation. 
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1. Phenomenological description  

 
Gangs and young people engaging in crime in groups is not a new 
phenomenon in the UK.  The anti-social activities of young people, 
particularly working class males, have traditionally been a cause of social 
and political concern and the topic receives significant media attention 
(Cohen, 1972; Klein et al., 2001; Aldridge and Medina, 2008).  However, 
use of the term ‘youth gang’ did not emerge in British policy and academic 
research until the late 1990s (Aldridge and Medina, 2008).  This translates 
into a research area that until relatively recently has been limited in terms of 
understanding the complexities associated with gang activities and 
membership as well as established base line data and good practice for 
intervention strategies (Marshall et al., 2005; Centre for Social Justice, 
2009).  Without this understanding of the fuller picture in both academic 
research and practice, “...government, local authorities and the public are 
left to rely on these media accounts that ‘gang culture’ is endemic in our 
cities and that these gangs resemble popular portrayals of gangs in the 
USA” (Ralphs et al., 2009, 484.) 
 
Recent changes in the coverage and profiling of juvenile offending, as well 
as the political agenda around tackling youth crime has led to an increase in 
the research and initiatives aimed at understanding and addressing youth 
gangs (Gordon et al., 2004; Pitts, 2007; Aldridge and Medina, 2008).  This 
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report seeks to contribute to the understanding of the situation relating to 
youth gangs in the UK context.  The lived realities of young people vary 
significantly across British regions and cities.  The findings demonstrate that 
understanding the local context is particularly important when working with 
young people and their communities. In order to generate more strategic 
insights into policy and practice intervention strategies, we have focused on 
the English experience generally and on London in particular.         
 
Despite the increase of research around the phenomena of youth gangs, 
there is not a consensus on a definition which best describes juvenile gangs. 
Instead there are a number of working definitions with different agencies 
defining youth gangs by varying means. Bennett and Holloway (2004) 
believe that this is a particular problem in the UK context where little is 
known about gangs.  By their very nature, youth gangs are dynamic and 
fluid.  Their membership and activities change over time and place 
(Esbensen et al., 2001).  This is one of the key challenges when attempting 
to develop a definition, and perhaps may be a reason why reaching a 
nationally contextualised ‘catch all’ definition of juvenile gangs is very 
difficult.  
 
The Home Office, which is the UK government department responsible for 
policing, states that gang penalties can be applied to any group that: 

• consists of at least 3 people, 
• uses a name, emblem or colour or has any other characteristic 

that enables its members to be identified by others as a 
group, and 

• is associated with a particular area. (Policing and Crime Act, 
2009) 

 
This definition is not used consistently across the major youth justice 
agencies.  Although the police can draw on the Home Office definition to 
arrest and sentence suspected gang members, the London Metropolitan 
Police refer to the work of Hallsworth and Young (2004).  This provides a 
more detailed definition of youth gangs.  It distinguishes between the 
different types of youth groupings and marks distinctions between organised 
criminal networks, gangs and peer groups: 

- Peer group: A relatively small, unorganised and transient 
group occupying the same space with a common history.  
Delinquency and crime are not integral to their self definition.  
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Offending is periodic, spontaneous, and opportunistic.  
Offences are often low-level nuisance or antisocial, with little 
to no engagement in serious assault or crime. 

- Street gang: A relatively durable, street-based group who see 
themselves (and are seen by others) as a group for whom crime 
and violence are integral to the group’s identity.  Crime, 
particularly violent crime, is instrumental as well as 
expressive, as it involves a distinctive form of culture and 
masculinity. 

- Organised crime group: Members are professionally involved 
in criminal activities for personal gain.  Crime is engaged in as 
an occupation and a business venture almost exclusively in the 
grey or illegal marketplace.(Hallsworth and Young, 2004) 

 

Furthermore, the Metropolitan Police Service’s Serious Youth Violence 
Toolkit (Tarrant, 2008) outlines that a gang also displays the following 
characteristics: 

- It has a name  
- It has a propensity to inflict violence and engage in crime  
- Violence and delinquency performs a functional role in 

promoting group identity and solidarity  
- Delinquent behaviour and violence is mobilised as a currency 

to acquire social capital (status, respect, power, etc.)  
- ALL members of the gang will be engaged in crime (Tarrant, 

2008) 
 
As noted in the Centre for Social Justice’s 2009 report Dying to Belong, it is 
nearly impossible to generate an accurate national picture of gang 
membership and activity if the police and the agencies working with at risk 
young people do not agree on the fundamental aspects of a definition.  
According to the report, the ultimate result of this is a very limited 
understanding of the nature and scale of youth gangs.   
 
Despite lack of agreement on to how to define a youth gang, the term is 
used frequently and often indiscriminately by the media, government, youth 
agencies and the police.  Once the gang label is attached to an individual, or 
a neighbourhood becomes known as gang area, it carries a great deal of 
weight.  This has significant implications for young people, including those 
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who are not involved with gangs but live in identified gang areas.  The work 
of Ralphs et al. (2009) demonstrates the exclusion, marginalisation and 
victimisation that can result from the indiscriminate use of gang labelling.  
For young people, these consequences include shaping their interactions 
with authorities, posing risks to their personal safety, placing limitations on 
their use of public and local leisure spaces, affecting their experiences of 
schooling and further education, shaping their future aspirations as well as 
adding to the challenges of gaining employment. 
 
Juvenile crime and offending statistics are often used as a means of 
understanding the extent of the issue of youth gangs.  According to the 
Youth Justice Board (2007), the majority of young people who commit 
crimes do so within groups. However, Home Office Police recorded data of 
crimes committed by young people in 2009 - 2010 would appear to 
contradict this. (Cooper and Roe, 2012) According to this report young 
people are more likely to co-offend than adults, but for both adults and 
young people co-offending is less common than sole offending.  
 
Overall, once co-offending has been taken into account, the analysis found 
that young people aged 10 to 17 were responsible for 1.01 million crimes in 
2009 - 2010, 23% of total police recorded crime in that year. This represents 
a disproportionate amount of crime given that 10- to 17-year-olds account 
for about one in ten of the population aged 10 (the age of criminal 
responsibility) and above. Dividing the estimate by gender indicated that 
about 860,000 crimes were committed by young men in 2009 - 2010 and 
160,000 by young women. This equated to around 20% of total police 
recorded crime in 2009 - 2010 being attributable to young men and four 
percent to young women (see Table 1.1). 
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Table 1.1: Estimates of police recorded crime committed by young people by gender, 
2009 - 2010 
  All 10 to 17 Men aged 

10 to 17 
Women 
aged 10 to 
17 

Number 
(000s) 

1,064 897 165 Basic 
estimate 

Percentage 25 21 4 
Number 
(000s) 

1,014 857 155 Adjusted for 
co-offending 

Percentage 23 20 4 

Note: Numbers for men and women may not add up to ‘all’ due to missing data on 
gender.  
Source: Cooper and Roe (2012) 
 
Overall, there was a similar pattern in the composition of adult and youth 
crime. Other theft (including shoplifting) represented the biggest share of 
each (24% of crime committed by both 10- to 17-year-olds and those aged 
18 and over). Criminal damage offences accounted for the next biggest 
share of crime committed by young people aged 10 to 17 (21%), while 
violence against a person offences represented the next greatest proportion 
of police recorded crime committed by adults (22%). Acquisitive offences, 
which include robbery, burglary, offences against vehicles, other theft 
(including shoplifting) and fraud and forgery, accounted for a higher 
proportion of youth crime compared with crime committed by adults -- 58% 
compared with 51% (Cooper and Roe, 2012). 
 
In the UK, a significant emphasis is placed upon law and order initiatives to 
address youth crime.  The general perception is that these initiatives and 
programmes are reactionary and mainly focus on punishment/retribution 
rather than rehabilitation/support (Centre for Social Justice, 2008; Ralphs et 
al., 2009).  This is reflected in the in the minimum age of criminal 
responsibility.  For England and Wales, this is set at age 10.  In response to 
the increase in knife crime and threats of youth gangs, the Youth Crime 
Action Plan was put into place in July 2008 with a budget of £100 million.   
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As outlined by the Youth Justice Board (2012) and the Centre for Social 
Justice (2009), primary aspects of the plan include: 

- Target ‘problem’ families 
- Lift blanket anonymity for 16 and 17 year old offenders 
- Increase police stop and search powers 
- Reduce the number of young people entering the criminal justice 

system by 20% by 2020 
 

The Prison Reform Trust has identified a need to find ways to keep young 
people who are not a true threat to public safety out of the criminal justice 
system and prison.  According to their research, young offenders from 
socially disadvantaged backgrounds are more likely to be caught than those 
from more affluent backgrounds.  Once young people have received a 
warning or been charged with an offence, they are much more likely to be 
charged again than those who commit similar crimes, but were still 
unknown to the authorities (Civitas, 2012).  This underlines the importance 
of differentiating between those young people who are engaged together in 
low level petty crime and those who are part of an identifiable group who 
are involved in serious and violent criminal activities (Centre for Social 
Justice, 2009).   
 
Gang members often offend in a variety of different ways, including drug 
dealing, theft, assault and rape (Centre for Social Justice, 2009).  
Differentiating between youth crime and gang violence is critical, 
particularly as crime involving young people is often very effective at 
capturing media headlines.   This has served to add to public and political 
perceptions that crime and violence, particularly knife crime, are 
synonymous with gang activities.  Academic studies caution that this is not 
the case (Ralphs et al., 2009; Aldridge and Medina, 2008; Pitts, 2007).  This 
is further supported by policy research. According to the Dying to Belong 
(2009) report, 85% of young people who admit to carrying a knife claim to 
do so for personal protection while only four percent have used it to threaten 
someone and one percent to injure someone.  This underlines the 
complexities around youth crime and violence as well as offering a starting 
point for understanding some of the root causes. 
 
Up to six percent of 10-19 year-olds self reported belonging to a gang 
(Centre for Social Justice, 2009), with some gang members being as young 
as seven to eight years old (Home Office, 2008).  A number of 
characteristics are considered markers to identify young people that are 
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associated with or at risk of becoming involved in gang activity.  These 
characteristics are different from those described in the British media which 
often portrays adolescent black males as the archetypical gang member.  
These elements are also somewhat removed from what is associated with 
American gang culture. 
 
The Tackling Gangs Action Programme (TGAP) has provided background 
information for the types of young people typically involved in gangs.  This 
work has focused on Birmingham, Manchester, Liverpool and London.  
Their 2008 report, Tackling Gangs: A Practical Guide for Local Authorities, 
CDRPS and other Local Partners, identified the following characteristics: 

- Mainly male: nearly 98%; 
- Female members typically took on ancillary roles; 
- Predominately young: average age of 20 years.  While ages ranged 

from 13 to 42, 97% were below the age of 30; 
- Predominately Black with 75% of African-Caribbean heritage; 
- Offend early:  average age of first conviction was age 15 and by age 

18 nearly 82% have been convicted for an offence; 
- Prolific offending: the study group of 774 gang members had 

committed over 7,000 known offences with only eight percent 
with no criminal record. 
 

There are several other factors that have been identified that may also place 
young people at risk of becoming part of a gang.  Aldridge and Medina’s 
(2008) work gives particular attention to the personal backgrounds and 
experiences of young people who are part of gangs.  Aspects that many gang 
members have in common include: 

- Ethnicity: UK studies have consistently demonstrated that there is 
not a significant relationship between ethnicity and gang 
membership.  The ethnic composition of gangs tends to reflect the 
ethnic composition of their local areas.   

- Lone parent households: Although family dynamics are complex and 
more young people who are from lone parent households are not part 
of a gang than those who are, many gang members live in mother-
only households or are living with other female relatives.   

- Family gang connections: Many young people who are involved in 
gangs have a family member who is also part of a gang, sometimes 
even a rival gang.  The extent of this influence is significant enough 
that gang members expressed worry about how their activities will 
influence and affect younger children in their household. 
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- Past victimisation: Young people who have experienced assault and 
attacks by rival gangs often became part of a gang to ensure their 
personal safety in and outside of their neighbourhood.  Many had 
also experienced domestic violence.  Victimisation also came in the 
form of targeting by police for suspected gang affiliations.  Many 
young gang members had encountered aggressive and intrusive 
police tactics and searches.     

- Low formal education attainment: Poor education levels and lack of 
qualifications is a consistent and critical issue for those involved in 
youth gangs.  Many gang members had left school early either 
through self-exclusion, unofficial exclusion (e.g. schools may urge 
parents to withdraw their child to avoid the stigma of enforced 
exclusion) and official exclusion.  

- Transition stage: Most gang members identified their involvement as 
part of their life course and that this was simply part of their growing 
up and transitioning into adulthood. 

 
Many of the young people that find themselves in these difficult situations are 
living under constant stress and fear because of where they live or who they are 
and cannot imagine that this situation could ever change. Their daily lives are 
governed by risk and therefore, willingness to take risks in order to engage is 
something they can understand and respect. In light of this, the common 
objective underpinning the responses to youth violence situations is to offer 
viable and realistic alternatives to young people who join gangs because they 
believe that they have no other choice or nothing to lose. 
 
Identity and the need to belong, particularly during a time of transition into 
adulthood are significant psychological factors that highlight the need to be 
connected and accepted within a group. Daryl Harris, Russell Turner, Ian 
Garrett and Sally Atkinson, in their 2011 report entitled Understanding the 
psychology of gang violence: implications for designing effective violence 
interventions, explain the realisation of this need through the experience of an 
affiliation to an ordinary peer group, and/or a sense of joining a special family.  
 
Identity and belonging are interlinked with ideals of “status” and “respect” 
amongst many young people. Interviews carried out by Harris et al., (2011) 
suggest that the need for respect contributes to gang affiliation in several 
ways. First, a number of participants expressed the belief that if they are 
seen as being part of a gang or being associated with older gang members 
then they will be respected by their peers.  Second, the peer system 
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represented a context in which participants could (or had to) earn respect 
from their peers. This was particularly likely when participants lived within 
a context characterised by competition and conflict between gangs and peers 
representing different territories.  Third, conflict within the peer network 
acted as a mechanism that could draw non affiliated individuals into gang 
disputes involving their family members or peers. In these situations some 
participants reported a sense of needing to act ‘with the gang’ in order to 
maintain peer respect. This in turn provided a potential route to gang 
affiliation. 
 
Interestingly, in all the instances mentioned above, respect is alluded to 
within a context of fear, rather than a feeling of admiration for the abilities 
of another. This sense of fear and anxiety about not being safe will 
invariably manifest itself in some way, and for many young people this 
could result in their joining a gang in the search for protection and safety.  
 
Pitts (2007; 2011) considers the structural changes that have taken place 
since the 1980s as crucial for understanding the UK situation of youth 
gangs.  From his perspective (2011, 87), “...the globalisation of neo-liberal 
economic regimes, de-industrialisation, financial de-regulation, income 
polarisation and welfare retrenchment have reversed the post-war tendency 
towards a narrowing of the gap between rich and poor.”  One of the 
significant ways this has directly translated into the everyday of English 
cities is the increased spatial, social, economic and cultural marginalisation 
of disadvantaged young people.   
 
Social housing now represents extreme concentration of urban poverty.  At 
one time, the tenant population of social housing developments included 
mainly working families.  
 
Now, these neighbourhoods are almost exclusively home to mostly 
unemployed households made up of lone parents, young mothers, 
immigrants, refugees and asylum seekers, ex-psychiatric patients and those 
struggling with addictions (Pitts, 2011).  By 1997, 25% of young people 
under the age of 16 were living in these neighbourhoods of acute 
deprivation (Pitts, 2007).  Despite some claims that the local, 
neighbourhood level is playing an ever diminishing role in contemporary 
society (Valentine and McKendrick, 1997; McNamee, 1998), it remains a 
significant aspect in the lives of young people (Bauder, 2001).  This is 
particularly the case for young people from low income households, 
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including those living in social housing (Borden et al., 1998; Leahy 
Laughlin and Johnson, 2011).  Therefore, it is not a surprise that many 
youth gangs are affiliated with particular housing estates (Aldridge and 
Medina, 2008; Pitts, 2007; Ralphs et al., 2009; Harris et al., 2011). 
Youth gangs in London receive a great deal of attention on internet blogs.  
This includes extensive commentary and sharing of personal experiences by 
those who claim to be current or past gang members.  Some also include 
certain types of analysis, like figure 1.1 below.  This figure illustrates the 
relationship between deprivation and the geographic location of gangs.  The 
correlation is quite apparent.  However, the source of information for gang 
locations is not clear.  This is not unusual, as there are a number of 
discrepancies between studies that attempt to determine the extent and 
geographic distribution of youth gangs in London and elsewhere in England 
and the UK. 
 
There are a number of different estimates of the number of gangs in London 
and other English cities.  These are based on research done by academics, 
different police forces as well as results from the TGAP.  It is difficult to 
determine which is the most reliable as there are many contradictions 
between them (Centre for Social Justice, 2009).  For example, TGAP 
identified 356 gang members in London.  This estimate would seem 
particularly low when compared to work done by the London Metropolitan 
Police.  The police have identified 171 youth gangs across the city (Centre 
for Social Justice, 2009) with 19 considered to be causing a high level of 
harm (Pitts, 2009).  Pitts’ 2007 work in the London Boroughs of Waltham 
Forest and Lambeth suggests that the police estimates for the number of 
gangs in London are too low.  In these two boroughs alone, he found nearly 
60% more gangs than in the work done by the police.  
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 Figure 1.1: Gang locations against areas of deprivation in London 

 
Source: pipwilsonbhp.blogspot.co.uk/2012_03_01 
 
These contradictory studies demonstrate the gap in the knowledge about the 
current situation around youth gang culture, membership and activities.  
Without this knowledge, it will continue to be difficult to develop informed, 
effective policies and sustainable intervention strategies.                   
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2. Methodology  

 

Statistical information about the number of gangs, or indeed the level of 
gang-related crime, is not consistently collected in Britain. Therefore 
assessing the extent of the problem using official data is difficult and 
problematic. There is also evidence that different agencies have different 
definitions and views on what constitutes a gang (Smithson et al., 2012).   
Because of these inconsistencies in the UK, the research team felt that an 
important first step towards understanding the youth gangs phenomenon 
was to undertake a comprehensive review of the relevant literature.  This 
included academic works, policy documents as well as media articles.  The 
literature review revealed a gap in the knowledge related to understanding 
how interventions are developed and why they are or are not effective.  In 
order to address this gap, a qualitative research framework was established 
that provided a focus on responses from practitioners working on a day to 
day basis with young people involved in juvenile gangs and policy makers 
represented the most valuable data sources.  This approach allowed 
practitioners and policy makers to fully explain their views and provided the 
space for participants to highlight areas of practice that were specific only to 
their roles or organisations. We constructed a semi structured interview 
schedule designed to illicit responses around the following themes:  

- Assumptions in relation to juvenile gangs 
- The nature and extent of juvenile gangs in England and Wales 
- Perceived reasons for gang membership 
- Current policy and practice responses 

 
In addition to following a particular questioning framework, the research 
team also used a series of vignettes to unpick assumptions and stereotypes 
associated with young offenders, anti-social behaviour and juvenile gangs. 
The vignettes were framed to showcase examples of young people caught 
up in a variety of positions inside the criminal justice system and asked 
participants to consider whether they felt that individual children would be 
likely to be gang involved or not. These vignettes ranged in seriousness of 
behaviours, starting with anti-social behaviour and low level violence:  

Jake is 12 and lives with his family amongst difficult family 
circumstances. He is involved with a group and partakes in bullying 
after school.  
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Participants were then asked to consider whether they perceived Jake to be 
gang involved and whether any practitioners, professionals or services were 
in place to work with Jake. Vignettes increased in seriousness ending with 
the case of Liam, who was described as involved in serious crime, 
possession of weapons and at risk of causing serious harm.  

Liam is 17 and has been selling heroin in his local area. Liam 
agreed with other dealers that he would only sell heroin to certain 
people in certain neighbourhoods. He breaks his agreement and 
sells to a boy in another area. That night his windows are smashed. 
Liam is frightened to tell the police and instead buys a gun to protect 
himself. 

 
The vignettes served as a useful research tool because they allowed 
practitioners to think about policies and services in accordance to a 
particular circumstance or case. The vignettes also prompted practitioners to 
think of children they worked with who occupied positions such as these. 
Participants spent a lot of time thinking about the intricacies of young 
people’s lives and about the multiple needs that are present in the lives of 
those who are thought to be gang associated.  
 
To elicit a broad scope of responses from a range of different institutions, 
the research team recruited participants from across the public, private and 
community and charitable sectors. A total of 20 senior professionals took 
part in the interviews representing the following organisations and 
community initiatives:  

- Centre for Social Justice 
- Art Against Knives 
- Sheffield Youth Offending Team 
- Ealing Youth Offending Team 
- Police officers  
- Magistrates 
- Charity Organisations 
- Local authority personnel 
- Diagrama Foundation UK  
- Independent Consultants  
- Violence Against Women 
- The Children’s Society 
- Safer London 
- Kids Company 
- Your Life You Choose 
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- Leap Confronting Conflict 
- Centre for Crime and Justice Studies  
- Centre for the Study of Childhood and Youth 
- Clinical Psychologists 
- Lives Not Knives  
- Child Hope UK 

 
 

With the permission of the participants, all of the interviews were digitally 
audio recorded.  These recordings were transcribed.  NVivo, a qualitative 
software package, was used to organise and conduct the analysis.     
 
An important part of our data collection focused on collaborative 
discussions between practitioners and professionals invited to take part in 
our UK ITACA national workshop. We successfully attracted 45 delegates 
from a range of organisations. There was a strong mix of delegates from the 
public sector, private sector and third sector charity based organisations. We 
attracted key stakeholders who are prominent in developing gang strategy 
and delivering gang focused interventions.  
 
 The workshop was organised around presentations given by six experts on 
the UK juvenile gang phenomenon along with structured discussion sessions 
to provide opportunities for participants to debate the presentations.  Sharing 
good practice in working with young people at risk of being gang involved 
provided the basis for the presentations.  The speakers came from a wide 
range of backgrounds and constituted academics, researchers, senior 
practitioners, third sector leaders and youth mentors with first-hand 
experience of gang membership.   Expert speakers were chosen to represent 
different viewpoints of the debates around juvenile gangs and were selected 
for their diversity in experience and knowledge about the topic.  
Presentations were organised on a series of themes and experts added value 
to a specific theme in their own area. Themes included: an overview of 
project ITACA; contextualising youth gangs; good practice lessons for 
working with youth gangs; surviving a gang; and cultural representations of 
the UK gang ‘problem’. The experts contributed to these themes in the 
following ways:  
 
A project welcome and overview of the ITACA project was given by the 
UK ITACA partner and chair for the workshop Brian De Lord from the 
Pupil Parent Partnership (PPP), a not for profit organisation based in West 
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London offering therapeutic and educational support to young people and 
their families. De Lord offered an overview of the ITACA project and the 
importance of bringing research and practice together so that they affect one 
another in order to improve the work being carried out with young people 
battling with gang related difficulties. This session set out the context for the 
event and shared the objectives and motivations behind its conception which 
are linked to the guiding principles that underpin practice at PPP for 
working with young people at risk of or involved in criminal activities as 
well as with their families and communities: 
 

- Create a safe environment 
- Develop and sustain a trusting relationship 
- Teach emotional awareness  
- Find strategies for coping with frustration  
- Develop viable strategies for sustainable change 

 
ITACA associate partner Jim Rose presented an innovative paper entitled 
‘Juvenile Gangs: A Wicked Problem?’ Rose attended on behalf of the 
Fostering Foundation and brought with him a wealth of experience of 
working with marginalised and vulnerable young people. Rose highlighted 
the complexity of juvenile gangs, examining both the intricacies of defining 
and then tackling juvenile gang activity. Jim Rose’s paper echoed Brian De 
Lord’s emphasis on the principles for working with vulnerable young 
people by outlining the importance of combining multi-agency approaches 
to work cohesively with young people experiencing difficulties, whilst 
providing safety and support for those in trouble. Rose highlighted the 
importance of building caring and supportive relationships with young 
people in trouble.  He reported that a lack of positive adult relationships are 
fundamental in excluding young people from sustainable futures.  
 
ITACA guest speaker Tom Sackville presented a paper entitled ‘Good 
practice in working with young people in gangs’. Sackville joined the event 
from Catch 22, a charity aimed at supporting young people living in 
adversity. This paper shared Sackville’s experience of ‘good practice’ when 
working with young people and supported both De Lord and Rose’s 
arguments around the importance of positive relationships working to 
enabling change. Sackville explored contributing factors which enable a 
young person to change their life and move away from crime, championing 
interventions that seek to ‘work with’ young people and empowering them 
to find their own solutions. 
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Peer mentor practitioners Dwaine Henry and Robert Bunker attended from 
PPP.  Both speakers contributed to the day by speaking frankly about their 
own experiences of being involved in juvenile gangs and their journey away 
from offending. Their presentations were important examples of the 
difficulties and contradictions that can arise for young people when the issue 
of family is raised with attempts to apportion blame. Often, the media have 
too readily “blamed the parents” and naturally some young people want to 
defend their families and assure all outside agencies that their home and 
upbringing is neither an unhappy nor dysfunctional one. Therefore, it is 
necessary to acknowledge the apparent contradiction that exists between 
reactive media campaigns and young people who may feel compelled to 
defend their families. Both Robert Bunker and Dwaine Henry spoke of the 
support and guidance that they received from PPP and the importance of 
building nurturing, safe and trusting relationships. Both agreed that it was 
through these relationships forged mostly during interventions from not-for-
profit and charitable organisations rather than the criminal justice system, 
that change was able to come about and urged the need for greater support 
and restorative justice over the more punitive systems currently in place. 
 
The project also welcomed Professor John Pitts to share his research around 
the juvenile gang phenomenon. Pitts contextualised the gang debates in 
England and discussed the current strategies to tackling gang activities, 
which focus on short term solutions to a problem which has a long history. 
Pitts shared his research about the politics, policy and practice of youth 
justice and changing patterns of youth offending in England. Pitts outlined 
the current strategies aimed at tackling gang activities and presented the idea 
that there is not one cause of youth crime, and that contextualising youth 
involvement in gangs is complex and therefore needs a community and 
cultural focus.  
 
Each talk was punctuated by facilitated discussion panels with participants 
arranged into groups of eight, with an ‘expert speaker’ at each table to assist 
discussions and to keep talks focused, informal and inclusive. Each table 
was also allocated a scribe to collect practitioner responses to aid the 
ITACA analysis about the UK perspective of juvenile gangs. Each group 
nominated a spokesperson to feedback the content of their group discussion 
to the rest of the group. At the end of the day, Professor Jean Grugel 
collated the feedback from each of the discussion panels and delivered a 
plenary to the group, highlighting the findings from the day and feeding 
back her own thoughts around the UK context of juvenile gangs. Grugel 
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suggested that the concept of ‘sociological imagination’ is useful in thinking 
about gangs, as it states that we can only understand an individual in the 
context of their environment. Grugel stressed the main finding from 
practitioners prioritised information sharing and multi-agency working, 
suggesting that events such as the ITACA National Workshop are key in 
starting these dialogues.  
 
The national workshop added a fundamental dimension to the ITACA 
project and enabled the research team to gather clear and detailed messages 
from professionals and practitioners working with youth gangs on a daily 
basis. Using the national workshop as a research tool added strength to the 
other research methods used as it permitted the ITACA team to witness and 
document practitioners’ inter- and intra-agency negotiations. Conversations 
such as these are not usually conducted in the public arena, and indeed, 
discussions between practitioners showed that this necessary dialogue is 
often not held behind closed doors either.  Therefore, project ITACA was 
key in facilitating key debates with stake holding professionals in the area of 
juvenile gangs.  
 

3. Criminal and sociological aspects  

 

UK ITACA project participants debated the importance of defining youth 
gangs and between them were conflicted about the usefulness of a common 
definition. Participants unanimously agreed that although there were a 
number of ‘working definitions’, none were used consistently throughout 
the UK. The lack of consensus around the definition of juvenile gangs 
translates into a lack of reliable data about the nature and extent of gang 
activity in the UK (Centre for Social Justice, 2009). A number of policy 
makers felt that although they worked inside a sociologically defined 
definition, usually the one set out by Hallsworth and Young (2004), they 
believed that media and hence the public, used the term ‘gang’ to describe 
groups of children indiscriminately, whether they were committing crime or 
not. The awareness of inconsistent use of gang terminology has meant that 
there is an unease in the UK about the term ‘gang’ or ‘gangster’.  Many of 
our project participants (both policy makers and practitioners) preferred to 
consider ‘serious youth violence’ as a term to discuss activities labelled as 
‘gang activity’. Policy makers and academics were keen to distinguish the 
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definition of gangs and were emphatic that the sociological description 
should be applied to media stereotyping.  

‘I think that the language of gangs is used much too widely to 
describe quite a general group, of which young people themselves 
might describe as being a gang, but doesn’t have the characteristics 
of a gang as sociologically understood by people who write about 
the phenomenon.’(Academic Professor) 

 
Research has reported that certain areas become labelled as being ‘gang’ 
affected areas (Klein et al., 2001, Pitts, 2007). These findings were 
confirmed by youth justice professionals who felt that the prevalence of 
gangs in particular locations was unsurprising. They felt that gang 
associated young people come from deprived and disenfranchised 
neighbourhoods, characterised by high levels of crime and low levels of 
unemployment. Living in a society where success and material wealth are 
interlinked, professionals felt that children living in particular areas of 
deprivation lacked opportunities to gain monetary success legitimately 
(Marshall et al., 2005, Young et al., 2007). Once gangs are visible and 
known within an area, research has suggested that young people feel 
pressured to join them to ensure their own safety from other young people 
who might be gang affiliated (Pitts, 2007). This finding was confirmed by 
practitioners who felt that young people often presented a certain sense of 
fatalism about their involvement in gang activity (Aldridge and Medina, 
2008).  
 
Although particular areas are labelled by the police and practitioners as 
being ‘gang’ associated, research has shown that in a UK context, gangs do 
not have a strong street presence (Aldridge et al., 2011). Police participants 
claimed that street activities had been curtailed by policing strategies which 
had made gang associated areas ‘hot’ and therefore discouraged overt gang 
activities. Furthermore, research by Aldridge (2011) confirmed that there 
was often not a consensus about particular locations and ownership with 
individuals viewing ownership and accessibility differently. The Home 
Office have attempted to incorporate this finding into their working 
definition and therefore cite that gangs may ‘identify with’ a territory rather 
than ‘lay claim over’ a territory (Policing and Crime Act, 2009).  
 
When considering which young people become involved in gang related 
activities, professionals, policy makers and practitioners all cited risk factors 
cited in Farrington’s risk factor paradigm (Farrington, 1996). Like other 
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young offenders, gang members were categorised as achieving poor 
educational outcomes and often experiencing childhood abuse or neglect 
(Harris et al., 2011).  Furthermore, practitioners felt that young people who 
experienced difficulties at home and family breakdown were drawn to 
joining gangs in an attempt to find kinship and connectedness (Smith and 
Bradshaw, 2005). 

We look at different factors like, if they’ve got existing family 
members that offend or that are taking drugs […] and then we look 
at stuff like if they hang around with other people that are offending, 
and if they’re not in school or education […] if they earn under a 
certain amount, if they come from single parents, if they suffer 
bereavement […] I’m talking about vulnerable young people who 
are generally the ones that we find in most groups (Youth Offending 
Practitioner) 

 
Although media images of juvenile gangs usually show a group of black 
males, professionals working in the UK thought that locality was more 
likely to determine gang membership than race or ethnicity. Practitioners 
reported that the gangs they worked with were comprised of individuals of 
different ethnicities which reflected the local population (Centre for Social 
Justice, 2009, Pitts, 2007). Participants stressed that although the media 
portrays a ‘typical’ young gang member as being black, they felt that race 
was not a central issue and that gang membership was representative of 
localities and neighbourhoods that were characterised by high 
unemployment and deprivation. Reports by ex-gang members who 
participated in the UK ITACA project felt that ‘gang’ membership was 
focused around a particular space or neighbourhood rather than being 
specifically influenced by other factors such as race.  Both participants 
claimed that ‘the estate is the gang’. In line with media portrayals, 
practitioners reported that the majority of gang members they identified 
were male (Bennett and Holloway, 2004). Both policy makers and 
practitioners were clear that that girls were seriously affected by gang 
related violence and felt that girls’ roles in gangs were often characterised 
by abuse (Centre for Social Justice, 2009). The Police confirmed this view: 

I think it is a typical male and it is nearly all male, I mean they talk 
about girl gangs, but we don’t have girl gangs here and if we do they 
don’t operate in the same way or cause the same problems. They are 
definitely victims within the gang culture, they’ll be raped or 
sexually abused definitely. But in terms of forming their own gang, I 
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think it is the almost a natural in a young male, thrill seeking thing 
going on and that’s what it is. (Police)  

 
ITACA participants believed that there were a number of reasons why 
young people became involved in juvenile gangs. Namely, respondents felt 
that gangs appealed to young people because they offered a sense of support 
to young people who were disconnected from formal networks and positive 
adult role models:  

One of the quite typical characteristics of the young offender is that 
they are sort of cut off from the adult anchors that lots of other kids 
have, so they’ll have been out of school for a considerable period of 
time, which immediately takes away the chance of any meaningful 
relationships with adults in the school system. They’re very often 
fatherless, and that has all sorts of implications for it [...]gangs can 
have some authority structure, almost a parental structure.( Youth 
Justice Policy Maker)  

School exclusion was cited as a key factor that leaves young people 
susceptible to being gang involved (Pitts, 2007). One youth justice 
practitioner explained ‘they haven’t got anything to do with their time’. 
Practitioners felt that excluded young people were often left with few places 
to go during the day and as a consequence, tended to hang around their local 
areas where they were vulnerable to pressures that made gang affiliation 
necessary:  

It’s not as obvious as, ‘you’ve got to do this’ and stuff like that. But 
the pressure of being forced, and then that kind of ‘just do this little 
thing for me I’ll be really grateful and I’ll give you something’, and 
then once they’ve done that then it’s, you know, they’ve been got. It’s 
not so easy to then come back. I think there are young people that 
are bullied into joining gangs, as its better to be with the group than 
against the group. When I say forced, I think it’s more about the 
pressure […] if you’re in an area that’s associated with gang 
activity it makes you vulnerable (Youth Justice Provider) 

 
The police also described incidences where young people had been forced to 
take part in gang activities: 

Yeah they are forced. They’re definitely forced and we’ve had cases 
where they’ve come to us to ask for help because they’ve been forced 
to drug deal. (Police) 
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Participants were generally united with John Pitts’ thesis that the gang 
phenomenon is ‘not a new thing’ and in fact the activities of working class 
young men have prompted public concern for decades (Pitts, 2007, Ralphs 
et al., 2009). Despite media assertions that gang related violence is 
increasing, with newspaper headlines such as ‘Gangs turn city park into a 
killing ground’ (Daily Mail, April 2007), a number of practitioners were 
able to describe juvenile gangs from previous generations: 

I grew up in the 60’s and 70’s and I certainly said there would have 
been gangs then. I started working with offenders from the 70’s 
onwards, and the kids I worked with in Lancashire certainly said 
that they were in gang. (Youth Justice Policy Maker) 
 I was a Mod in the 1960’s, and we hung out with one another and 
drove scooters round and were probably perceived to be a great 
nuisance.  I don’t really think that people are much different now 
[…] I rather think gangs are in that sense not very different now to 
what they were then. (Academic Professor) 

 
Most respondents felt that juvenile gang activities were characterised by 
anti-social behaviour and low level petty violence. However, serious 
violence and high profile homicides involving young people have prompted 
widespread concern about the issue of juvenile gangs (Smithson et al., 
2012). Furthermore, participants working within charitable organisations 
confirmed that there were also incidences of gangs being involved with 
serious violence and sexual exploitation. It was not known whether these 
gangs were juvenile gangs or serious organised groups of criminals. 
 
It was felt that juvenile gangs in the UK do not fit into the typologies seen in 
American literature, but definitions by Hallsworth and Young (2004) were 
accepted as perceptively meeting the criteria to describe the UK’s juvenile 
gangs. In the UK context, there is not a consistently used definition of a 
juvenile gang but practitioners agreed that there were some factors that were 
agreeable. The first factor is that membership is fluid and that group 
dynamics and sizes change over time. The police explained that gangs 
refrain from wearing particular clothing and colours as seen in the American 
context, because it made them easily recognisable to law enforcement. A 
number of practitioners felt that the phrase ‘gang’ was largely unhelpful and 
found that exploring ‘serious youth violence’ was more helpful in 
addressing concerns that they had with young people who might be 
considered ‘gang associated’.  
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The police force we spoke to felt that they had been instrumental in 
changing the way that young people displayed their associations: 

So that’s made it harder for us on that front, but then on a, but 
practically you know the fact that we’re only considering a few 
people for the gang injunctions we have gripped our gang problem. 
So I think the positives are, the fact they don’t want to openly admit 
they’re in a gang here […] you would struggle to get people to say 
that they are in a gang. (Police) 

 
There was a strong feeling among ITACA participants that there were some 
common myths around juvenile gang membership. Myths were thought to 
stem from inaccurate media reporting of events. It was felt that particular 
areas were stigmatised by the media as being gang related and one local 
authority leader described how his local authority in London was shown in a 
national newspaper when a violent incident was reported in Scotland: 

Well there was a report on stabbing in Scotland once, and they 
reported outside the town hall [in London] … and we were racing 
around trying to find out what had happened and was everyone okay 
and it was about a report about stabbings Scotland […] So there is a 
lot of sloppy reporting and a sloppy use of the language around 
gangs as well. (Local Authority Executive) 

 
Inconsistencies in the press were also confirmed by practitioners who felt 
that incidents reported as gang related, often were not so. The same issue 
was reported around crimes that were portrayed as being committed by 
‘gangs’.  It was believed that this term was used to describe any offence 
committed by more than one person.  

I think that the media uses the term very loosely, and it’s almost one 
of those terms that has become part of common parlance. People 
don’t actually stop and think ‘what does this mean?’ So it’s 
therefore used in the media to describe a number of group activities, 
whether or not they’re formally gang based activities or not. Local 
newspapers can talk about ‘gangs of youths’ hanging about on street 
corners, but what they’re actually meaning is groups of young 
people in the way that they have always hung around on street 
corners. (Children’s Charity Organisation) 

 
As particular crimes and areas can become wrongly stereotyped as being 
‘gang affiliated’, practitioners also reported that young people were also 
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sometimes wrongly identified as being gang affiliated. It was felt that some 
young people were wrongly labelled as being gang associated because of the 
clothes they wore and the areas in which they live (Ralphs et al., 2009). 
Respondents across all sectors felt that young people were demonised by the 
media and targeted for displaying behaviours that were not criminal: 

Young people in groups can be demonised, groups of young kids 
hanging around on street corners or skateboarding might be 
perceived as threatening, and hence members of gangs. In the press 
though I think when the term gang is used, it’s used as a kind of 
scare term to bring up images of groups of uncontrolled feral 
youths, going around fighting each other and terrorising law 
abiding folk. It’s not the case, but I think those are the kind of 
connotations that are associated with gangs when they are referred 
to in some press stories […] I think they are probably grossly 
inaccurate.’ (Academic Professor) 

 
There was a general awareness amongst respondents that the ‘quality and 
standard’ of reporting varied across the spectrum of the media, with some 
journalists seeking to offer a balanced view of young people involved in 
crime: 

There have been some very perceptive articles in the evening 
standard in London, where individual journalists have interviewed 
young people who were involved and not involved in the riots, and 
they’ve got some really interesting copy, which is intelligent and 
informative and adds to our general understanding. (Youth Justice 
Policy Maker)  

 
Police personnel felt that although there were inaccuracies in many media 
reports, they thought that the media portrayed the situation accurately.  

They’re reasonably accurate in as much as the press are over 
accurate about anything [...]the actual broad picture, ‘are there 
gangs?’, ‘what are they doing?’, yeah I think they get it right pretty 
much. (Police) 

 
Other policy makers and practitioners were more cautious of relying on this 
information.  Some also expressed some reservation about the motivations 
behind the police supporting the media accounts.  They believed that the 
police had a political agenda and needed to act carefully in order to protect 
policing budgets in times of such austerity. 
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There is already a body of evidence around the role of the media and moral 
panics associated with youth gangs.  
The report ‘Dying to Belong’ argues that the media is fuelling hysteria 
amongst the British population, making young people more fearful and 
therefore increasing their willingness to carry weapons. 
 
Most participants felt strongly that public perceptions about youth gangs 
were exacerbated by media headlines: 

Young people are being perceived as a threat or perceived as a 
problem […] older members of the community describe – and I’m 
talking about adults of all ages here – describe young people as 
being ‘gang active’ when all they’ve been doing is hanging around 
in groups, because that’s what they do and there’s nowhere else 
where they want to go or would like to go (Children’s Charity 
Organisation) 

 
Since policy makers and practitioners were aware of the sensationalism of 
the British media, they felt that media reporting did not influence their 
everyday working practices. However, a number of participants believed 
that media reports were instrumental in shaping young people’s identities 
and also glamorising involvement in gangs that appeared in the press. Police 
personnel confirmed that the media had been responsible for ascribing gang 
names to a number of violent groups who before media reporting, did not 
have a collective gang identity:  

Clearly the definition of youth gang is highly problematic. The term 
is used very loosely and I suppose on the basis of the work that we 
did, we wondered whether the term ‘gang’ with its conventional 
connotations was altogether appropriate for any groups of young 
people acting collectively in a criminal way in this country, in the 
sense that gangs, the term ‘gang’, is often used to refer to groups 
that have some kind of enduring existence, collective definitions, 
names, perhaps special clothes, and who use graffiti to mark out 
their territory, and are heavily involved in criminal activity in a 
sustained way. If we take that to be what a gang is […] those sorts of 
gangs are relatively uncommon. The gangs, if they have names, the 
names are often appropriated from names that they have been given 
by the media rather than ones that they have chosen for themselves 
[…] there’s a risk that gangs will crystalize following their 
identification by third parties, other than reflecting internal 



 

 221 

processes through which affiliation between members have grown 
up so to speak naturally. (Academic Professor) 

 
Although professionals and practitioners felt that gang activity was 
sensationalised in the British media, there was an increased awareness of the 
fact that there were instances of serious youth violence that went unreported. 
Research shows that when a young person is killed or seriously harmed, 
there are often other wounds found on their bodies which suggest that they 
have been harmed previously (Centre for Social Justice, 2009): 

I think a lot of it is unreported as well […] we do a lot with the 
hospital, you know, just about a  puncture wound coming in and we 
then pick up the ones which are stab wounds, but were never 
actually reported, but they go in there to have a few stitches put in to 
it. So you can actually, you certainly know, you can categorically 
say there is a significant amount of unreported crime within that 
community. (Police) 

 
Some of our participants were also keen to explain that some parts of the 
media were attempting to be more balanced and to show a more grounded 
portrayal of young people, crime and youth gangs. However, some felt that 
public policy around youth gangs was political and that policies were 
generated in relation to high profile crimes or media reports. Media inroads 
have also been made by the Youth Justice Led 99% Campaign which works 
with some of the popular press to portray young people in a more positive 
light by publishing stories that highlight the positive contributions that they 
make to society. The 99% Campaign recruits young journalists to write 
about current issues facing young people and to rebalance the view of young 
people in the popular media. The blog seeks to showcase stories about 
young people and focuses on the statistic that only one percent of the UK 
population are involved in crime.  
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4. State of art  

 
The research and policy related to youth gangs in the UK involves several 
interwoven issues.  This is evident in the literature and supported by debates 
held at the ITACA national workshop and the interviews with project 
participants.  To effectively address the young people who are involved in 
or at risk of becoming part of gang activities and violence, research, policy 
and practice must be based on an understanding of their social, economic 
and cultural contexts (Aldridge et al., 2009; Pitts, 2007).         
 
The majority of participants hesitated to define the term ‘gang’. Some 
asserted that they never use the word, while others stated they use it with 
caution.  It is noted that the lack of a clear definition of a youth gang causes 
problems when attempting to assess the nature and scale of youth gangs 
across the UK (Centre for Social Justice, 2009).  However, many 
practitioners felt justified in either attempting to avoid or limit their use of 
the term.  They believed that the gang label only further clouded an already 
complex issue.  For them, it conjures up images and associations with 
American gang culture, such as visibly public identifiers like gang names 
and colours.  From the perspectives of project participants, these do not 
translate well to the British context.  The majority of those working with 
young people considered an approach which focuses on serious youth 
violence more effective than determining a universal definition of youth 
gangs. 

  I think it is a term that we use quite loosely and quite lazily to 
identify a lot of different things. And I think in many ways it’s the 
behaviour that results, that’s what we need to address, rather than 
whether somebody’s in a gang.  And so for me, it’s about describing 
problematic behaviours, based on association. (Criminal Justice 
Charitable Organisation)  

 
This is further complicated by friendship networks based in deprived areas, 
such as housing estates.  For some young people, these can become 
intertwined with a youth gang.  This can create issues around how young 
people view themselves and their activities and how this is interpreted by 
adults and those who live outside of the estate. 

At the time, maybe at the outside looking in they would’ve seen us as 
a gang.  But we’re from the estate.  We didn’t see ourselves, but we 
must have been. (Third Sector Alternative Education Provider)       
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However, many policy makers agreed with the fundamental aspects of 
Hallsworth and Young’s 2009 work that recognizes that there is a spectrum 
of youth groups involved in the gang phenomenon.  The police in particular 
make use of this work to define youth gangs.    The representatives from the 
police service who took part in this research felt that it was appropriate for 
use in the field as it provides a focus on the relationships between gang 
members and their links with violent criminal activities rather than a 
perhaps more American notion of what represents a youth gang. 
 

We go by the definition, the Metropolitan Police definition, of it’s a 
group that is easily identifiable to those within the group, but 
intrinsically linked to violent activity to whatever they’re doing and 
that’s the key thing.  The MPS definition is quite tight.  I like it 
because it doesn’t necessarily rely on the fact that they’ve got 
colours, or they’ve got a name ... (Police)    
 

Research indicates that there are several risk factors that contribute towards 
young people becoming part of a gang (Pitts, 2007; Aldridge and Medina, 
2008; Centre for Social Justice, 2009).  These include social, economic, 
cultural and spatial aspects.  Young people who are considered to be at risk 
of becoming part of a gang were described as deprived and disenfranchised 
and living in areas of high crime and unemployment.   Like the trepidation 
that the majority of practitioners expressed about defining the term gang, 
nearly all of the participants believed there is not a formula for determining 
the background of those who belong to a gang.   

Obviously children who have more vulnerabilities are more 
vulnerable to be gang members but they’re more vulnerable to be a 
lot of things.  (Children’s Commissoner’s Office) 
 

Joining a gang is often a process brought about by a number of different 
factors.  One representative from a children’s not for profit organisation 
described becoming part of a gang as a process where young people can 
quickly become part of something that they had not anticipated:   
 And you get into a gang in a very, sort of, innocent naive way ‘hold 

this for me, I’ll come back in a couple of weeks and get it’, suddenly 
you are a member whether you like it or not and suddenly you’re 
delivering things, suddenly, you know, you’re moving up the ladder 
of what you’re going to be trusted to do, somebody might say ‘you 
know, here’s a quarter, a present for you’, a month later ‘oh you 
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owe me three hundred quid’ or whatever it is, you know, ‘but you 
gave it to me’, ‘no I didn't’, what do you do now? (Third Sector 
Alternative Education Provider) 

 
Although practitioners worried about making generalisations and drawing 
on stereotypes, all believed certain factors represented critical aspects and 
points in a young person’s life that could influence whether or not they are 
more likely to join a gang.   The importance of place, the neighbourhood 
where a young person lives and grows up, was unanimously considered one 
of the key elements that needs to be understood when assessing why a 
young person is part of a gang.  Unlike the youth gangs found in the United 
States, and despite popular portrayals in the media, membership in British 
youth gangs does not have strong connections with race or ethnicity.  In the 
UK, post codes or housing estates act as the most important factors that 
define the membership profile and territory of a gang.  Participants were 
unanimous about this.    
However, the perception shared by all was that this is not something that is 
well understood by the general public and politicians. 

And when people think of gangs, if you could get inside someone’s 
head and the word gangs comes out, black would come with it and 
that’s a fact.  And that’s the disturbing thing about it. (Third Sector 
Service Provider) 
 

The work of Ralphs et al. (2009) demonstrates how living in an area or a 
housing estate known for gang activity shapes the experiences of young 
people who are not part of a gang.  Because they may be friends or have 
family members who are part of a gang, or they attend the same local youth 
clubs and schools, or sometimes simply by living in the area, these young 
people struggle with increased surveillance and targeting by the police and 
fear for their personal safety from local and rival gangs. Participants also 
believed this to have significant implications for young people living in 
deprived neighbourhoods.  This contributes to the problems associated with 
gangs on different levels.  Some young people are motivated to join a gang 
for self-protection.    
 [...] you live in an area, and you get on a bus, and you get on that 

bus and today you get stopped by some other kids, asked where 
you’re from. You tell them the truth, and they beat you up. What are 
you going to do tomorrow? When someone else from your area says, 
‘well if you’re with us you can travel round wherever you want and 
not get beaten up again’. You know, you have to balance that, and 
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some of these kids are in that position. (Third Sector Service 
Provider)  

 
A great deal of literature addresses the importance of self-protection and 
fear as a key reason why some young people join a gang (Bennett and 
Holloway, 2004; Pitts, 2007, Aldridge and Medina, 2008).  The participants 
in this research also believed that there needs to be an appreciation of the 
power of self-fulfilling prophesy.  If a young person lives in a known gang 
area, has been labelled as part of or associated with a gang, some may 
eventually begin to feel that if they are perceived to be involved in gang 
activities, then they may as well take part.  This was particularly noted by 
the police. 
 You get a bit of labelling series thrown in there and then they think 

they’ve been labelled and they like that and then they’ll live up to it. 
(Police) 

 
The idea of living up to pre-determined expectations can also play a role 
when it comes to understanding the influence of family members.  A 
commonly agreed upon key risk factor for becoming part of a youth gang is 
having a sibling already a member of a gang (Pitts, 2007; Centre for Social 
Justice, 2009).  Policy makers and the police believed that this was indeed 
the case.       
 I think sometimes there’s a historic thing, so just because your older 

brothers and sisters are being involved in it, I know all the research 
shows it and it becomes a self fulfilling prophecy because if you’re 
the brother of a gang member, you get stopped so therefore you go 
why not? (Youth Justice Strategy Consultant) 

 
However, other practitioners were cautious about this. Within a family unit, 
different members can have experienced differing levels of attachment and 
secure relationships, thus affecting their choices. One ex-gang member drew 
on his own personal experience to demonstrate how this may represent a 
risk for some, but it should not be considered a rule.  Although he had been 
part of a youth gang and had served time in prison, his brother did not 
follow his example.  

Because I got a little brother who’s like three years younger than me 
and he’s completely different from how I was.  He never got into 
trouble once.  (Third Sector Alternative Education Provider) 
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Lone parent families as well as parenting skills (or lack thereof) receive a 
great deal of attention for their connections to young people becoming gang 
involved.  Pitts (2011) argues that broken families and a lack of parental 
responsibility are central to the political and media response and portrayal of 
young people involved in gangs.  The life that a young person has at home 
has significant implications for their self-esteem, self-confidence and values 
(Centre for Social Justice, 2009).  Not all young people from lone parent 
families join gangs (Pitts, 2007), but it is an element that nearly all those 
who are part of a youth gang share (Aldridge and Medina, 2008; Centre for 
Social Justice, 2009).   Many practitioners pointed out that not all young 
people join gangs because their parents are indifferent or unaware to what 
they are doing outside of the home.  Often their membership in a gang 
introduces a great deal of tension into their home.  Some gave examples of 
the extent that parents, mainly single mothers, will go to try to ensure their 
children will be safe and avoid or get out of their involvement with youth 
gangs.  This included moving their child to another part of the country and 
eager to accept assistance from government and third sector programmes.   
 
However, all practitioners and policy makers considered family dynamics 
and relationships, particularly those that involve conflict or instability, as 
key to understanding how to address why young people join gangs.  
Practitioners pointed out that gang membership can fill a void in a young 
person’s life by providing a sense of structure, purpose and belonging that 
they may be otherwise lacking.   
 So whereas regular people like ourselves, when you mention gangs 

the first thing you would think of would be a very threatening group, 
for them it’s not. It’s more of a welcoming kind of group (Children’s 
Charity Organisation). 

The police also echoed this sentiment: 
 It gives them a sense of identity, it gives them a direction of travel, it 

gives them stuff that they’re not getting from school or from home. 
So that is positive for them. (Police) 

 
According to policy makers and youth practitioners, when a young person 
needs to compensate for poor or strained relationships with the adults in 
their life, they seek out alternative bonds and groups.  
 [...] the adults in those groups – whether it be a person that’s in their 

late teens or early twenties or even older – becomes an influential 
peer or person in that young person’s life, or a potential role model.  
(Children’s Charity Organisation) 
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This raises concern about how few positive role models there are for young 
people, both within their own communities and in popular culture.  Material 
and financial wealth is now widely held as the ultimate indicator of personal 
success (Marshall et al., 2005; Young et al., 2007).  This poses real 
challenges for young people who live in socially and economically deprived 
areas.  Several commented on the pressure for young people growing up in 
poverty to feel like they are capable of achieving this type of success. 
 [...] popular culture says that to be successful you have to drive a 

nice car, you have to have a good looking partner, you have to have 
a nice pad, got to have loads of money, you’ve actually got to show 
off the fact you’ve got loads of money, even if you haven't. (Youth 
Justice Strategy Consultant) 

 
Young people from deprived neighbourhoods are often exposed to adults 
who have created lifestyles as a result of illegal activities and portray their 
lives as lucrative, full of excitement and important personal connections.  
One participant, who works in a youth organisation, labelled these people as 
‘glory story tellers’ – they only share half the truth and only what sounds 
impressive.  From his perspective, rap and music videos only served to 
reinforce these stories.  Although some warned about making over-
simplistic linkages, and that becoming part of a gang and taking part in 
group offending is more about lack of opportunities than influences from the 
music and entertainment industries, the majority worried that popular 
culture played a large role in glamorising the lifestyle.   

Because we got kids who come in who wake up in the morning and 
they got their headphones in and they come in school and they’re on 
YouTube.  And all these guys, you ask what did that artist have for 
breakfast two days ago and he can tell you.  You ask him what he 
wants to be when he grows up and he hasn’t got a clue, he doesn’t 
know nothing about himself.  But he can tell you about these artists.  
And I keep trying to tell them, look, these guys, they’re lying to you.  
They’re not ... if they was doing that, they wouldn’t be rapping about 
it.  And if they are doing it, and they’re rapping about, there has to 
be a reason  - they want to get out of that and earn some legit 
money.  (Third Sector Alternative Education Provider)   
 

Because young people in these areas often had difficulty finding positive 
role models, mentoring programmes delivered by well-trained organisations 
and individuals were considered to be amongst the most important and 
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effective interventions.  This was confirmed by an ex-gang member who 
reflected on what it would have meant to him if he had been able to access a 
mentoring programme when he was younger: 

I think growing up, had I had somebody who I probably looked up 
to, not that ... I don’t think I looked up to too many people actually!  
But had I had somebody to come and kind of who had been there in 
it, I don’t know, it may have made a difference earlier on. (Third 
Sector Alternative Education Provider)             
 

Education and employment opportunities represented essential measures to 
help young people avoid becoming vulnerable to joining a gang.  Dying to 
Belong (2009) outlines how poor levels of education and a lack of formal 
qualifications places young people on the fringes of mainstream society.  It 
is well documented that some young people are more likely to struggle at 
school than others.  These include those with learning disabilities and those 
whose concentration levels are hampered by poor levels of nutrition (Centre 
for Social Justice, 2009).  Ralphs et al. (2009) discuss the implications of 
exclusion from school and believe that this is a critical issue when 
identifying who is at risk of becoming a gang member.  Not only does it 
give young people a great deal of spare time that would normally be devoted 
to studies, it further complicates their transition to adulthood.  Early school 
leavers invariably experience difficulty gaining legitimate, meaningful 
employment for a reasonable wage.  All of those who were interviewed and 
who took part in the national workshop believed that educational attainment 
must be a central element of youth gang interventions.   
 Well, school is probably the biggest direct correlation.  To being in 

school, having a morning routine and sleeping at night and 
socialising with other people with aspirations is the clear indictor, I 
mean, there are other indicators that we look at [...] but school is the 
key. (Local Authority Executive) 

 
The police and youth justice practitioners identified schools as key partners 
to work with in order to develop effective intervention strategies.  Some 
schools worked closely with other agencies to make this happen.  However, 
many others were highly critical of the education system.  They voiced 
concern about the high numbers of young people who stop attending school 
at young ages and their attendance is not enforced.  There was also the 
strong feeling that the education system was failing certain types of 
children.  This resulted in young people simply not attending or leaving 
school with very low numeracy and literacy skills.     
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 I think also you know, for me the other issue is negative expectations 
that are put on those young people from school, that kind of more or 
less, kind of says, well the whole school system fails them and, you 
know, I get shocked. I mean we deal with excluded young people, we 
get kids 14, 15 years old and they can’t read or write. Tell me, what 
have they been doing in school? (Faith Based Charity Organisation) 

 
In recent decades in the UK, poor education has traditionally translated into 
difficulty finding employment.  Research studies have noted that a young 
person’s inability to access the mainstream labour market, combined with 
already living in a deprived area with high crime rates, can leave them 
vulnerable to taking part in criminal activities for personal gain (Pitts, 2007; 
Aldridge and Medina, 2008).  This research confirms these findings.  
According to those who took part in the interviews, in the absence of other 
opportunities, for those involved in gangs, drug dealing represented the 
major source of income.  It is attractive because for them it represents fast, 
easy money.           
 Yeah for some young people it’s a living, where they see few other 

viable options, or certainly few other viable options that are available 
to them now. You know, you can either earn, ok not a great amount of 
money, and pretty high risk through being involved in drug supply, or 
you can go to university and come out in significant debt and maybe 
still not get a job. (Criminal Justice Children’s Charity) 

 
Many practitioners explained how this type of lifestyle and income becomes 
a sort of trap.  As one pointed out, income generated from drugs and other 
criminal activities is very difficult to replace, particularly in the current 
economic climate: 

But I think they’ve gotten so used to the money, and sometimes the 
money’s not even that good sometimes, but they’ve gotten so used to 
it that if you was to stop that, now you’ve got kids and stuff, how are 
you going to feed them?  There’s people, and they know that there’s 
a recession, they know there’s people with qualifications who can’t 
get a job.  (Third Sector Alternative Education Provider) 
 

Being involved in drug dealing also meant increased risk of being arrested 
and going to prison.  In the words of one practitioner, ‘jail comes with the 
job description’.  Although policy makers and practitioners recognised there 
is a need for young people to understand the consequences of their actions, 
the majority expressed concern about how prison actually serves as a means 
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of shaping youth gang members and activities.  In many ways, being sent to 
prison ensured that a young person was at a high risk of joining a gang.    
 I think allegiances are formed in prison [...] I don’t think there’s a 

strong allegiance in criminals, but if you could get a strong 
allegiance in criminals it comes from all being together in the penal 
system. You’re there, you’re caught together, you’re all against the 
establishment in that area and you’ll fight together. You know, and 
it’s also, if you think about it, it’s an issue of trust, yeah you’re in 
prison, so you’ve gotta be ok as far as they’re concerned. So when 
you come out, you can do stuff together because you’ve been there 
together. (Third Sector Service Provider) 

 
Most of the media and some of the literature implicitly deal with youth 
gangs as an issue that mostly involves boys and young men.  Although the 
majority of the young people involved in youth gangs are male (Centre for 
Social Justice, 2009), girls do play a role and are directly impacted by gang 
activity.  
Some expressed concern that statutory agencies do not understand how the 
experiences of females differ from males and that generally there are 
insufficient services for their needs. 
 I don’t want to say that there aren’t female gang members, but I 

think their experiences in gangs are different. I think that they are, I 
think women do the ‘I’ll hold’ stuff, and you know obviously the sex 
stuff that comes into, you know, moving around a group of boys and 
being the girl in the group and they also try and keep up with the 
offending so that people don’t take advantage, and stuff. So I think 
their experiences are slightly different. (Youth Justice Provider) 

 
The information generated from the interviews and the national workshop 
demonstrates how the majority of young people do not choose to join a 
gang.  It is not a choice when, from their perspective, there is no other viable 
option.  It also became evident that it is very important for policy makers 
and practitioners to have a well developed understanding of the local 
context and how this translates into how young people position themselves 
in relation to wider society.  For many, this involved having an appreciation 
that gang members are often simultaneously perpetrators of crime and 
violence and victims.   
 I would say [...] to treat these young people as welfare cases first, 

and criminal cases second. I would say that [...] understand that 
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most young people who have got caught up in gangs are victims as 
well as perpetrators. (Faith Based Charity Organisation) 

 
An important aspect of reflecting the local context in the support and 
interventions for youth gangs was the recognition that this calls for working 
with a flexible age definition.  The majority of those interviewed believed 
that juvenile gangs involve young people from a wide age range.  According 
to a representative of a children’s charity, it is necessary to consider a 
broadly defined young person when determining those who may need 
intervention programmes:  
 [...]it could be any young person aged from – as young as 10, to 

early to mid-30’s, who is not involved in the formal economy, or is – 
if they’re younger – is on the edge of mainstream education or 
having difficulties in mainstream education. (Children’s Charity 
Organisation) 

 
Some shared that they often work with those who fall outside of the defined 
age for their service.  This usually happened because over time young 
people had come to trust an individual in an organisation, or they were 
ready to make use of programmes as a young adult.  The majority of 
participants believed that in order to be effective, interventions must 
appreciate and involve the community as a whole rather than attempt to deal 
with a young person in isolation.   
 [...] you couldn't just say ‘a mentor, that’s going to sort you out’, 

you’d have to do a whole range of things [...] it would be pretty 
pointless doing it with a single member of the family because 
nothing would be sustained depending on what that context was, you 
know, invariably, the problems would be because of some of that 
context and so we couldn't afford to ignore, so the plan right from 
the beginning was involve the parents, involve the family, or involve 
the carers, you know, and that can get very complicated actually. 
(Third Sector Alternative Education Provider) 

 
Many identified the need for further investment into practitioners’ training.  
In order to meet the needs of young people who are at risk or are already 
involved with gangs and criminal behaviour, those working in this field 
must have a well-developed skill set that allows them to work with young 
people and their communities at different levels.  This involves 
understanding of how to establish and maintain trust, channels of 
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communication and an understanding of available opportunities and 
resources.     

And you need to have your professionals trained so that they can 
identify children and they can refer them and that there is a through 
route from prevention through to exit (Children’s Commissioner’s 
Office)  

 
This requires a commitment on the part of government and agencies to work 
to establish long term, meaningful relationships with local community 
groups, families and young people and to work together strategically. 
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5. Criminal justice response 

 
The issue of youth gangs reached the political agenda after a series of youth 
on youth homicides (Smithson et al., 2012) and then peaked after the 2011 
London summer riots which were, at the time, believed to be a result of 
youth gang activity. Although research has since shown that the riots were 
not led by juveniles (Ministry of Justice, 2012), tackling juvenile gang 
violence has stayed firmly on the UK political agenda.  As a result, £448 
million has been allocated to tackle the ‘problem families’ who are believed 
to be the cause of youth gangs (Ending Gang and Youth Violence, 2011).  

Oh there are loads [of policies]… They’ve got an ending gang 
violence team in the Home Office and 100 virtual gang advisers and 
then an expert gang advisory panel […] to support local authorities 
to develop their own responses to gang violence […] there’s the 
gang injunction stuff that’s going to be rolled out for younger 
people. The Metropolitan Police Service is going to be developing its 
own gang strategy and they’ve got things like ‘Safe and Secure’ 
which is a, kind of, programme for moving young people out of area 
if they are gang associated. , I mean, there’s a whole range of things 
and they use things like knife crime intervention projects, there’s a 
trident works that goes out to try and educate people about guns, I 
mean, there’s loads, there’s the Mayor’s Time for Action 
Programme which is around London and youth violence, mentoring 
schemes. (Children’s Commissioner’s Office) 

 
In addition to these interventions, there have been further policy changes 
meaning that young people can be charged under statutes that were 
previously reserved for adult offenders. Gang injunctions were introduced in 
the Policing and Crime Act 2009 but have been amended to include young 
people aged 14-17 from January 2012. Gang injunctions mean that the 
police or local authorities now have the power to apply for a court order to 
restrict the movements and associations of young people they believe to be 
involved in gang activity (Policing and Crime Act, 2009). Gang injunctions 
(or Gangbo’s as they are colloquially termed) follow the same schedules as 
Asbos (Anti social behaviour order) and can include bans from particular 
neighbourhoods where police know rival gangs meet to fight. Gangbos are 
different to ASBO’s because instead of being primarily punitive, they also 
provide a focus on positive intervention. Individuals could be forced to take 
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part in activities designed to protect them from gang culture, such as 
mentoring schemes, or could be banned from wearing certain colours used 
by gangs to signify membership. Gang injunctions can only be applied if the 
police or local authority can give strong evidence to prove that young people 
are gang associated. The police reported that finding sufficient evidence to 
raise a gang injunction was difficult: 

It is quite problematic because we have to specifically prove they’re 
part of a gang. It is quite problematic, but I think it’s mainly by 
association. It has to be by association and we’ll use a number of 
tools like ASBO’s to stop them, try and stop them associating with 
each other, but it will be by catching them committing criminal acts 
together […] we made it very, very uncomfortable for them here. 
(Police) 

 
Many of the new strategies targeting youth gangs are aimed towards early 
intervention and at steering young people away from criminal activity at the 
earliest stages: 

There are 30 something new triage schemes around placing a youth 
justice worker, or a health worker in police stations to intervene at 
the very, very, earliest time when a young person gets into trouble 
[...]if you can build a route to services which can help the cause of 
the problem, you can then ease them out of the criminal justice 
system very quickly and very effectively […] research that has been 
done on it absolutely evidences that if you keep young people out of 
the criminal justice system in that way, then they don’t come back 
(Youth Justice Policy Maker) 

 
 In addition to civil restrictions aimed at deterring youth gang involvement, 
there are informative and educational based programmes designed to 
educate young people about the risks of becoming involved with gangs and 
of possessing weapons. However, practitioners considered most of the 
provisions aimed at helping young people to stay away from gangs were 
‘punitive rather than preventative’. Despite concerns raised by previous 
research (Ralphs et al., 2009) which suggests that young people can be 
wrongly targeted by such interventions because of their home address, there 
was reluctance amongst policy makers to accept this point.  

Often it’s an enforcement led approach which is about policing and 
controlling. But that doesn’t get to the root, because actually you 
need a more preventative approach. (Children’s Charity 
Organisation) 
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Prison is an ineffective provision to tackle gang behaviour or to reform gang 
members, despite assertions that young people in prison pose a ‘captive 
audience’. It was instead felt by practitioners and charitable organisations 
that the youth prison system lacked the capacity to offer therapeutic support 
to young people. Participants largely agreed that prison often did not serve 
as a deterrent to engaging in criminal activities, or in the rehabilitation of 
young offenders – for example one group member described prison as a 
‘finishing school for kids on estates’. 

Prisons are not there to address the causes of the young person’s 
behaviour, and often prison officers say very openly ‘it’s too late, the 
issues in this young person should have been addressed much 
earlier’. That’s not to say there aren’t some positive things that can 
be done when they’re in custody, and there should be positive 
activities and education and some important programmes around 
rehabilitation, and attempts to address issues around offending 
behaviour, mental health […] That’s not what they’re constructed 
for […] they’re constructed to keep the public safe. They’re 
constructed as a form of public protection, they’re not constructed 
as a means of therapeutic intervention for young people that have a 
complex set of social needs. (Charity Organisation) 

 
Therefore, along with the many assurances from a range of professionals 
that ‘prisons don’t work’, practitioners were unanimous in their beliefs that 
it is not possible to ‘arrest our way out of the situation’ and felt that the 
opportunities available for young people were only available for them when 
they became actively involved in crime or violence. It was felt that 
supportive and preventative interventions are being offered by the third 
sector and charity sector rather than by the public sector. Although the 
standard of interventions offered by these organisations was considered to 
be of an excellent standard, there were further worries that cuts to these 
sectors will result in many of the schemes and youth groups being 
discontinued. Funding cycles and austerity measures have also meant that 
effective projects have been cut short.  As a result, positive relationships 
with young people have been severed: 

The problem was a lot of the interventions were year on year 
interventions. So […] we were kind of working with them up until the 
31st of March then the money runs out and that was it, crazy. So 
you’re mentoring kids for a period of time and suddenly the funding 
runs out and you say ‘bye-bye, see you later’ (Charity Organisation) 
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Current interventions tend to focus on individual young people who are 
assessed as being ‘at risk’. Professionals taking part in the UK ITACA 
project felt that this method of working excluded others who might benefit 
from support. Instead it was suggested that a ‘place-based’ strategy may be 
more effective in improving the outcomes for communities instead of only 
certain individuals: 

There’s a tendency with policy at the moment to assume that we can 
identify individuals – whether they be problem families or individual 
young people, and try to target resource and support at them. And at 
the same time, if you’re looking at a community where gangs is an 
issue, there needs to be a place-based approach that is addressing 
what jobs are available for those young people in that area, what 
opportunities are available. So you need a twin track approach, and 
I think the tendency at the moment is not to adopt a place-based 
approach, but a case or individual-based approach. (Children’s 
Charity Organisation) 

 
As well as being more inclusive and cohesive in the ways in which 
organisations identify young people, there was a call amongst practitioners 
that those working with ‘at risk’ young people need to work together and to 
share information more effectively. Despite assurances from most 
interviewees that they welcomed data sharing, the UK ITACA workshops 
revealed that many of the practitioners working with young people within 
the same geographic localities had indeed never met or sometimes even 
heard of each other. Whilst some organisations were clear in their objectives 
of sharing information, they felt that others did not engage in data sharing as 
freely as they should:  

We’ve got no problems with information sharing. Very occasionally 
there will be an individual thing, but we have part of the integrated 
offender management we have moved in to that arena and embraced 
it big style. So we do just share everything [...] We’d  rather share 
than don’t share because nobody could ever criticise sharing too 
much. (Police) 

 
While more money has been allocated for provision in the most seriously 
affected ‘gang areas’, widespread public sector cuts have meant that there 
have been serious reductions in spending on youth provision across Britain. 
The promise of funding for the worst affected ‘gang areas’ has meant that 
local authorities and charitable organisations have had to compete against 
one another for resources. Funding deadlines and financial uncertainty have 
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resulted in accusations against some organisations for ‘protecting their 
patch’ and not sharing information as openly as they could. However, other 
organisations have attempted to secure their future by partnering with others 
to deliver a wider service more cohesively. One example of this was given 
by the police who reported leasing particular police officers to schools who 
were willing to contribute towards the cost of such provision. Having a 
school police liaison officer was perceived as being a positive intervention 
and it was felt that these officers were well placed to tackle disputes 
between young people:  

[School’s Officers] have a good working relationship with the 
teachers […] and with the kids, so any early warning signs will 
come through […] you usually get some pre-notice and we can then 
put interventions in, even if it’s only an hour or half an hour 
beforehand. The texts start going round saying there’ll be a fight 
here at this date […] if all the kids are out and there’s a melee 
expecting a fight and the school officer turns up, there’s a 
perception amongst the kids that they will be recognised, they will be 
known by the officer. So start to mingle off. Whereas if we didn’t 
have an officer just a beat officer turning up and the kids didn’t 
know them, then I think they would be unidentifiable in the crowd. 
So it does break down a lot of tensions and they do very, very well. 
(Police) 

 
Having access to a familiar and a recognisable authority figure was 
described by practitioners as being an important factor in helping young 
people to turn away from gang crime. ITACA participants felt that those 
young people ‘at risk’ of gang involvement were often those without a 
positive adult role model.  They praised mentoring schemes such as the PPP 
Home Office Funded Mentoring Project.  This project matches young 
people with ex-offenders who had managed to ‘turn their lives around’ by 
volunteering to attend mentor training to understand why they were there, 
what had made them make those choices, and begin to reconcile their 
feelings and experiences so as to be able to support young people at risk. A 
police officer shared her view on why she felt mentoring is so effective for 
young people: 

They just see him as this total idol and when he’s standing there 
saying ‘forget it, it’s not glamorous watching people being shot’ and 
he’s seen his best friend shot, he’s seen his parents shot, he’s seen 
his brother shot, he’s seen his cousin shot […] He focuses very much 
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on education, you must get educated. So then that becomes cool. 
Because he said it’s cool. (Police) 

 
Although it is important to have these role models, the relationships that are 
built need to be meaningful and challenging for the young person so that 
they can start to understand why they are in these situations and how they 
can develop their own tools for change. Despite the positive mentoring 
stories that were shared by a number of professionals, practitioners working 
with young people were more cautious about provision provided by some 
organisations and the extent to which mentors were trained to advise young 
people appropriately: 

I know there’s lots of ex-offenders stuff going on, and I do worry 
about the quality of their training and stuff like that. Just because 
you’ve had experiences of stuff doesn’t mean you’re in a great 
position to advise anybody else. And then it also does that 
glamorising ‘I’ve been doing this for so many years and look what 
I’m doing now’. But at the same time I believe that they’ve got 
something valuable to offer, I just want to make sure that they’ve got 
the understanding of how to develop young people’s thought process 
around making those choices. (Youth Justice Practitioner) 

 
The contributions of the third sector and charity sector were seen as being 
particularly positive to young people by policy makers and practitioners. It 
was felt that these organisations could make stronger links with young 
people because they are not bound to the same reporting agreements as 
statuary agencies and therefore young people could share information 
without fear of retribution: 

The Youth Offending Service and police don’t really access the 
young people that they don’t have on their books […] Those young 
people are never going to go to the police and say ‘I’m in a gang 
and I need support’, it’s never like that so I think it’s key that 
agencies and voluntary agencies make those kind of assessments and 
share information with each other about who is at risk [… if they 
can] form that relationship, they will actually tell us various 
different things about the stuff they are getting in to, their friends, 
stuff like that. (Youth Offending Practitioner) 

 
One of the key obstacles that policy makers, professionals and practitioners 
were unanimous about was the detrimental effect of short term funding.  In 
order to secure the best possible outcomes for young people, positive and 
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trusting relationships need to be built and maintained.  The short term nature 
of youth engagement projects was felt to present a key obstacle to success. 
Committed funding offered to tackle the issue has been welcomed but 
practitioners were sceptical in the longevity of the recent political drive to 
work with young people in trouble: 

I think that the 120,000 troubled families that the government has 
announced is an interesting approach to try and deal with the 
underlying problems of a number of things that come under those 
things, like youth crime, or serious mental health, and those sorts of 
things. It’s much too early to draw conclusions about whether it’s a 
showpiece policy or whether it’s actually going to make a difference. 
(Youth Justice Practitioner) 
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6. Conclusions  

 
Our project succeeded in engaging professionals and practitioners to open 
discussions around the topic of youth gangs. The project actively facilitated 
communication and attracted a range of professionals, academics, 
researchers and practitioners to engage and share their varied experiences.   
All participants, including those who presented and took part in the national 
workshop, strongly emphasised that there is not one answer that will 
effectively address the ‘gang problem’ in the UK.  Instead, there needs to be 
a joined up approach that bridges communities, professionals and 
practitioners.  All need to be involved in it as it takes stakeholders from all 
levels working together to tackle youth crime.  
 
Previous research carried out as part of a European Commission funded 
project on Juvenile Gangs in England and Wales led to the following 
outcomes which were highlighted and emphasized during the national 
workshop: 

- A multi-layered approach that considers the “why” of the problem is 
needed 

- The focus should be on re-integration for young offenders with a 
young person led approach that always involves the families and 
communities.  

- The diversity of interventions is far wider than just custodial and 
these should all be given greater prominence within the Juvenile 
Justice System. 

- Response should be holistic, multi-systemic and outcome orientated 
over an output-centered approach  
 

As a team, we were surprised when practitioners reported that although they 
worked in similar localities, conducting similar pieces of work, many of 
them had not previously met. The feedback from participants revealed that 
an overwhelmingly positive aspect of the national workshop event was that 
it enabled discussion and facilitated networking across sectors and with like 
minded professionals.  It provided a constructive forum for those working 
with at risk young people to share and debate their work.  The success of 
this event indicates that there is a need to create a cross-sectoral framework 
to join up the efforts of different agencies in order to ensure that these 
discussions and relationships continue.    
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 Perhaps unsurprisingly, concerns about funding revenue for youth 
intervention projects were spoken about with trepidation. In the UK 
specifically, and across Europe in general, there have been serious 
reductions in spending for services for young people and families. 
Furthermore, when finance has been allocated to enable assistance in a 
particular problem area, it has typically been short term and tokenistic. 
Since building positive and trusting relationships were considered to be a 
cornerstone to the programmes that secure beneficial outcomes for young 
people, the short term nature of youth engagement projects were felt to 
present a key obstacle to success.  This raises questions as to the future role 
of government funding for these types of interventions and the need to 
explore alternative sources.    
 
 We invited a wide range of people to the national workshop.  The event 
attracted a host of different experts representing viewpoints from across the 
field, but policy makers and politicians were notably absent – despite the 
persistent attempts of the ITACA team to engage with this sector. Yet it is 
these absent professionals who are making targeted policies which are 
failing to address the scope of difficulties that might lead young people into 
youth gangs. It is therefore important that we continue to try and work 
towards identifying ways to engage with this particular sector.  
 
The frank biographies given by Robert and Dwaine at the national workshop 
highlighted that professionals, researchers and policy makers have much to 
learn from those living in adverse situations. It would be beneficial to 
extend any further research funding to include the voices of children and 
young people engaged in youth gang activity. We consider that children and 
young people’s voices should be central to the debates which seek to 
directly impact their lives.  Future research should aim to include young 
people as active participants. Practitioners indicated that there is a real need 
to engage directly with young people to develop useful and sustainable 
strategies.  If young people are not meaningfully involved, there is a real 
danger that there will be a disconnect between policy and reality.  Young 
people have the right to participate in policy areas that impact their lives.  
The UK and all of the countries in Europe have ratified the UN CRC.  
Therefore, this is something that directly applies across all of the partners 
involved in this project.  In terms of interventions to support young people 
at risk of or already involved in crime and living in violent situations we 
believe it is also vital that the families are involved and supported so that 
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their personal histories and legacies are understood and through this, their 
needs, met.       
 
The British law and order approach to youth crime and emphasis on 
punishment and retribution rather than rehabilitation and support creates 
several problems.  Those who work closely with young people consider the 
majority of these programmes to be reactionary and the penal system 
appears to only be exacerbating problems associated with youth gangs.  
Several practitioners believed that in many ways gang members also need to 
be understood as victims.  They are the victims of their circumstances, bad 
influences and misguided decisions and actions.  Successful interventions 
need to approach many of those involved in gangs as young people in need 
of support rather than punishment.  This issue may be most relevant to the 
UK as other European countries approach youth justice differently.  Some 
place much more emphasis on rehabilitation and support.  However, we 
believe the principle applies to all jurisdictions as it calls for a shift in the 
policy towards youth gangs. 
 
Policy interventions related to children and young people invariably involve 
age parameters, within UK and across Europe.  Our work reveals that often 
these age definitions are artificial and do not always provide the most 
beneficial means of targeting those involved in youth gangs.  This reflects 
the complexities that surround youth gangs and gang membership.  We 
recognise that in certain circumstances there are statutory reasons behind the 
age definitions.  However, placing boundaries on age can be problematic for 
British government agencies who are obliged to work within these 
definitions and for charitable organisations who are delivering programmes 
through government funding.   
 
During the course of this project, the majority of discussions tended to focus 
on interventions for male gang members.  However, several of those who 
participated in the interviews strongly believed that girls and young women 
also need attention and support and that this was often overlooked or less 
well understood.  This theme also came through in the national workshop.  
Because the experiences of girls are different from those of male gang 
members, there is a need for tailored and targeted interventions for girls.  
We believe that this is an area that needs further research in order to develop 
and implement appropriate intervention strategies and policies. 
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In order to provide the necessary supports for members of youth gangs and 
those at risk of becoming part of a gang, intervention strategies must be 
grounded in the local context.  Those who took part in this research believed 
there is a greater need for policy makers and practitioners to ‘get out of their 
offices’ and for greater flexibility to adapt to local needs.  It was also 
underlined that in order for interventions to be effective practitioners need to 
have nuanced training that develops their skills for working with young 
people and their communities.  Taking part in the lives of young people and 
their local areas and neighbourhoods is an important aspect of 
understanding how wider social and economic trends play out at the local 
level.  It also indicates that in there is not one approach or national policy 
that will be the most effective in addressing youth gangs.  Our research 
shows that the third sector plays an important role in delivering these more 
adaptable interventions due to the manner in which statutory agencies and 
the penal system are currently structured and regulated in the UK.  This 
would provide an interesting point of comparison with other European 
countries and project partners.   
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7. Recommendations  

 
1. Focus on place-based interventions 

Community-based support mechanisms and meaningful education 
and employment opportunities are more effective than case or 
individual-based interventions.   
 

2. Therapeutic strategies rather than punitive ones 
The enforcement led approach creates more problems than it solves 
and is not preventative.  Addressing social and educational 
disengagement provides more opportunities for long term successful 
interventions. 
 

3. Training for practitioners 
Those working with vulnerable young people need tailored training 
to recognise key points and pathways of intervention as well as 
professional support and networking opportunities to enable them to 
work together cohesively. 
 
 

4. De-politicised, long term funding 
Stable funding is required in order to create real change for young 
people, their families and communities. 
 

5. Tackle underlying causes of youth gang violence 
Without giving serious attention to the underlying issues that fuel 
youth gangs, the problems will continue.  We need to understand 
why young people are gang involved and how we can use good 
practice to help them stay away from youth violence.   
 
 

 
 

 



 

 245 

References 

 
Aldridge, J. & Medina, J. (2008) "Youth Gangs in an English City: Social 

Exclusion, Drugs and Violence", Swindon: ESRC. 
Aldridge, J., Ralph, R. & Medina, J. (2011) "Collateral Damage: Territory 

and Policing in an English Gang City", in GOLDSON, B. (ed.) 
Youth in crisis?: 'gangs', territoriality and violence. London: 
Routledge. 

Bauder, H. (2001) "Agency, Place, Scale: Representations of Inner City 
Youth Identities", in Tijdschrift voor Economishe en Sociale 
Geographie, 92, pp. 279-290. 

Bennett, T. & Holloway, K. (2004) "Gang Membership, Drugs and Crime in 
the UK", in British Journal of Criminology, 44, pp. 305-323. 

Borden, I., Rendell, J. & Thomas, H. (1998) "Knowing Different Cities: 
Reflections on Recent European Writings on Cities and Planning 
History", in SANDERCOCK, L. (ed.) Making the Invisible Visible: 
A Multicultural Planning History, Berkeley: University of California 
Press. 

Cohen, S. (1972) "Moral Panics and Folk Devils", London: McGibbon and 
Kee. 

Cooper, C. & Roe, S. (2012) "An Estimate of Youth Crime in England and 
Wales: Police Recorded Crime Committed by Young People in 
2009/10", in Research report 64, London: Home Office. 

Esbensen, F., Winfree, L. He, N., & Taylor, T. (2001) "Youth Gangs and 
Definitional Issues: When is a Gang a Gang and Why Does it 
Matter?", in Crime and Delinquency, 47, pp. 105-130. 

Farrington, D. P. (1996) "Understanding and Preventing Youth Crime", 
London: Joseph Rowntree Foundation 1996. 

Gordon, R. A., Lahey, B. B., Kawai, E., Loeber, R., Stouthamer-Loeber, M. 
& Farrington, D. P. (2004) "Antisocial Behavior and Youth Gang 
Membership: Selection and Socialization", in Criminology, 42, pp. 
55-88. 

Hallsworth, S. & Young, T. (2004) "Urban Collectives: Gangs and Other 
Groups", London: Metropolitan Police Service. 

Harris, D., Turner, R., Garett, I. & Atkinson, S. (2011) "Understanding the 
psychology of gang violence: implications for designing effective 
violence interventions", in Ministry of Justice Research Series 2/11,  
London: Ministery of Justice. 



 

 246 

Home Office (2011) "Ending Gang and Youth Violence: A Cross-
Government Report (Executive Summary)", London: Home Office. 

Justice, C. F. S. (2009) "Dying to Belong: An In-depth Review of Street 
Gangs in Britain", London: Centre for Social Justice. 

Klein, M., Kerner, H., Maxson, C. & Weitekamp, E. (eds.) (2001) "The 
Eurogang Paradox: Street Gangs and Youth Groups in the US and 
Europe", London: Kluwer Academic Publishers. 

Leahy Laughlin, D. & Johnson, L.C. (2011) "Defining and Exploring Public 
Space: Perspectives of Young People from Regent Park", in 
Children's Geographies, 9, pp. 439-456, Toronto 

Marshall, B., Webb, B. & Tilley, N. (2005) "Rationalisation of current 
research on guns, gangs and other weapons: Phase 1", London: 
University College London Jill Dando Institute of Crime Science. 

Mcnamee, S. (1998) "The Home: Youth, Gender and Video Games: Power 
and Control in the Home", in Skelton, T. & Valentine, G. (eds.) Cool 
Places: The Geographies of Youth Cultures, London: Routledge.  

Pitts, J. (2008) "Reluctant Gangsters: Youth Gangs in Waltham Forest", 
Luton: University of Bedfordshire. 

Pitts, J. (2009) "Intervening in gang-affected nieghbourhoods", in: 
Prevention and Youth Crime: Is Early Prevention Working?, Bristol: 
The Policy Press. 

Pitts, J. (2011) "Riotous Assemblies", in Youth & Policy, 107, pp. 82-98. 
Policing and Crime Act (2009) "Policing and Crime Act 2009", United 

Kingdom. 
Ralphs, R., Medine, J. & Aldridge J. (2009) "Who needs enemies with 

friends like these? The importance of place for young people living 
in known gang areas", in Journal of Youth Studies, 12, pp. 483-500. 

Smith, D. & Bradshaw, P. (2005) "Gang Membership and Teenage 
Offending: Edinburgh Study of Youth Transitions and Crime", 
Edinburgh: Centre for Law and Society. 

Smithson, H., Monchuk, L. & Armitage, R. (2012) "Gang Member: Who 
Says? Definitional and Structural Issues", in F.A., Esbensen, C.L. 
Maxson (eds.), Youth gangs in international perspective: Results 
from the Eurogang Program of Research. 

Tarrant, M. (2008) "Gangs, Group Offending and Weapons: Serious Youth 
Violence Toolkit", London: Metropolitan Police Service. 

Valentine, G. & Mckendrick, J. (1997) "Children's Outdoor Play: Exploring 
Parental Concerns about Children's Safety and the Changing Nature 
of Childhood", in Geoforum, 28, pp. 219-235.   



 

 247 

Young, T., Fitzgerald, M., Hallsworth, S. & Joseph, I. (2007) "Groups, 
Gangs and Weapons", London: Youth Justice Board. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 248 

FRANCE - National Analysis 
     Association Diagrama 

Mr. Francisco Legaz Cervantes 
Mr. Sébastien Marchand 
 

 
With thanks to the experts and participants who took part in the national 
workshop "Bandes Juvéniles: Quels moyens? Quelles perspectives?” held 
in Paris (27th June 2012) at the Ministry of Justice, co-organized by the 
Association Diagrama, the Ministry of Justice - Judicial Youth Protection 
and the International Juvenile Justice Observatory (IJJO): 
- Mr. Marwann. Mohammed (sociologist);  
- Professor Loïck Villerbu (psychologist and legal expert); 
- Mr. Patrick Beau (head of the Mission Possible Concept association); 
- Mr. Luc-Henry Choquet (head of the research centre for the Directorate of 
Judicial Youth Protection); 
- Mr. Hakim Chalane (head of prevention and crime issues at Paris Habitat 
(HLM)) 
- Mr. Noureddine Zaalouni (head of the Parental issues centre in the town of 
Trappes). 

 



 

 249 

1 . Outline and definition of the “bandes juvéniles” phenomenon 

 
Over the past few years we have seen an untimely torrent of news flashes 
about what we in France call “bandes” (groups) of young people. And yet 
these stories tell us nothing of the substance behind the phenomenon of 
these “bandes” of youths, instead depicting them the way society in general 
sees them, influenced by the way they are portrayed by the media and in 
political speeches.  
The image of a young person committing apparently senseless crimes is 
commonplace in today’s society. What’s more, we tend to confuse distinct 
phenomena which actually have different causes and characteristics (the 
typical example is confusing “baby gangs” made up of pre-teens and 
teenagers aged between 12 and 16 years, committing antisocial acts and/or 
crimes to escape their routines and get a rush; and “juvenile gangs” aged 
between 16 and 18 years, so older, who are more often involved in 
organized trafficking activities). 
Juvenile gangs should not be seen as a symptom of pathological association, 
but as an attempt at reorganization and social inclusion/integration, which in 
turn fosters self-organization and the development of a sub-culture akin to 
self-management among groups of foreign-born young people and homeless 
children, and within which the use of violence is perceived as a symbolic 
gesture of one’s appreciation of and attachment to one’s territory. 
Juvenile gangs are usually urban groups which form spontaneously and 
which defend their identity through confrontation. They have a clearly-
defined hierarchy, with internal rules which hold the group together in a 
pyramid structure, where members can be promoted within. 
Gangs offer an attractive forum for socialization, filling the void left by 
family, school and other bodies which would traditionally play this role. 
They constitute a spontaneous effort by teenagers to create a space adapted 
to their needs and within which they can exercise their rights, when the 
latter are violated – or perceived to be – by their family, the State or the 
community. 
Gangs, typical in areas suffering from a combination of poverty and a lack 
of opportunities, seek respect for their rights by organizing themselves 
without any supervision and by developing their own rules, consolidating a 
territory and a symbolism which gives their group meaning. 
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This quest to exercise their citizenship in many cases violates their own 
rules and those set by others, leading to violence and crime, within a circle 
which perpetuates a pre-existing exclusion. 
Beyond this generic and out-of-context approach to the gang 
phenomenon, a philosophical detour may be useful here via the social 
contract theory in order to address the social phenomenon of juvenile 
“bandes”. The social contract is a solution suggested to help explain the 
workings of civil society. 
The contract concept was borrowed from the legal domain, indicating the 
forming of a contractual agreement based on mutual consensus. The word 
society, from the latin “societas”, initially refers to a contract through which 
individuals pool their belongings and activities and whose members commit 
to sharing any loss or profit which may come from the arrangement. 
 The contractual concept of the State is the product of a culture which 
defines human beings as rational, that is, not just reasonable but also 
intelligent and moral, as well as interested, thus capable of calculation. The 
social contract theory is based on an “artificialistic” view of society, with an 
idea that civil society was not a happy coincidence but rather the fruit of a 
utilitarian calculation by individuals to determine what would be for the 
greater good. 
 Social contract theories are therefore linked to an individualistic and 
utilitarian ideology inherent to human nature: individuals pre-exist the 
society they create through a mutual agreement and are naturally equal, 
competitive and tend to seek out security. 
 Thus, to a certain extent, and although it responds to complex dynamics, a 
“bande” is a glaring manifestation of a cruelly absent social contract. Could 
we not say that a “bande” is a response to a social contract which is missing 
and which, in its absence, has left its teenage members with no scope for 
recognition?  
If we look at “bandes” as a response to the collective failure to offer a social 
contract, then this also raises certain questions about society and suggests 
perhaps it ought to deal with its own inconsistencies. 
The United States is portrayed as the land of gangs, predominantly in the 
cinema but also in urban life. Thirties sociology depicted a phenomenon 
which proved to be relatively consistent in working-class environments and 
among minorities.  Several thousand gangs exist in US cities. Each of them 
has its own territory, roughly in line with that of different ethnic groups 
which in turn vary from neighbourhood to neighbourhood, each with its 
own leaders and name, with differing levels of involvement in criminal 
activity, often in weapons, and every year several hundreds are killed or 
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injured in inter-gang clashes where the youngest members have to uphold 
the honour of their elders.  
What about these kinds of gangs and violence in France? 
We can safely say that we have nothing like the problem that exists in the 
USA and that neither the number, the violence, nor the structure of “Gangs” 
are comparable. In France, it would be more appropriate to describe this 
kind of phenomenon as “bandes” (not “gangs”). 
A gang is a way of imagining the other, the other group of young people 
from another estate in another town or another community, as it is clearly 
not enough for a group of young people to merely exist, meeting at the foot 
of a building block to form the gang, this “Street corner society”83 of 
sociology and US society. News flashes like those of the early 1990s which 
saw clashes between “bandes” of Skinheads and the “Black Dragons”, or the 
“Requins Vicieux” (“Vicious Sharks”) saga are not enough to shore up the 
image of a gang-infested France. 
However, it would seem that we are indeed seeing a shift towards a “US-
style” situation, especially since there is an increasing “territorial” logic at 
play, and a gang’s makeup depends evermore on the “ethnic” composition 
of the neighbourhood or estate in question. Since young people cannot play 
on class identity, like in the sixties with the “blousons noirs” (greasers), or 
on family, school or professional identity, they make use of the only sense 
of belonging they can: that of one’s neighbourhood, or even that of one’s 
“race”. Therein lies the “US”-style shift. It may not entail the same level of 
violence, but it is just as ominous. 
This evolution was largely sparked by cannabis consumption in France and 
thus the development of its trafficking by young people on estates. 
Here, we shall give a brief overview of the phenomenon of “bandes 
juveniles” in France. 
The idea behind this overview is to shed some light on the aforementioned 
phenomenon from a legal, sociological, pedagogical, psychological, 
political, cultural and social perspective. 
After giving a historical overview of the issue and its social context and 
identifying the main contributing factors, and after describing the criminal 
and delinquent activities perpetrated by “bandes”, as well as their codes, 
stigmas and social identity, we shall analyse public policies and the impact 

                                                 

83Street Corner Society – William (Bill) Foot WHYTE -1996 –La Découverte Ed– 1st US 
Ed. 1943 
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they have on the issue in the short, medium and long term. This report shall 
end with an annexed methodological note.  
 

1.1 History of the phenomenon 
 
Throughout modern history, the concept of “bandes de jeunes” (“bandes” of 
youths) has always caused some anxiety in societies and adults. From a 
semantic point of view, the term “bande” conjures up the idea of a marginal 
and dangerous group. Beyond the social, cultural and psychological reality, 
the “bande” is a phenomenon which features in every chapter of modern-
day history. 
At the beginning of the 20th century, the term “Apaches” described groups 
of young French people from working-class backgrounds who broke with 
the way of life they were born into. At the time, there was an expanse of 
rundown “zones” which stretched beyond the abandoned “fortifs”, ancient 
forts that surrounded Paris. 
In the fifties and sixties, the “blousons noirs” (greasers) also came from 
working class backgrounds and began to revolt against the life they were 
born into and the bourgeoisie. Their identity was based on a style borrowed 
from the US (rock and roll, leather jackets, quiffs…) 
From the eighties onwards, the “Zulus” came from urban developments 
built during the sixties. Most were descended from African immigrants. 
These groups also created fresh community and identity dynamics. 
At the beginning of the sixties, the colour of one’s skin wasn’t even given 
column inches in press articles about “bandes”: jackets were black, faces 
white. They generally portrayed teenagers from the working-class world, 
and only barely espoused ethnic plurality. Ten years on it would be the 
hooligans who ruled. 
1974 was marked by the official transition between labour and settlement 
immigration. 
With a social and economic downturn, immigration once again became a 
core issue, first addressed from a health point of view with reference made 
to living conditions and housing problems, then from an identity and 
security viewpoint through two laws passed under the seven-year term of 
Valéry Giscard D’Estaing: 
- Stoleru law of 1979 (development of immigrant incentives to return 

home) 
- Bonnet law of 1980 (toughening up on migratory flows with police 

aid) 



 

 253 

We can clearly see then that, over the centuries, the “bande” phenomenon 
took off to a large extent because of social challenges faced in poor 
neighbourhoods. 
Because of their 20th-century working-class connotations, the “banlieues” 
(inner-city suburbs) were stigmatized as being the place where the “centre-
fringe” areas overlapped. 
The word “banlieue”, which became obsolete during “les Trente Glorieuses” 
(the “glorious thirty” years following the end of world war two) resurfaced 
in politics on the 18th December under the presidency of Valéry Giscard 
d’Estaing, and came out of the President’s own mouth during a session of 
the Council of Ministers: “The government must bear in mind the general 
problems of the “banlieues” in everything it does, striving to achieve greater 
equality in living standards.”  
Valéry Giscard d’Estaing announced the implementation of a general policy, 
which entailed the following: 

- a reduction in housing/job inequality 
-  addressing the issue of transport times 
-  the increasing inequality between wealthy and sleepy 
neighbourhoods.  

 
It was then that the “Habitat et vie sociale” association was created which 
intervened on 39 sites, encompassing 60,000 homes, coupling building 
renovation with inter-ministerial advocacy actions. The first “youth 
internships” were also started to combat youth idleness. But the increase in 
violence remained worrying, and police forces were stretched. 
In 1981, with the arrival of the left to power under François Mitterand, it 
was hoped that urban issues would be taken in hand. And yet three issues 
already prevailed: urban fringes were downtrodden, young people were 
unemployed and migrants worried people, sowing insecurity. 
The left therefore increased the “toolkit” available to young people:  
This began with integration, through employment pacts for young people 
followed by the implementation of positive discrimination policies for 
unqualified young people, young women, second-generation immigrants, 
and the removal of technological hurdles by training them in computing and 
robotics. State education was even reformed to offer block-release training, 
coupling schooling with workplace experience. The first “missions locales” 
(local employment associations) were created following the Bernard 
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Schwartz report84 from 1982 in Grenoble and in Dreux. Finally Schwartz 
offered a new town planning approach, with the implementation of mini-
homes and community housing. But Schwartz’s pro-reform ambitions were 
misunderstood by the public, who saw it as “just another youth strategy”. 
The ZEPs (zones d’éducation prioritaires = priority education areas) 
were created in 1981 by education minister Alain Savary to combat 
academic failure85. Thus, schools dropped the republican idea of equal 
distribution of resources, and adopted inegalitarian measures to reduce 
inequalities. But ZEPs (like the “missions locales”) were difficult to fit into 
the political continuum: why create educational areas which bore no 
resemblance to national standards? 
A neighbourhood and housing tool: assizes for the future of social housing 
estates were created in October 1981, following which a national 
commission was set up to address social housing issues. The so-called 
“Dubedout” commission, taking the name of the MP and mayor of 
Grenoble, met for a year, visited sixteen areas deemed critical, examined 
innovative experiments and in 1982 published a report with the rather 
moving title “Ensemble, refaire la ville (“Rebuilding the city together”)86 
with the implementation of a “Développement Sociale des Quartiers” 
(Social Development of Estates) (DSQ) policy. Following this report, 
satellites of the national commission were set up on sixteen sites, among 
them “les Minguettes” in Vénissieux, “les Chamards” in Dreux, “les 
Grésilllons” in Gennevilliers, “les 4000” in La Courneuve, “la Grande 
Borne” in Grigny, “le Val Fourré” in Mantes and the 13th and 14th 
arrondissements in Marseille. 
The fourth tool was aimed specifically at addressing crime : On the 29th 
of May 1982, a mayoral security committee was set up. On the 17th of 
December 1982 the report by Gilbert Bonemaison87, the mayor of Epinay-
sur-Seine, led to the implementation of CCPDs (Conseils communaux de 
prévention de la délinquance = Community crime prevention councils) to 

                                                 

84 L'Insertion des jeunes en difficulté (Integration of young people in difficulty) (report to 
the Prime minister), Paris, La Documentation française, 1981 
85 Circular EN n°81-238 of the 1st of July 1981 on the creation of priority education 
areas, BO n°27 of the 9th of July 1981. 
86 Ensemble, refaire la ville, (Rebuilding the city together) La Documentation française, 
1983. 
87 Mayoral committee report "Face à la délinquance : prévention, répression, solidarité" 
(Dealing with crime: prevention, suppression, solidarity), ed. La documentation Française, 
Paris, 1983 
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ensure that crime prevention involved everyone rather than being the 
preserve of the police alone. The title of the report was of some significance: 
“Face à la délinquance: prévention, répression, solidarité” (Dealing with 
crime: prevention, suppression, solidarity). So too perhaps was the order of 
the words. 
The Banlieues 89 project was set up in 1983, following an incident in La 
Courneuve, where a resident irritated by noise took out his gun and shot a 
child throwing firecrackers with his friends. He struck the nine-year-old, 
Toufik Ouanès, in the heart, and he died of his injuries. Banlieues 89 was 
the name given to the mission: the use of the plural to show the diverse 
nature of the different suburbs, and the number 89 in reference to the 
abolition of privileges in 1789 and to the renewal of municipal mandates in 
1989, political and electoral in origin. The idea of Banlieues 89 was to 
“make the inner-city suburbs as beautiful as the city centres”. But the 
mission’s reception in architectural circles was at best lukewarm.  
These concerted drives by the left in the eighties did little to close the 
increasingly yawning gap between those living in so-called “difficult” 
neighbourhoods and the rest of society. The process of what Jacques Chirac 
would go on during the 1995 election to call the “social fracture” began in 
the seventies, though no one had yet pinpointed the way to curb it, despite 
their best efforts…  

The economic crises of 1974 and 1993 would 
have a particular impact on those living in ZUPs 
(zones à urbaniser en priorité = priority 
urbanization zones) or vulnerable 
neighbourhoods, the inner-city suburbs and even 
ghettos, depending on the surrounding areas. 
After having very vocally shared their fears 
during the March for Equality which started in les 
Minguettes, the residents of these areas went on 
to tell of their disenchantment and, in the nineties, 
their feeling of being cast aside. They were 
thenceforth seen as the outcasts of society and of 
the neighbourhoods they lived in, such as urban 
areas outside city centres. The major Town 
Planning Policy challenge would therefore now 
consist of focusing on how to integrate 
populations and bring together different city 
neighbourhoods, within a broader goal of 
normalizing these areas, in particular by ensuring 
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greater social diversity. After all, in the nineties, 
there was a clear societal divide between the 
“excluded” and the “included”, those within and 
those on the outside. At the same time, the 
appearance and rapid development and 
recognition of the hip-hop movement which 
would become an urban culture helped build 
bridges and ties between two separate worlds, 
that of  those living in these neighbourhoods and 
that of the others - society, the media and 
culture.”88 

Jacques Chirac’s book-programme, “La France pour tous “ (France for 
everyone), went on to coin the expression “social fracture” and made it the 
slogan of his victorious Presidential campaign in 1995. 

“France is suffering from a deeper affliction than 
politicians, economic experts, the intellectuals of 
the hour and celebrities can imagine. The people 
have lost all confidence. Their disarray has given 
way to resignation; it risks giving way to anger. 
All indicators point to the symptoms, but no 
treatment has been prescribed because too many 
experts focus on the statistics, not the people. 
And yet the statistics alone cannot express the 
severity of the social fracture threatening to split 
– I choose my words carefully – national unity.” 

The new century saw the birth of a large number of plans, planning laws or 
projects aimed at helping the challenging areas now known as “Zones 
Urbaines Sensibles” (Sensitive Urban Zones) following the law of the 
14th of November 1996. These ZUSs were pinpointed as the essential target 
areas of town planning actions. 
 LAW n o 2003/710 of the 1st of August 2003 on town planning and 
development and urban regeneration – OJ of 02/08/2003 kicked off 
Jacques Chirac’s second mandate. 

                                                 

88 Town planning policy in the 1990s: a positive discrimination policy for areas and 
populations excluded from cities and social and economic life, as featured in Millénaire3, 
Catherine Panassier, July 2009. 
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It set the following objectives and measures: 
- Reduction of social inequalities and development gap between areas 

in ZUSs. A national ZUS observatory was created (ONZUS); 
- Creation of a national urban regeneration programme (PNRU) 

named the Borloo Plan. Aim : for the period 2004-2008, 20,000 
social housing units for rent to be built, 200,000 renovations or 
major restructurings to be carried out (including for residential 
purposes) and 200,000 demolitions of dilapidated homes; 

- Creation of the national agency for urban regeneration (ANRU); 
- Safety in blocks of flats and co-owned buildings in difficulty. 

The national agency for urban regeneration (ANRU) is a public 
industrial and commercial entity created under article 10 of the law on town 
planning and development and urban regeneration of the 1st of August 2003 
(NOR : VILX0300056L),  in order to ensure the implementation and 
funding of the national urban regeneration programme  (PNRU). Its rules of 
procedure (administrative organization, financial and accounting system, 
contracting authority missions) are laid out in decree no 2004-123 of the 9th 
of February 2004 (OJ of the 11th of February 2004) (NOR : 
VILC0410182D). 
The creation of the national agency for urban regeneration (ANRU) in 
2004 would significantly speed up the renovation or rebuilding of social 
housing to replace older buildings.89  
In addition, the Borloo plan led to a certain number of social support 
measures for populations in difficulty (youth employment, educational 
success programme, “contract for the future”, working from home…)  
The “espoir banlieues” (hope for the inner-city suburbs) plan presented 
in 2008 by Fadela Amara to Nicolas Sarkozy at the beginning of his 
presidency did very little to tackle social issues and unmet needs. The 
general aim was to reduce gaps between neighbourhoods viewed as having 
been abandoned and the area as a whole. The operational application of this 
plan was as follows: 

� Education 
- More second chance schools (including “Établissements 

publics d'insertion de la Défense” – special educational 
centres for 18-25 year olds struggling at school or drop-outs 

                                                 

89 Report : Urban regeneration: challenges, implementation, qualities, in the Town 
Planning Review Special edition N°30, February 2007 - (84 pages, 4,5 Mo)  
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jointly run by the Defence, Employment and Town Planning 
ministries). 

- Creation of “internships of excellence”. 
- “Busing” to foster social interaction. 
� Jobs 
- “Contrat d’autonomie” (“Autonomy contract” – a measure to 

foster employment) for more than 100,000 unemployed 
young people under 26. 

- Employment of 11,500 young people in 2008 with fixed-term 
or permanent contracts. 

� Opening up 
- 500 million euros earmarked to open up vulnerable 

neighbourhoods. 
� Security 
- Deployment of 4000 additional police officers to so-called 

“vulnerable” areas. 
� Associations 
- Guarantee their funding. 
� Implementation 
- Appointment of one State representative per neighbourhood 

from the 1st of September 2008. 
The rather unsatisfactory results did not curb social exclusion which was 
still on the up. The plan was supposed to be highly ambitious, but ultimately 
did not secure the necessary funding to succeed. 
This glut of successive measures still failed to address the core social issue: 
the exclusion of certain populations and the consequences of doing so, 
among them the rise of criminal juvenile “bandes”. 
 

1.2 “Bandes juveniles” and their makeup 
 
Now we shall try to define juvenile “bandes” by outlining the main 
determining factors.  
 
1.2.1 Definition of “bandes juveniles” 
The challenge is to establish a definition which is both scientific and 
specific to the phenomenon of juvenile gangs. 
We shall first look at the accepted terminology and its justification (I), then 
we will focus on the criteria (II) and finally, based on all that, we will 
suggest a definition for the phenomenon (III). 



 

 259 

I/ The problem with ad hoc accepted terminology 
The reality which is generally described by the term “bande” in the sense 
that interests us here conjures up the spectre of an organized “bande” of 
criminals (Larousse Dictionary). The term “bande” would appear however 
to be of a polymorphous nature, semantically vague and woolly, which can 
cause confusion when applied to the reality we are dealing with.  
The term “bande” is used to describe both a voluntary coming-together of 
individuals for the mere pleasure of being together and to be with like-
minded folk, and a “flock of people”, with no criminal connotations 
whatsoever. What’s more, the term “bande” does not necessarily refer to a 
peer group. 
Marwann Mohammed, in his work “La formation des bandes” (“Bande 
formation”), wondered what the accepted terminology should be. In French 
he used the terms “clan”(clan), “cercle”(circle), “clique”(clique), “groupe de 
pairs” (peer group) or even “gang” (gang). He eventually plumped for the 
term “bande”, which he defines as follows: 

“A juvenile grouping, informal and 
sustainable, which is characterised by a 
transgressive dynamic (frequent misconduct, 
which is a valid subject for discussion and a 
part of collective cohesion) and a contentious 
relationship with their immediate 
surroundings.”90 

Marwann Mohammed says that if there is a subversive dynamic and social 
aim, then you are dealing with a peer group. If the group is formed with 
criminal intentions, then there ought to be a change in register, and one 
ought to speak of a criminal enterprise (criminal terminology) or crew 
(street terminology). 
What reality does the American interpretation of the term gang describe? 
A gang in the American sense of the word is a structure based on a bottom-
up leadership hierarchy, with a name and staunchly defended territory, 
characterized by extreme violence and ethnic homogeneity.  
This juxtaposition with the French reality implies that there are both 
juvenile “bandes” of organized criminals and organized “bandes” of 
juvenile criminals. We cannot say for sure that this is something specific to 

                                                 

90 La formation des bandes (Bande formation), Marwann Mohammed, Presses 
Universitaires de France, 2011 
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France, even if it seems (Cf. infra) that ethnic nature and involvement in 
trafficking have developed over the last few years. 
It would seem appropriate to think of the French concept of a “bande” as a 
kind of intermediary group. 
The emerging aspect of ethnicity in “bandes” and their increasing 
involvement in trafficking (especially in that of drugs and weapons) could 
be seen as warning signs of a change in the French take on the phenomenon. 
So, when it comes to the French term “gang”, which seems too strong, and 
the term “bande” which appears too vague, we could opt, to better describe 
the French reality, for the terminology “groupe de pairs investi dans des 
activités délinquantes” (“peer group involved in criminal activities”). 
II/ Defining criteria for peer groups involved in criminal activities 
 Marwann Mohammed distinguishes between two kinds of defining 
criteria for peer groups involved in criminal activities:  

� a hard core of intangible criteria, which places the emphasis on: 
- the generation dimension, as they are young people; 
- the collective dimension, as they are a group; 
- the informal dimension, as these “bandes” form without supervision; 
- their public visibility and expressiveness; 
- temporal stability; 
- the existence of symbols of belonging and of means of 

communication which are generally noticeable from the outside. 
 
These criteria alone however do not “draw a distinction between “bandes” 
and “groupings of young people of the same age group”. To do so, you must 
add: 

� secondary criteria: 
- social origin: the individuals who make up “bandes” largely come 

from populations that live in socially and economically 
disadvantaged neighbourhoods. Yet, this must be put into 
perspective, as in the United States there are also middle-class 
gangs. 

-  attachment to and identification with one’s territory: Whilst the 
“bande” is generally attached to a particular territory, there is no 
homogeneity in terms of its configuration which might help offer a 
definition for the concept. 

- structural and organizational elements: Here again, configurations 
are too heterogeneous to be classified scientifically. However, it is 
worth pointing out that a morphological approach, based on the size, 
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presence of sub-groups and cliques, as well as the lifespan – is 
highly recommended by the Eurogang network. 

III/ Definition 
The peer group involved in criminal activities refers to:  
“A generally formal youth organization, with a collective as well as often 
territorial dimension, advocating rule-breaking and/or law-breaking and 
offering the prospect of climbing the internal “social ladder”. 
 
1.2.2 Territory and “bande” formation 
The “territory” aspect is of some relevance in the phenomenon we are 
looking at.  Firstly, one must bear in mind the fact that certain territories 
which we commonly refer to in French as “cités” (estates) or “banlieues” 
(inner-city suburbs) are subject to a certain degree of segregation. Secondly, 
one must weigh up how much of an impact territory can have on the 
forming of “bandes” today. 
This segregation comes from a social divide between different territories. 
These differences have an impact on access to public services, education, 
jobs, transport, security, social integration…It is clear to see that in spite of 
efforts made over the past decades, this segregation is only increasing. The 
employment crisis weighs most heavily on those populations which receive 
the least support in adapting to an increasingly competitive job market. (3 
million unemployed in September 2012). Deteriorating standards of living 
and the rise in social problems, insecurity and trafficking on estates have led 
to the departure of more affluent residents from these areas, which has 
created further social enclaves of people living on the margins of society, 
unappreciated and subject to social exclusion. This population exodus has 
also led to the ethnicization of these neighbourhoods in the sense that the 
proportion of families of African origin (the vast majority of French 
nationality) appears to have significantly increased over the generations. 
(There are no figures to support this, as racial and ethnic aspects cannot be 
subject to quantitative studies). 
Young people growing up in these neighbourhoods inevitably come into 
contact with other young people experiencing the same difficulties as 
themselves, very often they are failing at school, exposed very early on to 
cannabis use and trafficking, to violence in interpersonal relations as a way 
of gaining satisfaction… 
This segregation is perpetuated by an interactive mechanism - the media and 
popular imagination continue to paint a worrying portrait of these 
populations by highlighting security issues, and the populations in question 
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in turn tend to justify, generally consciously, their subversive behaviour as 
being their only option to escape their labelling as “victims of society”.  
This is where territory takes on a sociological relevance, creating a social 
enclave of peers and clearly highlighting outsiders. Belonging to a territory 
becomes highly important and this sense of belonging fosters the 
development of urban violence or trafficking. 
The concept of territory covers many ways of occupying space. It might be 
seen as both a component of a social group or individual’s identity, and as a 
space of habits and recognition. 
The neighbourhood in general and the “bande” in particular constitute an 
enclave which allow young people to cushion themselves against the effects 
of stigmatization from society in general. It is thus possible to establish a 
kind of “spatio-morphology” of “bandes”: they set up shop in working-class 
areas or on large estates, and recruit from the neighbourhood based on a 
notion of shared class. 
The more segregated the territory, the more territorial identity comes into 
play and the more frequent criminal acts committed by groups are. 
 
1.2.3 School, family and “bande” formation 
School becomes the space, almost uniquely so in a young person from an 
estate’s development, of confrontation with society. Faced with social and 
family difficulties, many of these young people are failing school, which has 
a heavy desocialization effect. The classic path of schooling culminating in 
employment plays a social integration role. School failure is the earliest 
indicator of marginalisation. 
Thus for these young dropouts schooling only highlights that they are on the 
fringes of society and all too easily they look for other forms of identity, 
success or integration, a change of outlook and stance on social order. 
School demotivation can begin at a very early age. 39% of students in “6eme” 
in France (Year 7 in the UK) from vulnerable neighbourhoods have already 
fallen at least one year behind. 26.8% of “CM2” students (Year 6 in the UK) 
from vulnerable neighbourhoods have already had to repeat… 91 
Looking at school and youth standards it is clear how hard it is for teachers 
to understand and adapt to the daily reality of young people from working 
class backgrounds. Violent behaviour between students and their abusive 

                                                 

91 National ZUS observatory report, Inter-ministerial town planning delegation, DIV 
edition, p 145 
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exchanges appear incongruous in an environment where peaceful conduct 
and active listening are encouraged. 
Furthermore, schools are run as meritocracies, which attribute failure less to 
social problems than to effort and skill. Because of this, schools foster a 
certain kind of exclusion and inadvertently help breed juvenile delinquency. 
Home environment is also important: in terms of the emotional, 
interpersonal and material setting, in other words everything which 
contributes towards the wellbeing and security of a child at home. Limited 
parent-child exchanges restrict mutual recognition, and can even lead to an 
increase in the number of parental injustices. Parents can take their anger 
with society out on their children, which can be a source of anxiety, 
frustration and injustice. Economic and social pressures (low income, 
unemployment, inactivity, social non-existence…) on parents compound the 
lack of positive parent figures. Parents no longer aid identity, lose all 
authority and feel the effects of this first-hand. 
Leblanc and Fréchette, in their book “Délinquants et délinquance” 
(Criminals and crime), published in 1987, coined and used the term 
“conflictual family” in which material, emotional and educational worries 
combine to breed an unhealthy climate of resentment. Arguments between 
parents and children force everyone to walk on egg-shells, instilling 
permanent pressure which makes everyday life even harder and poisons 
relationships. 
Families are often large, they suffer domestic discomfort and receive limited 
or no support from schools. Very often, the young person belonging to a 
“bande” behaves at home more out of fear for his/her father than to obey set 
rules. This kind of power-based balance is not a million miles away from 
the balance between “bandes” and society… 
Marginalization and affiliation to a marginal culture or group therefore all 
stem from the failure of these two kinds of socialization (family and 
societal). “Bandes” offer individuals a positive way out of school failure, 
family problems and the lack of any prospect of things changing.  
 
1.2.4 Psychology, social psychology  and “bande” formation 
During teenage years and youth, young people run into problems with 
identity and the acceptance of rules, a “breakdown” in behaviour, an 
inability to resist desire and respect barriers. This state of anomie stokes 
“passions” and young people are unaware of where limits for what is 
allowed, forbidden and tolerated lie. Youth violence demonstrates a kind of 
“savagery”, a lack of self-control which is nothing more than the visible tip 
of the socialization crisis iceberg. This kind of reasoning is largely in line 
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with the spontaneous sociology of those who interpret youth delinquency 
and violence as a lack of education: they are “naughty” or “un-“educated, 
they don’t know the rules, families “wash their hands”, as do schools; 
It is useful to go further into the debate: What role does belonging to a 
“bande” and misbehaving play for a teenager from a ZUS? 
- Individual: it makes the individual sure of themselves, offers him/her a 
peer group which allows them to experiment with the dynamics of identity. 
The teenage quest for identity is a normal process. It revolves around a peer 
group and social norms. The teenage peer group questions its place in 
society. For many young people from vulnerable estates the natural response 
to this question is extreme marginalization (defiance and aggressiveness 
towards institutions, verbal and physical violence, criminal activity…). The 
only means of identity which is easily accessible to them is on the streets. 
There is no symbolic counterweight for extreme marginalization to be found 
either in the generally solid family unit or through social integration. The 
symbolic figure of authority embodied by a father but also social 
organization (teachers, head teachers, magistrates, police officers…) is 
completely lacking in their psyche, leading to instinctive dynamics which 
are not regulated by their psyche, the “superego”, if you refer to 
psychoanalysis. These young people, to a certain extent, enjoy intense 
power which can lead them down very dark paths and to shocking levels of 
violence. The violence we see in some of these young people is not just used 
as a way of obtaining something in a given situation, for example, through 
armed robbery. It is more than that, it regulates social relations, and also 
instils balances of power. And it is based on these balances of power that 
“bandes” form. The “little ones” are exploited more than the elders, are 
often mistreated and so go on to mistreat others a few years down the line. 
Violence therefore plays a major role, it invades, spreads and infects a group 
and it then rears its head and leads to theft, fights and assault. 
- Group: they enjoy the protection and acceptance of their peers so that they 
can blend in, there is a kind of abandonment of individual existence to 
subscribe to a group existence; here social vulnerability is such that 
belonging to a group is triggered by survival instinct. During the average 
teenage crisis years, belonging to a group is merely a passing phase which 
contributes towards personal development. The peer group is not the only 
place teenagers lay down roots to achieve their own social integration. But 
since family and school are lacking for the young people we are focusing 
on, the peer group is the only symbolic reference point, its law is accepted 
as the norm, belonging does not afford individuality. It will therefore take a 
further personality shakeup for the young person to leave the group (often 
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finding a partner or having a child). Belonging to the group allows them to 
behave in a way they would never have done if they had not felt that sense 
of belonging. It is the group’s clout which gives these young people the 
sense that the balance is tipped in their favour. The likelihood of them being 
violent increases tenfold and makes them take all kinds of risks. 
The quest for status and identity in the group is specific to the teenage years 
and only fades when they find their adult identity: the peer group becomes 
progressively less important, except for those who are socially extremely 
vulnerable. The latter end up in adult “bandes”, such as groups of football 
hooligans. 
 
1.2.5 Social marginalization and resocialization spaces 
The “classic” sociology of Durkheim and that of the Chicago School 
highlighted a double link between anomie (a lawless or unstructured 
society) on the one hand, and criminal behaviour and violence on the other). 
According to Durkeim, decreased respect for the rules directly leads to 
excessive subversiveness and marginalization. For Chicago School 
sociologists, social disintegration provokes spontaneous formation of youth 
“bandes”. 
However, whilst “bandes” threaten social cohesion, they do the very 
opposite for their members. 
Understanding the formation of “bandes” and the active participation, or 
even devotion, of their members, shows how combined social and spatial 
disadvantages (segregation, inactivity, vulnerability, discrimination) affect 
family, school and street life. 
The “bande” plays at least two roles for those whom society has failed : 
protection – all resources that individuals can use faced with the challenges 
life throws at them – and recognition, which relies on social interaction that 
stimulates the individual by proving to them that they exist and are valued 
by the other or others. In “bandes”, anything a person has lacked is made up 
for with interest: “bandes” go beyond the classic roles of teenage peer 
groups, indeed their power and influence is borne out of the individual 
underachievement and the social exclusion of their members. 
It is worth pointing out the certain degree of hypocrisy that is characteristic 
of western societies, which are increasingly competitive and inegalitarian, 
whilst continually espousing equal opportunities or merit. Yet in 
meritocratic discourse, gaps in success are less down to inequalities than to 
differences in effort and skill. Given the social reality we are looking at, 
meritocratic discourse does not seem to apply to the realities confronted by 
the young people in question. Whilst in the long term “bandes” do harm, 
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they also protect to a certain extent and offer good recompense, in any case 
better than is on offer at school. The “bande” therefore constitutes a last 
resort for socialization. 
The “bande” thus resembles a social microcosm, which affords a kind of 
recognition and offers promotion through its ranks. As well as finding a 
“second family”, the young person also receives social status and even a 
raison d’être. That is why a “bande” must be viewed first and foremost as 
the product of family, school and social failings. 
The street has become a complete space for socialization for young 
people, with its own codes, rules, language, which combine in their own 
way with the urban nature of a neighbourhood. Teenage sociability also 
becomes an asset and a resource when made necessary, or in some situations 
essential, by different forms of social life. This sociability is built on a spirit 
of street culture, something highly prized by teenagers. 
The concept of street culture covers a “complex network of beliefs, 
symbols, kinds of interaction, values and ideologies emerging in opposition 
to the exclusion imposed by the dominant society.” 
Defending one’s honour and maintaining one’s reputation are the main 
challenges of teenage life. A constant quest for recognition, which exclusion 
tends to compound, encourages a kind of constructed self-image consistent 
with value systems and the regulatory framework in force in one’s 
environment. Honour is therefore a key element of the way one projects 
oneself. 
Teenage social networks are often based on a two-tier system separating the 
“strong” from the “weak”, and in street culture the same goes for separating 
“membres” (members) from “bouffons” (clowns), a French term used to 
describe young people who are very unlikely to follow street culture, who 
spend little time in the neighbourhood and do not really understand the 
street codes. A teenage who comes under attack is said to be responsible for 
his/her own vulnerability, as they are more than capable of protecting 
themselves. Building an identity is dependent on an environment that does 
not tolerate weakness. 
 
1.2.6 The evolution of ethnic aspects in “bande” formation 
France is traditionally a country of immigration. For the first half of the 20th 
century, this was mainly European immigration (Polish, Italian, Belgian…). 
After the war, France made it easier for African populations to enter the 
country to join their labour force. 1974 would be marked by an official 
transition between labour and settlement immigration.  
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Due to the social and economic downturn, immigration once again became a 
core issue, first addressed from a health point of view, with reference to 
living conditions and housing problems, then from an identity and security 
angle through two laws passed during Valéry Giscard D’Estaing’s seven-
year mandate: the 1979 Stoleru law (developing incentives for immigrants 
to return home) and the 1980 Bonnet law (tougher stance on migratory 
flows with police support). 
The parallel between criminal behaviour and immigrant populations 
continues to be automatically drawn for various different reasons. Firstly 
because of a simple intellectual bias in terms of association of ideas: ZUSs 
have a high concentration of youth and teen offenders, which can be 
explained by a specific context: economic and social difficulties, school 
failure and family problems. ZUSs are areas where immigrants have 
historically been housed, as they are near the sites they work at. The 
immigrant or foreign-born population is therefore larger in these areas. 
Some people therefore associate the idea of “foreign-born” with crime when 
in fact it is the familial and social context which is decisive when it comes 
to turning to crime, not ethnic origin (Sébastian Roche, 2001)92. 
One might nonetheless ask oneself whether belonging to a foreign culture 
should be classed alongside the multitude of other social factors. If this 
sense of belonging can be seen as one factor among many others, what 
impact does it have? According to Laurent Muchielli, 200393, the concept of 
“stigma” is core here. In spite of a republican context which favours 
openness and intellectual recognition, cultures of countries of origin are 
subject to certain stigmatization in the host country. This stigmatization can 
cause people to be dismissive of those from such cultures, fostering 
defensive attitudes in the latter and forcing them to find ways to gain 
recognition. The scar left by these stigmas is relative; it can be larger or 
smaller depending on the success of one’s socio-economic integration, 
family factors and the social context. Being an immigrant or foreign-born 
unquestionably puts one at a disadvantage.  
What about the ethnic or cultural factor in French “bandes”? This is entirely 
relative; whilst there are proportionally-speaking more young people from 
immigrant communities involved in “bandes” and crime, and whilst codes 
used by “bande” members may occasionally be borrowed from their culture 

                                                 

92 Roché S., 2001, Youth Criminal activity. 13-19-year olds tell of their criminal pasts, 
Paris, Seuil. 
93 Muchielli L. 2003, from “mankind and migrations” n°1241 
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of origin, this is firstly preceded by a reconfiguration of the neighbourhood 
and circumstances, and whilst young people tend to pick their friends from 
and come together with those who share their ethnic origin, they do not 
define themselves according to it alone. The main criterion which 
determines an “outsider” in these neighbourhoods is territory. “Bandes” 
built on ethnic criteria remain an epiphenomenon which does not match the 
French sociological and historical reality. 

 

1.3 Statistical data 
 
1.3.1 On ZUSs 
 
Source : 2011 Report by the Sensitive Urban Zones Observatory (ONZUS) 
ZUSs were home to 4.7 million people in 2011, 7.5% of the French 
population. This community displays the following characteristics: 
More youthful than the population as a whole. 
- The share of foreigners is generally greater than in the overall 

population (17.1% compared to 5.8%) 
- 60% of households live in HLMs (Habitats à loyer Modéré = rent-

controlled housing) compared to 20% in developments. 
- A less-qualified population. 
- Income is on average 60% of the reference population’s mean 

income. 
- The share of the population living below the poverty line is three 

times higher. 
- The poverty rate is especially high among under 25s (40% compared 

to 20% in the population as a whole) 
- The share of immigrants and their descendants is generally higher 

than in the reference population (If you look at the people aged 18 to 
50 who live in ZUSs, 943,000 out of 1,795,000 are immigrants or 
descended from immigrants, a total of 53%. If you then look at the 
18-50-year olds not living in ZUSs, immigrants and their 
descendants make up 19% of the population.) 

- 57% of minors born in Seine-Saint-Denis have a parent born abroad. 
This rate can be as high as 76% in some towns.  
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- Surveys on insecurity and perceived insecurity show that crime is at 
the top of the list of problems mentioned by ZUS residents and that 
this trend has risen over the last few years. 

ZUS are therefore a melting pot for the social and family problems 
experienced by the population as a whole. All indicators point to a 
certain heterogeneity in ZUSs in France. ZUSs classed in group A 
represent those experiencing the most problems. 
 

1.3.2 On crime in general 
Although the rate of attacks on property has consistently fallen over the last 
10 years (51.7 committed per 1000 people in 2001 compared to 34.8 in 
2011), the rate of attacks on people on the other hand continues to soar (5.4 
committed per 1000 people in 2000 against 7.4 in 2010). 
The number of minors implicated has significantly increased over the 15 last 
years (109,000 in 1994, 193,000 in 2005 compared to 216,000 in 2010) and 
the most significant rise has been in physical assaults (+ 12510 committed 
in 5 years). 
Crime statistics show that there are an increasing number of minors 
involved in criminal acts and misdemeanours and that these acts are heavily 
characterised by an increase in assaults on people. 
 
1.3.3 On the “bande” phenomenon 
In March 2009, a confidential report by the Direction Centrale de la 
sécurité publique (Central Directorate for public safety), commissioned 
by the SDIG (sous-direction de l’information générale = sub-directorate for 
general information, formerly for “renseignements généraux” = general 
intelligence) mentioned 222 “bandes” whose hard cores are made up of 
around 2,500 individuals. 
The report states that only 21% of these are based in the provinces, 79% 
being in the Paris area, especially on vulnerable estates in Essonne and 
Seine-Saint-Denis. 
It classes 56% of the “bandes” mentioned as “informal” : that is, “without a 
clearly-defined leader, firmly attached to their neighbourhood which matters 
above all else, made up of young people with an average age of 20 years and 
hanging out in doorways, on public highways, the metro or even in fast food 
restaurants.” 
Much more hidden away, in the basements of HLMs or even in abandoned 
apartments, 44% of so-called “structured” organizations revolve around a 
ringleader and lieutenants, aged between 20 and 30 years and often violent. 
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The most organized “bandes” in France do not have more than fifty 
members. 
To refine their analysis, the police force intelligence department has set up a 
regional-level department to analyse and cross-check information on the 
phenomenon. 
According to a note from the SDIG dated 19th January 2012, there are 
now 313 “bandes”, 91 more than in 2009.  
The main public safety issue established was inter-“bande” clashes. There 
were 331, 246 of which were armed, in 2011. (+10% in one year). On 61 
occasions, firearms were used compared to 43 times in 2010. 
The motives for these clashes are as follows: 
- To protect oneself from another “bande”. 
- To defend a territory. 
- To protect trafficking.  
- To steal or intimidate. 

Six people died and 252 were injured as a result of these clashes in 2011. 
992 people belonging to a “bande” were arrested in 2011. Among them, 
56% were minors (555) compared to 40% in 2010. 
The note outlines three significant evolutions in the phenomenon: 
- The development of community brawls: interethnic clashes like that 

of the 10th of September 2011 between some forty Chechens and a 
hundred odd North Africans, or violence committed against the 
Mayotte community in Limoges. 

- An increasing number of weapons, especially improvised weapons 
(screwdriver, hammer, crutches…) 

- Under 13s joining “bandes”. 
The “bande” phenomenon has been studied in France since 2008. Available 
information is still fragmented in the sense that the very concept of “bandes” 
remains vague. The January 2012 note nevertheless emphasizes that the 313 
“bandes” referred to revolve around one or several leaders who can mobilize 
the “bande” to carry out an operation. There would appear to be a gradual 
shift in the definition of “bandes” by the authorities, given that they appear 
now to be more structured than was previously thought. 
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2.  Criminal and societal aspects 

2.1 Criminal aspects 
 
The “bande” phenomenon is linked to various external issues. Intelligence 
services, for example, are still struggling to analyse the link between the 
“bande” phenomenon and the trafficking of drugs and weapons. These are 
two phenomena which are dealt with simultaneously. Although certain 
aspects of “bandes” lead specialists to conclude that they are not very 
structured, that they clash over trivial matters, others make a systematic link 
between “bande” formation and the underground economy and narcotics 
trafficking. We shall see in this chapter how narcotics structuring is 
organized and what it represents in France, as well as the firearms evolution, 
clashes between “bandes” and violent robbery. 
 
2.1.1 Narcotics trafficking 
According to figures from the home affairs ministry, there were 3.9 million 
cannabis users in 2009, and a significant rise over the last decade. This 
product is generally thought to be banned in France. Its use is still 
criminalized but this rarely leads to criminal prosecution. 
The thing that explains the rise in the number of users is the increasing 
exposure of young children to the drug. According to ODT (drug and drug 
use observatory) figures, more than 25% of secondary school students have 
already used cannabis, girls and boys alike. Some experts estimate that 80% 
of young people under 18 have already experimented with cannabis. 
The cannabis market represents 3 billion euros a year in France. It involves 
some 1000 wholesalers who bring in the drug mainly from Morocco, 15,000 
semi-wholesalers, 100,000 dealers and 300,000 watchmen who protect 
dealers from police operations. This trafficking mainly occurs in vulnerable 
neighbourhoods. It brings in significant and essential additional income for 
young people in these areas and sometimes even for their families. These 
teenagers and young adults organize their trafficking to cater to the very 
capitalist, consumer-driven society they abhor. Narcotics trafficking is one 
of the cornerstones of “bande” phenomena. It reinforces their ownership of 
their territory and instils a hierarchy. 
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Narcotics trafficking is organized as follows: 

 
 
The semi-wholesaler supplies the product and manages trafficking. The 
other members of the chain are generally recruited on a day-to-day basis. 
Lookouts position themselves in strategic places around the estate to spot 
the arrival of the police as soon as possible. They carry no drugs on them 
which means that if they are arrested there will be no reason to hold them. 
They may be as young as thirteen. 
The dealer sells the product to the clients. He/she is restocked several times 
a day to avoid the risk of being arrested or assaulted and caught carrying too 
large a quantity of the product. 
We can see that the organizational hierarchy in this trafficking activity is 
similar to that of a typical company. All risks are foreseen and taken on 
board and trafficking provides a number of jobs for unemployed young 
people living on the estate who see it as an opportunity to make easy money.  
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Far from organizing things so that each dealer buys and sells his/her drugs 
independently, there is a clear recruitment procedure and hierarchy headed 
up by the semi-wholesaler/ringleader. 
There is a good chance of rising through the ranks, and this largely depends 
on how reliable an individual is. For example, not getting caught, not talking 
if you get caught and being able to protect your market when coveted by 
other dealers. 
Some politicians grappling with security issues call for the legalization of 
cannabis, which they see as the only way to curb the increasingly organized 
trafficking activity polluting estates. Daniel Vaillant, a former socialist 
home affairs minister and today an MP is one of the loudest voices calling 
for legalization. He feels this would give way to true consumer-based 
prevention action and help combat trafficking and associated crime. The 
Green party spoke out in favour of legalization during the last Presidential 
election. The jury would now seem to be out under this Parliament. 
 
2.1.2 Weapons 
The money to be made in narcotics inevitably generates its own power 
struggles and turf wars. These wars are becoming increasingly violent in 
France. Score settling with firearms and sometimes war weapons has 
become the daily bread of estate teenagers and young adults whereas before 
this was the preserve of major criminal outfits. Some inner-city youths have 
graduated from daily delinquency to criminal acts. They now move from 
narcotics trafficking to burglary and to armed robbery. The effects of 
globalization, of new technologies and of the development of worldwide 
trade have helped increase accessibility to weapons from Eastern Europe. 
Score-settling is on the rise in the Paris and Paca (Provence-Alpes-Cote 
d’Azur) regions, specificially in the city of Marseille (23 victims, 13 of 
whom died in 2011 in Marseille). The climate of insecurity has never been 
so strong. 
News stories over the last two years tell of a dramatic worsening of the 
security situation in Marseille. They list several dozens of firearm murders a 
year. France and the Mediterranean’s largest port, Marseille is historically 
associated with certain mafia and “bande” activities. These mafia groups are 
structured, they demonstrate their authority and power with violence and 
targeted killings modelled on those of the Corsican mobs. However violence 
had, up until a few years ago, remained exclusive to major criminal gangs. 
Now, the perpetrators of these score-settlings and murders are increasingly 
younger and from underprivileged areas of cities. 
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These murders are often linked to narcotics dealing. The victims or 
perpetrators of these acts are often known to the police for such offenses. 
The motives used as excuses for these crimes relate to drug market, power 
struggle or influence struggle conflicts. The most frequent scenario involves 
a person (often a young adult or even a minor) charged with narcotics 
trafficking who tries to regain control of his/her market on being released 
from prison. The “stairwell” motive is very often cited by the authorities. 
The “stairwell” is a place where deals are done and which is protected by 
those who use it.   
Out of the eleven murders committed in Marseille between January and 
April 2012, 3 were not subject to inquiries into their circumstances and 
motive, 3 were thought to be punishments meted out for rather trivial 
reasons (two young people thrown out of a nightclub) and five were thought 
to be directly linked to drug trafficking. 
The very face of weapons has changed: the war weapon the AK-47 or 
“Kalashnikov”, which can spray 30 bullets in a matter of seconds, is the gun 
that every “bande” now has to own in order to secure their trade and to 
impress rival “bandes”. This gun is used in a relatively small number of 
crimes but is frequently used as a dissuasive and intimidating weapon 
against other “bandes” and also security forces. “Bandes” show off their 
weapons on social networks in propaganda clips about their “bande”, their 
identity and their strength. What we are seeing therefore is a still nascent but 
nonetheless tangible phenomenon centred on firearms and especially the 
AK-47. This phenomenon is fuelled by international trafficking, especially 
with Eastern European countries. These countries have been involved in 
wars over the past 20 years, and free movement in Europe has fostered the 
trafficking by road of the weapons left over from these conflicts. Weapon 
seizures have yielded small-scale hauls (around a dozen weapons) mainly 
from the countries of the former Yugoslavia. Specialists estimate that an 
AK-47 costs between 500 and 2000€ depending on the quality of the 
weapon. 
The proliferation of weapons on vulnerable estates is not restricted to the 
Kalashnikov. According to specialists (there is no official figure on the 
subject), 15,000 Kalashnikov-type weapons are currently in circulation on 
French estates, compared to a total of 3 to 7 million illegal weapons in 
France. Following a shooting outside a nightclub in Lille in August 2012, 
the home affairs ministry declared that the fight against illegal weapon 
trafficking and possession was one of their priorities. 
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Grassroots politicians have also seized upon the use of firearms issue when 
talking to the media. Hence the 30.08.12 statements made by Samia Ghali, 
socialist mayor-senator for the 15th and 16th arrondissements of Marseille: 

 “Today, faced with the war arsenal used by criminal 
networks, only the armed forces can make a difference. 
Firstly when it comes to disarming dealers. And then to block 
client access to the estate, like during times of war, with 
dams. Even if this takes a year, or two, we must stand firm. 
There is no point in sending a bus full of riot police to stop 
dealers. When ten of them are arrested, ten others will take up 
the slack. It is like trying to destroy an ant hill”. 
“After this new bloody summer, we need a few home truths. I 
think that the authorities have failed to grasp the seriousness 
of the situation. The killings in Marseille are attracting 
national media attention. The truth is that today the major 
youth employer on some estates is narcotics trafficking. 
Drugs support entire families. Weapons are rife. People kill 
because of a yes or a no. If nothing gives, we are heading for 
an American-style setup, with gangs who wage war in the 
places where the law has no currency”. 
 

In the same vein were the inflammatory statements made by Stéphane 
Gatignon, mayor of Sevran (Paris region) following the shooting near a 
primary school: 

 “It would take blue berets to restore peace to Sevran!” 
 

2.1.3 Riots 
Urban riots are very often linked to the “bande” phenomenon. Why is that 
exactly?  One might reason that riots are a natural occurrence among 
teenagers and young adults living in the same area, who know one another 
and come together more or less spontaneously to challenge the authorities, 
vandalise cars or buildings (public or private alike). This fits with the 
“bande” phenomenon. It is worth mentioning that the context in which riots 
occur is often the same: one person in the neighbourhood dies following 
police intervention. This might happen when officers try to arrest the 
person, who may have tried to flee or force their way through a police 
barricade, or following an accident involving the police or even because of a 
police blunder. 
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The first urban riots occurred in the 1980s mainly in the outskirts of Lyon. 
The reason was always the same: an incident would take place involving the 
police force and the victim’s neighbourhood would come out to confront 
them. 
The 1990s saw an escalation in this trend and riots occurred almost every 
year outside Lyon, Toulouse and also in the Paris area. Some riots occupied 
a larger area than that of the neighbourhood in question. Various estates 
often decide to confront the police, often arranging to meet in the same 
place to do so. The spate of car arsons, especially the night of Saint 
Sylvestre, developed from 1995 onwards. French inner-city suburbs 
competed to see who could make the news by setting light to the most cars 
in their area. Each New Year’s Eve alone, regularly between 1000 and 1200 
cars are set light to in France, with an average annual number of torched 
cars varying between 30 and 40,000. 
From 2000 to 2010 there was some continuity to these trends until two 
things occurred which hit everyone in France hard: the 2005 riots and the 
Villiers-le-Belen riots of 2007. 
The 2005 riots marked a major symbolic turning point as people began to 
realize the extent of estate violence. 
The riots were provoked by a tragedy which occurred on the 27th of October 
2005, during which Bouna Traoré (aged 15) and Zyhed Benna (aged 17) 
both died. 
Having spent their afternoon playing football at the Marcel Vincent stadium 
in Livry-Gargan, they returned on foot to Clichy-sous-Bois and passed by a 
large building site. A local resident contacted the Livry-Gargan police 
station and reported an attempted robbery at a building site. The police sent 
out anti-crime officers to try and capture the African or North African 
persons responsible, among them Bouna Traoré (aged 15), Zhyed Benna 
and Muhittin Altun, (both aged 17) who then fled. Trying to hide in a 
transformer, the first two died after being electrocuted inside an electricity 
sub-station. The third, Muhittin Altun, was badly burned, but managed to 
make it back to the estate. 
Then, riots broke out in Clichy-sous-Bois on the 27th of October 2005, and 
quickly spread to other areas across France. A state of emergency was 
declared on the 8th of November 2005, prolonged for three consecutive 
weeks. On the 17th of November 2005, the situation was brought under 
control. 
The Public Prosecutor’s department did not immediately open an inquiry, 
although two police officers were investigated for failing to help people in 
danger, but the department ruled in the officers’ favour. The IGPN (police 
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regulatory body) published a report mentioning “how little” the officers had 
done, without however requesting their suspension. Following complaints 
from the parents, a judicial inquiry was launched, and the two officers were 
indicted in February 2007, almost two years on. A request for the case to be 
dropped was made in September 2010 by the State Prosecutor in Bobigny, 
stating that there were “insufficient charges” laid against the officers. 
The riots of Autumn 2005, which lasted 4 weeks, opened French eyes to the 
youth populations living in these areas, ready to engage in unlimited 
violence against the authorities.  According to sociologist Hugues 
Lagrange94, the rioters were generally young people of African origin, born 
out of the latest immigration waves from Cameroon, Algeria, Tunisia, 
Morocco, Congo, Guinea, Cape Verde, Mali and Senegal. Lagrange pointed 
out however that young people of all origins were arrested. Guns were fired 
on the police.  
The violent clashes caused two deaths, 56 police officers were wounded, 
2921 people were arrested, 9193 cars were torched. Several public and 
private buildings were vandalised and torched by the rioters. 
The Villiers-le-bel riots occurred over two days in November 2007. They 
followed the death of two teenagers who were travelling on an unregistered 
motorbike and who were knocked off by a police car. These riots were 
extremely violent, with 81 firearms incidents against police officers. The 
rioters instigating the ambush were also much better organized, which 
would suggest that these riots were organized by one or more ringleaders. 
March 2009 was the scene of a series of worrying incidents in the Paris 
region, from the Les Mureaux brawls where ten police officers were 
wounded by “bandes” of youths from underprivileged areas, to the storming 
of a Gagny secondary school by a “bande” which saw 12 people injured and 
7 in shock, including the assault of one student by some fifteen teenagers on 
the school playground. 
Iron bars, knives, sticks: young people in “bandes” entered school premises, 
laid traps or even casually assaulted school staff. At the time, the French 
President announced an upcoming vote on a law which made belonging to a 
violent “bande” punishable by three years in prison and a 45,000 euro fine. 
The entering of school premises would become a crime subject to a three 

                                                 

94 Urban riots and protests, under the leadership of Hugues Lagrange and Marco Oberti. 
(Les presses Sciences po) 
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year prison sentence and a 75,000 euro fine if committed as part of a 
“bande”. 
The most recent riots broke out in the summer of 2012 in Amiens. 
One cannot say that “bandes” are responsible for these riots. They 
participate in them, structure them or even manage the operational side, but 
riots are a symptom, just like the “bande” phenomenon, of the nature of 
social and family ties in these areas. Whilst there was a trigger for each riot, 
they were also a kind of challenge to the legitimacy of the State, society and 
its institutions’ authority, things vehemently contested by these young 
people. These riots demonstrated the level of tension in these 
neighbourhoods and how some young people are prepared to do anything to 
challenge a system which brings them no money, possessions…a continual 
outpouring of violence… 
 
2.1.4 Violent theft 
Groups or “bandes” of young people are responsible for a certain number of 
thefts, very often accompanied by violence in public places. These acts 
might occur in the street or on public transport.  The group allows the young 
people to develop a strategy and work as a team on these thefts. Different 
strategies or approaches are therefore in play depending on the trend of the 
moment. Mobile phone or gold jewellery snatching are currently the most 
frequent.  
In the Paris area, from January to August 2012, 1500 pieces of jewellery 
were snatched. This new trend has led to the launch of a public awareness 
campaign by the home affairs ministry. The rise in the gold index, due to the 
economic crisis as well as the spread of cash-for-gold stores is fuelling this 
phenomenon. The mode of operation is often the same: two teenagers, one 
waits on the scooter, the other snatches the jewellery and then climbs on the 
scooter and they disappear. This trend is also hugely problematic in other 
French cities (Toulouse, Marseille…). The distinguishing trait in Marseille 
is that underprivileged areas, unlike in other French cities, are not relegated 
to the city’s outskirts. They are peppered throughout different 
arrondissements. Young people from these areas can therefore very quickly 
and easily reach the city centre, and can snatch possessions and be back on 
their estate very quickly indeed. 
It would appear that these kinds of theft remain the preserve of very young 
teenagers aged 14, 15 and 16, and criminal sentencing for these thefts is 
moderate because of their young age and the large number of such cases to 
be dealt with by the criminal justice system. These thefts are seen as 
relatively innocuous because of their simplicity: for young people “all you 
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have to do is take it”, and they are unaware of the violent nature of their act. 
In most cases, no one is hurt. Sometimes things turn ugly, like one theft in 
Montpellier in July 2012 during which an 82-year-old tried to defend his 
wife from a “bagsnatcher” who fought back. The man died of his injuries… 
It is generally thought that these snatchings are a way to “cut one’s teeth”. It 
is thought to be a stage in a criminal journey which includes narcotics 
trafficking, burglary, with the best moving on to armed robbery when they 
reach the age of 17-19. Snatching shows just how banal violence has 
become for these teenagers. They show no compassion or empathy towards 
their victims…The victims are often elderly and chosen unscrupulously as 
they will not put up a fight. 
One cannot say that these actions can be put down to “bande” activity. The 
team of two or three teenagers nevertheless belong to a neighbourhood 
where the mode of operation is passed on to the youngest teenagers who 
spot a way to prove their worth as part of the group. It is also easy to 
imagine that the resale of the gold would be organized by local gang 
ringleaders. Proof of this lies in the dismantling of workshops for the 
reworking of gold from robberies or snatchings. The link between robbery 
and snatchings would suggest networks between pickpockets, robbers and 
receivers of stolen goods, and thus the organization of a “bande” based on 
the theft and handling of gold, with different levels of perpetrators, certainly 
on a par with the kind of organization already described for narcotics 
trafficking. 
 

2.2 Societal and media aspects 
 
2.2.1 The use of media and social networks by “bandes” 
The inner-city suburb culture, ways of life and codes have been driven since 
the eighties by the “soft” version hip-hop music which decries social 
problems and calls on politicians to improve the lot of underprivileged 
neighbourhoods, as well as its “hard” version, which heavily encourages 
drugs, violence, easy money, prostitution, even sometimes directly 
provoking members of rival “bandes”. 
This phenomenon became especially commonplace at the turn of the new 
century with the democratization of access to internet and different 
interfaces (computers, telephones, tablet computers) which allow people to 
get online. “Bandes” now use youtube and social networks to upload home-
made clips showing off the defended and provocative identity of a “bande”. 
Most of these clips are of poor quality and spread messages of violence, 
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showing off weapons and drugs explicitly justifying their criminal 
behaviour. 
“Bandes” also use social networks to organize brawls or come together for 
riots. 
Much like teenagers and young adults in general, young people from these 
estates have grasped the full potential of these new technologies. Internet 
connectivity throws up many questions as to what role it plays in the 
evolution of young people who spend their lives online. It is very good at 
making users feel that they belong to a “community”. This feeling is largely 
biased as it is nothing to do with the individual desire to belong to a group 
in one’s teenage years. Internet media tends to reinforce the negative aspects 
of belonging to a group, especially excessive respect of marginal codes and 
standards, something that is reassuring to a teenager in search of an identity. 
One might say therefore that one of effects of internet and social network 
use by “bande” members is to reinforce respect for or recognition of 
marginal codes on violence, drugs and sexuality. 
 
2.2.2 The image of “bandes” painted by the media 
“Bandes”, their clashes and their crimes are sensationalist subjects generally 
used by the media to insure high ratings. Television channels make 
excessive use of this topic. The resulting effect is a greater stigmatization of 
people living in inner-city suburbs, increasing public concern about running 
into groups of young people, an association between young people’s origins 
and the aforementioned acts… 
W9, a small, low-key TNT channel, is the most popular channel with under-
25s, with 20% of the market share. One of its biggest current-affairs 
programmes is called “Enquête d’action” (“Action inquiry”). Of the last 50 
episodes shown, 16 directly focused on youth offending…Viewers are 
“bombarded” by this sensational topic… 
The effect is twofold. Firstly this reinforces the culture of criminal codes, 
and therefore adds to the number of teenagers identifying with it. Secondly, 
it stokes defiant behaviour in a certain kind of person towards groups of 
teenagers and young adults, which strengthens the “social fracture” as 
Jacques Chirac called it in his time (Cf. supra). 
The effect of the media is therefore to reinforce the phenomenon by 
ensuring the greatest possible dissemination and coverage, causing a 
maximum number of young people to identify with it and stigmatizing a 
population rather than highlighting the social realities of the areas in 
question. 
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2.2.3 Political and societal challenges of the phenomenon 
It was inevitable that politics would come into this issue somehow. Highly 
symbolic political statements have been made over the last few years in 
response to recurring incidents in underprivileged areas and to the media 
impact thereof. Whatever their political affiliation, steadfastness is the 
common message of politicians. Beyond this message, some have also 
described these phenomena and their perpetrators. Thus the use of the term 
“sauvageon” (wild child) by a socialist home affairs minister in the 1990s 
courted controversy. Later on one of their socialist successors would use the 
term “racaille” (scum) and promised one local resident they would “clean up 
the Karcher estate”…More generally and only in terms of political 
communication and its symbolic scope, one might speculate that the right 
more readily associates a “bande”’s actions with their consequences 
(criminal justice, victim support…) whereas the left more frequently 
associates this problem with decisive factors (social context, school 
achievements, family support…). This distinction can be felt less acutely in 
practice, since when each party comes to power it devises its own security 
and social policies. They may differ but often less so than their speeches 
would like to imply. 
 

3. Institutional practices 

 
In the first section of this report, we recalled the historical background to the 
juvenile “bande” phenomenon and we described the determining factors 
(familial, social, political, schooling, psychological…). We then (Cf. 3.), 
described the main challenges, especially those of a public security nature, 
posed by “bandes” today (narcotics trafficking, armed violence, urban 
violence). Finally, we tried to establish the social relevance of this issue in 
terms of use of media by “bandes”, use of “bandes” by the media, and 
political stances. Now in this section we shall assess the public policies 
implemented in the fields of town planning, security, employment, family 
support…and we will highlight those projects which we feel are relevant 
today in combatting the phenomenon. 
The “bande” problem overlaps different public policy areas. It is one of the 
symptoms of a more general reality, that of so-called underprivileged, 
neglected, vulnerable or even challenging areas…It would therefore appear 
necessary to describe, in terms of current state of play, requirements and 
outlook, the required approaches from stakeholders (administrations, 
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associations, companies, public bodies, local authorities) in response to the 
juvenile “bande” issue. 
Some of these approaches encompass the current responses to the problem 
(tertiary prevention : public safety measures for combatting crime, 
measures to foster rehabilitation of youth offenders), but also secondary 
prevention measures which advocate implementing optimum conditions for 
ensuring the education and success of children from estates so that they do 
not turn to crime and “bandes”, and finally the implementation of primary 
prevention aimed at responding to contextual factors which can curb social 
impoverishment and the appearance of the “bande” phenomenon. 
After having described the town planning intervention approaches, we shall 
look at what is and what could be the impact of policies implemented to 
foster urban regeneration, public safety, school achievement, social 
integration and access to jobs. 
 

3.1 Town planning policy 
 
As we saw in the first and third sections of this report, the juvenile “bande” 
issue is linked to the urban dimension. The impoverishment of areas 
classified as ZUSs triggers the development of social inequalities which 
foster criminal behaviour and the formation of “bandes”. Beyond the 
necessary public security responses, there is increasing consensus in France 
on the need to regenerate estates to open them up and develop measures 
essential to affording them equal opportunities. This is quite a broad policy 
comprising of various areas, which we shall try to summarize. 
The ministry for the equality of territories and housing is in charge of 
implementing town planning policy through a delegated city ministry. 
The general objective of town planning policy is to revamp struggling urban 
areas and to reduce inequalities between areas. This policy affects 5 million 
inhabitants mainly living in ZUSs. This general objective requires inter-
ministerial action and coordination from the Inter-ministerial Town 
Planning Committee (created in 1988), overseen by the Prime Minister. This 
coordination helps involve different additional stakeholders in this policy 
(social and cultural development, economic regeneration, employment, 
urban regeneration and improving living standards, safety, citizenship and 
crime prevention, health…). This policy is implemented by local authorities 
based on Contrats  Urbains de Cohésion Sociale (CUCS) (Urban Contracts 
for Social Cohesion) passed between councillors and mayors who define 
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development projects for individual neighbourhoods. Contracts are 
specifically aimed at ZUSs. 
There are various approaches to town planning policy: 
- Social mediation has been a recognized approach in France since 

2000. According to the 2000 CIV definition, it consists of "a process 
to build and repair social ties and resolve the conflicts of everyday 
life,  where an impartial and independent third party tries, by 
organizing exchanges between persons or institutions, to help 
improve relations or resolve a dispute between the two sides". 

- Economic development by helping stimulate economic activity with 
support measures. 

- Improving social inclusion by developing the integration of block 
release programs in apprenticeships and training contracts.  

- Improving access to jobs with a policy to reinforce fundamental 
rights measures in ZUSs.  

- A well as priority education action areas devised by the national 
education system, the town planning ministry is implementing a 
series of measures to help young people outside of school and 
improve their chances of success through concerted or individual 
efforts. The implementation of Programmes de Réussite 
Educative (PRE – Educational Success Programmes) has helped 
develop projects aimed at children aged 2-16 from ZUSs. In 2009, 
the budget for running PREs was 90 million euros. 

- Access to culture through culture promotion and educational drives.  
- Urban regeneration through the PNRU (Programme National de 

rénovation urbaine = National urban regeneration Programme) 
which consists of regenerating 520 neighbourhoods between 2003 
and 2013. This programme is being implemented by the ANRU 
(Agence nationale pour la rénovation Urbaine = national urban 
regeneration agency). 

- Local crime prevention policies have been developed over the last 
two decades or so in France, within the framework of town planning. 
Cucs (urban contracts for social cohesion), implemented in 2007 
between the State and local authorities, contain a specific section 
dedicated to citizenship and crime prevention, the object of which is 
to sustainably improve safety in all aspects of daily life and to 
strengthen civic accountability : by reducing the factors which 
contribute to offending and reoffending, by acting on the different 
steps leading to offending or reoffending, by providing an 
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appropriate legal response, by providing the most at-risk areas with a 
veritable local crime prevention policy, implemented within the legal 
framework of a CLS (Contrat local de sécurité = local safety 
contract). Town planning policy therefore coordinates local safety 
measures through Cucs and their safety aspects.  

- Promoting sports with measures which foster their practice, the 
setting up of clubs and their funding.  

- Access to healthcare by developing PRAPS (Programmes 
régionnaux d’Accès à la Prévention et aux Soins = regional access to 
prevention and care programmes).  
 

3.2 Urban regeneration 
 
The national urban regeneration programme (PNRU) is overseen by the 
national urban regeneration agency (ANRU) and its local satellites.  
In implementing the PNRU, ANRU aims to “turn estates into regular urban 
spaces characterized by diverse ranges of jobs and kinds of housing, 
openness and relations with the wider city, and the high quality of their 
public spaces. It is essential to offer all estate residents the possibility to 
become fully-paid-up citizens.” 95 
This agency definition of the motives of urban regeneration shows that it 
fully recognizes the extent to which neighbourhoods classed as ZUSs are 
stigmatized today. The programme is ambitious and significant sums have 
been earmarked for it. 
The PNRU requires that each neighbourhood, led by a project manager 
(mayor or head of community/local authority) provide a diagnosis and a 
strategic plan on social and urban issues. The aims are to: 
- Raise diversity on estates, both in terms of jobs offered and kinds 

and quality of housing. 
- Increase city signposting and transport network maps.  
- Foster opening-up of estates. 
- Encourage employment of estate residents in construction works 

generated by the urban regeneration project.  

                                                 

95 2011 annual report ; ANRU.fr ; page 21 
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This programme covers 215 priority sites and 342 additional sites. Between 
2004 and 2013, the programme received 44 billion euros (12 billion of 
which were used on ANRU) in investments shared out as follows: 
- ANRU: 26%. 
- Local authorities: 23% 
- Private contractors: 42% 

 
3.2.1 “Bande” territory in the face of urban regeneration 
We looked before at how decisive the concept of territory is in “bande” 
formation. This sense of belonging to a territory is rooted in the 
topographical organization of these places and this is reinforced by the lack 
of social diversity, the segregation of the area, the dilapidated state of the 
area…It is only natural that in a cut-off area marginal group identities 
should develop to excess, fuelled by feelings of exclusion and 
stigmatization.  
Many neighbourhoods are today perceived as being hard to reach for police 
forces and institutional representatives. Even emergency services 
(firefighters, ambulance crews) sometimes require a sizeable police escort to 
access these areas.  Urban regeneration, by fostering diversity in these areas, 
as well as increasing their signposting and transport network maps and 
encouraging opening up, should help remedy this problem. As things stand, 
apprehending a criminal in these areas requires specialist forces. Incidents 
also regularly occur during arrests. Some estates were built to help create 
this kind of social enclave which we are now trying to replace with an 
opening-up to the rest of the city. From an architectural perspective, in some 
neighbourhoods the heart of the estate is entirely encircled by buildings, 
which fuels the feeling of being cut off in the minds of residents. The laying 
of booby-traps for the police or other authority figures by young people is 
made easier by this topographical organization. Likewise, access problems 
for police to these areas help protect any trafficking that may be established 
there.  
Urban regeneration is an opportunity to reinvent the idea of “territory” by 
preventing the cutting off of estate communities and limiting the influence 
of “bande” territory. 
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3.2.2 Urban regeneration and social ties 
We have seen the way “bandes” form where the social reality is extremely 
bleak in ZUSs. Urban regeneration is supposed to diversify the environment 
and inhabitants of these areas. If this objective were to be achieved then the 
impact of the lack of social diversity would be weakened.  
Furthermore, urban regeneration promotes and ensures the building of 
schools, commercial buildings and social centres within the rebuilt or 
renovated areas. These measures come in response to the observed absence 
of businesses and institutions in disadvantaged areas. Developing 
businesses, local institutions and meeting places fosters “conviviality”. 
 
3.2.3 Urban regeneration and the family unit 
The shortage of housing and the failure to adapt it to the needs of families 
fosters tensions in families and learning difficulties…This lays the 
foundations which lead children from a very early age into antisocial 
behaviour, narcotics and violence. Family life in vulnerable areas can be 
particularly challenging. Children need to go outside and play, see friends 
and even more so when their homes are cramped and family tensions run 
high. They therefore learn the estate codes and rules very early on, often 
those that centre on the code of silence or the law that might is right. They 
are thus surrounded by an alternative development framework which often 
conflicts with family values, without parents successfully being able to do 
anything about it. The feeling of powerless faced with the downward spiral 
of one or several of their children weighs heavily on parents and leads to 
despair and fatalism…Rethinking housing and the building of urban areas 
which provide more space for individuals and the family unit would help 
further protect families exposed to the challenges of vulnerable 
neighbourhoods. Social pressure from the area and from its lawlessness 
would be reduced.  
 
3.2.4 Criticism of urban regeneration 
Given the downward spiral of these estates since the sixties, one might fear 
that this could reoccur in a new environment if urban regeneration were not 
accompanied by and coordinated with social measures.  
A July 2012 report by the state audit office is highly critical of the PNRU, 
especially on the fact that there is no coordination with global measures 
promoting the development of estates. The main target areas are poverty 
rates, access to jobs, social and ethnic diversity and the cutting off of 
estates. The audit office therefore suggests stepping up coordination 
between different administrations and public bodies overseeing 
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regeneration, education, integration and security. The programme would 
then be more organized, coordinated and effective. 
 

3.3 Educational mesures 
 
Based on the observation, for reasons we have already looked at, that a lack 
of social integration in children from ZUSs is linked to shortcomings in the 
two pillars of school and family, and given that young people are as a 
consequence of their lot especially exposed to and influenced by estate 
codes which can lead some to join criminal “bandes”, it is a good idea to 
look at the different tools aimed at combatting school failure and at 
fostering social integration.  
 
3.3.1 PREs (Projets de Réussite Educative – Educational Success 
Projects) 
These also depend on town planning policy through Cucs and their 
educational aspects. These projects are developed on a local scale and 
require coordination between different stakeholders (local authorities, 
national education system, associations). 
Introduced under the “equal opportunities” section of the planning law for 
social cohesion of the 18th of January 2005,   
PREs focus first and foremost on children aged 2-16 living in ZUSs and 
priority education areas. They offer personalized approaches and tailored 
support provided outside school hours; the support offered by 
multidiscipline teams covers a broad range of needs: social, educational 
support, art and cultural learning, sports, support for parents on their 
educational role.  
These projects attract annual funding of 90 million euros. Project tendering 
procedures seek out associations who can help develop this kind of project. 
The methodology is such that hugely diverse projects are developed. There 
is no manual outlining what kind of educational service should be provided 
by these projects. However, the tendering procedure stipulates that they 
should be quality projects, responding to a brief and therefore to a need, and 
that they should be subject to impact assessments…These projects advocate 
catering to individual needs, and the idea is to build a pathway to success 
with each child and their family.  
The projects developed in this field require close coordination with schools. 
They occur outside school hours but are generally supposed to supplement 
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what children learn at school. Other projects aim to broaden cultural 
horizons, prevent school dropouts or offer parental support.  
 
3.3.2 Internships of excellence 
Internships of excellence are aimed at secondary school pupils and 
motivated students who do not live in an environment conducive to them 
succeeding in their studies. The idea is to create a space for those students 
who need it the most which is innovative in the way it works and in what it 
offers pedagogically and educationally-speaking.  This measure is financed 
by the ANRU in the framework of the social cohesion plan and equal 
opportunities. 
This tool is not aimed at the most difficult students or those in the most 
difficulty, but rather students with the potential to do well at school but 
whose social and family environment is standing in their way.  
These internships comprise of a range of measures to support students and 
foster their success at school.  
The programme should in time be available to 20,000 students from ZUSs 
and ZEPs.  
A June 2011 national school inspection report96 on the implementation of 
internships of excellence was highly critical about the way they work. The 
cost-benefit balance was found to be insufficient. It was also observed that 
recruiters did not stick to the target audience, and that 60% of students 
accepted on the scheme were not on bursaries (one of the criteria to be 
classed as in social difficulty), that they were not only from ZUSs and ZEPs 
and finally, that a certain number of students were accepted on the scheme 
without meeting the necessary requirements (behavioural problems).  
 
3.3.3 Primary, middle and secondary school 
To a large extent, students from ZEPs are accepted at the school that they 
live in the catchment area for. The main result of this is that in some schools 
there is a high concentration of problems which they do not have the 
resources to deal with 
There is a fundamental issue here for which, to date, no satisfactory solution 
has been found: The faculties at these schools are mainly made up teachers 
who are fresh out of university and have had very little training in specific 
approaches for dealing with difficult students. Because of this, and however 
committed they might be to their job, the teaching staff as a whole are 
                                                 

96 Report 2011-57 ; The implementation of internships of excellence 
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neither experienced, trained nor even sometimes willing to teach in these 
challenging neighbourhoods. This has led to many teachers finding 
themselves in situations where they cannot handle their class. Faced 
regularly with students of disparate and often low levels as well as with 
behavioural problems, the teacher’s social legitimacy is obviously 
undermined…  
Priority Education Areas (ZEPs) were created in 1981. The general idea of 
these areas is to increase the areas’ schools’ resources and afford them 
greater managerial autonomy to help them deal with social or school-based 
problems. ZEPs cover 8836 primary schools and middle schools in the 
country. 32% of schools in the Paris region are classed as in a ZEP. The 
number of students per class is actually lower than in typical schools (21.3 
compared to 23.8).  
ZEPs have never successfully found a way to deal with the full complexity 
of the issue. Let’s look at a local study which will shed some light on the 
complex nature of the challenge posed by these schools.  
In its 2009 note, “How to de-ghettoize inner-city suburbs”, the Montaigne 
institute97  makes reference to a study carried out in the Montfermeil 
neighbourhood (93 postal area) and makes a number of priority 
recommendations about school challenges. The study focuses on the way in 
which 5 schools (3 middle schools and 2 primary schools) are run. The 
observations are as follows:  
- Very little social diversity (90% of students receive bursaries) 
- Ethnic diversity issues (very large numbers of children born to recent 

immigrants, mainly from West Africa. In one middle school, a class 
was created to cater for children who had never been to school 
before).  

- 30% of children already struggled to reach “6eme” (Year 7). 
- Typical level of classes generally below average. 
- A very high level of social disadvantages (financial poverty, 

breakdown in social environment a family situation causing stress 
and conflict…)  

- A specific teaching context for which teachers are not prepared.  
- Significant teacher absenteeism. 
- Few school support actions. 

                                                 

97 Jean-François Rial, Daniel Laurent, Maurad Cheurf, BRIEFING PAPER - June 2009 
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It is a good idea not to apply these observations to all areas as they only 
relate to one, but it would also appear that they reflect certain consistencies 
that apply to a number of schools in ZEPs. This fact shows how equality 
principles and objectives set by the French government have so far only 
been partially met. 
The authors of the study published by the Montaigne institute therefore 
formulated certain recommendations to tackle the issue: 
Firstly those which are urgent and which can be easily implemented: 
- Make it compulsory for children to attend school from the age of 3.  
- Make it compulsory for children to participate in structured classes 

every day. 
- Organize French classes for mothers who can only speak a little or 

not at all. 
Next those which require institutional and/or regulatory changes: 
- Change in status for these schools so that they are more autonomous, 

especially in terms of managing human resources. 
- Possibility to recruit enthusiastic, well-trained and experienced 

teachers.  
- Increase the budget by 130% and double teacher salaries to make 

teaching posts more attractive. 
All of these recommendations aim at achieving one simple goal: meet the 
target of getting 90% of students to 6ème (Year 7) having acquired basic 
general knowledge.  
Once again and much like other symptoms of the “bande” issue, here we can 
see how much the school environment can fuel and reinforce the sense of 
social exclusion in students and their families. Failing at school, either in 
terms of grades or developing positive citizenship attitudes, can be a 
decisive factor in a young person turning to crime and “bandes”.  
Education is not being well managed in some areas which is both the cause 
and the consequence of social, family and individual problems.  
Everyone seems to agree on the need to significantly increase resources to 
ensure teaching staff are better paid and reduce the number of students per 
class.  
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3.4 Measures to boost employment, employment preparation and 
economic activity 
 
Employment levels in ZUSs (Sensitive Urban Zones) are very worrying. 
Whether not having a job is the cause or the consequence of social exclusion 
and possible criminal behaviour, there is nevertheless a clear correlation 
between the two. Those responsible for delinquent or criminal acts are very 
often unemployed. The unemployment rate in ZUSs rose from 16.7% in 
2008 to 22.7% (+40% for 15-24-year-olds) in 2011, affecting 522,085 
inhabitants. Employment, apprenticeships and developing economic activity 
remain priority areas under town planning policy. 
 
3.4.1 Employment 
The network of “missions locales” (local youth employment associations) 
and PAIOs (Permanences d’accueil, d’information et d’orientation – youth 
job centres) aims to help 16-25-year-olds to overcome the challenges 
standing in the way of them finding a job and fully integrating society. They 
can go to the “missions locales” who inform, guide and support them by 
helping them find their own path to employment, by galvanizing local 
partners and companies and by ensuring the involvement of local authorities 
and the State. 
In France there are 471 organizations of this kind, which employ 11,000 
people, 73% of them trained counsellors in social and professional 
integration. 16% of the 1.2 million young people who went to a “mission 
locale” in 2009 were from ZUSs whilst ZUS inhabitants only account for 
7% of the total population. It is therefore not a tool specifically used by 
those living in challenging areas, and yet the high usage by these 
populations of these legal provisions clearly demonstrates the employment 
problem in ZUSs.   
 
3.4.2 Preparing for employment 
Helping people from ZUSs prepare for work is supported by apprenticeship 
and professional training contract programmes. Once again, this is a 
universally-available programme which is supposed to ensure accessibility 
to jobs for those in most difficulty. This policy needs to be strengthened in 
favour of professional training contracts. 
One noteworthy thing is the creation of EPIDes (Etablissement public 
d’Insertion de la Défense). These are establishments offering two-year 
programmes for young people aged 18-25 which should then lead to 
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employment. The young people who attend are generally unqualified and 
jobless, and so have to work on a voluntary basis. These centres were set up 
by the national defence system and are managed by mixed teams including 
former military officers and social action specialists. There are currently 20 
of these centres, attended by 2400 young people. These establishments are 
producing very encouraging results, with around an 80% success rate in 
terms of young people finding work after their two years of training.  
 
3.4.3 Economic activity in ZUSs 
Zones Franches Urbaines (Urban Free Zones) are created for units of 10,000 
inhabitants. The idea is to exempt companies in those areas from all taxes 
and thus encourage the creation of companies. Today there are a hundred or 
so of these zones in mainland France. This measure helps boost economic 
activity in these areas. The number of jobs created by this measure was 
299,595 at the end of 2008. The number of companies increased by 10% 
between 2008 and 2009  to 55,478.  
The cost of the measure is borne by the state and compensation is in line 
with the exemption from tax and welfare payments. It cost 527 million euros 
in 2009, 255 million of which were employer welfare payment exemptions. 

 

3.5 Crime prevention 
 
As well as preventive and restrictive measures for the “bande” phenomenon, 
it is also worth considering the regulatory and institutional approaches 
which promote crime prevention in general as well as promoting citizenship. 
Thanks to cooperation between home, justice and defence ministry 
departments, and between local authorities and stakeholders through Cucs 
(Contrats Urbains de Cohésion Sociale – Urban Contracts for Social 
Cohesion), town planning policies target crime prevention. 
The idea is to develop a global and cross-cutting approach to meet the 
following objectives: 
- Prevention of reoffending 
- Citizenship 
- Parental support 
- Prevention of violence 
- Coordination and training for grassroots stakeholders 
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You can see that, just as with measures aimed at school achievement, 
parental support features as a priority.  
The general objective of the “security” part of Cucs is to sustainably 
improve security in all aspects of daily life and reinforce civic 
accountability. These operational goals focus on social support and social 
monitoring aspects, as well as legal responses and local action strategies 
which can be implemented through CLSPDs (Contrats Locaux de Sécurité 
et la mise en œuvre des Comités Locaux de Prévention de la Délinquance – 
Local contracts to promote security and set up local crime prevention 
committees). 
All social players should be included to foster the exchange of information 
and come up with joint responses and strategies to prevent crime, mainly in 
ZUSs. This measure is overseen by the mayor or head of the local authority. 
The March the 5th 2007 law on crime prevention makes mayors the 
lynchpins in local prevention measures and endows them with a series of 
tools including legal consuls and strategic forums to foster exchange, 
consultation and cooperation between grassroots security and prevention 
partners.  
The March 5th 2007 law is the founding law on crime prevention. It 
includes nine measures, three of which are worth exploring here:  
- Strengthening the mayor’s role in crime prevention measures. He/she 

oversees CLSPDs and shares information with different public 
security stakeholders. He/she can therefore, in given situations, be 
directly called upon by the Academic area inspector, Director of 
public prosecutions and worried families living in the local area. 
Furthermore, he/she has increased powers concerning families. 
He/she may issue warnings or even, within the framework of family 
advice on rights and responsibilities, offer parental support. In 
addition, he/she now has the power to refer matters to other 
authorities (Director of public prosecutions, youth court judges, 
child benefit offices…)  

- The March 5th 2007 law also toughens up sentencing for criminal 
actions committed by minors. Responses must be proportionate and 
expedient without failing to provide the necessary educational 
dimension. Additional alternatives to prosecution are offered. The 
law includes the possibility to sentence minors from the age of 10.  

- Prevention through integration by developing second-chance schools 
as well as strengthening and enlarging the civic service. 
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The law’s recognition of the level of local response to antisocial behaviour 
is generally a step in the right direction, since it helps reinforce the social 
role of the mayor, which already existed before, by giving it further legal 
legitimacy. 
However, it does raise a certain number of questions. Firstly, that of the 
professional secrecy of social stakeholders. How can you address individual 
situations within CLSPDs whilst respecting professional secrecy? What 
right does the mayor have to interfere with families and issue warnings, 
without the intervention of a judicial authority upholding the rights of 
individuals involved in criminal acts? Are mayors capable of finding 
answers to the questions they face?   
Nationally, youth crime has evolved somewhat over the past few years, 
which has had a certain impact on the methods for combatting crime on the 
ground and for dealing with young offenders.  
The 1945 ruling on youth offending has been modified a great many times 
to add to the legal arsenal for minors. The idea is now to reconsider the fact 
that, since they are minors with reduced accountability, the maximum 
sentence for minors over 16 and for minors who repeatedly offend must be 
half that of what an adult would receive for the same crime. Like other 
European countries, the youth justice system is reconsidering increasing the 
criminal responsibility or criminal accountability of minors who commit 
criminal acts. 
Over the last 20 years three types of establishments for young offenders 
have been created: Centres de Placement Immédiat (immediate admission 
centres), Centres Educatifs Renforcés (high-security correctional centres) 
and Centres Educatifs fermés (closed correctional centres), all offered as 
genuine alternatives to imprisonment. Furthermore, 7 youth penitentiary 
centres have been created to take up to 420 inmates.  
However, it is clear to see that whilst this legal response has been increased 
through various laws, its implementation remains patchy due to a shortage 
of resources and the backlog of cases to be heard by youth court judges.  
The way in which the law deals with acts involving “bandes” is part of this 
overarching approach.  
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4. Criminal and public security measures against “bandes”. 

 
Prior to 2009, one could only be prosecuted for belonging to a “bande” if 
there were aggravating circumstances involved, such as offending as part of 
a group, organised “bande” or by ambush. 
 

4.1 Statute 2010-201 of the 2nd of March 2010 
 
This statute reinforced the fight against group violence and the protection of 
persons performing a public service, and made participating in a violent 
“bande” an offence. This new offence was made punishable by a year’s 
imprisonment and a €15,000 fine. The legislative bill came following an 
incident where 20 hooded youths entered a school. 
This statute has been heavily criticised on the principle of condemnation of 
the intent to commit a criminal act. This is a kind of criminalization which is 
intended to repress actions that lead to the committing of certain offences. 
The very “intent to commit” is now alone sufficient to constitute guilt.  
The 2nd of March 2010 statute also introduced further provisions: 
- It made the group occupation of communal spaces or the rooftops of 

shared living spaces, and deliberately preventing access to or free 
movement by persons within the latter punishable by two month’s 
imprisonment.  (Article 6). 

- It made it an offence to trespass on school premises and includes 
provisions for dealing with stadium violence. 

- It introduced the notion of aggravating circumstance where the 
individual hides his/her face to avoid identification.  

The main criticism of this new statute was based on the fact that it proved 
very hard to enforce on two main points: 
- Should the intention to commit criminal acts really be repressed? If 

so, how? How do you establish whether someone who has a 
relationship with “bande” members really belongs to that “bande”, 
and whether they really share their criminal intentions?  

- Making hiding one’s face a crime can very quickly lead to making 
wearing a hood or a baseball cap a crime. It seemed unrealistic to 
expect a young person to take the latter off whenever they pass 
CCTV cameras…  



 

 296 

The 8th of March 2010 circular however, tried to put a few of these legal 
provisions into operation. 
 

4.2 The 8th of March 2010 circular 
 
The idea was to come up with action plans to intensify the fight against 
“bandes”. In the preamble, it states that it is necessary to implement 
strategies at a local level in order to fight “bande” phenomena. This strategy 
requires objectives to be established precisely and the desired outcomes for 
each one to be clearly established. 
The desired outcome will be in line with the characteristics of the “bandes” 
involved. Most “bandes” focused on will not be as well structured as US 
“bandes”, but rather local “bandes” responsible for minor criminal acts.  
The circular sets out three kinds of objectives to be reached depending on 
the type of “bande”: 
- Some need to be stopped from upsetting public order through crime 

and violence. 
- Others must be prevented from using public spaces to start riots or 

inter-“bande” clashes.  
- Finally, some will require more in-depth investigation in order to put 

an end to organized trafficking.  
In order to meet these objectives, intelligence services will create new 
groups dedicated to focusing on this kind of phenomenon. There are 34 
target “departments”. Intelligence services are required to draw up 
datasheets on those areas particularly exposed to these problems. 
Information sheets examined by heads of units help measure the evolution 
in crime, the level of tension in each area as well as “bande” dynamics. 
Gang shut-down follows 5 steps: 

1. Examine and understand the phenomenon : The « Direction Centrale 
de la Sécurité Publique » (Central Directorate of Public Security) is 
expected to draw up datasheets for 650 sensitive zones, while the 
national police force’s directorate will draw up 52 datasheets of 
areas that fall under its jurisdiction. Following a 2009 law, the home 
affairs minister can now collect, conserve and analyse information 
on persons whose actions present a threat to public security. This 
approach focuses specifically on those persons likely to become 
involved acts of collective violence.  

2. Real-time intervention: the coordination of police forces and 
authorities thanks to the ability to monitor the movements of 
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“bandes” by video surveillance services should help strengthen 
security forces’ actions. Furthermore, the circular suggests gathering 
information from people who share their neighbourhoods with 
“bandes”. (concierges, shopkeepers, school headteachers…) 

3. An increased legal response, especially by adapting local units. 
During interventions where clashes with “bandes” or between 
“bandes” occur, local or national police forces should have the 
necessary photographic and recording materials to be able to 
reconstruct the situation, the series of events and identify those 
responsible. This increased response also requires the 
implementation of fresh provisions under the law of the 02.03.2010.  

4. Increased prevention and partnerships: 
- Develop situational prevention: Increase provision of CCTV security 

in sensitive areas. 
- Raise youth awareness: The idea is to adopt prevention measures 

aimed at those children most exposed to the problem. These 
prevention actions should be developed by services and units who 
specialize in the prevention of youth crime.  

- Systematically mobilize stakeholders by developing Local Security 
and Crime Prevention Committees which will use “Action Sheets” to 
anticipate “bande” phenomena.  

- Over the longer term cooperate with the Youth Judicial Protection 
service. The circular does not specify as to the kind of joint action 
that might be undertaken with the Youth Judicial Protection service.  

- Strengthen partnership work with the national education system, 
both as regards the monitoring of absenteeism and the security of 
schools and their surroundings. The national and local police 
network of “référents sûreté” (police officers specially trained to 
deal with crime and provide a targeted response) should offer an 
analysis of the level of safety and security in each school.  

All of these provisions are subject to monitoring by spreadsheets shared 
between different national and local police services. 
 

4.3 The Interministerial Mission to Combat “Bandes” 
 
The former home affairs minister, Claude Guéant had, on the 24th of 
February 2012, suggested implementing an Interministerial Mission to 
Combat “Bandes” (Mission Interministérielle de Lutte contre les Bandes - 
MILB). The idea of this mission was to promote detection, prevention and 



 

 298 

education regarding those minors who might become involved in “bande” 
activity. The mission focused on young people in difficulty, fostering their 
support and reintegration. 
The MILB has not however been implemented following the change in 
government after the May 2012 elections. 
 

4.4 Priority Security Zones (ZSPs) 
 
In the 30th of July 2012 circular, the new home affairs minister, Manuel 
Valls, outlined the conditions for the implementation of Priority Security 
Zones (Zones de Sécurité Prioritaires - ZSP). The idea was to respond to the 
“concerns of those fellow citizens […] confronted […] by crime, by 
violence and by all kinds of trafficking which undermine the very 
foundations of our society and threaten social ties.”  
This approach should be aimed at specific territories where these kinds of 
problems are more frequent. The idea is to implement targeted activities 
aimed at combatting crime on a local level. This provision mainly hinges on 
strengthened operational coordination between all security forces as well as 
other partners such as local authorities, associations, Local Security and 
Crime Prevention Councils… 
The idea is to create two local operational coordination structures:  
- An operational coordination cell of domestic security forces which 

meets monthly. Its purpose is to increase the effectiveness of forces 
of order by fostering exchanges and pinpointing the objectives to be 
met by earmarking and deploying the necessary resources in a 
coordinated way. 

- A partnership operational coordination cell offering a response 
tailored to individual situations.  

In terms of allocation of resources, the minister suggests that the additional 
security and justice officers be generally posted to ZSPs.  
In September 2012, the minister announced the creation of the first 15 ZSPs 
followed by 49 others in November. The plan is to establish a further 50 or 
so on a third occasion (probably in 2014). 
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Figure: Implementation map of the 15 firsts Zones de Sécurité Prioritaire 
 

4.5 Conclusions 
 
It is only possible to enforce this new criminal legal arsenal to a certain 
extent during the judicial treatment of belonging to a “bande”. French 
criminal law focuses heavily on individual responsibility for “committed 
acts” rather than on shared responsibility for intentions or plans. The 
operative measures of the legislature’s approach to the “bande” 
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phenomenon could potentially involve intelligence work, datasheets or local 
strategies adapted to the kinds of “bandes” involved in a specific area.  
It is worth noting that in spite of our requests the reports, assessment tools 
and datasheets drawn up by the authorities were not made available to us. 
 

5. Best practices and recommendations 

 
We can already identify some of the best practices which can help combat 
juvenile gang phenomena on various levels: 
- A primary prevention level involving tackling the causes and context 

which foster the emergence of “bande” phenomena. 
- Secondary prevention which consists of focusing approaches on 

children and their families living in Sensitive Urban Zones (ZUS). 
- A tertiary level of prevention against the repetition of phenomena as 

well as repeat offending.  
 

5.1 Primary prevention 
 
5.1.1 City outskirts and “bandes” 
The youth “bande” problem in France is intrinsically linked to the problems 
inherent to French city outskirts (the “banlieues”), which are often socially 
downtrodden areas which breed a multidimensional instability encouraging 
young people to join “bandes”.  
The first recommendation focuses on efforts undertaken through town 
planning. The idea is to develop targeted methods to foster the social 
integration of populations who are often overlooked. For several decades 
now, different governments have been trying to attain this objective and 
obtaining relative results. To break from the social determinism of life in 
some areas, a systematic approach is required, and fresh practices based on 
new social support policies should be considered and experimented with.  
These efforts should concentrate on different areas: 
- Developing a participative dimension in all projects aimed at the 

“banlieues”. Whatever the project and its format (urban, social 
support, educational support…) we believe that it will be more 
successful if it is supported, understood, accepted and overseen by 
ZUS inhabitants.  
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- Elaborating, experimenting and where relevant extending innovative 
projects. For example, the “Terre en partage, une avant-garde 
urbaine”  (“Shared land, urban cutting-edge”) project, carried out by 
an association and with prizes awarded through the “ S’engager pour 
les quartiers” (“Making a commitment for estates”) competition, 
which makes use of shared allotments, aims to develop social ties, 
mutual assistance and sharing in underprivileged areas. If this kind 
of project successfully meets populations’ needs and yields 
unexpected results in terms of developing social ties, it would be a 
good idea to reflect on whether it should be extended to other areas 
where it could also be implemented. The idea is to find interesting 
projects which help populations regain control over public spaces 
which are often overlooked by the population and only occupied by 
young people.  

- We have been more ambitious on urban regeneration projects led 
since 2003 and in terms of the expected impact of the PNRU (see 
3.2. Urban regeneration). We have also noticed that criticisms of this 
plan focused on the failure to take on board the social dimension in 
the programme.  Urban regeneration incorporates objectives to 
integrate persons in difficulty through, mainly, their participation in 
regeneration projects. What we sought were urban regeneration 
efforts with a social and integrating approach. According to the 
auditor general’s 17th of July 2012 report, this approach requires the 
coordination of different actors. Beyond the regeneration objectives, 
we also require a global political vision for underprivileged areas, so 
as to unlock their potential and resolve problems that exist there. The 
security dimension is a challenge which politicians have generally 
seized upon in recent years, by making it a real societal concern, 
often playing on collective fears and concerns to create a need for 
security objectives. It would appear necessary and indeed urgent 
now to hold real discussions on life in these neighbourhoods, equal 
opportunities, social integration and cultural diversity, during which 
grassroots politicians can tie consecutive measures into an 
overarching vision of the problems faced in city « banlieues ».  

- Promote social coexistence: Underprivileged neighbourhoods are 
getting increasingly poorer. The very high rate of unemployment 
reinforces a feeling of failure, and offers limited social prospects for 
the children and teenagers growing up there. The SRU (Solidarité et 
Renouvellement Urbain – Solidarity and Urban Regeneration) law of 
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the 13th of December 2000 extensively promoted social coexistence 
by encouraging mayors of municipalities with more than 3500 
inhabitants to build, or promote the building of, by earmarking plots 
under Local Town Planning Schemes, a certain proportion of social 
housing, aiming to reach a level of 20% social housing in time.  A 
legislative bill under the new government suggests making that level 
25%. These measures are therefore a step in the right direction but 
remain insufficient to radically combat the impoverishment of 
challenging estates. The issue of cultural belonging and the 
integration of foreigners or those of foreign extraction is also key. 
We cannot hope to develop these integration policies if these 
populations are segregated in socially downtrodden areas. The 
French integration model is being undermined. Its goal is to make 
everyone a part the republic and its principles, and this objective 
cannot be achieved without coexistence. If foreign populations or 
those of foreign extraction are allowed to close themselves off, 
forming a segregated community which prevents them from mixing 
with others, then we will see introverted assertions of identities 
which make social integration into the French republican model 
difficult. 

- To make measures aimed at challenging estates more effective, we 
feel it is important to foster a participative dynamic when devising 
projects. Ideally, estate residents should feel that they are 
stakeholders in and responsible for urban regeneration projects and 
for projects building social and educational support systems to meet 
their needs. 

 
5.1.2 Defining the phenomenon 
The use of the term “bande” or even of organized “bandes” is not sufficient 
to define the phenomenon. The use of the term gang is not adapted to the 
French reality for two kinds of reason: reasons relating to the different 
characteristics of French “bandes” compared to anglo-saxon gangs, and 
those relating to a terminological resistance as regards what the term 
conjures up for most people. Furthermore the term juvenile “bandes” is 
regularly misused in the media on the one hand and security policies on the 
other. It would therefore appear necessary to promote a clear definition of 
the problem, the type of phenomenon we are talking about, and the number 
of young people involved. This definition should group together the 
different notions that the phenomenon implies of a social, sociological, 
psychological, criminological and security nature. 
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5.1.3 Understanding the phenomenon 
Before devising and implementing specific measures, it would appear 
necessary to characterise “bandes” today, identify them, making a 
distinction between juvenile “bandes” and criminal juvenile “bandes”, 
classifying “bandes” based on the activities in which they are involved 
(urban violence, violent theft, drug trafficking, owning and/or use of 
weapons…)… 
We would therefore suggest developing our understanding about the reality 
of “bandes” in France. Firstly, the definition problem. A social, sociological, 
psychological and criminological definition needs to be agreed on. Then, the 
intensive domestic intelligence work undertaken by the home affairs 
ministry should be supported by other sociological analyses on all estates to 
come up with a map of criminal juvenile “bandes” based on the kinds of 
activities they are involved in and the scale of their violence, but also to 
assess local needs. Finally, we could also devise a methodology for research 
on the ground which we would then implement throughout the country to 
better define the phenomenon and better understand the needs of young 
people living there. The French justice ministry intends to carry out this 
work by creating regional research teams, whose task will be to draw up an 
inventory of “bandes” on their territory by implementing the same research 
methodology. 
 

5.2 Secondary prevention 
 
5.2.1 Support for children and their families  
The influence of “bandes” on young people and especially on those who live 
in poor neighbourhoods is inversely proportional to the warmth of the 
family environment in which they grew up.  
It is therefore necessary to develop ambitious educational support projects 
for children and their families. Welfare is not enough. Families have to be 
offered the possibility to discuss, reflect upon and exchange about 
educational difficulties that they encounter with their children (authority, 
teenage problems, drinking and narcotics and also the influence of youth 
groups and the risk of becoming involved in delinquent or criminal 
activities) whilst implementing individually tailored educational measures.  
Poor estates benefit from various social and educational services: activity 
services, welfare services, specialized prevention services, social 
mediation… Drawing on the quality of these existing services, we suggest 
developing and extending educational support services for children and their 
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families. These services already exist but they are neither sufficiently 
equipped nor are there enough of them.  

 Presentation by Mr Beau, Magistrate and Head of the Mission 
Possible Concept association - early prevention.  
Mission Possible is an association that helps young people aged 
6 to 12 years, implementing “early” prevention “before the 
worst happens”. This association has quickly realized that this 
age range has not been well-supported enough: they are too 
young for specialized prevention and too old for PMI 
(Protection Maternelle et Infantile –Mother and Child Welfare). 
Here again, criteria for a young person’s admission to the 
association’s programme include hyper-activeness, aggressive 
and violent behaviour… However, at this age, children are very 
receptive to learning, as are parents. The latter will be in a 
different state of mind to their teenagers who might be in 
distress. Since 2002, this prevention project which prioritizes 
offering daily support, encouraging children, active and central 
parent participation and the alliance between the collective and 
the individual…has been running in Drancy, Villeneuve-La-
Garenne and Amiens in areas where daily realities are very 
different. Mission Possible has even gained a following in 
Stockholm, where it has been supporting a Swedish association 
in its implementation of a structure based on the same method. 
The association’s objective is clear: try, while you still can, to 
reconcile young people with themselves and society, and 
recreate a genuine living and dialogue space in sensitive 
neighbourhoods.   
The approach is as follows: the team is made up of 4 people: a 
team leader, a specialized teacher, a psychologist and an “adult 
go-between” (the latter is someone from the neighbourhood and 
who bridges the gap between the association, the family and the 
neighbourhood). A 6-month contract is signed between the 
association, the young person and the parents, to meet weekly 
and work together on schooling, self-esteem, tolerance, sharing, 
cooperation… 
Recent studies have shown that out of 150 children taken on, 
90% of them made progress at school after 6 months of support, 
and 100% after a year. Other statistics show a fall in aggressive 
behaviour, or greater acceptance of authority. Mr Beau finds it 
increasingly harder to finance his charity work. Subsidies are 
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getting scarcer and increasingly smaller, which is currently 
threatening the survival of the Mission Possible Concept 
association.98        

These projects therefore exist but only in a minority of neighbourhoods. An 
adapted and easy to extend education support service should be devised in 
each of the neighbourhoods classified as a Sensitive Urban Zone (ZUS). 
 
5.2.2 Early prevention for group phenomena 
We might hypothesise that preventive actions, in a school setting for 
example, could in their  
programme include a module on belonging to a group, its positive effects 
and the negative ones. In this way, teenagers would develop more of a 
critical view of their belonging to a group and it would increase their 
resistance to negative influences that might have an impact on them. 
Information and training activities for those professionals dealing with the 
issue could also be  
implemented in order to develop the educational measures necessary to deal 
with negative influences. 
 
5.2.3 Access to employment 
Populations from ZUSs have problems with access to employment for a 
whole host of reasons. Some include the national economic, jobs and 
unemployment crises, chances of succeeding at school and access to 
training, discrimination faced by these populations (social discrimination, 
ethical discrimination, territorial discrimination…)…  
 
Access to employment is of course a core issue in the challenges faced on 
estates. Their unemployment rates are more than twice the national average, 
and especially affect young people. Town planning policy has made this 
employment issue an absolute priority.  However, the overall success of 
town planning policy cannot depend entirely on a significant drop in the 
unemployment rate which, given the country’s economic and social outlook, 
may well not happen for several years yet. The current government intends 
to earmark 50,000 of the 150,000 future jobs it plans to create in around 
2013 for people from ZUSs. This measure will undoubtedly improve the 

                                                 

98 Presentation by Mr Beau during the conference on the 27th of June 2012 « Juvenile 
gangs: What measures? What perspectives? » 
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situation, but it will certainly not resolve the problems of the least socially 
integrated populations.  
We feel that further resources should be allocated on a large scale to 
providing general support to teenagers and young adults for access to 
employment or job creation projects. This would at least help the most 
motivated young people to become more socially integrated and, better still, 
support and encourage the least integrated who, through spite or choice, do 
not strive to be more so. To facilitate this, it would be a good idea to 
develop local-level partnerships with companies that can offer young people 
internships or apprenticeships. We believe that running these internships or 
training courses would require some young people to receive regular and 
reinforced monitoring and support which would increase their success, by 
intervening the minute problems arise (behavioural problems in the 
workplace, loss of motivation, absenteeism…) 
 
5.2.4 The image of estates and the media 
The media relay the symbolic words and actions of politicians. It is urgent 
that politicians understand this as well as their responsibility to the 
collective image that society has built up of estates. The media is just a 
messenger and a loudspeaker for their words, measures and political acts. If 
politicians were to portray estates in a different light, then that would 
inevitably have an impact on the trust and pride that the inhabitants of these 
estates might rediscover. 
The challenge therefore is to make the resolution of problems on vulnerable 
estates a subject for debate, from a social and republican point of view, 
which will restore the dignity that their residents are too often denied by the 
pro-security, populist approach. The hypothesis is as follows: if the “policy” 
focuses on issues relating to social ties, then the image of poor suburbs as 
portrayed by the media will be significantly altered. 
 

5.3 Tertiary prevention 
 
5.3.1 Individual correctional measures 
Youth offenders’ involvement in “bandes” is only taken slightly into 
account in correctional solutions suggested for them when they are 
prosecuted after committing a crime.  
We would therefore suggest developing a citizenship course, based on the 
same model as those offered to young people with addictions. We need to 
come up with a component tailored specifically to “bande” membership and 
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to the problems that go with this (drugs, violence, sexuality…), and this 
component could serve as the entire or a part of the citizenship course 
depending on how involved in gangs the young people concerned were. The 
course could alternate between practical training and information sessions 
on the problems encountered by young people, sessions in a kind of 
“support group” among peers moderated by a psychologist qualified in 
running these kinds of activities, sports sessions with an educational 
approach (learning about risk-taking, pushing boundaries, discovering self-
confidence and trust in others, promoting self-image…). Out of the course’s 
5 days it would be a good idea to reserve one for activities which could 
include the young people’s family members. Ideally, the young people and 
their family should be referred to a support service in their local area to 
continue with the work begun during the citizenship course. (See 5.2.1.  
Support for children and their families). 
 
5.3.2. Access to regular and mental healthcare 
Access to healthcare is a challenge on vulnerable estates which are cut off 
from medical services much like rural areas. 
Access to mental healthcare is even more relevant given that the reality on 
estates that we have described throughout this document is very conflict-
prone and gives rise to significant social violence. This context therefore 
fosters significant levels of suffering in residents and associated disorders 
(anxiety, depression, addictive behaviour…). 
It would be useful to create mobile medical units made up of 
multidisciplinary teams which might be accepted and supported by estate 
residents. 
 
5.3.3 Stakeholder coordination and intercommunication 
The multidisciplinarity of approaches to these problems has greatly 
improved over the last few years through the creation of CLSPDs (Conseils 
Locaux de Sécurité et de Prévention de la Délinquance - Local Security and 
Crime Prevention Councils) in towns with over 10,000 inhabitants. This has 
been reinforced in the most recent circulars focusing on urban violence 
issues, narcotics trafficking and “bande” phenomena. The 8th of March 
2010 circular emphasized the need for a partnership to be developed to 
boost actions to break up criminal juvenile “bandes”. The new ZSPs (Zones 
de Sécurité prioritaire – Priority Security Zones) highlight the need to create 
local multidisciplinary groups to foster the resolution of individual 
situations. 
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We therefore believe that coordination and communication between 
different stakeholders should be improved. The aforementioned bodies 
remain, we feel, too focused on resolving public security issues. The 
progressive implementation of Parental Rights and Responsibilities 
Councils under the 5th of March 2007 law (article 9) relating to crime 
prevention is a measure which seeks to meet the objectives of coordinating 
action services undertaken for families and their children.  

CDDF presentation by Nourredine Zaalouni, Director of the 
Parental Guidance Centre in the town of Trappes: 
Firstly some observations: 
- The town and its local partners (National Education, 

General Council, specialized prevention association...) 
have observed that some parents have difficulty accepting 
their parental responsibilities. 

- They have especially noticed situations where children’s 
balance and potential are at risk because of a lack of 
monitoring or poor school attendance.  

- Some children’s very dire situations require additional 
intervention from various partners with their family. 

The objectives: 
- Listen to the family, letting them know what their rights 

and responsibilities are to their child and provide them 
with recommendations aimed at preventing the kind of 
behaviour which will may put the child at risk or lead 
them to cause problems for others, 

- Look with the family at parental assistance measures 
which might be open to them and at the opportunity to 
inform social services (and interested third parties) of the 
recommendations that have been made.  

Intervention methods: 
- Suggest parental support if a child’s educational 

performance and public order are threatened by a lack of 
monitoring or poor school attendance, 

- Share the objectives of this parental support with those 
responsible for the child’s education and well-being with 
the family present, 

- Remind of obligations if necessary (especially regarding 
parental duties). 
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CDDF benefits: 
- A major grassroots prevention tool, a one-stop-shop for 

action and support. 
- A flexible association overseen by the Mayor depending 

on location. 
- A whole range of graduated solutions allowing the Mayor 

to opt for the best suited approach to the individual 
difficulties faced by a child or his/her family.  

Composition of CDDF : 
- The Maire of Trappes-en-Yvelines; 
- A representative from the General Council; 
- A representative from the Schools Inspectors; 
- A representative from the Departmental Directorate for 

Social Cohesion; 
- Representatives from the Trappes local police HQ; 
- The Director of the Médianes prevention club. 

Functioning of CDDF : 
The council includes a monitoring block (as of the 11th of April 
2011) which deals with those situations which are brought to its 
attention. It is the monitoring block which can refer to the 
council on situations and which appoints invited participants.  
Composition of the CDDF monitoring block (permanent 
members): 
- Schools inspectors: Coordinator of School Social 

Assistants. 
- Yvelines General Council: 2 Social Action Sector 

representatives. 
- Police HQ Psycho-social Centre: Police-Population 

Delegate/ Social Mediator at the Police HQ of the town of 
Trappes-en-Yvelines; 

- Youth Judicial Protection (Protection Judiciaire de la 
Jeunesse -PJJ) : Head of Non-institutional Educational 
Unit (Unité Educative de Milieu Ouvert - UEMO) in 
Voisins-le-Bretonneux. 

- Médianes prevention club : Director. 
- Town: Director of the Parental Guidance Centre 

(Pilot)/Director of the Mayor’s Cabinet/ Assistant 
Director General (Solidarity)/ Director of the CCAS/Head 
of the Prevention/Security Mission. 
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The council reserves the right to involve other institutional 
partners or other professionals depending on the circumstances 
of the situation at hand. 99 

To improve the efficiency of these bodies, information sharing work 
should be undertaken to determine what each member can provide by way 
of information to others while respecting the different levels of 
confidentiality which apply to each of their roles. The different stakeholders 
in these bodies sometimes feel that they are each working towards 
completely different objectives. It is therefore essential to highlight the 
complementarity and interdependence that exists between different services 
and organizations who deal with youth “bande” problems. This can help 
remove any mistrust that might exist between them.  
 

6.  Conclusion 

 
Combatting the phenomena of juvenile “bandes” involved in criminal 
activities therefore requires multiple and diverse measures, the coordination 
of which is key. It seems to us that the juvenile “bande” problem is one of 
the symptoms of a more global reality pertaining to French society and to 
the divide which has become apparent between the population of integrated 
persons, who enjoy the benefits and comforts of society, and that of those 
who are not invited to « sit at the top table » and remain on the margins of 
society…  
Successive town planning policies have tried to tackle the causes of this 
social exclusion, improving some aspects of the situation but never really 
coming up with solutions which systematically change the daily reality of 
people who live in underprivileged areas. Although one might conclude that 
there is no solution to these problems, we feel that the necessary financial 
resources to reinforce those actions that are now underway and to devise and 
implement fresh actions based on previous objectives, would rejuvenate the 
concept of social integration.  
The key issue lies in assessing public policies implemented over the past 30 
years to resolve different town planning policy issues. Observations and 

                                                 

99 Presentation by M. Zaalouni during the conference on the 27th of June 2012 “Juvenile 
Gangs: What measures? What perspectives?“ 
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priorities have remained largely unchanged for 30 years: access to 
employment, opening up of estates, succeeding at school, territorial 
discrimination and origin-based discrimination, the feeling of social 
belonging…Why do these policies only partly achieve their objectives? Is it 
a question of resources? From a qualitative point of view, or from a 
quantitative one? Whilst we are on the issue of resources, it is worth bearing 
in mind the fact that town planning policies are structured, even if efforts 
still need to be undertaken to coordinate their different aspects, and that they 
receive resources that are by no means negligible, even though we may 
deem them insufficient. 
Combatting juvenile “bandes” requires an implementation of much further-
reaching policies, where reducing crime and acts committed by groups 
would be but one outcome. These policies would also promote the 
integration of generations of children who are currently growing up in a 
social context which undermines their personal development. 
Young people are bound to come together or form “bandes”; that is to be 
expected. But why do some “bandes” engage in criminal activity? Why does 
this teenage period of coming together with peers not see more young 
people moving towards greater social integration? Why does the feeling of 
being marginal or outcast, normally something which passes during 
adolescence, tend to persist with the young people in question here? The 
answers to these questions largely depend on the social reality we have 
attempted to describe in this report. However, the question of which 
approach is best to use does not just depend on resolving this cause-effect 
relationship. It would be a good idea to devise, design and implement 
measures and projects which help improve individual situations, in turn 
fostering education, a sense of belonging and social usefulness, not to 
mention equal opportunities. 
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A note on methodology  

 
To build this national report on juvenile “bandes” in France, it was 
necessary to make use of different means of collecting information. Firstly, 
bibliographical research helped uncover the authors, mainly sociologists, 
who have written about the phenomenon. The juvenile “bande” 
phenomenon is however changing under the effects of new generations, 
increasing economic and social difficulties, and new technologies being 
developed. A factual analysis cannot therefore be avoided, which involves 
analysing the data (even where it is not easily accessible) from the home 
affairs ministry. Press articles are also a source of news stories which reflect 
how the juvenile “bande” phenomenon is evolving. 
We also relied on input from experts, police officers, judges, local MPs and 
social workers to create the broadest possible spectrum of observations and 
analyses. This evidence was collected in two ways: through thematic 
surveys and by organizing a national conference. 
 

A Bibliographical research 
 
A number of mainly sociological books and articles have looked at the 
juvenile “bande” phenomenon. It was hard to sort through these references 
because of their different approaches. They all refer to the influence of peer 
groups as well as to the social context when explaining which factors 
contribute to crime. Analysing group influence quickly leads onto the 
“bande” concept. Young offenders who act alone, instead of within a peer 
group, are rare…That is enough to characterize a “bande”. 
Marwann Mohammed’s book, “La Formation des Bandes. Entre la famille, 
l’école et la rue” (“Bande formation. Between family, school and the 
street”) is interesting in this respect. It is a sociological publication full of 
examples supporting the arguments. His research focused on an estate in the 
Paris area of “Les Hautes noues”, which gives weight to the territorial 
identity dimension, and thus reinforces the concept of “bandes”. A “bande is 
not just a grouping of young people, it is also linked to a territorial identity. 
As we shall see under 2.3, Mr Mohammed also spoke during the national 
conference. 
The “bande” concept also crops up in publications and articles by other 
authors. It is not necessarily seen as an isolated phenomenon but rather as 
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one of the aspects of generalized youth crime and the ghettoization of 
working-class areas. (Muchielli, Kokoreff, Sauvadet… and many others) 
The phenomenon can be addressed by looking at urban riots, the increase in 
youth crime, the development of narcotics trafficking, ethnic segregation 
issues… 
There are few available sources of information specifically on these aspects 
relating to “bandes”. Some reports and confidential notes from intelligence 
services make reference to the phenomenon, but these notes are 
inaccessible, and some information can also be found in press articles, but 
the reliability of this data has to be checked by cross-referencing articles. 
 

B  The Surveys 
 
Four people responded to our surveys: one local MP, two lawyers and a 
presiding magistrate. It is therefore difficult to draw general conclusions 
about apprehension, perception, prevention, treatment, recommendations as 
well as repression in the way we would have liked. That is why we shall use 
the conditional following data analysis. 
However, the responses do highlight a certain number of observations that 
keep coming back, be they on the nature of acts committed by youth 
“bandes”, or on professional recommendations. 
We shall group the responses in terms of general items, which cover the 
major topics addressed by the surveys. The surveys were not made up of the 
same questions: a hard core was made up of general questions aimed at all 
professionals, another part varies from survey to survey, specific to the 
respondent’s profession. Study of the surveys highlighted six items: 
- Nature of experience with the “bande” problem 
- Qualification of the problem in French: “gang” or “bande”? 

(differences, kinds of organization ...) 
- Threat posed by “bandes”: a real security challenge? 
- Professional recommendations 
- Activities in which “bandes” are involved 
- Knowledge of the 2009 report and Estrosi law contribution 
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 LAWYERS MAGISTRATES LOCAL MPs 

EXPERIENCE 
WITH “BANDE” 
PROBLEM 

- when young 
people are indicted 
- when defending 
“bande” members, 
defendants or 
victims 

- substitute in 
charge of minors 
at the county court 
- head of the 
correctional court 
in charge of and 
specializing in 
organized crime 

- deputy mayor 
in charge of 
crime 
prevention 
- doctor in 
underprivilege
d areas 

“GANG” OR 
“BANDE” 

- A “gang” is more 
structured and 
armed than a 
“bande” 
- No “gangs” or 
even “bandes” in 
Paris, rather young 
people who come 
together with 
friends or like-
minded people. 

Juvenile “bandes” 
organized 
according to 
circumstance, 
rather than in a 
structured way 

There is no real 
gang culture 
yet, but 
marketing 
organization of 
drug sales-
points.  

JUVENILE 
“BANDE” 
ACTIVITIES 

- robbery 
- antisocial 
behaviour 
- vandalism 
- assault 
 
 
 

- antisocial 
behaviour 
- vandalism of 
public property  
- insulting and 
rebelling against 
police and civil 
servants   
- violence between 
rival “bandes” 
- gang robbery 
-extorsion, 
racketeering 

- systematic 
antisocial 
behaviour,  
- bag snatching 
- physical and 
sexual 
violence, 
- score-settling 
much like in 
professional 
“bandes” but 
with a clear 
lack of 
organization 
and  
proportion. 
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ESTROSI LAW 
AND 2009 
REPORT 
 
 
 

- knowledge of the 
report which do not 
feel reflects reality 
- some feel this law 
has been useful 
when two people 
join forces to 
commit a criminal 
act 
- for others, the 
Estrosi law offers 
nothing new 

- knowledge of the 
2009, report but 
do not feel it 
reflects reality 
- Estrosi law 
contributes 
nothing in pratice 

- knowledge of 
2009 report 
- no Estrosi law 
question 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SECURITY 
THREAT 

- question not asked 
in the survey sent 
to lawyers 
 
 

- question not 
asked in the 
survey sent to 
magistrates 

- “bandes” 
helped where 
an unregulated, 
secondary 
economy exists  
- reflects a 
powerlessness 
to occupy land  

RECOMMENDAT
IONS 

- more prevention 
on estates where 
“bandes” form 
- support teams of 
street educators 
who can work at a 
grassroots level and 
are familiar with 
the families and 
their issues 

- schooling, 
educational 
support 
- training 
- possible 
citizenship 
programmes 

-work as early 
as possible 
with parents 
(parental 
accountability) 
- devise a 
transparent and 
effective  
judicial 
response to 
criminal acts 
- set up closed 
non-prison 
centres 
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Conclusion  
 

In France, the problem would appear to be one of “bandes” of young people 
rather than actually juvenile “gangs”. 
These “bandes” would seem to be mostly involved in robbery, antisocial 
behaviour and physical violence (especially inter-“bande”). 
The 2009 report leading to the Estrosi Law would not appear to represent 
reality. The Estrosi law would seem not to add to the legal arsenal that 
already exists. 
There would appear to be a real threat posed by “bandes”, which would 
seem to present real security challenges. 
Professional recommendations largely involve : 
early accountability of parents, increasing emphasis on schooling and 
training, stepping up prevention. 
 

C The national conference 
 
The national conference was held on the 27th of June 2012. The idea was to 
foster exchanges between specialists and professionals on the problem of 
juvenile “bandes”. 
The conference took place in the Direction de la Protection Judiciaire de la 
Jeunesse (Directorate for Judicial Youth Protection = DPJJ)’s amphitheatre. 
After some introductory words from the Director for Judicial Youth 
Protection, the day centred on two general presentations on the “bande” 
phenomenon. The first was made by sociologist Marwan Mohammed who 
gave a general overview of the phenomenon. The second was by the expert 
criminal psychologist Loïc Vilerbu who ran through the contextual aspects 
that lead to committing group acts. 
There were then five speeches by professionals in the field who explained 
the ways in which they intervene socially on this problem. Mr Beau, head of 
the Mission Possible Concept association, shared his association’s early 
intervention approach for young children and their families. Mr Luc-Henry 
Choquet (head of the research centre for the DPJJ) presented the DPJJ’s 
draft study on “bande” typology. Mr Hachim Chalane (head of prevention 
and crime issues at Paris Habitat (HLM) ) described the measures adopted at 
a social housing level to address insecurity and “bande” problems. Mr 
Nourredine Zaalouni (head of the Parental issues centre in the town of 
Trappes) presented the Trappes parental support service. 
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The thirty-odd people participating in the conference were invited to interact 
directly with the speakers which yielded a highly practical development of 
ideas and the suggestion of new practices (political, social, institutional, 
educational) adapted to the problem of juvenile criminal “bandes”. 
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ITACA Partnership Recommendations 
 
1. Definition 

1.1. Establish an agreed definition of youth gangs to enable a clear 
focus for future policy development, research programmes and 
intervention strategies 
 

2. Policy and Funding 
2.1. Ensure the underlying causes of youth gang violence are 
understood and are the basis of all research and intervention 
programs 
2.2. Juvenile gangs should be viewed predominantly within a social 
framework rather than exclusively as representing a problem of 
juvenile deliquency 
2.3. Develop systemic and coherent frameworks across all areas of 
social and criminal justice policy to address the issues pertinent to 
youth gangs 
2.4. Develop more consistent instruments for the collection and 
collation of statistical data 
2.5. Allocate specific budget funding for gang related research and 
intervention programmes 
2.6. Ensure funding streams are stable and long term 
 

3. Research 
3.1. Develop co-ordinated research programmes on the phenomenon 
of youth gangs and ensure methodologies include the perspective of 
young gang members  
 

4. Interventions – (preventative and secondary) 
4.1. Ensure the planning and delivery of intervention programmes 
are multi-agency and involve both public and non-governmental 
agencies 
4.2. Intervention programs should be therapeutic and non-punitive in 
approach, local and community rather than national and 
institutionally based and adopt a restorative perspective 
4.3. Intervention programs should be long-term (see 2.5) 
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4.4. Programs should include early intervention strategies with good 
assessment methodologies and also provide long –term support to 
young people as part of exit strategy planning 
4.5. Young people should receive support during transition periods, 
especially those coming out of custodial institutions 
4.6. Promote periodical training for justice and social workers as 
well as other key-agents involved with juvenile gang members (e.g., 
police forces)  
 

5. Role of Media 
 

5.1. Improve media coverage and communication links between 
agencies and media. Improve working together to promote youth 
gang membership reduction programs  
5.2. Encourage accurate media reporting to promote greater social 
awareness on the topic of youth gangs 
5.3. Encourage more debate and cooperation between key 
stakeholders 
5.4. Promote specific training for journalists on juvenile gangs 
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ITACA project: a backstage view of project 

implementation 
 

Psychoanalytical Institute for Social Research 
Alessia Mefalopulos 
 

 
Among the innovativeness that ITACA project has promoted there has to be 
included also project evaluation. The evaluation activities were intended to 
“accompany” the project throughout its implementation as well as 
contribute to strengthen the partnership and guarantee that all partners 
shared the “why”, the “what” and the “how” of the research. The evaluation 
activities were undertaken by IPRS – the Psychoanalytic Institute for Social 
Research in Rome – in close cooperation with all project partners. By 
referring to some of the evaluation activities carried out, this chapter intends 
to provide a sort of “backstage view” of the implementation of ITACA 
project, briefly illustrating the dynamics that laid behind the project outputs 
as well as the process that led the partnership to the development of project 
recommendations (to be found at the end of this chapter). 
 
The need for a continuous evaluation process throughout the life of the 
project arose since the very beginning in consideration of the project 
partnership – a large partnership characterized by great heterogeneity. In 
fact, the 13 project partners represented: 
Five European countries (Spain, Portugal, France, United Kingdom and 
Italy, plus an international organization) - and hence five diverse social 
contexts within which the phenomenon of Juvenile Gangs (JG thereafter) 
could be framed and interpreted; 
Three organization’s typologies (NGOs in four of the five partner countries; 
three Universities, in Italy, United Kingdom and Portugal; and Public 
Administrations: the Juvenile Justice Depts of Italy and Portugal) 
Different disciplines: sociology, pedagogy, psychology, juridical sciences 
A combination of two methodological approaches: practical vs. academic   
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Given these premises, the evaluation process – undertaken as an activity 
parallel to the implementation of all targeted project activities - was thus 
regarded as an efficient measure to reduce the potential risks deriving from 
such a diversity of expectations and aims within the partnership and 
contribute to the achievement of project aims.  
 
The constraints that the partners feared to encounter emerged clearly at the 
first meeting of the Steering Group. The first evaluation exercise carried out 
within the partnership – an assessment of the partners’ expectations and 
aims with respect to ITACA - revealed that the main difficulties that the 
partners were expecting to encounter were strictly connected to the 
partnership itself. In particular, such constraints were identified as: 
 
Difficulty to create a real multi-disciplinary team and approach; 
Difficulty to achieve a transnational comparability on the basis of data 
collected on national basis;  
Difficulty of communication/interaction, leading to the difficulty to agree on 
a common methodology. 
 
Apparently, the perception of such difficulties was the only commonality 
shared by all partners then. 
The project evaluation was thus included since the very beginning within 
project activities with the aim to “tune” the partners’ intents and 
consequently facilitate the joint reflection onto, and sharing of, the project 
objectives as well as each partner’s expectations and doubts with regards to 
the project itself. Additionally, the project evaluation process was expected 
to contribute to the promotion of an “evaluation culture” regarded as a 
complementary activity of project management.   
 
ITACA project was thus facing various challenges. In an operational 
perspective, these were identified as the following:  
Develop a common methodology and a common language; 
Achieve a trans-national data comparability (of statistics, practices and 
experiences) that could lead to an EU-wide approach; 
Obtain project findings and recommendations that could be endorsed by all 
partners. 
 
i. Firstly, the partners started by developing a common methodology, which 
eventually consisted of the following tools/steps: 
Guidelines for the collection of good practices; 
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A common structure for the questionnaires and interviews to be submitted 
throughout the five partner countries; 
A common structure for the National Workshops (with experts and 
practitioners as participants); 
A common structure for drafting the National Reports; 
Common evaluation tools (to be submitted in the national workshops). 
 
Some more methodological steps that were not included in the project 
initially, were added later on as  the need arose on the base of the 
partnership’s reflection on the first project findings. These are: 
 
A study on media representation (originally foreseen for one partner only – 
Lumsa – and extended then to all partner countries); 
A tool  for the collection of inputs and suggestions arising form the 
participants in the national workshops; and 
A SWOT analysis focusing on the project topic and carried out on the base 
of the information collected in each partner country. In the light of the 
project objectives and the shared reflections on the first findings, the 
purpose was to create a reasoned analysis starting from the question: “What 
works and what does not work with juvenile gangs?”. To this end, the 
partnership decided to use the so-called SWOT (Strengths; Weaknesses; 
Opportunities; Threats) analysis as a strategic planning tool, in order to 
identify salient elements, as well as internal and external factors, that stand 
as assets or constraints to the development of alternative scenarios and can 
thus contribute to the development of future actions. The results of SWOT 
analysis - carried out at national level during the various national workshops 
- came to represent the pre-condition for achieving an EU-wide breath 
analysis conducted on SWOT-like criteria.   
Additionally, the definition of a common methodology has initially entailed 
a joint reflection on concepts and definitions. This in turn led to the 
elaboration of a common language – a sort of  an untold “project 
dictionary”, that had to be created in order to guarantee that all partners 
would manage the same concepts and meanings. Such work started from a 
very basic concept for ITACA such as “juvenile gang”, continued with 
“stigmatization” or “identity”, and included the definition  of 
methodological steps such as “good practice”. 
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ii. As far as the EU-wide comparability of data is concerned, the first 
findings of the research carried out at national level, along with the inputs 
collected from experts and practitioners through the interviews and during 
the national workshops, and in addition to the SWOT analysis conducted on 
all this information, provided for crucial ingredients to the achievement of a 
trans-national data comparability.  
The exchange of the results and inputs of all national workshops’ 
highlighted the similarities existing between partner countries beyond the 
initial and most evident differences. In fact, although the national contexts 
may differ greatly in relation to the juridical framework or the state of art 
regarding the practices of prevention/intervention on the extent of the 
phenomenon of juvenile gangs in the country, things did not seem to differ 
much when considering the needs expressed by either JG members  or the 
practitioners working with them.  
In this framework, an EU-transnational comparability of data and 
experiences was not only possible but also desirable. 
 
iii. Finally, the whole process mentioned above led to a series of findings 
that will be better described in each national chapter within the present 
publication – as well as to a set of common policy recommendations 
(beyond national recommendations) that are shared and endorsed by all 
partners and point at the EU level.  
 
In conclusion, it should be highlighted that, despite the initial uncertainties, 
the project partnership has been identified by partners themselves as the 
major strength of ITACA project - such is the result of the ultimate self-
assessment carried out as a very last step of the evaluation process.  
And while the initial challenges posed by the project appear to have been 
gradually overcome throughout the activities undertaken, the real challenge 
will now be to ensure that the project findings can be properly “translated” 
from research findings into practices and that they can be experienced and 
assessed at both national and European levels.  
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