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Foreword
Elizabeth Comack, Lawrence Deane, Larry Morrissette, and Jim Silver
Because many of today’s social problems are so complex, it is important that we undertake research
and engage in critical thinking about them, and that we share and debate our findings. This report by
the Gang Action Interagency Network (GAIN) is an important step in that direction, and a welcome
addition to the limited literature on street gangs in Winnipeg. It moves us toward a more thoughtful
understanding of the social problems that lead youngsters and young adults to join street gangs. If we
can get closer to understanding the roots of these problems, we are more likely to be able to develop
meaningful solutions.
Our own research has led us to conclude, as this report does, that there are no quick fixes to a complex
problem that has been so long in the making. Meaningful solutions to the issues that street gangs
represent will require substantial public investment — including long-term, as opposed to short-term,
funding. We concur with the observation made by Rick Linden and quoted in this report: “projects that
have short-term funding almost always have short-term futures.”
We also concur with one of the main premises of the report: that street gangs need to be situated in
the broader context of what Johan Galtung refers to as “structural violence” — the social injustices and
systemic barriers that prevent individuals from realizing their full potential. Colonialism and racialized
poverty are two significant manifestations of structural violence in our society. Our own research locates
the origins of the street gangs — which in Winnipeg and elsewhere in Western Canada are primarily
Aboriginal street gangs — in the ongoing impact of colonialism upon Aboriginal people, and of the
racialized poverty that is so deeply entrenched in Winnipeg’s inner city. This is the context in which
Aboriginal street gang activity has grown.
Colonialism has caused great damage to Aboriginal people. It has produced trauma, and the trauma
trails extend to today. Indeed, one can see a central thread winding through the history of Aboriginal
people here in Manitoba — from the residential schools to the “Sixties Scoop,” to the large numbers of
Aboriginal children today who are in care and in youth detention centres of various kinds, and from
there to the large numbers of Aboriginal adults in penal institutions. Colonialism is, among other things,
a story of the institutionalization of Aboriginal people. It is very likely that in every Aboriginal family
in Winnipeg today, there is at least one family member whose life has been affected by one or more of
these institutions. The damage has been incalculable. Families have been undermined — which was the
deliberate and consciously-chosen purpose of the residential schools — and the human pain and social
costs have been immense.
Aboriginal street gangs are a product of this history, and this misery. As a society, Canada
consciously set out not only to undermine Aboriginal families, but also to eliminate Aboriginal people’s
cultures and forms of spirituality, their political and economic systems, and their ways of being.
Aboriginal people have, to their eternal credit, managed to survive this onslaught. But not without
damage. Not without trauma. Not without the identity crisis referred to in this report by Leslie Spillett,
who is quoted as saying about Aboriginal youth: “They don’t know if they’re Cree or Ojibwa because they
are so disenfranchised from their own identities, from their own essential selves.”
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Aboriginal people have responded to that trauma, to that profound loss of the sense of who they are, in
a wide variety of ways. They have resisted what has been done to them. We have concluded from our
research, based on multiple interviews with senior Aboriginal street gang members, that street gangs can
usefully be understood as a form of resistance: resistance to colonialism, resistance to the trauma that the
process of colonization has produced, and resistance to the complex and racialized poverty of Winnipeg’s
inner city where Aboriginal street gangs have emerged and flourished.
If this is the case, what is the solution? It has become clear to us that the solution is not to be found in
continuing with the status quo. The status quo includes our consistent refusal as a society to acknowledge
the damage caused by the trauma of colonization. It includes imprisoning ever more young Aboriginal
people to solve the problem of street gangs, and expecting small-scale, short-term, and underfunded
anti-gang programs to counter the attraction that the gang holds for marginalized and impoverished
youth. The status quo also includes our consistent refusal to invest sufficient public funds in rebuilding
Winnipeg’s inner city to address the damage of racialized poverty. The status quo means more
killings, more lives wasted in prisons and youth centres, more young Aboriginal people resisting their
circumstances by lashing out, often violently, as members of street gangs.
Instead of the status quo, we believe that the solution lies in de-colonization. Exactly what a
decolonization process would look like is best left to Aboriginal people to decide. But we think it would
include some form of re-building of Winnipeg’s inner city, done in ways decided upon and led by
Aboriginal people, and in ways that would fully include young Aboriginal people who might otherwise
find solace and refuge and a sense of identity in a street gang. We arrived at this conclusion by listening
to the wisdom of several elders. The elders that we interviewed were eloquent in telling us that the way
forward is to go back: back to the strong Aboriginal values that underpinned cultures characterized by
sharing and collective support of each other; back to the traditional teachings of love, respect, courage,
honesty, wisdom, humility, and truth. These are the values that can underpin and breathe life into a largescale process of rebuilding Winnipeg’s inner city. In that process, led by Aboriginal people, young people
would find a sense of purpose and would reclaim their cultural identities, thereby giving expression to
the need that we all feel to be useful and to be part of building a better future.
Undertaking a decolonization process will be no easy task. It will require, among other things, a
sizeable public investment committed consistently over a generation or more. But daunting though the
challenge may be, this is a process already well underway in Winnipeg’s inner city, led by a wide range
of highly effective, community-based Aboriginal organizations. The foundation has already been laid,
put firmly in place by Aboriginal people themselves. It is for the rest of us to support the Aboriginal
community’s efforts to build on that foundation, and to support their drawing upon and building upon
such important initiatives — referred to in this report — as the Warrior Spirit Walking Program in Prince
Albert Saskatchewan and the Regina Anti-Gang Services (RAGS) Project.
Anti-street gang programs can be a part of this process. Some of them are successful in helping
some street gang members to choose a different way of life. Such programs deserve better and more
consistent funding than they are now receiving. But however effective such programs may be, they
alone are simply not enough to solve problems as deeply rooted and as complex as those that produce
Aboriginal street gangs. Focusing only on removing individuals from the street gang life — which is
what is meant by the term “gang exit strategy” — will not by itself succeed in addressing the conditions
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that create street gangs in the first place. The result of this limited strategy is that for each individual
who leaves the gang life, more young people from the inner city join a street gang because the complex
problems caused by colonization and racialized poverty just keep producing ever more street gang
members. It is the trauma caused by colonization and the multiple negative effects of complex racialized
poverty that are the problem, and for which we need the solutions.
It is our hope that this GAIN report will contribute to promoting a debate on these issues, and we
congratulate the Gang Action Interagency Network for undertaking this important work.
………………….
Elizabeth Comack, Lawrence Deane, Larry Morrissette, and Jim Silver are the authors of “Indians Wear
Red”: Colonialism, Resistance, and Aboriginal Street Gangs, published by Fernwood Publishing in 2013.
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Executive Summary
Among the major cities in Canada, Winnipeg consistently leads in gang-related violence and homicides.
In an effort to address the issue of gangs in Winnipeg, the Gang Action Interagency Network (GAIN)
in collaboration with the University of Manitoba, with funding provided by the Department of Justice
Canada (Youth Justice Fund – Guns, Gangs, and Drugs) conducted research for the purpose of informing
future gang-exit initiatives in Winnipeg.
The following report is the result of this research. With the goal of developing tangible and actionable
steps towards addressing the gang issue in Winnipeg, GAIN’s research was focused on learning from
three specific areas: Stakeholder Consultation, Youth Consultation and Existing Evidence. Interviews
with key community stakeholders included experts from youth service agencies, corrections, law
enforcement, social workers, parole officers and former gang members. Youth consultations included
youth who participate in violence prevention programs offered by various community agencies. Youth
are often overlooked as keepers of knowledge, and these consultations were valuable in hearing key
insights from the very youth who are affected by gangs on a daily basis. A review of existing gang
strategies and programs from throughout North America was then conducted to identify successful
components, which might be useful when adapted to a Winnipeg context, and to identify measurable
indicators.
The results of the research indicate a need to address young people’s ability to fulfill their own basic needs
whether physical or social. Within the research, 3 specific areas of focus were identified. The theme of
Identity and Belonging was prevalent in the research as participants identified a need for mentorship,
cultural reclamation, and community efficacy. Healing was another focal area which emerged within the
research as participants shared about the need for greater access to addictions and mental health care.
Participants also spoke about the need for restorative justice and greater support for families in crisis.
Finally, participants spoke about the need for Expanded Programming. Although many great programs
already exist in Winnipeg, many participants identified the long waiting lists to get into programs and
lack of 24hr programming that could provide safe spaces when many young people are at their most
vulnerable point and need it most. Participants also spoke about the need for more opportunities with
regards to employment and skills/job training. Evidence of components of existing programs and
strategies clearly mirrored the needs that were identified in our consultations.
This report highlights the need for further action by our governments to work with the member agencies
of GAIN to help our youth avoid gang involvement through the development of initiatives that will help
fulfill our youths needs of Identity and Belonging, Healing and Expanded Programming.
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Chapter 1 – Introduction
Compared with other Canadian provinces, Manitoba suffers disproportionately from violence. Homicide
rates in Manitoba are double the national average (3.64 per 100,000).1 Winnipeg in particular has been
affected by violence, with a record 39 homicides in 2011.2 Over one-third of these homicides involved
youths aged 14-24.3 As of 2010, the annual “youth serious assault” rate in Manitoba was the highest
among Canadian provinces at 628/100,000.4 Much of this violence is connected with youth gang activity.
The city of Winnipeg is home to multiple youth violence prevention programs that aim to divert youth
from entry into the gang lifestyle. The Gang Action Interagency Network (GAIN) is a grassroots
committee with members from over 25 Winnipeg agencies and organizations dedicated to ending
gang violence. Some organizations in GAIN provide both youth violence prevention and suppression
programs. However, the intervention programs, those programs that serve individuals once involved in
gangs, that do exist report working in a piecemeal fashion which is, of course, less effective than a fully
realized, integrated and funded gang exit program or strategy.
On February 8, 2012, GAIN hosted a one-day “Gang Action Planning Session” that brought together
137 individuals from over 75 organizations dedicated to ending gang violence in Winnipeg. These
organizations are comprised of individuals from community, corrections, academia, health care, as well as
all levels of government. During this meeting, attendees clearly identified the need to establish a Winnipeg
gang exit strategy and a formal community-based gang exit program in Winnipeg.
Attendees also emphasized the need for a formal youth consultation. Many of the ideas on what a gang
exit strategy should entail typically come from the adults working with the youth or from government and
academic leaders. While these views are essential components of any strategy, it is imperative that youth
affected by gang violence actively participate in the development of a strategy.
In early 2013, GAIN, in collaboration with researchers at University of Manitoba, received a grant from the
Department of Justice of the Government of Canada to conduct a community assessment of a gang exit
strategy for Winnipeg. This collaboration between people in the community with firsthand knowledge
and those in academia is important to achieving evidence-based suggestions for Winnipeg’s own gang exit
strategy and program. GAIN members identified the need to conduct research in three principal areas:
1) youth consultations, 2) stakeholder consultations, and 3) a literature review of gang exit strategies and
programs used in other cities and jurisdictions.
Our youth consultation involved young people who participate in the various programs offered by
GAIN members. Our stakeholder consultation included community leaders, social workers, police,
corrections, and probation officers, as well as former gang members. The literature review looked at
gang exit programs and strategies throughout North America. The primary goal of conducting research
in these three areas was to gather the knowledge and experience that already exists in our communities
while also examining what approaches have been successful in other cities with the intent of compiling
and synthesizing all this information to inform a future gang exit program and strategy for the city of
Winnipeg. The following chapters describe in further detail the methods and the research findings
within each of these three research areas. The final chapter provides our recommendations for a gang exit
strategy and program to be adopted by the city of Winnipeg.
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Chapter 2 – Youth Consultations
2.1 – Introduction/Methodology
The youth consultation included 42 youth affected by gangs as identified through the various youth
service organization members of GAIN. These youth service organizations are located in Winnipeg
neighbourhoods that are highly gang-affected. All of the youths were given informed consent and assent
forms, which explained the study and guaranteed their anonymity within any written report based on the
research findings.
Working in groups, the youth responded to a series of questions regarding the issue of gangs in
Winnipeg. These questions were raised in an interactive video produced by a local youth organization,
Just TV, specifically for this research. This 10-minute video consultation facilitated by a trained agency
coordinator asked youths to share their perspectives on what kinds of programs, resources, and other
support mechanisms they need to stay out of gangs and what supports youths might need to leave a
gang if involved. This video can be viewed online at http://www.youtube.com/watch?feature=player_
embedded&v=2cKnCAyaJDA. As the youths shared their perspectives within the group, the agency
coordinator wrote down their responses. Each youth was also provided with a pen and paper to record
their own answers and submit to the agency coordinator at the end of the consultation.

2.2 – Youth Consultation Video Results
Almost all the youths who participated in this study stated that either they have been approached to
join a gang or that their friends have been approached to join a gang. As these youths are clearly gang
affected, it was critical to obtain their perspectives on the gang issue in Winnipeg.

2.2.1 – Why Do People Join Gangs?
When asked why they think people join gangs and what the various pressures are on them to join gangs,
the young people who participated in the consultation video provided a large number of responses.
These included: 1) the need to make money, 2) the need to escape home and family problems, 3) the need
for protection against bullying or the threat of violence, and 4) the need for a sense of belonging—the
respondents want to feel as though they have a family to take care of them. These answers comprise the
four most frequently provided by the young people.

“Gangs don’t
require a resume.”

In regard to the need to earn money, many of the young people noted
the difficulty they had in finding employment. Joining a gang was
viewed as an employment opportunity; as one youth stated, “gangs don’t require a resume.” Similarly,
another youth noted that in gangs, “money is easily accessible so the ‘good life’ is attractive.” This finding
points to a gap in service delivery whereby these young people are not being provided adequate assistance
in job and skills training, resume writing, and knowledge of available employment opportunities along
with other resources that may assist these youths in finding meaningful employment. As one young
participant sadly noted, “they have no hope, so there’s no reason not to join.” Hope could be brought to
them through government initiatives such as wage subsidies to encourage employers to hire and ‘train-
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up’ under-employed youth and adults.
The need to escape serious problems in their family homes was often cited by participants as a reason
young people join gangs. Many of the participants noted that gang members often come from broken
families or homes where there is a great deal of turbulence, and therefore they seek out a gang to fulfill
their need for family. One youth shared that the reason they
“They think there’s no thought other young people joined gangs was that “they think
no one caring for them, so they think the gang is their
one caring for them, so there’s
family.” Echoing that sentiment, another young person stated
they think the gang is that young people often join gangs because there is “no one
there for them” at home. The importance of building and
their family.”
supporting strong and stable families within our communities
is a vital component of addressing the gang issue in Winnipeg. A positive home environment is essential
in providing the necessary foundation to guide these young people on a healthy, constructive path. By
empowering parents through stable social housing, EIA rates that reflect the cost of living or even a
guaranteed income for all such as Sweden is embarking on are all initiatives that have had positive results
in other jurisdictions.
The third key finding as to why young people join
“Youth who already have
gangs was youths’ need for protection. Many of the
participants stated that some youths join gangs for
family members in a gang
protection against bullying in their neighbourhoods
are ‘automatically a target,’
or at school, and for protection against the threat
of violent injury from others in their community.
so they follow in their family
As one youth noted, a gang can help you “with any
members’ footsteps for
problems” you may be having. Although families
traditionally serve as protectors to their members,
protection.”
when family is unable to do so gangs are more than
willing to fill that void. However, another youth said that those youth who already have family members
in a gang are “automatically a target,” so they follow in their footsteps for protection.
The fourth and most noted finding regarding why young people might join gangs was the need for
belonging. As noted, many come from fractured families. Unstable living conditions and the oftenresulting difficulties with school, will further isolate a young person so the gang is seen as a substitute for
both friends and family. One young person stated: “I think people join ‘cause they have no life and they
want to feel loved.

2.2.2 – What Needs To Be Done To Tackle the Gang Issue In Winnipeg?
When participants were asked what needed to be done to curb the gang violence in Winnipeg, the top
five most frequent responses reflected the participants’ answers to the previous question regarding why
people joined gangs. The top five responses all relate to the need for various programs. For example, the
young people in this study stated that there needs to be additional sports and music programs (hip-hop
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programs were requested most often) available to them in their communities. These types of programs
not only provide young people with a positive activity to engage in during otherwise idle time, these
programs would also serve to provide youths with a sense of belonging and identity that is a meaningful
alternative to what gangs provide. One young person stressed the urgent need for more frequent and
sustained programming when he stated that “the streets are hungry! We need more opportunities!”
Furthermore, the participants also noted the need for additional after-school homework programs and
job training programs. Another young man said “it’s so hard to get jobs in Winnipeg!” referring to
how difficult it was for young people, especially First Nation and newcomer youth, to find meaningful
employment. These types of programs would assist young people in preparing for their future and would
address their need to earn a stable and sufficient income.

“The streets are
hungry! We need more
opportunities!”

Participants in this study also recognized the need to support
and strengthen families. Specifically, the participants identified
the need for educational programs for parents and their children
concerning the dangers of gangs in their neighbourhoods. Such
programs would address a need for protection from violence,
and bringing parents and their children together might serve as the starting point to mend fractures that
exist within some of these families.
Closely related to this is the need for more community centres that young people can access. In
particular, the participants emphasized the importance of community centres being open on weekends
or even serving as a 24-hour space “that is open at night that
provides a youth program.” This need for a 24-hour accessible
“Young people need
space highlights the fact that these community centres do help
fill their need for belonging and protection. It also underscores
to feel secure and
the important role community centres, and indeed the people
protected in their own
who run the programs there, play in the lives of these young
people. Therefore, the need for resources and support systems
neighbourhoods.”
that enable community centres to serve these young people in
an effective and sustainable way cannot be overstated. Further, the call for extended hours in community
centres also acknowledges what the participants identified as the need for additional safe spaces to
socialize with their friends.
Finally, many participants in this study expressed the need for an increased police presence in their
communities. Some stated that they need to see additional officers on patrol in their communities and
making more arrests. Again, this underlines the need for young people to feel secure and protected in
their own neighbourhoods. That many of the participants recognized the essential role police can play in
their communities also offers the hope that law enforcement will be able to work with these young people
and work to change the negative perceptions each group often holds of the other.

2.2.3 – What Resources Are Needed To Leave A Gang?
Most of the participants in this study acknowledged that leaving a gang is often not as simple as merely
walking away. As one young person remarked, “getting out is a process.” Indeed, in their study with the
justice department involving gang members who were transitioning out of their Winnipeg-based gangs,
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Cassell and Weinrath (2011) found that the process of exiting a gang took anywhere from 6 months to 5
years.5 In fact, Cassell and Weinrath (2011) found that over half of the participants who had originally
exited a gang found themselves returning to gang life. Reflecting
on this finding, the authors of that study noted that “the lengthy
“Getting out is a
periods of contemplation coupled with the in-and-out pattern of gang
process”
membership underscores the procedural nature desistance takes on”
5
(p. 79). This finding draws attention to the importance of offering
support systems and programs that exiting gang members can access
in order to bolster their opportunity to pursue meaningful, crime-free lives.
The young people also noted that any resources aimed at assisting gang members to leave their gangs
need to “protect them [the youths] from the repercussions when
they try to get out.” The participants’ top four responses when
“We need to protect
asked what resources are needed to exit gangs reflect the need
our youth from the
for protection. Relocation assistance, support from family and
repercussions when they friends, police assistance, and financial aid were the top four
responses cited as necessary resources to assist those who wish
try to get out.”
to leave gang life. Cassell and Weinrath (2011) also found that
participants referred to an opportunity to earn a legitimate
income as a prime factor that would make successfully transitioning out of a gang a more realistic goal.5

2.2.4 – What Are Some Places Youth Feel Safe?
As previously noted in sub-section 2.2.2, the young people in this study were keenly aware of the
importance of having accessible, safe places to socialize within their communities. The need for greater
access to community centres that are open 24 hours a day and on weekends was the most common
response given by the participants to this question. Other safe places included being at home with one’s
family, staying at a friend’s place, and being at school with a teacher. Policy makers and programming
staff need to examine how best they can support establishing safe households within the community,
allowing greater access to community centres, and providing educators and school administrators with
training and resources to address the needs of young people who may be in crisis.

2.3 – Conclusion
The youth in this study identified some chief areas that must be considered when addressing the gang
issue in Winnipeg. Most notably, the need for a sense of belonging, protection, money, and a chance to
escape problems at home must be understood if we are to address the root causes of why young people
join gangs. Consequently, filling these needs is a critical component of addressing the gang issue in
Winnipeg. The need for strong and stable supports in these areas to protect young people against the
lures of gang life is also noted in the academic literature. Saurez-Orozco and Saurez-Orozco (2001) state
that:
The youth most drawn to gangs tend to have troubled backgrounds. They most often come from
families that are poor, have absent or unavailable parents, are abusive, or have substance abuse
problems. A common denominator seems to be the absence of strong figures such as parents,
uncles and aunts, or older siblings who can help the youth navigate the tensions of adolescence.
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Without this strong support and guidance, these youth will turn for emotional support to those
sharing their predicament — their peers (p. 109).6
Further, Saurez-Orozco and Saurez-Orozco (2001) state that:
Gangs are support and protection almost like a family, they are in the community and ever present
when quite often parents are not (p. 109).6
To fully understand the root causes of familial breakdown involving substance abuse, violence, and
poverty, the history and legacy of structural violence in our society must be acknowledged. Through
this lens, a more comprehensive understanding of young people who have experienced hidden forms of
violence and social exclusion can be realized. Structural violence, as Galtung (1969)7 and later Byrne and
Senehi (2012)8 describe, is embedded in the structure of society’s institutions and is manifested through
inequalities in power relations, opportunities, and distribution and access to resources.
Many of the youths in this study also recognized the critical role the police have in addressing the gang
issue in Winnipeg. This acknowledgement demonstrates that youths recognize the need for law and
order, and it also speaks to the opportunity police officers have to reach youth in a positive way to bridge
the gap that exists between young people and law enforcement. Finally, the importance of community
centres as both spaces of recreation and of safety was repeatedly highlighted by participants.
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Chapter 3 – Stakeholder Consultations
3.1 – Introduction/Methodology
The second component of this research project involved one-on-one semi-structured interviews with
key community stakeholders. The 15 stakeholders who participated in this study represent a variety
of perspectives from corrections, probation services,
“If you don’t treat the
community-based organizations, social workers, and former
gang members. All the stakeholders in this study have an
root cause, you’re wasting
intimate knowledge of the gang issue in Winnipeg, and they
your time; it’s just bandoffered their perspectives and experiences concerning what
can be done to reduce gang involvement among Winnipeg’s
aids.”
young people.
Not surprisingly, many of the stakeholders discussed the need to address the “root causes” of why young
people join gangs. As Damon Johnston of the Aboriginal Centre noted, “if you don’t treat the root cause,
you’re wasting your time; it’s just band-aids”. Again, the need to address the root causes of violence
forces us to reflect on the systemic violence in our society. According to Byrne and Senehi (2012),
if we truly want to understand the causes of violence within our societies, we must understand and
examine the structural conditions of our societies.8 Fully addressing the underlying structural violence
require advocating for broad systemic change through a long-term process. Stakeholders interviewed,
and indeed many of the members of GAIN, are committed to advocating for a better distribution
of opportunities and resources to the youths we serve and to better understand how the structural
conditions affect all decisions.
Three interconnected themes requiring shorter-term action emerged during the course of the interviews.
Stakeholders interviewed for this study argued that focusing on the themes of identity and belonging,
healing, and programming is essential to addressing the root causes of gangs and gang violence in
Winnipeg.

3.2 – Identity and Belonging
Just as the young people in this study identified the need for belonging as a reason to join gangs, the
stakeholders also recognized the need to address issues of identity and belonging as part of a strategy to
assist young people involved with gangs.

“The need for belonging
needs to be filled by the
community, not gangs.”

The role of community, whether referring to an ethno-cultural
community or the geographical neighbourhood, was highlighted
by stakeholder participants as being essential in providing a sense
of identity and belonging to young people. As one stakeholder
remarked, “The need for belonging needs to be filled by the
community, not gangs.”
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When speaking on the role culture and community can play in leading young people away from gangs,
Damon Johnston of the Aboriginal Centre stated:
The real promise of real change lays in the recovery of cultural integrity in our governance
structures, in our way of life, spiritualism being one of the most powerful elements of that.
I don’t care where you come from in the world, if you look at any people; spiritualism is a
powerful and positive influence in their life. It doesn’t matter where that emanates from or
whatever the belief is, it’s a discipline that causes you to try and be a good human being.

“The real promise of real change lies in the recovery of cultural
integrity in our governance structures, in our way of life,
spiritualism being one of the most powerful elements of that. I don’t
care where you come from in the world, if you look at any people,
spiritualism is a powerful and positive influence in their life. It
doesn’t matter where that emanates from or whatever the belief is,
it’s a discipline that causes you to try and be a good human being.”
Indeed, the stakeholders overwhelmingly stressed the importance of reconnecting with one’s culture as a
way to discover a sense of self, belonging, and identity. Speaking specifically on First Nations’ and Metis’
young people, Jen Thiessen from Spotlight said that:
The culture piece is huge too. A lot of them are not connected at all to their culture and they
identify more as a gang member than an Aboriginal person. I ask them, “What does it mean
to be Aboriginal or Metis?” and they don’t have a clue how to answer that question. So that’s a
real disconnect.
One of the stakeholders, a former gang member, said he never really knew who he was until he [re]
connected with his culture. With respect to Aboriginal-focused programs being offered in prison, Dan
Erickson, former Corrections Services Canada District Director noted their potential value:
Youth are really interested in some of the things that they do like the sweat lodge, the different
circles – the sharing circles, the healing circles... If you talk to some of the guys, the first thing
they say to you is “I had to go to prison to learn about my culture”.
However, insufficient resources has limited the impact such programs can have on the people who
need them the most. For instance, Jen Thiessen from Spotlight noted, “Agassiz [Youth Centre] has one
cultural caregiver, and she can’t help all those kids, she’s limited.” The report entitled: Spirit Matters…
Aboriginal People and the Corrections and Conditional Release Act tabled in Canadian Parliament on
March 7, 2013, the correctional investigator, Mr. Howard Sapers stated that “Close to one-in-four inmates
in federal penitentiaries today are of Aboriginal ancestry, yet Aboriginal-specific legislative provisions are
chronically under-funded, under-utilized and unevenly applied by the Correctional Service. In failing
to fully meet Parliament’s intent, my review concludes that the federal correctional system perpetuates

15

conditions of disadvantage for
Aboriginal people in Canada.”

“Youth are really interested in some of the
things that they do like the sweat lodge, the
different circles – the sharing circles, the
healing circles... If you talk to some of the
guys, the first thing they say to you is ‘I had to
go to prison to learn about my culture’.”

These quotes underscore the
need for additional resources in
all areas in order to reach all the
young people who could benefit
from such cultural mentorship.
In areas in which cultural
reclamation programming has
been available for Aboriginal gang-involved young people such as with the Circle of Courage program
offered by Ka Ni Kanichihk, participants reported feeling a greater sense of connection to their culture
and a greater sense of love and belonging.9

Other stakeholders also noted the importance of community-run programs in helping build a sense
of identity and belonging among young people. Programs such as The North End Hockey Program
provide disadvantaged youth with the opportunity to play organized hockey. Without this program,
for many this opportunity would not exist. Tammy Christensen of Ndinawe observed that the hockey
program has created a “sense of connection and a sense of validation” among the young people of
that community. Leslie Spillett of Ka Ni Kanichihk emphasizes that it is
“Often on call 24 “imperative that it is the right and responsibility of Indigenous People to do
hours a day.” this work.” Simply having a non-Aboriginal organization hire Aboriginal
persons or organizations to put up a sweat or make a dreamcatcher however
is considered insufficient as it maintains the imbalance in structural relations
that continue to pervade our institutions. Stakeholders were adamant that Aboriginal-led organizations
be supported in order to develop and implement these programs for our youth.
Whether it is reconnecting with one’s culture and traditions or being involved in a community-run sports
program, the message regarding the importance of belonging and being able to identify with something
positive is clear. To this end, the importance of mentors
“What motivates human
and positive role models cannot be overstated. The job of
a mentor is not easy: the mentors in this study stated that
beings to be good human
they are often on call 24 hours a day. However, there is a
beings?’ He answered
need for these young people to have “constant direction
and reinforcement” if they are to be guided on the right
himself with ‘to feel a part
path, as one stakeholder explained. When speaking on
of society, a real part, to
how role models can help build a sense of belonging
among gang-affected young people, Addison Sandy from
want to be part of it…
the Just TV program at Broadway Neighbourhood Centre
to see themselves in the
noted that “role models are very important—positive role
models whom they can relate to and who can help create
infrastructure’.”
a sense of belonging for them. They want to have a sense
of belonging.” Reiterating this sentiment, Jen Thiessen
from Spotlight r bluntly stated that “it comes down to a sense of basic needs. These kids don’t have a
sense of belonging; they don’t feel loved. They’re looking for something somewhere, and so they find
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it.” Reflecting on the importance of these connections, Damon Johnston from the Aboriginal Centre
rhetorically asked, “What motivates human beings to be good human beings?” He answered himself with
“to feel a part of society, a real part, to want to be part of it…to see themselves in the infrastructure.”

3.3 – Healing
The issue of healing was also a recurring theme throughout the stakeholder interviews. In particular,
healing centred on family trauma, restorative justice, addictions, and mental health were prominently
addressed in the interviews.

“Our kids are having an identity crisis.
They don’t know if they’re Cree or Ojibwa
because they are so disenfranchised from
their own identities, from their own
essential selves. So there’s a long-term
process that needs to happen in a genuine
authentic healing program and connection
to their identities and their culture.”

Just as [re]connecting with one’s
culture can help build a sense of
identity and belonging, this process
is also about healing oneself. Leslie
Spillett of Ka Ni Kanichihk shared:

Our kids are having an identity
crisis. They don’t know if they’re
Cree or Ojibwa because they are
so disenfranchised from their own
identities, from their own essential
selves. So there’s a long-term process
that needs to happen in a genuine authentic healing program and connection to their identities and their
culture.
The importance of focusing on family trauma to help address one of the root causes of gang involvement
was also stressed by the participants. Former Corrections Services Canada District Director Dan
Erickson shared that:
If you talk about gangs the major need is a sense of belonging, everyone will tell you that, but
I think it’s a little bit more than that. Aboriginal gangs for example, if we look at them and
where they’re coming from, what do these guys really want? Well, they don’t have any selfcompassion, they may have been sexually abused, they have no money, if their parents have
gone through residential school, they have multi-generational residential school effects, and so
they didn’t get good parenting, and their grandparents weren’t able to help them, so they lost
that connection.

“If you talk about gangs the major need is a sense of belonging, everyone will tell you
that, but I think it’s a little bit more than that. Aboriginal gangs for example, if we
look at them and where they’re coming from, what do these guys really want? Well,
they don’t have any self-compassion, they may have been sexually abused, they have
no money, if their parents have gone through residential school, they have multigenerational residential school effects, and so they didn’t get good parenting, and
their grandparents weren’t able to help them, so they lost that connection.”
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Abdikheir Ahmed of the Immigrant and Refugee Community of Manitoba (IRCOM) noted that many
newcomer families suffer from trauma, as they have witnessed horrible atrocities committed in their
communities and against family members or themselves back in their home country. Mr. Ahmed
observed that a lack of resources such as counselling for
dealing with trauma leaves many youth suffering on their
“This young boy thought
own and misunderstood by others. An example he shared
bringing a knife to school
was of a young Somali boy who was caught in possession
of a knife in a Winnipeg school and was subsequently
was normal.”
suspended. Importantly however, what the teachers and
school administration failed to understand was that this boy
was not bringing a knife to school with the intention of harming another student, but rather for his own
protection as he had been forced to do when he was living in a refugee camp in Yemen. “This young boy
thought bringing a knife to school was normal.”
Many of the stakeholders stressed the need to change the way we consider issues of justice in the
context of healing. In particular, many advocated for a restorative justice approach. Reflecting on his
time working with Correction Services Canada, Dan Erickson argued that the current system does not
encourage people to fully connect with and understand what they have done, and therefore, they cannot
heal. He stated, “You need a personal connection to some of the things you’ve done.” Expanding on the
importance of restorative justice, Damon Johnston of the Aboriginal Centre explained that the restorative
justice model allows the offender to make that connection as the offender and victim, along with their
respective families, discuss how the situation has affected them. This assists everyone to begin a process
that can “enable the healing on both sides.” Similarly, Abdikheir Ahmed of IRCOM noted that the
justice system needs to involve the community, the elders, and the families to determine “which way is
best”.
Problems with substance abuse and addiction were also highlighted as prime areas that need to be
addressed in any gang strategy. Notably, all of the former gang members interviewed for this study
stated that while they were in gangs, they were also facing addiction issues. One former gang member
said that the lifestyle of being in a gang was one of constant partying while being immersed in a culture
of violence. He said taking drugs was the only way to cope with
“We can’t heal without what he was doing. The same participant, who now mentors at-risk
youth, also detailed his frustration with the lack of resources for
treatment.”
young people who seek treatment for drug and alcohol addictions.
The necessity of receiving adequate care to treat addictions was
underscored by another former gang member who stated that “we can’t heal without treatment”. The
link between addiction and gang membership is also recognized in the academic literature. MacRaeKrisa (2011) report that whereas some individuals join a gang with an existing addiction, others develop
addictions after joining gangs and being engulfed in a culture of drugs and alcohol, whereby they then
become dependent on the gang to feed that addiction.10 Either way, gang life serves to reinforce lifestyles
of addiction and substance abuse (MacRae-Krisa, 2011).10
Many of the stakeholders noted that in terms of addictions and substance abuse, community
programming needs to work with the parents and family members of these young people who themselves
may be struggling with these issues. Laura Johnson from the Just TV program at the Broadway

18

Neighbourhood Centre (BNC) shared
“We don’t just work with the
that “you see a lot of single-parent families
dealing with addiction issues off in their
one person on our case load; we
own worlds . . . you see so many kids
generally try and work with their
unattended, so for a lot of these kids this is
their escape [the community program]. So families. So their mom, if their mom
I think that’s a huge gap”. The importance
has addictions issues, we’ll try and
of a holistic approach to programming that
also offers assistance to the families was
get them into treatment . . .”
further stressed by Alison Harris of Spotlight
who explained “we don’t just work with the one person on our case load; we generally try and work with
their families. So their mom, if their mom has addictions issues, we’ll try and get them into treatment . . .
so that’s a big thing.”
Mental health was identified as another area of healing that needs to be addressed when considering the
problem of gangs in Winnipeg. Laura Johnson (BNC) noted that:
There is not a tonne of intensive programming for people with mental health issues, and there
are so many loopholes. I also think that as far as gangs and vulnerable people go, people with
FASD are major targets because they’re very vulnerable, they’re impressionable.

“There is not a tonne of intensive programming for people with mental
health issues, and there are so many loopholes. I also think that as far
as gangs and vulnerable people go, people with FASD are major targets
because they’re very vulnerable, they’re impressionable.”
3.4 – Programming
The third main theme that emerged in the interviews was the importance of programming. As
discussed previously, appropriate programming can be invaluable in addressing the need for identity
and belonging, and critical in providing necessary resources to address healing. Programming is
also essential in providing gang-affected young people with the necessary skills to lead positive and
successful lives without relying on gangs. Importantly, putting resources into effective gang-prevention
programming for young people could save the government money in the long run. According to Dan
Erickson (former corrections):
There are a significant number of gang members who have gone through the youth system without
benefiting from programs aimed at preventing violence. We are now spending huge amounts to
incarcerate them as adults.
The stakeholders strongly expressed the need for meaningful employment for gang-affected young
people. Abdikheir Ahmed (IRCOM) shared his frustrations and worry stating that these young
people are constantly coming up to him saying, “I need a job, I need a job” and if they don’t find a job,
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they’ll find another ‘job’”. To put it bluntly, if gang- affected young people cannot find legitimate and
meaningful employment, they will seek out alternative methods of earning money, such as selling drugs.
This statement aligns with those made by the youths during their consultation, as noted in sections
2.2.1 and 2.2.2. The importance of meaningful employment
and earning a living wage was underscored by one former gang
“ ‘I need a job, I need
member who said that when he left his gang, it was difficult
a job’ and if they don’t
to walk away from the money he had been making. As one
stakeholder put it, “We need to find alternatives for them to
find a job, they’ll find
make money.”

another ‘job’.”

However, gang-affected young people face several barriers to
employment as Alison Harris of Spotlight noted:
All of our guys have no employment history and have a really bad [criminal] record, and
they’re covered in tattoos. And the kids will say the exact same thing, “What do I need to get
out of a gang?” They’ll say, “You need to get me a job”.
Many young people also see no return to legal employment once they have an established criminal
record, as Laura Johnson (BNC) noted:
I think sometimes youth feel that once they’ve made a mistake they have no choice, like there’s
no shade of grey, right? “I’ve crossed the law — now I have a criminal record, so that’s how I’m
going to make my living because no one else is going to trust me.”
Furthermore, it is vital that these young people receive ongoing support and that programming is tailored
to their needs. For instance, Addison Sandy (BNC) pointed out that:
A lot of these guys need opportunities. They need those opportunities where there are a few
chances, where it’s not like a 9–5 job and you don’t show up for two days and you’re fired. Their
whole lives have been ‘fly by the seat of their pants’ so they just need that consistent support.
The importance of finding ways to address these barriers was stressed by Alison Harris of Spotlight who
said “if some of those basic needs are taken care of in a legit way and not by the gang, then they stand a
chance. And this is what the guys say too.”

“A lot of these guys need opportunities.
They need those opportunities where
there’s a few chances, where it’s not like
a 9–5 job and you don’t show up for two
days and you’re fired. Their whole lives
have been ‘fly by the seat of their pants’ so
they just need that consistent support.”
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Sports and music programs have also
shown promising results. For example,
The North End Hockey Program has
yielded positive outcomes for youth in
the North End of Winnipeg by creating a
sense of belonging and pride among the
participants and their families. Given that
the sport of hockey can be a financially
draining endeavour, without this program
many disadvantaged young people would
not have this opportunity. Reflecting
this sentiment, Tammy Christensen from

Ndinawe noted that “there are a lot of barriers for young people to participate in recreational activities.”
She went on to comment:
You really see the growth not only of the young people, but also of their families. The program
really gives them an identity, it gives them pride in their accomplishments, they’re part of
something positive, and it’s not just the kids, but it’s the families as well, it’s the parents, it’s the
aunties, the uncles, the grannies and grandpas.
Not only do such programs build a sense of identity and belonging among the youths, the programs also
strengthen family bonds. Tammy Christensen observed, through the hockey program families were
now getting to know their neighbours and others in the community. Thus, this hockey program has
demonstrated widespread positive effects and has been a positive building block for the community as
a whole. In fact, Christensen noted how one family credits that program for literally saving their young
boys who were on the brink of gang life.
The importance of accessibility to affordable recreational activities was also underscored by a stakeholder
who explained that he only became involved with a gang after he had broken his skateboard and could
not afford a new one. The 13 year old went to his older brother who was gang involved, and the older
brother put him to work selling drugs for the gang.
During the youth consultations, many stated
“Picking up on young people’s
that they would like to be a part of a hiphop program. Picking up on young people’s
interest, as one stakeholder noted,
interest, as Alison Harris from Spotlight noted,
is key in providing them with the
is key in providing them with the type of
programming they can attach to. Harris related
type of programming they can
a story of a mentor they knew who identified
attach to.”
a gang-involved youth’s (a mentee) interest in
hip-hop. The mentor then got him involved in
a hip-hop program, which changed this young person’s life. He eventually left his gang as his interest in
making music progressed, and this young man is now employed by the program to mentor other youth.
Addison Sandy (BNC) reflected on the power of such a music program when he shared that:
Through music, it allows us to build that relationship with them to get an insight to what their
needs are and some of the challenges that they have. As staff, we can talk about some of these
things and try to help them in that way.
Music programs not only provide a sense of identity and the nurturing of a skill, they can also be a tool
for healing. One former gang member explained the importance of music in his life when he shared that
“music is a big thing in life ‘cause you express your feelings.”

“Our waiting list is longer than
the number of people we can fit
into the program.”

However, the resources for, and the availability of such
programs, remain limited. According to Sandy, “Our
waiting list is longer than the number of people we can fit
into the program.” Laura Johnson (BNC) stated, where
such programs do exist, they are often geared for older
youths, leaving “a huge gap in enticing programming for
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those between the ages of 8–14”. Tammy Christensen shared her frustration with the inconsistency of
funding for certain programs:
That’s really, really hard, especially for kids who may have trust issues, and you work really hard
to build those relationships with them, and all of a sudden you have to pull that away.

3.5 - Conclusion
It is clear that youths’ need for identity and belonging, healing, and targeted programming such as job
training or sports and music programs are highly interrelated. For example, a music program may seek
to build upon the musical interest, skills,
and talents of a young person, but as
“That’s really, really hard, especially
that young person expresses themself
for kids who may have trust issues, and
through the music, it also becomes an
avenue for healing as well as fulfilling
you work really hard to build those
the need for identity and belonging.
relationships with them, and all of a
In essence, they would be connected
to something which made them feel
sudden you have to pull that away.”
valued. As one stakeholder noted,
“programs cannot stand alone.” A jobtraining program may prove to yield few results if we are not also working to assist these young people in
addressing issues in other areas of their lives such as addictions or family trauma. Thus, there needs to
be collaboration among agencies to share resources and work together to meet the unique needs of these
young people.
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Chapter 4 – Review of Gang Exit Strategies
4.1 – Introduction
This chapter examines a variety of gang prevention, intervention, and suppression strategies throughout
Canada and the United States of America. In particular, this chapter highlights strategies that have been
successful and in which knowledge has been gained that will be valuable in informing a future gang-exit
strategy for the city of Winnipeg.

4.2 – Methodology
The data collected for this chapter were collected via an internet search using the key words ‘gang
exit strategy’ and ‘gang prevention strategy.’ Additionally, key stakeholders identified gang-exit strategies
to be included in the review. Specifically, strategies throughout Canada and the United States were
sought. A table of the reviewed strategies can be found at the end of this report identified as Appendix A.

4.3 – Key Themes and Findings
Through the stakeholder interviews, it became clear that any gang prevention or exit strategy must be
holistic and have a multi-pronged approach. Therefore the strategies reviewed for this study all have
multiple areas of focus to effectively address the gang issues in their respective jurisdictions.
Many of the strategies reviewed herein recognize that prevention, intervention, and suppression
strategies all need to be included as part of a broader gang prevention strategy. The importance of having
a multi-faceted approach is underscored by Dr. Rick Linden (2010):
The most important lesson we learn from the street gang crime reduction literature is that
only comprehensive efforts will have a lasting impact. This means that isolated programs such
as police crackdowns, recreation programs, or classroom anti-gang lessons are not sufficient.
Street gang crime has many different causes and facilitators. This means that solutions to the
problem must also be multi-faceted and involve a combination of prevention, intervention, and
suppression programs (p. 5).11

“The most important lesson we learn from the street gang crime reduction
literature is that only comprehensive efforts will have a lasting impact. This
means that isolated programs such as police crackdowns, recreation programs,
or classroom anti-gang lessons are not sufficient. Street gang crime has many
different causes and facilitators. This means that solutions to the problem must
also be multi-faceted and involve a combination of prevention, intervention, and
suppression programs.”

23

Moreover, MacRae-Krisa (2013) note that “given the needs fulfilled by the gang, interventions must meet
or exceed the options or incentives offered by the gang while eliminating the negative consequences
attached to gang membership” (p. 17–18).12
The multi-pronged approach of prevention, intervention, and suppression known as the Spergel Model
involves community mobilization through awareness and education, providing opportunities for gangaffected young people in education
and job training, and involving
“Given the needs fulfilled by the gang,
multiple partners such as youth
interventions must meet or exceed the
service organizations, schools,
law enforcement, and faith- based
options or incentives offered by the gang
organizations, and enforcement of
while eliminating the negative consequences
the law by police officers in their
13
approach. MacRae-Krisa (2011)
attached to gang membership”
stress the importance of providing a
multi-pronged approach by stating
that although prevention measures that focus on childhood development to decrease risk factors may
prove to be less costly than intervention and suppression measures are in the long run, “the fact remains
that current gang activity is facilitated by membership, and opportunities to disengage gang members
must also be explored and addressed
to reduce the impact of gangs in
“The fact remains that current gang
communities” (p. 3).10

activity is facilitated by membership, and
opportunities to disengage gang members
must also be explored and addressed to
reduce the impact of gangs in communities.”

Multi-pronged strategies such as
Wraparound Milwaukee differ from
other broad strategies such as the
Spergel Model in that they seek to
provide comprehensive care through
individualized care management.
Wraparound strategies work with young people and their families to develop a system of care tailored to
each individual participant.14 Furthermore, wraparound strategies are strengths based. Bruce Kamradt
(2001) explains:
Mental Health and juvenile justice systems have focused largely on identifying a child’s deficits
or a family’s problems. This is not the most effective way to engage a child or family in the
treatment process. Focusing on a family’s strengths, learning about the family’s culture, and
building on the natural supports that exist within the family, neighbourhood, or community is
a much more effective approach (p. 15).14
This type of strategy would fit well within the context of Winnipeg. A focus on individualized and
needs-based care could ensure that the necessary services are identified and accessed to meet the unique
needs of each participant. Identifying the strengths of one’s culture to be used in the process of healing
also complements the need for cultural reclamation the stakeholders identified. Furthermore, many of
the families of gang–involved young people have experienced generational trauma. Engaging families
in the process of developing their own plans for healing could go a long way toward addressing the root
causes of decades of hurt and help mend the fractures in some of these families and their communities.
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The mayor’s Gang Prevention Task Force in Sacramento, California is one of a few strategies that make
specific reference to a re-entry component. What singles out the Sacramento strategy from the others is
that it recognizes the need for
“Projects that have short-term funding
institutional-based programs for
incarcerated individuals to be
almost always have short-term futures—
coordinated with post-release
even highly successful programs have been
programming and care being
15
offered in the communy.

cancelled because long-term funding was
not available.”

MacRae-Krisa (2011) also note
the importance of programming
for incarcerated young people, as
during this time they may be more receptive to intervention and gang exit.10

The Oakland16 and San Jose, 17 California strategies both identify health care providers as one of their
strategic partners. Including health professionals in a gang strategy can effectively address areas such
as addictions and counselling. MacRae-Krisa (2011) state that young people who have experienced
a violent event might be more open to intervention strategies.10 This could potentially put health
care providers on the frontlines of gang intervention strategies, as they have an exclusive window of
opportunity to engage with young people affected by violence with whom they come into contact
through their work. Of note, Dr. Carolyn Snider (co-author of this report) is leading an evaluation
of a wraparound care program initiated in the emergency departments of Winnipeg Health Sciences
Centre for youth injured by violence. This program, titled ED-VIP, (Emergency Department Violence
Intervention Program) is scheduled to commence in November 2013.
Another noteworthy aspect of strategies such as the OJJDP Comprehensive Community Gang Model,
and the Sacramento, San Jose, and Oakland strategies is their inclusion of faith-based organizations as
partners.13,15–17 As many of the stakeholders called for the inclusion of programs that (re)connect gangaffected young people with their culture and traditions, a Winnipeg strategy could adopt the idea of
cultural and spiritual leaders as partners.

4.4 - Conclusion
A close examination of the reviewed gang strategies in Appendix A clearly shows that each of the
strategies reviewed addresses the areas of identity and belonging, healing, and programming. Most
notably, strategies which include counselling services and crisis outreach along with skills training
and employment readiness should be considered when developing a gang strategy for Winnipeg.
However, comprehensive multi-faceted strategies such as those that include prevention, intervention,
and suppression approaches cannot function successfully without sufficient resources. Linden (2010)
notes that “projects that have short-term funding almost always have short-term futures—even highly
successful programs have been cancelled because long-term funding was not available” (p. 21).11
Developing a realistic and achievable strategy that considers current available funding is essential for a
successful outcome.
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Chapter 5 - Review of Gang Exit Programs
5.1 – Introduction
This chapter examines a variety of programs throughout Canada and the United States that are geared
toward gang prevention, intervention, and suppression. This chapter will focus particularly on those
programs that have experienced some success. To this end, measureable indicators for success in each
of the programs have also been identified. As in Chapter 4, a thorough examination of these programs
provides valuable knowledge and insight that will be critical in informing a future gang exit strategy for
Winnipeg.

5.2 – Methodology
That data gained for this chapter were collected via an internet search. In particular, the Government
of Canada’s National Crime Prevention Centre’s website (http://www.publicsafety.gc.ca/) and the U.S.
Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention’s website (http://www.ojjdp.gov/) were both
excellent resources for obtaining information on successful model programs. Other programs were
identified through conversations held with professionals already working in the area of gang prevention,
intervention, and suppression who were familiar with existing programs elsewhere.

5.3 – Key Themes and Findings
Although the programs that were reviewed in Appendix B may differ in some ways, they all share
common elements applicable to addressing the gang issue in Winnipeg. The focus, services, and
approach of these programs also reflect the responses given by both the youth consultation participants
and the stakeholder participants of this study.
Consequently, identity and belonging, healing, and a variety of other program services such as
employment training, music, and recreational activities were significant components of many of the
reviewed programs.

“Enhance their self-esteem, help root them
in their history, better connect them to their
land and culture, and help them learn from
powerful role models, and establish longerterm connections that could continue well
past their time in the program.”

The reviewed programs were not
singular in their focus. Rather, they
recognized the need for a multi-track
holistic approach to their gang exit
programs. For example, the Warrior
Spirit Walking Program in Prince
Albert, Saskatchewan, included
elements of education and skills
training, recreational activities, a
variety of counselling services, street
outreach, and legal assistance.18 Furthermore, programs such as the Durham Youth Gang Strategy also
involve multiple partners such as community agencies, parents, schools, mentors, and law enforcement
officials.19
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Within these multi-pronged approaches, many of the reviewed programs corresponded to one of three
categories: a Spergel type model of prevention, intervention, and suppression; a wraparound model; or a
behaviour change violence suppression model.
The Durham Youth Gang Strategy19 and the Gang Intervention Through Targeted Outreach (GITTO)20,21
programs both follow the Spergel Model. Both programs seek to engage gang-involved or at-risk young
people by providing a variety of services such as educational and employment training programs,
counselling support, recreational opportunities, and life-skills training, to name a few. Both programs
have seen positive changes in their participants in regard to attitudes and behavioural changes.19–21 In the
case of the GITTO program, 34% of participants exited their gangs as a result of the program.20
Several wraparound programs were also reviewed in Appendix B. Notably, the Changing the Life
Trajectory of Gang-Involved Aboriginal Youth who have Complex Needs and Co-Occurring Problems
program in British Columbia was the wraparound program that presented itself as the most applicable
of all the wraparound programs when considered for its applicability to Winnipeg. This program’s
participants are immersed in a First Nations community as a means to:
enhance their self-esteem, help root them in their history, better connect them to their land
and culture, and help them learn from powerful role models, and establish longer-term
connections that could continue well past their time in the program.20
Culturally sensitive and appropriate approaches such as this help address the need for cultural
reclamation and in the process, serve as a pathway to healing and a greater sense of identity and
belonging.
Behavioural change violence suppression models such as the Boston Gun Project, Ceasefire Chicago, Safe
Streets in Baltimore, and Philadelphia’s Youth Violence Reduction Partnership all strive to end violence
and homicides in their communities through direct street outreach with gang-involved young people.22–25
Outreach workers in these programs counsel young people to find non-violent solutions to resolve their
conflicts and assist youth in finding the resources that will enable them to make positive life choices,
which can direct them away from gangs.22–25 A critical component of these programs is community
engagement and awareness. Mobilizing community leaders, residents, outreach workers, probation
services, and law enforcement has proven to be an effective strategy as evidenced by the significant drop
in violent incidents and homicides in the communities where each of these programs were operating.22-25
Other applicable programs that do not necessarily fit neatly into the three program categories mentioned
above include the Bimosewin Initiative in Stony Mountain Institution in Manitoba and the Gang Rescue
and Support Project in Denver, Colorado. The Bimosewin program works with federally incarcerated
Aboriginal gang members. Using Aboriginal teachings and cultural activities, the program seeks to
“provide practical guidance and support away from criminal activity.” Through the mentorship of
Elders, participants are guided to consider positive alternatives to their current lives of crime and
gang involvement.20,26 As noted earlier, culturally based programs such as Bimosewin are essential
in reclaiming one’s culture and identity while also offering a vital source of healing. In addition, as
in the Mayor’s Gang Prevention Task Force strategy in Sacramento, the Bimosewin program engages
participants when they are vulnerable and may be more receptive to change.
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The Gang Rescue and Support Project in Denver, Colorado, is another program with some unique and
interesting components that could benefit gang exit programs in Winnipeg. This project employs exgang members to become mentors to gang-involved and at-risk young people.20 Employing people with
real-life experience provides this program with the credibility necessary to engage gang-involved and
at-risk young people. This reciprocal relationship allows mentors to share their experiences and journeys
while offering advice, direction, and alternatives to current thinking and behavioural patterns among
participants. Conversely, participants are able to share their experiences with a mentor who has lived
through similar circumstances and is therefore more able to fully relate to and understand them.
Two programs that would be most applicable to Winnipeg are the Warrior Spirit Walking Program
(WSW) in Prince Albert, Saskatchewan, and the Regina Anti-Gang Services (RAGS) Project in Regina,
Saskatchewan. Demographically, both of these programs focus specifically on Aboriginal young people,
which would also benefit any gang program in Winnipeg. Moreover, these two programs also address
many of the areas highlighted by both the youth and the stakeholders interviewed for this study, such as a
sense of belonging, mentorship and skills training.
Modelled on the Circle of Courage philosophy of Indigenous child rearing, the WSW program seeks to
facilitate the growth of its young people in four key areas: Spirit of Belonging, Spirit of Mastery, Spirit
of Independence, and Spirit of Generosity. These four areas are addressed through a variety of program
initiatives. Employment training and job counselling programs address these young people’s need to earn
money and obtain meaningful employment. Individualized crisis counselling and addiction treatment
as well as the opportunity for family therapy address the need for healing. Cultural-based activities
such as drum circles, sweats, and spending time with elders also incorporate healing and provide a [re]
connection to one’s cultural and traditions from where one can begin to form a sense of identity and
belonging. A hip-hop music program speaks to the young people’s interests and allows them to express
themselves while engaging in an activity in which they are interested. The Youth Activity Centre, where
many of the recreational activities take place, also provides the young people with a safe place to socialize
within their community. Furthermore, the Van Outreach Program addresses the need for safety and
protection because workers engage with these young people on the streets where they are often most
vulnerable.18
A particularly interesting and unique aspect of the WSW program is its connection to the Won Ska
School. The Won Ska School, which is part of the Saskatchewan Rivers School Division, is an alternative
school specifically designed for at-risk Aboriginal youth. Students choose their own level of participation
as they complete their education and receive employment training. Two on-site Elders engage the youth
through cultural activities such as sweats, drumming, circles, and storytelling. Counselling services for
the WSW program are also on-site in the Won Ska School.18
The RAGS program in Regina has similar attributes to those of the WSW program. Using a multi-model
approach of wraparound, Circle of Courage, and MST, the RAGS program seeks to address the social
context that leads to gang involvement and the individual behaviour of its participants.27 According to
Linden (2010), wraparound strategies “involve comprehensive intervention programming designed to
deal with crime-involved and at-risk young people in the community. Programs are tailored to each
individual”.11
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Like the WSW program, the RAGS program also includes programming aimed at providing education,
skills, and job training for its participants. In addition, participants have access to individual and
family counselling in which they can address issues related to abuse, trauma, mental health, addiction,
behaviour, and self-esteem. The focus on spirituality and [re]connecting with one’s culture is also evident
in the programming as traditional circle practices that focus on the mental, emotional, physical, and
spiritual aspects of life guide the program activities.27
Other notable aspects of the RAGS program include the provision of intensive and constant support
through a 24/7 crisis counselling unit made available to all the participants. The youth and stakeholder
participants of this study were adamant that resources such as these are absolutely vital to the success
of any gang-exit strategy. Furthermore, the ability of RAGS to facilitate the relocation of participants
if necessary to provide a safe transition out of a gang also reflects the responses of the youth and
stakeholder participants in our study who stressed the need for protection when exiting a gang.27

5.4 – Measureable Indicators for Success
A successful gang exit program in Winnipeg would necessarily require a multifaceted approach that
incorporates some measurable indicators for success (Appendix C). The pre-, mid-, and post-program
surveys used by WSW, RAGS, and many of the other reviewed programs are consistent with the idea of
empowering youths and allowing them to voice their personal perspectives. Thus, any program geared
toward young people should also assimilate their views. However, a more qualitative interview process as
used in the Changing the Life Trajectory of Gang-Involved Aboriginal Youth who have Complex Needs
and Co-Occurring Problems20 in British Columbia or in the Youth Advocate Program28 in Halifax may
also prove to be beneficial to identify any nuances and complexities missed in the more structured survey
approach.
By using the pre-, mid-, and post-program survey method (five surveys in total for each participant),
both the Warrior Spirit Walking program and the Regina Anti-Gang Services program provided a
comprehensive analysis of success by identifying multiple risk levels to be reviewed. The WSW program
surveyed participants regarding 11 key risk areas: gang involvement; violent crime; non-violent crime;
attachment to anti-social/criminal peers; substance abuse; school inclusion; attachment to healthy
adult role models; attachment to school; depression; cultural identity; and pro-violence attitudes.18 The
RAGS program uses 10 key risk areas: criminal behaviour; anti-social attitudes; aggression/violence;
gang-involved friends; school performance/learning difficulties; family violence; gang-involved
family members; extreme economic hardship; social disorganization; and presence of gangs in the
neighbourhood.27 Monitoring these risk areas throughout the entire program increases the likelihood for
success because program workers are able to identify successes from which to build while also identifying
areas that require greater attention.
The behavioural change violence suppression programs tended to differ from the other program models
in that evaluators all used crime statistics as an indicator of success. Ceasefire Chicago for example
analyzed crime statistics and trends from a 16-year period to measure against current statistics.24 These
programs in particular tended to focus solely on homicide rates in program areas. However, some of
the behavioural change violence suppression programs such as Philadelphia’s Youth Violence Reduction
Partnership and Safe Streets in Baltimore did use surveys and interviews to complement the analysis of
crime statistics.23,25
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5.5 – Conclusion
The programs reviewed in this chapter all offer a variety of services aimed at addressing the issue of
gang involvement among young people. In particular, the Warrior Spirit Walking Program and the
Regina Anti-Gang Services Project are two programs that could best inform future gang exit programs
for Winnipeg. Both of these programs are comprehensive in their approaches and address the majority
of issues and concerns raised by both the youth and stakeholder participants in this study. As gangs
disproportionately affect the Aboriginal community in Winnipeg, implementing Winnipeg-specific
programs modelled after WSW and RAGS offer an effective means to address the gang issue in Winnipeg.
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Chapter 6 – Conclusion
If we do not listen to the voices of young people affected by gangs and to the voices of those who work
with them, we are wasting our time and doing our communities and their citizens a disservice. As one
stakeholder declared:
It’s not our perspective on what they need, it’s got to be their perspective, and the
community’s perspective. The worst thing we’ve done in the past ten years is telling
people what they need. Dan Erickson (former corrections)
Echoing that sentiment, another stakeholder noted that many of the current systems do not take the time
to look at the young person’s perspective:
It’s just ‘you need to fit into our system, you need to fit into what we expect, and if
you don’t, then we really don’t have the time to deal with you.’
The aim of this study is to identify the needs and concerns of the young people of Winnipeg, particularly
those directly affected by gangs. The perspectives of stakeholders further serve to support the youths
who participated in this study who through their knowledge and experience can inform an appropriate
and successful gang-exit strategy and subsequent programs for the city of Winnipeg.
On April 16, 2013, the Gang Action Interagency Network (GAIN) hosted its Second Annual
Gang Action Forum. The network brought together 150 people representing a number of agencies and
sectors including law enforcement, corrections, probation services, social workers, community agencies,
health practitioners, former gang members, and educators, among others. The research presented in this
report was used as the foundation for identifying
“It’s not our perspective on what
three key focus areas for the forum: identity and
belonging, healing, and programming. Attendees
they need, it’s got to be their
were divided into three groups representing
perspective, and the community’s
each focus area. The participants spent the day
brainstorming and planning next steps to be
perspective. The worst thing we’ve
taken to address their group’s specific focus area.
done in the past ten years is telling
From the three focus areas, five working groups
emerged to concentrate on particular needs
people what they need.”
within each focus area.
The Identity and Belonging working group was formed to develop a mentorship strategy that uses the
experience gained from ex-gang members and those working with gang-involved young people to
further build existing mentorship programs while also identifying gaps in mentorship service provision
and available resources. In particular, this group is focused on creating a mentorship-training program
as well as an education and outreach component, which will engage at-risk youths in Winnipeg.
The Programming working group will address the need for 24-hour safe spaces in our communities. This
work will also determine some of the necessary and appropriate resources for providing holistic care for
our youth.
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The Healing working group is focused on developing a crisis response/transition team that will be able to
mobilize around youth who are in crisis or wish to exit their gangs. The ability to provide individualized
wraparound care will be essential in meeting the complex and often delicate needs of young people in
crisis.
Emerging from the three focus areas was the need to create a distinct Inventory/Mapping working group.
The focus of this group is to create an inventory of available resources and support that can be utilized by
community agencies, social workers, educators, law enforcement, probation services, and so on to better
meet the needs of gang-affected young people. Moreover, this inventory will serve as a valuable resource
to the other working groups as they work to address their perspective focus areas.
Finally, the need for a fifth working group to address broader systemic social issues was identified. The
Structural Violence working group is aimed at developing methods to effect meaningful change at the
policy making level. With respect to the current educational system in Winnipeg, this committee will
identify what has been working and what changes are required to better address the needs of young
people who do not not feel a sense of connection or ‘fit into’ current educational structures. In addition,
this working group will also develop a communication strategy for GAIN for it to better inform and
educate the public on the root causes of gangs and gang activity.
Accomplishing these goals will require the commitment, dedication, and determination of Winnipeg’s
community agencies, social workers, law enforcement, probation services, educators, health workers,
former gang members, and anyone else who is determined to effect positive change in gang-affected
youth. To this end, sufficient funding is necessary in order to be able to efficiently and effectively address
the issue of gangs in Winnipeg. The final piece in developing a feasible and successful exit gang strategy
for the city of Winnipeg will therefore also require cooperation and commitment from all three levels of
government.
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Appendix A – A Table of Reviewed Gang Exit Strategies
Name
Goals

Focus

Action

Partners
Name
Goals
Focus

Action

Partners

Gang Strategy of Saskatoon29
1.
2.
3.
4.
1.
2.
3.
•

Increase community engagement in the gang prevention strategy
Decrease gang entry by addressing personal and community factors
Increase gang exit by addressing personal and community factors
Decrease gang-related crime
Prevention
Intervention
Suppression
Build upon existing resources such as employment, education, recreation,
and substance abuse programs
• Community engagement: raising awareness as to the dangers of gangs and
what to look for, mentorship to youth in the community
• Identifying culturally appropriate resources for parents
Parents, community, schools

The Calgary Police Service’s Four-Point Gang Strategy30
To stop violence and prevent criminal gang activity
1.
2.
3.
4.
•

Education
Prevention
Disruption
Investigation
Education: community awareness campaign, sharing information with
media and public, presentation in schools
• Prevention: Gang Helpline for tips and concerns, connecting youth with
programs such as the YARD program, connect youth with School Resource
Officers, monitoring of known offenders
• Disruption: directed patrols, focus resources on gang ‘hotspots’, prosecution
to keep gang members in custody while awaiting trial, work to promote
public safety with partners
• Investigation: the Organized Crime Operations Center manages all
investigations related to gangs
RCMP, Calgary Transit, Provincial Corrections, various law enforcement units,
community agencies, schools
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Name
Mission

Alberta Gang Reduction Strategy31
“To suppress gang activity and reduce the influence of gangs in Alberta
by working with community partners to promote strong vibrant
communities.”

Goals

1. “Reduce gang-related crime and violence in Alberta.”
2. Strengthen ongoing efforts to develop an integrated, comprehensive and
sustainable approach to gang suppression.”

Focus

1.
2.
3.
4.
•
•
•
•

Action

Partners

Name
Mission
Goals
Action

Partners

Awareness
Prevention
Intervention
Enforcement
Public awareness campaign – education on gangs
Coordination amongst agencies to identify ‘at-risk’ youth
Create/Identify appropriate programming to assist in gang-exit
Facilitate greater integration of information and data analysis within law
enforcement
• Facilitate growth of collaborative networks amongst community agencies,
police, government, etc.
Provincial government, community agencies, law enforcement, schools, and
community members

Wraparound Milwaukee14 – Milwaukee, WI
“To foster the development of more comprehensive, community-based care for
care for children with serious emotional needs and their families.”
To reduce institutional-based care while promoting home- and communitybased care
• Care coordination: care coordinator works with the youth and their family
to determine needs and resources. The Care Coordinator identifies available
services and links youth and their family to community agency services.
The Care Coordinator provides ongoing monitoring of the case plan.
• Youth and Family Team: care plans are youth and family driven
individualized plans for care. The youth and their family identify systems of
support.
• Mobile Crisis Team: 24hr urgent care team is available to meet the
immediate needs of the participant.
• Provider Network: Wraparound Milwaukee has a list of 170 service
providers which participants can access depending on their individualized
care plan.
Service providers ( tutors, job training/employment services, foster care,
independent living support, and recreational activities)
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Name
Goals
Focus

East Harlem Juvenile Gang Task Force32 - Harlem, NY
To reduce juvenile gang violence in East Harlem

Action

•

1. Prevention
2. Intervention
3. Suppression

•

•

Partners

Prevention: promote dialogue between police and youth in the community, hold
annual youth resource fairs where youth can access information on programs
and employment opportunities, invest in school-based violence prevention
programs, develop a truancy team to address chronic absenteeism, develop online
peer mentors to promote responsible social media use, create more safe spaces
for youth, create activities for youth in gang ‘hot spots’, develop youth leadership
program, community awareness campaign, implement anti-violence strategies,
address a lack of safe and affordable housing
Intervention: create an online public access juvenile justice data center, tax credits
for employers who hire justice involved youth, expand existing mentorship
programs, invest in tattoo removal program, address sentencing for low level
offences, provide more resources for schools to address the gang issue, promote
restorative justice options for juvenile offenders
Suppression: work to better understand ties between gang members, targeted street
outreach to stop violence, more police presence in gang ‘hot spot’ areas, formulate
more effective re-entry strategies – involve families, provide transitional support,
have strict probation and curfew terms which are enforced by probation officers

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Boys and Girls Club, Centre for Court Innovation, Boys and Girls Club of Harlem
Center for Court Innovation
Columbia University Center for Youth Violence Prevention
Harlem Children’s Zone
Harlem Clergy and Community Leadership Coalition
Isaac Newton Middle School
Legal Aid Society’s Adolescent Intervention Project
New York City Council member Melissa Mark-Viverito
New York City Department of Corrections
New York City Department of Probation
New York City Housing Authority

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

New York City Law Department
New York City Mayor’s Office of the Criminal Justice Coordinator
New York City Police Department
New York County District Attorney’s Office
New York State Office of Children and Family Services
Police Athletic League
Police Liaison Group/Schools United Network
Safe Horizon’s Streetwork Project
Union Settlement Association
Education Gang Unit
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Name
Goals
Focus

Action

Partners

Name
Mission

Goals
Focus

Action

Partners

OJJDP – Comprehensive Community Gang Model (Spergel Model)13
To reduce and prevent youth gang violence
1.
2.
3.
•

Prevention
Intervention
Suppression
Community mobilization: involve local residents, youth, civic leaders,
community groups, and agencies
• Social intervention including street outreach: provision of programming
and social services to participants
• Providing opportunities: access to education, training and employment
programs
• Suppression: supervision and monitoring of gang involved young people
• Organizational Change
Service providers ( tutors, job training/employment services, foster care,
independent living support, and recreational activities)

Oakland Unite16 – Oakland, CA
“Oakland Unite is a public safety collaboration of community-based
organizations, public agencies, and residents using proven and effective means
to create one City, one peace, and one future. All Oakland Unite’s programs
target Oakland’s highest risk community members and neighbourhoods, with a
particular focus on interrupting violence now as it is occurring.”
To reduce violence in Oakland
1.
2.
3.
4.

Youth Services: counselling, skills training, mentorship, academic tutoring
Family Violence: counselling, mental health support
Re-entry Services: skills training, employment readiness
Crisis Intervention: outreach and support for those most likely to be affected
by violence
• Crisis intervention for: youth exposed to violence, sexually exploited youth,
those affected by domestic violence
• Re-entry support: skills training and employment readiness for incarcerated
young people
• School based programs to reduce gang involvement
• Crisis response for families affected by violence
• Direct street outreach and interruption of violence
Government, law enforcement, community agencies, health care providers,
faith-based organizations, probation services, Juvenile Justice
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Name
Mission
Goals

Focus

Action

Partners

Name
Mission
Goals

Focus
Action

Partners

Florida Gang Reduction Strategy33
“To increase safety of the citizens of Florida by empowering Florida’s youth to
reject criminal gangs as a viable option and by substantially reducing gangrelated crime and violence in Florida.”
1. Stop the growth of gangs in Florida
2. Reduce the number of gangs and gang members in Florida
3. Render gangs ineffectual
1. Prevention/Intervention
2. Law enforcement
3. Rehab and Re-entry
• Community awareness, support for existing community groups and
agencies, provision of programming in the areas of education and job skills
training etc., improved information sharing across agencies, counselling
services
All 3 levels of government, law enforcement, community leaders, business
community

Mayor’s Gang Prevention Task Force17 – San Jose, CA
“We exist to ensure safe and healthy opportunities for San Jose’s youth, free of
gangs and crime to realize their hopes and dreams and become successful and
productive in their homes, schools, and neighborhood.”
1. Service delivery
2. Public awareness education
3. Capacity building
4. Crisis response
5. Local, state, and national collaboration
6. Re-entry
7. Public/Private partnerships
1. 1. Provide assistance and opportunities for at-risk youth to make positive,
healthy choices in their lives.
2. 2. To promote and ensure safe communities
• Development of community improvement initiatives: Weed and Seed, the
Strong Neighborhoods Initiative, Neighborhood Development Center,
Project Blossom, Project Crackdown, Safe School, Campus Initiative, The
Right Connection, Clean Slate, Anti-Graffiti, STAND, and Turn it Around –
Providing a continuum of care from early prevention to aftercare
City of San Jose Parks, Recreation, and Neighborhood Services Department,
The Mayor’s Office, San Jose Police Department, community service agencies,
Juvenile Justice, healthcare providers, schools, and clergy
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Name

Gang Reduction Program (OJJDP)20 – Los Angeles, CA; Milwaukee,
WI; North Miami Beach, FL; Richmond, VA

Mission
Goals
Focus

To reduce gang crime and violence

Action

To reduce gang crime and violence
Prevention and re-entry through engaging targeted young people to make
positive lifestyle choices
• Multipronged approach to address: family, peer, school and community
• Identification of resources already available in the various communities

Name

Mayor’s Gang Prevention Task Force 2012-201515 - Sacramento,
CA

Mission

“Sacramento will be a national leader in providing community solutions in gang
and youth violence prevention.”
“To reduce violence and victimization by sharing ideas, expertise, and
knowledge to develop sustainable, action-oriented gang prevention plans.”
1. Prevention: Addressing the root causes which lead to disconnectedness –
schools play a key role in this step
2. Intervention: providing “legitimate alternatives” for at-risk youth this
includes counselling, education, skills training, promotion of healthy
lifestyle and building pro-social skills
3. Enforcement: Law enforcement agencies to enhance public safety
4. Re-entry: requires coordination from public sector, community agencies,
clergy, and community members. Rehabilitative institutional programming
needs to flow into post-release programming and care
• School based approach: increase supports at school
• Community Empowerment: build community capacity towards creating
safe neighbourhoods
• Workforce Readiness: employment and skills training for at-risk youth
• Regional Accountability: collaborate with regional partners with regards to
enforcement, awareness, and evaluation
Youth service providers, faith leaders, law enforcement, educators, youth,
community residents, and business community

Goals
Focus

Action

Partners
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Appendix B – A Table of Reviewed Gang Exit Programs
Program
Target Group
Objective

Bimosewin Initiative20,26 – Stony Mountain, MB

Program

Changing the Life Trajectory of Gang-Involved Aboriginal Youth who
have Complex Needs and Co-Occurring Problems20 - BC

Target Group
Objective

Gang involved Aboriginal youth involved in the justice system

Federally incarcerated Aboriginal gang members in Stony Mountain Institution

“To provide practical guidance and support away from criminal activity using
Aboriginal teachings and cultural activities.”
Approach/Model Inmates develop trusting relationships with Aboriginal Elders. Using traditional
and spiritual values Elders work to guide participants to consider alternatives to
violence and crime.
Elders work with inmates to develop positive attitudes, beliefs and behaviours
Services
away from violence and crime. Opportunities for personal development, training,
education, and employment were also provided.
• 12 participants were assisted to exit their gang,
Results
• 15 participants obtained meaningful employment,
• Overall improved access to Aboriginal mentors.
• Recidivism rates of participants (17%) were lower than that of nonparticipants (35%).

To address the complex needs and life trajectories of gang-involved Aboriginal
youth while also providing them with an opportunity to obtain an education
Approach/Model Based on the Wraparound Milwaukee model
Youth are immersed in a First Nations community to “enhance their self-esteem,
Services
help root them in their history, better connect them to their land and culture,
and help them learn from powerful role models, and establish longer-term
connections that could continue well past their time in the program.”
• Positive changes in attitude and behaviour
Results
• Decrease in gang involvement and criminal activity
• Decrease in substance abuse
• Positive connection to culture and traditions
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Program
Target Group
Objective

Regina Anti Gang Services27 – Regina, SK

Program
Target Group
Objective

Youth Advocate Program28 – Halifax, NS

12-30 years old. Involved with street gangs. Family members are also involved.

1. Increase protective factors for participants wanting to exit gangs
2. Decrease risk factors by access to programming
3. Support clients with individual and family counselling
4. Increase access to services through outreach
5. Support relocation, provide economic supports
6. Increase attachment to the labour market
Approach/Model Multiple model approach: MST, Wrap Around, Youth Engagement, Circle of
Courage
4 main programs: Life Skills Programming for young men; Circle Keeper
Services
program young women; Intensive gang exit counselling; Outreach to schools and
institutions *All programming is gender specific
• Decreased gang affiliation
Results
• Decreased substance abuse
• Decreased attitudes towards aggression
• Decreased violent/non-violent criminal behaviour
• No measurable change in gang involved peers
• No measurable change in employment

Youth ages 9-14

To prevent youth ages 9-14 from engaging in gang related activities with a focus
on: reducing isolation and negative stresses, increasing self reliance and protective
factors, increasing pro-social life skills
Approach/Model Wraparound approach – focus on individual needs, family system, participant
involved in case planning
Individualized tailored action plans including: recreation activities, therapy,
Services
academic tutoring, group counselling, one-on-one mentor time, resources for
parents, life skills training, joint parent/youth activities
• Increase in pro-social and life skills.
Results
• Decrease in negative attitudes and behaviour associated with gang
involvement
• Increase in awareness among parents with regards to gangs and available
services

41

Program
Target Group
Objective

Gang Prevention Strategy34 – Hamilton, ON
Young people ages 13-25. Gang involved or at-risk of gang involvement

To reduce the risk of gang involvement through:
1. Increase awareness of consequences of gang involvement
2. Encourage change in attitude
3. Increase motivation to participate in pro-social behaviours
4. Decrease risk factors that contribute to gang involvement
5. Increase protective factors that lead to pro-social behaviour
Approach/Model Wraparound approach – participants were assigned a coach, developed a case
management plan, attended monthly meetings with their coach, participated in
weekly programming
Services were individualized and varied depending on each participant’s plan of
Services
care
• Increased community knowledge on gangs
Results
• Positive relationships between coaches and participants strengthened
• Youth became more engaged in their communities through volunteering
• Improvement of social skills and problem solving skills
• No change in attitude how youth felt about gangs
• No change in self-esteem, and depression, however, anxiety and self injury
slightly increased
• 34% increase in non-gang affiliated youth at the end of the program when
compared to the start of the program
• Significant decrease in delinquent behaviour
• Increase in positive attitude towards school
• 13% increase in legitimate employment
• 18% decrease in marijuana use
• Decrease in negative peer association
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Program
Target Group

Positive Alternatives to Youth Gangs Project20 – Toronto, ON

Gang-involved and at-risk minority youth aged 11-14 living in the Jane-Finch
community of Toronto
To prevent young people from joining gangs or coming into conflict with the law.
Objective
To support the safe exit of current gang members
Approach/Model Wraparound Milwaukee and Philadelphia Youth Violence Reduction Partnership
• In-School Group Program: individual support and mentoring, family support
Services
services, group sessions for males and females, drama, art, and music are
used to address focus areas of conflict resolution, problem solving, leadership,
gender roles, bullying family violence, racism, gang awareness
• After School Program: homework assistance, computer access, theatre,
recreational activities
• Family Support Program: support for parents and caregivers, gang awareness
for parents on how to keep their children out of gangs, building parenting
skills in problem areas
• Summer Program: recreational activities, arts, and music for youth and
families. Life skills workshops and meals are provided
• Community Program: community forums to promote gang awareness and
create community engagement in response to crime and violence in their
community
• 48 youth participated in the Summer Program
Results
• 35 parents received support
• 33 youth completed risk assessment surveys
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Program
Target Group
Objective

Youth At Risk Development35 – Calgary, AB
Youth ages 10-17. Gang involved or at-risk of gang involvement

1. Improve on anti-social attitudes and behaviour of youth
2. Improve problem solving and anger management skills
3. Increase school attendance and performance
4. Improve attitudes towards employment
5. Improve family relationships
6. Decrease substance abuse
7. Decrease criminal activity
Approach/Model Primary focus on prevention and intervention to address root causes of gang
involvement. Individual case basis with an emphasis on social development and
rehabilitation.
“Its approach evolved into a hybrid of case management with features of a
wraparound model.”
Case Conference Approach used involving: the youth, family, support workers,
school staff, probation officers, and counsellors.
Case management plan built around each individual youth with the input of the
Services
youth, parents and caseworkers. Case management is ongoing throughout the
participant’s involvement and can be modified as ongoing assessments require.
Each youth is paired with a staff mentor and police officer to offer direct support
to the youth.
Based on the assessment and needs of each individual youth, referrals are made to
community resources with access to education, employment training, counselling
services, leadership programs, and recreational activities.
Parents are also offered supports such as counselling and assistance with daily
necessities such as food and clothing where needed.
• 49% decrease in positive attitudes towards gangs
Results
• Decreased relationship with negative peers
• Slight improvement on attitudes and social behaviours
• Slight improvement in youth’s attitudes towards parents
• Youth’s attitudes towards school remained unchanged
• Slight improvement in youth’s attitudes towards employment
• Slight improvement in substance abuse
• No change in engaging in pro-social activities, no change in anger
management
• 7 of 17 youth who were gang members at the start of the program successfully
exited their gangs with the help of the program
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Program
Alliance
Gang Violence
Spirit Walking –
Appendix
B –Youth
A Table
ofAgainst
Reviewed
Gang– Warrior
Exit Programs
Prince Albert, SK
18

Target Group

12-21 year olds. Gang involved or at-risk of gang involvement. Both male and
female participants
To increase protective factors, reduce risk factors, and reduce violence and crime
Objective
through:
1. Increase access to community supports and resources;
2. Assist youth to leave gang-life through individual counselling, family
counselling, cultural supports, creating safe places, promoting pro-social
engagement and positive relationships;
3. Increase school re/entry and promote educational completion;
4. Increase neighbourhood gang prevention through education and youth led
speaking engagements
Approach/Model Circle of Courage:
1. Spirit of belonging (chance to establish trusting relationships)
2. Spirit of mastery (learning how to problem solve and meet goals)
3. Spirit of independence (focus on self control and responsibility)
4. Spirit of generosity (to show respect and concern for others)
• Youth Activity Centre: sports, arts, music, cultural activities, nutritional
Services
snacks and meals
• Won Ska Cultural School: specifically designed for at-risk youth, alternative
school program, Elders and counsellors are on-site. Elders engage youth in
cultural activities. Youth decide own level of participation in the program.
• Counselling: Individual/Crisis, Employment, Addictions, Female based,
School
• Van Outreach: 4 evenings/week 2 staff uses the van to engage youth on the
street. A nurse joins twice a week to provide needle exchanges, condoms,
healthy meals and drinks, counselling information, and bad date list
distribution
• Court Outreach: Justice worker provides legal counselling for youth
• Increase in attachment to teachers
Results
• Increase in access to positive adult role models
• Increase in attachment to the labour market
• Improvement in conflict resolution skills
• Reduction in symptoms related to depression
• Reduction in substance abuse and attachment to gang/ anti-social friend;
• No change in family attachment
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Program

Breaking the Cycle Youth Gang Exit and Ambassador Leadership
Program36 – Rexdale and Scarborough, ON

Target Group

15-23 years old. Involved with or at-risk of joining street gangs. Both male and
female
To reduce gang membership; to increase employment amongst participants; to
Objective
increase community involvement amongst participants; through the achievement
of the above enhance economic development of target neighbourhoods
Approach/Model 4-pronged approach:
1. Enhance resiliency of youth through building social, cognitive, behavioural,
and moral competencies;
2. Individual case management/family intervention;
3. Building a peer support network;
4. Training youth ambassadors/peer educators
• Intensive Personal Development Program: trust building, anger management,
Services
self-esteem, goal setting, community engagement, personal mission statement
• Case Management: support of individual goals, address housing and family
issues, school referrals, legal issues.
• Ambassador Leadership: skills development – leadership, problem-solving,
communication, computer, financial management etc.; community outreach/
engagement through presentations to other youth in schools
• 88% of participants have successfully graduated.
Results
• 67% of graduates are employed or in school and not participating in gangs.
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Program
Target Group
Objective

Durham Youth Gang Strategy19 – Durham, ON
12-18 years old. Involved with or at-risk of joining street gangs

To decrease the risk factors of youth for gang involvement through providing oneon-one support, support for
Approach/Model The Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (OJJDP)
Comprehensive Gang Model – Spergel Model
3 pronged approach: Prevention, Intervention, and Suppression
• Community Mobilization: brings local residents, youth, community groups,
Services
agencies etc. together to address issues and to collaborate
• Social Intervention:
• One-on-one support for high-risk youth in partnership with probation
services, police service, area schools, and community agencies. Two
categories: “at-risk” and “gang involved” receive different programming.
• Parent/guardian education sessions
• Opportunities Provision: Access to education, skills training and employment
programs
• Suppression: close supervision of gang involved youth by criminal justice
agencies, community agencies, schools
• Organizational Change and Development: evaluation of agency work to
improve strategy and approaches
• Anti-social attitudes towards criminal delinquency and peer gang
Results
involvement reduced – this took as trust needed to be built between
participants and program staff. 6 months into the program saw most change.
• School attendance increased. Family connection improved. 33% received
employment training. Reduction with gang involved peers. Charges in
assaults dropped from 18% - 7% and charges in break and enters dropped
from 18% - 1%
• Gang involvement itself remained constant
• Perceptions of police remained unchanged
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Program
Target Group

Surrey Wraparound37 – Surrey, BC

Program
Target Group
Objective

Gang Intervention Through Targeted Outreach20,21 – Philadelphia, PA

Youth aged 11-17 in School District 36 who were either at risk or involved in
gangs
To reduce gang related crime in the Surrey community via a wraparound
Objective
approach in order to support youth who are at risk or gang involved
Approach/Model Wraparound philosophy of care : voice and choice; team based; natural supports;
collaboration; community based; culturally competent, individualized; strength
based; and persistent
The participant works with a wrap team to determine their own specific services
Services
of need. This may include services in the areas of education, health, recreation as
well as group and family activities.
• 67% decrease in negative police contact among participants.
Results
• Stopped gang formation.
• Increased community awareness.
• Limited change in school attendance

Youth aged 6-18 who are gang-involved or at-risk of gang involvement

To replace negative support systems with positive support systems for at-risk
youth in order to lead youth away from gang involvement
Approach/Model Designed in the scope of the OJJDP’s Comprehensive Community-Wide Gang
Model (Spergel Model)
Outreach worker engages youth in their communities and offers counseling
Services
services and crisis management, guidance on educational and job training
programs. Through the Boys and Girls Club of America drug treatment, tattoo
removal, recreational activities, life skills, job training, and educational resources
can be accessed by the participants.
• Positive attitude changes towards school
Results
• 34% of participants exited their gang
• Overall decrease in gang associated behaviors and delinquent acts
• Less contact with the justice system
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Program

Philadelphia’s Youth Violence Reduction Partnership20,25 – Philadelphia,
PA

Target Group

Young offenders aged 14-24 on active probation and at risk of killing or being
killed
To reduce Philadelphia’s homicide rate. To address the root causes of violence
Objective
through intense supervision and positive supports
Approach/Model Boston Gun Project / Operation Ceasefire
Joint visitations by police and probations to participants and their families
Services
Individual visits by probation officers
Visitations by outreach workers to the participants
Probation and outreach workers connect participants with resources and support
services including: school, housing, employment, healthcare, and substance abuse
treatment
• Homicide rates in program areas decreased significantly from the start of the
Results
program
• A significant number of participants accessed assistance and/or rehabilitation
programs

Program
Target Group
Objective

Gang Rescue and Support Project20 – Denver, CO
At-risk and gang involved young people ages 14-24

To act as an advocate for the youth, to assist those young people interested in
exiting or staying away from gangs
Approach/Model Peer mentoring: ex-gang members work with gang involved and at-risk young
people by sharing their experiences, and challenging participants in their attitudes
and behaviors
Peer mentors assist participants with substance abuse issues, juvenile justice
issues, family issues
Small group meetings, and one-on-one peer mentoring
Services
Community outreach
School outreach
Presentations
Tattoo removal
Barrio Unity Mural Project
Overall decrease in gang involvement
Results
increase in school participation and employment
Pre-Program arrests: 22 participants
Post-Program arrests: 7 participants
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Program
Target Group
Objective

Chicago CeaseFire24 – Chicago, IL

Program
Target Group

Boston Gun Project – Operation Ceasefire22 - Boston, MA

16-25 years old – high risk street involvement

1. To change norms regarding violence within the individual client and the
broader community.
2. To provide on the spot alternatives to violence when individuals and gangs on
the street were making behavioral decisions
3. Increase the perceived risks and costs associated with violence.
Approach/Model Behavior Change Model – stop shootings
High Risk Youth Focus – high risk of shooting someone, or being shot.
Community education and engagement – get clergy and their parishioners
Services
involved. Activate community – marches, protests, vigils etc., street intervention,
and educational campaign.
• Shootings in several site areas declined significantly after the start of the
Results
program.
• The median density of shootings declined in every program area within 2
years of the start of the program

Youth involved with or at-risk of gun violence related to gangs – Chronic gang
offenders
2 pronged: Target the illicit sale of firearms (looking at both supply and demand),
Objective
and generate a strong deterrent to gang violence – suppression/lever pulling
Approach/Model Problem solving through law enforcement and prevention (local partners) –
community service agencies, local clergy, parents.
Gang mapping, gun violence mapping.
Forums that allow youth to voice there concern and issues.
Services
Program outreach: social services/employment opportunities (summer
employment program).
Operation Nightlight – probation and police ride together in communities to
enforce curfew etc.
• 63% decrease in youth homicides per month
Results
• 32% decrease in calls reporting shots fired per month
• 25% decrease in gun related assaults per month
• 44% decrease in youth gun assaults in the highest risk district
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Program
Target Group
Objective

Gang Reduction and Intervention Partnership (GRIP)38 – Anaheim, CA
Youth grades 4-6.

1. To improve attendance at school through reward and consequences
2. Improve teacher’s ability to identify at-risk youth and provide them with links
to appropriate resources
3. Decrease the number of youth violating curfew regulations
4. Provide support groups for parents - giving them skills necessary to build
positive relationships with their children and with the police.
5. To provide students with meaningful after-school activities
6. Police and schools respond to youth and parents not acting responsibly
7. Identify most at-risk at refer for case management
8. Work with Anaheim Family Justice Centre to provide resources for families
affected by violence
Approach/Model School based design. Targeting 4 elementary schools located in ‘gang territory’
where many children have been recruited from to join gangs. A 5th school
with the same demographics and issues and access to resources minus the GRIP
program was used as a control school to measure against.
Goal: to create mindset in youth to reject gangs; to change community norms to
reject gangs
1. Student Education – drug, gang, bullying awareness
Services
2. Encouraging School Attendance – celebrations and prizes for students with
good attendance
3. Social Skills Development - Safe Space Family Events
4. Boys Career Day/Girls Career Day – Interact with professionals.
5. Police Activities League – military drill style for chronic school absentee
youth, to get homework done, and inform of consequences of drugs and
gangs. Parents also attend class to learn skills to combat gang influence.
6. Truancy sweeps – GRIP team make surprise visits to homes of chronically
absent youth. Chronically absent youth and their parents are required to
attend a Truancy Reduction Intervention Program
7. Parents Supporting Parents – facilitated by police focus on identifying risk
and making communities safer.
8. Educators – trained to indentify gang activity, also trained in anti-violence
curriculum
• Within the 1st year truancy in partner schools steeply declined.
Results
• 90% of the highest at-risk participants showed dramatic change in behavior
and attitude.
• 85% stated they now have a positive adult role model to whom they can turn
for help (up from 72%)
• Teachers are now confident in identifying gang activity and behavior.
• Curfew violations went from 12 down to zero in a 14-month period.
• Crime overall has fallen
• Gang membership has remained constant
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Program
Target Group

Safe Streets23 – Baltimore, MD
High risk young people 18 years or older who may be likely to commit gun
violence or be a victim of gun violence
To reduce gun violence

Objective
Approach/Model Modeled after Chicago’s Ceasefire developed by Dr. Gary Slutkin
Street outreach worker assist participants in finding resources in a variety of areas
Services

Results

including: securing employment, interviewing skills, job training, education,
addressing mental health issues, drug rehab, and resolving family conflict.
Outreach workers also mediate disputes where gun violence is a likely outcome if
unresolved. Safe Streets also promotes nonviolence through community events.
• Three of the four program sites recorded a significant decrease in homicides
and non-fatal shootings
• 88% of participants interviewed stated they received assistance in finding
employment
• 75% stated they received interviewing skills
• 63% stated they received assistance in job training
• 95% stated they received assistance to complete their education
• 100% stated they received assistance in resolving family conflicts.
• Outreach workers have mediated 200 disputes.
• 80% of participants stated that their lives were better off due to the Safe
Streets program
• 62% noted their family situation had improved
• 63% stated their employment situation had improved
• 62% noted an improvement in their education
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Appendix c – Measurable Indicators for Successful Gang Exit Programs
Program
Indicators for Success
20,26
Bimosewin Initiative – Stony Measuring involvement of “institutional incidents” among
participants
Mountain, MB

Changing The Life Trajectory
of Gang-Involved Aboriginal
Youth Who Have Complex
Needs and Co-Occurring
Problems20 - BC
Youth At Risk Development35 –
Calgary, AB

Gang Prevention Strategy34 –
Hamilton, ON

Youth Advocate Program28 –
Halifax, NS

Youth Alliance Against Gang
Violence – Warrior Spirit
Walking18 - Prince Albert, SK

Transfers to lower security level institutions
Comparison of recidivism rates between participants and nonparticipants
1. Qualitative interviews with participants
2. Observations based on informal conversations and
interactions with the participants

Pre and post test comparisons were made to determine changes in
attitudes and behaviour
Youth involvement with police was also compared pre and post
program
Qualitative feedback from youth participants
School performance data
1. Pre and post comparison surveys were conducted with the
program participants
2. Youth crime statistics provided by the Hamilton Police Service
3. Qualitative interviews coaches and participants
4. Observational data gathering
• Pre, mid, and post comparison surveys were conducted with
the program participants
• Qualitative interviews with participants, parents and staff
• File reviews – case files, action plans
• Observational data gathering
• Change in Risk Levels based on 11 key areas: gang
involvement; violent crime; non-violent crime; attachment to
anti-social/criminal peers; substance abuse; school inclusion;
attachment to healthy adult role models; attachment to
school; depression; cultural identity; pro-violence attitudes.
Participants in the program were given surveys asking specific
questions related to the 11 key areas. These surveys were
given 5 times including a baseline survey at the start of the
program
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Regina Anti-Gang Services
(RAGS)27 – Regina, SK

Durham Youth Gang Strategy
(DYGS)19 – Durham, ON

Change in Risk levels based on 10 key areas: criminal behavior;
anti-social attitudes; aggression/violence; gang involved friends;
school performance/learning difficulties; family violence; gang
involved family members; extreme economic hardship; social
disorganization; presence of gangs in neighbourhood. These risk
levels were measured based on a series of surveys provided to
the participants once at the beginning of the program and then
continuing every 6 months – for a total of 5 surveys.
Assessing changes in anti-social attitudes towards law
enforcement, courts, criminal activity, peer connections to gangs,
and gang delinquency. Information collected through surveys
given pre-mid-and post program involvement.

Surrey Wraparound37 – Surrey,
BC

Statistics on negative police contact involving participants.
Progress measured against a comparison group. Questionnaires
were used to assess changes in attitudes and behaviour. School
attendance of participants.

Positive Alternatives to Youth
Gangs Project20 – Toronto, ON

Pre and post program surveys and interviews with participants
Interviews and surveys with parents and stakeholders
Results matched against a comparison group

Gang Intervention Through
Targeted Outreach20,21 –
Philadelphia, PA

Monitoring of degree of contact with the justice system
Pre and post surveys for participants to determine attitudinal and
behavioural shifts
Monitoring of school behaviors and achievement
Interviews with program staff
Compiled crime stats from a 16 year period within program
neighbourhoods to measure against current stats. They also
received monthly crime stats by beat from the police. Also used
online crime mapping to determine trends and frequency of crime
and shootings. Staff members also recorded number of responses
to shootings within a given timeframe. Also used comparison
areas where the program was not implemented.
1. Teachers, students and parents partake in pre-program and
post program surveys.
2. School/Police databases are checked.
3. Attendance logs for GRIP trainings and events
4. Police crime stats for relevant neighbourhoods
5. Gang activity in relevant neighbourhoods
Attendance in target schools dramatically increased going from
worst in district to best. Curfew violations dramatically decreased.

Chicago CeaseFire24 – Chicago,
IL

Gang Reduction and
Intervention Partnership
(GRIP)38 – Anaheim, CA

Gang Rescue and Support
Project20 – Denver, CO

Surveys, school attendance and employment among participants,
recidivism rates among participants
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Boston Gun Project –
Ceasefire22

Homicide rates, and gun related crime statistics in target areas
over a given time period. Changes in demographics and other
variables such as employment were accounted for.

Philadelphia’s Youth Violence
Reduction Partnership20,25 –
Philadelphia, PA

Collection of data from Police Districts in program areas related to
violence and homicides over a 10 year period
Analyzing of participant files
Interviews with outreach workers, police, and probation officers
Comparison of data between participants and non participants of
similar circumstances
Statistics on homicide and non-fatal gun violence in program
neighborhoods
Interviews/Surveys with program participants to determine the
impact of the program in their lives

Safe Streets23 – Baltimore, MD
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