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I.
INTRODUCTION


The Committee on Public Safety, chaired by Council Member Peter F. Vallone Jr., will hold an oversight hearing on initiatives to combat gang activity in New York City on September 29, 2006.  Representatives of the New York City Police Department (“NYPD”) and other interested parties are expected to testify.

II.
DEFINITION OF A GANG


While there is a lack of a standardized definition of a gang, gang member, and gang crime,
 for law enforcement purposes, a gang is generally described as “a group or association of three or more persons who may have a common identifying sign, symbol, or name and who individually or collectively engage in, or have engaged in, criminal activity which creates an atmosphere of fear and intimidation; criminal activity includes juvenile acts that, if committed by an adult, would be a crime.”
  The NYPD defines gangs in the following manner:

· Gang – A group of persons, with formal or informal structure that includes designated leaders and members, that engages in or is suspected of engaging in unlawful conduct.

· Drug gang – A gang as defined above that exists primarily for the purpose of distributing illegal narcotics and/or marijuana.

· Gang related incident – Any incident of unlawful conduct by a gang member or suspected gang member.

· Gang motivated incident – Any gang related incident that is done primarily to benefit or further the interests of the gang or as part of an initiation, membership rite, or act of allegiance to or support for a gang or as a result of a conflict or fight between gang members of the same or different gangs.

· Gang related intelligence – Information about a gang, suspected gang, an individual gang, or suspected gang member.  This includes information about gang meetings, recruiting attempts by gangs, plans by gang members to organize or take part in protests, marches, and other public events, self-styled “community” events organized by a gang, as well as any information useful developing profiles and intelligence about gang activities.

III.
NATIONWIDE YOUTH GANG TRENDS

A.
Prevalence of Youth Gang Problems in Urban Areas


According to the 2006 National Report by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention (“OJJDP National Report”) within the United States Department of Justice, gangs remain a substantial urban problem.
  Youth gangs are estimated to be active in more than 2,900 jurisdictions served by city (population of 2,500 or more) and county law enforcement agencies.
  Nearly 8 in 10 cities with populations of 50,000 or more continue to report gang problems.
  Thus, most Americans still live in or near areas that have problems with youth gangs.

The National Youth Gang Center also conducts an annual survey of law enforcement agencies to assess the extent of youth gang problems.  The 2006 National Youth Gang Survey (“NYGS”) indicates that the total number of gangs in the United States average around 25,000, and total gang membership nationwide average around 750,000.
  Moreover, the NYGS shows that gang problems are highly prevalent in larger cities; specifically, 99 percent of law enforcement agencies serving cities with a population of 100,000 or more have reported multiple years of gang problems.
  With respect to homicides, reports of homicides in general, and gang related homicides in particular, are predominantly concentrated in the largest cities across the United States.
  Approximately two-thirds of all homicides in the Federal Bureau of Investigation Uniform Crime Reporting System and approximately three-fourths of all gang related homicides recorded in the NYGS occurred in cities with populations over 50,000 annually.
  Larger cities and suburban counties account for approximately 85 percent of the estimated number of gang members, and approximately 1 in 6 large cities (population of 50,000 or more) report more than 1,000 gang members.


The OJJDP National Report further states that gangs are common in schools, especially in large cities.
  A third of public high school and middle school principals surveyed from a nationally representative sample report gang activity in their schools.
  Apart from being more common in schools located in urban areas, gang activity is strongly linked with school size: principals of schools with enrollments of 1,000 or more are about 4 times more likely to report gang activity than those with enrollments of less than 500.
  In addition, according to the School Crime Supplement to the National Crime Victimization Survey, quoted in the OJJDP National Report, 1 in 5 students ages 12 to 18 report that gangs are present in their schools.


B.
Influential Factors Related to Youth Gang Membership


Though motivations for youths to join a gang vary, the backgrounds of gang members include certain features that may make them more inclined to become part of a gang.
  Several risk factors have been found to predict gang membership, which are categorized as individual factors, family factors, school factors, peer factors, and community factors.
  Individual factors include early delinquency, especially violence and drug use, and early dating and precocious sexual activity.
  Family factors include an unstable household and gang-involved relatives.
  Examples of school factors are low achievement, commitment, and aspirations; truancy; negative labeling by teachers; and lack of a sense of safety in school.
  Contributing peer factors are associations with delinquent or aggressive youths.
  Influential community factors are poverty, drug availability, gang presence, and lack of a sense of safety and attachment.

C.
Youth Gang Related Violence


Gang members are responsible for a disproportionate share of violent and nonviolent offenses.
  In surveys of high-risk youth, gang members represent a minority of these youth, but account for most of the reported crime.
  Gang members have been found to be more criminally active and violent than delinquents who are not gang affiliated, even those who associate to the same extent with other delinquents.
  These findings suggest that the gang structure itself tends to facilitate or even demand increased involvement in delinquency.
  Being a member of a gang also sharply raises a young person’s risk of being a victim of violence, not just a perpetrator.


Furthermore, there is an association between gang membership and gun possession.
  Gang members are far more likely than nonmembers to own or have access to guns, to carry them on the street, and to use them to commit crimes.
  Gang membership both facilitates access to guns for juveniles—through illegal markets and through borrowing—and provides strong and constant incentives for being armed in public.
  For these young gang members, gun possession not only multiplies opportunities to commit violent crimes and raises the risk that ordinary disputes will escalate into violence—it may increase a youth’s crime-readiness by supplying an all-purpose, aggressive confidence that unarmed youths do not have.

IV.
NYPD GANG DIVISION

Established in July 1999, the Gang Investigation Unit, now called the Gang Division, is under the jurisdiction of the Detective Bureau and reports to the Chief of Detectives.  A sub-unit of the Gang Division, the Gang Intelligence Unit, was transferred to the Intelligence Division in November 2001.
  There are over two hundred members of the NYPD assigned to this division who are geographically located in each of the City’s five boroughs.
  The mission of this division is to combat street gang activity.
  The Gang Division is supported by a formal process and databases that the NYPD uses to track crimes, including gang motivated crimes.
  Within the NYPD, the Gang Division works with other divisions and bureaus, such as the Narcotics Division, School Safety Division, Housing Bureau, and Transit Bureau.
  The Gang Division has also formed external partnerships with other agencies, such as the New York City Department of Correction, Nassau County and Suffolk County Police Departments, district attorneys and federal prosecutors, and other law enforcement entities.

V.
RECENT GANG RELATED INCIDENTS IN NEW YORK CITY

Several high-profile gang related incidents, arrests, and prosecutions have occurred in New York City since January 2006:

· September 25, 2006 – In a suspected gang related attack in Far Rockaway, Queens, a 16-year-old boy was confronted by a group of teenagers with whom he had an argument with earlier and was fatally shot in the head.  Minutes after the shooting, two men, ages 19 and 20, were stabbed nearby.

· September 14, 2006 – A crew tied to the Crips street gang made $1 million a year from trafficking narcotics in a cluster of public housing developments in Far Rockaway, Queens.  After an eight-month undercover investigation by the NYPD, 96 people were charged and 81 were arrested.  The investigation revealed that the dealers sometimes did transactions on school playgrounds and distributed drugs concealed in the battery compartments of remote-controlled toy cars and trucks; in one instance, a child was used to deliver drugs to an undercover officer.

· September 8, 2006 – A 19-year-old man was fatally shot in front of a housing complex in the South Bronx after arguing with three suspected members of the Young Gunners street gang at a fast-food restaurant a few days prior.  Previously in the week, the alleged gang members cut in front of the victim in line, and when the victim tried to stop them, a fight ensued.

· September 6, 2006 – A reputed Crips gang leader who defeated a murder charge in the July 2005 slaying of a teenage boy in East Flatbush, Brooklyn over an iPod was sentenced to seven years in prison for attempted robbery.

· September 1, 2006 – A 15-year-old boy was stabbed three times in the back by a group of teens aboard a Brooklyn subway train.  Three teens, each wearing a white shirt with black stripes and a red stocking cap, surrounded the victim and started an argument.  Police caught the three teens—ages 13, 14, and 16—and charged them with assault.  The teens told police they belonged to a gang called S42.

· August 8, 2006 – City and federal officials announced 12 people had been charged as members of the Clay Avenue Bloods that operated in the Bronx between 1998 and 2005.  The defendants face charges including racketeering, murder, and drug trafficking.  The arrests followed an 18-month investigation by the NYPD and the federal Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives.

· July 4, 2006 – A 14-year-old boy from the Belmont section of the Bronx was hospitalized after riding his bike through the territory of the Locos gang.  A member of the group threw a bottle at the teenager’s back and then stabbed him twice.  He survived near-fatal stab wounds to his stomach and chest.

· February 3, 2006 – Police arrested 43 members of a violent Far Rockaway drug gang who instilled fear in over 2,000 residents who lived in the Redfern Houses and Dix McBride Apartments.  This gang controlled the narcotics distribution in the area, and is also suspected of being responsible for an epidemic of shootings surrounding the local drug trade.

· January 20, 2006 – A violent clash between members of the Crips and the Latin Kings erupted outside Hillcrest High School in Jamaica, Queens,
 which may be linked to an initiation ritual by the Latin Kings.
  One of the three male victims was slashed, one was struck with a bat or possibly a hockey stick, and one was punched and kicked.
  Police later arrested three 15-year-olds and two 17-year-olds, all charged with gang assault.
  The violence also terrified pedestrians, including a group of grade-school children.

· January 1, 2006 – Two armed gangs exchanged gunfire outside of a New Year’s Eve celebration at a social club in Astoria, Queens, which resulted in the deaths of two men.

VI.
ISSUES AND CONCERNS

The Committee intends to learn what initiatives the NYPD has implemented to address gang activity, including crime fighting strategies and community education programs.  Given the number of high-profile local gang related incidents that have occurred since the beginning of the year, the Committee also plans to find out the current statistics regarding gang related violence in New York City.  Finally, in light of the beginning of the school year and recent press surrounding the increasing trend towards recruitment of junior high school students—and even younger juveniles—who are especially vulnerable to peer pressure, the Committee seeks to explore efforts to tackle this alarming problem.
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