Boston’s ‘StreetSafe’ — Right Rx for Gang Violence? 
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BOSTON — How can inner city youth gangs be tamed? 

Boston thinks it may have found the answer — and not for the first time. 

In the early 1990s the city was convulsed by youth violence. It suffered 150 homicides and 1,000 aggravated assaults in a single year. The police seemed powerless to stop the crime tide. 

But then Boston responded with a program that won national attention. City Hall hired street workers — young adults to interface with gang members in troubled neighborhoods. A coalition of churches joined the program after a brazen killing during a funeral for a murdered gang member. Neighborhood crime watches, street watchers, parole officers, community groups sprang into action. 

The police initiated community policing and reached out to their new partners. An “Operation Ceasefire” was launched in 1996, with gang members invited to attend meetings and hear a harsh but clear message from clergy and police: 

Stop the shooting and gun toting, right now. Make a nonviolence pact, forsake guns and ammunition, or we’ll throw the book at you — state and federal indictments, rapid prosecution, jail terms. And don’t kid yourselves: we know who you are. 

The strategy clicked: over a 18-month period, not a single youth in the city was killed. People started talking of a “Boston Miracle.” In 1997, President Clinton came to laud it and announce a national community safety initiative. 

But over time, many of the inspired early leaders went off to other jobs. Root causes — fatherless families, endemic poverty, bleak personal futures, government focus on jails instead of peacemaking — took a toll. Street workers first hired by City Hall in the ‘90s were unionized, their contract stipulating 35-hour weeks and no evening duty (when crimes actually peak). High impact crimes rose again — last year hitting 63 homicides. 

So welcome news: a bid to extract lessons from the first “Boston Miracle” and create a better, more enduring one, has just been announced. It’s called “StreetSafe Boston.” 

This effort is the brainchild and lead program of the Boston Foundation, already known for bold civic moves under its president, Paul Grogan. Mayor Thomas Menino and the city’s police department are cosponsors. An expansive list of clergy, civic and business groups are pledging long-term support. Initiated with a first-year $1 million Boston Foundation grant, the support campaign has already reached $9 million of a four-year $26 million goal. 
But it’s people, not money, that make StreetSafe noteworthy. Its point man is Robert Lewis, Jr., the foundation’s vice president for program. Not coincidentally, Lewis is a streetwise community organizer who started Boston’s first outreach to gang-infested neighborhoods in 1990. 

“I know the children of this city as a coach, a neighbor and a father,” says Lewis. “No one should have to go to another funeral caused by youth violence.” 

Like the ‘90s effort, StreetSafe aims to pull ministers, social agencies, police and street workers together to reach out to troubled youth and stem the violence. 

But there are three crucial differences. 

This effort will be tightly targeted to about 2,000 youth in a 1.5-square mile area of Roxbury, Dorchester and the South End where 78 percent of the city’s shootings and homicides occur. Researchers at Harvard’s Kennedy School of Government have found 1 percent of 16-to-24-year-olds commit 50 percent of Boston’s high impact crimes. 

Second, the Boston Foundation will create a single lead organization to ride herd on the entire effort — working with leaders of community organizations in each of the identified “hot spots,” plus city agencies. All were drawn into StreetSafe’s design; the goal’s to keep them accountable for long-term performance. 

Third, there’ll be fewer of the ‘90s law-and-order threats against gang members. The central focus, instead, will be on street workers — directly hiring 25 smart and fearless 25-to-38 year-olds, not unionized, assigned to heavy crime areas from late afternoon until Midnight or 1 a.m. 

Most kids, Lewis insists, “don’t want to be shot and killed” — they join gangs because youth almost everywhere like to hang out and socialize. But in troubled neighborhoods, a toxic mix of guns, youthful passions, and scraps over girls and “respect” can lead to horrific assaults and murders. 

The street workers’ assignment: decrease guns on the street, aim for total violence reduction. “These kids love and respect a good street worker,” notes Lewis. “He can pull a kid around the corner and kick him in the tail if need be.” 

But street workers will also guide youth to services they need, from mental health care for trauma to qualifying for GEDs (high school equivalency) to job readiness training. “The easiest way to stop a bullet,” Lewis asserts, “is a job.” 

Is the second “Boston Miracle” on its way? Will it work? Will it endure this time? Cities across the continent will be watching.

