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Introduction

Worldwide, violence is becoming an urgent challenge and a major economic, social, health, and governance issue (Moser 1999). Crime and violence adversely affect 

economic and social development, strengthen social exclusion and poverty, undermine citizenship and security, and reduce the capacity of the State to govern effectively.

Though the problem of violence is not a new phenomenon, today the Latin American region, with its average of 28.4 homicides per 100,000
 inhabitants, registers one of the highest rates of homicide and criminal victimisation in the world (UNICRI,  1995;).  According to data from the Pan-American Health Organisation, the homicide rate for the region rose over 44 percent during the 1984-1994 period (PAHO, 1996, cited in Buvinic, Morrison and Shifter, 1999). Of all the homicides reported, 28.7 percent were attributable to young men of 10-19 years of age (Guerrero, 1997, cited in Arriagada and Godoy, 1999).

While social and economic conditions vary both within and among countries, there are still a range of internal and external factors, which can commonly be associated with the high levels of violence and delinquency involving many youths in the region. 

The impressively fast urbanisation process experienced by several countries (especially El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Peru, and Mexico), together with persistent poverty, inequality, political violence, the inadequacy of social services, the consolidation of transnational crime organisations, the spread of drug use and drug trafficking (especially the arrival on the drug market of crack-cocaine), the disintegration of families and social networks, and the availability of weapons, are all considered and often cited as the main root causes of the upsurge of violence in the region. (Moser, 1999, 2002; Ayres, 1998).
The economic crises experienced by several countries in the region, predominantly caused by the implementation of reckless macro-economic and adjustment policies, have seriously weakened the capacity of the State to invest in essential basic services, especially education and health. Despite the fact that primary school enrolment rates have consistently increased over the years, repeat and drop-out rates remain high, posing serious concerns about the overall quality of primary education (Moser, 1999). Enrolment rates in secondary schools remain worryingly low, compromising the ability of young people to acquire the human capital needed to find appropriate employment in the formal market sector (Burt 1996).

The vulnerability of youth to poverty and marginalisation is well illustrated by the number of adolescents working to supplement family income. The International Labour Office estimates that there are at least 15 million children working in Latin America, with approximately half of these are between the ages of 6 and 14 years old. (ILO, 1999) Barker and Fontes (1996) estimate that in Peru 54 percent of urban adolescents and children aged 6-14 are working, most of them in the precarious informal sector and in hazardous conditions.

In many large urban centres, a high number of children work in the most hazardous sectors, such as prostitution and drug trafficking. Barker and Fontes (1996) report that a survey conducted in 1992 in Colombia revealed that 26 percent of the women involved in prostitution were between 11 and 20 years old. According to Dowdney (2002), at least 6,000 children and adolescents between the ages of 10 and 18 are involved in the drug gangs that control most of Rio de Janeiro’s favelas. The literature unveiling the appalling conditions in which children and adolescents work is extensive and the International Labour Organisation has recently warned that the exploitation of children in the region is on the rise (ILO/IPEC 2002).

Young people, particularly those living in low-income families and deprived neighborhoods, experience trauma and stress related to poor and overcrowded living conditions, domestic violence, lack of quality education, exclusion from the labour market, lack of recreation areas and facilities, police violence, and, in many cases, discrimination. Relative deprivation and other complex social and economic problems tend to be concentrated at the bottom of the social pyramid, leading to a high number of crimes committed by poor and marginalised people against equally impoverished individuals. 

The number of youths involved in gangs, criminal activities and delinquency is growing. In El Salvador, it is calculated that the highest mortality rate due to homicide occurs in young men aged between fifteen and thirty-four, 41 percent of which are committed with a firearm (Cruz, 1998). In Colombia, 25 percent of people arrested in 1992 were young men between the ages of 16 and 24 (Barker and Fontes 1996). Homicide is the main cause of death among Colombian adolescents and young men: of the 112,000 homicides which occurred between 1991 and 1995, 41,000 affected young people (Arriagada and Godoy, 1999). According to data provided by the Ministry of Health, in 1980, 59 per 100,000 men between 15 and 19 years old died of gun injuries in the state of Rio de Janeiro; in 1990, the number rose to 190. In Chile, which has the lowest crime rate in the region, 94 percent of the armed robberies in 1996 were committed by young men between 15 and 24 years of age. In the same country, among those detained for homicide, 87 percent were males, 46 percent were under 25 years old, and 77 percent were unemployed or employed in the informal sector (CEPAL, 2000). Although violence and delinquent activities are not necessarily associated with gangs, many observers agree that young people who become members of gangs put themselves at a higher risk of committing criminal offences.

Violence is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon, and it is beyond the scope of this dissertation to explore all the different forms of violence (political, economic, social, and criminal) and to tackle all aspects of the upsurge of youth delinquency in Latin America. 

Instead, this dissertation will attempt to investigate the main structural factors which lie behind the growth of youth violence, and to argue that inequality and impoverishment, further reinforced by the neo-liberal macroeconomic policies adopted by many countries of the region, together with the incapacity of national states to address poverty and exclusion in the distribution of economic, political and social resources, account for the main reasons for the proliferation of juvenile delinquency.
The first chapter consists of a brief review of the literature on crime and inequality. The second chapter will provide an analysis of crime trends in the region, and a description of current forms of juvenile delinquency. Particular attention will be paid to the phenomenon of youth gangs in El Salvador. The third chapter will investigate the determinants of crime and focus on how the new economic model has contributed to generating more poverty and exclusion, and, consequently, higher levels of violent crime. The fourth chapter will provide an overview of the main policies and interventions, assess their viability, and propose recommendations. It will advocate the implementation of solid macroeconomic and institutional reforms which are necessary to tackle the structural causes of poverty, and the adoption of integrated and holistic strategies aimed at addressing  the complex needs of at-risk youth.

Chapter I - Crime and Inequality

1.1 Literature Review
Violence, which has traditionally been regarded as an issue of criminal and social pathology, is now, because of the high social and economic costs associated with crime, widely recognised as a macro-economic problem (Ayres 1998), and as a phenomenon which is often determined and caused by economic factors. 

The causes of crime are diverse and complex. Criminologists, in explaining the correlates and causes of crime, consider factors as varied as age, gender, race, heredity, environment, family background, crime reduction policies and strategies, and economic factors (Wilson and Petersilia, 1995). For many decades, a number of them have suggested that crime is a consequence of ecological (inter-area) inequality and inequalities among individuals. Most of these kinds of studies address the relationship between crime and inequality by identifying crime as the event to be explained and inequality as one of the possible variables which contributes to its explanation. Generally speaking, the analysis made is that “with a degree of consistency which is unusual in social sciences, lower-class people, and people living in lower-class areas, have higher official crime rates than other groups” (Braithewaite, 1979).

The relationship between crime and inequality and the incidence of crime has been analysed since the early stages of the economics literature on crime.

Becker (1968) argued that individuals decide whether or not to commit a economically-motivated crime by taking into account the possible benefits deriving from the crime as well as the costs, including planning time and the time invested in the execution of the crime, the psychological cost of breaking the law, and the probability of being arrested and imprisoned. 

A pioneer in this field, Fleisher (1966), studied the role of income in individuals’ decisions to commit criminal acts. In his econometric research he showed that higher average family incomes across 101 cities in the United States were associated with lower rates of court appearances by young males, and with lower numbers of arrests of young males for robbery, burglary, larceny, and vehicle theft. 

Reinforcing Fleisher’s theory on the relationship between crime and inequality, Ehrlich (1973) demonstrated that higher crime rates were associated with those families whose incomes fell below one-half of the median income.

Both Fleisher (1966) and Ehrlich (1973) considered the effect of unemployment on crime rates, and argued that unemployment and the level of education of the population were important determinants of crime. Specifically on education, Ehrlich (1975) claimed that it was possible to deduce that certain crime rates were directly related to inequalities in schooling and on-the-job training.

Stack (1984) argued that the feelings of injustice and disadvantage of the less well off were conducive to social tensions which, in turn, might provoke the desire to seek compensation by all means, including committing criminal offences. 

A well-known study of crime rates conducted in the 125 largest U.S. metropolitan areas found that crime was provoked more by high income disparities within a community than by the proportion of poor people  living there (Blau and Blau, 1982). 

Jankowsky’s work (1996) has been crucial in explaining how inequality might directly trigger not only economic but also non-economic crime and violence. In analysing the problem of youth delinquency in the United States, he stated that it was inequality, together with changing economic opportunities, that made the prospects of upward mobility among disadvantaged youths seem increasingly remote, and that pushed young people to engage in crime. Economic inequality has thus been seen as the main trigger of crime, but other associated factors, such as inequality in access to basic social services, particularly to quality education, and inequality in social status, must also be understood to have a more indirect influence on crime.

Freeman (1996), in analysing the upsurge of youth delinquency in American cities, has argued that without “downplaying the complexity of other factors”, the collapse of the job market for less skilled young men has strongly contributed to their increased participation in criminal activity. According to the author, individuals involved in criminal activities are more likely to be unemployed, and those engaged in “serious violent behaviour”, including domestic violence, are more likely to cease such behaviour if they become employed. 

 Bourguignon (1999), in examining the model proposed by Becker and Ehrlich, explored how its examination of the relationships among poverty, inequality and crime could be applied to the specificity of developing countries. In industrialised as well as in developing countries, relative poverty is recognised as the “most obvious incentive to crime”, and macro-economic volatility, and inequality in the distribution of wealth and services, are once again identified as major causes of high criminality.

Most economic studies on the determinants of crime have concentrated on micro-economic-level data and focused mostly on the United States. Starting from the 1990s however, the upsurge in crime rates across and within other countries, in particular in South Africa and Latin America, and the availability of international crime rates, has awakened interest in cross-countries studies. Fajnzylber, Lederman, and Loaya (1998, 2001) in their study of the determinants of crime rates in Latin America and the world, found that income inequality (measured by the Gini coefficient) was a crucial determinant of crime, and that the greater the inequality, the higher the intentional homicide and robbery rates. Particularly interesting was that one of the regressions included an alternative measure of the distribution of income, the share of national income received by the poorest 20 percent of the population. The negative coefficient of this variable tells us that crime rates tend to decline as the poorest 20 percent of the population receives a greater share of national income. 

This study also revealed that GDP growth rate was a significant determinant of crime rates, given the fact that in moments of low economic performance, homicide rates increase. These results demonstrate that when poverty decreases, either because income growth rises or the distribution of income improves, intentional homicides and robbery rates tend to fall correspondingly. Surprisingly, the study tentatively suggested that the average educational attainment of the population, and the urbanisation rate were not consistent determinants of crime.

In contrast, Londoño and Guerrero (1998), in their analysis of crime rates in the Latin American region, concluded that poverty and inequality, combined with poor educational attainment,  were strong determinants in the spread of violence. 

Buvinic, Morrison and Shifter (1999) argued that the recent outbreak of violence registered in Latin America has mainly originated from a complex variety of factors operating at the individual, household and community/society levels. They concluded that policies to reduce crime should encompass sound macroeconomic measures to generate quality employment and reduce income inequalities, as well as solid institutional reforms to improve the quality and the accessibility of education.

Gaviria and Pagés (1999) analysed the patterns of crime victimization in Latin America and argued that the higher levels of urban concentration and the faster rates of population growth that are typical of many Latin American cities were significantly to blame for higher rates of crime. Though the authors did not deny that the contributing factors of crime might be far more complex, they failed to explain that the “hyper urbanization” process and urban poverty were also consequences of inequality in the distribution of assets. 

Arriagada and Godoy (2000), in observing increases in urban violence in Latin American cities, also maintained that inequality and social injustice were among the factors which generated violence, although they should not be considered as the only determinants of crime.

Weyland (2003) has recently argued that the disproportionate crime rates prevailing in the region are not attributable to the pronounced levels of social inequality but to unemployment, which is particularly affecting youths, and results from volatile and modest growth, and from neo-liberal reforms such as trade liberalisation and state shrinking.

In Latin America, the implementation of the structural adjustment reforms during the mid-1980s and the curtailing of public expenditure on social services have both contributed to the further worsening of poverty and inequality, and to provoking a significant decline in earning and employment opportunities (Altimir 1998). Unemployment and underemployment, especially among young people, is high throughout the region, and the current model of economic development does not seem to be able to generate enough working opportunities in the formal labour market. When inequality and poverty overlap, the temptation for poor urban dwellers to resort to crime and violence increases, and, as stated by Becker (1968) and Fajnzylber (1998), delinquency has its origins in economic and social conditions, which is to say in high incidences of poverty, inequality and poor basic services.

The problem of youth violence, while highly complex and multifaceted, can thus be described as a violent reaction to an unequal and unjust society, which seems to offer few opportunities for so-called disadvantaged youths to break out of the circle of poverty and exclusion.

The literature on the specific relationship between crime and inequality in the Latin American region is limited, and studies which specifically explore patterns of youth delinquency and inequality have yet to be produced. The lack of reliable data constitutes a major problem. The use of mortality statistics as proxies for analysing the level of violence is an unreliable method due to underreporting (Short, 1997, cited in Moser 2002). Differences in data collection methods and recall periods make cross-country comparisons difficult to achieve, and official crime statistics, often obtained through police figures, are also at risk of being incomplete. Victimisation surveys, which generally provide a rather more realistic picture of violent crime, are lacking throughout the region (Moser, 2002). Specific surveys analysing levels of poverty and inequality among children and adolescents in the region are also incomplete. Measuring child poverty and inequality is an extremely complex exercise, and for the time being it is thus impossible to argue with scientific accuracy that juvenile delinquency is the direct result of inequality.

However, from the literature available, and from an accurate analysis of the socio-economic conditions of the region, which shows that inequality has risen through the subcontinent over the past decade, we can surmise that the upsurge of youth violence stems from an increase in inequality.

There is a clear need for new research on this whole topic, and it may be hoped that the current upsurge in violence will lead to renewed interest in such investigations. 

Chapter II –  Juvenile Delinquency in the Region

2.1 Crime Trends in the Region 

For several decades, violence has been a common feature of life in Latin America. Civil wars raging throughout Central America, and a history of brutal military dictatorships, guerrilla warfare, and terrorism in South America have all contributed to the formation of a so-called ‘culture of violence’. The delicate process of democratisation – in some countries initiated as late as the 1980s and 1990s – has brought about the gradual elimination of political violence. However, a tradition of impunity, weak political institutions and inequalities have provoked an upsurge of urban violence, a phenomenon that the Pan-American Health Organisation has recently defined as the “social pandemic” of the late 1990s (PAHO, 1996).

Everyday newspaper headlines throughout the region expose the worrying dimension of violence, and often contribute to exacerbating feelings of fear and insecurity among the population. Though the media are often accused of adopting a sensationalist approach, and of distorting and exaggerating facts, urban violence nonetheless remains a phenomenon of serious and growing concern.
Worldwide, the average homicide rate is 5 per 100,000, with a rate over 10 considered dangerously high. For the year in which comparable homicide data are available for regions of the world – 1990 - Latin America had a homicide rate more than four times that of the world average: 28.4 per 100,000 (Table 1, PAHO 1997, cited by Buvinic, Morrison and Shifter, 1999). In 1996, El Salvador, with 139 homicides per 100,000 inhabitants, became the most violent country in the world (see Table 2.1).

The growth of violence, and in particular the growing involvement of youths in economic and social violence (for definitions of violence, crime and youth, refer to box 1 and box 2), either as victims or perpetrators, have become a common reality, and a heavy human, social, ethical and economic burden (Moser, 2002).

It is estimated that approximately 28.5 percent of homicides in Latin America occur among youths between the ages of 10 and 19 (Guerrero, 1997 cited in Arrigada and Godoy, 2000). In 1994, 17 percent of all homicides committed in Latin America were perpetrated by minors (Weaver and Maddalenno, 1999). In Venezuela between 1985 and 1994, youth homicide rose by 132 percent from 10.4 per 100,000 to 24.1 per 100.000. A study done by the Venezuelan police between 1994 and 1996 showed that 40.3 percent of those detained were minors (Inter-American Development Bank, 2001). In Colombia, homicides affect predominantly young men between the ages of 15 and 35; in 1996, 65.2 percent of the total of deaths by homicide were those of men between the ages of 15 and 34. In the city of Cali, one third of the homicides in the first half of 1993 were committed by “sicarios” (professional assassins) who in large majority are adolescents (Gaitan and Diaz, 1994). In the metropolitan region of Rio de Janeiro, according to data provided by the Brazilian Ministry of Health, the homicide rate tripled over a recent decade, rising from 23 deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in 1982 to 63.03 in 1990, a period in which the population of the city had stabilised (growth of 1.13%). In 1990, 190 per 100,000 young men between 15 and 19 years old died of gun injuries in the single state of Rio de Janeiro. Youth violence is also responsible for many non-fatal injuries and disabilities. The PAHO estimates that for every child and adolescent that dies due to trauma in Latin America, 15 are left severely injured by violence (Inter-American Development Bank, 2001).

The phenomenon of youth violence has recently started to attract the attention of national governments, community organisations, external agencies and even the private sector. The great range of debates which have opened on this issue stem from a willingness to understand it, and to pursue solutions to a problem which is seriously hampering development. 

But who are the juvenile delinquents in the sub-region? And why do so many young people engage in criminal activities, even when they know that there is a high likelihood that they will consequently die before their twenty-fifth birthday or be incarcerated for years? The following section will attempt to answer these questions by analysing the controversial phenomenon of youth gangs in one country of the region: El Salvador.
Box 2.1: Definitions of Violence

	Definitions: Violence, Crime, and Youth

According to a definition provided by the World Health Organization, violence is: 

“The intentional use of physical force or power, threatened or actual, against oneself, another person, or against a group or community, that either results in or has a high likelihood of resulting in injury, death, psychological harm, maldevelopment or deprivation”.

Crime is defined as behaviour which is in violation of the law. It is behaviour which is punishable by law, though not necessarily punished (Braithwaite, 1979). In turn, violent crime has been defined as any act which causes a physical or a psychological wound or damage and which is against the law (Vederschueren, 1996, cited in Moser 2002).

Delinquency, or juvenile crime, means crime committed by people who have not yet attained adulthood.

Youth: The Pan American Health Organization (1994) and the World Health Organization define adolescence as the period between 10 and 19 years of age, and youth as the period between 15 and 24 years. 

The World Bank defines “at risk youth” as those who face environmental, social and family conditions that hinder their personal development and their successful integration into the economy and the society. 




Box 2.2: Categories of Violence

	Category
	Definition
	Manifestation

	Political/Institutional
	The commission of violent acts motivated by a desire, conscious or unconscious, to obtain or maintain political power.
	Guerrilla conflict; paramilitary conflict; political assassinations; armed conflict between political parties; violence perpetrated by state political institutions such as the army and the police.

	Economic
	The commission of violent acts motivated by a desire, conscious or unconscious, for economic gain or to obtain or maintain economic power.
	Street crime; carjacking; robbery/theft; drug trafficking; kidnapping; assaults including killing and rape made during economic crimes.

	Social
	The commission of violent acts motivated by a desire, conscious or unconscious, for social gain or to obtain or maintain social power.
	Interpersonal violence such as spouse and child abuse; sexual assault of women and children; arguments that get out of control.


Source: Moser, 2002


Table 2.1: Homicide rates in Latin America (per 100,000 population)

Country

Late 70s/early 80

Late 80s/early 90s
Circa 1995


Guatemala

…..


150

…..

El Salvador

…..


150

117

Colombia

20.5


89.5

65.0

Brazil


11.5


19.7

30.1

Nicaragua

…..


18.3

…..


Mexico


18.2


17.8

19.5

Venezuela

11.7


15.2

22.0

Peru


  2.4


11.5

10.3

Panama


  2.1


10.9

…..

Ecuador


  6.4


10.3

…..

Honduras

…...


  9.4

…..

Argentina

  3.9


  4.8

…..

Uruguay


  2.6


  4.4

…..

Paraguay

  5.1


  4.0

…..


Chile


  2.6


  3.0

…..


Source: PAHO, Health Situation Analysis Program, 1997, cited in Buvinic, Morrison and Shifter in “Violence in Latin America and the Caribbean: A Framework for Action”, Inter-American Development Bank, March 1999.


Table 2.2: Homicide rates among youths aged 10/29 years by country: most recent year available


Country
Year

Total Number of Deaths

Homicide rate per 100,000 aged 10-29









             

Argentina
1996

628




  5.2

Brazil

1995

20,386




32.5

Chile

1994

146




  3.0

Colombia
1995

12,834




84.4

Ecuador

1996

757




15.9

El Salvador
1993

1,147




50.2

Mexico

1997

5,991




15.3

Nicaragua
1996

139




  7.3

Panama

1997

151




14.4

Paraguay
1994

191




10.4

Uruguay

1990

36




  3.6

Venezuela
1994

2,090




25.0


Source: WHO, World Report on Violence and Death, October 2002.

2.2 Socio-Economic Violence: The Phenomenon of Youth Gangs

In the 1990s, we have witnessed throughout Latin America an exponential growth in youth gangs - also called, according to different areas and countries, maras, bandas, chimbas, barras, parches, pandillas, quadrilhas, or galeras cariocas
. While it is difficult to estimate the proportion of violence and crime caused by youth gangs in the region, there is no doubt that they have become “an ubiquitous feature of many urban barrios, and major contributors to the high levels of crime” (Rodgers, 2003, p. 5)
.

According to Rodgers (1999), youth gangs exist in Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, Peru, Jamaica, and Puerto Rico. Although empirical studies in the following areas have yet to be produced, the presence of youth gangs has also been reported in Belize, Honduras, Panama, Uruguay and Venezuela, and most recently in Ecuador (Rodgers, 1999; Villavicencio, 1993; Argudo, 1991). In Nicaragua, according to data provided by the Nicaraguan National Police, there are some 110 pandillas in the only city of Managua, with approximately 8,500 affiliates (Rodgers, 2003). In Mexico City and Guayaquil, there are approximately 1,500 bandas. (PAHO, 1997). In Chile, subcultures with different attitudes and normative beliefs have been identified in urban and rural groups of criminal youth (Cooper, 1986; 1989; 1992). In Medellin, there are approximately 200 youth gangs with affiliates as young as 8 or 10 years of age (Arriagada and Godoy, 1999). 

In Rio de Janeiro there are some 6000 children and adolescents between the ages of 10 and 18 involved in the drug gangs that control most of the favelas (Dowdney, 2002). The recent upsurge of youth gangs in the city is strongly associated with the rise of cocaine and crack cocaine in the drug markets, the availability of firearms, high rates of youth unemployment, and chronically high levels of social and economic inequality. In a city where rates of urban poverty are extremely high and where thirty-six percent of adolescents in the lower socio-economic strata neither study nor work, the earning opportunities offered by drug gangs can be exceptional
.

Welfare, bartering, informal economic arrangements, and illegal economies thus become substitutes for licit earning opportunities, simply because people must find a way to live.

The phenomenon of youth gangs is traditionally placed within the context of the larger cities of the US, and empirical investigations have predominantly been restricted to this context. In order to understand the vast body of literature on gang membership, its role in young people’s lives, and the impact that it has upon the communities within which gangs are active, it is necessary to examine some early approaches to the definition of the term ‘gang’.

The classic work of Thrasher (1927), ‘The Gang: A Study of 1,313 Gangs in Chicago’, characterised the gang as a group that initially forms “spontaneously” and is later “integrated through conflict”. Further criteria to define the gang included the notion of a territorial group of people who were regularly engaged in mutual contact, bonded  through conflict, were aware of their group membership, and shared group norms.
The ‘world’ of gangs, and their formation, structure and behaviour, are often popularly defined in terms of stereotypes. Typical stereotypes include the idea that gangs are composed of late-adolescent males, who are violent and fuelled by drugs and alcohol; sexually hyperactive, reckless, cold-blooded, drug-dealing criminals who strive for profit and domination within the squalid public housing estates of inner-city neighbourhoods. Although gangs vary within and across countries (Rodgers, 1999), from one city to another (Miller, 1974), from one gang to another (Fagan, 1989), and even among cliques within the same gang (Moore, 1987), they all appear to present some common features (Spergel, 1984).

Gangs represent an attempt by young people to reconstruct their identities, and to rebel against institutions (such as the family, school and even the labour market) that have been damaged by chronic inequality and exclusion (Rodgers, 1999). They are a violent means of rebellion, a way of condemning the lack of opportunities available to them and the State’s failure to address their needs. They present alternative sources of income, and a means of reconstructing that sense of security, belonging, recognition, and participation that society seems so categorically to deny them. 

Table 2.3 Number of Youth Gangs in Central America, 1999




Guatemala
Salvador
Honduras
Nicaragua
Total

                            


Estimated Number of 
       n/a

   236

  407

 168

   811

Youth Gangs

Estimated Number of 
       n/a

264.600

25.940

2.081

292.621

Youth Gang Members



Source: Figures for El Salvador from UNDP; for Nicaragua from Ministerio de Gobernación; for Honduras from Sección de Pandillas Juveniles de la Policía Preventiva. Cited in Call, T.C. (2000).
2.3 The Upsurge of Maras: the case of El Salvador

The phenomenon of youth gangs, while seen across the region, has assumed dramatic proportions in Central America (see Table 2), and in particular in El Salvador, where in recent years the number of affiliates to maras and the level of criminal violence have both skyrocketed.

Today, El Salvador, with its homicide rate of 117 per 100,000 people, is one of the most violent countries in the world, and the most violent in the Latin American region (Rodgers 1999). It is calculated that the highest mortality rate due to homicide occurs in young men aged between 15 and 34, 41 percent of which are committed with a firearm (Cruz 1998). According to Cruz (1998), “the problem of delinquency is of such magnitude that Salvadorians have become more alarmed by criminal violence than what concerned them during the war ”.

Urban violence, which is one manifestation of the gross economic and social inequalities of Salvadorian society, is certainly the most prevalent form of violence in El Salvador. The largest contributing factor is the upsurge of youth gangs (maras) in its urban areas following the end of the civil war, which, according to Vasquez (1999, p. 1) constitutes “one of the most important and complex cultural-generational problems in the country in the decade of the 1990s”. 

In El Salvador, it is estimated that in 1996 roughly 20,000 young people were affiliated to gangs (IUDOP 1998; De Cesare 1998), with 70 percent of them belonging to the two major gangs, Mara Salvatrucha (MS) and Los De La 18 (the 18th Street Gang)
. By the year 2000 (Santa Cruz, Giral, Concha-Eastman 2001, p.13), the number had risen to 30-35.000 (out of a population of 6.4 million).
Although youth gangs had existed in El Salvador from the 1950s, the deportation of Salvadorian gang members from the United States in the 1990s brought a new style of violence and a new trans-national component to a society already marked by violence (IUDOP 1998, p.695, De Cesare 1998, p.25, Rodgers, 1999). 

Youth gangs in El Salvador are known for their extreme violence, well-structured organisation, possession of lethal weapons (including M-16s, M-3 hand grenades and RPG-2 rocket launchers), and heavy consumption of narcotics and alcohol. Gang violence accounts for a high percentage of homicides, assaults, kidnappings, robberies, rapes, and other violent crimes in the urban areas of the country.

Recent studies on maras have revealed that 82.9 percent of the surveyed live in a condition of poverty, and that 74.5 percent, despite having an average of eight years of schooling, are unemployed. The few who work are mainly engaged in casual employment without access to any social security provision or guarantees of job security (Smutt 1998). There are several reasons why youngsters decide to join gangs. In a survey conducted in San Salvador by IUDOP (Institute of Public Opinion at the University of Central America), 60 percent of respondents affirmed that they had joined a gang for the sense of complicity and the friendship that it could offer; 46 percent because of “les gustó el vacil” (the thrill of gang activities), and some 22 percent because of problems with their families.

However, when asked about their futures, nearly 85% of respondents answered that they would like to “calm down”, giving up drugs and violence, finding a job and starting a family. In recent years, a number of authors have analysed the reasons behind the proliferation of gangs in El Salvador. The most common explanations provided are: (1) the long-lasting conflict which left large quantities of arms in the hands of civilians; (2) the difficulty of re-integrating ex-combatants into mainstream society; (3) the deeply rooted culture of violence in Salvadorian society; (4) the transition from authoritarian to democratic rule; (5) the deportation from the United States of convicted young offenders who were already members of gangs; (6) the low socio-economic status of the affiliates; (7) the lack of quality bonding between parent and child; (8) the high level of poverty and inequality; and (9) the lack of employment opportunities and adequate social services. (Moser, 2002; Rodgers 1999; Smutt and Miranda, 1998; Cruz, 1998; PAHO 1997).

While all the inter-related factors specified above may explain the existence of the phenomenon, and especially its alarming scale, what needs to be restated is that gangs form and proliferate in deprived and marginalised areas where unemployment rates are above average levels; where informal and illegal networks prosper; and where existing socio-economic structures, rather than producing viable opportunities for integration, only contribute to generating more exclusion and vulnerability.

In El Salvador, where 44.6 percent of the population live in poverty, where unemployment and underemployment are close to 40 percent, and where the Gini coefficient is among the five highest in the world (UNDP, 2000), maras represent the response of youths to social injustice and blocked opportunities. 

Chart 2.1 – Reasons for Joining the Gang
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Chart 2.2 – What the gang members wish for their future
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Source: Cruz, J.M. (1998) Problemas y expectativas de los jóvenes pandilleros desde su propria perspectiva – Instituto Universitario de Opinión Publica (IUDOP), Universidad Centroamericana José Simeón Cañas.

Chapter III - The Determinants of Juvenile Delinquency

In explaining the outbreak of youth violence in the region, different authors (Buvinic, Morrison and Shifter, 1999; Moser, 1999, 2002, Weyland, 2003, Guerrero, 1998, Arriagada and Godoy, 1999) have focused on an “epidemiological approach”, attempting to identify all those factors that, acting simultaneously, might instigate or produce violence (Table 3.1).

Although the epidemiological approach certainly offers a comprehensive analysis of youth violence, this dissertation argues – without in any way downplaying the variety and the complexity of factors that might produce violence – that nevertheless the recent upsurge of youth delinquency originates in increased levels of inequality and exclusion provoked by the new economic model which has been adopted by the large majority of countries in the region.

3.1 The Dimensions of Poverty and Inequality

That poverty itself might constitute a crucial determinant of crime is still disputable. The poorest countries in Latin America, Haiti, Bolivia, and Peru have not witnessed an exponential growth in crime over the past decade. In the poorest area of Brazil, the north-east, crime rates are extremely low, and crime and violence are concentrated in the large metropolitan areas of Sao Paulo and Rio de Janeiro (Zaluar, Noroña and Alburquerque, 1994). In Venezuela, the majority of homicides occur in the metropolitan areas of Caracas, and in the rich states of Carabobo and Aragua, while poor areas such as Apure, Trujillo and Sucre appear to be immune from the pandemic (Briceño-León and Pérez Perdomo, 2000). 

Thus, as previously stressed, urban violence does not originate in poverty per se but, as demonstrated by statistical studies and research (Fajizylber, Lederman and Loayza, 1998), in impoverishment and inequality. In Chile, a recent study conducted in the metropolitan region has estimated that an increase of just one point in the unemployment rate is enough to provoke a 4 percent increase in property crimes (Garcia, 1997 in Arriagada and Godoy, 1999). The increase of violent crime in the region is hence strictly linked with the urbanization of poverty and with the increase of inequality and social polarization provoked by the introduction of the structural adjustment reforms.

Starting from the 1980s, the economic structures of Latin American countries have registered transformations that have significantly changed their labour markets and provoked a dramatic increase in poverty levels. The structural adjustment programmes implemented under the strict supervision of the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank have entailed retrenchments in public employment, privatisation of public enterprises and services, elimination of food and fuel subsidies, and heavy cuts in public expenditure. The introduction of trade liberalisation, market deregulation and the redefinition of the role of the State together with the adoption of an export-oriented development model based on commodities have neither boosted economies as expected nor improved the living conditions of the more vulnerable sectors of society (Cornia, 1994).

 
Social costs have been heavy throughout the region, and although in the 1990s most countries recovered from the economic and inflation crises of the 1980s, poverty and inequality remained high. In 1997 in particular, Latin America overall recorded its best economic performance since 1982, growing at 5.3 percent (Londoño and Székeley, 1997, CEPAL, 1998). In a study conducted for the World Bank, Deininger and Squire (1996) showed that during the 1990s, the richest 10 percent of the population in the region received 40 percent of overall income, while the poorest 30 percent survived with only 7.5 percent of the overall income (World Bank, 2001). In 1998, the Gini index increased and reached the same level of 1970 (0.52). Despite positive growth trends, in 1998, 24 percent of the Latin American population, some 220 million, lived on less than a dollar per day, suggesting that the growth process has been conducted in an exclusive rather than in inclusive manner (Ayres, 1998). Growth in the 1990s was mainly concentrated in capital intensive exports and modern services where labour productivity rates are high but unskilled employment generation is low. As a result, while educated workers benefited from economic liberalisation and faster growth, workers with no education saw their wages stagnate.

The new economic model was also unable to generate employment. Unemployment rose from 5.7 percent in 1990 to 9.5 percent in 1999, and large part of the urban population was pushed to find employment in the informal sector of the economy. CEPAL (1999) estimates that the “informalisation” of the labour market became so manifest that between 1990 and 1997, for each ten jobs created in the region, seven originated in the informal sector of the economy. Today, it is estimated that approximately 40 percent of the population work in the informal sector with no access to any form of pension, health benefits or credit. 

The impact of the reforms on young people belonging to lower socio-economic classes has been even more severe. In urban settings, where poverty is higher among female-headed households (30.4) and where a growing number of children live with single mothers, it has recently been estimated that 44 percent of children live in poverty. Additionally, at the time when the young people currently in education were born, between 1976 and 1985, all Latin American countries curtailed public expenditure on social services (CEPAL, 2001), aggravating forms of exclusion which became particularly evident in the education and employment sectors (Blanco, 1992).

3.2 Unequal Access to Education

Education, which should represent the best instrument for providing low-income youths with better opportunities, is now in danger of reinforcing existing inequalities. At the dawn of the 21st century, access to quality education in the Latin American region still seems to be the privilege of the more wealthy classes. Although primary education is free and compulsory for all, drop-out rates remain high, and approximately 30 percent of children do not complete primary education.

Secondary school completion also remains worryingly low and insufficient to ensure a supply of skilled labour for increasingly competitive markets. On average, about 37 percent of Latin American adolescents aged between 15 and 19 drop out of school, the large majority of them from low-income families. Despite these discouraging data, social programmes aiming at encouraging poor and marginalised adolescents to complete secondary school have yet to be put in place (CEPAL, 2001).

Unequal access to education and slow efforts at providing secondary education for all strata of the population has caused inequalities to widen and, according to Londoño (1997), has become a major contributor to the growth of the semi-permanent poverty that plagues the region. 

For at-risk children, dropping out of school also increases the probability that they will engage in health-compromising behaviour and violence (Pirie, Murray and Leupker, 1988; Chavez, Edwards and Oetting, 1989; Valois et al., 1993). Poor educational attainment also translates into premature entry into the labour market, with a high probability of becoming unemployed and hence suffering economic marginalisation.  

3.3 Youth Unemployment

Many years of high population growth rates and inadequate education have left the region with a glut of unskilled labour, causing youth unemployment to rise to unprecedented levels. In 1995, unemployed youths represented 40-50 percent of the total number of the unemployed in Argentina, 49 percent in Brazil, 44 percent in Colombia, 43 percent in El Salvador, 59 percent in Honduras, and 51 percent in Mexico (CEPAL, 2001).

In all countries of the region, it has been observed that youth unemployment is higher among low-income youth, signalling that youth unemployment is not uniquely due to labour surplus, but to unequal access to services and opportunities (CEPAL, 2000).

The “disappearance of work” (Wilson, 1997), or more precisely the disappearance of low-skilled jobs, particularly when associated with other risk-factors, such as low educational attainment and scarce or non-existent provision of social services, is an extremely dangerous condition for young marginalised people, who are easily led into illicit activities to generate an income.

In the case of El Salvador, we have seen that the majority of gang members have eight years of schooling, and do not have stable employment. This might help us to overcome several prejudices against the “unsupervised peer groups who are socialised by the street” (Moore, 1998) and recognise that gangs as well as other forms of youth delinquency do not emerge only out of youthful wildness but also, and especially, in response to more immediate economic and institutional forces.

3.3 Other correlated factors 

Besides poverty and inequality, there are many other individual, household, community and societal and institutional factors, which, when combined with poverty, inequality and the frustrations deriving from those conditions, contribute to the increase in youth violence. The following section is just a brief outline of what are recognised as other  major structural determinants of youth crime. 

The availability and proliferation of firearms have become serious causes of youth delinquency. Today, guns are a central part of the changing landscape of youth violence. In many cities in the region, adolescents possess and carry guns, often out of a desire to be respected and feared. Weapons encourage violence, and virtually all increases in homicide rates among people of 10 to 34 years of age are attributable to the use of firearms. In El Salvador, where the availability of weapons is linked with the post-conflict context, there are approximately 250,000-400,000 firearms in the hands of civilians (Cruz and Beltrán, 2000). In the single year of 1998, six out every ten violent deaths in the municipality of San Salvador were the result of firearms or explosives. (Cruz and Beltrán, 2000). In Colombia, it is estimated that about one in four males possesses a gun (Garcia-Peña Jaramillo, 1995). Between 1985-1994, in Colombia, youth homicides increased by 159 percent, from 36.7 per 100,000 to 95.0 per 100,000, with 80 percent of cases, at the end of this period, involving guns (World Development Report on Violence and Health).

The abundance of lethal weapons is linked with the expansion of the drug market. Guns are necessary tools of the drug trade, used to protect the money gained, to protect the dealers, to settle disputes and to secure territory (Goldstein, 1985, 1989). Throughout the region, the number of young people who consume narcotic substances or are involved in their sale is on the rise (ILO-IPEC 2002, CEPAL, 2001). In many large urban centres of the Latin American region, we are witnessing what Dowdney (2002) defines as a “normalisation” of drug trafficking. For instance, in low-income areas of Rio de Janeiro, children have become so exposed to drugs that they consider drug-dealing and fighting to be almost “normal” and legitimate ways of living. For many young, unemployed and often marginalised people, drug trafficking is also an easy source of profit, and offers an opportunity to gain social status. 

In the Latin American context, the proliferation of guns, expansion of the drug market and increased levels of youth violence are associated with what is commonly referred as the “absence of the State”. The “absence of the State” refers mainly here to the inability of the State to enforce the law, to combat corruption, and to protect the lower classes from abuses of power. Today, marked social inequalities, besides socially and economically excluding large segments of the population, are also undermining the rule of law as elites successfully claim privileges and infringe formal rule. At the same time, lower classes are often treated as sub-citizens whose rights are not protected. Police corruption and brutality have contributing to exacerbating the problem. Noronha et al. (1999), in their study on violence affecting various ethnic groups in Salvador, Bahia, concluded that a general dissatisfaction with the police and the judiciary system increased the use of unofficial modes of justice. In Rio de Janeiro, de Souza Minayo (1999) found that the main perpetrator of violence against young people was the police. Sanjuán (1998) suggested that the fact that justice depended on socio-economic class was a crucial factor in the proliferation of violence among marginalised youth.

In sum, economic problems exacerbated by the structural adjustment programmes,  unemployment, unequal access to education, and the lack of a social security system aiming to protect the population from vulnerability and risk, are here identified as the root causes of youth crime in the region (Weyland, 2003; PAHO, 1996).

Developmental experiences produced by the interplay of these factors are devastating for many adolescents. Adolescents depend on families, neighbourhoods, schools, health systems, the labour market, and effective social services, and all these social institutions and services are now under severe stress. A vast number of children in Latin America are growing up in severely distressed areas characterised by poverty and delinquency, which expose them to drug abuse, crime, family breakdown, discrimination, and scarce or non-existent opportunities for upward mobility. Social programmes specifically designed to reintegrate marginalised youths are insufficient throughout the region, and anti-poverty policies which aim to lift families out of economic and social deprivation are still largely inadequate. The discrimination and the sense of powerlessness experienced by disadvantaged youths and their families also suggest that in many countries of the region the problem of social exclusion has not received sufficient attention. In Brazil, for instance, it was only in May 2002 that a Presidential decree created a Programme of Affirmative Action (IDB, 2003). In Peru, racial discrimination was only outlawed in 1997.

Ameliorating these conditions will require massive economic and social changes. The challenges ahead are great and in the meantime, the at-risk juvenile population is growing. 

Table 3.1: The Epidemiological Model for Violence

	Individual
	Household
	Community
	Societal & Institutional

	Age

Gender

Biological 

Psychological

Educational level 

Socio-economic level

Employment status

Substance abuse

Early exposure to violence


	Presence of violence in the household

Household size/overcrowding

Educational level

Socio-economic level

Employment status

Parental attitude

Substance abuse

Household dynamics and norms


	Neighbourhood poverty level

Neighbourhood crime level (presence of gangs)

Neighbourhood infrastructure (street light, basic services, recreation centres, conditions of housing, schools, employment centres, etc.)

History of social violence (conflicts)

Employment level

Community disorganisation (weak or inexistant social capital)

Transitions and Mobility

Availability of drugs and guns

Media violence

Cultural norms

Institutions of societal control (police, church, neighbourhood organizations, community groups, etc.)


	Poverty

Inequality

Racism

Judicial System

Social services

Social protection system

Cultural norms and beliefs

Drug trafficking

Corruption




Chapter IV - Policies and Recommendations

There are no easy solutions to the problem of crime, and in particular to that of youth delinquency. The causes of child and youth violence are almost overwhelmingly complicated and multi-factorial, and thus must be addressed on multiple levels and simultaneously by multiple sectors of society. This includes addressing individual, household and community factors, but especially the larger cultural, social, political and economic factors that contribute to the proliferation of violence (Inter-American Development Bank, 1998)
. Without these structural interventions, the problem of youth violence in the region may possibly be contained, but it is unlikely to be eradicated. 

Although important differences exist in the way different countries formulate policy interventions, one observation we can make in this regard is that in recent years we have witnessed a shift in thinking about ways of addressing violence. For a long time, the focus was on reacting to youth violence with repression – the criminal justice approach – and on preventing deviant behaviours – such as teenage pregnancy, drug and alcohol addiction, and dropping out of school – rather than on trying to prevent them by bringing about structural changes to correct inequalities. 

However, the recent outbreak of juvenile delinquency has stimulated more studies on the phenomenon, and new approaches to understanding and containing the problem have been initiated. Decentralisation, recently introduced in many countries of the region, has allowed local authorities to become responsible for the designing and implementation of violence prevention policies.

This new model, strongly advocated and supported by all the major international donors, entails forms of inter-institutional co-ordination, community involvement, and local government partnerships with civil society and the private sector. Throughout the region there are instances where local interventions are contributing to promoting security, reinforcing social capital and citizenship, and reintegrating at-risk youths. Community policing, urban regeneration projects, local employment and micro-credit schemes, and human rights training for police officers are just some of the interventions which have been carried out in recent years. A few examples of successful local interventions are summarised in the boxes 4.1 and 4.2. While these types of approaches have much to recommend them, they may also have some serious disadvantages. 

Juvenile delinquency originates in multiple forms of vulnerability and exclusion, which in turn originate in a model of economic development that perpetuates and reinforces inequality. Thus, efforts at the community level risk being frustrated if the root causes of youth crime are not tackled simultaneously. Recent studies on the problem of youth delinquency in the region seem to agree that policy interventions should include sound macro economic reforms and social programmes capable of redressing those chronic inequalities for which the Latin American region is so unhappily known. (Fanjizylber et al. 1998; Buvinic et al. 1999). 

These include the introduction of ridistributive policies through taxation and more equal distribution of assets, the implementation of nationwide poverty reduction strategies, the promotion of competent governance, effective mediation between domestic and international economies with the creation of new employment opportunities, the introduction of a solid social security system, and the promotion and defence of human rights. The policy recommendations which follow are not comprehensive and simply represent an indication of the more urgent structural measures needed to move away from the Washington consensus-based package.

Social Protection

Efficient social protection networks can combine poverty reduction programs that protect the structural poor and guarantee their human capital accumulation, with assistance programmes for those segments of the population that have been most severely hit by the dislocation of the economy. Programmes in the labour market can also help in reinserting workers in new productive activities and provide training to the young unemployed. Finally, minimum pensions for the low-income households, health and unemployment insurance would provide better protection from vulnerability and risk and promote a more equal, just model of development. Family policy also need to be strengthened and, in line with the provisions contained in the Convention on the Rights of the Child, a legal right to child benefit should be introduced (Townsend, 2002).
Improving Tax Revenues

Comparing to OECD countries, Latin American spending is low, mainly because of institutional inefficiencies in tax enforcement and tax collection (IDB, 2003). However, the reduction of tax exemptions, the reduction of labour taxes to promote the formalisation of firms and reduce unemployment and the improvement of the capacity of local governments to collect property taxes could contribute to generate more fiscal revenues.

Improving Social Spending: Education

Despite during the recent years all countries increased their budget share to social expenditure - which climbed from 7.7 percent of the GDP in 1970 to 12.3 percent in 1999 - (IDB, 2003) social gains for the lower strata of the population have been limited. 

Investments in human capital in particular have been largely inadequate. According to Londoño (1997) the adoption of a dynamic model of expansion of human capital would dramatically contribute to eliminating the excessive inequalities of the region. Latin American education expansion has been slow and discriminatory against the poorest sector of the population, and the money saved for secondary education has been directed at expanding university coverage (Moreley, 2001). This deliberately discriminatory policy has created immense wage disparities, widening social polarisation and the systematic exclusion of low-income youth. The demand for highly skilled labour in modern economies cannot be satisfied by a small intellectual elite, but rather requires excellence throughout the education system. The goal should be to be bring the percentage of those entering the labour market who at least a high school education as close as possible to 100 percent.

Employment Generation

Macro economic policies should meet the immense challenge creating new job opportunities in the formal labour market.

Under the neo-liberal reforms, labour, more than a mechanism for access to well-being and progress for families, has been considered as an automatic adjustment variable for the macro-economy. In Latin America, as it is in many developing countries of the world, almost half of the working population is employed in the informal sector of the economy, and the large majority of countries do not even have a solid social protection system in place. Maquiladoras, which especially in Central America have been one the governments’ s new strategies to link national economies to global markets, often provide a highly exploitative form of employment. The challenge to provide employment to the youth is even bigger. In Latin America, the youth represent approximately 30 percent of the population. The absorption of this labour force into dignified work will require profound changes in the economic structure of the region, and the design of integrated policies, which could promote equal access to secondary education and working opportunities.

Promoting Inclusion

Policies to promote citizenship and increase the voice and the power of the most disadvantaged especially of young people are imperative. As briefly mentioned before, only a few countries in the region have initiated steps in this direction. However, the creation of a more social and just society will need stronger efforts and especially a more rigorous political will. The recent ratification of the Convention on the Rights of the Child by all countries of the region might represent a good point of departure for the promotion of inclusive policies for disadvantaged children and adolescents. 

The nurturing of young people and their development into productive citizens is today one of the biggest challenges facing the Latin American continent. Although significant improvements have been made, millions of adolescents still live in poverty, excluded from society, and trapped in vicious circles of illegality and informality.

Re-integrating these youths into mainstream society is not only a matter of achieving sustainable growth: it is also a matter of choosing a more dignified, human and just model of development.

A centralised institution specifically dedicated to analysing and tackling youth issues, to putting them on the agenda at all levels, to setting targets and monitoring results, and to co-ordinating efforts for the overall inclusion and development of youth, would be greatly beneficial. 

Youth violence is a social problem and as such can be solved through effective policy interventions. As Smutt (1998) argued: “Human beings are not born violent, they become violent in violent contexts”.

Box 4.1: Las Comunas, Mexico City

The Government of Mexico City has recently implemented “Las Comunas”, a project which offers vocational training to unemployed and marginalised youth who wish to reintegrate into the society and find a licit opportunity to earn a regular income. 

However, the present level of inter-mediation with local enterprises is not promising. Small and medium enterprises often do not have the capacity to expand their workforce and prejudice and discrimination towards marginalised youth are slow to disappear. The project is still undergoing (it was launched in 1999) and it is too premature to judge its viability. Its success will nevertheless depend on the level of social consensus and social co-operation that the local government will be able to build with all the social parts.

Box 4.2: Homies Unidos, San Salvador, El Salvador

Homies Unidos is the first organisation of this kind composed by former gang members. It was funded in 1996 and is composed by youth who formerly belonged to rival gangs, like Calle 18 and La Mara Salvatrucha. The objective of the organisation is to diminish violence and to reintegrate gang members into the society through educational programmes. The programme of Homies Unidos include group discussion on the topic of violence prevention, English and art classes, human rights training, and psychological support. Homies Unidos now works in cooperation with the Government of El Salvador to provide support to the gang members deported from the United States. 

Table 4.1 Violence Prevention Strategies 

Individual



Social development programmes; Providing incentives for youth at high risk for violence to complete secondary schooling; 


Relationship


Training in parenting skills; Home visitation; Mentoring Programmes; Home-School partnership to promote parental involvement; family therapy

Community


Improve quality education, improve school infrastructures; Provide after school programmes to extend adult supervision; Promote extra curricular activities; 

Implement gangs prevention programme; Train health care workers and other social workers to identify and refer youth at high risk for violence; Implement drug prevention / drug rehabilitation programmes; 

Improve housing; Construct recreational areas and sport centres; Improve the quality and availability of child-care facilities; Train community members and police forces in human rights; Introduce community policing.

Societal / Institutional


Introduce a social security system; Implement solid anti-poverty programmes; Remove all discriminatory practices and laws; Reduce income and assets inequality; Reduce media violence; Reform the educational system; Improve access to health services; Create more and better employment; Improve the judiciary; Reduce the availability of guns; Reduce drug trafficking; Launch public information campaigns; Strenghten and improve police and judicial system.

Source:Buvinic, M., Morrison, A. and Shifter M., “Violence in Latin America and the Caribbean: a Framework for Action”,IDB 1999. 
Conclusions

One important conclusion emerges from this discussion: the apparent root causes of Latin America’s recent crime wave are unlikely to disappear soon if structural reforms are not promptly implemented. Juvenile delinquency is a social problem and as such can be combated through policy interventions. Poverty and inequality are not biologically given and their elimination can be made possible through policy interventions. The literature reviewed suggests that the prevention and reduction of youth violence can be furthered through several distinct approaches. 

These include efforts at the local level to improve and strengthen the provision of social services, as well as specific programmes for at-risk youths that involve participation by all sectors of society.

However, local interventions should not encourage central governments to take a complacent attitude and adopt a “wait-and-see policy”. The role of central governments in co-ordinating inter-institutional efforts, defining priorities, correcting market distortions, generating employment, and guaranteeing the delivery of basic social services is not only necessary, but drastically needed. A more human, social model of development, and the more effective provision of services will contribute not only to improved economic growth and social development, but will also provide a fertile ground for the growth of a profound and sustainable democracy. 
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� The “homicide rate” – i.e., the number of violent deaths per 100,000 inhabitants – is the most commonly used measures to judge the level of violence of a particular society. Drawing upon health research rather than juridical ones, the term includes both the intentional killings and accidental violent deaths (e.g., manslaughter, car accidents) in most cross-national studies. 


� For early gang studies see: Thrasher, F. (1927) and his seminal work on the hundreds of Chicago ethnic youth gangs in the 1920s. Cohen, A.K. (1955) and Miller, W.B. (1958) and their theory of status frustration to explain the process  For Gangs in the sixties see: Cloward,, R. and Ohlin, L. (1960) and their explanation of gang formation based on the blocked opportunities for achieving success faced by most working class and lower class boys. Yablonsky, L. (1959) and his conclusion that the gang represents the way for lower class boys to finding fulfilment in the larger society. Miller, W.B. (1958, 1974, 1976). For action research on gangs see: Spergel, I. (1984); Short, J. (1990); Cohen, S. (1980, 1987). For recent field studies of gangs see: Moore (1978, 1991); Vigil, D. (1988), Horowitz, Cf. R. (1983); Taylor, C. (1990). 


� Here Rodgers refers to the phenomenon of youth gangs in Nicaragua.


� A watchman, which belongs to the lowest level of the hierarchy of the drug gangs, would earn a monthly salary comprised between R$600 and R$1000; a dealer between R$2000 and R$3000 and a general manager between R$10.000 and R$15.000 (ILO 2002). (US$ = R$ 2.50).





 


� Salvatrucha means: “El Salvador must live”; the name M18 is taken from the 18th Street in Los Angeles, place where the gang was formed. Other gangs operating in the country are: Máquina, Mao Mao, Lenox, Virginia Street Locos, and Calle 41.





� Recent efforts in preventing and combating youth violence in the region have been made by the Pan American Health Organization and the World Health Organization. Both agencies adopt an “epidemiological model”. Table 4.1 summarises the main interventions suggested by this approach. 


� The project is based on the model of the “Local Missions”, a particularly successful programme implemented by the French government since the 1980s to combat social exclusion among young unemployed people.
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