
STREETS AHEAD - YOUTH SUCCESS IN 
NEIGHBOURHOOD CRIME PREVENTION

by Don Robertson

Background Briefing

R edfern and W aterloo are two inner suburbs 
ju s t  so u th  o f  th e  c e n tre  o f S y d n ey . T he 
com m unity is represented by cultural groups 
almost too numerous to count.

There are som e sm all park  lands and one or 
two ovals, but the streets are a bland blend of 
h o u se s  an d  m a n u fa c tu r in g  o r m a rk e tin g  
industry.

There is a mix of high rise and tight tenement 
no rise housing. It is typical inner city dense 
urban living.

T here  is a p o p u la tio n  co n cen tra tio n  of the 
elderly and the young. There is a high teenage 
p o p u la t io n .  T h e re  is h ig h  te e n a g e  
u n e m p lo y m e n t .  T h e re  is m uch  y o u th  
boredom and there is a certain aimlessness and 
hopelessness particu la rly  am ong the school 
le a v e r s .  Jo b  p ro s p e c ts  a re  few  and  life  
therefore is now.

Teenage crim e rates are about average for the 
density of population and for the area. Police, 
education  and local industry representatives 
are co n ce rn ed  h o w ev er at the h ig h e r than 
average ra te  o f p roperty  dam age, car thefts 
and street assau lts  that m ake up m ost of the 
teenage crime that is reported.

T here  h av e  b een  the  o cca sio n a l suburban  
sum m its on w hat to do to get the crim e rate 
down and on how to keep it down. But there 
has b e e n  l i t t l e  c o -o rd in a t io n  o r re a l 
community involvement in that process.

A Digression

Countries and cultures have been recognising for 
some years now that crime prevention and crime 
control is best managed at the local (community 
neighbourhood) level. From the much talked about

French (Bonnemaison) approach, to initiatives in 
other western countries such as Canada, Holland 
and the U.K., including some limited Australian 
initiatives, there has been a gradual acceptance 
that the best way to deal with urban crime "hot 
spots" is to involve those who are actually on the 
spot in coming up with effective solutions. There is 
increasing agreement among a m ajority of 
practitioners that community participation in crime 
prevention is essential if the urban crime waves are 
to be rolled back.

In France, G ilbert Bonnemaison’s original 
contention was:

"that the community must be the 
privileged place where 
prevention is put into effect. It is 
at this level that preventative 
action is to be taken in different 
neighbourhoods in respect of 
pre-deviant groups, by methods 
which bring together different 
adm inistrative services and 
specialist associations that will 
have the greatest chance of  
success". (King 1987:6)

The Netherlands Ministry of Justice has since 1985 
been embarking on p ilo t p ro jects in crime 
prevention involving extensive community 
participation. That Ministry's Society and Crime 
document at the time enshrined a policy of funding 
community crime prevention initiatives over a five 
year period. The Dutch Government in continuing 
these local initiatives proclaims loudly that the fight 
against crime is not a matter for the police alone; it 
should be the responsibility of society as a whole.
(Ministry of Justice, The Hague 1992:1)

In the United Kingdom there are a number of 
national and local strategies in place to facilitate 
innovative crime prevention programmes. The 
Luton Crime Reduction Programme acknowledges 
the value of involving its youth in those
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programmes. It its Annual Report of October 1990, 
young people were "targetted" for special attention.

Crime Concern is another U.K. initiative that 
realises the need to sponsor joint community 
projects between agencies, law enforcers, residents 
and industry. In its 1991 Annual Review it 
highlights a range of youth projects and youth 
crime prevention panels that have been a feature of 
Crime Concern s recent activities. Crime 
Concern s funding is almost entirely industry 
sourced.

The Canadian Council on Social Development 
believes that crime prevention is best managed 
through the developm ental processes of 
communities. In an overview document the Council 
stresses the need for pro-active social development 
programmes that are delivered through a wide 
range of approaches involving the public, the 
voluntary and the private sectors. Increasingly, it 
says, consumers must become involved in the 
provision of community services and in the solving 
of community problems. (Waller and Weiler, 
1984:12)

South Australia was the first Australian state to 
recognise the need for a governmental strategy to 
encourage community participation in crime 
prevention. Over recent years it has funded 
numerous local initiatives involving community 
groups interested in redressing community 
disadvantage; a well documented cause of crime.

In N.S.W. there are now a number of local councils 
developing community safety and community crime 
prevention initiatives. Two Sydney metropolitan 
councils, Fairfield and Waverly, have conducted 
crime audits with a view to increasing their efforts 
at community education in identifying crime 
problems and participating in solutions.

Wollongong City (80km south of Sydney) has gone 
one step further. Acting on a specific  
recommendation of the 1991 Australian Crime 
Prevention Councils National Conference, the City 
Council has recently established a Standing 
Committee of local government and community 
representatives, chaired by the Mayor with the 
specific charter of helping to make that city a safer 
place to live. The Committee's objectives include:

identifying elements of urban design likely 
to impact upon crime and the perception 
of community safety.

taking measures to remedy physical 
design characteristics of the city  
considered crime trouble spots.

fac ilita tin g  low cost local crime 
prevention pro jects with particu lar  
emphasis on youth and the elderly as 
initiators and implementers of those 
projects.

Generally however, the prevailing Australian 
community view is that those who are "on the spot" 
to carry out local crime busting should be the 
police. That view reinforces the belief that the 
greater the concentration of crime in a given area, 
the greater should be the concentration of police to 
deal with that crime.

At least within all three levels of government in 
Australia there is a growing contrary view that 
those best able to control crime should be the whole 
community working consultatively and co ­
operatively together; police, schools, local industry, 
other social groups and residents. But that is by no 
means the accepted thinking norm. Most local 
communities are a long way from getting involved 
in any form of identifying and participating in crime 
control or crime prevention programmes.

Even more "radical" is the notion that Australia's 
youth should participate in, or lead any co ­
operative community crime reduction initiatives. 
There is little support for that idea since most urban 
crime is youth generated. My experiential guess is 
that a majority of Australians believe that those 
who cause crime should be appropriately punished, 
while those who are affected by crime should 
demand from government more and better armed 
local law enforcers. There are some community 
leaders and residents who volunteer to meet and 
work with local police in "cleaning up" their 
neighbourhood but the entrenched community view 
remains that responsibility for crime control and 
crime prevention rests with the police and the 
courts almost exclusively.

Fortunately in those two inner Sydney suburbs 
of Redfern and W aterloo, the radical view of 
e n c o u ra g in g  you th  in v o lv e m e n t in c rim e  
prevention has emerged. The Law Foundation 
of N ew  South W ales recen tly  sponsored an 
ex p erim en t w ith the loca l (S ou th  Sydney) 
Police Citizens Youth Club. The experim ent 
went straight to the perceived heart of the
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crim e problem  - the young people of the area; 
m any of whom frequent the Club and many of 
w hom  have been heav ily  invo lved  in  s tree t 
and property crime. The Club is something of 
a u n iq u e  san c tu a ry  fo r its  sev e ra l h und red  
m e m b e rs . I t o f fe rs  a ra n g e  o f  a c tiv e  and  
passive recreation activities, 7 days a w eek in 
a fairly ordinary com plex com prising outdoor 
sp a c e  and  in d o o r  ro o m s  fo r  g y m n a s tic s , 
b a s k e tb a l l ,  p o o l,  v id e o s ,  b o x in g  and  
developing study skills.

T he Law  F o u n d a tio n ’s Y outh and the Law  
Project (YALP) had been trialed successfully 
in an o u te r  S y d n ey  re g io n  and  th e  S o u th  
Sydney P o lice C itizens Youth C lub (Police 
Y ou th  C lu b ) w a n te d  to see  w h e th e r  th e  
concept of youth initiated action against crime 
w ould w ork for them . T heir C lub had been 
repeatedly  vandalised as had local shops and 
some of the nearby industrial complexes.

E sse n tia lly  the Y A LP c o n c e p t has y o u n g  
people "owning", designing, m onitoring and 
evaluating  crim e preven tion  strateg ies, w ith 
the suppo rt of the ad u lt com m unity . It is a 
m ethod tha t is action oriented and tha t gives 
y o u n g  p eo p le  re s p o n s ib il ity  fo r in itia tin g  
p ro je c ts  th a t  h a v e  c o m m u n ity  sa fe ty , 
community development and crime prevention 
as th e ir  fo cu s. Y oung p eo p le  id e n tify  the 
is s u e s .  T h e y  a c c e p t  r e s p o n s ib i l i ty  fo r  
design ing  and im plem enting  stra teg ies that 
will directly and indirectly reduce local crime. 
T h is  m ean s th a t young  p eo p le  can have  a 
positive  and lasting  in fluence over the w ay 
their community functions and tracks.

"The approach, tested and honed over seven 
years, has proven effective with young people 
f ro m  a ll b a c k g ro u n d s :  p e o p le  f ro m  a ll 
backgrounds: school attenders of low, medium 
and high achievem ent; young people of non- 
English speaking background; street-kids and 
young offenders. They all discover they have 
ap titudes and capab ilitie s  for p rac tica l sk ill 
d ev e lo p m en t w h ich  equ ip  them  fo r do ing  
more in their community. They learn quickly 
from  their peers and display a more positive 
a t t i tu d e  in  th e ir  d e a l in g s  w ith  s o c ie ty  in  
general. M ost im portantly, the young people 
w ho go th ro u g h  th is  ex p e rie n tia l le a rn in g  
process seem naturally able to apply their new 
found  sk ills  in o th e r face ts  of th e ir  liv es  - 
making them truly equipped for active 
citizenship in the future." (YALP Brochure 1992).

T he m ethod is h igh risk  and is no t popu la r 
w ith  a d u l t  c r im e  f ig h te r s .  T h e  m e th o d  
employs a three stage process:

F irs t ,  te e n a g e rs  fro m  a n o m in a te d  
urban area voluntarily  com e together 
to identify and discuss crime concerns.

Second, they are encouraged with adult 
s u p p o r t  to  g e n e ra te  id e a s  and  
implement solutions from those ideas.

Third, they seek out local people and 
property  resources and they develop 
th e ir  ow n  s k il ls  in  m a n a g in g  th e  
implementation process.

Is this approach succeeding in South Sydney? 
Has the method worked out in reality? W hat 
has been achieved? H ave the aim s m atched 
the results?

A little over 12 months ago, the South Sydney 
exp erim en t began  along these lines. L ocal 
high school students were canvassed, some of 
w hom  w ere m em bers o f the South  Sydney 
Police Youth C lub. A day was organ ised  to 
outline the youth-to-youth  crim e preven tion  
c o n c e p t and  to  seek  a re s p o n s e . O n ly  a 
handful (about 30) of participants turned up. 
They were Years 8 t o l 0 ( 1 3 t o l 5  year olds) 
from  3 local schools. At the end of a day of 
difficult and, at times, disorganised discussion 
and workshopping, a project group of 6 young 
peop le  agreed  to take on the seem ing ly  (to 
them ) crazy  id ea  th a t they cou ld , p lan  and 
a c tu a lly  do so m e th in g  th a t m ig h t b e n e f i t  
th e m s e lv e s ,  th e i r  f r ie n d s  and  th e  w id e r  
community.

T heir su g g es tio n s  and ach iev em en ts  w ere  
in te n d e d  to h a v e  a p o s i t iv e  im p a c t on 
com m unity  sa fe ty  and on the re d u c tio n  o f 
local crime.

The group sought the help of older adolescents 
w ho  had  t e r r i to r ia l  c lo u t  an d  w h o se  
involvem ent w ould  give any p roposals  peer 
respectability.

A fter an uncerta in  start, in D ecem ber 1991, 
the  p ro je c t "g ro u p  o f  6", u s in g  th e  Y A L P 
model, decided to test w hether police s taff at 
the Club and other adults would give them  the
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opportunity  to actually  ow n and ope a e two 
r e c r e a t io n  s t r a te g ie s  th a t  th e  gr< up had 
thought up.

Strategy 1:

T he g roup  o rg a n ise d  a re g u la r  ba sketball 
com petition at the Police Youth Cl i t  inviting 
rival so called colour gangs from ne ig ib curing 
inner city suburbs to participate. Tht t sounds 
an e a sy  an d  r e la t iv e ly  u n s p e c ta c u la r  
assignm ent. H ow ever, a num ber o factors 
in c re a se d  th e  r isk  o f  th e  s tra te g y  s likely  
failure:

the organises were young people - who 
th o u g h t up the  id e a  w ho ag reed  to 
m anage it and who agreed to own the 
outcome.

the project group had to co-op or itively 
a r ra n g e  te a m s , v e n u e s , Arnes, 
equipment and transport themsel ves.

s ta f f  an d  v o lu n te e r s  o f  th e  P o lic e  
Youth Club were to assist the group in 
the organisation process but essentially 
the basketball com petitions w e r t o  be 
a youth-to-youth initiative.

the com petitions, w ould bring cultures 
and  r iv a l g ro u p s  to g e th e r  w ith  the 
o b v io u s  r is k s  o f  a g g re s s iv e  or 
e x p lo s iv e  b e h a v io u r  th a t had been 
forecast.

There have been minor hic-ups but no failures 
and the strategy has lasted six months so 
far.

Strategy 2:

T he p ro je c t g roup  o rg a n ise d  a fo rtn ig h tly  
dance party rivaling other adult run di scos in 
the district. They needed a venue, they needed 
m usic , they needed  p u b lic ity , they r eeded 
transport, they needed parental co-operation 
an d  th e y  n e e d e d  to  " p o lic e "  the  d isco  
participants. There w ere to be no drugs and 
no alcohol. The w hole operation  was to be 
their responsibility. If  the discos were popular 
they would be held regularly on a 7nday

night, (a traditionally active street crime night) 
and y ou th fu l energ ies  w ould  th e re fo re  be 
channelled into a crime free fun activity. They 
needed to attract around 200 to 300 to each 
disco.

The strategy met with some skepticism by the 
local police patrol. The police working at the 
Youth Club who backed the strategy were also 
skeptical. Again....

The organisers of the en tire  v en tu re  
w ere  a sm a ll g ro u p  o f  o ld e r  
adolescents.

T hey arranged  ev ery th in g  - m u sic , 
tra n sp o rt, p u b lic ity , se c u rity , fo o d
and  ......  th e  v e n u e , th e  g r e a te s t
problem.

Finding a venue proved extrem ely difficu lt. 
Even w ith Police Youth Club staff backing, 
hall owners were reluctant or were unable to 
assist.

There were large open spaces at several of the 
local industries; spaces that during the w eek 
were used for parking, packaging or delivery 
of goods. One such industrial site was owned 
by a lo ca l m eat ex p o rte r w hose p re m ise s  
incidently over the years had been subjected to 
re p e a te d  v a n d a lism . H e had  a lre a d y  
established a connection with the Police Youth 
Club working with the staff and club members 
in an e ffo rt to reduce the g ra ffiti fo cu ssed  
vandalism, by encouraging known "offenders" 
to develop their various graffiti styles into a 
useful art form.

The exporter was approached and agreed to 
m ake his prem ises availab le  at no ch arg e , 
every second or third Friday night as the disco 
venue.

Eight discos have successfully  been held to 
date. The venue has proved popular and the 
d isc o s  c o n tin u e  to m ee t th e ir  ta rg e t te d  
numbers of between 200 and 300 participants 
each time. The exporter is keen to continue 
the v en u e  a rran g em en t fo r as lo n g  as th e  
strategy survives. He is on record as saying 
that the organisational and motivational skills 
of the group have im pressed him  beyond his 
expectations.
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Profits of around $1000 per night have been 
used  to p u rch ase  eq u ip m en t fo r the P o lice  
Youth Club and to help pay for much needed 
building renovations.

T h e  s u c c e s s  o f  th e  y o u th - to - in d u s try  
co n n ec tio n  so far is like ly  to p rom pt m ore 
local industries to consider inviting the young 
crim e fighters to share some other ideas they 
m ig h t hav e  on m ak ing  th e ir  co m m u n ity  a 
m uch safer p lace fo r residen ts  and w orkers 
alike. Ind iv iduals  from  local industries  are 
a lso  lo o k in g  fo r w ays to m ore p ra c tic a lly  
assist the local Police Youth Club who rely on 
co m m u n ity  su p p o rt to m e e t th e ir  w eek ly  
programme costs.

The experiment continues.
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