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BACKGROUND:

The phenomenon of criminal gangs has a lengthy history and has been studied since the early 20th century. According to the analyses carried out, gangs express themselves in different ways: some are violent and others are criminal.  The phenomenon is present, albeit not equally so, in all countries.  Some criminal gangs have a serious impact on public security and pose a threat to democratic stability and governance.  Many situation analyses and diagnostics have been carried out, and there have even been some attempts at the national and regional levels to devise strategies for combating them.
The violence associated with criminal gangs and the connections that many have with drug trafficking, street-level drug dealing, human trafficking, theft, extortion, kidnapping, and other offenses suggest that this topic needs to be addressed in a crosscutting, multisectoral, and comprehensive fashion.
The OAS General Secretariat has conducted studies to define and classify gangs in order simply to understand the problem and, in particular, enable ways to identify appropriate intervention mechanisms. We also recognize the efforts that have been made by many member states, governmental agencies, civil society organizations, multilateral agencies, and other international organizations, which are certain to provide the basis for this regional strategy.

Although most of the studies indicate that gangs are predominantly limited to the national level, on account of various factors–including increased personal mobility, ease of communications, etc.–the phenomenon has also been seen to be acquiring a crossborder flavor. All that provides a broad justification for adopting mechanisms that will, first, enable us to find ways to combat the problem at the country level and, second, open up paths for dealing with it through properly interconnected joint strategies.

A crosscutting rights perspective is an element that must be present in the strategy, since the problem begins with violations of the rights of all those involved. Gangs violate the general public’s rights to liberty and to free movement; but, at the same time, most gang members were unable to finish school, come from dysfunctional families, and have no access to job opportunities, which also represent violations of their rights. 

In general, this topic has not been addressed from a gender perspective and the existing studies do not take into account women’s roles, rights, and opportunities.

The evolution of the gang phenomenon has meant that since the 1980s, the gang members – children and young people at the time – are still involved with gangs and have grown into adults with strong ties to organized crime.

The General Secretariat’s 2008 study on “Definition and Classification of Gangs” uses four main categories for gangs:

· Scavenger gangs, which are generally short-lived and develop in school environments. 

· Transgressor gangs, which are more stable, carry out some acts of violence, and are based in a neighborhood (most members are by now outside the education system).

· Violent gangs, which commit violent acts and crimes, control a territory, and have contacts with organized crime.

· Criminal gangs, which are organized crime gangs in the strictest sense.

In preparing the Regional Strategy to Promote Inter-American Cooperation in Dealing with Criminal Gangs, the member states and the OAS General Secretariat should pay particular attention to the need to specifically address the transgressor gang and violent gang categories.

BACKGROUND TO THE FIRST MEETING:
Recognizing the complexity and seriousness of the gang problem in the region and the immense challenge it poses for the Hemisphere, the OAS General Assembly instructed the Permanent Council, by means of resolution AG/RES. 2380 (XXXVIII-O/08), to convene a special meeting to analyze the phenomenon of criminal gangs and their different manifestations and peculiarities, with a crosscutting and comprehensive approach.  That meeting, chaired by Ambassador Graeme Clark, Permanent Representative of Canada to the OAS and Vice President of the Committee on Hemispheric Security, took place on January 17, 2008.

At that special meeting, the Chair noted the problem and threat that gangs pose for security in many member states, and he reminded the participants that the General Secretariat had met on other occasions, particularly through the Special Committee on Transnational Organized Crime in November 2005, to deal specifically with the topic of transnational criminal gangs. That Committee acknowledged the relationship that exists between criminal gangs and transnational organized crime, and it emphasized the need to address criminal gangs as a specific topic. On this occasion, the Chair noted that there had been changes within the Organization’s General Secretariat in order to respond to that request. In particular, in fulfillment of resolution AG/RES. 2299, the Department of Public Security was created, and a contact group was established, made up of those member states concerned or particularly affected by the phenomenon of criminal gangs.

On that occasion, Mr. Christopher Hernández-Roy, Director of the Department of Public Security of the Secretariat for Multidimensional Security, also spoke of the Special Committee on Transnational Organized Crime’s November 2005 meeting, which addressed the gang question, and he referred to some of the proposals submitted to that meeting for the Hemispheric Plan of Action against Transnational Organized Crime: for example, including the topic of deportation in the discussion; strengthening the government policies of those member states affected by the gang phenomenon, seeking common ground, and creating authentically regional strategies; maintaining or introducing regional policies to enable governments to analyze and propose strategies in this area; and creating a program for the competent authorities in each country to share their experiences.


At the meeting, Mr. Julio Rosenblatt, Head of the Public Policies Section of the Department of Public Security, presented the study prepared by the Department of Public Security on Definition and Classification of Gangs, the aim of which was to provide a better understanding of the problem and thus design intervention strategies for prevention, rehabilitation, and law enforcement activities in the member states. 

The special meeting heard presentations from various agencies with gang-related initiatives. The Pan American Health Organization (PAHO) described how, from a health perspective, the problem was not exclusively limited to Central America or to certain cities in the United States, but was also found in countries such as Chile and Costa Rica, nations traditionally considered to be peaceful. Addresses were also given by the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR) and by the Executive Secretariat for Integral Development (SEDI), with the latter presenting the results of the seminar “Art and Culture as a Strategy for Preventing Social Violence.” Also in attendance was the Central American Integration System (SICA), with a presentation on gang-related law enforcement. 

As a result of the interest in the topic shown by the member states at the 2008 meeting, and the need for the OAS General Secretariat to continue to work on this question with the member states, particularly regarding the consolidation of best practices in this area and the design of a working method to facilitate the exchange of experiences, in fulfillment of resolution AG/RES. 2461 (XXXIX-O/09), the OAS Permanent Council was asked to convene a second special meeting to continue studying the criminal gang phenomenon under the aegis of the Committee on Hemispheric Security’s Working Group to Prepare a Regional Strategy to Promote Inter-American Cooperation in Dealing with Criminal Gangs. That meeting was held on March 2, 2010.

SECOND MEETING:

Under that convocation, we are gathered here today–member states, organs of the inter-American system, other international agencies, and civil society organizations–to share our views and experiences and to consider those inputs in the design of a regional strategy for promoting inter-American cooperation for dealing with criminal gangs. We will hear the contributions of various players who have implemented prevention, rehabilitation, and law enforcement initiatives and who have provided technical and financial resources for this topic. Among them, the Government of Guatemala is present, represented by that country’s Vice Minister of the Interior; the National Center for Planning, Analysis, and Information for Combating Crime (CENAPI) of the Office of the Attorney General of Mexico; the liaison office of the Belgian Federal Police for The Bahamas, Canada, Mexico, Puerto Rico, and the United States; Arizona State University; WOLA; USAID; the International Center for the Prevention of Crime (ICPC); Creative Associates International, Inc. (CAII); the Pan American Health Organization (PAHO); the World Bank; and the Executive Secretariat of the OAS Inter-American Drug Abuse Control Commission (CICAD). 

In addition to the member states and the governmental and nongovernmental organizations already mentioned, the General Secretariat has asked other stakeholders to submit their written contributions for drafting the regional strategy for promoting inter-American cooperation for dealing with criminal gangs, based on their national and subregional experiences. Contributions have been received from:


· Member states: Ecuador, Bahamas, Brazil, Colombia, Canada, Mexico, United States.

· Observer countries: Austria, Belgium, Czech Republic, Spain, Romania.

· U.S. Agency for International Development (USAID), Bureau for Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC); Executive Secretariat of the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights (IACHR); Pan American Health Organization (PAHO); Inter-American Children’s Institute (IIN); Andean Community (CAN); Caribbean Community (CARICOM), Implementation Agency for Crime and Security (IMPACS); World Bank; International Center for Crime Prevention (ICPC); Small Arms Survey; Trust for the Americas.

The General Secretariat, through the Working Group to Prepare a Regional Strategy to Promote Inter-American Cooperation for Dealing with Criminal Gangs, will collate the materials submitted by these member states and organizations into a document for distribution. In addition, this information will be recorded by the Inter-American Observatory on Security (OSI), which operates within the DPS; in addition to allowing its expansion, this will enable the creation of a forum for exchanges of information among the member states, in compliance with resolution AG/RES. 2380 (XXXVIII-O/08).
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