
[image: image1.png]



OTTAWA POLICE SERVICES BOARD PUBLIC INTEREST MEETING

COMMUNITY SOLUTIONS FOR PREVENTING YOUTH CRIME
Tuesday, 26 April 2011, 7:00 to 9:00 p.m.

Andrew S. Haydon Hall (Council Chambers), Ottawa City Hall
SUMMARY REPORT

MODERATED BY:  ADRIAN HAREWOOD, CBC HOST
GUEST SPEAKERS:
IMAM DR. ZIJAD DELIC


MS. HAWA MOHAMED, SOMALI MOTHERS’ ASSOCIATION 


STAFF SERGEANT STEVE BELL

Introduction

The meeting began with welcoming remarks and an introduction from Councillor Eli El-Chantiry, Chair, Ottawa Police Services Board.  Chair El-Chantiry explained that the Ottawa Police Services Board is responsible for establishing policies and strategic priorities for the Police Service, and for ensuring that adequate and effective police services are provided in the City of Ottawa.  To fulfill these responsibilities it is important that the Board have a relationship with the community it serves, and to know the community’s concerns, challenges and ideas.  One of the ways in which the Board obtains community input is through holding several public interest meetings each year as part of its community engagement and outreach strategy.   
Purpose of Meeting

The goal of this public interest meeting on “Community Solutions for Preventing Youth Crime” was to identify, through dialogue, actions various community members can take to help prevent young people, particularly new Canadians, from becoming involved in crime, whether it be gangs, guns, drugs, break and enters, or other criminal offences.  Participants came to discuss what can be done individually and collaboratively to help young people develop into positive and productive community members instead of turning to crime. 
There are many contributors who can play a role in helping young people avoid criminal activity and grow into responsible members of the community.  Parents, youth, schools, religious organizations, police and service agencies can all play an important role in ensuring youth have the supports they need. 
In addition to identifying community-based solutions and partnerships that the OPS can follow up on, the input gained at this meeting will inform the Board’s future policy-making and strategic priority-setting work.  

Guest Speakers
Mr. Adrian Harewood of CBC News served as Moderator for the meeting and introduced the guest speakers, starting with Imam Dr. Zijad Delic, of the Islam Care Centre.  

Imam Delic began by noting that research over the past 15 years indicates problems occur because people don’t have full knowledge of a situation, resulting in a lack of understanding.  His comments focused on four themes:

1. The success of any country can be determined by its investment in youth.  

2. Crime prevention is much cheaper that the alternative of dealing with crime once it’s happened.

3. Keep youth busy or they will find ways to get into trouble.

4. Faith based groups can play an important role in preventing youth crime.  

He spoke about how we all have a role to play in supporting young people: 

· Families:  Parents must use different approaches for each of their children because each is unique.  The Government needs to support families more through parental courses and informing new Canadians about the challenges their children will face; families from strife-torn countries need special help integrating. 

· Schools:  can provide a foundation that is healthy for children’s growth through tutoring and activities.  The presence of school resource officers is also a positive influence.  

· Religious organizations:  can help in teaching life skills and providing a spiritual connection to the community that helps steers youth away from crime, and by listening to young people about their problems. 

He concluded with a suggestion that all organizations with a vested interest come together in one large event to discuss how we can work together.  

Ms. Hawa Mohamed is the founder of the Somali Mothers Association.  She offered the perspective of a mother from an African country and the challenges their children face in trying to become productive members of Canadian society.  Ms. Mohamed raised the following points during her presentation that she felt would help guide youth in the right direction:
· Safe neighbourhoods for youth and their families - if organized crime exists in a neighbourhood individuals do not report criminal activity out of fear for their lives.  This affects a family’s health, well being and sense of security.

· Free or affordable recreation - this will keep youth busy and prevent them from getting into trouble, eg.: summer jobs, school programs, etc.

· Work to strengthen the school/parent relationship and increase support for parents - every child should have a sense of belonging to their school.  

· Teachers and the administration should be held accountable for student achievement.

· Raise expectations for youth and build their self-esteem.

· Offer help to youth with criminal records or those in trouble with the law by assisting their integration back into society by offering job training.

· Focus on EARLY identification/intervention and prevention, i.e.: what is the root cause of the misbehaviour.
Staff Sergeant Steve Bell from the Ottawa Police Service Youth Section spoke about the Service’s Youth Strategy, which addresses its commitment to positively engage youth in a proactive and preventive way through program development and implementation, and partnerships with community based youth serving agencies.  The Youth Strategy is based on a 5 pillar approach that provides a broad-based variety of programs and approaches aimed at preventing, identifying and diverting youth who are or may become involved in criminality.  The 5 pillars are:

1. Education / Awareness – Anti-violence and anti-gang programs and initiatives provided and overseen by the OPS and community partners through the local school system and other community agencies.  These education based programs target youth who are at no or low risk of becoming involved in criminal activities. 

2. Intervention -  Identifying and providing support systems to youth and their families who may be exposed to, may be starting to become involved in, or have relatives involved in criminal activities.  These are aimed at youth with a low to medium risk of becoming involved in criminal related activities. 
3. Diversion – Timely, evidence based intervention and accountability measures to a youth who has committed a criminal offence and has been Warned under the Youth Criminal Justice Act.  These youth are considered to have a medium risk of becoming involved in prolonged and increased criminal related activity. 
4. Enforcement – Charging youth when pre-charge intervention or diversion is not appropriate for a variety of reasons.  These interventions occur through the courts and probation. 

5. Suppression – Targeting known criminally involved youth charged with previous criminal offences to ensure their compliance with any conditions of release.  This also involves the visibility of police within high risk areas that are known to be used by gang members to conduct criminal activity to not only deter these activities, but to provide support to law abiding community members by assuring them that police are present.  The youth targeted in this approach are considered to be at a very high risk of continuing with their criminal activities. 

It is the target of this strategy to have 80% of the police engagement and contacts with youth occur during the stages of education, intervention and diversion.  Staff Sergeant concluded by saying that we can only make a difference if we work together as a team, and that’s what the OPS Strategy is about.  
Open Discussion

Following the presentations, Mr. Harewood announced that the meeting would move to a period of open discussion.  He posed the following questions to those in attendance:  What did they think would improve youth crime prevention programs?  What role can parents play?  Are there other ways that the police can work with the community?  What can youth themselves do to feel more a part of Canadian society and become positive contributors to the community?  What role is there for religious institutions, service agencies and schools?  Is there a way for all these groups to collaborate better?  

The comments summarized below were made by individuals in attendance and do not necessarily reflect the opinions of the Ottawa Police Services Board or the Ottawa Police Service.  

· There is common ground in all faiths, and faith-based influence is critical.  We need to bring together faith-based groups that are non-dogmatic and have respect for all faiths, so they can bring their support and message to young people.  

· A young man questioned the effectiveness of programmed activities for youth, stating he ended up committing ethically questionable behaviour at one point in his life despite his parents putting him in a lot of activities.  He advocated making laws more permissible for what he called “soft-core, ethically questionable crime”.  He advocated using options other than the criminal justice system for dealing with youth, and suggested organizations need to work with youth to ensure they don’t become disenfranchised.  He supported having another larger forum involving youth and other organizations.  
· An individual said the perception in the Somali community is that schools aren’t educating their youth.  She suggested programs need to be created to improve the level of education and make them consistent across the city.  If youth don’t understand what is going on, they go and find something else to do.  The speaker asked if there was a way to advocate on behalf of their youth, particularly boys, as the girls are doing well.  
· Another speaker suggested a multi-disciplinary approach was needed to deal with troubled youth, as mental health and other issues also come into play.  Staff Sergeant Bell noted the OPS is only one approach; from their perspective information is collected, the issue is identified and a strategy is put together to deal with it.

· An individual stated that Ottawa is made up of many different communities and he was aware of the Somali basketball program, which was very successful.  He asked if there were any other examples in Canada that address black youth crime.  Staff Sergeant Bell was not aware of any specific examples, but spoke about an OPS program that attempt to bring youth into policing.  The program is funded by the government and provides kids from low income families with tangible work experience that will help them in the future.  

· In response to earlier comments about a perceived failure by schools, a member of the audience wished to speak out on behalf of the school boards and spoke passionately about his personal experiences and knowledge of the school system.  He believed that the Ottawa School Board has the most dedicated teachers he’s seen anywhere.  He wished a representative from the school board was in attendance to defend its teachers.  

· Another speaker stated that the school system is failing Somali youth; she visits homes to help youth improve their knowledge.  She believed their colour/religion/economic status (Black, Muslim, poor) shouldn’t matter where schooling in concerned.  
· A member of the audience agreed that family has a responsibility for their youth, however, tax dollars pay for education and they don’t believe their youth are receiving core fundamental learning.  She wanted the Police Service and Board to advocate on their behalf with the school boards. 

· An individual who works for a social agency explained that she carries a very heavy and varied caseload (individuals from over 20 different countries).  Approximately 80% of the women she works with are Muslim.  She asked if the City councillors in attendance knew that their 2011 budget cuts took away funding for children and youth summer programs.  Without City funding the programs cannot be provided.  She asked that the City demonstrate good examples to youth by investing in after school programs such as literacy programs.

· The City seems to only subsidize recreational activities such as swimming, and most youth cannot afford to join sports teams.  This speaker recognized that new Canadians need to integrate with Canadian culture but suggested faith-based after school programs would expose young people to their parent’s culture and have a positive influence.   
· A speaker noted that recent immigrants are not very aware of common law in Canada, such as conditions for release and the justice system; they need to be informed of these things in their own language so they can avoid subsequent violations.  

· Youth today suffer stress from living a double life, which is reflective of a lack of sense of belonging:  there is an expectation at home for them to be perfect, and expectations and pressures from their peers.  There is a lack of effective assistance from the community in dealing with this added stress.  This speaker also noted that the needs of Inuit and Aboriginal youth have to be addressed.  She thanked the Ottawa Police officers who work with low income youth in programs such as the Somali Basketball league; the service they provide is invaluable and it helps youth relate to police officers on a positive note.
· It is typical for adolescents to struggle and when the community surrounding them isn’t reflective of them, it adds stress.  All components of the community need to reflect youth, eg. teachers should look like them.  Also, programs like those at the Boys and Girls Club, and people who listen to youth can help them navigate through challenging times.  
· There needs to be more mental health resources available.  Frontline after school workers are dealing with issues far larger than what they were trained for.  There are signs that show mental health issues are affecting youth at a much younger age and they must be dealt with early on and quickly. 
· Imam Delic spoke about citizenship being a contract, and the importance of youth feeling they belong in Canadian society.  He believes that religion encourages youth to be good, productive citizens and provides the support for them to do so.  Every segment of society must work together to remove any and all misconceptions.

· One speaker stated the community must continue to advocate with the school system.  Youth go to school all day and some return to an empty house because their parents are working part-time jobs, they can be home alone for the night.  Members of the community must work collaboratively with schools to find a concrete solution.
· An individual reiterated the comment that the teaching population in Ottawa does not represent the kids that are in school, and the City and the school board must work on employment equity seriously.  The failure for minority kids is a systemic problem - teachers expect less and treat them differently.  Programming needs to be more consistent across the City.  
· Early intervention and prevention is key.  Sometimes youth make mistakes; they may not always be serious mistakes but they believe they are being criminalized by the police.  Once a youth has a criminal record it is believed their life is sabotaged.  Police should consider doing something instead of charging them criminally – the consequences of their actions should be explained to them. 
· Kids get bored easily.  They also have a sense of pride and a need for respect and that is where gangs use their power.  A member of the audience asked if there was any solution to this dilemma.  S/S Bell noted there are diversion programs when individuals first become involved in criminal activities.  Imam Delic added that adults demand respect and kids also demand respect.  From his perspective if you respect kids, they respect you back.  If they don’t get that respect at home they will look for it elsewhere and then it is usually misguided.

· A woman from the Mental Health Program at CHEO commented there are gaps in services to be able to reach out to new Canadians; she asked for insights into how to reach out to those youth.  Ms. Mohamed suggested that mothers need to reach out and assist health workers by not hiding their children’s problems.  

· A speaker offered the following solutions:
· The impact of crime affects everyone, so we all need to work together to address it.

· Build a knowledge circle to look at what’s working; bring people together from visible minority communities who are doing successful things; share successful strategies and stories.  

· Listen to others more 

· Involve youth
· Get rid of bureaucracy and go to the community level for solutions.
· One individual remarked that the panel was not reflective of the community, however it was an incredible first step and she hoped something concrete would come of the meeting.  As a Pakistani Canadian she is very active in the community. When she travels abroad she feels Canadian, but in Canada she feels anything but Canadian.  She wondered why she has to be on the defensive all the time.  This issue is about one having a sense of belonging in the community.
· A young person said that any follow-up to this meeting must be led by youth from the various communities.  Another young person offered to help organize any upcoming meeting and offered to leave his name and contact information.  He made the following suggestions:

· Police need to better understand the relationship between police and youth before working in schools.
· Have a meeting that includes a Provincial youth advocate – there is no real definition for community policing and one is needed
· When youth come from high priority neighbourhoods they feel they are being targeted and it becomes an issue of youth against the police.  

Mr. Harewood concluded the Open Discussion portion of the evening by noting we need to build on these conversations and construct ways to follow-up on the dialogue started this evening.  Board Chair El-Chantiry echoed his comments, saying the Board has heard from the audience that we need to work together and involve both youth and school boards in further discussions.  

FOLLOW UP
· Staff Sergeant Bell has passed along some of the comments received about the school system to representatives of the area school boards who sit on a committee with members of the Ottawa Police Service. 
· The Police Services Board also plans to meet with the school board representatives to discuss issues of mutual concern. 

· The Police Services Board has noted the interest in having a more in-depth forum involving youth and other community stakeholders, and will be discussing when this could take place.  Information about future meetings and opportunities for dialogue will be emailed to everyone on the Board’s distribution list.  To be put on the list, please send your request by email to lynn.kennedy@ottawa.ca.  
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