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I t was in the months follow-
ing 22 -yea r -o ld A l l an
Teather’s brutalmurder last

year in anundergroundparkade
in Calgary that his mother de-
cided to make her personal
agony public, speaking out in
classrooms and at community
forums on the startling new re-
ality of just who is falling prey to
gang recruitment.
Hermessage is simple, yet ter-

rifying in its scope. The popular
WalnutGrove secondary gradu-
ate, a “law-abiding, normal
Canadian kid” for the first 20
years of his life, was not the type
anyone would have considered
to be at risk of getting involved
in criminal behaviour.
“But, in the flash of a bullet, he

became a gang associate,” An-
dria Teather said.
Teather’s powerful story, in-

cluding the subtle trail of clues
her son left behindhinting at his
descent into the seductiveworld
of drugs and violence, has par-
ticular resonance in Vancouver
these days as the bullets fly and
thenumber of young lives lost to
the gang wars continues to
mount.
The violence has forced many

of us to start asking ourselves
some tough questions.
How vulnerable are our own

children to the lure of gang life?
How dowe keep them from get-
ting involvedandhowdowe en-
courage them to leave once
they’re in? What programs exist
in our schools and communities
to combat the situation? And
what are our responsibilities as
concerned citizens andparents?
The complexity of theproblem

has attracted growing debate
and discussion from a broad
chorus of voices — from police
and academics to front-line so-
cial workers, parents such as
Teather andeven ex-gangmem-
bers. Their common goal is to
find effective and affordable so-
lutions to a complex situation
thatmost experts believe will be
years in themaking.
“The gang situation isn’t circa

2006. It’s been fermenting for
20 or 30 years,” said Michael
Chettleburgh, the Toronto-
based author of Young Thugs:
Inside the Dangerous World of
Canadian Street Gangs.
“We are only going to see the

fruits of our labours 10 years
fromnow,” he said.

Signs of trouble surfaced
In retrospect, there were signs

in the last two years of his life
that all was not right with her
son, Teather said.
Sincemoving toCalgary to live

with his sister, the good-looking
20-year-old had noticeably —
and uncharacteristically —
started to bulk up physically.
His normally outgoing and
friendly demeanour began to
change, too, hismother said.
Allanhaddevelopedapropen-

sity for swearing and became
prone to sudden outbursts of
anger. He kept his friends’
names to himself andwas secre-
tive about his cash flow.
Then there was the curious

messageonhis cellphonenoting
the voice-mail service was “per-
sonal and confidential.”
“We thought, ‘What do you

needapersonal and confidential
voice mail at your age for?’ ”
Teather said.
According to the experts,most

of the estimated 2,000 street-
gang members in Metro Van-
couver were raised in a very dif-
ferent manner than Al lan
Teather.

They are the products of bro-
ken homes, poverty and, in
some cases, significant racial
discrimination. Many are ex-
posed to family violence and
abuse and lack positive adult
role models, adequate parental
support, supervision, monitor-
ing and consistent discipline.
In school, they are bullied or

bully others, and struggle acad-
emically.
Gangs are there to fill in the

gap, providing a sense of attach-
ment, loyalty and belonging.
“I was so disheartened until I

found a gang. It gave me identi-
ty. It gave me so many things I
wasmissing,” saidAmir Javid, a
former gang associate in Van-
couver who now works to keep
youths out of trouble.
InMetro, however, experts are

seeing some of the fastest
growth in gang recruitment
among young people who, like
Allan, don’t fit the typical risk
factors.
“These are kids that are from

well-functioning families,
whose parents are still together.
They have a nice home andhave
access towealth and to opportu-
nities in terms of their financial
resources,” Chettleburgh said.
With this group of youths, the

lure of the gang rests in the de-
sire for personal rewards be-
yondapromiseof “easy”money.
“It’s power. It’s respect. It’s the

glamour of being a gangster,”
Chettleburgh said.
Indeed, debunking the perva-

sive myth of the “glamorous
gangster” plays a critical part in
anti-gang work underway in
schools and communit ies
around the region.
Much of the effort is centred

on counteracting the influence
of popular culture and the not-
so-subtle messages woven into
clothing styles, music, movies
and video games.
“Being a gangster is a lifestyle

… where kids are socializing in
and wearing the trappings of
that lifestyle,” said Sgt. Shinder
Kirk of B.C.’s Integrated Gang
Task Force.
In Surrey, where, in 2007, the

execution-style murders of two

bystanders alongwith four gang
associates, rocketed the region’s
gang problem to the top of the
public agenda, schools are tak-
ing the lead in the fight against
gang recruitment.
The district is developing two

unique anti-gang programs —
believed tobe the first inCanada
— designed to arm children as
young as 12 with crucial myth-
busting facts about gangs, as
well as identifying those who
may already be in trouble and
providing them with the tools
and support they need to get
out.
The First Step program,which

seeks to intervene in gang re-
cruitment by informing both
students and their parents of the

risks involved, was piloted in 12
elementary schools across the
city this past school year.
Preliminary data analysed by

criminologists at Kwantlen
Polytechnic University showed
“unbelievable results,” said
Theresa Campbell, director of
the district’s safe schools pro-
gram and expert panelist at
tonight’s Law Courts Education
Society forum inVancouver.
The district is also reaching

out to youngpeople identified as
“at-risk” with a combination in-
tervention/prevention “Wrap”
p r o g r am . F u n d e d u p t o
$820,000 by the National
Crime Prevention Centre, Wrap
works to connect 60 of the city’s
most troubled youths with

“healthy, mature adults,” in-
cluding police, social workers,
adult mentors, tutors, teachers
and members of the business
community.
“The idea is to ‘wrap’ that

youngpersonwithpositive, pro-
tective factors,” said Campbell.
Both programs have drawn

early praise from the likes of
Chettleburgh, whose research
supports so-called “hug-a-thug”
solutions that recognize that not
all kids are at an equivalent level
of risk.
Most kids — about 95 per cent

— functionwell and require very
little, if any, intervention, Chet-
tleburgh said. It’s the five per
cent that need help.
“If you could identify anduse a

tool that allows you to separate
the wheat from the chaff and do
more intensive interventions to
those kids who have higher risk
factors, then I think that makes
sense,” he said.
Chettleburgh said past pro-

grams that took a “shotgun” ap-
proach to crime prevention and
education—suchas thepopular
Drug Abuse Resistance Educa-
tion that saw police addressing
classrooms across the country
on the risks of drug use — have
proven to be “miserable fail-
ures.”
“Theyprovide a venue to share

information, but they don’t
change behaviour,” he said.
Get-tough strategies such as

mandatory minimum jail terms
for gang-related crime don’t
work either, according to Chet-
tleburgh.
“Gangsters aren’t listening to

the six o’clock news. They aren’t
hearing these policy prescrip-
tions and saying to themselves,
‘I’d better change my behaviour
because there is going to be a
new law that is going to give me
more time in prison.’ It doesn’t
work that way,” he said.

Early intervention urged
Alerting parents to the warn-

ing signs is one of Teather’s
strongestmotivations for speak-
ing out on the issue these days.
Parents, she said, must be

able to talk frankly to their chil-
dren about the dangers that any
kind of association, however
m i n o r , w i t h a g a n g m a y
bring.
Teather said her son likely

never considered his newfound
“friends” would be capable of
putting a bullet in him.
“This is not in any way to con-

done the choices he made, but I
don’t think that he realizedwhat
hewas in for,” she said.
Chettleburgh recommends the

conversation around gang
awareness and life skills begin
with children as young as six or
seven years old.
“The sooner the better,” he

said. “We know, for example,
there are kids who are eight or
nine years old who are involved
in thebusiness of gangs,whoare
carrying guns.
“If you wait until your kids are

12 or 13 years old, youmay have
missed the boat,” he said.
Teather also wants to see

schools and communities em-
brace unconventional programs
such as that offered by Javid,
whose anti-gang presentation
has stirred up controversy
through his use of amock hand-
gun, body bag and body armour
in the classroom.
“We need to do whatever it

takes to reach a broad audi-
ence,” Teather said.
Total eradication of gangs is

not a realistic goal.
“Weknow that certain individ-

uals will always be attracted [to
the lifestyle],” Kirk said.
But, according to Chettle-

burgh, there is hope for the rest
if we, as a society, are willing to
put themoney andeffort into ef-
fective programming now.
“We do know that for every

dollar spent inprevention, it can
save $7 or $8 downstream in
criminal justice costs,” he said.
The problem is the lag be-

tween investment and results:
“That troubles politicians. They
don’t think four or five years
down the road.”
Whatever the answer, it can’t

come soon enough for Teather.
Every day that goes by puts an-
other young life at risk.
“I pray that somebody sees the

reality of what is really going on
and that the line between being
safe and being in danger is so
thin,” she said.
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We need to teach children early on that there’s no glamour in a life of crime, experts say

How to stop youths from crossing the line

A special Vancouver Sun
five-day series which looks
at the hierarchy of B.C.’s
135 crime groups.
Saturday,June 6: A guide to gang
structure in B.C.

Monday,June 8: An overview of
the gang problem in the U.S.,Mexi-
co and Central America,and the
links to B.C.

Tuesday,June 9: How police and
prosecutors tackle gangs in B.C.

Wednesday,June 10: What our
judges do when gangsters get to
court.

TODAY: How can we stop our chil-
dren from becoming involved in
gangs?

GANG
WARS:
JUSTICE IN
OUR TIMES

Allan Teather, a Vancouver man who was murdered in Calgary in January 2008 in a drug-related hit, is shown in a family photo with his
mother Andria Teather. Teather has been speaking out on the gang problem to alert parents to the warning signs of gang involvement.
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Amir Javid, a former gang associate, talks to Vancouver high
school students about the dangers of getting involved with gangs.

Researchers a t Surrey ’ s
Kwantlen Polytechnic Universi-
ty have won a $1-million federal
grant to study how to keep
young people from falling into
the gang lifestyle.
The program will track 900

teenagers, 13 to 18 years old,
over the next five years and will
use interviews and focus groups
with youth, parents, teachers
and ex-gangmembers.

The results will be used to
forman “evidence-based” action
plan, as well as help shape pub-
lic policy, said project director
Gira Bhatt.
Bhatt said the project takes a

unique approach to the gang is-
sue.
“Instead of looking at what’s

wrongwith society, our research
will examine what it is society
does right with those youthwho

reject the gang lifestyle,” she
said.
Bhatt said the information

generated over the course of the
project will be made public
through radio and television
talk shows, interactive theatre,
trainingworkshops and through
t h e p r o j e c t ’ s w e b s i t e a t
www.actingtogether.ca.
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Experts from across the region
will gather tonight at the Justice
Education Society on Hornby
Street to discuss and debate the
LowerMainland’s gang problem.
Thepanelwill examine the com-

plexities of the issue as well as the
solutions needed by our justice
system and communities to take
action against gangs.
The forumwill bemoderated by

Provincial Court Judge Pedro de

Couto, president of the Justice
Education Society. Also included
are:
• Supt. Dan Malo, officer in

charge,B.C. IntegratedGangTask
Force.
• TeresaMitchell-Banks, deputy

director of prosecutions, attor-
ney-general’sministry.
• Kim Bolan, reporter, Vancou-
ver Sun.
• Theresa Campbell, manager,

safe schools, Surrey school dis-
trict.
The GangWars: Justice in Our
Times forum, sponsored in part-
nership with The Vancouver Sun
and Shaw TV, will be webcast live
atwww.vancouversun.comandat
www.JusticeInOurTimes.ca, a
website dedicated to B.C. justice
information.
Itwill also bebroadcast onShaw

TV on June 19 and June 20.

Lower Mainland’s gang problem
to be discussed at forum tonight

Kwantlen gets $1 million to study
how gang lifestyle can be avoided


