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Gang violence in Glasgow dates back centuries and today it is estimated that there are 170 gangs in
the city, the same as London. Social care journalist Sally Gillen finds out how innovative projects,
with a significant social worker input, are targeting young people at risk of becoming involved in

gangs and persuading those already involved to take a new path. Elsewhere, the police are
rethinking their approach to dealing with young people who commit minor offences. 

Ganging 
on violence

down

hen he was asked to take part in a
groundbreaking initiative to
tackle gang violence in Glasgow,
former social worker Jack Black
was keen to help but had one

reservation: after 25 years out of social work,
would he still have the ability to connect with
young people?

“I thought the project sounded great but I
wondered if I would have credibility with these
young men,” he remembers. As a social worker
in 1980s Easterhouse, one of Glasgow’s most
deprived areas, he had daily experience of
dealing with the problems plaguing the families
he worked with – poverty, unemployment,
alcohol and drug addiction – and the often
devastating impact of territorial gang violence. 

He enjoyed the job but the stress took its toll.
It was the deaths, one after the other, of his
father-in-law and two colleagues, and then his

own stress-induced collapse, which forced Mr
Black to rethink his career. “I knew if I carried
on I’d end up the same way,” he says. 

Prompted by his own experience he decided
to pursue a different path, setting up his own
motivational speaking company, with a focus
on handling stress. He uses a therapy known as
‘tapping’, which is used to manage emotions
such as fear and sadness. As well as his social
work background, it was the reputation he
forged as a speaker and trainer when giving a
two-day training session to all detectives in
Strathclyde which drew him to the police’s
attention. In 2008, when detective chief
superintendent John Carnochan was thinking
of someone who could help engage the boys, he
thought of Jack.

The invitation was to take part in the
Community Initiative to Reduce Violence
(CIRV), a project run by Strathclyde Police’s

Violence Reduction Unit to tackle gang
violence. With an understanding of the grip of
gang violence in some communities that he had
developed as a social worker, together with his
new therapeutic skills, Black believed he had
something to offer. 

CIRV is a multi-agency approach to tackling
young men’s involvement in gangs, modelled
on similar work carried out in Boston and
Cincinnati in the United States. It brings
together agencies including social services,
health, education and the police, and was
piloted by the Strathclyde force in the east end
of Glasgow in 2008. 

The ambitious premise was that police
officers would identify gang members and then
persuade them to attend what is known as a
‘call-in’, a meeting at a court, where they would
agree to renounce violence in return for help
accessing services. It was not easy. Officers
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spent weeks in the run-up to the call-in
knocking on the same doors day after day, until
the gang members agreed to attend. 

On a miserable day in October 2008, a range
of people affected by gang violence sat across
from gang members at Glasgow Sheriff Court
and talked frankly, and in heart-rending detail,
about the impact of their violence on them. A
mother whose son was murdered spoke about
the impact on her life; a doctor told them
babies born with a cleft palate were being
forced to wait for corrective surgery because his
time was being taken up treating young men
with knife wounds; and an ex-offender spelled
out what life was like on the inside. 

Detective chief superintendent Carnochan
recalls: “A senior police officer said to them,
‘you’re in a gang but so are we, and ours is
bigger than yours.’ Jack Black challenged them
to think about whether they had the bottle to
change.”

Low-key 
It was a more low-key event than the US
equivalent on which it was styled, where armed
cops had patrolled the court inside. Still, Black
remembers it as quite a day and with a
remarkable turn-out. Face-to-face with 129
members of some of Glasgow’s notorious
gangs, he says he was immediately struck by
one thing. “They looked the same as the young
men I worked with in the 80s – I’m certain that
some of them were their sons – and they talked
about the same things. The only thing that had
changed was they had mobile phones.

“I did something before the thing started,
which others did not do,” he adds. “It must
have been the social worker in me – I went
round and spoke to them beforehand to get a
sense of who they were and what I was dealing
with.”

Staring back at him was not a group of dead-
eyed young men but people who wanted help
and the skills to live a different life. “What I
have always found with people who come from
deprived backgrounds – and this is no
disrespect to a lot of middle-class people who
do social work – is that if they feel you are
genuinely offering them something then they
will respond,” says Black. “The problem is that
they often sense that the people offering it are
not genuine.”

The success of the call-in was later followed
up by a day at Celtic Football Club, where Black
helped them to use tapping techniques in
managing their emotions. “It was the most
terrifying thing I have ever done,” he admits.
“The threat of violence was there and at one
point there was chair throwing.”

He teaches techniques for managing negative
emotions that cause stress. “Many gang
members are anxious all the time, scared of
going out the front door for fear of what lurks
around the corner,” explains Black. “They are

“They were boys from very difficult
backgrounds, and didn’t know what it was to
get out of bed and have a different focus. They
wanted a job and to earn some money.”

Working alongside the police did have its
challenges, says Ms McQuillan. “They could be
more punitive and there were times when it was
a struggle to try to get them to understand that
these young people had a lot of issues and just
locking them up was not the answer. The longer
we worked with the police the more that
became less of a challenge. 

“I got a lot out of the work,” she adds. “The
results were so positive because we could offer
them dedicated help if they were motivated to
change.”

For most, that help involved accessing
training and job preparation skills, including
how to write CVs and help with interview skills.
The chance to work, to have money in their
pockets and the routine that employment
brings, was a simple and previously out-of-

15
October 2012 • Professional Social Work

angry and often they feel guilt. They don’t do
something to someone on the street and feel
good about it, even if they are walking around
puffing their chests out. And they also feel guilt
about the effect on their families, too.”

The success of the first call-in has led to
several more since. For social worker Agnes
McQuillan, who was seconded from her post in
Glasgow City Council’s youth justice
department to work on the CIRV project, the
opportunity to do some in-depth work with
young men aged between 14-25 was a positive
one. She was based with CIRV officers in an
office in the city centre, alongside other
professionals, including police and housing
officers, and was responsible for case
management. “We were already aware of the
boys we engaged in the programme because
they had significant criminal justice
backgrounds and some had been in the child
protection system, so it was good to be able to
offer them something different,” she says. 

gang violence  

Youthpoint is run by the Aberlour Child
Care Trust and works with young people

aged 11-19 who are at risk of becoming
involved in violence across four areas of
Glasgow – Govan, Acre, Pollock and Calton. It
was set up in 2003 as an information service
for young people and later began to do
street work, with funding from a variety of
sources. In 2010 it was awarded more than
£500,000 from the Big Lottery Fund to carry
out four years’ work. 
“Glasgow is a very territorial area,” explains

service manager Jane Melley. “Govan is 2.4
square miles and it has 14 gangs. In Glasgow
there are 170 gangs, the same number as in London, despite being a sixth of the size.”
The key to transforming young people’s lives, she says, is to intervene early to try to divert

them into other activities and influence their thinking. “By the time they are at secondary school
they are into a mindset,” she says, adding that Youthpoint has begun working at a particular
comprehensive after teachers asked for help with troubled 12-13 year olds. Ms Melley says they
would be keen to get into primary schools, to work with younger children. 
Youthpoint workers try to engage with young people, some of whom live on the outskirts of

the city and have never been outside of two or three streets, by taking them on trips beyond
their usual neighbourhood. In one such area, Acre, a bus stop, near the only small, overpriced
shop, is a signpost to the world beyond. “We get on the bus there, which goes into Glasgow
city centre, and I say to the children that they can get anywhere from there,” Melley says. “That
one bus opens up the world.” 
Minibuses are purposefully avoided so children experience travelling on public transport and

get a taste of travelling independently, working out which buses go to different places and so
on. The project is currently being evaluated by Dr Ross Dechaur and Professor Sinead Gormally
of the University of the West of Scotland, who carried out interviews with 31 young people
between November 2011 and April 2012. Interim findings from the four-year evaluation,
published in June this year, indicate the results are positive with the young people, who have
developed a rapport and trust with Youthpoint’s street workers, making a connection that can
elude workers from statutory agencies. But, the researchers add, they will only be able to
understand the longer term impact of Youthpoint’s work over a more protracted period of
scrutiny. 

“Govan is 2.4 square miles and it has 14
gangs” – Aberlour’s Youthpoint initiative
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reach ambition. Others, especially those who
had attended school sporadically, were given
help with literacy.

As the project continues, detective chief
superintendent Carnochan readily admits that
keeping gang members involved and motivated
to find work is difficult when they are
repeatedly setback by a lack of opportunities
and rejections. With unemployment among 16-
25-year-olds at a record high, he admits: “All we
can do is encourage them to stick at it.”

The CIRV’s success to date – during its
lifetime 400 gang members signed up to the
initiative and violent offending fell by almost
50% in the area – shows that many are heeding
its message. 

To view the research summary, visit
basw.co.uk/scotland

ordinator can make an informed decision as to
the most appropriate, proportionate and timely
intervention for the child/young person,
according to their wider needs, based on their
knowledge, experience and training.”

SCRA’s head of practice and policy Malcolm
Schaffer says: “In 2006/07 we saw the highest
ever number of referrals. There were 56,199
children referred (both for offences and on
welfare grounds), with more than 100,000
referrals in total, including some young people
referred more than once. We were receiving
significant numbers of referrals for children
who did not require compulsory measures of
supervision. More effective intervention was
required.”

A range of measures were introduced across
Scotland to reduce the number of all referrals to
SCRA, including the EEI, and figures suggest
there has been a 65% fall between 2006/2007
and 2011/2012. “In 2007/08 onwards, we
started to see the positive effects of these
measures which have had a real impact on
reducing the number of inappropriate referrals
to the Reporter. We are therefore supportive of
all such early intervention initiatives, including
this one by Strathclyde Police,” says Schaffer. 

“Our objective has always been to ensure – as
far as possible – that the right children (those
who do require compulsory measures of
intervention) are referred and that children who
need support also get the help they need, as
soon as possible, without having to be referred
to the Reporter and receiving compulsory
intervention in their lives.”

To view reports linked to this work, visit
www.basw.co.uk/scotland

justice systems but also as a way of intervening
early with those children and families who have
issues in order to prevent reoffending.”

Importantly, she adds that the SCRA was
inundated with referrals, many of which did not
result in any compulsion for the young person
to do anything. “The hearings system was
clogged up by reports from the police and
automatic referral to SRCA was no longer
acceptable,” explains Inspector MacEachern.
“The important cases were becoming needles
in a haystack and children who may have been
in need of compulsory measures of supervision
could have been missed because of the volume
of cases being referred.”

As part of the process, EEI co-ordinators are
employed to decide on the most appropriate
intervention for the child or young person.
Some of the co-ordinators undertaking this role
for the police force are social workers. “They are
trained in police systems and they have access
to the police databases,” says MacEachern.
“Social workers are really pivotal in the process.

“Using social workers with the right skill-set,
background and training, is critical to the
success of the process,” she adds. “The co-

Strathclyde Police began piloting a new
system for dealing with minor offences

committed by eight-17 year-olds in Glasgow in
December 2010. The Early and Effective
Intervention process (EEI) was introduced as
part of a drive to reduce the soaring number of
referrals to the Scottish Children’s Recorder
Administration (SCRA) and to identify children
and young people with problem behaviour
early, and link them up with specific services.
The highest number of referrals to the SCRA
come from Glasgow, and following the success
of the EEI – between 2009/2010 and 2010/2011
referrals for offences fell from 4,198 to 2,873 – in
December 2011 Strathclyde Police rolled the
EEI out across the 12 council areas it covers.  

Under the EEI system, a young person who
has committed a minor crime, such as breaking
a window, can be given a formal warning by a
police officer, rather than being automatically
referred to the SCRA. But where a child or
young person has received two or more
warnings in six months, the child could be
referred to the EEI co-ordinator, where one
option would be to hold a multi-agency
meeting, attended by professionals including
social workers, health workers and housing
officers. This team would discuss how best to
tackle the issues affecting the young person. 

“If a child comes to our attention on a
number of occasions then we know something
is not quite right,” says Inspector Dawn
MacEachern, who is based within the safer
communities directorate. “We introduced this
process in order to address children and young
people’s needs in an appropriate and
proportionate manner, ensuring they are not
unnecessarily referred into formal and criminal

Glasgow City Council has the biggest social work department in Scotland, employing more
than 4,000 staff, with a budget of more than £500m. It has 3,800 looked-after

accommodated children, 1,100 in foster care and the same number in kinship care. There are 420
children on the child protection register. “Demand for services for vulnerable children is growing
year on year,” says director of social work David Crawford, who points to the twin challenges of
reforms to the welfare system and the pressure of ever tighter resources as exacerbating and
limiting factors. “The worst is still to come,” he adds. 
The council’s focus is on early intervention to head off crises within families, in line with the

Scottish Government’s Early Years and Early Intervention Strategy. “If you go back three years the
council put a modest amount of money into early intervention initiatives but as time as gone on
we have seen that by working together we can tackle some of these problems.”
Head of children’s services Suzanne Millar adds that projects such as Strathclyde Police’s

Community Initiative to Reduce Violence (CIRV) have made an impact. “Social workers have been
able to effect long-term change and that is not easy to do.”

Glasgow City Council: “Demand for 
services is growing year on year”

Strathclyde Police on crime referrals – “The 
important cases were becoming needles in a haystack”
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