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According to the 2014 Multnomah County Comprehensive Gang
Assessment (MCCGA), there are 133 known gangs in Multnomah
County, some of which are smaller sets of larger ones. A gang
consists of three or more individuals who adopt a group identity
(which may include a common name, hand signs, style of clothing,
gang graffiti to mark territory), engage in criminal activity and use
violence or intimidation. Members typically have rules for joining
and maintaining their membership, may claim a geographic location
and protect their own.
The 2010-2011 National Gang Center survey of law enforcement
agencies in the United States shows that 92.6% of gang members
in the United States were men and 65% were over 18 years old.
Not everyone associated with a gang is a member. There are
individuals who identify with its culture and members, but have not
joined the gang or participated in criminal activities. These ties may
lead to future involvement. If you see a group of young people who
regularly hang out in a public place, that does not mean that they
are involved or associated with a gang.

Why Youth Are Attracted to Gangs
The decision to join a gang is complex. Motivations can include the
need for family or social connection, a sense of identity, protection
while living in an area with a significant gang presence or economic
gain from gang enterprises. Intergenerational involvement in gangs
may motivate other family members to join.
According to the National Gang Center, there are several risk
factors that, in combination, may influence a person’s decision to
participate in a gang. Risk factors may include:
•
•
•

•

Early delinquency: acting out aggressively, lying and stealing,
justifying or excusing rule-breaking behavior
Negative life experiences: suspension or expulsion from school,
serious injury or victimization or disruption in the family
Family: family members involved in gangs, which can influence a
youth’s decision to join one; family disruptions including divorce or
change in caregivers due to parental death or incarceration; little
parental supervision due to economics or other factors; inconsistent
and disengaged parenting or an excess of unsupervised time
School: poor performance, no goals for the future, no emotional
connection to school and teachers, multiple suspensions and
expulsions

When kids are connected with mentors
and get involved in activities that build
skills and self-esteem, they are more
likely to be successful in life even when
facing negative influences.

•

•

Community: poverty, a need to earn money and neighborhood
disorganization that makes it challenging for neighbors to build
a strong community and advocate for their needs. This may
include population changes and lack of quality schools and
recreational opportunities
Peer group: association with delinquent peers and gang-affected
youth, an exposure to gangs through the juvenile or adult justice
system and a need for protection while in prison.

Prevention and Intervention
Prevention and intervention are key components in reducing gang
activity. Primary prevention works on strengthening the community’s
ability to “address the root causes of violence” (MCCGA). Secondary
prevention focuses on individuals and families who exhibit the risk
factors previously listed. Intervention may include gang outreach
workers, District Attorneys, parole and probation officers and
correctional counselors connecting with affected individuals involved
in gangs and their families. Employment, activities, education, social
services, conferences geared toward at-risk youth that focus on
reducing violence, recreational programs, involvement in faith-based
communities, substance abuse treatment and mentors are ways
to reduce vulnerabilities and intervene. There are programs in the
Multnomah County area that provide services to gang-involved and atrisk youth. A secondary prevention program called Gang Resistance
Education And Training (G.R.E.A.T.) is led by police officers and
teaches life skills, how to resist peer pressure, conflict resolution and
information about how gangs can negatively impact their life.

Crime Related to Gangs
According to the National Gang Center, “Survey research has
consistently demonstrated that individuals are significantly more
criminally active during periods of active gang membership—compared
with before joining the gang and after leaving the gang—particularly
in serious and violent offenses.” Criminal activity committed by gang
members includes aggravated assaults, shootings, drug, weapons
and sex trafficking, theft, robbery, graffiti and homicide.
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Gang graffiti represents 10% or less of the graffiti in the City. It’s a way
for gangs to mark territory, communicate and threaten rival gangs.

If your property has been tagged, take
a photo, report it and remove the graffiti
immediately. To report incidents, you
can do so by using PDX Reporter App
for your Smartphone, reporting online
at www.portlandoregon.gov/oni/graffiti
or calling 503-823-4824 (4TAG).

Gang graffiti may include the gang name, which is prominently
displayed, signs, symbols along with names of members. Rival
gangs may cross out names, which is considered a serious threat
and can provoke violence.
Aggravated assaults and shootings are mostly directed at rival gang
members. From time to time, a resident may be caught in gang
violence if he or she is in the area when conflict occurs despite not
being the target of the aggression.

Even when it is not on your property,
please report all graffiti incidents in
Portland. Frequently owners are not
aware that their property has been
targeted. By reporting, the Graffiti
Abatement Coordinator will contact
the landlord to inform him or her of the
vandalism and ask for it to be removed.
The Coordinator may also provide
advice and assistance for the clean up.
If you would like more information on
gang graffiti, visit
www.portlandoregon.gov/oni/article/152224

Maintaining respect and reputation are important for gang members.
If they think they are being disrespected, such as when someone
glares, makes a derogatory comment in person or on social media
or enters onto their territory, these actions can ignite tensions. If
it happens by video or social media post, it can further escalate a
situation because of the potential that more people can witness the
disrespect. Violent retaliation is common and fuels ongoing violence.
If there is a shooting or violent crime related to gang activity in your
neighborhood, understanding the nature of the incident is important.
Is it part of a chronic pattern occurring at a particular location?
If not, the activity may be a one-time occurrence. For example,
many drive-by-shootings are not related to a place, but happen
where a rival is hanging out at a particular point in time. If a site is
constantly impacted by gang violence, that may indicate that there
is a consistent presence of gang members or something is drawing
problem activity to that location. In that case, problem-solving efforts
are needed to address what is occurring.

Resources
There are a number of resources that play a role in addressing gang
activity:
•

Portland Police Bureau’s Gang Enforcement Team: This
unit is dedicated to preventing, responding to and investigating
criminal activity related to gangs. They share information with law
enforcement agencies in other jurisdictions and make contact
with gang-affected individuals.

•

City of Portland’s Office of Youth Violence Prevention (OYVP):
OYVP is a valuable resource for community members who want
to learn more about gangs and get involved in helping address the
problem. They provide youth violence prevention education, policy
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and community organizing support, and resource identification
and funding. OYVP provides grant funding to organizations that
offer gang outreach services and work with various partners in the
Portland area who offer primary and secondary prevention and
intervention. The groups that they facilitate and support include:

The Office of Youth Violence
Prevention is a good place to start
if you want to learn more about
gang activity and get involved in
prevention efforts. Find out more
about the Office of Youth Violence
Prevention at:
www.portlandonline.com/safeyouth

»» The Community Peace Collaborative, a group of committed
agency and community partners who develop solutions,
interventions and prevention strategies to reduce violence.
»» Enough is Enough, a community-led organization that
encourages people to take a stand against violence.
•

The Gang Impacted Family Team Program: The Gang
Impacted Family Treatment Program (GIFT) coordinates
efforts of Portland, Multnomah County and State agencies with
nonprofits to stop intergenerational gang affiliation and violence.
GIFT identifies high risk gang-impacted individuals and their
families, and links them to services intended to break the cycle
and promote pro-social behavior. For more information on
available resources, call GIFT at (503) 823-GIFT (823-4438).

•

City of Portland Crime Prevention Program: Some of the
major services that we provide include:
»» Problem solving. If there are ongoing issues at the location
that may be attracting gang activity, we work with a property
owner or manager and partners on problem-solving. The
property owner needs to be a willing participant in these
efforts in order to make progress.
»» Organizing. We work with residents to form Neighborhood
Watches to improve their awareness, response,
communication and ability to work together and with public
safety agencies on crime issues. The goal is to build a united
neighborhood where neighbors look out for one another
while respecting each other’s privacy and are invested in
what happens in their shared space.
»» Education. We provide crime prevention education and training.

•

City of Portland Graffiti Abatement Program: If you need
advice or assistance removing gang graffiti, you can email the
program at graffiti@portlandoregon.gov or call 503-823-4824.

•

Websites:
»» Multnomah

County

Comprehensive

Gang

Assessment:

https://multco.us/lpscc/multnomah-county-comprehensive-gang-assessment

»» National Gang Center: https://www.nationalgangcenter.gov/
»» Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention:
http://www.ojjdp.gov/programs/antigang/
»» National Institute of Justice: www.nij.gov/topics/crime/gangs

What You Can Do
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When you feel fear related to gang activity, it is helpful to direct
those emotions into productive actions that make your home and
community safer. Some steps you can take:

•

•

•
•

•
•
•
•

•

Report criminal activity to the police. Call 9-1-1 if there is an
immediate threat to life or property or a crime in progress. If
what is happening is suspicious, but not an immediate threat,
call the police non-emergency number at 503-823-3333. We do
not advise neighbors to be confrontational in their approach to
gang activity on their street, but to discreetly pay attention and
work with organizations and agencies that can help.
Consider having a direct conversation with the family of a gangaffected individual if you already have established a relationship with
them. Express your concern about the safety of the family member,
the family and the community. Some people are overwhelmed
by these issues and need information and support from friends,
neighbors and organizations that provide assistance.
Contribute money to organizations that provide gang outreach
and primary and secondary prevention services to at-risk youth.
Volunteer at organizations that help youth develop skills that
ensure their success in school and other areas of their life and
encourage them to set goals for the future. If you want to be
a mentor, make a long-term commitment to be a consistent
presence in that child’s life. OYVP can refer you to places that
need funds and volunteers.
Get to know your neighbors and form a Neighborhood Watch on
your block. For more information, please see portlandoregon.
gov/oni/neighborhoodwatch.
Get to know the youth in your neighborhood. Positive interactions
with adults are impactful.
Take a photo, report and remove gang graffiti from your property
immediately. (See the sidebar on page 3.)
If problem activity at a public location has been addressed and
there are no safety concerns, organize positive community
activities at the affected property. Gatherings encourage
neighbors to get to know each other and become invested in
their shared space. Their positive presence and involvement can
deter criminal and gang activity. For example, neighbors may
organize a family night in the park and invite neighbors to meet
for informal activities such as playing board games, softball and
soccer and using the playground every week during the summer.
Organize a National Night Out party. National Night Out (NNO)
is an annual celebration on the first Tuesday in August where
the community gathers at small block parties or neighborhood
events to strengthen their relationships with one another in the
spirit of creating safer neighborhoods. See www.portlandoregon.
gov/oni/nno for more information.

Gang activity can create an unsafe environment for residents and
businesses. Understanding the nature of the activity can help
determine what needs to be done and the resources needed
to address the problem. When the community is willing to play a
role, their efforts can have a meaningful impact on reducing and
preventing gang activity.

Neighbors can reclaim a park or other
area by inviting the community to
engage in positive activities. This is
an important step after problems at a
location have been addressed.

City of Portland’s Crime
Prevention Program
For more information about our
services and crime prevention
brochures, visit us at www.
portlandoregon.gov/oni/cp.
If you need to contact a Crime
Prevention Coordinator for
issues related to your Portland
home or business, contact:
503-823-4064
onicpa@portlandoregon.gov
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