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Fear of Glasgow gang attacks traps young people, research says

Fear of attack from members of street gangs has led some young people in Glasgow to feel trapped in their neighbourhood, new research says.

Dr Ross Deuchar, of the University of Strathclyde, has found that territorial rivalry is so strong that young people, whether members of a gang or not, feel at risk walking a few streets away from their housing project

The rivalry between gangs from different housing projects is so intense that it overcomes both religious and racial divisions in Glasgow, says Dr Deuchar’s research.

Dr Deuchar interviewed 60 people aged 16-18 living in the poorest areas of Glasgow, including Govan, Govanhill, Parkhead, Shettleston, Easterhouse and Ibrox. Of the 47 boys and 13 girls, 26 said they were, or had been, gang members. 

His book Gangs, Marginalised Youth and Social Capital, published next month (September) says that many young people are too afraid to go to social events a few streets away from their homes. 

One youth worker told him: “There are men in this area who still won’t go into another area to drink in a pub. They can only travel four streets and they can’t go for that job they would like because they can’t travel to it. They can’t chat up that girl that stays three streets away, even though they fancy her, because she lives in a different territory.”

One street gang member, Baz, told Dr Deuchar: “They offered me [accommodation in another housing] scheme right across from us, and obviously I can’t get a house there because as soon as you get there you’ll just get the door kicked in. So you stay in your own scheme because you know everybody, you know the surroundings.”

Another said that though he could go to a work placement during the day, he couldn’t go to a nearby cinema at any time: “You cannot go to the pictures because there’s schemies [rival gang members] about there so if you go down there you just end up fighting.” 

One police officer told Dr Deuchar that he knew of one boy of 16 or 17 who couldn’t walk his girlfriend home because she lived in a neighbouring gang’s territory, so at the end of the evening he would telephone her father to come and collect her. 

These restrictions applied to non-gang members too. Dr Deuchar says of one youth called Faton: “For young people who were not part of the gangs, the territorial issues still had an impact: for example, Faton talked about having to take long routes home from football training on a Friday night to avoid getting caught in the middle of the fights between rival gangs."

The book quotes two youths, Ally and Pat, who have 10 different gangs near their homes. “Ally’s house is located 50 yards from the area where most of the gang fights take place. He feels that it is difficult for him to get out of the house in the evening; he used to go out and play football on the local pitch three times a week after school but then found that there were gangs from other housing schemes hanging about at the opposite end of the pitch and they would start shouting abuse at him and his pals. 

“Ally and Pat have always been encouraged by their parents to stay away from gangs and from street fighting and so they decided to stop going to the pitch in case they got drawn in to the gang culture. One of their mates got attacked by a gang of youths a few years ago and Ally and Pat themselves have been chased up the street regularly by boys with knives and bricks. 

“Other than playing basketball once a week, they are confined to visiting each other’s homes and watching DVDs or playing computer games. They are conscious that there is a multi-purpose court in a neighbouring housing scheme, but they would have to walk past the gangs to get there.”

Dr Deuchar said that in one suburb in the east end, most young people he spoke to living there were unable to give its proper name: “Rather, they referred to it by the name of the gang which dominated the area.”

Overall, he says, “Glasgow’s housing schemes were dominated by territorial issues and many young people felt unable to cross territorial boundaries because of fear. 

“Territorial issues were clearly placing limits on young people’s freedom and this impacted on their employment prospects, their ability to engage in recreational and leisure activities, to move house or engage in trustful relationships with others. Even those young people who managed to stay away from gang culture suffered from a lack of spatial mobility and a feeling of being trapped.”

Most of those interviewed felt that gangs were not racially segregated but were formed wholly on territorial lines. Some gangs were all-white and some all-black but this was because a gang’s territory was in a wholly white or black area rather than because of racial segregation. One black gang member, Christian, said “I was the only black person there [in the gang] and thankfully they weren’t racist.”

The same applied to religion: all the young people explained that the gangs they were aware of or had been associated had both Rangers and Celtic fans within them, since they were formed on the basis of geographical territory and not on a religious or football basis.

Dr Deuchar suggests that gang membership gives young people a sense of belonging and excitement – an adrenalin rush from combat that is stimulated by drink and drugs and is a way of avoiding boredom. 

Gangs allow young people to express masculine power and to earn respect by being macho and violent. Joining a gang is also a way of getting protection from other gangs. 

Dr Deuchar interviewed several police officers, who link the street gangs to anti-social behaviour, such as under-age drinking, breach of the peace and assault, but not to the activities of more organised criminal gangs, such as drug dealing and robberies. However, one told him: “Gang fighting with weapons does every now and again escalate and there’s somebody hurt badly.”

Street gang members admitted carrying knives for defence, but rarely guns. Dr Deuchar concludes that most would not go on to more serious crime as they got older. 

Dr Deuchar found that gangs were male-dominated, and although some of the girls he spoke to hung around gangs to look cool, they usually did not fight, though they might trade insults. 

Some gang members talked about using web chat to contact rival gang members and challenge them to a fight – others talked about designing Bebo ‘skins’ – customised website colours and layouts associated with their gang to attract members. 

Dr Deuchar argues that the process of young people feeling excluded from many areas is increasing both in Glasgow and in many areas of the world, as gang membership increases and the authorities introduce zero tolerance strategies in response. 

A paper written from his research, called ‘Gangs, Sectarianism and Social Capital: A Qualitative Study of Young People in Scotland’, will appear in the journal Sociology, published by the British Sociological Association.
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