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A Message from the Action Table

On behalf of the Building Safer 
Communities Action Table, we are 
pleased to present Niagara’s Gun 
and Gang Prevention Strategy. 
This plan reflects the voices of youth in Niagara and the 
caring adults who work with them, and highlights what 
they need to thrive. It focuses on working directly with 
youth to build their protective factors, with the goal of 
reducing their vulnerability to involvement in crime. 

The Gun and Gang Prevention Strategy attempts to tell 
the story of youth crime in Niagara, and is comprised of 
information from several different data sources, such 
as local youth crime statistics and local youth expertise 
– including the perspectives of those disproportionately 
at-risk for experiencing harm, victimization or crime 
in our community. It highlights areas for targeted 
investment and points us firmly in the direction of 
implementing evidence-based best and promising 
practices in prevention programs. 

Ultimately, it represents the commitment of the Niagara 
Region, along with local youth-serving organizations 
to work together in support of the needs of youth in 
Niagara to prevent not only youth involvement in crime, 
but their victimization. By investing in our young people, 
we not only support their well-being and resiliency, but 
can witness greater societal benefits to our community 
at large. 

We wish to thank all the youth and staff that engaged 
in our community consultations. Their voices have 
played a central role in informing this strategy and 
its areas of focus, and we look forward to continuing 
our collaborative work to support youth well-being 
and safety. 

 Adrienne Jugley, 
Commissioner
Community Services,  
Niagara Region

 Dr. Tapo Chimbganda, 
Executive Director
Future Black Female
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Introduction

Overwhelming evidence attests to the importance of 
children’s well-being in shaping who they are, how 
they behave and what they do when they grow up.  
The conditions under which children grow up, and the 
ways children develop physically, emotionally, socially 
and cognitively leave deep impressions; child well-being 
manifests itself in adults’ health, job opportunities, 
family life and relationships.1

Gang-involved youth are considered to be some of the 
main perpetrators and victims of crime and violence, 
and impose a high burden on society in terms of 
criminal justice system and other societal costs.  
For example, the negative outcomes of gang 
involvement for individuals can include dropping out of 
school, a lack of employment opportunities or success, 
and exposure to and involvement in drugs and alcohol 
use.2 Importantly, participation in gangs and violence 
can reduce youths’ connections to other prosocial 
activities, and they may cut ties with family, friends and 
schools.3 In order to avert these negative consequences, 
it is critical to try and prevent at-risk youth from joining 
gangs, and to intervene in the lives of current youth 
gang members.

For many gang-involved youth, the common experience 
of childhood trauma(s) and adverse experiences helps 
us to understand the degree to which victimization is 
linked to future criminal involvement. While termed 
a Gun and Gang Prevention Strategy, this document 
could equally be understood as setting a path forward 
to ensuring children and youth at-risk are provided 
with opportunities to develop critical skills, enhance 
their well-being, and improve their resiliency – thereby 
preventing the conditions for which they may fall 
into crime.

It is widely understood that the most effective method 
of reducing crime in a community is preventing it 
from happening in the first place. Crime prevention 
methods are a cost-saving measure that contributes 
to the overall wellbeing of all community members, 
however cannot be accomplished solely through 
law enforcement.

Niagara’s Gun and Gang Prevention Strategy, developed 
under the guidance of service providers from across 
the human services system, seeks to identify youth 
crime trends, understand local needs as identified by 
at-risk youth themselves and the staff who serve them, 
and map out opportunities for targeted investment in 
prevention-based programming using the Building Safer 
Communities Grant Program.
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Building Safer Communities and  
Community Safety and Well-Being

With a strong focus on upstream approaches, prevention 
initiatives under the Building Safer Communities 
program are aligned with Niagara’s Community Safety 
and Well-Being Plan, 2021-2025.

Using a collaborative, 
multi‑sector approach
Community Safety and Well-Being planning involves 
a recognition that safety and well‑being requires 
cross‑sector participation and engagement. Frequently, 
police or other crisis-driven services are required to 
respond to situations which could be addressed earlier 
and more effectively through greater collaboration 
among sectors (including police, education, health and 
social services) using prevention-based approaches. 
The Community Safety and Well-Being planning 
framework, identified within Niagara’s Community 

Safety and Well‑Being Plan, and local approach brings 
together community partners in recognizing that 
everyone has a role to play in making Niagara a safe, 
inclusive and connected community. 

Proactively reducing identified risks
Planning in the area of prevention involves proactively 
implementing evidence-based situational measures, 
policies or programs to reduce locally-identified priority 
risks to community safety and well-being before they 
result in crime, victimization and/or harm. Through 
the creation of an Action Table, service providers, 
community agencies and organizations shared data and 
information about things like community assets, crime 
trends, vulnerable youth and places, to identify priority 
risks within Niagara in order to plan and respond 
most effectively. 

Community Safety And Well-Being Zones Of Intervention4 

Emergency 
Response

Social 
Development Promoting and maintaining 

community safety and well-being

Prevention
Reducing identified risks

Immediately responding to 
urgent incidents

Mitigating elevated risk situations

Risk 
Intervention
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Victimization, Vulnerability and Violence 

Many studies have found that exposure to violence 
is related to an increased likelihood of engaging in 
criminal activities. While not all victimized youth become 
involved in serious crime, the relationship between 
early victimization and juvenile offending is one of the 
most consistent and robust associations in research.5 
Studies estimate that over 90 per cent of 
justice‑involved youth have experienced at least 
one trauma, with many experiencing multiple 
forms of victimization, reporting an average of five 
different types of trauma or violence exposure in 
their lifetime. 6789

The association between trauma and offending is 
clear: as victimization increases so does the risk for 
juvenile offending.

The role of Adverse 
Childhood Experiences
Adverse childhood experiences are traumatic 
events, particularly those in early childhood that 
significantly affect the health and well-being of people. 
These experiences range from suffering verbal, 
mental, sexual and physical abuse, to being raised in a 
household where domestic violence, parental separation 
and alcohol or drug abuse is present.

Research on adverse childhood experiences has 
demonstrated a correlation between early adversity 
(e.g., abuse, neglect, household dysfunction, violence in 
the community, racism, chronic poverty, etc.) and poor 
outcomes later in life, including outcomes identified 
to be risk factors for criminal justice involvement 
(e.g., substance and alcohol abuse, deprivation, poor 
educational attainment and mental health concerns).10 

A 2015 Welsh study11 reported that compared with 
people with no adverse childhood experiences, those 
with four or more adverse childhood experiences were:

•	 14 times more likely to be a victim of violence in the 
last 12 months

•	 15 times more likely to be a perpetrator of violence 
in the last 12 months

•	 20 times more likely to have been incarcerated in 
their lives

A trauma-informed approach asks, 
‘What happened to you?’ not ‘What is 
wrong with you?’
Understanding the link between youth involvement in 
crime, and their own previous exposure to violence or 
other forms of stress, is critical to the development of 
effective prevention-based programs. As such, Niagara’s 
local Gun and Gang Prevention Strategy highlights 
opportunities to identify and support children and 
their families at risk of adversity at the earliest stage 
possible, to promote their resilience and well-being.
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Measuring Youth Involvement in Crime

In 2003, Canada adopted the Youth Criminal Justice 
Act which reoriented the youth justice system to favour 
extrajudicial measures and extrajudicial sanctions, 
to support the rehabilitation for young offenders 
(ages 12‑17).12

Under the Youth Criminal Justice Act, a variety of 
consequential measures are applied to young offenders, 
subject to the seriousness of the offence. This change 
resulted in a decline in youth incarceration rates as 
many young people who traditionally would have been 
charged under the previous Young Offenders Act, were 
redirected away from the criminal justice system via 
other rehabilitation measures.13

260 young persons in  
2022 were charged

in Niagara under the Youth Criminal Justice Act

13.8%
were diverted from the 
criminal court system

by way of extrajudicial measures

Similarly, in 2021, 13.4 per cent of youth charged 
were referred by Niagara Region Police Services 
to participate in extrajudicial measures.14

Extrajudicial measures – An informal diversion 
program which can be offered by police before 
charging a young person with a crime or offered 
by the Crown after charges have been laid. This 
can include warnings, cautions or referrals to 
community programs. 

Extrajudicial sanctions – A formal court 
diversion program, only to be used if 
extrajudicial measures are viewed to be 
insufficient in holding a young person 
accountable. This can include volunteer 
work, compensating the victim and attending 
specialized programs.

Available data related to youth crime relies primarily 
on criminal charges and convictions. Given the shift 
away from charges and convictions, data on youth 
crime does not holistically represent all youth criminal 
activity. Warnings, such as verbal warnings, that may 
be issued by police are not easily tracked and reported. 
Additionally, the Youth Criminal Justice Act restricts 
the release of certain youth justice information that is 
protected under the Act.15
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When examining limitations in the local context, it 
is important to note that not all the statistics reflect 
crimes being committed by Niagara residents, but 
rather demonstrate crimes being committed in Niagara 
– an important caveat for a tourist destination such as 
ours. As a community with less than 500,000 residents 
and a higher proportion of seniors than the provincial 
average, the number of young people in Niagara and 
the subsequent number of those being charged is quite 
small.16 In communities with small data sets, it can be 
challenging to report on aggregate level data as the 
risk of identification can remain high. The following 
trends are informed by available data on youth crimes 
which excludes youth criminal activity that has not 
been formally recorded, or crimes committed by young 
people over the age of 18 (i.e., adult charges). 

Violent Crime
There has been a steady increase in youth criminal 
cases involving “crimes against persons” in both 
Niagara and across the province over the past few 
years (see Figure 1). This group of offences are known 
as violence crime, and include homicide, attempted 
murder, assault, robbery, sexual assault, and uttering 
threats. In 2021, Niagara saw a 7.7 per cent increase 
in youth criminal cases for violent crime compared to 
2020. On average and across Ontario, youth criminal 
cases for the same offence group only increased by 
2.6 per cent. It is important to note that while provincial 
averages continue to tick upwards, Niagara experienced 
a minimal (-0.8 per cent) decrease in cases in 2022.17

Figure 1: Youth Criminal Cases Involving “Crimes Against Persons”, 2019-2022
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Figure 1: The above chart depicts the percentages of criminal cases brought to the Ontario Provincial Youth Court 
for both Niagara and Ontario that are crimes against persons. These crimes include homicide, attempted murder, 
robbery, sexual assault, other sexual offences, major assault, common assault, uttering threats, criminal harassment, 
and other crimes against persons18
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In Niagara in 2022, common assault was the most 
prevalent offence (32.4 per cent), followed by robbery 
(27.6 per cent) and major assault (18.6 per cent). Across 
Ontario, common assault (25.7 per cent) and major 
assault (27 per cent) accounted for approximately half 
of all violent crime, followed by robbery (17.2 per cent). 
Overall, youth crimes against persons in both Niagara 
and Ontario more broadly are slowly increasing and 
represent over half of all youth criminal cases.19

Weapons
The percentage of youth engaging in crimes involving 
weapons remains very low, representing on average 
0.8 per cent of youth cases in Niagara and 2.8 per cent 
in Ontario (see Figure 2). In 2020, there was a notable 
increase in local cases involving weapons, whereas the 
provincial trend showed a slight decrease.20

Figure 2: Youth Charges Involving Weapons, 2019-2022
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Figure 2: The above chart represents both the Niagara youth cases percentages and the provincial 
percentages of weapons charges from 2019-2022. Niagara has lower rates across all years with respect 
to the provincial averages.21

Gang Activity and Organized Crime
In Ontario, most of the youth who identify as being part 
of a gang tend to be in lower-level street gangs. These 
gangs, often characterized by their identification with 
a certain community or territory, seek to gain control 
over their respective communities to engage in illegal 
activities and violent crime. In recent years, there has 
been a shift from strictly urban street gangs to other 
geographical areas and online platforms. This shift 
allows for youth to connect with individuals engaging in 
criminal activity outside of their immediate communities 
using social media as a platform to recruit, carry out 
illegal activity and verbally attack their rivals.22

 
Intelligence from Niagara Regional Police Service 
reveals that the presence of street gang activity in 
Niagara region is typically transient in nature and 
originating from outside the region, including the 
Greater Toronto Area. 
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In other jurisdictions, gang members may have to 
respect territorial boundaries or risk violence and/or 
theft by competing gangs, however these territories do 
not carry over into our community. Furthermore, gang 
members may be afforded anonymity outside of their 
home base due to their transient presence, better avoid 
local police attention, and have a dependable local 
client base and infrastructure (e.g., highway networks) 
which facilitates the sale of drugs and sex.23

Street gangs and organized crime groups often have 
a propensity to violence (either in protection of illicit 
goods or profits – or through retaliatory violence) and 
pose public safety concerns. In Niagara and across 
Ontario, violence committed by illegal firearms has 
risen over the past five years and includes shootings, 
drive-by shootings, robberies and serious assaults. 
From 2018‑2022 in Niagara region, there have been 
approximately 10 shootings that were believed to be 
gang-related or were committed by offenders who 
are associated with gangs. There are many more 
suspected gang-related incidents; however, in those 
instances the persons of interest, suspects or accused 
were not identified. From 2020 to 2022, there have 
been two homicide investigations that were suspected 
to be associated to individuals with street gangs from 
outside of Niagara.24

In Niagara, there is a well-documented, long history 
of organized crime, with residents being charged in 
association with traditional organized crime groups (i.e., 
Italian Mafia) and outlaw motorcycle gangs (i.e., Hells 
Angels, Outlaw Motorcycle Gangs). Traditional organized 
crime groups are formal groups whose members 
connect back to established criminal networks with 
national and/or international ties, and have a shared 
country of origin. They rely on participating in the illegal 
drug trade, illegal gaming, and money laundering as 
well as intimidation tactics to gain legitimacy and 
advance their influence within the private and public 
sectors. Outlaw motorcycle gangs are known for their 
involvement in the illegal drug trade, intimidation, 
prostitution, human trafficking, money laundering, and 
their propensity for violence.25

Local Risk Factors Associated with 
Organized Crime and/or Gun Violence

1.	 Close proximity to the Canada-US border

2.	 A large tourism industry, and prevalence 
of hotels/motels and strip clubs

3.	 A high demand for illicit drugs 
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In Niagara, priority areas of concern involving organized 
crime include specifically drug trafficking and human 
trafficking. For example, the severity of crime in the 
St. Catharines–Niagara Census Metropolitan Area 
increased by 15 per cent between 2017 and 2018, 
mostly due to an increase in the trafficking, production 
and distribution of cannabis and cocaine, and breaking 
and entering. However, over the past decade (2008 to 
2018), the overall severity of crime in St. Catharines–
Niagara has declined by 14 per cent, compared with a 
15 per cent decline in Ontario and a 17 per cent decline 
in Canada.26 Niagara also has one of the higher rates 
of opioid-related deaths across the province. In 2021, 
Niagara witnessed increases in 911 calls involving 
suspected opioid overdoses (1,005), opioid-related 
emergency department visits (973) and hospitalizations 
(102) and confirmed opioid deaths (163) – compared 
to the year before.27 This was approximately 14 deaths 
per month in a community of less than 500,000 
people. Compared with the average annual rates for 
2010 to 2020, several Census Metropolitan Areas, 
including St. Catharines-Niagara had a rate of human 
trafficking that was notably higher in 2020 specifically: 
Thunder Bay (15.9 incidents per 100,000 population), 
Peterborough (14.7), Halifax (8.5), St. Catharines–
Niagara (6.4), among others.28 

Other Crime
In 2022, “crimes against property” accounted for 18.6 
per cent of total youth criminal cases in Niagara (see 
Figure 3). The most prevalent of these crimes was 
mischief (40.4 per cent) and theft (29.8 per cent). Other 
offences in this category include possession of stolen 
property, break and enter, fraud and other property 
crimes, such as vandalism. As shown below, in 2022 
Niagara has slightly higher rates of youth criminal 
cases falling into this category when compared to the 
provincial average. Alternatively, Niagara has a lower 
percentage of cases related to the administration of 
justice (e.g., failure to appear, breach of probation, etc.), 
other criminal code offences (e.g., weapons charges, 
prostitution, etc.) federal statute offences (e.g., drug 
possession, trafficking, etc.) and criminal code traffic 
offences (e.g., impaired driving, etc.) when compared to 
the provincial average.29
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Figure 3: Youth Criminal Cases by Offence Group, 2022
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Figure 3: The above chart represents both the Niagara youth cases percentages and the provincial average by 
offence group in 2022. Niagara has higher rates in both Crimes Against Persons and Crimes Against Property, 
but lower rates in Administration of Justice and Other Criminal Code offences.30

What We Heard:  
Community Engagement
From June 1, 2023, to July 7, 2023, staff administered 
surveys (online and paper-based), facilitated focus 
groups, and conducted semi-structured interviews with 
staff at youth-serving organizations and youth who may 
be disproportionately affected by violence or crime, to 
understand local trends. This resulted in engagement 
and feedback from:

•	 143 at-risk youth attached to local 
youth‑serving organizations 

•	 96 frontline staff who work directly with at-risk 
youth, from across 14 organizations 

These surveys, focus groups and semi-structured 
interviews were designed with flexibility to ensure 
discussions were culturally safe and appropriate, as 
a guiding principle of engagement was to ensure that 
youth who are typically underrepresented in research 
and data collection efforts were prioritized.
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Findings from community engagement activities 
demonstrate that at-risk youth in Niagara have an 
awareness of what they need to be happy, healthy, 
and safe. Most commonly, youth identified a need 
for close interpersonal connections with family and 
friends. Youth also indicated their desire to live in good 
health (mental and physical health), participate in 
meaningful activities, access safe spaces, and be able 
to adequately meet their basic needs, such as housing, 
income and food (see Figure 4). Local youth-serving 
organizations indicated that they are attempting to meet 
many of these needs by building rapport with youth, and 
creating safe and welcoming spaces where youth can 
feel a positive sense of belonging.

Top risk factors for youth in Niagara

1.	 Substance use 

2.	 Unhealthy relationships, 
attitudes and behaviours

3.	 Poor health and well-being

Figure 4: Youth Needs
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Figure 4: In 2023, 143 youth at-risk living in Niagara were asked in an open-ended survey / focus group question to 
better understand their self-identified needs related to being happy, healthy and safe. The above results are based 
on coding their qualitative responses into key themes.
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Both youth and staff indicated that substance use 
was prevalent not only for youth themselves, but also 
among family members and peer groups. Unhealthy 
familial and peer influences was also identified as a 
major risk factor, with staff indicating that youth should 
be connected to positive relationships to mitigate this 
risk and build up social protective factors. Lastly, poor 
health and well-being was a top risk factor, with poverty 
and poor mental health identified as among the most 
prevalent issues among youth.

In relation to violence, findings indicate that youth 
are being exposed; however, this is viewed to be 
largely physical violence, without the use of weapons 
and is observed within the family or amongst youth 
themselves. Where weapons are involved, knives are 
reported to be the most common. Black and racialized 
youth indicate that their experiences of hate and 
discrimination undermined their sense of safety and 
belonging within Niagara. As such, Black and racialized 
youth emphasize in particular, the need to cultivate 
spaces that allows for them to feel comfortable, be 
represented and feel safe. 

Most staff and youth indicate that they are not 
seeing youth involved in local gang activity 
but recognize that the youth in Niagara have 
several risk factors which may make them 
vulnerable to gang involvement and crime. 
Therefore, crime prevention programs as 
opposed to gang intervention programs, 
should remain our local focus.

Indigenous Perspectives:
Family violence, economic deprivation and 
poor school performance were some of the 
risk factors shared by staff serving Indigenous 
youth, with substance use as the most prevalent 
at the individual level as well as among their 
peers and families. It was noted that these risk 
factors were compounded by the experiences 
of intergenerational trauma. Intergenerational 
trauma refers to the adverse life experiences 
passed down through generations.31 The effects 
of colonization, residential schools, the Sixties 
Scoop (i.e., the removal of Indigenous children 
from their parents by the child welfare system) 
and present-day racist ideologies, continue 
to have a profound impact on Indigenous 
youth.32 The ongoing effects of systemic racism 
highlight the need for culturally safe services for 
Indigenous youth and their families, which are 
grounded in traditional ways of knowing, doing 
and being.
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Building Safer Communities Grant Program: 
Implementing the Strategy

This strategy will be mobilized through the Building 
Safer Communities Grant Program and subsequent 
monitoring and evaluation of funded programs. 
The Building Safer Communities Grant Program will be 
used to fund community-based prevention initiatives 
for youth at-risk of gun and gang involvement for a 
two‑year period (Jan. 2024 to Dec. 2025). 

Granting enables administrative efficiencies in applying 
for and evaluating applications, allows for funding to 
flow quickly to community organizations, involves a 
simplified application process that eliminates fees 
incurred by interested organizations, and can support 
improved relationships between applicants and the 
Region. The Building Safer Communities Grant Program 
will be a pilot for the use of granting by Niagara Region. 

Community organizations may apply for funds to 
develop and deliver initiatives which address risk 
factors associated with gun and gang violence, 
as outlined under the next section as areas for 
targeted investment.

Application details and information regarding funded 
initiatives will be made available on the Community 
Safety and Well-Being webpage.



Areas of Focus: Preventing Crime  
by Supporting Youth At-Risk

The following 10 areas of focus were identified through 
an analysis of community engagement findings, local 
trends related to risk factors, and research/literature 
reviews. In total, these areas of focus highlight 
opportunities for targeted investment to support youth 
at-risk by improving their skills, well‑being, and/or 
resiliency. Each area highlights how investments in 
these programs can mitigate risk factors for youth 
involvement in crime and spotlight a best or promising 
practice which can be used for consideration for service 
providers in Niagara. It should be noted that this is not 
an exhaustive list, however the programs listed below 
are examples that can be found in school, family and 
community-based settings, which have demonstrated 
value and impact.

  Gun and Gang Prevention Strategy, 2023-2026 |  17
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1.	Programs which increase 
emotional regulation skills or the 
social-emotional competency for 
children and their parents

Children and youth who struggle with acts of aggression 
are more likely to engage in acts of violence as adults. 
Similarly, youth without the presence of caring adults 
modelling positive emotional regulation and secure 
attachment, are more likely to display aggressive or 
violent behaviours. Early identification and access 
to treatment or support is viewed as a best practice 
for improving the social-emotional competency of 
young people.33

Best Practice Spotlight: SNAP®  
(Stop Now and Plan)34 
•	 Description: The SNAP® program is a 

gender‑sensitive cognitive behavioural 
multi‑component family-focused model. SNAP 
employs a multi-systemic approach, combining 
interventions that target the child, the family, the 
school, and the community. These interventions 
include skills training, training in cognitive problem 
solving, self-control strategies, family management 
skills training, and parent training.

•	 Target Population: Children and youth ages 
6-19 years old (and their families) who have had 
police contact or who are experiencing serious 
behavioural challenges at home, in school or in 
the community. To be eligible to receive services, 
youth must also score within clinical levels on the 
conduct, oppositional and/or externalizing scales as 
assessed by either standardized measures, adapted 
checklists or through a clinical assessment.

•	 Key Activities: 

• Children’s gender-specific group sessions 
(12‑week duration, offered weekly, 90 
minutes each)

• Parent’s group sessions (12-week duration, 
offered weekly, 90 minutes)

• Individual mentoring and individualized 
family counselling

• School advocacy/teacher support

•	 Outcomes:

• Decreased aggressive and impulsive behaviours 

• Decreased self-reported anxiety and depression

• Increased self-regulation

• Improved parent-child relationships 
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2.	Programs which increase 
positive attachment to school 
and improve access to 
post‑secondary education

During adolescence, peers and social attachments 
become increasingly influential and schools provide 
opportunities for youth to engage in positive social 
connections. School attachment (i.e., the relationships 
with peers and school staff) as well as school 
commitment (i.e., engagement with tasks associated 
with school and learning) serve as significant protective 
factors against violence and other criminal behaviours. 
In schools, students develop a sense of belonging, 
well-being and positive development. Alternatively, 
youth who are disengaged from school or drop out, are 
significantly more likely to be involved with the criminal 
justice system.35

Best Practice Spotlight: Pathways 
to Education36

•	 Description: A multi-facted program designed 
to support young people living in low-income 
neighbourhoods. The program is centered on 
academic support; community mobilization; 
counselling and social work; job employment; 
leadership and youth development; mentoring – 
tutoring; skills training; and prevention of school 
absenteeism.

•	 	Target Population: Youth ages 12-17 years old 
living in low-income neighbourhoods with low high 
school completion rates

•	 	Key Activities:

• Academic support (i.e., tutoring, etc.)

• Short and long-term financial support

• Mentoring and social support

• Collaborative goal setting

•	 Outcomes: 

• Improved high school completion rates

• Increased engagement of youth in their own 
career development 

• Improved access to post-secondary education 
for disadvantaged youth 
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3.	Programs which prevent 
youth homelessness 

 The experience of homelessness can make youth highly 
vulnerable to engaging in criminal activities, fostering 
negative social connections, and are more likely to 
experience ongoing homelessness as an adult. Youth 
who lack stable housing and are often marginalized 
from access to education and employment, and may 
resort to relying on activities of criminality as a means 
of survival.37 Effective community-school partnerships 
can help identify young people at risk of homelessness, 
dropping out, or criminal engagement and ensure 
that youth and their families receive necessary 
supports.38 Strategies which prevent the experience 
of youth homelessness include strengthening positive 
relationships with natural supports (i.e., parents and 
caregivers), which in turn reduces the chances that 
youth will enter the criminal justice system.39

Best Practice Spotlight: Youth Reconnect40 
•	 Description: Youth Reconnect is a youth-

based early intervention program which uses 
community‑school partnerships to assist youth in 
strengthening their natural supports to family, caring 
adults, and services to prevent or reduce their risk 
of homelessness

•	 Target Population: Youth and young adults ages 
13-24 years old who are at-risk of homelessness or 
are experiencing the early stages of homelessness

•	 Key Activities: 

• Flexible and youth-centered case management, 
including assessment and goal setting

• Individual and family counselling and mediation 

• Referrals and advocacy with other 
service providers

•	 Outcomes:41

• Reduced entries into homelessness by 
supporting youth to return home, when 
practical and safe

• Increased school attendance and/or improved 
employment opportunities 

• Improved positive, viable support system that 
includes family

• Improved sense of self and positive self-worth
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4.	Programs which support the early 
identification and treatment of 
mental health concerns for children 
and youth

Certain diagnoses, including conduct disorder, 
oppositional defiant disorder, substance use disorder, 
among others, have demonstrated a correlation with a 
youth’s future likelihood of being involved in the criminal 
justice system42. Similarly, one in four individuals with 
mental illness are likely to be victims of violence each 
year. Early identification of mental health concerns 
and increasing access to appropriate treatment and 
support is important in preventing criminality – and 
more importantly – victimization among youth with 
mental illness.43

Promising Practice Spotlight: Intensive Family 
Support Program44

•	 Description: Based on the principle that engaging 
the entire family is imperative to early identification 
and intervention of mental illness, Intensive Family 
Support Program provides intensive therapeutic 
mental health services for children and their 
caregivers. Using a team of child and youth 
practitioners, child and family therapists, and 
psychologists, a treatment plan is developed in 
partnership with the family based on the needs of 
the child and the goals identified by the family.

•	 Target Population: Children ages 0-11 years old 
and their families

•	 Key Activities: 

• Intensive case management 

• Parenting support

• Coaching and skill-building

• Coordinating and advocating for 
appropriate supports

•	 Outcomes:

• No information available
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5.	Programs which provide 
opportunities for mentoring and 
connection to positive peers or 
caring adults

High quality mentoring can promote positive outcomes 
by addressing a variety of risk factors. Mentoring can 
provide young people a sense of belonging and can 
provide guidance, support, and improved self-esteem. 
Mentors can positively engage youth to prevent criminal 
involvement or disrupt ongoing participation in criminal 
activities.45 Promoting prosocial connections through 
mentoring is important for youth and has been shown to 
improve relationships with adults, increase high school 
graduation rates, enhance self-esteem, and reduce and/
or prevent criminality into early adulthood.46

Best Practice Spotlight: Mentoring for Change. 
Mentoring for Good47

•	 Description: A community-based mentoring 
program that helps youth build protective factors 
to reduce their risk of engaging in violence though 
relationships with positive caring adults and 
enhancing coping skills.

•	 Target Population: Children and youth ages 
10‑18 years old who are at-risk of involvement 
in the criminal justice system

•	 Key Activities: 

• One on one mentoring

• Social-recreational activities 

• Emotional support

• Advocacy and referrals

• Positive behaviour modelling 

•	 Outcomes:

• Decreased aggressive behaviour and violence

• Decreased social alienation, hopelessness, and 
depressive symptoms among youth

• Increased youth confidence and participation in 
pro-social activities
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6.	Programs which develop 
youth conflict resolution skills 
and/or enable alternative 
dispute resolution 

Strong conflict resolution skills are protective factors 
for both violence and criminality. Conflict resolution 
is a life skill that starts to form at an early age and 
is tested throughout adolescence and adulthood. 
A young person’s approach to conflict often mirrors 
their environment, therefore, conflict resolution and 
violence prevention go hand and hand, as violence can 
sometimes be a by-product of social conflict. Programs 
that support the development of positive conflict 
resolution skills including increasing communication 
skills to prevent the likelihood that disagreements are 
handled using aggression.48

Best Practice Spotlight: School-Based 
Restorative Justice Programs49

•	 Description: School-based restorative justice 
programs aim to address violence, bullying and 
conflict in schools by providing an opportunity for 
those harmed, and those who take responsibility 
for the harm, to communicate about and address 
their needs in the aftermath of an incident. Such 
programs assist students in addressing conflict in 
healthy ways, establish leadership skills and foster 
positive relationships. 

•	 Target Population: Children and youth ages 
7-18 years old who have harmed another person 
in school

•	 Key Activities: 

• Case conferences, circles or dialogues guided 
by trained facilitators provide an opportunity for 
those that have caused harm and those impacted 
by harm to communicate and address their 
related needs

• Programming and workshops

• Referrals to community resources

•	 Outcome Evaluation50:

• Reduced use of out-of-school suspension

• Strengthened social and emotional competencies

• Reduced gender and racial disparities 
in discipline

• Increased access to equitable and 
supportive environments for students from 
marginalized groups
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7.	Programs which connect 
Indigenous youth and their families 
with traditional healing and 
cultural activities

Indigenous people are overrepresented among victims 
of violence and violent crime in Canada. Approximately 
41 per cent of Indigenous people experienced violence 
by an adult before the age of 15, compared to 
25 per cent of non-Indigenous individuals.51 Similarly 
Indigenous youth continue to be overrepresented in the 
criminal justice system. In 2017-2018, Indigenous youth 
made up 43 per cent of admissions to custody facilities 
across Canada, while only representing 8 per cent of 
the overall youth population.52 A positive connection 
to culture, traditions and customs can create a sense 
of belonging, purpose and self worth, and can act as a 
protective factor for crime and gang involvement.53 In 
order for healing to occur, connections to family and 
community can support youth so that they feel safe, 
stable and secure.54

Best Practice Spotlight: Project Venture55 
•	 Description: An outdoor youth development 

program that is aimed to prevent substance abuse 
among Indigenous youth. The program combines 
the classroom and outdoor settings to provide 
youth with a positive environment to embrace their 
cultural values and build on competencies and 
life skills. 

•	 Target Population: Indigenous children and youth 
ages 10-17 years old who have come into contact 
with the criminal justice system 

•	 Key Activities: 

• Classroom-based, team-building activities 
(20 to 25 sessions, 60 minutes each, offered 
throughout school year)

• Outdoor activities (weekly after-school 
and weekends)

• Adventure camps and treks with Elders and 
knowledge keepers (3 to 10 day trips, summer) 

• Community-oriented projects – such as 
working with Elders or creating art projects for 
the community to enjoy (4 projects per year, 
150 hours total)

•	 Outcome Evaluation: 

• Increased positive self-concept, effective 
social and communication skills, a community 
service ethic, and decision-making and 
problem‑solving skills

• Increased youth resiliency to refrain from 
substance use

• Decreased other challenging behaviours (such as 
violence and other criminal activity)
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8.	Programs which provide substance 
use / addiction treatment for youth 

Early substance use puts young people at risk for harm 
to their physical and mental health, disengagement 
from school, isolation, and more problematic long-term 
substance use issues.56 Early substance use is among 
the top risk factors for one’s involvement in the criminal 
justice system across their life course, as criminal 
activity can become the means to support use.57  
Youth who develop substance use concerns often report 
inadequate access to mental health and substance use 
treatment and services. When services are available, 
they often are coupled with long waitlists and other 
access barriers, such as lack of transportation.58 

Promising Practice Spotlight: Youth Addiction 
and Concurrent Disorder Service59

•	 Description: Working from a harm reduction 
model, staff work with young people to create 
individualized treatment plans based on 
comprehensive assessments, focused on identifying 
treatment needs for both substance use and 
mental health

•	 Target Population: Youth ages 14-24 years old 
who have substance use challenges/concerns, with 
or without concurrent mental health concerns, and 
their families

•	 Key Activities: 

• Assessment

• Individual treatment

• Group sessions

• Psychiatric consultation and follow-up

• Family support and education

•	 Outcome Evaluation:

• No information available
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9.	Programs which intervene in or 
prevent youth involvement in 
human trafficking

As of 2020, 96 per cent of human trafficking cases in 
Canada involve young women and girls.60 The average 
age of recruitment into sex trafficking is 13 years old 
and two thirds of police-reported human trafficking 
cases in Canada occurring in Ontario.61 Extensive 
evidence suggests that children in the foster care 
system are overwhelmingly at greater risk of being 
trafficked due to their lack of a stable living situation, 
physical separation from family and friends, as well as 
emotional vulnerability. A recent study resulting from a 
partnership between the York Regional Police and York 
Region Children’s Aid Society noted that 23 per cent 
(52 youth) of the 225 survivors of sex trafficking were 
child welfare involved youth.62 Providing known at-risk 
populations, such as girls and/or youth in care, with 
the knowledge and skills to combat risks associated 
with trafficking and supporting their development of 
protective factors (including stable housing, enhancing 
family supports, etc.) will decrease their likelihood 
of victimization.63

Promising Practice Spotlight: Specialized 
Youth in Transition Worker64

•	 Description: Specialized case workers help 
prevent vulnerable youth who are transitioning out 
of the care of family and children’s services from 
being trafficked

•	 Target Population: Youth and young adults ages 
16‑24 years old that are transitioning out of care

•	 Key Activities:

• One on one case management

• Education

• Community referrals

• Safety planning

• Harm reduction strategies

•	 Outcome Evaluation:

• No information available
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10.	 �Programs which support 
Black and racialized youth 
with a positive sense of 
community belonging

The experience of Black youth with the criminal justice 
system is heavily informed by anti-Black racism, poverty 
and the absence of adequate services. Among racialized 
newcomer youth, additional disadvantages include 
language barriers, cultural exclusion, anti-settlement 
sentiment and xenophobia, which further limits youth 
well-being and ability to form a positive sense of 
community belonging.65 In the absence of positive, 
healthy connections to community, youth may look 
to form negative associations with others to meet 
this need. Creating welcoming spaces, free from 
discrimination or hate, is critical to ensuring Black 
and racialized youth are safe and have opportunities 
to thrive.66

Promising Practice Spotlight: Participating in 
Arts, Sports, and Society (P.A.S.S.) Program67

•	 Description: P.A.S.S. seeks to introduce racialized 
communities, including newcomers, to new 
sports, promote the benefits of participating 
in sports and physical activities, connect them 
to available resources, and develop collective 
strategies to create a more inclusive environment. 
The overarching goal is to address the barriers 
that prevent racialized and newcomer youth from 
accessing social recreational activities. 

•	 Target Population: Racialized and newcomer 
children, youth and families

•	 Key Activities:

• Information sessions on sport and 
recreation opportunities

• Support to access financial assistance programs 
for low-income families

• Empower youth to participate in sports as a 
means of integrating into society and feeling a 
sense of belonging 

• Advocacy and awareness of racial discrimination 
and other barriers faced by newcomers in sports

•	 Outcome Evaluation:

• Improved communication and 
team‑building skills

• Increased youth self confidence

• Improved youth’s sense of belonging

• Improved education related to the physical 
and mental benefits of exercise
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Monitoring and Evaluating the Strategy

The Gun and Gang Prevention Strategy is a 
community‑based, collaborative effort to prevent gun 
and gang violence in Niagara. As such, collaboration 
with youth-serving organizations and recipients of 
Building Safer Communities Grant funding, will be 
central to data monitoring and evaluation efforts, and 
are key to understanding the relationship between 
funded activities and their effects on reducing youth 
involvement in criminal activity in Niagara.

Visualizing relationships  
through a logic model 
Working alongside community partners, a logic model 
will be developed to provide a graphic depiction or road 
map that presents the shared relationships among the 
resources, activities, outputs, outcomes, and impact for 
funded initiatives under the Building Safer Communities 
Grant Program.68 The logic model will include:

•	 Inputs: The resources needed to implement 
the activities, such as Building Safer 
Communities funding

•	 Activities: What the program and its staff do with 
those resources, such as launch a program for at-
risk youth

•	 Outputs: Tangible products, capacities, or 
deliverables that result from the activities, such as 
the number of at-risk youth recruited to participate 
in a prevention program

•	 Outcomes: Changes that occur in people or 
conditions because of the activities and outputs, 
such as positive changes in awareness, skills, 
attitudes and motivations among at-risk youth

•	 Impacts: [Sometimes] The most distal/long-term 
outcomes, such as fewer young people being 
charged with criminal offences involving violent 
crime in Niagara

•	 Moderators: Contextual factors that are out of 
control of the program but may help or hinder 
achievement of the outcomes

Monitoring and evaluation of the strategy will likely 
highlight the need for more meaningful data about youth 
and identify areas where current data is lacking.  The 
limits in accessing race-based and sociodemographic 
data uncovered through the development of this 
strategy, points to the need to dig deeper into the 
experiences of marginalized youth - including 
Indigenous youth, Black and racialized youth, newcomer 
youth, and girls / young women through qualitative 
data collection.

Other tools
The relationship between implementation and 
outcomes has consistently been documented in the 
literature. Staff will work with funded agencies to 
monitor the implementation and fidelity to evidence-
based program models to support continuous quality 
improvement efforts.69
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Logic Model

Inputs Activities Outputs
Short-term 
Outcomes

Intermediate 
Outcomes

Long-term
Outcomes

Moderators
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Conclusion

Niagara’s Gun and Gang Prevention Strategy, rooted 
in the Community Safety and Well-Being planning 
framework, provides a clear path to working alongside 
system partners to enhance safety and well-being for 
vulnerable youth living in Niagara. 

As we move from planning to implementation and 
evaluation, and over the course of the three-year 
plan, we are committed to continuing to seek input 
and participation from community partners, including 
populations who are disproportionately at risk of 
experiencing harm, crime or victimization.

The Action Table recognizes the community members 
who contributed feedback, and shared their insights, 
stories, and experiences to inform this strategy. It 
takes multi-sector partnerships and collective efforts to 
ensure the children and youth of Niagara are safe and 
well, and through this collaborative strategy, much can 
be done to provide opportunities for youth most in need.
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