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Foreword 

This Research Report is part of the National Institute of Justice’s
(NIJ’s) Reducing Gun Violence publication series. Each report in the
series describes the implementation and effects of an individual,

NIJ-funded, local-level program designed to reduce firearm-related violence
in a particular U.S. city. Some studies received cofunding from the U.S.
Department of Justice’s Office of Community Oriented Policing Services;
one also received funding from the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention.

Each report in the series describes in detail the problem targeted; the pro-
gram designed to address it; the problems confronted in designing, imple-
menting, and evaluating the effort; and the strategies adopted in responding
to any obstacles encountered. Both successes and failures are discussed, and
recommendations are made for future programs.

While the series includes impact evaluation components, it primarily high-
lights implementation problems and issues that arose in designing, conduct-
ing, and assessing the respective programs.

The Research Reports should be of particular value to anyone interested in
adopting a strategic, data-driven, problem-solving approach to reducing gun
violence and other crime and disorder problems in communities.

The series reports on firearm violence reduction programs in Boston,
Indianapolis, St. Louis, Los Angeles,Atlanta, and Detroit.



v

The Boston Gun Project’s Operation Ceasefire
●

Contents
Foreword ......................................................................................................iii

Introduction....................................................................................................1

Part I. Developing and Implementing Operation Ceasefire
by David M. Kennedy,Anthony A. Braga, and Anne M. Piehl ..........................5

Youth Homicide in Boston ......................................................................5

Applying Problem-Oriented Policing ........................................................6

The Working Group and the State of the Art in Boston ..........................9

Proceedings of the Working Group ........................................................14

Key Themes ............................................................................................15

Unraveling the Nature of Youth Violence Through Research ................18

Bad Implications and Bad Times ............................................................24

Designing Ceasefire ................................................................................28

Applying the Strategy..............................................................................32

Effectiveness of the Strategy ..................................................................40

Reflections on Problem-Oriented Policing ............................................44

Conclusion ..............................................................................................49

Notes ......................................................................................................49

Part II. Measuring the Impact of Operation Ceasefire
by Anthony A. Braga, David M. Kennedy,Anne M. Piehl, and 
Elin J.Waring ................................................................................................55

Study Design ..........................................................................................55

Findings ..................................................................................................57

Discussion ..............................................................................................64

Notes ......................................................................................................67



1

The Boston Gun Project’s Operation Ceasefire
●

Introduction

Problem-oriented policing holds great promise for creating strong
responses to crime, fear, and public safety problems. It aspires to
unpack such problems and frame strategic responses using a variety

of approaches. Through a process of problem identification, analysis, res-
ponse, evaluation, and adjustment of the response, problem-oriented polic-
ing has been effective against an array of crime, fear, and order concerns.

The Boston Gun Project was a problem-oriented policing initiative expressly
aimed at taking on a serious, large-scale crime problem: homicide victimiza-
tion among youths in Boston. Like many large cities in the United States,
Boston experienced an epidemic of youth homicide between the late 1980s
and early 1990s. Homicide among persons ages 24 and under increased by
230 percent—from 22 victims in 1987 to 73 victims in 1990—and remained
high well after the peak of the epidemic. Boston experienced an average
of 44 youth homicides per year between 1991 and 1995.

Sponsored by the National Institute of Justice and directed by David M.
Kennedy,Anthony A. Braga, and Anne M. Piehl of Harvard University’s John F.
Kennedy School of Government, the Gun Project involved—

● Assembling an interagency working group of largely line-level criminal
justice and other practitioners.

● Applying quantitative and qualitative research techniques to assess the
nature of and dynamics driving youth violence in Boston.

● Developing an intervention designed to have a substantial near-term
impact on youth homicide.

● Implementing and adapting the intervention.

● Evaluating the intervention’s impact.

The Boston Gun Project Working Group began meeting in January 1995.
By the fall of that year, the Project’s basic problem assessment had been
completed and the elements of what is now known as the Operation
Ceasefire intervention mapped out; implementation began in early 1996.
The two main elements of Ceasefire were a direct law enforcement attack
on illicit firearms traffickers supplying youths with guns and an attempt
to generate a strong deterrent to gang violence.



To systematically address the patterns of firearms trafficking identified by
research, the Working Group:

● Expanded the focus of local, State, and Federal authorities to include
intrastate firearms trafficking in Massachusetts in addition to interstate
trafficking.

● Focused enforcement attention on traffickers of the makes and calibers of
guns most used by gang members.

● Focused enforcement attention on traffickers of guns that had short
time-to-crime intervals and, thus, were most likely to have been trafficked.
(The time-to-crime interval is the time from the first retail sale to the time
the gun is confiscated by the police.) The Boston Field Division of the
Federal Bureau of Alcohol,Tobacco and Firearms (ATF) set up an inhouse
tracking system that flagged guns whose traces showed a time-to-crime
interval of 18 months or shorter.

● Focused enforcement attention on traffickers of guns used by the city’s
most violent gangs.

● Attempted to restore obliterated serial numbers of confiscated guns and
subsequently investigate trafficking based on those restorations.

● Supported these enforcement priorities through analysis of data generated
by the Boston Police Department and ATF’s comprehensive tracing of
crime guns and by developing leads from the systematic debriefing of
gang-affiliated arrestees or those involved in violent crime.

The second strategic element, which became known as the “pulling
levers” strategy, involved deterring the violent behavior (especially gun
violence) of chronic gang offenders by—

● Targeting gangs engaged in violent behavior.

● Reaching out directly to members of the targeted gangs.

● Delivering an explicit message that violence would not be tolerated.

● Backing up that message by “pulling every lever” legally available 
(i.e., applying appropriate sanctions from a varied menu of possible 
law enforcement actions) when violence occurred.

2
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Concurrently, the Streetworkers (a coalition of Boston social service work-
ers), probation and parole officers, and, later, churches and other commu-
nity groups offered gang members services and other types of assistance.
Throughout the intervention process the Ceasefire message was delivered
repeatedly: in formal meetings with gang members, through individual police
and probation contacts with gang members, through meetings with inmates
of secure juvenile facilities, and through gang outreach workers.The mes-
sage was a promise to gang members that violent behavior (especially gun
violence) would evoke an immediate and intense response. Although nonvi-
olent crimes would be dealt with routinely within the criminal justice system,
violence would receive the Working Group’s focused enforcement actions.

Street operations began in earnest in early 1996; the first comprehensive
gang crackdown began in March and the Working Group’s first meeting
(or “forum”) with gang members was held on May 15, 1996.A second
major crackdown occurred in late August 1996, with other core Ceasefire
activities—numerous forums, direct warnings to gangs, several lesser crack-
downs, and gun trafficking investigations. The height of Ceasefire’s opera-
tional activity, however, occurred during 1996 and 1997.

Youth homicides in Boston decreased dramatically following the first gang
forum in May 1996 and has remained low to the present.To determine
if Operation Ceasefire was associated with this decline, the study team con-
ducted a rigorous evaluation of the intervention’s effects on youth violence
in the city. Using carefully constructed, generalized linear models that con-
trolled for trends and seasonal variations, they found that the implementa-
tion of Operation Ceasefire was associated with a 63-percent decrease in
youth homicides per month, a 32-percent decrease in shots-fired calls for
service per month, a 25-percent decrease in gun assaults per month, and
a 44-percent decrease in the number of youth gun assaults per month in
the highest risk district (Roxbury).

Because these abrupt reductions in homicide and youth violence could
have been caused or meaningfully influenced by other factors, the study
team added control variables to the models that included—

● Changes in the employment rate.

● Changes in Boston’s youth population.

● Changes in the citywide violent index crimes.
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● Changes in older homicide victimization.

● Changes in street-level drug activity as measured by Boston Police
Department arrest data.

The addition of these control variables did not substantively change the
findings: Operation Ceasefire remained associated with significant decreases
in the monthly number of youth homicides and measures of nonfatal
serious violence.

The team also distinguished youth homicide trends in Boston from nation-
al and regional trends. Using Supplementary Homicide Report data, the
monthly counts of the number of homicide victims ages 24 and under
were analyzed for 29 major New England cities and 39 major U.S. cities.
The generalized linear models suggested that Boston’s significant youth
homicide reduction associated with Operation Ceasefire was distinct—both
larger and more abrupt—when compared with youth homicide trends in
most U.S. and New England cities.

Part I of this report provides a detailed description of the issues and
processes involved in implementation of the Boston Gun Project’s
Operation Ceasefire. Part II discusses the design and findings of the 
evaluation study that assessed the impact of this strategic intervention.
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Part I. Developing and Implementing
Operation Ceasefire
David M. Kennedy • Anthony A. Braga • Anne M. Piehl

The seriousness and key dimensions of the relatively recent youth
homicide problem in the United States are well known. Briefly,
beginning in the mid-1980s and broadly coincident with the appear-

ance of crack cocaine, youth homicide rates rose abruptly to historic highs.
Homicide victimization rates tripled for young black males and doubled for
young white males; juvenile handgun homicides increased 418 percent
between 1984 and 1994.1 For minority males in particular, homicides were
concentrated in poor inner-city communities, where the combination of
high rates of homicide and other violence, street drug activity, and preex-
isting social and economic difficulties combined to produce severe and
perhaps unprecedented stresses.2 Gang formation and gang activity also
increased markedly.3 Nearly all of the violence involved guns; the rate of
homicide committed with knives and by other means stayed essentially flat,
while the rate of youth gun crimes—gun homicide, gun assault, gun carry-
ing, and the firing of shots—soared, particularly in troubled neighborhoods.4

Youth Homicide in Boston
Gun crime in Boston never reached the level attained in some other cities,5

but when the use of crack cocaine became epidemic in roughly 1988,
street violence became chronic in the primarily black neighborhoods of
Roxbury, Dorchester, and Mattapan. In neighborhoods such as the one near
the intersection of Normandy and Brunswick Streets in Roxbury—gang turf
claimed by the extremely violent Intervale Posse—families avoided the
front of their houses because of the frequency with which stray shots pene-
trated.6 Arrests of primarily young, minority men for violent gun crimes and
illegal possession of firearms skyrocketed.7 In August 1988, in an event
that seemed to crystallize the lethal anarchy that had taken over the city
streets, young Tiffany Moore was killed in a street crossfire while sitting on
a mailbox outside her Roxbury home. By 1990, the city seemed out of con-
trol. Boston’s homicide rate, driven by street gun violence, increased by half
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that year, from 100 to 152. The police were overwhelmed.“We were
responding to six, seven shootings every night,” said Lt. Det. Gary French,
former commander of the Boston Police Department’s (BPD’s) Youth
Violence Strike Force.“You just ran from crime scene to crime scene.”

Although 1990 marked the peak, the problems persisted.Youth homicide
rates remained at historically elevated levels 8 and the streets retained their
violent new character. “I think there was a real question in people’s minds
about whether Boston would remain a viable city,” said BPD commissioner
Paul Evans.A district court judge, appalled by the shows of force gangs were
making at trials, called for the National Guard to be deployed in the court-
houses. In 1992, gang members invaded the Morningstar Baptist Church,
where a slain gang rival was being memorialized, and attacked mourners
with knives and guns. In 1994, after a shooting in Roxbury’s Chez Vous skat-
ing rink, youths fleeing the scene shed so many handguns that investigat-
ing police officers had trouble figuring out which ones—if any—had been
involved in the assault.

For many of Boston’s young people, the city had become a dangerous, com-
plicated place. In a 1995 Centers for Disease Control and Prevention sur-
vey of 10 cities, some 15 percent of Boston’s junior high school student
sample said that they had avoided school in the past month because they
were scared—the highest such response rate among the cities surveyed.9

A young probationer interviewed as part of the Gun Project in 1995 said
that he did his best to avoid his peers in an effort to prevent being dragged
into dangerous conflicts.“I stay home or go over to my cousin’s,” he said.
“It’s too dangerous to go out or have a lot of friends.”Another young proba-
tioner, more active on the streets, said that navigating their dangers required
constant, demanding attention.“It’s like a video game,” he said.“You master
one level, and they bump you up a level, and things get harder, and you
keep on going until you just can’t do it any more. That’s what the streets
have gotten to be like.”

Applying Problem-Oriented Policing
Late in 1994, the authors approached Jim Jordan, BPD’s Director of Policy
Development, and Commissioner Evans to explore the possibility of working
together to apply problem-oriented policing to youth homicide in Boston.
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Commissioner Evans, a career BPD officer recently named to head the
department and committed to community and problem-oriented policing,
was enthusiastic. In keeping with the general theory of problem solving, the
idea was to take a close look at the youth homicide problem in Boston and,
using a variety of methods, design an effective intervention (i.e., one that
would have a substantial impact in the relatively near term). The hope was
that this problem-solving process, if successful, would be broadly transfer-
able to other jurisdictions. The further hope was that the intervention itself,
while likely not transferable as a stand-alone “technology,” would contain
basic ideas or elements that could be adapted elsewhere in accordance with
the nature of the youth violence problem in other cities and the resources
and predilections of the agencies and communities involved.

The authors’ plan was to convene a Working Group of frontline practition-
ers from a variety of agencies and work with them to sort out what was
happening on the streets, design a plausible intervention, work with the
agencies involved to implement the intervention, and evaluate its impact.
Assuming that an intervention would be designed and reach the implemen-
tation stage, the Working Group was intended to move into a core opera-
tional role, with the same frontline practitioners who had been involved in
the strategic design taking central responsibility for carrying it out.While
the authors envisioned an open-ended process—that is, they were agnostic
about what shape the intervention should take, preferring that it emerge
from the research, analysis, and strategy design of the Working Group—they
recommended two areas in which both research and operational energies
might be profitably focused.

Illicit firearms trafficking
One focus was illicit firearms trafficking.10 In Boston, as elsewhere, most
youth homicides were committed with firearms, especially handguns.
Although youths cannot acquire handguns legally, they nonetheless had lit-
tle difficulty in obtaining them. The authors surmised that at least some of
these guns were being illegally trafficked to and by youths, either directly
from retail outlets (by large-volume traffickers and small-volume “straw pur-
chasers” diverting guns to youths from gun stores) or less directly through
the illegal sale of stolen guns by burglars and fences and the illegal sale and
bartering of guns among youths themselves. Surprisingly, both Federal and
local authorities had ignored the issue of gun trafficking.“When we find
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a kid with a gun, we charge him with a gun crime,” said Jordan at the time.
“We don’t even ask him where he got it.”11 The size and nature of this market,
the relative importance of its different components, and the significance of
illegal firearm pathways (large-volume trafficking versus small-scale traffick-
ers versus firearms stolen by youths from private residences) were all
unknown. However, because guns were clearly such an important part of
the youth violence problem, it seemed worthwhile to determine whether
direct law enforcement interventions might be employed against illicit
firearms trafficking.

Fear and decoupling of violence from crack
The second focal point was fear.Although crack cocaine trafficking had
almost surely sparked the wave of youth violence in Boston and elsewhere,
there was evidence that the problem was now being driven by the fear of
many young people that they were at risk of exposure to high levels of vio-
lence and were consequently getting and using guns, ostensibly for self pro-
tection.12 Research by Joseph Sheley and James Wright, especially, showed
that in communities with high levels of youth violence, even young people
not heavily involved in drug and gang activity were getting and carrying
guns in the name of self-defense.13 The authors believed that the youth vio-
lence problem had thus become decoupled from the drug trafficking phe-
nomenon and now might usefully be addressed in different terms. They
hoped, in particular, that making the streets safer for such young people
would diminish the demand for guns. How to do so was an open question.
The authors wished to explore the idea of including youths in community
and problem-oriented policing activities to find out, through consultation,
what was driving them to obtain guns and to address particular issues
(such as a threatening street gang or a patch of dangerous drug turf) using
problem-oriented policing methods.

The authors framed these two dimensions in gun market terms. Gun traffick-
ing and other routes in the illicit acquisition of firearms represented the sup-
ply side of the problem. Fear and/or other factors that might be driving illicit
gun acquisition and use represented the demand side. They remained open
to the possibility that these ideas might be proved wrong in practice and
that the problem-solving process might suggest other theories and methods;
however, the authors felt reasonably sure that any workable intervention
would have to address both the supply and demand sides of the equation.



9

The Boston Gun Project’s Operation Ceasefire
●

The Working Group and the State of the Art in Boston
Commissioner Evans supported this basic approach and, early in 1995,
with grant support from the National Institute of Justice, the authors began
to convene the Working Group. Commissioner Evans asked Superintendent
James Claiborne, then Commander of Field Services, to guide the authors
with respect to BPD representation in the Group.14 Claiborne advised the
authors to work with officers of the Youth Violence Strike Force (YVSF), the
department’s gang unit.15 The authors resisted. In their view, although illicit
gun trafficking might be connected with gangs, gangs certainly did not rep-
resent, a priori, the best or even a good unit of analysis. And to the extent
that the decoupling hypothesis was correct, one would want to address not
only gangs, and perhaps not even particularly gangs, but a broader spec-
trum of youths.

Superintendent Claiborne listened attentively to these arguments and rather
firmly advised the authors to work with officers of YVSF. The authors reluc-
tantly complied, and were soon grateful, for it was apparent almost immedi-
ately that Claiborne had been right.

Early in 1995, the authors began meeting with officers of YVSF on their
home ground, part of BPD’s Special Operations headquarters on Warren
Street in Roxbury. YVSF was at the core of a loose, largely informal, and
extraordinarily dedicated network of frontline agency personnel and com-
munity activists that had created an extremely sophisticated and nuanced
approach to Boston’s youth violence problem. At the center of this network
was Detective Sergeant Paul Joyce, then the commander of YVSF, an impos-
ing, taciturn marathon runner with a shaved head.Widely regarded within
BPD as one of the best police officers in the department, Joyce had been a
member of the now-defunct Anti-Crime Unit (ACU) when youth violence
first began to reach crisis proportions in Boston. An elite “flying squad” tacti-
cal unit deployed citywide in response to the needs of the moment,ACU—
with at least the tacit support of department management—had responded
to the chaos on the streets with a wholesale stop-and-frisk policy aimed at
young black men in Roxbury, Dorchester, and Mattapan.

The eventual and formidable backlash from the black community, the press,
and the courts was a formative experience for Joyce and many others in
ACU, which was disbanded; many of its members, however, would soon be
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assigned to the new YVSF.“We’d been out there trying to do this on our
own, the only way we knew how, and it just hadn’t worked,” Joyce said.
“It taught us that we couldn’t do it alone and we couldn’t do it without
support from the community and other agencies.And that it couldn’t be
just policing, or just enforcement; there had to be prevention, too.”

During the early years of the 1990s, Joyce quietly and steadily teased into
being a distinctive brand of community policing aimed at the city’s youth
violence problem. He reached out to and crafted partnerships with a variety
of other local actors. Frontline practitioners from agencies such as probation,
parole, the Department of Youth Services (DYS) (juvenile corrections in
Massachusetts), the Federal Bureau of Alcohol,Tobacco and Firearms (ATF),
and the Suffolk County District Attorney’s Office became regular partici-
pants in YVSF planning and operations. So did less innately police-friendly
groups such as Boston’s Streetworkers. The Streetworkers were City of
Boston social service workers who dealt with the most at-risk youths on
the streets, trying to connect them with services, keep them out of trouble,
and mediate disputes. They were not in the enforcement business; their
loyalties were to the youths (they often looked and sounded like the kids
with whom they associated) and, frequently, they mistrusted the police.
As a result, they were sometimes regarded by the police as little better
than gang members themselves. Joyce didn’t care.“They have their own
job to do, and their own way of doing it,” he said.“There are things we
can do together.”

Also drawn into YVSF’s orbit was the Ten Point Coalition, a group of activist
black clergy formed in the wake of the Morningstar Baptist Church incident
and spearheaded by the Rev. Eugene Rivers, a minister who had been criti-
cal of the police department. Joyce and YVSF forged a strong working rela-
tionship with Rivers after an incident in which a street drug dealer with
whom Rivers had been disputing shot at the minister’s house.YVSF solved
the case and induced the young man to surrender; his surrender included
an apology to Rivers.

All this was done through the personal, individual outreach of Joyce and
the others involved, although BPD management was aware and supportive
of what was happening.What emerged was an extensive network with a
remarkable mix of capacities, well-informed about activities on the streets
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at any given moment and possessed of a guiding, bedrock pragmatism. If
Tracy Litthcut, director of the Streetworkers, heard that two gangs were
going to be fighting, he could quietly notify YVSF, which then could flood
the area with officers to prevent an incident. If a YVSF officer realized in
the course of such an operation that the gang member driving the dispute
was under DYS community supervision, he or she could reach out to friends
at DYS and arrange for the youth to be picked up and held in a DYS facility
until matters calmed down.YVSF officers cracking down on a gang could
introduce members to Litthcut and Rivers, who could broker social services
or job referrals, or perhaps hold out the promise of a slot in the Summer of
Opportunity, a job program YVSF had created in partnership with the John
Hancock Insurance Company. Probation officers alerted by one of their
charges that another kid was a danger on the streets—or in danger on the
streets—could inform Joyce, who, if he thought it warranted, would arrest
and remove people on the spot.

The authors came to realize that practitioners in traditional enforcement
roles, such as Joyce, as well as those in traditional prevention roles, such as
Litthcut and Rivers, seemed to believe that they were involved with inter-
esting, often intelligent kids who had been failed by the adults around
them and were trying to cope with a dangerous environment not entirely
of their own making. The practitioners believed the youths deserved pro-
tection and help, but also that they were, at times, extremely dangerous
and therefore needed to be controlled. This mutual sensibility permitted
a remarkable sharing of approaches, often carefully tailored to particular
situations on the streets.

Chief among the important formal programmatic innovations was Operation
Night Light, a community probation program in which probation officers
and YVSF officers jointly patrolled in Roxbury, Dorchester, and Mattapan in
the evening to, for example, run curfew checks on probationers or carry
out their area and enforcement restrictions. Created by Dorchester Court
probation officers William Stewart and Richard Skinner and YVSF detec-
tives Bobby Merner and Bobby Fratalia in 1992, Night Light has since been
instituted statewide and received national recognition.“We never used to
leave the office or talk to the police,” said Stewart.“But in the early 1990s
the probation office looked like a MASH unit and we were seeing these
officers in the courthouse all the time, and we realized we were all dealing
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with the same kids. And one day they said, do you want to ride together?”
Their first night out they happened on a shooting. The victim, on the
ground with a gun shot wound in his chest, was a probationer, and milling
around in the crowd were a dozen more probationers, all out in violation of
their curfews. According to Stewart,“We got out of the car, and they said,
‘What are you doing here?’And we said,‘No, what are you doing here?’”
One of the probationers on the street, braced by Stewart and Skinner and
facing a violation that could send him back to prison, provided information
that helped solve the shooting. Operation Night Light was under way.16

These new relationships and operations, for all of their innovation and vigor,
did not have the intended effect on youth homicide.Although the killing
remained below the historical peak of 1990, youth homicide (measured as
victimization among those ages 24 and under) had remained essentially flat
from 1991 on (and would remain so through mid-1996), at an average of
about 44 victims a year (see exhibit 1–1).
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Paul Joyce welcomed the authors in the same spirit that he brought to all
aspects of his job. He would work with anyone and try anything legitimate
that held any hope of helping with the youth violence problem. He liked
the idea of forming a Working Group and quickly brokered introductions
to the core frontline practitioners with whom he had been working in
YVSF: probation officers, DYS personnel, school police, and Streetworkers.
The authors, with the support of the Boston Police Department, approached
the U.S.Attorney’s Office, the Office of the Suffolk County District Attorney,
and the Boston Regional Office of ATF, each of which supported the project
and named representatives to the Working Group. In January 1995, the
Working Group started to convene meetings regularly—approximately every
2 weeks for several hours at a time—at YVSF’s Roxbury headquarters.17

The authors had been completely unprepared for the group members’
extraordinary levels of initiative and accomplishment; this seemed, how-
ever, to raise the bar somewhat for the project as a whole.YVSF and its
allies were already doing a great deal of what the authors had hypothesized
might be helpful in addressing youth violence in Boston: They had formed
powerful working partnerships, adopted a fundamentally preventive and
problem-solving orientation, and made some important programmatic inno-
vations. Nonetheless, the impact of these efforts on the streets was far less
than could be wished.Youth violence was still commonplace and the threat
of youth violence was constant. The group had no real sense of any obvious
way to progress further.“I didn’t think there was anything that could be
done to stop the violence,” James McGillivray, a Working Group participant
and former Streetworker who ran a strict supervision program for proba-
tioners in Roxbury, said later.“I just didn’t see how you could do it.” The
same sentiment was common in the interviews the authors conducted
with probationers. Interviews included the question,“What could be done
to stop the violence?” The answer, invariably, was “Nothing.”

At the same time, despite the very high quality of these practitioners 
and their work, the process had been less focused than might be hoped.
Although the police, probation officers, Streetworkers,Ten Point Coalition,
and others were toiling away, their efforts had no center; no person, or group
of people, was responsible for understanding and acting against the prob-
lem of youth violence in Boston. The Working Group, it was hoped, could
provide that locus.
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Proceedings of the Working Group
The Working Group meetings at Warren Street passed through several phas-
es. The first, which lasted roughly through the spring of 1995, involved a
thorough sharing of agency activities and views about the causes of youth
violence in the city. Essentially all members of the Working Group knew
Paul Joyce, but few were acquainted with each other. In any case, this was
the first forum in which everybody was asked to say more or less directly
what they were doing and why. Key participants during this period included
Paul Joyce and several other detectives from the Youth Violence Strike Force;
Billy Stewart and Richard Skinner from probation; Hugh Curran from the
Suffolk County prosecutor’s office; Tim Feeley and later Ted Heinrich from
the U.S.Attorney’s Office; David Carlson, Lennie Ladd, and Phil Tortorella
from ATF; Mike Hennessey from the City of Boston School Police; Tracy
Litthcut and James McGillivray from the Streetworkers; and the authors.

In the process, even members of fundamentally different orientation got
used to dealing with each other. In one of the sharpest exchanges of this
period, James McGillivray spoke at length about how the terror many of
Boston’s young people experienced on the streets had driven them to carry
guns. Philip Tortorella, an ATF special agent who made no secret of his pas-
sion for taking gun traffickers and serious felons with guns off the streets,
responded with disbelief,“Can that mean we tolerate kids carrying guns?”
“No,” McGillivray responded,“but it does mean that if we neglect the real
pressures on the kids, we’re missing something important.”

The positions Working Group members took were sometimes less pre-
dictable. Tim Feeley, from the U.S.Attorney’s office, briefed the group on
the case of Freddie Cardoza, who had recently been arrested by YVSF while
in possession of a single round of handgun ammunition. Cardoza was
regarded by many in Boston law enforcement as one of the city’s worst
gang members. Prompted by YVSF, ATF and the U.S.Attorney had worked
together to charge him as an armed career criminal under a Federal statute
aimed at those with prior convictions for three violent felonies, three predi-
cate drug felonies, or a combination thereof. At the time of the discussion,
Cardoza had been convicted and would soon be sentenced to almost 20
years in Federal prison (nearly 4 years were for an additional charge of
transferring a handgun to a minor).
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Feeley voiced an unexpected concern, one he would raise regularly through-
out the Working Group process.“Are we really buying anything with these
prosecutions?” he asked.“Sure, we’ve got Cardoza off the street, which is
fine, but the real purpose of these heavy Federal sanctions should be to
create deterrence.” He asked the group if other street kids knew about this
incident. If not, he questioned whether it could possibly shape their behav-
ior. The police, probation officers, and Streetworkers shared his suspicion
that other street offenders did not, in fact, understand some of the sanctions
to which they were exposing themselves.And Tracy Litthcut, the head of
Streetworkers, voiced his own unanticipated position.“I wish you’d do more
of these heavyweight prosecutions,” he said,“You can’t save everybody on
the streets. Cardoza was dangerous, and if the kids saw more Cardozas, maybe
they’d be more careful about doing things like carrying guns.”

Key Themes
Throughout the process, the authors were looking for opportunities to
frame new interventions. By late spring, three key themes had emerged.

Gun trafficking
From the beginning, the Working Group had agreed that addressing gun
trafficking would be useful. In fact,YVSF had been working on Operation
Scrap Iron, its first large-scale, anti-gun trafficking operation. Scrap Iron was
a model of the way Paul Joyce and the larger network around YVSF had
come to do business. Late in 1994,YVSF noticed a sudden and severe out-
break of gun violence in and around Dorchester’s Wendover Street.At about
the same time, a probationer who owed Dorchester court probation offi-
cer Richard Skinner a favor came to him to pay his debt.“There’s a kid on
Wendover Street,” he told Skinner,“who’s selling crazy guns.” Skinner spoke
to Joyce, who spoke to ATF.

Over the next several months,YVSF and ATF built a case against a Cape
Verdean named Jose Andrade, whose family lived on Wendover Street and
who went to college in Mississippi.Andrade turned out to be using a net-
work of straw purchasers to buy guns while he was at school, and he was
bringing the guns back to Boston during school vacations to sell to the
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loose street crew with which he associated.YVSF arrested Andrade and
(using means that remained mysterious to the authors for some time)
induced his crew to hand over many of the guns; in some instances, they
delivered bags of handguns to officers at the Warren Street headquarters.
The outbreak of shooting stopped and Joyce and his colleagues became
committed to the idea of doing something about gun trafficking. In their
view—and in the view of most on the Working Group—the trafficking
problem was one of guns being brought from the South. Gang kids, they
thought, liked “new in the box,” .380 or 9mm semiautomatic pistols that
were safe because they had never been used in a crime before. Figuring 
out a solution to this problem became a Working Group priority.

Fear among Boston youths
Joyce and the rest of the Working Group also endorsed the notion that
fear was spreading out from groups of core offenders to a larger youth
population and must be addressed.YVSF was seeing a new phenomenon,
Joyce said: youths with “a scholarship in one pocket and a gun in another.”
Probation officers and Streetworkers endorsed that view, and the authors
thought prosecutors and ATF were willing to believe it. Litthcut and
McGillivray were perhaps most eloquent on this subject, with McGillivray
at one point treating the group to an abstruse but compelling disquisition
on Locke and Hobbes:“Civil society has broken down on the streets.We
are utterly failing to protect these kids and so they’ve reverted to a state
of nature. Unless we can reimpose civil society, we’re not going to make
a lot of headway.”

Gangs and chronic offenders
Thus far, the Working Group’s views were tracking nicely with the gun
trafficking and decoupling ideas with which the authors had entered the
process. But they diverged dramatically when the Working Group members
closest to the streets—Joyce and the others from YVSF, probation officers,
and Streetworkers—insisted that youth violence in Boston was a problem
committed by and against chronically offending gang members.

This argument had two parts. One was that Boston’s gangs were not the
relatively organized and structured gangs of Los Angeles and Chicago—a
contention that was undisputed among all Working Group members.YVSF
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informally called itself a gang unit; probation officers talked easily about
gangs, as did the Streetworkers; prosecutors discussed prosecution of
gang members. But the “gangs” in question were loose, informal, and 
usually relatively small.

The practitioners’ second point was that most of the violence was among
members of these gangs.“Every time we lose a kid, we know him, and
every time a kid kills another kid, we know the shooter,” said Billy Stewart.
Others on the Working Group echoed his comments, saying that a relatively
small number of youths were at high risk for both killing and being killed.
They were gang members chronically in trouble with the authorities and
known by Working Group members, often personally, because of their par-
ticipation in gang activities, frequent arrests, status as probationers and pris-
oners, and visibility both on and off the streets.

Working Group members could not predict who would kill or be killed, but
they believed they could say with some authority from which relatively small
universe the youths would come. In particular, they said, chronic “beefs”
between gangs could be counted on to generate casualties.According to
police, probation officers, and Streetworkers, these vendettas were what pri-
marily drove youth violence in the city. Sparked by some dispute or other—
perhaps business, perhaps personal—they took on a life of their own and
could persist for years, even after most or all of those involved had forgot-
ten their origins. They could lie dormant for long periods and then flare
up on reprovocation—because rival gang members ran into one another
in school, on the street, or in clubs—or for no apparent reason at all.When
the vendettas were active,Working Group participants said they had a very
strong idea of who was at risk;YVSF members sometimes joked among
themselves about taking life insurance out on certain gang members. Much
of the energy of YVSF, probation officers, and the Streetworkers went to
defusing or containing these disputes.

One way of viewing this was to regard the youth violence problem in
Boston as comprising two groups: a relatively small group of chronic gang
offenders and a much larger group of other youths.Working Group mem-
bers maintained that the larger, non-gang-involved group feared the smaller
one but that chronic offenders in the smaller group also feared each other.
Most of the violence occurred among members of the smaller group, who
were constantly on watch for each other and, as a result, carried guns, used
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guns, and acted tough in various ways. The Working Group stated that fear
was driving this dynamic and that the problem had become, at least in
part, decoupled from crack cocaine. But the core of the problem was a 
gang problem.

The authors resisted this diagnosis; they were drawn to the strong version
of the decoupling hypothesis, which made fear and vulnerability among
a wide spectrum of youths more central than a more particular dynamic
among gang kids.Working Group members, however, were compelling on
the subject. The matter of gangs thus became a major topic for exploration.

Unraveling the Nature of Youth Violence Through
Research
One key ambition of the Boston Gun Project was to support the proceed-
ings of the Working Group, wherever possible, with research. By late spring
1995, several key questions were identifiable:

● What guns were being used in youth crime in Boston, where were
they coming from, and how were youths acquiring them? 

● What was driving the violence and, in particular, what was the role
of gangs and gang disputes? 

● If a gang problem existed, what was the nature of gangs, and of gang
members, in Boston?

Over the summer of 1995, research was able to shed light on all of 
these areas.

Guns and gun tracing data
Since 1991, BPD and the Boston Regional Office of ATF had been tracing
all guns recovered by Boston police. The arrangement, unprecedented at
the time, had been put in place by David Carlson, then an ATF special agent,
and Robert Scobie, then a sergeant in charge of the BPD Ballistics Bureau.
Working Group member and ATF special agent Lennie Ladd negotiated with
ATF headquarters in Washington, D.C., to work out arrangements by which
the authors were granted research access to this data set.
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The data set contained information on 1,550 firearms recovered in Boston
from persons ages 21 and under.18 Some information, such as gun type and
caliber, was available for all of these firearms.After some additional labori-
ous matching by the authors from BPD records, the name and birth date
of the person from whom Boston police had recovered the gun were avail-
able for about 80 percent of these firearms. Further information, such as
where and when the gun had first been sold at retail, was available for the
roughly 60 percent of firearms that had been successfully traced by ATF’s
National Tracing Center.19 Over the course of the project, additional infor-
mation was obtained from both ATF and BPD.ATF provided the name and
Federal Firearms License (FFL) number of the dealer who had first sold
the gun at retail, as well as the name of the first purchaser; BPD determined
whether the name of the person from whom the gun had been recovered
was included in the YVSF gang database. The resulting data set turned out
to be an extraordinary resource.

Analysis confirmed the belief of Working Group members that young peo-
ple in Boston had a taste for new guns; slightly more than 25 percent of
traceable guns and some 33 percent of guns associated with gang members
were less than 2 years old at the time of recovery. This fact defied the
common belief in law enforcement and other circles that such guns were
invariably old, either borrowed from their own homes or stolen in house
burglaries. Further, more than half of the traceable guns were semiautomatic
pistols, and these tended to be newer yet; this was even more true of guns
associated with gang members, particularly the .380 and 9mm models iden-
tified by the Working Group as guns of choice on the street.Where popular
models of semiautomatic pistols were concerned, the time from purchase 
to recovery by police was often very brief.20 In all probability, these guns
had been deliberately diverted from gun stores into young people’s hands.
Finally, nearly 20 percent of all guns recovered from youths had obliterated
serial numbers—a marker of illicit firearms trafficking.

Analysis disproved the belief, on the other hand, that all youth crime guns in
Boston were coming from southern States. More than 33 percent of trace-
able guns had first been sold at retail in Massachusetts; the next largest
source State was Georgia, at only 8 percent. Guns originating in all southern
States combined equaled a volume slightly below that of Massachusetts.
Contrary to the expectations of the entire law enforcement community,
Boston had a large problem essentially in its own back yard.21
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These findings led to some quick and concrete action. Special Agent Phil
Tortorella took steps in ATF’s Boston office to flag for special attention
every gun whose trace showed a time-to-crime interval of less than about
18 months on the premise that such guns were particularly likely to have
been trafficked or to lead to traffickers. For the same reason, the BPD’s
Ballistics Unit instituted a policy of attempting the restoration of all obliter-
ated serial numbers. Members of the Working Group, newly alerted to the
importance of instate trafficking, began working with the Massachusetts
Department of Public Safety to rationalize the maintenance of records of
instate firearms transfers.22

Youth homicide, chronic offenders, and gangs
Criminal activity of offenders and victims. With the help of BPD’s
Homicide Bureau and Office of Research and Analysis, the authors con-
structed a list of 155 people ages 21 years and under who had been killed
by gun or knife in Boston between 1990 and 1994. Mapping these slayings
and gathering key demographic and incident information were simple but
powerful steps.Almost all the killings fell within the neighborhoods of
Roxbury, Dorchester, and Mattapan; most victims were young black men;
and most had been killed with handguns. Even long-time members of local
criminal justice agencies were taken aback by the resulting charts.“No more
in Charlestown?” one prosecutor said almost plaintively on seeing the map;
she was referring to a white ethnic part of Boston renowned as a tough
neighborhood that had nonetheless escaped the youth violence epidemic
afflicting the black community (see exhibit 1–2).

Next the authors examined the criminal histories of the 155 victims and the
125 youthful offenders, identified by the homicide bureau as “cleared,” who
were associated with the incidents. The results were astonishing: Prior to
their murders, 75 percent of victims had been arraigned for at least one
offense in Massachusetts courts, 19 percent had been committed to an
adult or youth correctional facility, 42 percent had been on probation at
some time before their murder, and 14 percent were on probation at the
time of their murder. Of the 125 offenders known to be associated with
those homicides, 77 percent had been arraigned for at least one offense in
Massachusetts courts, 26 percent had been committed to a facility, 54 per-
cent had been on probation, and 26 percent were on probation at the time
they committed the murder. For the 117 homicide victims with at least one
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arraignment, the average number of arraignments was 9.5, and 44 percent
had 10 or more arraignments. For the 96 offenders with at least one arraign-
ment, the average number of arraignments was 9.7, and 41 percent had 10
or more arraignments. For both victims and offenders, arraignments for
property offenses, armed violent offenses, and disorder offenses outnum-
bered drug offenses. For offenders, unarmed violent offenses also outnum-
bered drug offenses. Even within this high-rate population, offending was
skewed, with the worst 5 percent and worst 10 percent of the 125 offend-
ers responsible for 20 percent and 36 percent of 1,009 total arraignments,
respectively.The worst 5 percent and worst 10 percent of the 155 victims
were responsible for 17 percent and 33 percent of 1,277 total arraignments,
respectively.As the Working Group had said, this was indeed a highly crimi-
nal population.

Note: N=155.

Exhibit 1-2 Firearm and Knife Homicide Victims, Ages 21 and Under, 1990–1994
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Gang involvement. Next, working with YVSF, probation, and Streetworker
members of the Working Group, plus several other police and Streetworker
participants whom they recommended, the authors mapped gangs and gang
turf and estimated gang size.This process identified some 61 different crews
with some 1,300 members (the map of gang turf coincided almost perfectly
with the homicide map) (see exhibit 1–3). Gang members represented less
than 1 percent of young people in the city and less than 3 percent of young
people in high-risk neighborhoods.Another step in the mapping process
produced a network map of gang “beefs” and alliances: who was feuding
with whom and who allied with whom (see exhibit 1–4). Finally, working
with the same group of practitioners, the authors systematically examined
each of the 155 homicides and asked the group members if they knew

Exhibit 1-3 Boston’s Gang Areas
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what had happened in each instance and whether there had been a mean-
ingful gang connection. This answer, too, was striking: Using conservative
definitions and methods, at least 60 percent of the homicides were gang
related. Most of these incidents were not in any proximate way about drug
trafficking or other “business” interests; most were part of relatively long-
standing feuds between gangs. None of these dimensions—the number of
crews, their size, their relationships, or the connection of gangs and gang
rivalries to homicide—could have been examined from formal records; the
relevant information simply was not captured either within BPD or else-
where. But the frontline practitioners in the Working Group had this knowl-
edge, and obtaining it by qualitative methods was a straightforward if
laborious and time-consuming task.23
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By late summer 1995, most of this work was complete. Boston clearly had
a gang-related youth homicide problem. More specifically, it had a problem
with 1,300 chronic offenders who, for the most part, were minority male
gang members who hurt one another along identifiable “vectors” of gang
rivalry. The practitioners on the Working Group had been correct.

Bad Implications and Bad Times
As these findings emerged over the summer of 1995, they were folded back
into the Working Group process.Although it was exciting, and felt like
progress, to arrive at such a specific, detailed, and in many ways unexpected
picture of the youth homicide problem in Boston, this was a deeply dis-
couraging time for the authors. For several reasons, the description that was
developing seemed to diminish—though did not eliminate—the power of a
supply-side, gun market-focused approach to youth homicide prevention. The
gang members at the core of the city’s youth violence problem were highly
criminal and thus likely had fairly varied and robust means of access to
firearms through drug connections and other illegal pathways. Many of
them were involved to some extent in drug trafficking and other economic
crimes in which guns were useful, which gave them a strong financial moti-
vation to obtain guns. More importantly, they were at very high risk of get-
ting hurt, which gave them a strong personal motivation to obtain guns for
self defense. Although neither the authors nor the Working Group lost hope
that a supply-side intervention would be possible and productive, it seemed
clear that preventing this chronically offending population from acquiring
firearms would be extremely difficult.

That understanding placed more of a burden on the demand side: to reduce
the fear these gang members felt, ideally by lowering their risk of violent
victimization or by controlling their violent offending. This seemed a newly
daunting task. Although the research had crystallized and refined Working
Group practitioners’ views of Boston’s gang problem, it had not altered
those views in any fundamental way. Their ongoing work had been shaped
by that knowledge and addressed the problem as they (and now the authors)
saw it. The current practice of YVSF and other agencies was of a very high
quality (the authors’ respect for the group’s effort was only growing with
longer exposure) and it was not at all clear what, if anything, could be
added to the existing mix. The research also demonstrated that the authors’
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original frame of reference—juvenile gun violence—was wrong. The real
problem was violence among chronic gang-involved offenders; it was
mostly but not exclusively firearm violence, and it included not only, or
even predominantly, juveniles but also offenders well into their 20s. The
authors and the Working Group framed this new problem as gang violence
among the 24-and-under population and began calling it, somewhat inaccu-
rately,“youth violence.”

Nobody was inclined to give up. The Working Group had taken on a real
energy by now; the members were caught up in the process, and many
ideas were suggested and critiqued.24

Some ideas appeared at first and even on review to have merit. There were
discussions of improved information sharing, for example, so that BPD patrol
officers in high-risk areas would know, as they currently did not, who was
on probation or under DYS supervision. One YVSF detective, in particular,
wanted illicit gun traffickers to be held jointly liable for any crimes subse-
quently committed with the guns they sold. The prosecutors on the Working
Group warned that this would require an unusual and hard-to-prove fact
pattern: It would be necessary to prove in court that the trafficker had had
prior knowledge of the crime in question. They welcomed the idea of bring-
ing such a case to trial, however, and vowed to look for an opportunity.

The importance of Massachusetts as a source State for Boston crime guns
led both ATF and the U.S.Attorney’s Office to refocus some of their ener-
gies toward instate, as well as interstate, trafficking. New ideas about taking
guns off the street were discussed. Gang members often hid “area” guns
near their hangouts or drug-dealing sites; they had been observed stashing
weapons on the street when making probation appearances because the
courthouses had metal detectors at their doors. Could enough street sur-
veillance and a coordinated call to high-risk probationers yield a one-time
harvest of guns?

The regular Working Group meetings also created a useful professional
dynamic. Members typically used some time at each meeting to share infor-
mation and intelligence, make plans, and generally keep one another up to
date about the activities of their agencies and conditions on the street. Both
Tim Feeley from the U.S.Attorney’s Office and Hugh Curran from the Suffolk
County District Attorney’s Office rode along with YVSF officers, a mutually
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satisfying experience that led Curran’s office to formally designate him to
work with YVSF. The Streetworkers built working relationships with prose-
cutors and ATF, something they had lacked before.

Nonetheless, the authors did not believe that the ideas generated either
alone or in combination seemed likely to result in a substantial impact in
the near term. In what was essentially a coincidence but served to under-
score the stakes involved and heighten the authors’ sense of urgency, the
summer and fall of 1995 turned out to be deadly. More than a dozen young
people were killed in the city within a few months, and numerous other
shootings filled the gaps between homicides.Working Group meetings—
and local newspapers—were filled with accounts of street violence.At this
point, the authors had essentially moved in with the Working Group, spend-
ing day after day at Warren Street, riding with YVSF and probation officers,
and holding one-on-one conversations with Working Group members to
probe more deeply into what they did and could do, what they thought
was going on, and what might be done about it. It was an intense and a
deeply disturbing time, with no clear way forward.25

Lessons of Wendover Street
The answer, when it came, turned out to be embedded in the historical 
activities of YVSF. As part of the general push to understand the history of
the gang problem in Boston and official responses to it, the authors had
been working off and on with Paul Joyce and other members of YVSF, espe-
cially Detective Fred Waggett, to construct a history of gang enforcement
practices in BPD. One thing that kept coming up in those conversations, as
it often did in the Working Group, was YVSF’s Wendover Street operation.
Part of that operation was aimed at the gun trafficker and seemed fairly
straightforward:YVSF, working with ATF, and using traditional investigative
techniques plus gun traces, had gradually uncovered a multistate trafficking
ring and shut it down.Another part, aimed at ending the outbreak of violence
that had first drawn attention to Wendover Street, was less clear cut.

Joyce,YVSF, and the Streetworkers (along with their partners in probation
and elsewhere) had clearly done something remarkable. The problem had
been all but completely suppressed, and the area had remained quiet for
the 9 months that had since passed.YVSF officers reported Wendover Street
gang members actually pleading with them to remain at the end of the
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operation, because the area was then so safe that they wanted it to stay that
way.Above all else, the extraordinary picture existed of young gang mem-
bers turning over their guns to the police—literally walking up to YVSF’s
Warren Street headquarters with paper bags full of guns and dropping them
off. How had this happened?

Focused attention. Pressed on this point, Paul Joyce—who was, in general,
reluctant to talk, particularly about himself and his work—responded with
a cryptic,“We were honest with them,” or the equivalent:“We just told them
the truth.”What this meant, exactly, remained a mystery.Waggett and other
YVSF officers were more forthcoming.YVSF had focused much of its atten-
tion on the area for a 3-month period. Part of its energy was devoted to
developing the case against gun traffickers.Another part was devoted, in
conjunction with its partners in other agencies, to disrupting the gang and
discommoding its members in any legal way possible.YVSF officers enforced
every law they could against gang members, shutting down street drug sales
and making arrests for trespassing, public drinking, overt drug use, and dis-
order offenses. They ran gang members’ names against BPD’s extensive data-
base of outstanding warrants, found many, and served them.A Registry of
Motor Vehicles search revealed that gang members had no drivers’ licenses;
YVSF took their unregistered cars away. Probation officers focused Night
Light visits and other street probation enforcement on gang members.

One particularly adamantine gang member, who was effectively whipping
his peers on to defy the police, turned out to be under DYS supervision;
DYS placed him in a youth correctional facility in western Massachusetts
where he had no friends. The Streetworkers then moved in, offering servic-
es and striving to broker a resolution to the Wendover Street gang’s feud
with its nearby Magnolia Street rivals.YVSF officers, probation officers, and
Streetworkers reached out to gang members’ parents, many of whom were
desperate over their children’s behavior and willing to help.

An honest approach. This appeared to be a classic crackdown, albeit
one of uncommon subtlety that incorporated an unusual breadth of agen-
cies. But it had one unique component. Conversations with Fred Waggett
finally revealed what Paul Joyce had meant by “honesty” and “truth.”
Throughout the operation,YVSF officers, probation officers, and
Streetworkers had told gang members directly why the crackdown was
occurring and what it would take to make it stop. “We’re here because
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of the shooting,” the authorities had said.“We’re not going to leave until it
stops.And until it does, nobody is going to so much as jaywalk, nor make
any money, nor have any fun.” Every week or so, Joyce,Waggett, or another
YVSF officer would visit DYS in the western part of the State and talk to
the gang member there.“Want to go home?” he was asked.“Ready to tell
your friends to knock it off?” It took some time, but the message eventually
got through to him and the rest of his crew.As a final condition,YVSF
told gang members it would not leave until it had the illegal guns they
were holding.“We knew by then who had what: makes, models, calibers,”
Waggett said.“And we pointed fingers and made them turn them over.”At
which point, with an explicit warning that renewed violence would bring 
a return of the pressure, the operation ended.

“Let us see if we’ve got it,” the authors said.“You focused on this gang
because of the violence.You went in and told them why you were there
and what it would take to get you to leave.You pulled every legal lever you
could to impose costs on them, which turned out to be fairly easy because
they were selling drugs, on probation, and otherwise chronically offending.
You focused just on the gang and not on other kids in the same neighbor-
hood.And they eventually complied, and you left.”“That’s right,”Waggett
said.“And we’ve done it a few other times, when other gangs have gone
critical, and it always worked then, too.”

Designing Ceasefire
This was, as far as the authors were concerned, a radically different type of
demand reduction than the usual violence prevention training, dispute reso-
lution, and similar facilitative approaches. It made powerful, strategic use of
authority with a group of chronic offenders, who could probably be reached
only by using approaches that incorporated authority. In an exceedingly
clever fashion, it turned gang offenders’ behavior against themselves, tak-
ing advantage of the vulnerabilities created by their chronic misbehavior
and turning them into a violence prevention tool. It used many of the exist-
ing strengths of criminal justice agencies—such as conducting drug investi-
gations, patrolling streets, and supervising probation—and marshaled them
into a preventive regime intended not to take gang members off the street,
but to protect them from themselves and other gang members. Through the
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Streetworkers, it incorporated social services, gang mediation, and other
opportunities for those willing to take advantage of them.And, because of
the explicit communication with gang members, the approach seemed to
be fundamentally fair.“Here’s how the game’s going to be played,” gang
members were told.“After this, it’s up to you.”

Was this the answer the Working Group had been searching for? Could the
Wendover approach to violence prevention, henceforth used only rarely
and in extraordinary circumstances, be made the routine response to gang
violence in Boston? And if it were, did Working Group members believe it
would have the strong preventive impact they had been seeking? During
the summer and early fall of 1995, conversation in the Working Group
focused increasingly on these possibilities.

Modifying the strategy 
A positive feeling developed: If the Working Group could organize mem-
ber agencies behind a Wendover approach, and if it were given the right
institutional support, success might follow. After a fair amount of applica-
tion, a basic strategy emerged. Despite wide support for marshaling agency
resources behind a Wendover-style violence prevention strategy, a problem
remained: The incidence of violence and the number of active gang feuds
were greater than could be handled using the intensive Wendover approach.
The Working Group surmised it could put in place, at best, three to four
such focused operations at any given time, which would not always be
enough. The group decided to put the new regime in place gradually, using
the network of gang conflicts in the city as a template (see exhibit 1–4).

If gangs A and B were fighting at the time the new strategy kicked off, they
would get the Wendover treatment. Once they were calmed, they would get
one message:We will desist, but the moment that violence starts up again,
we will be back. Because gangs A and B were now most vulnerable to any
other enemies they might have, and because the peace that had just been
won was most vulnerable to being broken by such rivalries, those other
enemies would be the Working Group’s next target. The rival gangs would
get a visit and a message:“See what just happened to gangs A and B? Well,
they are off limits now, and if you provoke or engage with them, you will
get the same treatment.”
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Moving quickly enough to make an impact but slowly enough to be able
to deal with any problems that emerged, the Working Group could make
its way across the network until more or less all the gangs were effectively
proscribed from hurting one another.26 That was the hope. At the same time,
work by ATF and BPD to crack down on gun traffickers, especially those
supplying violent gangs, would serve to inhibit easy access to weaponry.

The Wendover approach had worked because the actual intervention was
carefully tailored to the gang in question. It offered a basic script, but that
script would need to be applied differently to different gangs in different sit-
uations. Once the Working Group decided to subject a gang or gangs to the
intervention, it would be necessary to share information, and perhaps gather
more, and figure out what to do in this particular case.Working Group mem-
bers were satisfied that they usually knew enough to mount a Wendover-type
operation, however. In dry runs, picking gangs at random to see how such
an operation would be structured, if necessary, an operation could always
be designed that seemed sufficient to attract gang members’ attention.

Communicating clearly
Direct communication with gang members, a key element in the logic
of the overall strategy, appeared necessary at two levels. First, the Working
Group wanted all gangs in the city to be aware that new rules existed 
regarding violence and to understand what they were and how to avoid
coming to the Working Group’s attention. Second, when focus on a particu-
lar gang became necessary, it wanted to make that gang understand that
violence had drawn the official attention, and only a cessation of violence
would lead to its easing. This communication could be carried out one on
one by YVSF officers, probation officers, Streetworkers, and others.

In addition, the Working Group decided to drive the message home by hold-
ing a series of semiformal meetings with selected gangs. Gangs would be
brought into the Dorchester courthouse, either through the Streetworkers’
good offices or by requiring probationers to attend, and given a clear mes-
sage about how violence would be treated in the future. These “forums,” as
they came to be called, were intended to make a graphic show of the new
reality in Boston: A variety of agencies were working together and sharing
information, with an enormous range of capacities to deploy and with
violence as their only target.
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At the same time, the Working Group wanted to make it very clear that it
was not offering a “deal,”—that refraining from violence would not win
gangs the freedom to deal drugs or commit other crimes. The energies that
went into implementing the new strategy would represent a fraction of
the total criminal justice activity in Boston; normal enforcement by police,
probation officers, prosecutors, and others would continue as before. The
new reality—it was hoped—was that violence would now bring a special
response in addition to “baseline” enforcement activities. The statement that
captured the Working Group’s attitude and was used routinely in forums
was,“This is a promise, not a deal.”

Nobody had any illusions about the power of the new idea. To implement
it, sustain implementation, and succeed in any way would be a long, diffi-
cult struggle. No explicit discussion occurred as to when to expect results,
but implicit in the planning was an expectation that at least 1 or 2 years,
maybe more, would be required to change the streets in any meaningful way.
At the same time, many in the group believed strongly enough in the idea
that gang violence was begetting gang violence to at least entertain what
the authors called the “firebreak” hypothesis: If violence could be quelled
for a meaningful period, it might not naturally reemerge. The streets were
violent now, so they stayed violent; if they were safe, might they not re-
main safe? Any such development, however, was several very difficult and
tenuous steps into the future.At the moment, the consensus on the Working
Group was that the new strategy was, at least, worth trying.

Garnering support
The original pledge to the agency heads who had detailed representatives
in the Working Group was that any promising strategy that emerged would
be shared with them and their support solicited. During the last months
of 1995 and early 1996, the authors made a series of presentations to those
agencies detailing the research findings and the intervention strategy that
the Working Group had crafted.Although the basic diagnosis held some sur-
prises, it seemed to reflect their views (Ralph Boyd, a long-time gang prose-
cutor in the U.S.Attorney’s Office, reacted to a slide of the network of gang
rivalries by leaping out of his chair, kneeling in front of the screen for a bet-
ter look, and shouting,“Yes! That’s it!”).They too thought the strategy worth
pursuing. Sentiment was strong at both the policy and working levels to
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put the operation in place and generate some results before making a for-
mal public announcement. Paul Joyce and the authors briefed key outside
figures, however, including the presiding judges in both Dorchester and
Roxbury district courts and the Ten Point Coalition’s Rev. Eugene Rivers.27

All appeared to find the strategy worth trying and, if implemented prop-
erly, unobjectionable.A sketchy, but formal, protocol was written by the
Working Group to specify the steps to be taken during focused gang
enforcement actions.

BPD Commissioner Paul Evans, in particular, seemed to have faith in YVSF
and the larger application of the Wendover approach.“[The gangs] will
have to behave,” he wrote soon after in a BPD strategy document on guns
and youth violence.“They won’t have any choice.”28 The Working Group
hoped that he was right.

Applying the Strategy
In fact, the strategy—then called within the Working Group by various
names, such as “Scrap Iron II” and “Wendover Plus”—was already under
way.29 Late in 1995, Paul Joyce and several other detectives in YVSF had
launched an operation aimed principally at the Intervale Posse.

The Intervale Posse
Widely regarded as perhaps the worst crack-era gang in Boston, the Intervale
Posse had essentially taken over its Roxbury neighborhood. Led by Sam “Sam
Goody” Patrick and working primarily out of a large, wooded lot that it had
equipped with couches, television sets (powered by extension cords run out
of nearby houses that residents had abandoned because of gang activity), a
large barbecue, and even firing ranges, the gang sold crack cocaine, invaded
homes, and attacked young people who dared to venture onto its turf
(a huge “Adidas tree” adorned with hundreds of pairs of shoes taken from
interlopers was a principal feature on the lot).“Intervale was king of the hill
in Boston,” said Gary French.“[Its members had] been involved in a string
of unsolved homicides in that area going back years. Everybody on the street
knew Intervale, and nobody messed with them.”

Fed up with the gang’s years of domination, Joyce aimed a Wendover-style
operation at it and three other allied gangs nearby. He had intended to put
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in place the same gradual, meticulous blanket that had worked on Wendover
Street: a heavy police presence backed up by probation officers, Street-
workers, DYS, community organizers, and constant communication with
the gangs. In the end, it worked out somewhat differently.

Early in 1996, Lt. Det. Gary French replaced Joyce as commander of
YVSF (Joyce was promoted to BPD’s homicide squad). French came, most
recently, from assignments in narcotics and as a district patrol supervisor
in Dorchester. He was in tune with YVSF’s methods and quickly integrated
himself into the Working Group. He agreed with and was willing to support
the strategy being pursued. He also wanted to make some changes, particu-
larly within his own unit. Paul Joyce and his team of detectives had essen-
tially acted as a squad within a squad, an elite unit within the elite YVSF.
French felt it essential to involve all of YVSF, which included both patrol per-
sonnel (who generally worked in plain clothes) and officers detailed from
such other departments as the Massachusetts State Police. French began
including other key members of the 40-strong YVSF in Working Group pro-
ceedings and took steps to market the Working Group’s strategy with YVSF,
including christening the strategy as “Operation Ceasefire.”

French also took over and refocused the Intervale operation with the
Intervale Posse as its sole target. In view of Intervale’s long, violent history
and its resistance to pressure being applied—French knew Sam Patrick
personally and was making repeated visits, telling him to calm things down,
to no avail—he quietly reached out to the Boston office of the U.S. Drug
Enforcement Administration (DEA). DEA was conducting a slow-moving
investigation aimed at Intervale; at French’s urging, that investigation was
reinvigorated and adapted to incorporate YVSF personnel and other Working
Group agencies.

The Vamp Hill Kings
While the Intervale operation was under way, several other gang violence
problems erupted. Chief among them was a situation involving the Vamp
Hill Kings.Another prominent, well-established Boston gang, with turf on
Dorchester’s Bowdoin Street, the Kings were going through an internal
struggle in early 1996. Kings were openly feuding, carrying guns, shooting
at each other, firing “expressive” shots up and down the street at night, and
otherwise wreaking havoc in the neighborhood. Three King-on-King homi-
cides would eventually result.
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French focused the Working Group’s attention on the Vamp Hill Kings.
The violence on Bowdoin Street became Operation Ceasefire’s first real
test. In March 1996, several planning sessions brought in not only core
Working Group participants but also district (precinct) patrol and beat
officers and prosecutors from the Safe Neighborhood Initiative—a joint
operation between BPD, the Suffolk County District Attorney’s Office, the
Office of Massachusetts Attorney General Scott Harshbarger, and neighbor-
hood groups focused on an area of Dorchester that included Bowdoin Street.
Everybody involved knew the Kings and their key players, and together the
various agencies were able to mount a comprehensive operation.

Applying pressure. A critical decision involved the communications
strategy. Should the Working Group warn the Kings before the operation,
or after? A strong feeling existed at the working level that, at least this first
time, the operation should come first to build credibility.A heavy BPD pres-
ence—YVSF officers and district and special unit officers—squeezed the
street drug trade by close to 80 percent. Billy Stewart increased Night Light
visits on the Kings’ leaders and walked the streets during the day to make
sure that probationers were behaving (in a twist he invented on the spot,
he also visited the parents of Kings not on probation, warned them that
their sons were in trouble, and urged them to keep them off the street).
YVSF and district officers maintained a heavy uniformed presence, making
disorder arrests and sometimes posting officers full time outside the houses
of the main players in the Kings’ two warring factions.

Four Kings turned out to be under DYS supervision; DYS soon took them
off the street. One King was determined to be a resident alien subject to
deportation for his Massachusetts criminal record; French reached out to
the U.S. Immigration and Naturalization Service and made it happen.A King
stopped one evening by a YVSF officer was carrying a mask, gloves, and a
semiautomatic pistol, which he drew on the officer before thinking twice
and dropping the weapon. Normally that case would have been prosecuted
by Massachusetts authorities; instead, alerted by the Working Group, the
U.S.Attorney took the case. Judges, kept up to date by probation officers,
imposed strict bail conditions on Kings arrested during the operation. ATF
agents rode and walked the streets with BPD officers. Gary French even
brought the Massachusetts Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals
in to remove a number of pit bulls the Kings had trained as fighting dogs.
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In their contacts with the Kings,YVSF and probation officers reminded
them constantly that pressure was being applied because of the violence.
And, throughout, Streetworkers delivered the same message and urged the
gang to end the dispute and take advantage of the services the city and
others could offer.

Still the Kings resisted. In one particularly awful incident, probably the
low point of the entire Boston Gun Project, a young King was murdered
in his own house only minutes after Gary French, Billy Stewart, and ATF
agents had warned his mother that their intelligence suggested she should
do everything she could to keep him off the streets. Throughout the opera-
tion, the Working Group was never certain that it could make the strategy
work. Members were in constant touch, in meetings at Warren Street and
over the phone, to update each other on what seemed to be going on,
reshaping the operation day by day and even hour by hour.

Sending the message. By early May, however, Bowdoin Street was quiet.
Whether this was due to the impact of the operation, the natural playing
out of the dispute, or some combination thereof was impossible to deter-
mine. But quiet it was, and the Working Group moved on to the next step.
Late on the afternoon of May 15, 1996, the Streetworkers brought about a
dozen Kings, along with other Bowdoin Street community members, into
the Dorchester courthouse for the Gun Project’s first forum (DYS brought
several Kings from their locked facilities, who sat off to the side in restraints).
They were met there with an unprecedented sight: representatives of all
the Working Group agencies, plus several others such as Safe Neighborhood
Initiative prosecutor Marcie Jackson, sitting together at a table at the front
of the room. They were flanked by posters spelling out what had just hap-
pened on Bowdoin Street (see exhibit 1–5) and collections of news clip-
pings detailing, for example, the Federal prosecution of the Bowdoin Street
gun carrier; these were also given to the audience as handouts.

Billy Stewart was master of ceremonies, as he would generally be at subse-
quent forums.“Thanks for coming,” he told the audience.“This isn’t a sting,
everybody’s going to be home for dinner, we just wanted you to know a
few things.And this is nothing personal, either; this is how we’re going to
be dealing with violence in the future, and you just happened to be first.
So go home and tell your friends about what you hear today.”
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GOAL: STOP THE VIOLENCE

BOWDOIN STREET OPERATION

INTERAGENCY OPERATION: POLICE, ATF, PROBATION, PAROLE, DYS, US ATTORNEY, 
SUFFOLK COUNTY D.A., SCHOOL POLICE

SHARE INFORMATION AND INTELLIGENCE: DAILY

SHUT DOWN DRUG MARKET: WHEN THERE IS VIOLENCE, NO ONE PROFITS

HEAVY POLICE PRESENCE: YOUTH VIOLENCE STRIKE FORCE, DISTRICT C-11, 
DRUG CONTROL UNIT, ATF

SWAMP AREA

10 ARRESTS

70 FIOs

MULTIPLE GUN SEIZURES

WARRANTS SERVED

DISORDER ENFORCEMENT

COMMUNITY ORGANIZING

HEAVY PROBATION PRESENCE, NIGHT AND DAY:

10 SURRENDERS

38 HOME VISITS

25 FIOs

CONTINUOUS AREA CHECKS

NEW RESTRICTIONS ON ALL BAILS

PATROL WITH YVSF

PROBATION INFORMATION

SHARED WITH POLICE OFFICERS

DYS SURRENDERS: IMMEDIATE

HEAVY PAROLE PRESENCE

PRIORITY FEDERAL PROSECUTIONS

PRIORITY STATE PROSECUTIONS

SERVE ALL OUTSTANDING WARRANTS

REVIEW ALL POSSIBLE COLD CASES

Exhibit 1–5 Bowdoin Street Poster Created by the Gun Project Working Group
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The forum was dramatic. In essence, the Working Group’s message to the
Kings was that they and their activities were known, and although the group
could not stop every instance of offending, violence would no longer be tol-
erated in Boston. The message also stressed that the crackdown was being
conducted in large part to protect gang members, and it made its rationale
clear and assigned responsibility for the future to individual gang members.

Each representative took a few minutes to speak about the powers his agency
possessed and how such powers would be exercised through Operation
Ceasefire. Many gang members in the audience smiled and scoffed. They
stopped when Ted Heinrich, as Assistant U.S.Attorney assigned to the group,
spoke.“This kind of street crime used to be a local matter,” he said:

Not any more. [The] Attorney General cares more about youth violence
than almost anything else. My boss works for [the Attorney General],
so that’s what he cares about more than anything else. Right now, the
youth violence in Boston is happening in your neighborhood, which
means that the U.S. Department of Justice cares about you. We can
bring in the DEA, we can bring in the FBI, we can bring in the ATF;
we can prosecute you federally, which means you go to Lompoc, not
stateside, and there’s no parole in the Federal system any more:You
serve your time.We don’t want to do that, and we won’t if we don’t
have to, but it’s violence that will get that kind of attention.

The room became more silent when the panel turned to Freddie Cardoza,
who was featured on his own poster and handout (see exhibit 1–6).“One
bullet,” said Gary French.“We are not putting up with this stuff any more.”

The talk was not only about sanctions. Tracy Litthcut, deliberately sitting in
the audience rather than at the table to distinguish himself from the enforce-
ment agencies, delivered an impassioned speech.“We know you’re all
caught up in something you can’t control,” he said.“We know it’s dangerous
out there.And we’ll help, any way we can. If you need protection from your
enemies, if you want a job, if your mom needs treatment, if you want back
into school, tell us; here’s my phone number.” But Litthcut also made sure
there were no mixed messages being delivered.“If you don’t hear what’s
being said to you today,” he told the Kings,“it’s on your heads. Take what
we’re offering. I’ve been to over 100 funerals, and I’m not going to any
more. The violence stops now.”
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FREDDIE CARDOZA

PROBLEM: VIOLENT GANG MEMBER

“Given his extensive criminal record, 

if there was a Federal law against 

jaywalking we’d indict him for that.”

—Don Stern, US Attorney

SOLUTION: ARMED CAREER 
CRIMINAL CONVICTION

Arrested with one bullet

Sentence: 19 years, 7 months

No possibility of parole

ADDRESS:

OTISVILLE FEDERAL

CORRECTIONAL INSTITUTE

Maximum Security Facility, New York

Exhibit 1–6 Cardoza Poster Created by the Gun Project Working Group
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YVSF officers, probation officers, and Streetworkers reported that word of
the meeting spread quickly on the streets, with gangs all over Boston talk-
ing about the forum and Freddie Cardoza.An unprecedented calm fell over
Bowdoin Street, according to YVSF and Streetworkers, who were still spend-
ing a lot of time there. A key King gang member visited Billy Stewart and
asked what kind of record Cardoza had had that deserved prosecution as
an armed career criminal; Stewart simply held up a thick copy of Cardoza’s
sheet and matched it with the Kings’ equally thick one. The Streetworkers,
working to consolidate the situation, moved into Bowdoin Street with a
summer jobs program aimed at both Kings and non-Kings. And, as it had
on Wendover Street, the calm held.

The Working Group continued its biweekly meetings during the summer of
1996. The sessions were straightforward and asked about the incidence of
any gang violence or eruptions of shots fired, and whether anything should
be done. Incidents continued to occur, but no further Bowdoin-scale opera-
tions took place. That summer, the Working Group discovered the power of
the communication strategy, which the authors were beginning to think of
as “retail deterrence.” In several instances,YVSF and probation officers visit-
ed gangs that appeared to be headed for trouble.“We have our eyes on you,”
they would say.“We are the ones who brought you Bowdoin Street. If this
violence does not stop, you are next.” Tracy Litthcut and the Streetworkers
would back up the message.“They are watching,” they would say.“They
know your names.” In every instance, the trouble stopped. Tracy came back
to the Working Group a few weeks after putting one gang on notice, shak-
ing his head in wonder.“They believe,” he said.“There’s nothing happening.”

Intervale II 
The Intervale Posse did not get it. That Working Group operation had con-
tinued over the summer, both the overt side—heavy Bowdoin Street-style
interagency pressure—and the covert aspect involving the DEA. The situa-
tion did not improve. On August 29, 1996, an early-morning sweep result-
ed in the arrest of 15 key members of the Intervale Posse on Federal drug
charges and arrests of 8 more on State charges. Sam Patrick’s first question
to the arresting officers was telling.“State or Federal?” he asked.When the
answer was Federal, he hung his head and made no reply. The sweep made
headlines in Boston for weeks.
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The Working Group wanted to make sure that those on the streets under-
stood exactly what had happened. In a flurry of forums at the courthouse,
with young inmates being held in DYS lockup, and in the Roxbury middle
school that many students from the Intervale area attended, plus in innu-
merable one-on-one conversations on the street and through a new flier,
the Working Group told its story (see exhibit 1–7).“We warned them; they
didn’t listen,” the Working Group said:

The papers say this was a drug operation, and it was, but it really hap-
pened because of the violence, and it’s violence that will draw anything
similar in the future.We have BPD, we have DEA, we have ATF, we have
probation, we have parole, we have DYS, we have the U.S.Attorney, we
have the county District Attorney, we have everybody. If we focus on
you, you can’t win, so don’t make us [act].

In what felt like a particularly useful step, the Working Group, with U.S.
Attorney Donald Stern in attendance, met with all Streetworkers, some 40
strong, at Warren Street at the end of May and asked for their help putting
the message on the streets. Head Streetworker Tracy Litthcut had devel-
oped his own relationships with Working Group members, and his own
trust in them, but the same was not necessarily true of his rank-and-file
associates.“Is Tracy naming names to you?” some demanded.“No,” Gary
French replied.“We frankly don’t need him for that.We just want him, and
you, if you’re willing, to tell the kids on the streets how business is being
done now.” In one particularly tense exchange, an older Streetworker asked,
“Is everybody who might sell drugs on the street facing these huge Federal
penalties? My son, God forbid, might choose to do a little of that; is he going
to be exposed?”“No,” Stern replied.“This is about violence. Only the key
players in the most violent groups have to worry, and they’ll get fair warn-
ing, just like Intervale did.”“Ah,” said the Streetworker.“In that case, the
crew I work with in Mattapan asked me to send you guys a message. The
message is, we got it, we’re not doing anything, leave us alone.”

Effectiveness of the Strategy
The Intervale operation marked a turning point. Gang violence in Boston
declined abruptly.“I almost took my beeper in to have it checked,” Gary
French said at the time.“It just stopped going off.” To everybody’s surprise,
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GOAL: STOP THE VIOLENCE

INTERVALE POSSE

● THEY WERE WARNED; THEY DIDN’T LISTEN

● INTERAGENCY DRUG OPERATION

● BOSTON POLICE DEPARTMENT
● DEA
● ATF
● STATE POLICE
● US ATTORNEY
● SUFFOLK COUNTY DA
● PROBATION
● PAROLE
● SAFE NEIGHBORHOOD INITIATIVE

● AUGUST 29, 1996
● 15 FEDERAL ARRESTS: DRUGS AND CONSPIRACY
● 8 STATE ARRESTS

● EACH FEDERAL CHARGE CARRIES AT LEAST A 10 YEAR 
MANDATORY MINIMUM. SEVERAL POSSE MEMBERS MAY 
FACE LIFE IN FEDERAL PRISON

● CONFINED UNTIL TRIAL
● NO POSSIBILITY OF PAROLE

● THE INVESTIGATION PROCEEDS: THESE CHARGES MAY BE 
JUST THE BEGINNING

● THE LESSON: GANG VIOLENCE WILL BE STOPPED

Exhibit 1–7 Flier Created by the Gun Project Working Group
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it was unnecessary to repeat the crackdowns or move out gradually along
the gang network as originally planned. The Working Group continued to
meet regularly and occasionally to reach out to gangs with warnings, but
no further operations on either the Bowdoin Street or Intervale scale were
necessary.

During this period, Gary French expanded and refined what the Working
Group viewed as its operational repertoire. The way the Operation Ceasefire
group had imagined working, he pointed out, was too inflexible for the situ-
ations the streets kept putting forward. Some violent or potentially violent
situations had to be addressed as soon as YVSF or Streetworkers heard of
them; decisionmaking could not always wait for the Working Group to con-
vene or even consult.At the same time, not all situations and not all gangs
seemed to require or deserve a full-force Ceasefire intervention, particularly
not the kind of focused Federal attention visited on the Intervale Posse.As
French articulated it, Operation Ceasefire had four basic levels of interven-
tion available to it:

● Level One was a warning, through forums or other means, to a particular
group or groups to stop the violence.

● Level Two was near-term street enforcement focused on a group or
groups, deliverable largely within the capacities of the YVSF and the
police department, but perhaps with some help from other agencies:
heavy police presence, drug market disruption, warrant service, misde-
meanor enforcement, and similar actions, maybe with some help from
probation or DYS.

Both levels one and two could be launched by YVSF as it deemed fit,
based on its own intelligence or on input from other agencies, the
Streetworkers, or community sources.

● Level Three was a large, interagency, heavily coordinated operation—the
Vamp Hill Kings intervention remained the model for this—that was read-
ily apparent to the target group, with sanctions remaining primarily on
the State side.

● Level Four, which all hoped would rarely be necessary, was for those
groups that were both violent and deemed essentially unsalvageable:
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undercover, gangwide investigations making heavy use of Federal sanc-
tions and designed, as with the Intervale Posse, to permanently dismantle
the group.

In reality, nothing more than a level-one intervention was required in
Boston for roughly 1 year, when a violent new gang, calling themselves
the Buckshot Crew and operating in Dorchester’s Codman Square area, was
first warned in a forum and then, having ignored the warning, rounded up
weeks later on street drug charges.A fascinating and encouraging aspect
of that operation was that other gang members who approached DYS offi-
cers during the summer of 1997 brought the Buckshot Crew to the Working
Group’s attention.“These guys are out of control, throwing their weight
around,” they told DYS.“They’re going to ruin it for everybody; you have
to do something.”

It is impossible to say with certainty what caused the falloff in youth homi-
cide in Boston or exactly what part Operation Ceasefire played. (See page
40,“Effectiveness of the Strategy,” for complete discussion of this question.)
Because Ceasefire was conceived as an intervention aimed at interrupting
the overall dynamic of violence in which all Boston gangs and gang mem-
bers were involved, the operation could not be set up as a controlled
experiment, with certain gangs or neighborhoods excluded for purposes
of comparison. Some things are clear, however.Youth homicide in the city
declined abruptly following the first gang forum in May 1996, and this low
level continued through 1998 and 1999 (see exhibit 1–8).

The streets have essentially remained quiet, but the reason for this is unclear.
One possibility is that the authorities in Boston delivered a deterrent message
so powerful that it remains salient on the streets without repeated reinforce-
ment. More likely, as most on the Working Group believe, is that one of the
guiding ideas behind Operation Ceasefire was correct: Gang violence was
generating gang violence, and in the absence of constant fear and provoca-
tion, the temperature on the streets has gone down.“Peace begets peace,”
said Emmet Folgert, head of the Dorchester Youth Collaborative, who works
closely with at-risk youths. Jed Hresko, a Streetworker in Dorchester, sup-
ports that idea.“Things still happen on the street,” he said,“but they don’t
spiral out of control any longer.” It may be that the Working Group’s largest
aspiration—to create a “firebreak” across the cycle of youth violence—has
actually been attained.
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Exhibit 1-8 Youth Homicide Victims Ages 24 and Under in Boston, 1976–1999

Reflections on Problem-Oriented Policing
The Boston Gun Project was framed as an attempt to bring the problem-
solving model to bear on an important, large-scale issue.

Problem solving is worth pursuing
Perhaps the most fundamental lesson here is that the basic approach
the project followed—serious, sustained, attention to an important prob-
lem, with ambitious goals—is worthwhile. This approach is an enormous
departure from the reactive “we’ll send another car” mode that was typical
of policing until recently, and it may be relevant not only in matters of
crime and criminal justice, but in other aspects of the public sector as
well. One suspects that many difficult problems might appear less so if
similarly addressed.
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However, it is possible, and important, to differentiate the production of
a meaningful strategy from the actual efficacy of that strategy. Operation
Ceasefire may or may not be principally responsible for the reduction in
youth homicide in Boston, but most people would agree that it represents
an innovative intervention strategy that was an advance over current prac-
tice and worth trying. Crime policy would benefit from having more such
innovative strategies, and the problem-solving process is one way to pro-
duce them.

A locus of responsibility must be created
A closely related point is the importance of creating a locus of responsibili-
ty—be it a person, an agency, or an interagency group—for the problem in
question. Boston was a hotbed of innovative practice aimed at preventing
youth violence, and the people engaged in that work were extraordinarily
dedicated, hard working, and serious. Nonetheless, nobody was in charge 
of either thinking about the problem or coordinating the various individu-
als and agencies actually doing the work. The Boston Gun Project Working
Group assumed the former responsibility to a large extent and the latter
to a lesser, but still important, extent. The authors are agnostic about how
such responsibility should be established and structured—whether, for
example, it should be vested in an individual, a lead agency, or, as here, an
interagency group. Different problems and different settings no doubt
require different arrangements. Having such a locus of responsibility,
however, seems likely to be an important element in applying the problem-
solving approach.

Patience and uncertainty
The issues likely to be addressed by sustained, large-scale, Boston Gun
Project-style problem-solving exercises are probably difficult ones—other-
wise, lesser efforts would have been sufficient to deal with them. Such issues
may not yield to ideas put forward on the first day or the first month of the
process. The Boston Gun Project Working Group spent more than a year
designing and fielding Operation Ceasefire. It could well have taken longer
and still not produced anything very useful. Those who participate in and
manage such exercises must be prepared for uncertainty.
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The power of frontline knowledge and perspective
In the authors’ view, the most important element in whatever success the
Boston Gun Project may have enjoyed was the central role played by front-
line practitioners. Their immersion in the problem shaped the project’s
research agenda and diagnosis; their knowledge was essential to the research
itself; their sense of what was and was not possible or likely to be effective
shaped the intervention design; their contacts and support in their respec-
tive agencies eased the authors’ tasks in innumerable ways; their eventual
support for the intervention bolstered its credibility and enhanced their
agencies’ willingness to risk implementation; and their operational activi-
ties were essential to the operation’s actual implementation. Most impor-
tant, of course, is that Operation Ceasefire emerged from work that they
were already doing; it is extremely unlikely that the approach would have
suggested itself otherwise.Working systematically with good frontline prac-
titioners may well bear similar fruit where other problems are concerned.

The power of an outside eye
At the same time, the involvement of outsiders—the authors, in this case—
in the process was important.YVSF and its partners did not realize the
strategic significance of what they had accomplished on Wendover Street,
that in fact the kernel of a whole new approach to homicide prevention
was represented there. Even if they had realized it, conveying the message
to the top policy ranks in their own organizations would have been difficult.
The authors, on the other hand, could see the significance of an existing
practice,determine with the Working Group its potentially wider application,
and articulate the developed strategy to practitioners’ own agency leaders.
Such outsiders need not be academics and probably need not even be from
outside the agency or agencies involved. Having someone from outside the
substantive and operational world of participating practitioners who is able
to see practitioners’ work from a different perspective and, where appropri-
ate, validate it to agency managers, may be an important part of the larger
problem-solving mix.



47

The Boston Gun Project’s Operation Ceasefire
●

The power of an appropriate description
Youth homicide in Boston could have been accurately and variously
described as a problem of—

● Gun violence.

● Violence in poor minority communities.

● Minority-male-on-minority-male violence.

● Gang violence.

● Drug-related violence.

● Violence by young people with little respect for authority.

● Violence by young people with poor values.

All these descriptions were put on the table and seriously addressed in the
Working Group process. But until the Working Group settled on yet another
accurate description of the problem—1,300 more or less chronic offenders
well known to the authorities, in 61 gangs, who largely hurt one another,
principally through gang feuds—it was unable to make real progress in
designing a solution. The point is not that this description was somehow
more true than the others, but rather that it was both accurate and well
matched to the capacities of the agencies represented on the Working Group
and to their fundamental desire to make a substantial, near-term impact. None
of the agencies, for example, had the capacity to deliver economic develop-
ment in Boston; if they had, its impact on youth homicide would not have
been felt for some years at best.

One way to view the long Working Group process is as a continual worry-
ing away at this question of an appropriate description and the question of
what, if anything, participating agencies could do about the key elements of
the description of the moment.When the key elements included, for exam-
ple, poverty, absent fathers, or the availability of crack, little progress was
forthcoming. Causal though those factors might have been, they offered
the Working Group no foothold.The Working Group kept going until it
came up with something it could work with.This process of arriving at an
account of the problem that is relevant in policy and operational terms—
not just in causal and historical terms—may be an important element in
the problem-solving process.



48

Reducing Gun Violence

The power of research
The research on guns, gangs, and homicide supported the Working Group
process in important ways. None of this research was terribly sophisti-
cated methodologically. But the ability to pin down key issues—where
the guns were coming from, what guns gang members favored, who was
killing and being killed, what role was played by gangs and gang conflict—
kept the Working Group moving on solid ground, helped participating
agencies understand the logic of the proposed intervention (and the rela-
tive illogic of at least some competing interventions), and helped justify
the intervention to the public. Even the simplest research, when it illumi-
nates elements of key policy significance, can be extremely important to
the problem-solving process.

The collapse of framework
Finally, the authors cannot help but notice that both Operation Ceasefire
and the best practices of YVSF and others in Boston from which it emerged
do away almost entirely with the dualistic categories so favored by many
students of youth violence and youth violence policy.

Neither Operation Ceasefire nor the Wendover Street operation before it
are enforcement operations in the usual sense of the term: They are not
aimed at taking offenders off the streets, eliminating gangs, zero tolerance,
or raising the probability that violent offenses will be met with stiff prison
terms. Nor, however, are they composed of classic prevention elements.
Fundamentally, they are not about the provision of facilitative services
and they do not provide much in the way of additional resources, rely on
changing offenders’ character, or aim to change root cause elements of the
environment.

In essence, the Boston Gun Project was an exercise in deterrence and get-
ting deterrence right. The power of the Boston Gun Project comes primari-
ly from exercising authority in the service of prevention, a notion that in
the current political and policy framework is unusual and, to many, even a
contradiction. In important ways, the key insight in the Boston Gun Project
remains the essential guiding belief of Working Group members and their
various partners that gang members need, and indeed deserve, both help
and control. These frontline practitioners—from Paul Joyce and Gary French
to the Reverend Eugene Rivers—were, in the view of the authors, simply too
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close to the action to afford or be able to sustain more stylized notions. One
wonders what other insights—impossible to imagine before being framed,
painfully obvious afterward—may flow from the similarly sophisticated
pragmatism of other problem-solving efforts.

Conclusion
The Boston Gun Project was an attempt to bring problem-solving policing
to bear on a large, important, and apparently intractable issue. It was also
an experiment in an unusual partnership between academics and practi-
tioners. It appears to have been successful on both counts. The resulting
Ceasefire intervention is innovative and seems to have played an important
part in reducing youth homicide in Boston.

The Working Group process at the heart of the Gun Project seems to have
made good use of the complementary strengths of both scholars and front-
line practitioners.

The authors emphatically do not hold the Gun Project up as an ideal 
problem-solving exercise: There may be, and probably are, better ways to
structure and carry out problem-solving efforts. But it appears to have been
a good enough way to go about things and thus represents, at least, evidence
that the basic notions behind problem solving are powerful enough to
generate important contributions to preventing crime and helping troubled
communities.

Part II, Measuring the Impact of Operation Ceasefire, describes specifically
the effects the project had on youth violence.
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Part II. Measuring the Impact of 
Operation Ceasefire
Anthony A. Braga • David M. Kennedy • Anne M. Piehl • Elin J. Waring

Without the support of a formal evaluation, Boston’s Operation
Ceasefire has been hailed in the media as an unprecedented suc-
cess.1 The substantial reduction in the city’s yearly youth homi-

cide numbers certainly suggests that something noteworthy happened after
Operation Ceasefire was implemented in mid-1996. Boston averaged 44 youth
homicides per year between 1991 and 1995. In 1996, the number decreased
to 26; in 1997, it decreased further to 15.Although these numbers demon-
strate the sudden drop, they do not provide a rigorous assessment of Opera-
tion Ceasefire’s contribution to the decrease. Consequently, the research
team evaluating the operation’s impact focused on four key questions:

● Were significant reductions in youth homicide and other indicators
of serious nonfatal gun violence associated with the implementation
of Operation Ceasefire?

● Did the timing of these reductions coincide with the implementation
of Operation Ceasefire?

● Were other factors responsible for Boston’s reduction in youth homicide?

● Was Boston’s significant youth homicide reduction distinct relative to
youth homicide trends in other major U.S. and New England cities?

Study Design
The design of this study, like that of most evaluations of crime prevention
programs,2 departs from the desirable, randomized controlled experimental
approach.3 Operation Ceasefire’s strategy was aimed at all areas of the city
with a serious youth violence problem. No control areas (or control gangs)
were set aside within the city because:

● The aim was to do something about serious youth violence wherever it
presented itself in the city.
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● The target of the intervention was defined as the self-sustaining cycle
of violence in which all gangs were caught up and to which all gangs
contributed.

● The communications strategy was explicitly intended to affect the behavior
of gangs and individuals not directly subjected to enforcement attention.4

Therefore, a comparison between areas and groups affected by the strategy
to similar areas and groups not affected was not possible. Analysis of impacts
within Boston associated with the Ceasefire intervention followed a basic
one-group, time-series design.5 In addition, a nonrandomized quasi-experiment
was used to compare youth homicide trends in Boston with those in other
large cities in the United States.6

The Ceasefire intervention mostly targeted violence arising from gang
dynamics, and earlier research suggested that most gang members in Boston
were ages 24 and under.7 Therefore, the key outcome variable in the assess-
ment of the Ceasefire intervention’s impact was the monthly number of
homicide victims in this age group. The Boston Police Department’s (BPD’s)
Office of Research and Analysis provided the homicide data used in these
analyses. The youth homicide impact evaluation examined the monthly
counts of youth homicides in Boston between January 1, 1991, and May 31,
1998. The preintervention period included the relatively stable, but still
historically high, postepidemic years of 1991–1995 (see exhibit 2–1).

In addition to preventing youth homicides, Operation Ceasefire was designed
to reduce other forms of nonfatal, serious gun violence. Thus researchers also
examined citywide data on monthly counts of “shots fired” citizen calls for
service and official gun assault incident reports. These data were available
for a slightly shorter time period than the homicide data set due to lags in
BPD’s data collection and preparation procedures. The nonfatal gun violence
data were examined for the period January 1, 1991, through December 31,
1997. The computerized BPD incident data have what is, for study purposes,
an important shortcoming: The records do not capture the age of the vic-
tim (this is, of course, also true for “shots fired” calls for service). To assess
the effects of the intervention on gun assaults in specific age groups, infor-
mation on the age of the victim was collected from hard copies of gun
assault incident reports for the study period. Because the collection and
coding of this information was time consuming, researchers chose to collect
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these data for only one high-activity police district. District B–2 covers most
of Boston’s Roxbury neighborhood and has a dense concentration of gangs:
29 of 61 identified gangs (47.5 percent) had turf in B–2.8 Furthermore, of
the 217 homicide victims ages 24 and under in Boston between 1991 and
1995, one-third were killed in B–2 (71 of 217, or 32.7 percent).

Findings

Reductions in youth homicides and nonfatal gun violence
In these analyses, the date of the first direct communication with Boston
gangs (May 15, 1996) was selected as the date Ceasefire was fully imple-
mented; all elements of the strategy—the focus on gun trafficking, a special
interagency response to gang violence, and the communication campaign—
were in place as of that date. For convenience, June 1, 1996, was selected as
the start of the “post” period. Exhibit 2–2 presents the monthly counts of
youth homicides in Boston during the study period.

The time series shows a 63-percent reduction in the mean monthly number
of youth homicide victims from a pretest mean of 3.5 youth homicides per
month to a posttest mean of 1.3 youth homicides per month. This simple
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analysis suggests that Operation Ceasefire was associated with a large reduc-
tion in Boston youth homicides. In any time series, however, intervention
effects could be obscured by trends, seasonal variations, and random fluctu-
ations.9 Therefore, rigorous time-series models were used to analyze the data.10

Since the underlying data were counts, Poisson regression generalized linear
models were used to analyze the monthly counts of citywide youth homi-
cide incidents, citywide shots-fired calls for service, citywide gun assault
incidents, and youth gun assault incidents in District B–2.11 Analyses suggest
that the Ceasefire intervention was associated with statistically significant
reductions in all time series, including:

● A 63-percent decrease in the monthly number of youth homicides in
Boston.

● A 32-percent decrease in the monthly number of citywide shots-fired calls.

● A 25-percent decrease in the monthly number of citywide all-age gun
assault incidents.

● A 44-percent decrease in the monthly number of District B–2 youth gun
assault incidents.
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Timing questions
Although the generalized linear model analyses revealed that implementa-
tion of Operation Ceasefire was associated with a significant reduction in
youth homicide, the models do not establish whether the reduction started
before or after the commencement of the program. In other words, the large
decrease in youth homicides might have started several months earlier or
later than the June 1996 commencement date. If this was the case, the asso-
ciation of Operation Ceasefire with observed youth homicide reductions
would be weakened.An alternative approach to the standard time-series
impact assessment methodology was to examine the entire time series
for the point in time that experiences the maximal significant increase or
decrease, if one exists.12 To implement this test, the study team ran a model
that checked for significant changes in the entire time series for each suc-
cessive month.13

These analyses suggested that the maximal significant decrease in the
Boston youth homicide time series occurred in June 1996—about the same
time Operation Ceasefire was fully implemented.14 These results reinforce
the observation that the implementation of the Boston program was associ-
ated with significant reductions in youth homicide.

Examining rival causal factors
The youth homicide and gun violence reductions associated with the
Ceasefire intervention could have been caused or meaningfully influenced
by other factors. Therefore, the study controlled for changes in—

● Boston’s employment rate as measured by the Massachusetts Department
of Employment and Training.

● Boston’s youth population (youths ages 14 to 24) as measured by the
U.S. Bureau of the Census.

● Citywide trends in violent Index crimes as measured by the Federal
Bureau of Investigation Uniform Crime Reports.

● Homicide victimization among older victims (ages 25 and older).

● Youth involvement in street-level drug market activity as measured by
BPD arrest data.
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Admittedly, these controls are far from ideal. For example, measuring changes
in Boston’s citywide youth population does not directly measure population
changes among the target audience: gang-involved youth offenders. However,
these variables represent the best available information on these alternate
explanations for Boston’s decrease in youth homicide.When these control
variables were added to study models, the findings did not substantively
change. The significant reductions in youth homicide, shots-fired calls for
service, all-age gun assault incidents, and youth gun assault incidents in B–2
associated with Operation Ceasefire remained when the control variables
were added to the Poisson regression time-series models.15

Public health initiatives. Other initiatives have been associated with the
noteworthy decline in youth violence in Boston. In a series of editorials and
public statements, Dr. Deborah Prothrow-Stith and other public health prac-
titioners made the case that public health initiatives were responsible for
the fall in youth homicide in Boston.Analysis suggests that this is unlikely.16

No evidence suggests that public health interventions had a direct effect on
youth homicide in Boston, although some indirect, unquantifiable effects
may be thus attributed.The period of these interventions, nearly two decades
beginning in the early 1980s, covers the increase of youth homicide in the
city, its peak in 1990, and the period 1991–1995 (in which youth homicide
was lower but historically high) before the abrupt decrease began (see
exhibit 2–1).

Although public health interventions may have had some impact over time,
nowhere do they show the effect on youth violence demonstrated by
whatever, in fact, caused the abrupt decline in rates of youth homicide and
gun assault in 1996. During the summer of 1996, Boston was home to a
small (on a citywide scale) but meaningful group of chronic, gang-involved
offenders who, as demonstrated by their violent behavior, had not been
reached by years of public health or similar interventions. Only a few
months later, their behavior had changed. No proponent of the view that
public health interventions caused the overall decline in violence has sug-
gested a mechanism by which this particular change might have been
accomplished. Moreover, various components of the Boston public health
interventions have been evaluated, in Boston and in similar settings 
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elsewhere.17 Nowhere have they shown strong impact on violent behavior
and victimization.

Independent group activities. Similarly, Operation Night Light, Boston’s
innovative probation/police partnership, and Boston’s Ten Point Coalition
have variously been credited with direct responsibility for Boston’s dramatic
reductions in youth violence.18 Here, too, the strong claim seems unlikely.
Both Operation Night Light and the activities of the Ten Point Coalition
date from 1992. No diminution in homicide is evident between 1992 and
mid-1996. Had either venture had strong solo impacts on violence, those
impacts should have been evident. Both probation officers involved with
Operation Night Light and, from late 1996 until the present,Ten Point clergy
were tightly integrated into many Ceasefire interventions and made valuable
contributions to the problem-solving process. However, directly attributing
the sudden decline to either group independent of the larger problem-solving
enterprise does not seem warranted.

Anti-trafficking effects. Finally, the degree to which violence reduction in
Boston should be attributed to the prevention of illegal firearms trafficking
must be questioned. Trafficking was, of course, a principal original focus
of Boston’s Gun Project, and attention to trafficking was one of Operation
Ceasefire’s two fundamental planks.

Study investigators believe that evaluating the particular contribution of
supply-side interventions in Boston is essentially impossible.Anti-trafficking
efforts were implemented at the same time as violence deterrence efforts,
and both might be expected to influence, for example, gun carrying, gun
use, and the mix of illegal guns found on the street.A stand-alone traffick-
ing prevention intervention would not face these difficulties and could lead
to definitive answers on the impact of supply-side interventions. Operation
Ceasefire, however, was not a stand-alone trafficking prevention intervention.

Here, as well, the distinctive characteristics of the decline in homicide and
shootings in Boston offer the best insight into what might have happened.
Two things are certain. First, supply-side efforts cannot be responsible for
the abrupt reductions in gun-related violence during the summer and fall
of 1996. Most Boston trafficking cases followed that reduction, rather than
anticipated it. Second, anti-trafficking efforts in Boston did nothing to reduce
the existing stockpile of illegally acquired and possessed firearms in Boston.
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The guns held by gang members in Boston in May of 1996 were, for the
most part, still held by them several months later when the violence reached
its new, lower level. The change that had occurred was not in the extent of
gun ownership but in gun use. The principal impact, therefore, was almost
certainly a demand-side, deterrence-based effect rather than a supply-side
effect. It may well be that anti-trafficking efforts strengthened and prolonged
that impact.Whether any such effects were large or small cannot be inde-
pendently established in this case.

Violence trends in Boston relative to violence trends 
in other cities
Although the within-Boston analyses support the conclusion that a large
reduction in youth homicide and gun violence was associated with
Operation Ceasefire, it is necessary to distinguish Boston’s experience
from national and regional trends in youth homicide. Many major cities in
the United States have enjoyed noteworthy reductions in homicide and
nonfatal serious violence.19 Violence reductions in other cities could be
associated with a number of complex and tightly interwoven endogenous
or exogenous factors, such as positive changes in the national economy,
shifts in the age distribution of offending populations, or the stabilization
of urban drug markets. Moreover, many cities, most notably New York,20 have
implemented crime prevention interventions that have been credited with
substantial reductions in violence.

Because many U.S. cities experienced varying decreases in homicide, the
study team believed it was important to determine whether other cities
experienced a similar sudden, large decrease in youth homicides.

The following analyses provide insight into whether Boston’s reduction in
youth homicide was part of national youth homicide trends and whether the
impact associated with the Ceasefire intervention was distinct in magnitude
from other youth homicide reductions that occurred during the time series
period.

To examine these important issues, the study team obtained monthly counts
of the number of homicide victims ages 24 and under for Boston, 29 major
New England cities,21 and 39 major U.S. cities22 from Supplementary Homi-
cide Report (SHR) data for the period from January 1991 through December
1997. To compare youth homicide trends in Boston relative to youth 
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homicide trends in major U.S. and New England cities, the researchers built
a model that maximized their ability to control for trends, seasonal varia-
tions, and random fluctuations in the time series of each city. They used a
generalized linear Poisson regression model that predicted monthly youth
homicide counts as a function of simple linear trends within each city time
series, nonlinear trends within each city time series, monthly effects within
each city time series, intervention effects within each city time series, and a
simple autoregressive component for each city time series.23

Using the June 1996 intervention date, these models revealed that four
cities—Boston, Dallas, Jacksonville, and Virginia Beach—experienced sig-
nificant changes in the monthly count of youth homicides coinciding with
the implementation of the Operation Ceasefire program.

Examination of the trends in youth homicides in the other cities with sig-
nificant intervention coefficients also supports the distinctiveness of the
Boston case.Virginia Beach, for example, had a significant increase in youth
homicides in June 1996, although the yearly counts of youth homicides
were stable between 1995 and 1997.24 Declines in Dallas and Jacksonville
both began months earlier than the decline in Boston. The study team is
not aware of any connection between youth homicides in these four cities.
Although based on exploratory analysis, the presence of these differences
undermines the argument that the changes in Boston reflect trends in other
major U.S. cities.

Of course, other cities may have experienced a significant decrease in youth
homicide before or after Boston experienced its decrease. Therefore, the
study team conducted an exploratory analysis to identify significant youth
homicide reductions in other months during the time series. This analysis
looked at youth homicides in 39 major U.S. cities and 29 major New England
cities, with a varying intervention point for each month in the time series.25

Five of 39 cities—Dallas, Los Angeles, New York, Philadelphia, and Tucson—
experienced a sudden, significant reduction in youth homicides at some
point in the time series, but no substantive link can be made between
youth homicide trends in the five cities and Boston because of differences
in the yearly trends across cities. Philadelphia experienced significant reduc-
tions in monthly counts of youth homicides in December 1993 through
February 1994—30 months before the implementation of Operation
Ceasefire—followed by a steady increase in youth homicide between 
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1994 and 1997. Tucson experienced significant decreases in monthly
youth homicide counts between November and December 1995, but this
sudden decrease was followed by an increase in youth homicides in 1997.
Dallas experienced a significant decrease in the monthly count of youth
homicides between March and May 1996; although this significant reduction
coincides with the implementation of Operation Ceasefire, youth homicide
in Dallas declined almost linearly between 1991 and 1997.

Los Angeles experienced a significant reduction in monthly counts of youth
homicides during June and July 1993, and New York experienced sudden
significant reductions in monthly counts of youth homicides during March
and April, then August and September, 1994. As in Dallas, youth homicide
trends in Los Angeles and New York declined sharply during the mid 1990s.
Superficially, the steady declines in Dallas, Los Angeles, and New York seem
different from the trajectory of youth homicide in Boston.

Overall, the results from this analysis do not support the idea that changes
in Boston either followed or trailed national changes or changes in other
major cities.

Careful within-city studies are necessary to unravel the youth homicide
trends in the six cities.Although some cities may have experienced a similar
decrease, these analyses suggest that Boston’s significant youth homicide
reduction associated with Operation Ceasefire was distinct when compared
with youth homicide trends in most major U.S. and New England cities.

Discussion
The research presented here shows that the Boston Gun Project was a
meaningful problem-oriented policing effort that brought practitioners
and researchers together in new ways and led both to a fresh assessment
of the youth violence problem in Boston and to operational activities that
departed substantially from previous practice. The principal intervention,
Operation Ceasefire, was likely responsible for a significant reduction in
the city’s rates of youth homicide and gun violence.At first glance, the effec-
tiveness of Operation Ceasefire in preventing violence may seem unique to
Boston. The intervention was constructed largely from the resources and
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capacities available in Boston at the time and deliberately tailored to the
city’s particular violence problem. Operational capacities of criminal jus-
tice agencies in other cities will differ and youth violence problems in
other cities will have important distinguishing characteristics.

However, the Working Group’s problem-solving process and the “pulling
levers” approach to deterring chronic offenders may be transferable to
other jurisdictions.A number of cities—Baltimore, High Point and Winston-
Salem (North Carolina), Indianapolis, Los Angeles, Lowell (Massachusetts),
Memphis, Minneapolis, New Haven (Connecticut), Portland (Oregon), and
Stockton (California)—have begun to experiment with these frameworks
and have experienced some encouraging preliminary results.26

The Boston Gun Project applied the basic principles of problem-oriented
policing to a substantial public safety problem.Addressing this problem
required the involvement of multiple agencies and the community, as well
as substantial investments in analysis, coordination, and implementation.
The experience of the Gun Project suggests that deploying criminal 
justice capacities to prevent crime can yield substantial benefits. The
problem-solving orientation of the project means that the problem defini-
tion, the core participants, and the particulars of the intervention evolved
over the course of the collaboration.

Operation Ceasefire itself was highly customized to the goals of the collabo-
ration, the particular nature of the youth violence problem in Boston, and
the particular capacities available in Boston for incorporation into a strate-
gic intervention. Therefore, Operation Ceasefire as such is unlikely to be
a highly specifiable, transportable intervention strategy. However, certain
process elements of the Boston Gun Project, such as the central role of
the line-level working group and the use of both qualitative and quantita-
tive research to “unpack” chosen problems, should be generally applicable
to other problem-solving efforts. Using the Working Group’s problem-solving
approach, criminal justice practitioners in other jurisdictions can develop
a set of intervention strategies that fit both the nuances of their youth vio-
lence problem and their operational capacities.Although the resulting pack-
age of interventions may not closely resemble the tactics used in Operation
Ceasefire, the frameworks will be similar.
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The “pulling levers” deterrence strategy at the heart of Operation Ceasefire
was designed to influence the behavior and environment of the chronically
offending, gang-involved youths identified by Gun Project research as the
core of the city’s youth violence problem. The deterrence strategy may have
something to offer other jurisdictions in which problem-oriented policing
efforts are aimed at violence that is rooted in similar factors.

The Operation Ceasefire intervention is, in its broadest sense, a deterrence
strategy. Much of the literature evaluating deterrence focuses on the effects
of changing the certainty, swiftness, and severity of punishment associated
with certain criminal acts on the prevalence of such crimes.27 In addition
to increasing the certainty, severity, and swiftness of sanctions associated
with youth violence, the Operation Ceasefire strategy sought to enhance
deterrence by advertising the law enforcement strategy and personalizing
its application. It was crucial that gang youths understood the new regime
being imposed by the city.

The “pulling levers” approach attempted to prevent gang violence by con-
vincing gang members that violence and gun use would bring consequences,
so that they would choose to change their behavior.A key element of the
strategy was the delivery of a direct and explicit “retail deterrence” message
to a relatively small target audience regarding the response that specific
behaviors would provoke. Boston’s law enforcement agencies made gang-
related violence more costly to participants. Knowledge of what happened
to others in the target population was intended to prevent further acts of
gang violence in the city.

Operation Ceasefire’s Working Group understood that law enforcement
agencies generally do not have the capacity to “eliminate” all gangs or
powerfully respond to all gang offending in gang-troubled jurisdictions.28

Pledges to do so, although common, are simply not credible.The Working
Group recognized that, for the strategy to be successful, a credible deter-
rence message must be delivered to Boston gangs. Because the Working
Group could deploy, at best, only a few severe crackdowns at a time, the
Ceasefire intervention targeted those gangs that were engaged in violent
behavior rather than expending resources on those that were not.Through
this focused application of deterrence principles, Operation Ceasefire sug-
gests a new approach to controlling violent offenders.
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21. Researchers selected all New England cities with populations of more
than 60,000. The 28 cities included Bridgeport, Danbury, Hartford, New
Britain, New Haven, Norwalk, Stamford, and Waterbury, Connecticut;
Brockton, Cambridge, Fall River, Framingham, Lawrence, Lowell, Lynn,
New Bedford, Newton, Quincy, Somerville, Springfield, and Worcester,
Massachusetts; Portland, Maine; Nashua and Manchester, New Hampshire;
and Cranston, Pawtucket, Providence, and Warwick, Rhode Island.Although
it has only 50,000 residents, Burlington,Vermont, was included in this pool
because it was the only “major” city in Vermont.

22.The study team ranked the top 40 cities according to U.S. Census popu-
lation estimates in 1990 and 1996. In this procedure they observed that
Fresno, California, and Tulsa, Oklahoma, were not in the top 40 in 1990 but
were in the top 40 in 1996. St. Louis, Missouri, and Oakland, California, were
in the top 40 in 1990, but not in the top 40 in 1996. Rather than exclude
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series; month dummy variables control for monthly seasonal effects within
each time series; intervention estimates the effect of the intervention within
each time series; and autoregressive (1) component estimates AR(1) serial
lag-one correlation components for each time series. The SAS GENMOD
procedure does not allow for the estimation of an autoregressive compo-
nent in generalized linear models. However, the SAS GLIMMIX macro allows
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