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key findings:5

•	 Focus groups and interviews repeatedly returned to the impacts of gangs and gang vio-
lence on Puerto Rican individuals and families, as well as on the larger community.  The 
gang issue is of broad Latino concern, since gangs seem not to divide themselves by La-
tino origin.

•	 From 2009 to 2010, the two Chicago Police Districts most identified with Humboldt Park 
and the Puerto Rican community (14th and 25th) saw a decline in juvenile arrests.1

•	 In 2010, District 25 had the second-highest number of total Latino juvenile arrests in the 
City of Chicago and the highest  number of Latina juvenile arrests.1

•	 Latinas made up a quarter of all Latino juvenile arrests in 2010 in the 25th District.  They 
were arrested almost two times as often as African American female youth.1

•	 Despite challenges, the PRIA has experienced an overall decline in crimes over the past 10 
years. 

1. project nia: arresting justice juvenile crimes counts 2009  and 2010

2. city of chicago data portal 311 crime incidents (2001 to 2011)

3. chicago police department murder analysis (2011)
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A major historical concern of almost all Puerto Ricans in the Chicago metro area has been the well-being of its young people. Issues surrounding Puerto Rican 
youth cannot be addressed without a discussion and strategy to effectively deal with one of the most serious issues of our time: gang violence.  During inter-
views and focus group discussions, the longevity of gang violence was one of the major topics.  Almost everyone we talked to had a personal story regarding 
some sort of experience with gangs.  Sometimes the story concerned the loss of someone close to them.  At other times the story concerned a family member 
who joined a gang.  These stories are important because they give a face to a gang member—a brother, sister, son, daughter, friend, even oneself.  Collectively 
these stories counter other narratives that see gang members more abstractly as social deviants or the consequences of disadvantaged communities.

Chicago has a long and notorious history regarding street 
gangs and murder rates.  During the summer of 2012, for 
instance, as we were writing this report, the media kept itself 
busy by talking about the sudden spike in homicides.  A por-
tion of these murders, but not all, were due to street gangs.  
A special Sun-Times report, “Chicago Under Fire,” stated that 
from June 2011 to June 2012 there was a 9% jump in shoot-
ings and a 37% jump in murders across the city.  And yet the 
same report explicitly acknowledged long-term declines in 
murder rates since the 1990s:

humboldt park: shootings and homicides
January 1, 2012 - August 15, 2012

Note: This section is concerned with youth crime.  However, 
crime data does not disaggregate Puerto Ricans from the 
broader term “Latino.”  This is one section in which that 
problem may not matter, for street gangs do not structure 
themselves according to national groups either.  Our per-
spective then is wholistic in two ways: we are interested in 
all Latino youth and in community-wide solutions.
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Indeed, the early 1990s in Humboldt Park had a serious number of gang-related crimes as the 
map below indicates.  Another report documenting gang-motivated offenses between 1987-1990 
claimed that Humboldt Park (Area 23) was one of the “two most dangerous communities” in Chica-
go, having “a mean annual rate of street gang-motivated crimes 
(381.5) that was 76 times the mean annual rate (5.0) in the two 
least dangerous neighborhoods” (NIJ / Block and Block, 1993).  

It is this sort of history that worries the leaders of Puerto Rican 
Chicago.  Even though crime rates are down, as indicated in 
some of the other data, there is a lingering stigma attached to 
Humboldt Park.  Its neighborhoods continue to be known as 
dangerous parts of the city.  Leaders claim that this image of 
Humboldt Park keeps some Puerto Ricans who have moved 
away from returning and enjoying the local retail.  So, concerns 
about the well being of youth leaks into other areas as well.

early computer map of gang-related crimes in Humboldt Park, 
Illinois Criminal Justice Authority, 1994

“Everybody says, ‘What 
are you doing here?  Your 
brother was murdered 
here, why don’t you go 
somewhere else?” and I 
say, “I think the commu-
nity needs a voice, I think it 
needs strong people, and 
I think we need to educate 
the youth for the future 
regardless if they’re Puerto 
Rican or not— at least 
band together not to hate 
each other.  ‘Oh, some-
body is Mexican and who’s 
Puerto Rican?  And who’s 
Cuban and who’s Domini-
can and this and that’ we 
just, you know we need to 
work together.’”
(Community Focus Group)

rank District 2009 District 2010
1st 8           2,563   8           2,248  
2nd 11         2,478   11         2,108
3rd 6           2,040   15         1,975
4th 15         2,021   4           1,913
5th 4           2,001   6           1,674
6th 3           1,942   3           1,661
7th 25         1,862   5           1,464
8th 9           1,671   7           1,447
9th 7           1,666   25         1,396
10th 5           1,628   10         1,348
11th 10         1,350   9           1,335
12th 22         1,266   22         1,128
13th 17         1,032   17         961    
14th 12         957       12         880    
15th 24         920       18         770    
16th 2           873       2           731    
17th 14         815       24         706    
18th 16         684       1           685    
19th 1           674       20         591    
20th 18         662       14         588    
21st 20         559       16         494    
22nd 13         551       21         472    
23rd 21         443       13         417    
24th 19         317       19         318    
25th 23         248       23         211    

From 2009 to 2010, the Number of Juvenile Arrestees in 
the 14th and 25th Districts Declined, Lowing their Overall 
Rank as Sites for Juvenile Arrests

Turning to the last decade, Humboldt Park, along with the rest of Chicago, has seen sig-
nificant drops in juvenile arrests (Juvenile Justice, 1).  The above table confirms that this 
drop continued in Chicago Police Districts 25 and 14 during 2009 and 2010.  These two 
districts take up the areas that we have been examining throughout this report, though 
it should be said that district 14 contains a very large section east of Western Avenue 
that has undergone significant gentrification over the last few decades.  

However, what is notable in this table is that the 25th is ranked quite high in terms of 
the number of juvenile arrests city wide.  The 25th district was ranked #7 in 2009 and #9 
in 2010, while the 14th District ranked #17 and #20 respectively.  The rate of decline in 
both districts is roughly comparable to Chicago wide declines.
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There were 27,554 juvenile arrests 
in Chicago in 2010.  These were ar-
rests of persons 17 or younger not 
being treated as adults.  76% of the 
children and youth arrested were 
African American.  20% were Latino.  
The remaining 4% were primarily 
white.

The 14th and 25th Chicago Police 
Districts serve the bulk of the Puerto 
Rican Influence Area.  The juveniles 
arrested in these districts comprised 
about 7% of the total juvenile arrests 
in 2010.  However, the 14th and 25th 
Districts were also the site of about 
20% of the Latino juvenile arrests 
overall.

In general, in the 14th and 25th Dis-
tricts, Latino and African American 
youth were arrested in similar num-
bers in 2010.  In the 14th District, 
Latino juveniles were arrested about 
a third more often than African 
Americans.  In the 25th District, on 
the other hand, Latino males were 
only arrested 11% more often than 
African Americans males, whereas 
Latinas were arrested almost twice 
as often as African American fe-
males.  Latinas also made up nearly 
a quarter of all juvenile arrests in the 
25th District in 2010.

latino 
juvenile arrests latino 

juvenile arrests

chicago juvenile 
arrests, 2010

14th district 
juvenile arrests

25th district 
juvenile arrests

african american 
juvenile arrests

african american 
juvenile arrests
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572 arrests
74 female
497 male

927 arrests
127 female
800 male

598 arrests
43 female
555 male

726 arrests
141 female
587 male

How do the number of Latino youth arrests in 
districts 25 and 14 compare to other districts 
in Chicago?  District 25 ranks rather high.  If we 
juxtapose these rankings to the earlier maps of 
Latino density, a claim could be made—with 
admittedly more analysis—that the 25th district 
has an unusual amount of youth arrest.  The north 
side simply does not have the density of Latinos 
that some areas of the south side have and, there-
fore, Latino youth arrest rates should not be as 
high either. Clearly, there are some puzzles here 
such as the nature of youth crimes in the different 
areas, the stability of gang structures, and so on.  
This report does not have the resources for this 
sort of deeper inquiry, and frankly the availabil-
ity of data is its own distinctive challenge.  What 
is indeed disturbing, however, is that Humboldt 
Park’s struggles with gang-related violence during 
the 1990s seriously marked the community.  The 
2000s, despite general decreases in arrest rates, 
still represent numbers that are too high.

Those who work with youth in what we have 
been calling the Puerto Rican Influence 

Area feel that a long-standing trag-
edy has been unfolding for decades.  
Puerto Rican children, like other young 
people living in communities with 
high levels of poverty and crime, have 

had to overcome not only the daily 
challenges of growing up, but also the 

potential harms associated with high-crime 
areas.  Drive-by shootings and gang boundary 
lines are frightening.  They isolate children, pre-
venting them from walking to school safely or 
playing outside.

662 arrests
62 female
600 male

1 - 42

43 - 132

133 - 267

268 - 396

397 - 927

humboldt park

latino juvenile arrests 
per district, 2010

primary police 
districts serving the 
puerto rican community 

puerto rican influence area, census tracts > 10% puerto rican
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In keeping with other aspirations of the Agenda that emphasize locally based solutions to endemic problems, we wish to shift some of the authority 
over crime, justice, and punishment from the state to the community.  For instance, traditional models of state-based punishment that rely on police 
officers, courts, and finally incarceration serve to reify the debilitating labels and personas that we prefer to alter.  If through the help of the state 
model a person increasingly isolates himself or herself into the gang-member persona, we wish, instead, to retrieve, remember, and reinforce the 
persona that has been temporarily forgotten.  Inside any gang-member there still resides the original community member.

Our solution is to integrate the principles of restorative justice into the fabric of the community.  Traditional models of punishment introduce un-
known professionals into the lives of victims and offenders.  Although these professionals are good-willed, a number of new harms appear beyond 
the original harm of the crime itself: 1) victims are unable to choose to confront offenders (and any results that may come from the opportunity); 2) 
offenders are removed from the community, making it difficult for them to admit guilt and remedy the depth of the harm they have caused; and 3) 
the communities are unable to clarify and, therefore, solidify their norms and values.  There are two institutions where restorative justice principles 
might be best utilized: the schools via the Campus as Community initiative and the Chicago Police Department.

1. Both public and private funders should work in partnership with youth development organizations to identify and address the pressing needs of 
our youth. We must move from a crisis-oriented, single issue approach to a more comprehensive approach in order to promote more healthy youth 
development.  Perhaps one example of a successful program is the Stay in School Initiative, which has been a partnership between Exelon, ComEd, 
and the United Way of Chicago.  Using Batey Urbano as one site for its program-
ming, the initiative has encouraged corporate internships and has seen high 
school graduation rates of 93% compared to the Chicago Public School average 
of 58.3%.   

2. We must provide Puerto Rican youth alternatives to incarceration and the 
associated debilitating labels that often come with incarceration. It is often the 
case that such labels prevent these youth from rejoining society and the commu-
nity, further causing more harm to communities. In creating a restorative com-
munity justice framework—consisting of Puerto Rican community leaders, stake-
holders, and local law enforcement—issues of crime can be addressed while also 
providing opportunities for reconciliation and community development.

3. The best approach to the gang problem in Chicago must consist of compre-
hensive street outreach and counseling/case management.  Utilizing one while 
excluding the other does not work.  Employment is one cornerstone of a suc-
cessful gang prevention/intervention program.  Youth who cannot find work will 
more likely turn to criminal activity for financial support.  A successful model has 
been the YMCA’s Street Intervention Program, which works with other community 
agencies to  prepare youth for referrals for job readiness, vocational training, job 
development, placement, and follow-up.

Youth participate in the  Puerto Rican Cultural Center’s summer skateboard-
ing  and mural making program, 2008

opportunities for action:
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