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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Boston received national acclaim for its innovative approach to preventing youth violence in the 
1990s.1 The well-known “Operation Cease  re” initiative was an interagency violence prevention 
intervention that focused enforcement and social service resources on a small number of gang-
involved offenders at the heart of the city’s youth violence problem.2 The Cease  re strategy was 
associated with a near two-thirds drop in youth homicide in the late 1990s.3 While the sudden 
decrease in youth homicide was surprising and certainly newsworthy, the Boston approach was 
also noted for its extraordinary police-community relationship spearheaded by the Ten Point 
Coalition of activist black clergy.4 The involvement of black ministers in the Cease  re strategy 
provided a mechanism of transparency and accountability to the minority community that 
conferred the legitimacy necessary to pursue aggressive intervention with high-risk youth.5 Given 
the history of poor race relations in the City of Boston, it was remarkable that any group of black 
community members was able to forge such a highly productive partnership with the Boston 
Police Department.6 

Unfortunately, since the glory days of the 1990s, the so-called “Boston Miracle” appears to 
have unraveled.7 Over the course of the early years of the new millennium, youth violence has, 
once again, risen dramatically in Boston. Given this rise, the obvious question is whether the 
Boston approach to youth violence is as effective as previously thought. Put in other words, has 
the period since 2000 provided a test of the Boston model with a negative evaluation now being 
warranted given the rise of violence during part of this past decade?

In this paper, we address the above question by presenting an analysis of recent efforts by 
the Boston Police Department and Ten Point Coalition to prevent youth violence. Our basic 
conclusion is not that the Boston model of the 1990s has failed, but rather that the City of Boston 
and the Boston Police failed to pursue the policies and practices that had been so successful 
during the 1990s.8 

We begin by brie  y describing the “Boston Miracle” of the 1990s. We then document the key 
parallels between the youth violence epidemics in the 1990s and the 2000s, delineate strategic 
changes and problems in relationships in the Boston Police Department and Ten Point Coalition, 
and describe the negative effects of the changes in these organizations as measured by citizen 
complaints against the police data and citizen public safety survey data. We conclude the paper 
by documenting recent efforts to reclaim Boston’s legacy from the 1990s and commenting on the 
lessons learned from the evolving capacity of the Boston Police and black clergy to prevent youth 
violence.

It is important to note here that this paper focuses on the experience of two key organizations, 
the Boston Police Department and the Ten Point Coalition of activist black clergy, in responding 
to one serious crime problem—gang-related youth violence in Boston between the early 1990s 
and 2006. Both organizations have signi  cant responsibilities beyond preventing gang violence, 
and this paper does not examine their performance in dealing with a broader range of public 
problems. It is also important to note that numerous other organizations, such as the Boston 
streetworker program (city-employed gang outreach workers), Massachusetts Probation, Suffolk 
County District Attorney’s Of  ce, federal law enforcement agencies, and other community-based 
organizations played important roles in reducing gang violence during the 1990s. Regrettably, a 
summary of the individual trajectories of these agencies over the study time period is beyond the 
scope of this inquiry.

Section I: Youth Violence in the 1990s and the “Boston Miracle” 

Like many American cities during the late 1980s and early 1990s, Boston suffered an epidemic 
of youth violence that had its roots in the rapid spread of street-level crack-cocaine markets.9 
Measured as a homicide problem, Boston experienced a dramatic increase in the number of youth 



2

Losing Faith? Police, Black Churches, and the Resurgence of Youth Violence in Boston

victims ages 24 and under10 (Figure 1). During the “pre-epidemic” years of 1980 through 1988, 
Boston averaged approximately 28 youth homicides per year. The number of youth homicides 
increased to 40 victims in 1989 and peaked at 73 victims in 1990. While youth homicide 
subsequently decreased from the peak year, the yearly number of victims never returned to levels 
of the pre-epidemic years. Between 1991 and 1995, Boston averaged nearly 45 youth homicides 
per year.11 The city remained in crisis over its youth violence problem.12 

Unfortunately, the Boston Police Department was ill equipped to deal with the sudden increase 
in serious youth violence. Boston Police relied upon highly aggressive and often impudent 
policing tactics to deal with street gang violence.13 A series of well-publicized scandals emanating 
from an indiscriminate policy of stopping and frisking of all black males in high-crime areas 
outraged Boston’s black community.14 These scandals lead to the establishment of the St. Clair 
Commission, an independent committee appointed to investigate the policies and practices of the 
Boston Police.15 In 1992 the Commission released its report, which cited widespread corruption 
and incompetent management and called for extensive reform including the replacement of top 
personnel.16 

In response, the Boston Police overhauled its organization, mission, and tactics during the early 
1990s.17 The existing command staff, including the Commissioner, were replaced with new 
of  cers who were known to be innovative and hardworking; investments were made to improve 
the Department’s technology to understand crime problems; a neighborhood policing plan was 
implemented; and beat-level of  cers were trained in the methods of community and problem-
oriented policing. In 1991, the Anti-Gang Violence Unit (AGVU) was created and charged with 
disrupting ongoing gang con  icts rather than following the past policy of simply arresting as 
many offenders as possible. By 1994, the AGVU evolved into the Youth Violence Strike Force 
(YVSF), an elite unit of some 40 of  cers and detectives, and its mandate was broadened beyond 
controlling outbreaks of gang violence to more general youth violence prevention. While these 
changes were important in creating an environment where the police could collaborate with the 
community, residents of Boston’s poor minority neighborhoods remained wary of and dissatis  ed 
with a police department that had a long history of abusive and unfair treatment.

Figure 1: Youth Homicide in Boston, 1976-2006
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In 1992, a loosely allied group of activist black clergy formed The Ten Point Coalition after a 
gang invasion of the Morningstar Baptist Church.18 During a memorial for a slain gang member, 
members of a rival gang attacked mourners with knives and guns. In the wake of that outrage, 
the Ten Point Coalition ministers decided they should attempt to prevent the youth in their 
community from joining gangs, and that they needed to send an anti-violence message to all 
youth, whether gang-involved or not. Initially, the ministers assumed an adversarial role to the 
Boston Police and were highly critical in the public media of police efforts to prevent youth 
violence. However, as the ministers worked the streets, they started to form effective relationships 
with particular YVSF of  cers and develop a shared understanding of the nature of youth violence 
in Boston. Increasingly, ministers and YVSF of  cers found themselves in agreement that only a 
small number of youth in the neighborhoods were involved in violence, that many of these gang-
involved youth were better served by intervention and prevention strategies, and that only a small 
number needed to be removed from the streets through arrest and prosecution strategies. 

As the relationship developed, the Ten Point ministers began to shelter the police from broad 
public criticism when the police were engaged in activities the ministers deemed to be of interest 
to the community and its youth.19 The ministers also helped the Boston Police manage negative 
publicity by the local media after several potentially explosive events ranging from the beating 
of a black undercover of  cer by uniformed police of  cers20 to the accidental death of 75-year-old 
retired minister who suffered a fatal heart attack during a botched drug raid.21 The relationship 
between Boston Police and black clergy was a new mechanism of police accountability that was 
necessary in order to create trust that new programs would be bene  cial to the community.22 This 
trust was essential for establishing needed community and political support for innovative efforts 
by the Boston Police.

The forerunner to “Operation Cease  re” was the Boston Gun Project, a problem-oriented 
policing project aimed at preventing and controlling serious youth violence.23 The problem 
analysis phase of the Project began in early 1995 and the “Operation Cease  re” strategy was 
implemented in mid-1996. The trajectory of the Project and of Cease  re has been extensively 
documented.24 Brie  y, a problem-solving working group of law enforcement personnel, youth 
workers, and researchers diagnosed the youth violence problem in Boston as one of patterned, 
largely vendetta-like hostility amongst a small population of highly active criminal offenders, 
and particularly amongst those involved in some 60 loose, informal, mostly neighborhood-based 
gangs.25 Only one percent of Boston youth participated in youth gangs, but these youth generated 
at least 60 percent of youth homicide in the city.26 Based on the problem analysis   ndings, the 
Boston Gun Project working group crafted the “Operation Cease  re” initiative that was tightly 
focused on disrupting ongoing con  icts among youth gangs. 

The YVSF coordinated the actions of “Operation Cease  re”. An interagency working group was 
convened on a bi-weekly basis to address outbreaks of serious gang violence. This working group 
was comprised of law enforcement personnel, youth workers, and, as the operation expanded, Ten 
Point Coalition clergy. It drew upon on an existing “network of capacity” consisting of dense and 
productive relationships that were established as Boston attempted to come to grips with its youth 
violence epidemic.27 “Operation Cease  re’s” “pulling levers” strategy was designed to deter gang 
violence by reaching out directly to gangs, stating explicitly that violence would no longer be 
tolerated, and backing up that message by “pulling every lever” legally available when violence 
occurred.28 These law enforcement levers included disrupting street-level drug markets, serving 
warrants, mounting federal prosecutions, and changing the conditions of community supervision 
for probationers and parolees in the targeted group. Simultaneously, youth workers, probation 
and parole of  cers, and clergy offered gang members services and other kinds of help. If gang 
members wanted to step away from a violent lifestyle, the Cease  re working group focused on 
providing them with the services and opportunities necessary to make the transition.
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The working group delivered its anti-violence message in formal meetings with gang members; 
through individual police and probation contacts with gang members; through meetings with 
inmates of secure juvenile facilities in the city; and through gang outreach workers.29 The 
deterrence message was not a deal with gang members to stop violence. Rather, it was a promise 
to gang members that violent behavior would evoke an immediate and intense response. If gangs 
committed other crimes but refrained from violence, the normal workings of police, prosecutors, 
and the rest of the criminal justice system dealt with these matters. But if gang members hurt 
people, the Working Group focused its enforcement actions on them.

A large reduction in the yearly number of Boston youth homicides followed immediately after 
“Operation Cease  re” was implemented in mid-1996. This reduction was sustained for the next 
  ve years (see Figure 1). A U.S. Department of Justice-sponsored evaluation of “Operation 
Cease  re” reported that the intervention was associated with a 63 percent decrease in monthly 
number of Boston youth homicides, a 32 percent decrease in monthly number of shots-  red calls, 
a 25 percent decrease in monthly number of gun assaults, and, in one high-risk police district 
given special attention in the evaluation, a 44 percent decrease in monthly number of youth 
gun assault incidents.30 The evaluation also suggested that Boston’s signi  cant youth homicide 
reduction associated with “Operation Cease  re” was distinct when compared to youth homicide 
trends in most major U.S. and New England cities.31 The Cease  re program, as designed, was in 
place until 2000. 

Section II: The Nature of Boston’s Resurgence in Youth Violence, 2000 – 2006 

Boston’s resurgence in youth violence shares many of the same characteristics of the epidemic of 
the late 1980s and early 1990s. Soon after Cease  re ended, the yearly number of youth homicides 
increased from 15 victims in 2000 to 26 victims in both 2001 and 2002, and then skyrocketed to 
39 victims in 2006 (Figure 1). Between 2000 and 2006, Boston youth homicide had increased 
by 160 percent. As in the 1990s,   rearms were the weapons of choice over the course of this 
new epidemic of youth violence.32 Eighty percent of the youth homicide victims during this 
time period were killed by   rearms (166 of 207 youth victims). Fatal and non-fatal shootings 
also increased dramatically over this same time period (Figure 2). Similar to the trajectory of 

Figure 2: Shootings in Boston, 1999 - 2006
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Figure3: Homicides with a Firearm and Non-Fatal Shootings, January - December 2006
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Boston youth homicides, the yearly number of shootings increased modestly between 2000 
(162) and 2003 (177), followed by much larger increases in 2004 (268), 2005 (341), and 2006 
(377). Between 2000 and 2006, the yearly number of shootings had increased by 133 percent. 
Most of the shootings were concentrated in a small number of gun violence hot spots in Boston’s 
disadvantaged, predominately minority neighborhoods of Dorchester, Mattapan, and Roxbury.33 
These gun violence hot spots covered only 5.1 percent of Boston’s 48.4 square miles, but 
generated nearly 53 percent (199) of the 377 fatal and non-fatal shootings in 2006 (Figure 3).

Youth homicide victims and youth homicide offenders share essentially the same demographic 
characteristics.34 Homicide victims were mostly male (92.8%, 192 of 207 youth victims) and 
largely from minority groups. The racial and ethnic breakdown of youth homicide victims was 
75.4 percent Black non-Hispanic, 8.7 percent White Hispanic, 5.8 percent Black Hispanic, 
5.3 percent White non-Hispanic, and 4.8 percent Asian or other ethnic groups. Arrested youth 
homicide offenders were also mostly male (95.9%, 116 of 121 youth offenders) and largely from 
minority groups. The racial and ethnic breakdown of youth homicide offenders was 71.9 percent 
Black non-Hispanic, 9.9 percent White non-Hispanic, 8.2 percent Asian or other ethnic groups, 
6.6 percent White Hispanic, and 3.3 percent Black Hispanic. Both youth homicide victims and 
youth homicide offenders were mostly between the ages of 18 and 24. Only 23.2% of youth 
homicide victims (48 of 207) and 20.7% of youth homicide offenders (25 of 121) were ages 17 
and under.

Boston youth homicide victims and youth homicide offenders were also very well known to the 
criminal justice system before each homicide event.35 67.1 percent of youth homicide victims 
(139 of 207) and 86.8 percent of youth homicide offenders (105 of 121) had been arraigned at 
least once in Massachusetts State Courts before the homicide occurred. For those individuals 
who were previously known to the criminal and juvenile justice systems, youth homicide victims 
had, on average, 8.7 prior arraignments and youth homicide offenders had, on average, 7.1 prior 
arraignments. The prior criminal histories of both youth homicide victims and youth homicide 
offenders were characterized by a wide range of offense types including armed and unarmed 
violent offenses, illegal gun possession offenses, property offenses, drug offenses, and disorder 
offenses.36 Youth homicide victims and youth homicide offenders had also been under some form 
of criminal justice system control before the homicide occurred. For youth homicide victims 
previously known to the justice system, 50.4 percent had been sentenced to serve time in an adult 
or juvenile correctional facility (70 of 139), 69.1 percent had previously been on probation before 
they were killed (96 of 139), and 30.9 percent were under active probation supervision at the time 
they were killed (43 of 139). Similarly, for youth homicide offenders previously known to the 
justice system, 55.2 percent had been sentenced to serve time in an adult or juvenile correctional 
facility (58 of 105), 57.1 percent had previously been on probation before they killed (60 of 105), 
and 25.7 percent were under active probation supervision at the time they killed (27 of 105).

Much of the increase in youth homicide has been driven by a resurgence of gang violence in 
Boston (Figure 4).37 In 1999, the last full year of Cease  re intervention, there were only 5 gang-
related youth homicides.38 The number of gang-related youth homicides increased to 12 victims in 
2000 and 14 victims in 2001, stayed relatively stable in 2002 and 2003, and then increased again 
to 23 victims in 2004, and peaked at 30 victims in 2006. Between 1999 and 2006, the number 
of gang-related youth homicides had increased six-fold. These gang-related youth homicides 
were personal and vendetta-like with many homicides representing an event in a larger series of 
retaliations between feuding groups. Gang-related motives accounted for 76.9 percent of the 39 
youth homicides in 2006.39 Boston gang members were also involved as either the perpetrator or 
victim in 70 percent of the shootings in 2006.

While a very small proportion of Boston youth participate in gangs, they generate a 
disproportionate share of homicide and gun violence. In 2006, Boston had 65 active street 
gangs with an estimated total membership of 1,422 youth.40 According to the 2000 U.S. Census, 
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this represents only 1.3% of 113,715 youth ages 15 to 24 in Boston. In contrast to large and 
semi-organized gangs in Chicago and Los Angeles, Boston gangs were (and are) mostly small, 
informal, and loosely organized groups of youth.41 Gang membership was usually associated 
with a speci  c street, neighborhood, or housing project. Certain gangs were much more central 
to violence than others. For example, the Lucerne Street Doggz gang committed 30 shootings in 
2006. The ten most violent gangs generated 32.4 percent of the citywide shootings in 2006 (122 
of 377).

There are strong parallels between the increase in youth homicide in the late 1980s and early 
1990s, and the recent increase in youth homicide. Most of the violence is highly concentrated 
in a few places and among few youth. These youth tend to be criminally active, gang-involved 
offenders who are well known to the criminal justice system and caught up in ongoing cycles 
of retaliatory street violence. Given the lessons learned from the 1990s, it seems like the City 
of Boston would have been well positioned to respond to this eerily-similar resurgence of gang 
violence in the 2000s. Unfortunately, it was not.

Like many other law enforcement agencies, the Boston Police Department measured its 
performance in preventing serious violence by monitoring yearly trends in total homicides.42 The 
Boston Police did not separate homicide trends by speci  c types of circumstances or by ages of 
the victim. Unfortunately, this practice undermined their ability to detect that gang homicides had 
been growing almost linearly since 1999. As Figure 5 reveals, total homicides more than doubled 
from 31 in 1999 to 68 in 2001. This was followed by a decrease to 60 homicides in 2002 and a 
further decrease to 42 homicides in 2003. At the beginning of 2004, the City of Boston believed 
that serious gang violence was largely under control and existing programs and procedures were 
responsible for homicide decreases experienced over the past two years. An examination of 
Figure 4, however, which details the trend in youth gang-related homicides, indicates this belief 
was baseless. From 1999 forward, youth gang-related homicides increased almost linearly from 
5 in 1999 to 30 in 2006. Total gang-related homicides, with victims of all ages, represented half 
(37) of the 74 total homicides in 2006. By focusing on overall homicide rates, the Police missed 
the fact that gang-related homicides steadily increased through the decade.43 

Figure 4: Youth Homicide in Boston, 1999 - 2006



8

Losing Faith? Police, Black Churches, and the Resurgence of Youth Violence in Boston

Section III: The End of Cease! re 

The highly successful “Operation Cease  re” program ended when then-Lieutenant Detective 
Gary French, who was the operational steward of the approach since it was   rst implemented in 
mid-1996, left the YVSF to lead the Sexual Assault Unit in January 2000.44 The new commander 
did not continue the weekly Cease  re meetings, and YVSF operations devolved into chie  y law 
enforcement approaches, such as serving outstanding warrants, to apprehend serious violent 
offenders.45 During the early years of the new millennium, the Boston Police experimented 
with alternative approaches to violence prevention by expanding certain Cease  re tactics to a 
broader range of problems such as investigating unsolved shootings, the re-entry of incarcerated 
violent offenders back into high-risk Boston neighborhoods, and criminogenic families in hot 
spot areas.46 Broadly as Boston Strategy II, many of these initiatives would be recognized as 
innovative and effective policing procedures.47 Unfortunately, the new slate of approaches 
seemed to diffuse the ability of the City of Boston to deal with youth violence, as no one group 
was focused exclusively on preventing ongoing con  icts among street gangs.48 While many 
key partnerships remained intact, the powerful “network of capacity” was no longer singularly 
focused on preventing gang violence.

Like many urban police agencies, the Boston Police Department’s ability to maintain its 
community crime prevention efforts were challenged by post-September 11, 2001 changes in 
priorities and funding.49 During this time period, the Boston Police had dif  culty maintaining 
staf  ng levels as the city and state faced severe budget woes and the federal government 
channeled its funds into anti-terrorism programs. Between 2000 and 2005, the Department’s 
patrol force decreased by 200 of  cers to about 1,300 active of  cers.50 While many studies 
suggest a correlation between the number of police of  cers and city crime rates,51 research 
evidence has con  rmed that police are most effective in preventing crime when they engage 
a diverse set of approaches tailored to very speci  c crime problems.52 However, as a result of 
manpower shortages, it became very dif  cult for the Boston Police to be strategic in responding 
to crime problems as they struggled to   eld enough of  cers to cover their basic operations – 
answering emergency calls for service and investigating reported crimes.

Figure 5: Total Boston Homicides, 1999 - 2006
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Starting in late 2003, the Department was challenged by a number of changes and events. 
First, Commissioner Paul Evans, who had led the force since 1994, left in late 2003 to take a 
new job running the Police Standards Unit in Britain’s Home Of  ce, and the department was 
led by an acting commissioner.53 In February 2004, Kathleen O’Toole was appointed the   rst 
female commissioner of the Boston Police.54 While putting together her management team, 
Commissioner O’Toole made a   rst round of changes to the Boston Police command staff in late 
March 2004. Over the course of the Spring and into the Summer, the Boston Police invested a 
tremendous amount of time and manpower in developing and implementing security and public 
safety measures for the 2004 Democratic National Convention. 

The year 2004 began with student rioting during the celebration of the New England Patriots 
Superbowl victory, in which the 21-year-old son of a Massachusetts state trooper was killed by a 
drunk driver.55 In fall 2004, while attempting to control rioting that stemmed from the celebration 
of the Red Sox win over the Yankees in the American League Championship series, a Boston 
Police of  cer accidentally shot and killed a 21-year-old college student with a supposedly less-
than-lethal weapon.56 Shortly after this tragedy, Commissioner O’Toole once again shook up the 
Boston Police command staff by demoting two superior of  cers who had tactical command of the 
Red Sox security detail. 

Even after the command staff shake-ups and security challenges of the political convention 
and unruly victory celebrations were past, the Police Department did not, in the eyes of most 
observers, mount an effective, coordinated campaign to halt the outburst of youth violence in 
Boston.57 Instead, the Boston Police launched a series of short-term campaigns—with names 
like Operation Neighborhood Shield, Operation Rolling Thunder, Operation Home Safe, and 
Operation Red Zone—which the Boston Globe described as “intensive crackdowns to rid 
streets of violent criminals … and make neighborhoods safe for residents.”58 These repeated 
efforts to saturate dangerous areas with police of  cers did not produce impressive results. 
The Globe reported in 2006 that police of  cials “now acknowledge that the sweeps were not 
as effective as they had hoped and led primarily to arrests for trespassing, drug possession, 
and other misdemeanors, as opposed to violent or gun crimes. Some suspects were taken into 
custody just on motor vehicle charges.”59 Community members certainly did not appreciate the 
harsh, disruptive, and sometimes indiscriminate actions associated with these law enforcement 
crackdowns. “It’s never good for relations,” the Ten Point Coalition’s Chris Sumner told the 
Globe, “when you arrest the wrong people.”60

To some observers, the ineffectual police response was due, in part, to in  ghting within the 
command staff—speci  cally, between Superintendent Robert Dunford, the new head of the 
Bureau of Field Services, and Superintendent Paul Joyce, head of the Bureau of Investigative 
Services.61 Dunford had oversight of the district-based detectives and uniform patrol of  cers, and 
Joyce commanded key specialized units such as the YVSF, Homicide, Special Investigations, 
and Drug Control Units. Each spearheaded his own anti-gang initiative—Dunford supervised 
Operation Home Safe, while Joyce led Operation Red Zone.62 The local media coverage reported 
that Dunford and Joyce did not support each other in their violence prevention campaigns.63 
According to media accounts, O’Toole, who generally “left the day-to-day operations of the 
department in the hands of [Dunford and Joyce],”64 did not choose to step in and referee the 
con  ict, which continued unabated throughout her tenure. Moreover, the divisions at the top 
reached down all the way through the Police Department and even to outside organizations that 
worked with it. As one observer told The Globe, “There are people who are loyal to doing things 
Dunford’s way, and people who are loyal to doing things Paul Joyce’s way.”65 

In May 2006, after a tenure of 26 months, Commissioner O’Toole left the Boston Police 
Department to take a job as the Chief Inspector of the Garda Síochána Inspectorate, an oversight 
body of the Irish national police service (An Garda Síochána).66  An acting Commissioner was 
soon appointed, but this did little to calm the in  ghting between the Dunford and Joyce factions. 



10

Losing Faith? Police, Black Churches, and the Resurgence of Youth Violence in Boston

In many ways, the con  ict seemed to intensify as each faction tried to position their leader as 
the heir apparent to the open Commissioner position. As a result of this ongoing and deeply 
dysfunctional rift between the patrol and investigative forces, the Boston Police Department, as 
an organization, was poorly positioned to focus its resources on highly-active gangsters and hot 
spot locations that were generating the new wave of violence.

Section IV: Con! ict Among Boston’s Black Ministers
Like the Boston Police, the black ministers of the Ten Point Coalition were also not well 
positioned to respond to increased gang violence in the city. The Ten Point Coalition and the 
Black Ministerial Alliance, Boston’s organization of traditional, mainstream black churches, 
remained powerful political forces in the city that engaged in public debate over important issues 
such as excessive use of force by the police.67 However, beset by rivalries among key ministers 
and a lack of focus on community organizing, the Ten Point clergy were notably absent as Boston 
grappled with rising gang violence. In an August 7, 2004 editorial, the Boston Globe wrote, 
“with the body count rising from gun  re in minority neighborhoods, Mayor Menino early this 
week reached out to the city’s black ministers for help only to   nd many of them on vacation or 
otherwise occupied. He exploded.”68 The editorial lamented the withdrawal of many of the black 
clergy from street work. The Globe stated, “With the exception of programs af  liated with the 
Rev. Eugene Rivers and the Ella J. Baker House in Dorchester, direct outreach to youths on the 
corners and in the parks where they make trouble has fallen off dramatically.”69 The city was 
“awash in violence,” the editorial continued, and “the glory days of Boston are not likely to be 
seen again without the return, in force, of large-scale street ministries.”70 

Over the course of the 1990s, the Ten Point Coalition had grown considerably in size and stature 
and attracted considerable attention from the media and interested funders. The Ten Point and 
Baker House had acquired an estimated $10 million dollars from state and federal agencies and 
from private foundations over roughly a thirteen year time period.71 With fame and prosperity 
came dissension among the leaders of the Ten Point. As the Coalition’s public pro  le grew more 
prominent, Rev. Jeffrey Brown recalled, “tension increased around issues of organization … and 
who gets to speak for Boston Ten Point. When we weren’t on anyone’s radar screen, that was 
never an issue, because we met weekly, so we would collectively talk about how we would say 
things, and then decide who would speak [for] the group. And we were very careful to make sure 
that everybody got ‘face time,’ as we would say.”72 

As a result of the tension, the Coalition split into three separate organizations – The Boston Ten 
Point Coalition with Reverend Hammond as its head, The National Ten Point Coalition with 
Reverend Rivers as its head, and The International Ten Point Coalition with Reverend Brown 
as its head. Although Reverends Hammond and Brown continued to work together, Reverends 
Hammond and Rivers parted ways. The Globe observed, “the cop-clergy pact has evolved into 
a kind of cottage industry, bringing millions in federal funds and private grants to the police 
department and religious-based groups that built the coalitions. In part for that reason, few 
have openly admitted that there may be chinks in Boston’s armor. But privately, many in law 
enforcement and youth services warn that the divisions being sown by men of the cloth threaten 
the city’s reputation and its tenuous hold on public safety.”73 

In the early 2000s, the Boston Ten Point Coalition became heavily invested in direct social 
service provision to high-risk youth and needed to constantly acquire new grants to maintain 
its infrastructure. As community-based crime prevention funds evaporated, the organization 
lost focus as it found itself constantly chasing grant money and drifting further from its central 
mission.74 As Rev. Ray Hammond recalled, the Coalition became “involved in HIV and AIDS 
work. [That’s] all good and important stuff, but that’s not really our primary issue.”75 According 
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to Rev. Jeffrey Brown, there were “management issues,” as well, involving the Coalition’s 
executive director who was not adept at running an organization.76 Most troubling to Brown was 
the “evolution of Ten Point,” during this period, from “a movement to an agency.” Originally, 
Brown says, the “focus of the [Coalition’s] activity … was to serve the [member] churches as 
they served youth. So it was an organization that empowered churches to reach and serve at-risk 
youth.”77 As the Ten Point evolved into a direct social service provision organization, Brown 
suggests that it led to a “decrease in the number of churches that were active in Ten Point, and an 
increase in agencies that became active.” 78

The change was readily apparent in the Coalition’s monthly meetings. According to Brown, 
during the group’s early years, the meetings were largely attended by “pastor and minister 
representatives,” who came to discuss “what a church could do on a particular aspect of Ten 
Point, or of at-risk youth.”79 The monthly meetings would include intensive discussion on 
current community issues and practical topics for the clergy such as training on how to do 
a neighborhood walk. As Brown describes, “And so you would have these how-to sessions, 
and pastors would come together and talk about these issues and how [they] would impact 
their congregations, or impact them personally.”80 As the mission of the Coalition evolved, the 
meetings became “collaborative sessions with other agencies. … So you would have the Weed 
and Seed [a community-based Justice Department program] coordinator there; you would have 
the Boys and Girls Club representatives there; you would have the Y. You would have all these 
other agencies, and they would talk about direct service issues, and how community agencies and 
faith-based agencies could work more closely together.”81 The change in the meetings re  ected a 
drift away from the vision that had motivated the Ten Point Coalition in its early days. According 
to Brown, “I always felt that at the heart of Ten Point was a theological shift in the way churches 
did church work. I always felt that it was a movement—in a way, the next leg … in the civil 
rights saga. I felt it was a combination of rights and responsibilities: … the rights of urban kids to 
live in a violence-free culture, and the responsibility of the churches to help create and maintain 
that environment. … And when we became an agency, that kind of got lost in the translation.”82 

By 2004, the Ten Point Coalition was in debt and seriously lagging in its fundraising efforts.83 
Christopher Sumner, who had previously worked in a number of local nonpro  ts, was hired as 
the new executive director. Sumner was immediately tasked with reinvigorating the Coalition 
by raising funds to eliminate the budget de  cit and, with the help of a consultant, developing a 
business plan to reorganize its   nances and refocus its agenda. 

Section V: The Cape Verdean Community
Cape Verdean youth were a notable feature of Boston’s surging gang violence problem. Between 
1999 and 2004, 14 of the 111 gang-related homicides in the city (12.6%) were attributed to 
the activity of small gangs of mostly Cape Verdean youth based in the Upham’s Corner and 
Bowdoin/Geneva sections of Boston.84 Publicly, in describing this violence, the Boston Police 
Department used overly-broad terms such as “Cape Verdean Violence” and “Cape Verdean Youth 
Violence.”85 This terminology was offensive to Boston’s Cape Verdean community as it failed to 
make the important distinction between the community as a whole and small numbers of violent 
individuals.

The Boston Police engaged the Ten Point Coalition and Baker House to assist in their efforts 
to engage the Cape Verdean community in a partnership to prevent youth violence. Initially, 
certain Ten Point clergy did more harm than good. On May 13, 2003, Reverend Rivers criticized 
Boston’s Cape Verdean community on a local public television program for its complicity in the 
increasing youth violence affecting Boston. 

You got a bunch of young dudes who are out of control because the community is largely 
. . . leaderless in terms of male leadership… The women are doing what every good mom 
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does, trying to keep Pedro or Julio or whatever the hell his name is out of trouble. Where 
are the men? You got all those bars up and down Dudley Street where these guys hang out, 
sipping beer, telling lies, you know, talking about the women they run around with. Right.86

Rivers initially refused to provide an apology to the Boston area’s estimated 125,000 Cape 
Verdean community members (he later issued a perfunctory apology on June 7, 2003), insisting 
that it was Cape Verdean men that owed their community an apology for not being active 
fathers.87 

While Rivers’ comments represented an extreme position, they also underscored some of the 
controversial themes surrounding Boston’s response to the youth violence that was affecting 
its Cape Verdean neighborhoods.88 First and foremost, Rivers’ comments were representative 
of much of the frustration within the city around the persistence of so-called “Cape Verdean 
violence.” Furthermore, Rivers’ words were emblematic of the lack of understanding many 
Bostonians had (and continue to have) regarding the culture and background of their Cape 
Verdean neighbors.89 And, perhaps most tellingly, Rivers’ remarks assured that the community-
based solutions to solving youth violence in the Cape Verdean community were not going to be 
found through the traditional and trusted partners of the Boston Police Department—Ten Point 
Coalition ministers. Because the Cape Verdean community is overwhelmingly Roman Catholic, 
a faith-based effort led by mostly Protestant ministers was interpreted as culturally inappropriate 
in the eyes of many Cape Verdeans. By mid-2003, it was clear that a new path to ending youth 
violence would have to be forged in Boston’s Cape Verdean neighborhoods.90 

Section VI: Changes in Community Attitudes
The increasing violence, lack of a coordinated response, and ineffectual community partnerships 
led to increasing community dissatisfaction with the Boston Police Department. Using data from 
the Boston Public Safety Survey, Figure 6 presents trends in public perceptions of the Boston 
Police along three key dimensions between 1997 and 2006.91 In general, over the course of the 
most recent youth violence epidemic, Boston residents became more concerned about crime, less 
con  dent in the ability of the Boston Police to prevent crime, and had a less favorable opinion 
of the Boston Police. In 1997, 14.2 percent of Boston residents reported crime as their biggest 
concern. Crime as the biggest concern of Boston residents dropped to only 7.2 percent in 1999, 
remained low in 2001 and 2003, and then increased to 15.5 percent in 2006. In 1997, only 16.2 
percent of Boston residents had little or no faith in the Boston Police to prevent crime; by 2006, 
this lack of faith in the police had risen to include nearly one quarter of Boston residents. In 2001, 
the year this question was   rst included in the survey, only 10.8 percent of Boston residents had 
an unfavorable opinion of the Boston Police; by 2006, this   gure had risen to 18.3 percent of 
residents with an unfavorable opinion of the Boston Police.

The recent increase in public dissatisfaction with the Boston Police does not seem to be strongly 
associated with noteworthy changes in complaints against the police for excessive use of force 
or violations of due process rights. However, an analysis of Boston Police complaint data 
suggests that minority citizens were experiencing elevated levels of disrespectful treatment 
during the early 2000s.92 Figure 7 presents the yearly number of total complaints against Boston 
Police of  cers made by community members between 1993 and 2006. Consistent with the new 
community policing efforts engaged by the Boston Police in the early 1990s and the developing 
partnership with the black clergy, the number of citizen complaints decreased by 50 percent 
from 629 complaints in 1993 to 304 complaints in 1997. The yearly number of complaints then 
remained relatively stable between 1998 and 2006. Further analysis suggests, however, that there 
were important shifts in the police-citizen interactions experienced by minority residents during 
this time period.
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Figure 6: Boston Public Safety Survey, 1997 - 2006

Figure 7: Citizen Complaints Against Boston Police O!  cers, 1993 - 2006

Figure 8: Minority Complaints Against Boston Police O!  cers by Racial Group, 1993 - 2006
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Figure 8 reveals that minority citizens make more complaints against Boston Police of  cers each 
year when compared to their white counterparts. However, while the number of complaints made 
by both white and minority residents against the Boston Police decreased between 1993 and 1999, 
the number of complaints made by minority citizen doubled from 163 complaints in 1997 to 321 
complaints in 2001. Minority complaints decreased to 222 in 2002 and then remained relatively 
  at through 2006. Figure 9 documents that the number of complaints made by minority residents 
for disrespectful treatment by Boston Police of  cers increased from 27 complaints in 1997 to a 
peak of 112 complaints in 2001, and remained relatively high in 2006 at 93 complaints. Between 
1993 and 2006, minority complaints for excessive force exhibited a more volatile trajectory 
characterized by a peak in 2001 but without a clear trend. Minority complaints for due process 
rights violations were relatively   at between 1993 and 2006.

Section VII: Reclaiming Faith? Restoring E! ective Police-Community 
Partnerships
While the preceding sections make the case that the “Boston Miracle” unraveled during the early 
years of the 2000s, the City of Boston seems to be positioning itself to reapply the lessons learned 
in the 1990s in a series of efforts to halt gang violence and improve police-community relations. 
For instance, in mid-2006, the Boston Police Department’s Bureau of Field Services reinvigorated 
its community policing efforts by engaging the “same cop, same neighborhood” philosophy of the 
1990s in selected high-risk neighborhoods.93 We feel very optimistic that Boston will, once again, 
be noted for its effective police-community partnerships to address serious youth violence.

To deal with complex gang problems, cities need to blend multiple strategies such as community 
organization, strategic law enforcement, and the provision of social services and employment 
opportunities.94 “Operation Cease  re” was a model example of such an approach.95 Boston 
desperately needed to refocus its interagency network in its capacity to preventing violence 
among its feuding street gangs. In the Spring 2006, the Boston Police Department began to 
experiment with the “Operation Cease  re” approach in a small number of neighborhoods 
suffering from ongoing gang con  icts.96 Once again, this violence prevention initiative was a 
collective effort involving the Boston Police and other criminal justice agencies, social service 
providers, and community-based partners. As part of the Bureau of Field Services’ Districts B-2 
and E-13 Crosstown Initiative, the most promising application of the approach was implemented 
at the Bromley-Heath Housing Project in District E-13 under the leadership of Lieutenant 
Detective Gary French, who was then in charge of Area E detectives. Rev. Brown was engaged 
as a lead community partner in the E-13 initiative and, with Captain James Claiborne, Lieutenant 
Detective Jack Danilecki (from District B-2, serving Boston’s Roxbury neighborhood), and 
French, formed a strong working relationship with Mildred Hailey, who was in charge of the 
resident management group at Bromley Heath, and other community members. 

In the E-13 district, the Cease  re working group was focused on a violent con  ict between the 
Bromley-Heath gang and H-Block gang, located in a nearby Roxbury neighborhood bordered by 
streets beginning with the letter “H” (Holworthy, Humboldt, Homestead, Hutchings, and Harold 
streets). As Cease  re operations unfolded in Bromley-Heath, another tool was added to this multi-
faceted approach – facilitating a truce between these rival gangs.97 While not an entirely new idea, 
the addition of this strategy was primarily driven by two basic underlying premises: (1) that it 
was more desirable to attempt to address (and perhaps resolve) the underlying con  icts that cause 
gang violence than to reactively address its symptoms (shootings, homicides, cycles of violence); 
and (2), that the young men who make up these gangs and are the victims of its violence do not 
have the social tools necessary to resolve these underlying con  icts peacefully, thus they require 
outside assistance in order to engineer mediations that could resolve con  icts. It is important to 
note that gang members did not receive a law enforcement “pass” while participating in the truce 
process. Gang members were explicitly told that any past or ongoing criminal behavior would 
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be addressed. For instance, over the course of the initiative, certain members of the Heath Street 
group were arrested for a variety of crimes including illegal drug sales and carrying guns.98 

The gang truce was not a perfect process and was de  nitely not a panacea for Boston’s gang 
violence problem. Not all gang youth were willing to resolve long-standing con  icts with 
their rivals. The tragic murder of 20-year-old Jahmol Nor  eet, a lead participant in the truce 
between Heath Street and H-Block, served as a painful reminder of the reality of street violence 
in Boston.99 Nonetheless, the gang truce process generated considerable interest in Boston’s 
communities suffering from violence.100 In conjunction with other Cease  re actions, it seemed 
to add value to the city’s response to gang violence. While a rigorous evaluation has not been 
completed, at a time when shootings in Boston were on the rise, shootings in the Bromley-Heath 
Housing Project and the H-Block areas decreased by 53 percent after the gangs met to agree to 
stop the ongoing violence.101 Tired of ineffective and heavy-handed enforcement operations like 
Operation Neighborhood Shield, the community was very supportive of a project that sought to 
create peace among its youth. Importantly, the truce was not a program that was imposed by law 
enforcement agencies on the community. Through the joint work of the Ten Point Coalition and 
Boston Police, residents of the Bromley-Heath Housing Project and from the community in the 
H-Block neighborhood of Roxbury were involved in the genesis of the idea and were embedded 
in the process since its inception. 

At the beginning of December 2006, Edward F. Davis III, former Chief of the Lowell, 
Massachusetts, Police Department and a strong advocate of community policing, was sworn in 
by Mayor Menino as the new Commissioner of the Boston Police Department. While the Chief 
of Police in Lowell, Davis achieved a 60 percent reduction in overall crime by engaging an 
analytic approach to understand the underlying conditions that generate ongoing crime problems 
and community concerns. In addition to hiring a proven police leader as the new Commissioner, 
Mayor Menino also authorized the hiring of new police of  cers to bring the total force up to 
2,200 of  cers, the same number on the force in 2001.102 

Davis immediately made the reduction of serious violent crime the number one priority of the 
Boston Police and promoted Gary French to Deputy Superintendent with oversight of the YVSF, 
school police unit, and the tactical bicycle unit. With the support of Davis, French immediately 

Figure 9: Minority Complaints Against Boston Police O!  cers by Type of Complaint, 1993 - 2006



16

Losing Faith? Police, Black Churches, and the Resurgence of Youth Violence in Boston

started to reinvigorate the Cease  re approach as a citywide, interagency effort to disrupt ongoing 
cycles of gang violence. Commissioner Davis also engaged the Ten Point Coalition and Black 
Ministerial Alliance as key partners in implementing his vision of community policing in Boston. 
In April 2007, neighborhood clergy and Boston police of  cers walked the streets together in 
mostly minority neighborhoods of Grove Hall in Roxbury, the Bowdoin and Geneva section 
of Dorchester, and the Franklin Hill and Franklin Field housing projects in Mattapan and 
Dorchester.103 As they went from door-to-door in these neighborhoods, local ministers introduced 
the of  cers to community members and encouraged ongoing dialogue between the police and 
the residents. While participating in the police-clergy neighborhood walks, Davis commented, 
“The basis for community policing is relationships. This isn’t rocket science.”104 The cornerstone 
of Davis’ community policing efforts is known as the Safe Street Team initiative. Teams of 
of  cers are permanently assigned to gun violence hot spot areas, required to walk their beats, 
form working relationships with local businessmen and residents, and engage problem-oriented 
policing techniques in reducing violence.

At face value, these approaches seem to be generating some noteworthy violence prevention 
gains. According to FBI Uniform Crime Reports statistics recently released by the Boston Police, 
homicides declined nearly 11 percent and shootings fell more than 14 percent in 2007 when 
compared to 2006   gures. 105

Conclusion
In 2000 “Operation Cease  re” was discontinued, ending a set of policy initiatives that had 
successfully reduced youth violence during the 1990s. The existing network of criminal justice, 
social service, and community-based agencies was no longer directly focused on disrupting 
ongoing cycles of gang violence in Boston. Between 2001 and 2006, gang-related homicides 
grew as con  icts among gangs continued largely unchecked. Unfortunately, the steady growth in 
gang homicides garnered little formal attention as the Boston Police did not carefully examine 
changes in components of the homicide rate during this time period. Problematic relationships 
within the Boston Police Department and Ten Point Coalition further prevented these agencies 
from carefully constructing and mounting a coordinated response to serious violence among 
Boston gang members. 

These factors facilitated the implementation of prevention programs that were not well focused 
on the small number of places and people that generated the bulk of homicides and shootings 
in Boston. Particular Boston Police initiatives, such as Operations Rolling Thunder and 
Neighborhood Shield, were perceived as indiscriminant and overly aggressive by many inner-
city minority community members. During this time period, Ten Point ministers had largely 
withdrawn from street-level violence prevention work and some unintentionally exacerbated 
tensions between the Boston Police and the Cape Verdean community on gang violence issues. 
Homicides and shootings increased without abatement, citizen perceptions of the Boston Police 
grew increasingly negative, and Boston Police of  cers generated more complaints of disrespectful 
treatment from minority residents. After receiving national acclaim for its community 
partnerships and ability to prevent youth violence, the Boston Police Department suddenly found 
itself in a legitimacy crisis.

To observers in the public management   eld, the unraveling of the so-called “Boston Miracle” 
may not be surprising. It is challenging to sustain effective collaborations over time. No one 
institution by itself can mount a meaningful response to complex youth violence problems. 
Institutions need to coordinate and combine their efforts in ways that could magnify their separate 
effects. There are strong reasons for relying on collaborations that span the boundaries that 
divide criminal justice agencies from one another, criminal justice agencies from human service 
agencies, and criminal justice agencies from the community.106 Such collaborations are necessary 
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to legitimize, fund, equip, and operate complex strategies that are most likely to succeed in both 
controlling and preventing youth violence.107 

The dif  culty, however, is that collaborative efforts are expensive, fragile, and unreliable.108 

It is very dif  cult to implement and sustain initiatives that draw on assets and capabilities 
distributed across different organizations. It is also important to recognize that the capacity of 
individual organizations to participate in collaborative enterprises can vary over time. Two lead 
organizations in Boston’s network of capacity were af  icted with serious internal problems at a 
time when gang violence was rising and strong preventative action was desperately needed. As 
such, Boston’s ability to implement focused, multi-faceted violence prevention strategies, such as 
“Operation Cease  re”, was seriously limited. 

The new millennium brought a series of challenges to the viability of Boston’s acclaimed 
police-community relationship facilitated by the close partnership between Ten Point ministers 
and Boston Police of  cers. After several years of ineffectual responses to a new wave of youth 
violence, both agencies now seem to be appropriately focused on community-based violence 
prevention work and, once again, have adopted the Cease  re approach in responding to outbreaks 
of gang violence. There can be no doubt that their past history of successful collaboration has 
inspired the belief that by working together they can succeed again. Hopefully, this belief is well 
founded.
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