Officials consider anti-gang policy
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CONCORD - Cabarrus County Schools is considering its first system-wide policy on preventing gang activity. 

System attorneys have drafted an anti-gang policy preventing the display of gang clothing, symbols and tattoos. Students are also prohibited from using hand signals, tagging school property with graffiti, recruiting members and breaking other rules in relation to gang activity. 

The proposal strengthens existing behavioral policies and provides parents and schools more information on the symptoms of gang activity, said Jim Amendum, assistant superintendent for administrative services. 

The policy is not a matter of disciplining students if they belong to a gang, Amendum said. “But if they are promoting gang behavior either by apparel or actions ... that certainly provides a disruption to the school environment.” 

The guideline will give schools the go-ahead to contact parents whose children are suspected of gang activity. Further discipline will coincide with existing school policy, leading up to long-term suspension. 

The Board of Education approved the policy on first reading Monday. The policy becomes official once approved on second reading. 

Though the policy is a proactive approach to thwarting a community problem, there have been instances in which school property has been tagged with graffiti, Amendum said. 

He noted schools photograph graffiti before removing it and, in some cases, the offenders have been caught with the aid of cameras. Police have also briefed principals on gang-related symbols and paraphernalia, Amendum said. 

School administrators and social workers began sharing information about gangs this fall with local law enforcement and community leaders through Project SAFE Cabarrus, a county-wide initiative to prevent crime and gun violence. 

After working on a gun reduction campaign for the last year, the group felt the timing was right to begin focusing on gang activity, said coordinator Jodi Ramirez. 

“We’re not in crisis mode,” Ramirez said. “I’ve always looked at Project SAFE Cabarrus as being proactive.” 

Detective Patrick McClaskey, a Concord gang intelligence police officer, said that anti-gang initiatives have become a top priority for Concord police in recent years. Concord’s first Gang Intelligence Unit, comprised of five officers, was tasked in 2006 and trained with Charlotte-Mecklenburg gang officers. 

“Our gang numbers aren’t as bad as Salisbury or Mecklenburg, but we can’t sit around and wait for it to get worse,” he said. “We need to get as much information on gang members so we can create a web of information on them because one gang is a problem.” 

McClaskey said he has given a presentation about gang activity in the area to area churches, neighborhood watch groups and Project SAFE Cabarrus officials, and he is willing to give the presentation to any group who is wanting more information about gangs in the area. The largest gangs in the area are Sir 13, MS 13, Bloods and Crips, McClaskey said. 

“Generally, people get involved in gangs at an early age,” McClaskey said. “It’s so important to get that information into the hands of school administrators, student resource officers and the community so they know what to look for and can be proactive.” 

Project SAFE Cabarrus has developed presentations and brochures to inform community groups about the signs of gang activity. The group is considering rolling out a comprehensive gang presentation in March to schools.

