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Thank you all for gathering here today to discuss an immense challenge that confronts all of us and get down to some solutions.  This house of healing is a perfect venue for us to come together as a community and articulate a response to the tragic reality of youth violence that now threatens the safety of our communities and the integrity of the values we share.  I hope you are all ready to get to work because the strategy that we are proposing is ambitious, novel and, with your help, achievable.  

First, the scope of the challenge.  In Boston alone, there was a 50% increase in homicides between 2009 and 2010.  More than half of the homicide victims were 24 years old or younger.  An even higher percentage of those arrested in connection with these crimes were young people.  Last year across the state there were 110 victims of homicide.  Of these, 44 were younger than 24.  This is not a trend, it’s an epidemic.  

Let me be clear: it is not a challenge unique to Boston or to Massachusetts.  Communities nationwide experience violent crime and far too many of America’s young people are victims or perpetrators of violence.  The question for us, then, is whether we are going to do something about it in our Commonwealth, in our time.  And we are all assembled here today to give that question an emphatic answer.  Yes.


Today, we propose to end the destructive cycle of youth violence with a comprehensive strategy that ends the despair felt by too many young people and the fear felt by everybody else.  We will stop children from killing other children.  And we will promote a culture of peace in our communities that rekindles the sense of opportunity that defines our society and has lifted so many young people -- including me -- out of poverty and onto a fulfilling, safe life.  

This is our goal is for every community: urban and rural, wealthy and poor.  Because the cycle of violence and poverty in any community is a threat to every community.  It threatens some of our most fundamental values and commitments: our belief in opportunity for all and our faith that a community of neighbors can thrive in peace.

And our goal is, above all, achievable.  Now, I freely admit that I don’t have all the answers.  State government might not either.  But they are out there.  I am so confident of that.  They are in the community centers like this one on the front lines of anti-violence efforts.  They are in classrooms and schools, in police stations, in local businesses, in the offices of victims’ advocates.  And they are in the living rooms of any family willing to help support and love a young person on to a positive future.


So with your input and support in mind, later today I will sign an Executive Order outlining a broad, comprehensive strategy for confronting and addressing youth violence in our Commonwealth.  Working with the full spectrum of organizations who work with young people, inside and outside of government, we will renew our commitment to our young people and bring tested, rigorous strategies to bear in communities that desperately need them.  

Over the coming months my Administration will open up a new partnership with a series of focus communities to assess the anti-violence infrastructure currently available, identify gaps in services and needs, and carry out an integrated, tailored strategy to put new, proven practices in place; all with the goal of preventing youth violence.  

The focus communities we will work with are those that currently experience the highest rates of violent youth crime.  As we determine what strategies work best and what resources will be available, we may expand the program to other communities where there is a need.  

Where gaps in services exist, we will seek to meet their need with a combination of public and private funding.  Where programs are already working and can prove it with results, we will support them.  Where they have failed to, we will reallocate our resources.  

Working with the municipal and community coalitions identified in each of these communities, we will implement a multifaceted, statewide strategy for ending youth violence that combines short- and long-term solutions.  

First, we will aggressively pursue a coordinated youth intervention strategy to reach the most at-risk young people in their own communities.  The Executive Office of Health and Human Services and the Executive Office of Public Safety and Security will jointly lead a competitive grant program that will direct resources to programs that directly impact communities with the highest incidence of youth homicides and assaults.  The goal is to grow the often redundant, overlapping patchwork of services we see in our cities into a more coordinated, coherent fabric of support opportunities that provide a full continuum of services, from trauma counseling to job training.  

Just as important as preventing violence is promoting peace.  So we will build on intervention with efforts designed to strengthen communities’ long-term ability to cope with conflict and make non-violence more durable.  This is about lifting up those examples of successful community engagement projects and matching the considerable public health expertise at the state level to local resources.  Peace is promoted in structured after-school activities, through leadership development opportunities and in classrooms from an early age.  We know that.  Let’s encourage it.  

We will put renew our emphasis on what we already do to facilitate successful community reentry for violent offenders.  Going forward all young men who are reentering a community from a Massachusetts Correctional Facility will begin seeing a case manager up to a year before their release.  Working together, they will develop a life reentry plan that includes specific details about their housing, employment and education opportunities.  DYS case managers, probation officers and parole officer will provide ongoing intensive supervision as appropriate.  

Finally, it is time to get the instruments that enable violence the streets.  My Administration will file legislation creating tougher gun laws that gives law enforcement the tools they need to stop the most dangerous, violent criminals and take high-impact, illegal weapon-holders out of our communities.  It will stipulate three new gun-related crimes – assault and battery with a firearm, assault with a firearm, and a “felon in possession law” parallel to federal law – with serious criminal consequences.  

Let me say that gun control is not a political issue.  It’s not about Democrats and Republicans or what your views on the United States Constitution are.  It’s about preventing violence and stopping criminals from illegally obtaining weapons and killing other people -- especially young people.  

Overall, it’s time to move beyond ideas and programs that may once have worked but don’t today, and stale alliances to individual budget line items that are more about constituencies than solutions.  The Executive Order I sign is not about funding one initiative or creating a new bureaucratic organization.  It is about partnering with the network of organizations that already exists today to maximize their impact and getting them some new tools to strengthen their hand.

Many people deserve our gratitude for shepherding this project from seed to germination.  Secretary Bigby and Secretary Heffernan for their leadership.  Marilyn Chase at HHS who led a rigorous, inclusive process to bring focus and direction to a vast array of ideas.  And to the many, many stakeholders in the community who worked to formulate our approach and who will continue being a critical part -- the most important part -- of our implementation going forward.  

By necessity, our strategy has many “moving parts.” But every decision has been guided a few simple principles, founded on our shared values:

First: that our young people are critical to our shared prosperity, to the future of our Commonwealth and to the strength of our society.  They are our most precious assets and our most important investment in our future.  Their lives and safety are not disposable.  

Second: that there is nothing inevitable about unsafe communities and that we are not doomed to repeat the cycle of violence.  Those who say that we face an intractable problem are just unwilling or unable to try something new and bold.  Don’t listen to them.  

Third: that what we have right now is not good enough.  There are wide gaps in what we offer wounded communities and families.  We need to do better.

And finally: that we can do better.  Massachusetts has the expertise, the resources and, above all, the willingness to confront this challenge.  Just as we lead the nation in health care, in education, in the innovation economy, we can and should be the state that models successful anti-youth violence strategies.  

On our way there, we cannot be defeated by the complexity and persistence of this problem.  And we must stop pretending that youth violence occurs in isolated incidents that have no impact outside of the communities they are perpetrated within.  The grief and trauma of any family is felt by our Commonwealth-wide family.  We share in their loss and they will share in our solution.  

On October 4, 2007, Steven Odom was shot in the head as he was returning to his home on Evans Street just a few blocks away.  He was 13.  The boy who killed him was 18.  He was found dead ten days later in Mattapan.  The boy who killed him was 19 years old.  

I met with the Odoms, held community meetings in Mattapan, I marched in a solemn procession honoring Steven’s memory and testifying to the power of peace.  Whenever tragedy strikes a community, I make a point of being there, as soon as possible, just to be present, to share in their grief and to offer my condolences.  I cannot provide solace or bring those who have left us back.  But I think that my presence there is a comfort to those families who have suffered unimaginably.  

But comfort is not enough.  The families and communities affected by youth violence deserve more than that.  

They are hungry for hope: hope for safety and security and for opportunity for their children.  This strategy is a way to deliver on that, to put our words and commitments into action.  

With your help, we will end youth violence.  And with your help we will give those children and those families the better, more secure future that they have hoped for and deserve.  

Thank you all.  
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