Many believe that the key to managing America's prisons is managing prison gangs.  Analyze this issue by addressing the following:
What is the overall challenge of Prison Gangs to administrators? 
Why are these challenges important to both institutional and free world criminal justice professionals?
What strategies have been suggested and/or implemented to control prison gangs (security threat groups)?  How successful have they been? 


Discussion 1

Prison officials have an extremely difficult job.  They must find a way to keep some of society’s most dangerous people away from the rest of humanity, while still trying to run a safe facility, that is built around rehabilitation.  According to Fleisher & Decker (2001) “Western civilization has used prisons as an experimental site where socially destructive human behavior supposedly is transformed into socially productive behavior” (p.2).  Based on results this effort is failing. 

The emergence of the prison gang has only complicated this process, because they now exist to monopolize illicit drugs and other contraband, both inside and outside of prison.  These gangs are not easy to control because prison officials are restricted by case law or other procedures.  There is a constant call for tougher sanctions for prisoners by both politiciations and the public.  Usually, these cries for change will create an even worse environment.   As noted by Fleisher & Decker (2001) “Managing prisons is difficult and that task should be delegated exclusively to the correctional experts rather than to elected officials pandering to voters (p.2)”

Without question, prison gangs are a security threat. The main focus for prison administration, as it pertains to prison gangs, is to try and limit their influence and power over other prisoners.  This is difficult because prison gangs are always on the lookout to recruit new members or victimize those who are deemed not to be gang material. Even worse, according to Winterdyk and Ruddell (2010) prison gangs have projected their power outside of prison fences to harass and even kill correction’s officers.  


Prison administrators are really fighting an uphill battle on this issue.  According to Jacobs (n.d.), many of the symbols used by prison gangs, like tattoos, mannerisms, or clothing actually signify to other prisoners that the staff is not in control of the prison.  Jacobs (n.d.) also points out that, often prison is not a punishment or a “time out” for gang members.  This is just an opportunity for them to perform for the prison gang in an effort to gain admittance. 

Several suppression strategies have been tried to reduce harm caused by prison gangs.  Things like segregating or isolating gang leaders, and locking down entire prisons have been tried.  Policies of prosecuting gang leaders have also been implemented as well as moving gang leaders to different prisons; what Fleisher & Decker, 2001, called “bus therapy”.  Sadly none of these seem to be totally effective. When gang leaders are separated from the population, others emerge to take their place and continue the gangs operations.  Although there was some success with the “bus therapy”, communications among prison gangs throughout the entire prison system is able to limit the effectiveness of this tactic.   

It is important for officials inside and outside of prison to work together because gang members will transition back and forth, from freedom to incarceration, for many years of their life.  Specific programs need to be implemented that provide job skills and other societal reintegration techniques.  Those that leave prison after a decade or more of incarceration will not have the necessary skills to find gainful employment on the outside if there is not a clear, skills based, program for gang members.  This may be the only option to keep these gang members crime free when they are released (Fleisher & Decker, 2001).  


Discussion 2

A common belief is that the key to managing America’s prisons is managing prison gangs. In theory, managing prison gangs in a controlled environment where every move an inmate makes is monitored and scheduled for them should be no issue. However, this could not be farther from the truth of the issue. Managing prison gangs is an important element to maintaining the integrity and security of a prison, but attempting to do so has brought forth many challenges. The overall challenge for correctional administrators being that “there is never an end to what must be done to control their behavior” (Seiter, p. IV, 2001). In order to even try to overcome these challenges, correctional administrators must work an almost 24/7 operation of gathering intel, observing interactions, and investigating possible affiliations of the inmates. This gathering of information can be provided by any prison staff member that observes a possible gang affiliation as each staff member has been trained on observing inmate behavior (Carlson, 2001).

It is also important to remember that prison gangs have extended their practices and memberships to the free world as well and they, too, face challenges of managing all gang members. Therefore, free world law enforcement also gathers and maintains gang member records of inmates in the county jails or through notes added in offense reports. Each agency has implemented its own set of information management personnel or department that will work to verify and validate the information provided and ultimately confirm the membership or not (Carlson, 2001). Free world personnel and correctional administrators both have access to these records which allows for better management of gang records thus creating a perfect crossover of organized intelligence (Carlson, 2001). In a sense, there is a checks and balances system at work meaning that if law enforcement is monitoring an individual, but is unable to confirm then when he is incarcerated by another agency they can continue monitoring and possibly confirm him.

Many states and agencies have implemented their own policies and programs targeted at reducing or eliminating prison gangs and their membership numbers. Unfortunately, there has not been a strategy that has reached the said target. Winterdyk and Ruddell’s (2010) research confirmed this result: “No single strategy had been proven effective at managing STGs: Interventions that were successful in one jurisdiction with a particular type of STG might be ineffective in another jurisdiction with other types of prison gangs” (p. 731).

Suppression or segregation of gang members is a popular strategy utilized to control or counter the influence of prison gangs (Carlson, 2001; Fleisher & Decker, 2001; Winterdyk & Ruddell, 2010). Another strategy is to stack certain prisons without any monitored or gang-affiliated inmates to attempt to eliminate the need to join a gang (Winterdyk & Ruddell, 2010). This forces the question of do you stack the other prisons full of gang members which may let the gangs run rampant? Fleisher and Decker (2001) suggest an interesting strategy of providing a “meaningful alternative to prison gangs and prison crime and offer inmates treatment for personal issues such as addiction” (p. 6). However, this strategy also has its shortcomings due to not applying to the majority of the reason why inmates join a gang.



