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Responses to the Problem of Disorderly Youth in Public Places

The type of background music can also influence where youth choose to congregate: 
playing classical music, for example, can discourage some young people from hanging 
out within earshot of it.23 Intensifying the lighting where youth congregate can also 
make the location less attractive to them.24  

Police in Edmonton, Alberta worked with the community and other city agencies 
to landscape a park that had become a hangout for older youth who intimidated 
other park users and vandalized park property. The new park configuration made it 
more visible from adjacent roads. Problems declined without need for extra police 
enforcement.25 Police in Peel, Ontario worked with school officials to redesign the 
school parking lot and hallways, thereby significantly reducing disorder problems 
caused by students and trespassers.26 Police in Delta, British Columbia determined that 
video arcades’ physical layout influenced youth disorder levels in and around them. 
They proposed local legislation that regulates video arcade design in ways that improve 
arcade employees’ ability to monitor youth conduct.† 

If youth rely on cars to get to the location, or if cars are the attraction (part of a street 
cruising problem), consider altering parking regulations to limit youths’ ability to 
gather a lot of cars in one place.27 

8.	 Installing and monitoring closed-circuit television (CCTV) cameras. CCTV, used 
extensively in the United Kingdom and generally supported by merchants, shoppers 
and the general public, has shown some effectiveness in controlling youth disorder 
in public places.28, ‡ A Scottish study concluded that a CCTV camera positioned in 
a public town center had the effect of moving disorder incidents out of the camera’s 
view, keeping fights among youth briefer, with fewer combatants. Overall, the CCTV 
reduced the actual number of disorder incidents, although the study noted that the 
number of recorded incidents might well rise due to the increased CCTV monitoring.29 
Another U.K. study concluded that CCTV was more useful for alerting police to 
disorder incidents than for deterring disorder in the first place.30 

†	 The local law also regulates operation hours, occupancy limits, age restrictions, lighting, restroom access, and conduct 
rules in video arcades. The Delta Police Department’s study of the problem and local law has served as a model across Canada 
(Sheard 1998).

‡	 For a review of research on the effects of CCTV and street lighting on crime prevention, see Painter and Tilley (1999).
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Disorderly Youth in Public Places

13.	 Deploying police paraprofessionals to patrol public places where youth congregate. 
Police in the Netherlands and the United Kingdom hire and assign uniformed 
paraprofessionals—variously called wardens, special constables or patrollers—to patrol 
public places where youth often congregate.41 Evaluations of these paraprofessionals’ 
effectiveness have shown some reductions in citizen fear and complaints about 
youth disorder in the areas patrolled,42 but at least in the United Kingdom, the 
paraprofessionals were not well received by either the police or the general public.43 
Their effectiveness appears to depend on their being reasonable and approachable 
rather than trying to be intimidating.44 Some police agencies have supported citizen 
patrols to help monitor young people’s behavior in public.45 

Private security officers constitute one type of paraprofessional, and while they tend to 
be dressed and equipped like police officers, some youth are more likely to challenge 
their authority and try to provoke confrontations if they resemble police.46 Police might 
provide training to private security in handling youth in public places.47  

14.	 Enforcing truancy laws. Truancy enforcement can be effective in reducing youth 
disorder occurring during school hours.48 Police can educate complainants about 
truancy laws so that they know when and how to notify authorities about truancy 
violations. However, truancy enforcement, while an increasingly popular idea, is not 
necessarily an appropriate response to your particular disorderly youth problem.† For it 
to be effective, school officials and other juvenile authorities must cooperate with police 
and develop practices and programs that prevent truancy, while addressing underlying 
problems that might cause habitual truancy. Police agencies should establish specific 
policies and procedures for truancy enforcement rather than rely on occasional and 
highly discretionary enforcement. 

15.	  Enforcing curfew laws. Curfew laws are intended to keep youth off the streets at 
night, so that they are more likely to be under adult supervision at home. Some 
jurisdictions, such as Orlando, Florida, have imposed curfews on juveniles only in the 
downtown entertainment districts, where problems have been concentrated. Whether 
curfew enforcement is effective at reducing youth disorder depends on particular local 
conditions.49 In many jurisdictions, youth are more likely to cause trouble after school 
than at night.50  

†	 There is a considerable body of literature on truancy and the police role in addressing it that you may want to consult if you 
use truancy enforcement as a response to disorderly youth problems.
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Proposals to enact or enforce juvenile curfews almost always inspire community 
debate.† The general public and, presumably, young people themselves are more likely 
to accept curfews if alternative legitimate activities and places for youth to gather 
exist.51 If police are expected to enforce juvenile curfews, there must be convenient 
holding facilities that allow officers to return to the streets quickly; otherwise, they are 
not likely to take juveniles into custody. As with truancy enforcement, police agencies 
that opt to enforce curfew laws should establish specific policies and procedures 
relating to enforcement.

16.	 Banning troublemakers from private property. If youth are congregating and 
creating disturbances on privately owned property, such as business parking lots or 
apartment complexes, you might consider securing authority from the property owners 
for the police to enforce trespass laws. Trespass enforcement was one of a combination 
of responses St. Petersburg, Florida police used to reduce problems caused by students’ 
gathering in a convenience store parking lot. Stricter truancy enforcement by school 
officials and the turning off of video games in the convenience store during school 
hours were the other key responses.52 Newport News, Virginia police also used trespass 
enforcement to deal with disorderly youth at a shopping plaza, and encouraged judges 
to order convicted offenders to stay away from the plaza as a condition of a suspended 
sentence.53 

Shopping malls are generally considered private rather than public places, giving mall 
owners and managers greater legal authority to deny access to the premises, but in 
many jurisdictions, they are considered quasi-public. You should consult with legal 
counsel in deciding how the police can properly support this response.‡ Police agencies 
should establish specific policy guidelines that cover police officers’ authority and 
responsibilities in helping mall authorities enforce the bans. You must take special care 
not to support arbitrary or discriminatory banning practices. Identities of banned youth 
should be provided to merchants and security staff.

†	 See O’Brien and Joseph (1999) for a discussion of the pros and cons of juvenile curfews.

‡	 American courts recognize the quasi-public nature of shopping malls and have extended certain constitutional guarantees, 
especially those relating to free speech and assembly, to those visiting malls. The extent to which a mall is considered public 
or private depends in part on whether there are any public rights-of-way on the mall grounds. Malls with public transportation 
links, government offices or police substations on the premises are more likely to be deemed quasi-public, thereby limiting mall 
owners’ right to exclude certain people. 












































