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Abstract: This study sought to answer the following questions: (1) What themes emerge 
out of the interactions between police officers and at-risk-youths? (2) What larger 
ramifications emerge from the study (if any)? The study found that at-risk-youth tend to 
fear and distrust the police but that fear fades away, confidence and trust in police 
officers is built, depending on the way police officers treat the youth in each situation. 
At-risk-youth saw the police in positive light when police officers played the role of the 
helper in the situation rather than the role of security agents. The study also found that 
since police officers have more power in their interaction with at-risk-communities, they 
influence and largely determine the realization of peaceful and inclusive communities. 
The study recommends investing in projects that bring together police officers and at-
risk-communities to work for peaceful and inclusive societies. Building stronger relations 
between police officers and at-risk-communities requires intentional long-term policy 
commitment that provides opportunities for police work, especially community policing 
to be integrated into community development work. 
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Introduction 
The Sustainable Development Goal 16 seeks to promote peaceful and inclusive societies 
for sustainable development, to provide access to justice for all and to build effective, 
accountable and inclusive institutions at all levels (UNDP, 2015). Achieving this goal 
in Belize means two things: (1) addressing the problem of gun-related violence; (2) 
improving the relationship between police officers and at-risk-communities, especially 
the youth. Focus on at-risk-youth is important because the youth provide the 
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vulnerable pool of candidates from which organized crime groups recruit members. 
Focus on improving relations between youth and police officers is important because it 
contributes to the desired quality of policing practices and community safety.  

The Southside of Belize city is among the poorest parts of the country. The city was 
established by the British during the 1600s. Slaves from West Africa were settled there 
to work in forestry as woodcutters. There were about 39,555 people of African descent, 
representing 69% of the city population, according to the 2010 census. The area is 
heavily congested with increasingly new informal houses attached to the original 
buildings. Most households are female headed, yet unemployment among women is 
68.7% (Government of Belize, 2019).  

Most of the reported crimes that occur on the Southside of Belize city are gang and 
gun-related. There are about 900 to 1,400 gang members in the city. About one in five 
youth in the city is exposed to gang activity. Gang networks operate in the community, 
schools and informal peer networks. Over 80% of gang members who have been 
studied reported that they had family members affiliated to gang organizations. Youth 
tend to join gangs at the ages of 13-16 years. They do so to seek protection, feel safe or 
revenge a killing or harm caused to them or to a family member. Youth who are often 
recruited into gangs are also associated with the following risk factors: (1) they come 
from broken homes; (2) they were suspended or expelled from school; (2) they dropped 
out of school; (4) they were not able to join high school or college because of poverty or 
other socio-economic related circumstances. Daily activities in the city are often 
interrupted by gang activities therefore limiting the freedom to conduct socio-economic 
activities. Many youths studied had experienced or witnessed gang related violence 
firsthand and were exposed to trauma (Inter-American Development Bank, 2019).  

About 66% percent of young people on the Southside live below the poverty line. 
There is disproportionate contact between law enforcement and young men on the 
Southside (Peirce, 2017). This often creates police-community conflict. Youth violence 
in the Southside is attributed to factors that include drug trafficking, the presence of 
gangs, availability of illegal firearms, human trafficking, fragmentation of social ties, 
lack of education, lack of employment for youth, and failure to implement programs 
designed to help youth (Peirce & Veyrat-Pontent, 2013). There is a disconnect between 
state security provisions and engaging vulnerable youths exposed to violence and 
victimization (Baird, 2013).  

The traditional view of peace, security, justice, law and order assumes that government, 
having been entrusted with coercive power, legitimately applies that power to enforce 
peace (Pandit & Basu, 2015). On the streets, the presence of government is embedded 
in the presence and work of the police. Studies show that police culture is rooted in the 
historical inclination to unfairly treat people of African, Asian, or other minority 
identity. Racist beliefs, xenophobic attitudes and prejudices are still entrenched in 



Oscar S. MMBALI  23 

policing practices, even in places where the police service or force is diverse. Negative 
stereotypes are part of daily workplace talk in the justice system and inform the way 
police classify people because of their ethnic origin. For example, police officers tend to 
classify people of African or Asian origin as deviant, troublesome, hard to handle, 
suspicious, aggressive, riotous etc. This characterization by government agencies 
legitimizes stereotypes, derivative negative perception and the way people of the 
respective ethnic origin are treated during police encounters (Bowling & Philips, 2003).  

This study is guided by labeling theory which is based on the principle of symbolic 
interactionism. Labeling theory assumes that people tend to act or behave in accordance 
to the label imposed on them (Bachman & Schutt, 2012). If someone is labelled a 
suspect for example, by authorities or public, others will treat that person as a suspect. 
In reaction, the person is likely to act in reciprocity to the way they were treated. The 
theory is used in this study as the lens through which data is analyzed. The assumption 
guiding the analysis is that labels imposed on at-risk-individuals influence the way those 
individuals are perceived, treated and the reactionary behavior they assume to survive 
the situation. 

The Project: Improving relations between police officers 
and at-risk-youth 
In September 2017, a young man was stopped by police officers on patrol while riding 
a bicycle in Belize City. The interaction turned into an altercation. The young man was 
arrested. The employer of the young man, concerned with the relationship between 
police officers and young people in the city, shared this experience in a community 
meeting at Belize City Friends Center. Belize City Friends Center is a non-profit faith-
based organization involved in community development on the Southside of Belize city. 
The center engages in a range of development work, for example peace building, 
networking, and resource mobilization to address socio-economic problems affecting 
the community, such as hosting medical camps to improve general public health, or 
hosting legal clinics to increase access to justice and relief assistance.  

The center, in response, started a community safety forum to invite community leaders 
to the discussion about the interaction between police officers and the youth. TV 
advertisements and talk shows were used to mobilize community voice about the issue. 
Community leaders who participated in the community safety forums formed a 
coalition that later met with the Commissioner of Police and Minister of Foreign 
Affairs and Home Affairs, who at the time supervised the police department. The 
meeting focused on concerns about policing on the Southside of Belize City and how to 
improve relations between police officers and at-risk youths. Among the resolutions of 
the meeting was a call to civil society organizations and the police department to start 
projects that could improve relations between police officers and at-risk-youth. 
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Following the resolution, Belize City Friends Center and the Police department 
partnered to conduct a campaign against human trafficking. This project was meant to 
promote community safety by bringing together at-risk-youth and police officers to 
work on an issue of mutual concern. Police officers and at-risk-youth were both agents 
of change and it was anticipated that they would see and label each other as such. The 
study focused on the following questions: (1) What themes emerge out of the 
interactions between police officers and at-risk-youths? (2) What larger ramifications 
emerge from the study (if any)? 

Methodology  
The study took place during and after campaigns held in the fall of 2017, spring, 
summer and fall of 2018, spring, summer and fall of 2019. Participants in the study 
were police officers sent by the police department to take part in the campaign and 
community leaders who worked with at-risk-youth who volunteered to participate in 
the project.  

Apart from literature review, data comes from what people say, feel, think or how they 
respond to a given situation under study (Loseke, 2013). Data was obtained from 
secondary sources such as research reports, oral accounts of incidents relevant to the study, 
problem centered key informant interviews, and participant observations. Problem 
centered key informant interviews are used to elicit information from informants when 
the researcher is seeking a deeper understanding of a subject. Questions are asked in a way 
that allows the informant the flexibility give a direct answer or tell a story (Witzel, 2000). 
Eight key informants participated in the study. They were interviewed about their 
experiences participating in a project where at-risk-youth interacted with police officers on 
a community project. Seeking oral narratives from participants enables the researcher to 
obtain data that entails the individual’s personal reflection on the experience that is subject 
of the study (Creswell, 2013: 70-73). 

Data analysis was based on hermeneutics – the idea that a text does not exist in a 
vacuum but as a response to something in the context where that text exists. In 
hermeneutics, the role of interpretation is to expose new ways of seeing the text, against 
the way the text has been usually understood (Fernandez 1967 in Bernard & Ryan 
2010, 257-258). Considering that the text here, is the interaction between police 
officers and at-risk-youths, which has often been incidental and negative, analysis in this 
study seeks to go beyond incidental encounters to incorporate intentional encounters 
between police officers and at-risk youths. It seeks to add voice to the discussion about 
making community policing a way of life, integrating community policing in the 
community’s development vision, planning and work, in ways that make interaction 
between police officers and at-risk-youth a way of life-about issues of mutual concern. 
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Thematic Issues from the Project 
(a) The fear of police officers  

From recruitment to the early stages of the project, at-risk youth involved in the project 
tended to fear and distrust the idea of coming to work with police officers on a 
community project. Community leaders who recruited youths to work with police 
officers on the project learned that many youths were afraid of coming near or into 
contact with police officers: “Them no good to we” (they are not good to us), one 
volunteer was told.  

Some of the fears youth expressed about encounters with police officers were not as a 
result of the direct experiences of the individuals who shared them, but as a collective 
feeling shared in community. A few months before the campaign started, Kelvin, a form 
6th student who had been very popular in the community because he was a DJ and a 
volunteer with the Department of Human Services, went missing after police raided his 
father’s house. The incident sparked protests from hundreds of youths supported by 
rights groups. During the protests, there were unconfirmed reports from the speakers 
that he had been kidnapped by the police and was being secretly held. Kevin was later 
found and was brought to address the protests. He did not say where he was but he 
condemned the police raid. The incident was one among many that were shared in the 
community to explain why youths avoided police presence or encounters.  

To bring youth to work together with police officers, community leaders spent time in 
community creating awareness of the importance of the project and encouraging young 
people to work with community organizations and police officers to address a critical 
peace and community safety issue like human trafficking. During the first phase of the 
campaign, forty-five youths turned up to participate in the project.  

(b) Confidence in working with police officers  

At-risk-youth developed confidence to positively engage and work with police officers 
after they saw the way police officers on the project treated them. Aware of the 
reservations the youths in the community had, community leaders decided to use sports 
as a mechanism to start the relations between youths and police officers. At the start of 
the campaign, the police department sent a team of cadets to participate in a basketball 
tournament with other six teams of at-risk youths from various areas of the Southside 
considered rival gang territories. The event began with all participants gathered in a 
large circle, followed by self-introductions, and an address from the host of the 
campaign. After this, the youths engaged in a community workshop led by a senior 
officer from the Police Training Academy. After the workshop, the youths regrouped 
into their teams and started basketball games. Apart from leading the workshop, others 
played the roles of the referees, while others cheered or provided aid to the participating 
teams.  
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At the end of the games, there were more spontaneous interactions between the youth 
and the police officers. In the campaigns that followed, more youth teams from the 
community participated, after they learned from those who first attended the campaign, 
that the interactions between police officers and the youths were safe, communal and 
educative. The use of sports as a tool to initiate positive interactions between police 
officers and at-risk-youth proved not only effective, but also provided a practical 
experience on alternative ways to envision developing positive routine encounters 
between police officers and at-risk youth in the community.  

(c) Treatment of at-risk-youth during the project 

In one of the campaigns, the police department sent two police officers to talk to at-
risk-youths about the status of human trafficking in Belize and what they could to do to 
help address the problem. Before they started talking about human trafficking, the 
officers first talked about their lived experiences growing up on the Southside, why they 
chose to join the police force, and the challenges they faced while they served. This 
approach to engaging with the youth triggered about 30 minutes of questions and 
answers. This was the longest time youths had engaged the officers by asking questions. 
The questions ranged from how to respond to different human trafficking scenarios to 
personal aspirations of youths like how one can join the police force.  

At the end of the workshop, participants in the campaign went around the community 
and distributed flyers about human trafficking and conversing. Some youths engaged 
police officers at a nearby police checkpoint and shared with them about the human 
trafficking campaign project. The treatment of at-risk-youth evolved from that of a 
stranger to a core-worker. By sharing their personal experiences, the police officers no 
longer appeared strangers to the youths. The sharing made the youths see officers as 
relatable. It enabled the youths to envision police officers and police work in new, but 
most importantly positive ways. 

Concluding thoughts  
At-risk-youth tended to see the police in positive light when police officers played the 
role of the helper in the situation rather that the role of security agents. Police carry 
immense power, even in at-risk-communities. Therefore, the use of police power during 
police interactions largely influences relations between police and at-risk communities. 
During the project, the youths looked at the police officers for guidance and leadership. 
Intentional community development work, to create opportunities for police and 
members of at-risk communities to engage in meaningful development work in 
communities, will provide opportunities for integrating policing practices within the 
development framework of the community and the communities’ way of life. 
Consolidating and sharing knowledge and action from such experiences will build a 
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knowledge base for policy agenda setting to promote peaceful and inclusive societies for 
sustainable development. 
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