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Outline of presentation 

PART 1 

• Aim of the project 

• Gangs - definition 

• Wadeye background  

 

 

PART 2 

• Survey of young gang members in Wadeye 

• Interviews with prisoners 



Aim of the project 

 

• Project funded by CRC and NT Department of 

Justice 

• Examine youth gangs in a remote community 

• Provide evidence base for negative and positive 

effects of gang membership 

• Develop diversions based on what youth and 

community members want 



Wadeye geography and demographics  

 

• North-west NT 

Region 

• 320 k south-west of 

Darwin 

• Main town Wadeye 

• Service population 

2,500 (Taylor 2010) 

• Region covers 3450 

sq kms 

• Black soil plains, 

hills, wet-lands, 

beaches 

 



Society 

• 9 language groups - main language spoken is 
Murin-patha 

• English is the second or third language for most 
community members 

• 20 clan groups 

• 62 extended families 

• Clan estates cover over 3,000 sq kms 

 

 



Gangs in Wadeye: 

Media portrayal of the situation 

“A town on the path of 

self-destruction” 

“Gang violence plagues 

Wadeye” (ABC News, 

2008) 



Media 

“Hate stalks a 

community where 

gangs rule the 

roost” (The Age,  

2006) 

“Not the Third World, just Australia's first war zone”  

(Sydney Morning Herald,  2006) 



Youth gang characteristics 

• Distinct territories 

• Solidarity as a group 

• Some criminal activity 

• Gang names 

– Judas Priest 

– Evil Warriors 

– Big T 

– Bad Boys 

– Cowboys from Hell 

– Kylie Girls 

– Tina Turner Girls 

 



Juvenile Pre-Court Diversion 

Juvenile apprehensions 2001 to 2011 

 

• Total 613 apprehensions 

• 94 percent males 

• 79 percent 15-17 years of age 

• Offence  

– Unlawful entry – 56 percent  

– Against person 8 percent 

• 64 percent apprehensions - diversion denied by police 

• Of the diversions 49 percent family conference 

• Re-offending – 54 percent  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Methodology 

 

 

• Survey of young gang members in the community 

• Prisoner interviews 



Survey results: gang participation 

• Total 133 respondents 

• 30 clans represented 

• 44 (33%)in a gang 

– 71% male 

– 59% under 18 years of age 

– 94% gangs important to members because 

family and friends 

 



Gang member characteristics 

 

 

 Risk for cohort in a 
gang=YES/NO 

n=133 
 

Confidence interval 
95% 

Sign. 

Demographics 

Male/Female 2.28 1.32 to 3.94 <.01 

Age <=18yrs/18yrs+ 1.15 .72 to 1.91 ns 

Substance use - personal 

Use tobacco (Yes) 1.22 .71 to 1.8 ns 

Use gunja 2.35 1.24 to 4.44 <.01 

Use grog 1.56 .70 to 3.49 ns 

Substance use - others 

Worry grog (Yes) .86 .41 to 1.84 ns 

Worry gunja .80 .40 to 1.59 ns 

Violence/personal safety 

Worry family fight (Yes) 1.00 .84 to 1.20 ns 

Worry bullying 1.44 .92 to 2.27 ns 

Been beaten up 1.30 .69 to 2.46 ns 

Been threatened 3.37 1.76 to 6.47 <.001 

Considered self harm .90 .44 to 1.83 ns 

Criminal activity 

Been arrested (Yes) 1.93 .94 to 3.95 <.05 

In police cells 3.90 1.42 to 10.71 <.01 

In court 3.86 1.40 to 10.58 <.01 

 



Gangs: support and respect for others 

Gang members (n=45) Non-gang members 
(n=88) 

p  

N % N %  

Values - most important people 

Family first most 
important 

34 82.9 62 75.6 ns 

Friends first most 
important 

2 6.3 15 25.9 ns (.06) 

Advice and support 

Advice from parents 39 86.7 68 77.3 ns 

Advice from friends 38 84.4 45 51.1 <.001 

Advice from relatives 30 66.7 59 67.0 ns 

Advice from elders 14 31.1 26 29.5 ns 

Admiration and respect for authority 

Respect parents Only one respondent did not respect their parents  
(non-gang member)  

Respect elders Only 3 respondents did not respect elders  
(2 were gang members) 

Respect gang leaders 28 66.7 12 14.5 <.001 

Respect police 18 41.9 24 28.2 ns 
 



Prisoner interviews 

• ...with cousin brothers in Metallica Boys.  A family gang.  They my family.  
Full blood..... 40-50 people – all cousin brothers..... Didn’t want to join gang 
but had to, not made to but had to. 

• [Gangs are] not gangs but tribes.  If you’re born into it you have to be in a 
gang due to the old tribal stuff.  Gang leader means doing ceremony.  Not 
gang but tribe – just described as gangs.  Tribes means culture means go 
through law and ceremony.  Lot going on.  Evil Warriors and Judas Priest 
[family based gangs] started about in the 1980s.  Each has the same 
language group.”  

• but …. New gangs don’t work like old gangs.  New gangs not necessarily 
through ceremony and culture. 

• Some gangs – young guys in gangs go to ceremony but some don’t.  Too 
much sniffing petrol, bong, gunja, spray paint, steal women – haven’t 
followed ceremony so in gangs. 

• Young people don’t have culture.  Go to Don Dale.  Run away from 
ceremony – don’t want to do ceremony  

• Born or marry into Evil Warriors.  Law and culture govern groups.  But 
young people here [prison], hiding place, cause broke culture and law – 
coming back to prison all the time cause hiding  

• Years lost in prison.  When ceremony due, they start trouble to avoid 
ceremony.  Prison hiding place.  Don’t wanna know about tribal law.  But 
feel weak when miss family in here. 



How to approach diversion 

• Got to keep them busy; footy only sport; need work – 
housing, road works, night patrol, ranger – plenty of work if 
you want it.  Basketball and baseball for women.  Need 
programs to help youth.  Lots of domestic violence, gunja, 
sniffing, can, petrol, fighting, angry – need anger 
management – relational problems, grog.  

• Try to talk one to one; program to talk to elders, gang 
members need work, young kids go back to school.  …. 
culture and respect together; …..  Talk to group of young 
kids, my family, about prison and how bad it is.  Get ideas 
from prison.  

• People want me to keep playing music …. I think music can 
change things- cross territories.   Band travels around all 
territories of Wadeye – breaks boundaries. 

• Hunting and culture, stop gangs, get a job – plenty of jobs, 
education, keep kids in school eg his son, learn to read and 
write English,. 

• [When I get out] I’m gonna say bad stuff about prison to get 
kids to [change their views] and get them off their back. 



Conclusion 

• Gangs are family and friends 

• Gangs provide both risk and protective factors 

• Gangs are different for different age groups – 

conflict between traditional and new  

 



Bill Ivory and gym members 



A final local comment 

  

 Tobias Nganbe - Principal Our Lady of the  Sacred Heart 

Thamarrurr Catholic School on the project and outcomes 
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