
 

Eastern Poconos takes a hard look at crime influencing 
its youth 

Tri-State Unity coalition examines effects of pride, 
prejudice 

By MARIA L. SCHRAMM 
Community News Writer 
March 07, 2008 6:00 AM 

DINGMANS FERRY — What can residents do when violence and prejudice creeps up 
and starts tapping on their back door? 

A number of local organizations joined together last Saturday to discuss threats facing 
children and adults in the Poconos. The public forum, organized by the Tri-State Unity 
Coalition, took place at the Pocono Environmental Education Center. 

The coalition's Vice Chair Dr. Robert Veneziale coordinated the event and was very 
pleased with the turnout. 

"We're calling this forum because the numbers of incidents of violence are increasing in 
our area and the problem needs to be addressed. It's very important for us as a 
community to have a connection and work together," said Veneziale. 

The coalition began in 2000 as a response to an anti-Semitic statement that was painted 
on the Old Milford Inn in Milford. Outraged members of the community held a candle-
light vigil in response to the graffiti and county commissioners issued a resolution that 
condemned acts of intolerance. 

Veneziale referred to this occurrence as "the day hate came to town." 

While some people believe that violence cannot happen in their community, Veneziale 
said it is not an issue if the hate will come, but when. To reinforce this theory, he 
showed a slide of Klu Klux Klan members standing in front of a building in Matamoras 
to confirm that violence and hate crimes are not new to the Pocono Mountain area. 

Dr. Veneziale also showed news articles from recent years about incidents of racially 
charged postcards being mailed to Pike County voters and the damage done to Ileana 
Hernandez's headquarters during her 2007 campaign for commissioner. 

"There is no one particular person or group being targeted in these situations. It is the 
community that is being attacked. This does happen in our community and we need to 
be aware of it," he stressed. 
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Another concern addressed during the forum was the issue of gangs in the Poconos. 

While gangs may be something associated with large cities, Michael M. Leonard, Sr., a 
criminal justice consultant and gang expert, wanted to make residents understand that 
our area is not immune to these groups. "Gangs specifically target communities that are 
in denial about gangs in their area and communities that are not organized to respond to 
gang activity. Gangs are a business and they are always looking to expand their 
territory," said Leonard. 

 
He emphasized how important it is for local officials and law enforcement members to 
work together and acknowledge this threat to the community. 

State Rep. John Siptroth, D-189; Rep. Michael Peifer, R-20; and Delaware Township 
Supervisor Hernandez attended the forum along with Pike County Sheriff Philip Bueki 
and other law enforcement officials. Leonard commended these officials for attending 
and participating in the program and showing their dedication to the community. 

According to Leonard, there are two different groups of gangs in the U.S.: the People 
and the Folk Nations. Each nation is broken down into smaller gangs within each group 
and has its own identifiable traits, hand gestures and symbols. 

During the presentation, Leonard showed drawings that members use to establish their 
territory and pointed out identifiable markings that distinguish each group. While some 
symbols emphasize prostitution, others may show the gang's drug distribution and still 
other groups may promote their feelings of hate with anti-Semitic signs. 

Leonard stressed that gangs are highly organized and display an almost military-like 
structure. 

"You may notice that your kid is wearing red and black constantly for months. Then out 
of the blue, he might all of a sudden start wearing all green and black clothing. So you 
as a parent might think to yourself, 'Well he must have quit the gang,' but in reality that 
probably just means that he moved up in the ranks and now he's in charge of a bunch of 
kids under him. Now he can make them do what he wants." What signs should parents 
look for to see if their children could be involved with a gang? 

Leonard told participants that parents should keep an eye out for gang signs, hand 
gestures and/or tattoos that their children might display. Parents may also notice that 
their child has a strong preference for a specific color or have a dramatic change in 
dress style. Other indicators are that the child has a lot of extra money that parents 
didn't give them; they come home or go out late without permission and start skipping 
school. 

He warned parents that gangs are always looking for new recruits. They often frequent 
locations that they know children will visit without their parents including schools, the 
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mall, parks and other recreation areas. 

In order to combat the influx of gangs, Leonard said that parents must form a link 
between themselves, schools and law enforcement. Instead of blaming each other for 
the problems that arise, they need to work together to make sure that our children stay 
safe. 

He also urged parents to take part in their children's lives. Be informed about what they 
are doing and who they are hanging out with. He stressed that knowledge is the most 
important thing to keep our youth from joining gangs. 

"We need to promote athletics and clubs for our children. If you get a group of kids 
together and show them a positive, then that's where they will go. Give them a direction 
to go in and show them what they can achieve and they will do it," said Leonard. 

 
While the topic of gangs weighed heavy on the minds of many in the audience, students 
from Rallying Youth Organized Together Against Rape put on a socio-drama that 
showed gangs are not the only groups that can harm children. 

The interactive socio-drama dealt with sexual harassment and gay bashing in school. It 
portrayed the life of a young girl named Tori who admits to her friend that she is gay. 
Her friend responds by telling everyone her secret and the students begin harassing 
Tori. 

Members of the audience were encouraged to ask questions during the drama and the 
actors would stop to answer these questions. They could ask Tori's friend why she 
betrayed her friend or ask her parents why they are arguing about her situation instead 
of supporting their daughter. This participation allowed the audience to become 
involved in the drama and bring them closer to the issue. 

Safe Haven Inc. of Pike County, formally known as Survivors Resources, created the 
RYOT Against Rape program in 2003 as a teen advisory board. The goal of RYOT is to 
train students to reach out to all victims as well as educate the public to end sexual 
violence in its entirety. These students also fight against bullying and other forms of 
violence and bias. 

Cindy Stine is in charge of prevention education programs for Safe Haven and is the 
facilitator for RYOT. 

"They're amazing young people that are making a difference and they will change 
everything," said Stine. 

For more information on the Tri-State Unity Coalition visit www.tristateunity.org. 

For more information gang awareness, visit www.GangsRReal.com. 
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For more information on RYOT Against Rape or Safe Haven, Inc. of Pike County call 
(570) 296-2827. 

What should a person do if they see a hate crime? Veneziale gave participants a plan of 
action to take in this situation with the 10 ways to fight hate. 

Witnesses should also report urgent matters to law enforcement officials, 
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Tri -State  Unity Coalition Vice Chair Dr. Robert Veneziale talks about the 10 ways to fight  hate last 
Saturday at the Pocono Environmental Education Center.  

MARIA L. SCHRAMM 
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