
 
Commentary:  
Why we should fund violence prevention in Chicago 

 

Jalen Phillips, 12, kneels at a makeshift memorial for 2-year-old shooting victim Julien Gonzalez on Oct. 8, 2018. Gonzalez is 
Chicago’s youngest fatal shooting victim of the year. Phillips said he was "thinking how the world should change because of 

the guns." (Nuccio DiNuzzo/Chicago Tribune) 
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We’ve heard it time and again: A budget is a reflection of our values. With the 

unveiling of Mayor Rahm Emanuel’s 2019 budget, one has to ask — what are 
Chicago’s values? 

Chicago has 3½ times the per capita gun violence of Los Angeles and a shocking 
seven times as much as New York City. The people who live and work in Los Angeles 

and New York City are not smarter than us; they don’t work harder or love their 

neighbors more than Chicagoans do. The difference is both cities have been more 

strategic, determined and holistic in their approaches to stopping violence. For 
example, both have well-funded offices of violence prevention and intervention that 

focus city resources in neighborhoods most impacted by violence and on individuals 
who have been victims and perpetrators of violence. 

The young adults most often involved in Chicago’s violence did not randomly wake 

up one day and begin shooting. These young people have been rejected by nearly 

every system and institution, often including families, schools, health care, the foster 

care system, law enforcement and social service programs designed specifically to 
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help them. They frequently drop out of school before high-quality after-school 

programs can change their trajectories and, when they do stay enrolled in school, 
they typically do not have the mentorship or guidance to sign up for after-school 
programs that can steer them in a different direction. 

While discussing his legacy during a recent WGN-AM interview, Emanuel said he 

wishes he could have had a greater impact on gun violence in our neighborhoods and 
that we must “make sure children know laughter and not gunfire.” 

That does not have to be a wish. All of these young people can be served with high-

quality intervention work that meets them where they are — the streets of Chicago’s 

most violent neighborhoods. In fact, Chicago has hundreds of community 

organizations and dedicated residents who work on the ground every day to reduce 
gun violence. These people and organizations are doing lifesaving work, but they 

need proper funding to scale their work and a centralized hub from which to direct 
similar work in a coordinated way. 

Consider this: In the summers of 2017 and 2018, an outreach program targeted to 

specific hot spots in Austin, Englewood and West Englewood had very promising 

early results. During the times when outreach trainees were present, nonfatal 

shootings were down 61 percent, 6 percent and 88 percent, respectively, and fatal 
shootings were down 75 percent, 80 percent and 100 percent, respectively, according 

to a University of Chicago Crime Lab analysis of Chicago Police Department records. 

That’s real, tangible change, and it was accomplished by meeting people where they 

are, on a street corner or in a park. With an ear to the ground and relationships on the 
streets, outreach workers were also able to de-escalate potentially violent events in 
the community. 

This is to not say outreach work is a cure-all. Nothing is. But it is a solid start to 

reducing violence in Chicago. We must also create an office of violence prevention 

with dedicated resources that deploys all components of violence prevention and 

intervention toward transformative violence reduction. Then and only then, Chicago 



will have a real chance to see violence reductions to the level of Los Angeles and New 
York. 

As we head to the voting booth this February, we must demand that our next mayor 

take on violence reduction in the same way Emanuel has owned educational 
improvements and getting the city’s finances back on track. The next mayor and City 

Council must come together to execute a strategic, holistic plan to transform gun 

violence reduction. We must urgently launch and fund programs and resources that 

will lead to dramatic changes in the next five years, not speak in theoretical terms of 
what might work 10 or 20 years from now or give up hope altogether. 

There is no time to waste. Far too many of Chicago’s children know someone who has 

been shot or killed. The next generation should know a completely different city — a 
more peaceful Chicago — because our children should know the sound of laughter, 
not gunfire. 

Arne Duncan is a former U.S. secretary of education and former Chicago Public Schools 
CEO, now serving as managing partner of Chicago CRED, an anti-gun violence 
organization focused on reducing Chicago’s number of homicides and shootings. 

 

 


