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Much is said about young black men caught up in a cycle of anti-social behaviour, but very i
Hassan Sebowa, 19, carried out in-depth interviews with a network of friends in east London

nation

ASSAN is a shining model of social exclusion.

He left a violent home and his school when he

was 13, became homeless, has used cannabis

since he was 11, has no qualifications, has

never had a job, was a regular street fighter and
thief and spent time in jail for drug dealing. He is also
intelligent, thoughtful and funny. Essentially, he is no
different from any other young man.

Hassan was one of four teenagers chosen by charity
In-volve to carry out in-depth interviews with their
peers as part of a three-year ‘community engagement’
project funded by the Department of Health and
steered by the University of Central Lancashire. He was
picked for the project while attending In-volve’s RAW
programme, which successfully targets young people
affected by entrenched social exclusion. He agreed to
talk to Druglink to put a human face to a generation of
young black people often demonised in the media and
by society.

He came to London as a baby with his mother,
brothers and sisters, from Uganda. As a young boy he
was regularly beaten by her. She told him she could kill
him at any time. He left home when living with her
became too dangerous and ended up wandering the
streets of Newham, east London.

“We used to beg, sell drugs and rob to get money for
food,” says Hassan, of his friends. “We were homeless.
We slept in hotels if we had money, otherwise we would
just run around all night.” At one stage they stole a flat
from a girl they knew. “About 20 of us squatted there.
Every morning we went to the same shop to steal food
for breakfast, every morning.”

CURRENCY

They spent most of their time hunting for cash. The
proceeds were always pooled ~ even when one of them
returned with hundreds or thousands of pounds from an
armed robbery. “But,” says Hassan, “you have to
remember that stealing and hustling on the street is a
dangerous act. You put your life on the line. People
chased us with axes and shot at us. We got into a lot of
fights. What we do on the street is much harder than

- working — no one has got the character to do what

criminals do. Most people come home to their kids from
work and they will never know how hard it is.”
Inevitably, Hassan’s involvement in crime — selling
drugs, GBH, street and armed robbery — brought him to
court. At 17 he spent five months in jail for possession of
drugs and driving offences.

Hassan now lives in a council flat on his own in
Newham. He gets £42 a week in benefit. So how does he
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get by? “I go out on the streets and hustle. I start with a £10
bag of weed, split it into two and make £20 then keep on
going and in a day [ can make £250,” says Hassan. Once he
bought a Mercedes for £500, paid a garage £1,000 to make
it look nice and sold it for £12,000. “To hustle you have to
know how to deal with situations otherwise you will lose
money or get beaten up. I learnt this by watching and
learning from other people.”

He has, apart from the odd bit of dealing, steered clear
of crack and heroin. “Nine out of ten of my mates don’t
smoke crack. We know it’s very wrong. We see what it
does to other people. You can’t be around someone who
smokes crack. You can get really messed up on it”. He
says violence is never too far away if you are dealing in
heroin and crack because “it makes you a target for
people to rob you”.

“Weed is alright. Kids know it comes from the ground,
the earth, and it’s not as powerful as crack. It’s just a
buzz, it makes me feel good,” he says. Hassan admits the
main reason he smokes cannabis is as an antidote to
depression. “I get depressed about the troubles I've been
through and go through and about my family. I can’t sit in
the same room with my mother because I feel
uncomfortable. I love her because she created me, I'm
just mad at her. I blame her for most things”. When he is
feeling low he smokes around half an ounce a week. “It
makes everything around me become soft and
comfortable for an hour or so. When I touch things it feels
good, then reality hits me again.”

What does he think of the link between drugs and
crime? “I know people who don’t smoke weed or drink
and are very violent. When I've committed a crime it’s not
for weed, it’s for money. I'll buy food before I buy
anything else”.

DIVERSION

There are two major bridges to be crossed, according to
Hassan, in order to divert young black teenagers away
from anti-social behaviour and crime: the creation of a
more responsive education system and a move away from
the media’s stereoryping of young black boys as nothing
but trouble.

“If I ran a school, teachers would give kids more
individual help. Now when they ask you if you have
problems at home, you say no, because you know they
are not really trying to help, they just send you to talk to
the head teacher about it.”

Hassan says nothing will improve for young black
teenagers until the media stops associating them with
gangs and violence. “What you see in the papers, in
adverts and in the news causes older people, the average
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person, to stay away from me. I don’t get the feeling
when I'm walking down the street that people are scared
of me — maybe because I'm so used to it. People copy
from TV. But I am not a bad kid. If people took time to
understand that a lot of kids on the street are not just
trouble makers, that they need help, that they do things
for a reason, that would improve things.”

Are you in a gang? “I’s an older generation, people
over 25, who are in gangs,” he says.“ We're just a group
of people.” To Hassan, police and CID detectives are the
real gangs. “They are criminals just like us. They do what
we do — they will stop you and if you've got money on
you they’ll take it. People have no idea these people are
bad because they are wearing uniform.”

Hassan’s job prospects don’t look good on paper —
apart from his work with In-volve he has no

qualifications, no work experience and a criminal record.

What kind of job would he enjoy doing? “It would be
good to be an architect. What is around us effects how
people feel: when you are in east London you know you
are in east London.”

RAW TALENT

Like his ability to create money out of virtually nothing,
he likes inventing gadgets. “In craft and technology
lessons I was the only one to make a helicopter that could
fly — I did it using a small motor. I used to make model
houses out of cardboard boxes and I made a robot hand ~
you operated the fingers by pulling strings in the arm. I

used to make all sorts of gadgets, lighter pens, pens
which squirted water.”

He has written lyrics for his own rap and hip hop
tunes, which he rehearses at a friend’s studio. “I see
them more as poems than songs. It’s the only way I can
truly express how I feel. I explain all my secrets but I
leave is at as a riddle.” He doesn’t watch much TV
because he says it is “corrupting”.

Has he had a girlfriend or been in love? “No. There
was a girl who took me into her house and looked after
me for a few months. 'm not sure if I loved her because
I've not been loved. Not even my mum, dad, aunt gave
me that so 've never thought like that. Fear lasts longer
than love. In the end she went to jail and I think she’s
dead now. No-one has ever looked after me apart from
her.” “I can care for people. I have looked after my
three-year-old nephew since he was born, and my little
brother and sister. 'm very good with children”. Will he
have one? “No, because I like them too much.”

He likes to get out of London. He has spent the last
three summers climbing mountains in Wales. “When
you are up the top it’s like you're up in the air, it makes
you feel good. For a minute or so you are flying.”

Despite peer pressure to steer clear of living a normal
life, Hassan says he is ready for change. “It used to be
that as soon as I solved one problem another one came
along but at the moment I've got no court cases. I just
want a job. [ don’t need to steal if I've got money.” m
Hassan is not his real name.

REACHING THE PARTS OTHER RESEARCH CANNOT REACH

In-volve, was one of around 140 groups

KEY FINDINGS OF THE RESEARCH

selected by the University of Central 2% said they belongto a gang

Lancashire to carry out needs assessment 40% “do nothing” or smoke weed outside school hours

research on drug misuse within Black and 50% carry a weapon: 57% of them for their own protection

Minority Ethnic communities, The In-volve 36% said carrying a weapon felt normal

project was unique in that it engaged young 47% use drugs: 38% started taking them aged 13-15

people at risk of severe social exclusion to 28% took drugs alone; 16% to “escape reality”

carry out the research. 9% use Class A drugs, 22% use cannabis, 71% drink alcohol
The four In-volve researchers, one of 22% said drug dealers are “bad people”

whom was Hassan, were all young people 28% started using drugs because of “peer pressure”

with a history of involvement in the criminal 59% have been excluded from school at some point

justice system who attended six days of 64% truant regularly

training run by the university. They 44% said the biggest problem at school was their teacher

undertook to identify the links between 59% said school was “not at all important”

education and anti-social behaviour, 5% described school as a positive experience

interviewing a total of 100 young people 45% were “always bored” at school

from similar social backgrounds to 50% never studied at home

themselves using their own personal 54% were bullied, 60% had bullied

networks. Most interviewees were black 68% said they were not regarded as an individual at school

teenagers from Newham. 30% said the best way of cracking down on violence and anti-social behaviour was

better trained teachers or youth workers in schools

THE REPORT SUMMARY SAID

emerge as almost completely disengaged direct questions about drug taking and

“An image emerges from the findings of a from their school experience, feeling that offending than would otherwise be the case.
generation of young people who grow up the subjects covered are not relevant to them The results of this project are representative
with a considerable amount of violenceand  or just not important, and feeling thatthey  of a generation of young people about whom
anti-social behaviour around them, bothin  are not supported by teachers. Thereisa very little is known. These are young people

" the home and in theirimmediate area.

very high level of truanting and exclusion, who are involved in drug taking, drinking,

Though the impression is that their families  and a sense that the young people do not truanting, fighting and weapons as a matter
are supportive in general, it is also clearthat feel understood or liked by their teachers. of daily routine, but who are really no

there are significant issues in the home

for many young people.

Because this study was carried out by
around drug taking and anti-social behaviour young people who are well known and
respected within their respective youth

different from any other young people, except
for the environments and pressures that they
are subject to and an education system that

A staggering majority of young people communities, they were able to ask more fails to engage them.”
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