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Prison Gangs and Disruptive Groups: 
Challenges Posed for Mental Health Providers

Presenter: Chris Beletsis, Ph.D.
Senior Psychologist Supervisor
Administrative Segregation Unit

Richard J. Donovan Correctional Facility
San Diego, California
cbeletsis@mac.com

The purpose of this presentation is to increase one’s understanding of:

1. Prison gangs and disruptive groups
2. The tattoo’s used by gangs
3. The terminology used by gangs
4. The politics and pressures of gang life
5. The challenges for mental health and law enforcement professionals

The pictures provided below were collected from 
various web sites that focus on Gang Training, Law 
Enforcement and Corrections. References to these web 
sites are provided at the end of this presentation.

Prison Gangs in CDCR:
Mexican Mafia (EME)
Aryan Brotherhood (AB)
Black Guerrilla Family (BGF)
Nazi Lowriders (NLR)
Nuestra Familia (NF)
Northern Structure/Nuestra Raza (NS/NR)
Texas Syndicate (TS)
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EME = Mexican Mafia Member 

Black Hand = Mexican Mafia Member The Black Hand
El Mano Negro

EME = Mexican Mafia
Two horizonatal lines with three dots = 

the number 13 in Aztec

AB = Aryan Brotherhood
Shamrock/Three Leaf Clover

666= Sign of the Beast or Satan

Black Guerrilla 
Family

Formed in 1966
BGF = 276
Dragon attacking a prison tower
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Black Guerrilla Family
The African Continent

Revolutionaries breaking out of restraints

NLR = Nazi Lowrider
Iron Cross
Swastica

Nuestra Familia = NF
Sombrero with a dagger that 

is dripping blood
Membership Tattoo • Norteno = Northerner

Huelga Bird = NS/NR

Nuestra 
Raza = NR
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SEM = Salinas East Marqueta
Huelga Bird/Raza Eagle = Northern 

Structure/Nuestra Raza

TS = Texas Syndicate

Tattoo’s:

• Gang specific vs. not gang specific
• Words/Names/Territory
• Letters
• Numbers (represent letters, streets, penal codes, area codes, and years)
• Images

Prison Disruptive Groups:

Sureños (Southern Hispanic street gang members)

Norteños (Northern Hispanic street gang members)

Skinheads

Peckerwoods (Woods)

Bloods

Crips

Hells Angels

Fresno Bulldogs

Border Brothers/Paisas

415 Kumi African Nation

PC/SNY Gangs

For the Hispanic Gangs the North-South dividing line is Bakersfield

Norteños/Norte- Color = Red, # = 14
Sureños/Sur- Color = Blue, # = 13

taxes on drug trafficking/prostitution = 10-50%
failure to pay taxes = assault or death
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South Side = Sureño 

Sur Pride = South Pride
Three small dots in a triangle = Mi vida loca (My crazy life)

LA = Los Angeles
18 = 18th Street

(A Hispanic Street Gang 
that originated in LA)

OTNC = Old Town National City 
A Hispanic Street Gang in San 

Diego)

Logan = Logan Heights (A Hispanic Gang in San Diego)
RS = Red Steps ( A Specific Clique of Logan Heights)

Center Image = An Aztec War Shield often associated with the Mexican 
Mafia)

LH = Logan Heights
X3 = 13 (the letter M)
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Los MS Trece = MS 13
Devil’s Horns

Tear drops

Mara Salvatrucha = MS 13

Nazi War Bird
Swastika

White Pride

White Power
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Skin Head
Swastika

5150 = Crazy/Unpredictable
Image = Portrait of Hitler

Blood, Honor, Duty, Loyalty
Lightning Bolts

14 88 = 14 Words & 88 Precepts
SWP = Supreme White Power

This inmate is alleged to have killed a 
custody officer in an escape attempt that 
failed. The officer was transporting him to 

a hospital appointment.

Nazi War Bird holding a Swastika
Lightning Bolts

Nazi

photo from www.convictsandcops.com

Nazi Skinhead
Lightning Bolts

Nazi Salute
Celtic Cross

Sturmabteilung (SA, Hitler’s 
Brownshirts)

Nazi War bird holding Swastika
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PEN1 = Public Enemy Number One
Swastika 

peni skins = Public Enemy Number One 
PENI is a Skinhead Disruptive Group from Orange County/Long Beach

photos from www.adl.org

PENI Death Squad = PDS
Swastika

photos from www.adl.org

C = Crips
Crips color = Blue

Piru are Bloods
Color = Red
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Hells Angels

Outlaw Motorcycle Gang
Formed in 1948 
Colors = Red & White
HA = 81
Winged Deaths Head
AFFA (Angels Forever, 

Forever Angles)

Gang Terminology:

Making your bones

Blood In, Blood Out

Shot caller

Keys

Torpedo

Sleeper

Kites/Wilas

Fishing

Checked

In the hat

Green light

Drop Out

PC/SNY

Rat/Snitch/Informant

Respect/Disrespect

“making your bones”

Putting in work and proving yourself to gain acceptance into a gang.

Potential for violence against a targeted inmate, one who is “in the hat” or has a “green light”
or even against innocent inmates or staff. 

Transportation of information or contraband into the Administrative Segregation Unit

“in the hat”

Targeted for assault or death. In bad standing with one’s gang.

Reasons: Informant, Sex offender, Child molester, Refused or failed to carry out 
orders, loss of money or drugs, disrespect.

Concerns for safety.

Sudden onset of symptoms- anxiety, depression, fearfulness, suicidal ideation, 
claims of psychotic symptoms.

Change in behavior - withdrawn, refusing yard time, wanting to be moved to the 
mental health crisis beds, to ASU or get out of his cell. 
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Gang Related Crimes:

Drug Trafficking

Contraband (everything not allowed)

Tax Collection

Extortion

Assault

Murder for hire

Witness Intimidation

Weapon Manufacturing

Gambling

Prostitution

gains including:

1.  In an ASU to come out of their cell and communicate with other gang 
members.
2.  To traffic drugs and contraband.
3.  To pressure the mentally ill for their medications or canteen.
4.  To be a “sleeper” and assault another inmate-patient on a yard for the 
mentally ill or SNY inmates that they would not otherwise be able to get to. 
5.  To be prescribed medications to sell/trade/abuse.
6.  To do safer/easier time if concerned about status in gang or no longer 
good.
7.  Change housing - cell, housing unit, prison.
8.  To avoid transfers.
9.  Over familiar relationships with staff - cell phones, contraband, money, 
messages.
10. To attempt to build a case for SSI.
11. To mitigate legal problems/rules violations.

Eme/surenos refusing to come out of cell for treatment. (Shotcaller’s
orders)
NLR/skinheads refusing to come out of cell for treatment at times.
(Shotcaller’s orders)

Drug trafficking/extortion leads to violence.

Some gang members will “fake good” pretending to be less mentally ill 
than they 
are in order to not look weak, be accepted, and remain part of their gang. 

Books about gangs include: 

Gangs and Their Tattoos: Identifying Gangbangers on the Street and in Prison and 
Gang Intelligence Manual: Identifying and Understanding Modern-Day Violent 
Gangs in the United States by Bill Valentine
Gangs: A Guide to Understanding Street Gangs (3rd Ed) by Al Valdez 
The Mexican Mafia by Tony Rafael
Inside the Crips: Life Inside L.A.’s Most Notorious Gang by Colton Simpson
Monster: The Autobiography of an L.A. Gang Member by Sanyika Shakur, aka 
Monster Kody Scott 
Under and Alone by William Queen
Angels of Death: Inside the Biker Gangs’ Crime Empire by Julian Sher & William 
Marsden

Articles about gangs include:

“The Brand” by David Grann in the New Yorker (2004)
“Who’ll Stop the Reign?” by Matthew Duersten in LA Weekly (2005)
“Organized Crime in California” by California Department of Justice (2005)
“PENI: Public Enemy Number One” by the Anti-Defamation League (2007)
“Crips and Bloods” by Detective Wayne Caffey, Los Angeles Sheriff’s Office (2006)
“Interpreting Gang Tattoos” by William Riley in Corrections Today (2006)

Web sites with information about gangs include: 

www.gangsorus.com

www.adl.org

www.convictsandcops.com

www.knowgangs.com

www.cgiaonline.org

www.dc.state.fl.us/pub/gangs/ 

www.streetgangs.com

http://13radicalriders14.blogspot.com/

www.inthehat.com

www.nuestrafamiliaourfamily.org/

www.ice.gov

www.atf.gov/

www.fbi.gov

www.usdoj.gov

www.ngcrc.com
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Movies about gang culture:

“American Me” about the Mexican Mafia 

“Blood In, Blood Out” about Hispanic Gangs 

“American History X” about the Skinheads

“Made In America” about the Crips and Bloods

“Eastern Promises” about the Russian Mafia

Informative televison shows include:

MSNBC - Locked Up Documentaries

History Channel - Gangland Documentaries


