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RESEARCH ARTICLE Open Access

“Pick up anything that moves”: a qualitative
analysis of a police crackdown against
people who use drugs in Tijuana, Mexico
Mario Morales1, Claudia Rafful2,3,4, Pieter Baker5,6*, Jaime Arredondo5, Sunyou Kang5,7, Maria L. Mittal5,8,
Teresita Rocha-Jiménez9, Steffanie A. Strathdee5 and Leo Beletsky5,7

Abstract

Background: Homeless people who use drugs (PWUD) are often displaced, detained, and/or forced into drug
treatment during police crackdowns. Such operations follow a zero-tolerance approach to law enforcement and
have a deleterious impact on the health of PWUD. In Mexico, municipal police officers (MPOs) conducted the
largest crackdown documented at the Tijuana River Canal (Tijuana Mejora) to dismantle an open drug market. We
analyzed active-duty MPOs’ attitudes on the rationale, implementation, and outcomes of the crackdown. We also
included the involvement of non-governmental allies in the disguised imprisonment as drug treatment referral and
potential legal consequences of having illegally detained PWUD.

Methods: Between February–June 2016, 20 semi-structured interviews were conducted with MPOs in Tijuana.
Interviews were transcribed, translated and coded using a consensus-based approach. Emergent themes, trends
and frameworks were analyzed through a hermeneutic grounded theory protocol.

Results: Participants recognized the limitations of Tijuana Mejora in effectively controlling crime and addressing
drug treatment solutions. MPOs perceived that the intent of the operation was to displace and detain homeless
PWUD, not to assist or rehabilitate them. The police operation was largely justified as a public safety measure to
reduce the risk of injury due to flooding, decrease drug consumption among PWUD and protect local tourism from
PWUD. Some participants perceived the crackdown as a successful public health and safety measure while others
highlighted occupational risks to MPOs and potential human rights violations of PWUD.

Conclusions: Tijuana Mejora illustrated why public and private actors align in enforcing zero-tolerance drug policy.
Perceptions of care are often based on captivity of the diseased, not in health and well-being of PWUD. Officer
perceptions shed light on the many limitations of this punitive policing tool in this context. A shift towards
evidence-based municipal strategies to address drug use, wherein police are perceived as partners in harm
reduction rather than antagonists, is warranted.

Keywords: Mexico, People who use drugs, Police officers, Drug law enforcement, Crackdown, Involuntary drug
treatment referral
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Background
Between December 2014 and March 2015, law enforce-
ment in Tijuana, Mexico, banished approximately 1000
individuals living along the Tijuana River Channel (El
Canal). The Tijuana Mejora crackdown to dismantle an
open drug market in the US-Mexico border was a con-
certed police operation that included all levels of govern-
ment: municipal, state and federal. It managed to lock up
most of the evicted individuals into local drug centers1

for several months. (Rafful et al., 2019). Given prior failed
attempts to “clean” El Canal (Albicker & Velasco, 2016),
we aimed to understand unique perspectives of this po-
lice operation. Specifically, we were interested to learn
from the municipal police officers (MPOs) about their
perceived attitudes and perspectives on the rationale, im-
plementation, and outcomes of Tijuana Mejora. Likewise,
we wanted to explore MPO reactions of and interactions
with homeless people who use drugs’ (PWUD) related to
the crackdown. These perspectives are important for un-
derstanding police crackdowns and zero-tolerance po-
licing strategies against PWUD as they cause a variety of
deleterious effects among this vulnerable population.

Zero-tolerance and police crackdowns
A zero-tolerance policing strategy includes the in-
tense law enforcement of petty crime to prevent real
crime. It involves taking informal-extralegal steps to re-
define public order (Kelling & Wilson, 1989). The ra-
tionale is that “if a window in a building is broken and is
left unrepaired, all the rest of the windows will soon be
broken” (Kelling & Wilson, 1989). The term “zero-toler-
ance policing” is associated with a specific set of policing
strategies adopted in New York during the 1990s (Bowl-
ing, 1999; Greene, 1999), however, it has a lengthy his-
tory (Newburn & Jones, 2007). In the XVII century,
France created a General Hospital to incarcerate poor
people and get rid of societal problems such as begging
and crime (Chamayou, 2012). In the XXI century, zero-
tolerance policies endured in response to the rise of so-
cial, economic, and political insecurities created by eco-
nomic deregulation and social-welfare retrenchment
(Stuart, 2015; Wacquant, 2001).
Crackdowns are one specific strategy of zero-tolerance

policing (Coomber, Moyle, & Mahoney, 2017). They in-
volve the sudden increase in police threats, sanctions, and
arrests for general or specific offences in particular places,
for example, drug consumption in open drug markets
(Ediomo-Ubong, 2018; Mazerolle, Soole, & Rombouts,
2007; Polomarkakis, 2017). Anti-narcotic crackdowns are
supported by the UN Conventions of 1961, 1971, and

1988, which sanction the prohibition and criminalization
of drug possession, use, and manufacturing (Hughes &
Stevens, 2010). They aim to reduce and disrupt both drug
supply and demand by increasing the risk of arrest and in-
carceration for sellers and buyers (May & Hough, 2001;
Shepard & Blackley, 2005). They also prioritize punish-
ment over rehabilitation under the assumption that
PWUD respond to the criminal justice system’s deterring
incentives (Polomarkakis, 2017; Stuart, 2014).
Several systematic evaluations have found negative out-

comes of such strict drug law enforcement (Mazerolle
et al., 2007; Sherman, 1990), including the appearance of
new players in the drug market (Polomarkakis, 2017) and
the marginal effect of seizures on drug price, purity, and
availability (Caulkins, 2002; Wood et al., 2004). Addition-
ally, there is consistent evidence on the positive associ-
ation between crackdowns and geographical
displacement of crime and drugs. This significant associ-
ation harms the quality-of-life and public health in sur-
rounding areas by increasing the risk of infectious disease
transmission, drug overdose, and other drug-related
harms (Kerr, Small, & Wood, 2005; Small, Kerr, Charette,
Schechter, & Spittal, 2006). Moreover, authorities have
attempted to justify crackdowns as a harm reduction
strategy wherein drug treatment may be coerced. As
such, police operations often force PWUD into drug
treatment in a way that is often involuntary and in viola-
tion of human rights principles (Dixon & Maher, 2005).
A renewed consensus has emerged to promote a bal-

anced approach to drug policy based on both public se-
curity and public health strategies (Caulkins, 2002;
Goetz & Mitchell, 2006). This approach combines harsh
punishment of drug traffickers and dealers along with
the promotion of drug treatment and harm reduction
strategies among PWUD (Cohen & Csete, 2006). In this
context, law enforcers are encouraged to stop being
“rabble managers” and become “recovery managers”
(Stuart, 2014). The aim is to promote police officers’ dir-
ect role in rescue operations (e.g., using naloxone, which
reverses opioid overdoses) (Beletsky, Rich, & Walley,
2012), referral to evidence-based harm reduction ser-
vices (e.g., syringe exchange programs, methadone main-
tenance therapy, and safe injection facilities) and drug
treatment centers (Beletsky, Macalino, & Burris, 2005;
Hunter, McSweeney, & Turnbull, 2005; Watson et al.,
2012), the employment of Good Samaritan practices
(i.e., amnesty for witnesses who call for help in case of
an overdose) (Banta-Green, Beletsky, Schoeppe, Coffin,
& Kuszler, 2013), and the dissemination of information
to reduce drug-related problems (Beletsky, 2016). This
approach depends heavily upon the availability of such
public health and harm reduction resources, as well as
the political will to de-escalate from a zero-tolerance
strategy. While this more balanced approach has become

1Consistent with Rafful et al., 2019, we chose to use the term drug
centers rather than drug treatment centers because they do not
provide evidence-based treatment.
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favored in certain settings of developed cities, PWUD in
Tijuana continue to experience harms associated with
zero-tolerance policing. Tijuana is considered an inter-
national benchmark to assess the implications of drug
law enforcement in the context of the war on drugs
(Brown, 2018; Osorio, 2015).

Drug law enforcement in Tijuana, Baja California, Mexico
Tijuana, located along the US-Mexico northwest border,
was barely recognized as a municipality in 1954 (Piñera
& Rivera, 2013) but is now considered the busiest land
border crossing in the world (Brouwer et al., 2011).
Today, crime prevention is a primary concern as violence
has increased over the past few decades due to inequality,
economic challenges, organized crime competition, the
war on drugs, and the enforcement of migration and drug
policies in the U. S (Shirk, 2014). Enhanced law enforce-
ment operations have been implemented over the years
in response to the increase in crime, but they have had
limited positive effects. In January, 2007, the federal gov-
ernment began a joint military-police operation to con-
front organized crime at the state and local levels
(Tijuana Operation) (Ortega-Granados, 2017). About
3500 law enforcers participated in the intervention as a
military chief became in charge of reorganizing the Ti-
juana Police Department and military units were incor-
porated in the police force (Contreras-Velasco, 2017;
Shirk, 2014). However, Baja California’s homicide rate
per 100,000 inhabitants increased from 12 in 2007 to 32
in 2016 and Tijuana constituted around 70% of the homi-
cides in the state (INEGI 07/26/, 2017). Additional prob-
lems arose when the Lieutenant-Colonel responsible for
reorganizing the Tijuana Police Department was sus-
pended for 8 years after 25 municipal police officers
(MPOs) accused him of torture, imprisonment, and ties
to organized crime (Contreras-Velasco, 2017).
In 2009, Mexico passed national Narcomenudeo drug

law reforms to integrate a health-based approach on
drugs (DOF, 2014). However, they have not been effect-
ively implemented in the city because the municipal po-
lice had prioritized the enforcement of local quality-of-
life ordinances, which criminalize behaviors associated
with homeless PWUD, such as loitering (Morales et al.,
2020). This misalignment of policing practices and pub-
lic health priorities has had deleterious consequences for
PWUD in Tijuana. In 2013, it was reported that arrests
leading to criminal charges among PWUD increased
from 42.4% in 2011 to 89.6% in 2013 (Gaines et al.,
2017). PWUD have also reported that drug law enforce-
ment increased their risk behavior for blood-borne infec-
tion transmissions by reducing their willingness to carry
sterile syringes and personal injecting equipment, and
increasing receptive needle sharing, rushed injection,
and shooting galleries attendance (Beletsky et al., 2013;

Volkmann et al., 2011). Places where PWUD (including
those with HIV) used to live were relatively static until
July 2008, when there was a dispersion to southeast Ti-
juana. This potentiated the dispersal of the drug market
and the transmission of blood-borne infections (Brouwer
et al., 2012). PWUD have also reported increasing hu-
man rights violations as a result of police harassment
(e.g., verbal and physical abuse, and payoffs) and invol-
untary police referrals to drug centers, which have ac-
companied crackdowns in August 2013 and March 2015
(Contreras-Velasco, 2016; Rafful et al., 2019).
Police crackdown operations continue in Tijuana, des-

pite ample evidence that zero-tolerance policing has done
nothing to curb violent crime and has resulted in ele-
vated harm to PWUD and other vulnerable groups
(Velasco & Albicker, 2013). Previous research has fo-
cused on the pervasive police violence against PWUD in
Tijuana from the perspective of the victims (Albicker,
2014; Pinedo et al., 2015; Wood et al., 2017). However,
this study is innovative in its focus on drug law enforce-
ment from the perspective of MPOs, contributing to the
emerging literature about officers’ attitudes and behav-
iors on drug law enforcement (Contreras-Velasco, 2017).
Moreover, this study describes how governmental and
non-governmental agents cooperate to involuntarily refer
PWUD to drug centers. For the purpose of informing
drug policy reform efforts, public health interventions,
and law enforcement practices in Mexico and abroad,
this qualitative study examined the design, implementa-
tion, and MPOs’ self-evaluation of a crackdown at El
Canal in Tijuana from December 2014 to March 2015.

Methods
This study was conducted as part of the SHIELD project,
a police education program intended to assess drug law
enforcement in the context of blood-borne infection pre-
vention (e.g., HIV, HBV, and HCV) (Strathdee et al.,
2015). Participants were recruited from the Tijuana Po-
lice Academy, out of which approximately 770 MPOs
consented to complete pre-, post-training and follow up
surveys (Strathdee et al., 2015). All of them provided
written consent to be contacted for the qualitative sub-
study. As part of the inclusion criteria for the qualitative
arm, all respondents were active-duty, completed
SHIELD training and baseline survey before the inter-
view, and reported ever experiencing a needle stick in-
jury on-duty (one respondent expressly requested to
participate without meeting the last two criteria).
Interviews took place across Tijuana from February to

June 2016 at the participants’ convenience. The main
themes covered in the interviews were MPO’s occupa-
tional safety; MPO’s decision-making process to detain
illicit drug carrier suspects; the presentation of PWUD
before judges at the municipal, state, and federal levels;
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and referral of PWUD to treatment services. Participants
were encouraged to elaborate on their experience of Ti-
juana Mejora. Once we reached 20 interviews, the nar-
ratives reached saturation and became repetitive and we
stopped conducting more interviews (i.e., saturation of
main topics). The interviews lasted from one to two
hours and were all conducted by the first author. They
followed a face-to-face, in-depth, and semi-structured
format, in which the first author followed an interview
guide, took detailed notes during the interview, and
wrote personal impressions of the interview in a field-
work diary. Respondents were guaranteed confidentiality
and anonymity and were provided $20 incentive in the
form of a movie theater gift card as compensation.
Interviews were audio-taped, transcribed verbatim and

translated from Spanish to English. Transcriptions were
verified against the audio records and translations were
double-checked for quality by trained bilingual personnel.
A hermeneutic grounded theory approach was used to
analyze the data and to explore the individual production
of meanings and concepts in real settings (Charmaz, 2000;
Glaser, 2004; Strauss & Corbin, 1994; Suddaby, 2006).
Atlas.ti software was used to create hermeneutic units:
working documents (i.e., transcripts), quotes (i.e., seg-
ments of transcripts), codes (i.e., basic grouping units of
analysis), annotations (i.e., theoretical-methodological re-
flections) and code families (i.e., group of codes) (Avalos
& Utley, 2014). Following an inductive and iterative ap-
proach, we read each transcription to identify the most
significant sentences for the subject of study (i.e., explor-
ation). Then, we tagged keywords and defined concepts to
encompass the main elements of each significant state-
ment (i.e., codification). We also adjusted the three cat-
egories of codes (i.e., theoretical, practical and lingual) to
facilitate subsequent formation of analytical categories
(i.e., families). During the process, we discussed emerging
keywords, concepts and families, and their inter-
relationships until discrepancies were resolved. This study
had binational ethical approval from the Human Research
Protections Program of the University of California, San
Diego in the United States and the Institutional Review
Board at Universidad Xochicalco in Tijuana, Mexico.

Results
Out of the 20 participants, most (n = 15) were men and of-
ficers (as opposed to being district chiefs, deputies, or su-
pervisors). They were aged between 22 and 63 years old
(median age 38). Participants were aware that Tijuana
Mejora was a controversial action and 65% argued that
they did not participate in it. However, all were active
MPOs at the time of the crackdown and expressed per-
sonal percpetions and attitudes regarding the police oper-
ation. Four main findings emerged from the analysis. First,
participants justified the crackdown as prevention of social

damages associated with floods (i.e., accidents and deaths)
and as promotion of drug treatment, public security, and
tourism. Second, MPOs characterized the crackdown as a
large, coordinated, scary (for both MPOs and PWUD),
and rushed operation that was preceded by efforts to dis-
place people from El Canal such as free transportation to
their places of origin, intensification of drug law enforce-
ment, and referral to shelters or drug centers. Third,
MPOs perceived the outcomes of the crackdown as both
prevention of crime and traffic accidents (because PWUD
were regularly hit by cars at major highways) as well as a
means to lower homeless visibility. Fourth, MPOs shared
attitudes on how PWUD are systematically imprisoned in
the municipal jail for quality-of-life offences. Many ques-
tioned the voluntary nature of the drug centers’ referral
that followed the crackdown and expressed concern about
being accused of kidnapping PWUD.

Perceived rationale for the crackdown in El Canal
Participants stated that El Canal banishment was pro-
moted at all levels of the government with the primary
rationale of avoiding deaths during the coming raining
season and to refer people to drug centers.

Because the Tijuana River Canal is federal property,
the federal government asked us [MPOs] for sup-
port in convincing the people to get out of El Canal
prior the heavy rains … They say: let’s get all the
people out of El Canal so they can stay out of their
vicious cycle. El Canal would eat them up and all
they would end up in drugs (Man, 28).

They explained it to us like that. You know what? We
need to convince the largest amount of people possible
that live at El Canal to leave. The rains are coming, um
… we need to get them out of there. Why? Because it’s
federal property, they said, the federal government is
asking us for support in getting those people out of
there, to convince them, um, and to send those who
want to go to rehabilitation. We must convince the most
people possible, so they go to a rehab center and get re-
habilitated. And that was pretty much how they told us
and … we just obey orders here […] I think treatment
was going to cost 5000 pesos per person [approximately
250 USD], and between the local and federal govern-
ments, I don’t know how much each, were going to pay
the rehabilitation center. The rehabilitation center then
gave people free treatment (Man, 28).
Respondents also mentioned that it was necessary to

clean the area to improve public security and aesthetics
for the sake of local commercial interests and tourism.

Businesses started to see more people from El Canal
in the areas where there is more tourism and that
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created a bad image to the city … I consider it was
really necessary to clean up the area. El Canal was
not built so people could live there, especially with
these types of problems. Any heavy rain and they
were under big risk of maybe even dying … What
they [businesspeople] asked for was more security
and vigilance in those areas (Man, 38).

MPOs pointed out the need to move the greatest
number of PWUD from areas with high crime rates to
spaces of protection and rehabilitation. However, at no
time did they provide evidence to support that shelters
and drug centers are safe spaces, which is typically not
the case in Mexico and Central America. Several studies
have criticized these centers by the lack of state regula-
tion, non-evidence based approaches to rehabilitation, a
religious for-profit business model and forced captivity
(O'Neill, 2019; Rafful et al., 2019). Consequently, for
some MPOs, it was hard to believe that the main aim of
the crackdown was to safeguard people living in El Canal.

Officer experiences and perspectives on police tactics to
banish people from El Canal before and during the
crackdown

Population displacement
At the onset of the crackdown, social services authorities
placed tents in El Canal and invited the people living
there to go back to their places of origin, to get into
shelters, or to admit themselves at drug centers:

At the beginning the city council set up many tents
in El Canal. First, they offered support for those
[who wanted] to go back to their cities of origin or
[to go to] rehabilitation centers. [Then, when] the
government considered that the time was up and it
started kicking out all those people [from El Canal]
(Man, 33).

Municipal judges and drug center staff also invited
PWUD to enter drug centers while they were in the mu-
nicipal jail due to quality-of-life ordinances (e.g., drink-
ing alcohol, using drugs or sleeping/urinating in public
places). However, according to most MPOs, not all
judges wanted to refer people to drug centers and most
PWUD did not want to be referred. Some MPOs also
noted the discretionary selection of the drug centers that
were partnered with the government to receive PWUD
from the crackdown.

“The judge would ask them if they were addicts and
if they wanted rehabilitation. Those who say yes
signed a paper and went to rehabilitation centers
voluntarily. We transferred them to the

rehabilitation centers and they walked in on their
own … There were a lot of drug centers: CIRAD,
CRREAD, Mesón. A lot of them were affiliated so
they could get local government support” (Man, 33).

“A group of people from the drug centers used to
go to [the municipal] jail, and before putting
[PWUD] in the cells or before handing them to the
guarding officers from jail … they told them that
those who wanted to recover … were going to be
admitted [in the drug center] … They were going to
have food, clothes, heat, all the support. Some did
accept, like four or five among 30 to 50” (Man, 46).

Several people who lived in El Canal accepted the offer
of going back to their places of origin. However, it is
likely that not all had the opportunity to do so. One par-
ticipant criticized the local government for not fully pay-
ing the travel tickets and for not providing enough buses
to transport the people living in El Canal to their places
of origin.

“There were some that wanted to go [back to their
places of origin] and only got half of the bus fare,
they didn’t have a way to pay for the other half, even
if it wasn’t a lot of money … There was something
else: they sent very few buses … I’m not so sure, but
I think it was like two hundred people … It was
about six or eight buses that left from Padre Chava’s
[Salesian Refectory] to different places” (Woman,
37).

MPOs recognized that both governmental and non-
governmental actors provided attention to PWUD prior
the crackdown. It is evident that there are different tech-
niques to track and capture PWUD. Consequently, the
following questions arise: is there a formal collaboration
between municipal authorities and drug centers to con-
duct referrals? In what terms is the agreement defined?
What is the process to allocate government resources
into drug centers? If it is true that only half the cost of
travel tickets was paid, why and who decided to give this
type of support to PWUD?

Intensification of drug law enforcement
The municipal government abruptly escalated drug law
enforcement activities along El Canal to increase the
perceived and actual threat of apprehension for quality-
of-life ordinances. This was used to motivate people to
displace themselves.

“The first week [of Tijuana Mejora] many of them
[PWUD] didn’t choose to go to rehabilitation
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centers, so we sent them to the municipal jail. The
second week, they saw that they wouldn’t be able to
handle us [because] we don’t stop until we accom-
plish our objective [Canal banishment]. I said:
you’re going to go to jail every day, so it’s better if
you go to a rehabilitation center. We also got some
drug distributors and all the addicts there were left
without someone to provide them with their drugs”
(Man, 28).

This demonstrates that MPOs perceived a specific
goal, to remove all people from El Canal. Likewise, refer-
ral to drug centers were not optional for PWUD as it be-
came mandatory. Compared to the local jail, captivity in
drug centers was more appealing because more PWUD
could be stored there.

Crackdown
Respondents agreed that in March 1, 2015 about “1,000
people were detained and 500 to 700 went to drug cen-
ters” (Men, 28 and 41). One participant quantified that
“there were 20 to 30 officers from each police district”
(Woman, 34) or, approximately 275 officers from 11 dis-
tricts. Another respondent indicated that “about 400 law
enforcers and 130 police units participated in all the op-
eration” (Man, ~ 40).
The crackdown had three main features. First, a coor-

dinated and quick accesses blockade strategy was imple-
mented to avoid people getting out of El Canal. A
human barrier was created to close all the access to El
Canal and to sweep the area from south to north to con-
gregate all the people along the US-Mexico border line.

“We [MPOs] arrived at three in the morning when
they [PWUD] were sleeping … We blocked all the
accesses to El Canal [with patrol units] and the
commercial police officers stood at the top [of El
Canal]. Even the Border Patrol blocked off the part
of the river that was on their side [US] … Some col-
leagues in plainclothes were up on the bridge and
discreetly gave the order: “go in!” Traffic [at the
highways] had been stopped already by transit offi-
cers and we all ran in [to El Canal]. It began in
Zona Río and it finished up to the border [~ 4 km],
that’s where everyone came together” (Man, ~ 40).

Secondly, during the crackdown, both PWUD and
MPOs were concerned for their personal safety. PWUD
did not know what was going on and MPOs did not
know what they would find in El Canal (especially upon
entering El Canal’s storm drain tunnels). Moreover,
MPOs did not follow occupational safety protocols while
they were frisking PWUD, which increased their expos-
ure to blood-borne infections.

“We flashed our light at people so they started wak-
ing up. We also got them out of the manholes and
we took manholes down. We lined them up and we
frisked them against the patrol units … Some were
scared or upset, and others knew what was going
on. Only the ones who got into the tunnels could
escape because none of us went into the tunnels …
I wasn’t going to pressure myself into getting him
out of such a horrible place, right? Most of us did
not use protection [gloves] because it wasn’t appro-
priate for what we were doing … [but] we did find
globos [meth doses] and needles” (Woman, 34).

Lastly, the municipal judges and drug centers’ staff
streamlined the referral process. Reportedly, municipal
judges and drug centers’ staff were also present in El
Canal to speed up the referral process to shelters, drug
centers, or the police stations. Some MPOs elaborated
on the due process, or lack thereof, emphasizing that
PWUD had to be voluntarily admitted into the centers.

“Even municipal judges were taken out of their po-
lice stations and went to El Canal. Of those who
ended their shifts in the morning, some were told to
stay [for another shift]. The municipal jail also was
prepared because it must be empty so that all those
people fit there, that day it was at maximum cap-
acity … There were also different rehabilitation cen-
ters’ staff in El Canal and it was voluntarily [referral
process]. Remember they [PWUD] can’t go against
their will [to drug centers] … Those who didn’t [ac-
cepted], well, it was the same recycling system: they
were detained, they were thrown into the county jail
for a few hours and they went out” (Man, ~ 40).

Tijuana Mejora required the participation of all local
law enforcers and the support of state and federal police
agencies. It also demanded the special collaboration of
municipal judges and drug center staff in the field. The
compulsory nature of the operation implied the preva-
lence of MPO’s occupational safety risks and PWUD’s
human rights violations. Likewise, judges conducted de-
ficient decision-making processes due to the high de-
mand of work in a short period of time.

Perceived consequences of the crackdown in El Canal
Participants reported perceived reductions in crime, car
accidents in the two main highways in the area, and the
MPOs’ ability to locate potential criminals out of El
Canal.

“Now, it is a little bit less problematic around El
Canal. There were a lot of house theft, shoplifting
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and accidents on the highway, and they decreased”
(Man, 33).

“It is a little bit more crowded up here [Downtown].
Those who slept there [El Canal] are sleeping over
here now … I think it’s easier for us than before be-
cause they used to steal, run to El Canal and get lost
inside the sewers, right? And now you can locate
them here, you locate them more easily” (Man, 33).

However, respondents were suspicious about the ef-
fectiveness of the crackdown, particularly in terms of
public image, one of the aims of the crackdown. MPOs
talked about the negative “cockroach effect”, where
people living in El Canal moved to other places to con-
tinue committing quality-of-life ordinances.

“The changes were merely visual. Now you don’t
see them when you’re driving on the highways [La
Vía Rápida Poniente and La Vía Rápida Oriente].
They were looked like ants before, now they are
spread apart. It’s like, you took a problem and
moved it from here to other place” (Woman, 34).

“People need a place to stay, to sleep, to eat, to buy
drugs, so they went towards the surroundings and
the crime rate increased in those places … Now
small-traders have people sleeping outside their
business and messing with the trash containers.
They became a nuisance and now we must carry
out police operations to take them away from those
places … We have to arrest them and bring them
into the municipal jail” (Man, 30).

Because of the crackdown in El Canal, MPOs reported
a decrease in crime perception in the area, but an in-
crease of it in the perimeter. A participant mentioned
that now PWUD are more visible in the Downtown area
and it is easier for MPOs to deal with them individually,
rather than as a mass of individuals living in community.
Nonetheless, other respondents acknowledged that Ti-
juana is far from solving the problem of homelessness
and drugs because now MPOs must conduct more po-
lice operations to dissuade PWUD from being in the
Downtown area.

Attitudes toward involuntary drug treatment referral after
the crackdown in El Canal
MPOs discussed their attitudes on incarcerating PWUD
in a daily basis to enforce quality-of-life ordinances.

There are areas where I can search 10 people, but
there are other areas where I can search about 30
people [in a 12 h-shift]. Here in Downtown …
mostly recyclable people, that’s how we call them.
People who are in and out. We bring them in [the
police station] for drug consumption, we put them
in front of a judge, they go to the public jail, they
get out and we get them again in the same area …
We coexist with them and we get to know them.
For example, I say: ‘Ey, what are you doing here?’
And they will tell me: ‘Ok boss, I’m leaving.’ And
it’s like: ‘Go on, get out of here, get out of my work
area.’ If they don’t listen: ‘sorry but you have to
come with me to jail’. (Man, 39).

Additionally, involuntary drug treatment referral has
emerged as a new mechanism to lock up PWUD. How-
ever, all but one participant perceived that voluntary
drug treatment was better than involuntary drug treat-
ment for substance use disorders.

“‘A la fuerza ni los zapatos entran’ [nothing can be
successfully accomplished by force]... You have to
talk to them [PWUD] and try to convince them to
get psychological and drug treatment” (Man, 41).

One participant, who reported not having participated
in the crackdown, mentioned that he would prefer to be
arrested for breach of duty than to be forcing people
into drug centers. He also mentioned a family member
of his had been in drug centers and he knew that they
operate in poor conditions. For him it was not only
about breaking the law, but about having empathy with
the people living in El Canal.

“I think they [authorities] made a mistake. Instead
of kicking them out [of El Canal], why didn’t they
help them? There should be an area for them, so
they can start rehabilitation. They have nowhere to
go … I didn’t participate in the operation and, if I
had had to, I would have refused to be honest. I
prefer to be arrested rather than to be doing some-
thing that’s not right” (Man, 26).

In contrast, one MPO demanded citizens’ uncondi-
tional support to refer PWUD to drug centers, no matter
human right violations.

“It should be mandatory to be referred to drug cen-
ters if you are brought in for drug use … Sorry, but
you’re already a problem to society. It’s not a matter
of whether you want to or not, you should be
checked into a center” (Man, 33).
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Considering most participants expressed antipathy to
forced treatment referral and fear of being accused of
kidnapping PWUD, we should focus on those who are
planning, ordering, and evaluating police referrals at the
institutional level in the discussion about human right
violations during crackdowns in Tijuana.
All respondents showed concern about being accused

of kidnapping PWUD. Repeatedly, they emphasized that
they referred people to drug centers in a voluntarily
manner.

“There is a specific law that says that if you take
people against their will you could be accused of
kidnapping or illegal privation of liberty. So that’s
why we don’t do it. It needs to be on a voluntary
basis. It needs to be voluntary even if the person is
high or is an addict” (Man, 42).

Finally, one respondent confirmed that law enforcers
pushed people to get into drug centers, but he also criti-
cized the citizens’ double moral standard that demands
drug law enforcement without force and potential viola-
tion of human rights.

“Was it really a “clean up”? You just made it so that
they were somewhere else and I don’t know what
support was really offered to them. The citizens
began to complain: “poor of them, their rights are
being violated.” We have a society with a moral
double standard. They want you to apply the law
[quality-of-life ordinances], but they don’t want to
give anything up in return, right? I mean, if you
apply the law or you help them, you will be violating
their rights. It’s natural! How can you help someone
without violating their rights? You help them by for-
cing them! There are citizens who want you to do
your job, to put them in jail, but when it comes to a
cousin, a friend, a neighbor, their children: ‘not
them officer, you’re so mean’” (Woman, 34).

Discussion
In the present study, we found that MPOs reported that
Tijuana Mejora was designed to avoid injuries in the
rainy seasons, refer PWUD to drug centers, improve
public security, and promote tourism. Prior to El Canal
banishment, the government enforced soft and hard pol-
icies of exclusion by first offering and then demanding
El Canal inhabitants to return to their places of origin or
to get into shelters or drug centers. According to the
overall narratives of the respondents, there was a contra-
dictory feeling about the crackdown. On one hand, it
was a successful police operation as they “cleaned”; El
Canal. On the other hand, it was poorly implemented
from a legal and human rights approach. For instance,

the crackdown did not follow performance protocols
(e.g., to avoid needle stick injuries while MPOs frisked
PWUD at El Canal) and local judges did not follow the
due process (e.g., being in the field hurriedly deciding
where to refer hundreds of people).
For some MPOs, the main outcomes of Tijuana

Mejora were a reduction in the perception of crime, traf-
fic accidents on the nearby highways, and the eradication
of visual signs of an open drug market. Participants con-
sidered they were doing right by breaking the vicious
cycle of homeless PWUD by either convincing them or
forcing them into drug centers. However, the fact that
the city does not have enough infrastructure to provide
evidence-based treatment was also a fact that partici-
pants considered when they were asked about the crack-
down. Most local drug centers provide abstinence-only
treatment, as opposed to evidence-based treatment,
which is the standard care for people with drug use dis-
orders (Meacham, Roesch, Strathdee, & Gaines, 2018;
Schuckit, 2016).
Rafful and colleagues analyzed the Tijuana Mejora

from the perspective of people who inject drugs (Rafful
et al., 2019). In their study, participants reported intimi-
dation and threats prior the banishment. These tactics
created uncertainty about what would happen to them
after the crackdown: to be taken into shelters as a pre-
ventive measure against floods, to be referred to drug
centers, to be taken to police stations because of quality-
of-life ordinances, or to be disappeared (i.e., never going
back to El Canal, being permanently incarcerated or be-
ing killed). PWUD described being referred directly
from El Canal to the drug centers or being taken from
areas other than El Canal (e.g., Downtown) to El Canal
and then to drug centers. This narrative ties with MPOs’
reports about municipal judges being transferred from
the police stations to El Canal to facilitate and accelerate
the referral process to shelters, drug centers, and the
local jail. From both analyses, we can infer that El Canal
became an open ‘court’ in which the municipal judges
hurriedly defined the legal status of hundreds of individ-
uals. However, it is not clear how the authorities decided
(in an extremely short period of time) where to refer
each person or how they distinguished between those
who did not use drugs or require drug treatment and
between those who did or did not have previous or
pending criminal charges. It seemed that the local
judges could not follow the due process. PWUD also in-
formed that the verbal and physical violence that
they experienced had increased between detentions and
drug centers referrals (Rafful et al., 2019). However, in
our study, MPOs did not report performing these abuses
and many of them denied their participation in the
crackdown and expressed their fear of being accused of
kidnapping PWUD. Thus, Tijuana Mejora is far from
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being considered a harm reduction strategy, as other
crackdowns abroad had suggested (Dixon & Maher,
2005).
In 2007, Mexico signed the Convention for the Protec-

tion of All Persons from Enforced Disappearance (UN,
2007). According to MPO responses, Tijuana Mejora vi-
olated its Article II as people were arrested, detained,
and deprived of their liberty by MPOs with the direct
support of the federal, state, and local governments
followed by a refusal to acknowledge the deprivation of
their liberty. In fact, the abduction and incarceration in
drug centers was disguised as a drug treatment referral
in which some PWUD were coerced to sign a consent
admission to stay in drug centers (Rafful et al., 2019).
Through MPOs and PWUD narratives, it has become
evident that the Mexican authorities in the border region
have territorially stigmatized the people living in El
Canal. In fact, this crackdown was intended to lock
PWUD in jail/shelters/drug centers and place them in a
situation that they decided not to come back to El
Canal.
Imprisonment is often used as a temporary solution to

the growth of urban poverty. So, future studies may con-
sider analyzing the parallels that exist between local jails
and drug centers, as well as to examine policing prac-
tices in marginal spaces wherein homeless PWUD are
being excluded (DeVerteuil, 2002; Stuart, 2014). Consid-
ering that shelter and drug center survival depends on
their ability to attract and retain clients, further explor-
ation is required to understand the partnership between
law enforcement institutions, shelters, and drug centers.
It is also necessary to study the tensions between differ-
ent arms (e.g., health services and law enforcement) of
the local government when designing and implementing
policy focused on homeless PWUD. It is also recom-
mended to include the perspectives of other key stake-
holders such as local citizens, business owners, and
NGOs’ into the current discussion (DeVerteuil, May, &
Mahs, 2009).
The crackdown showed that the federal, state, and mu-

nicipal governments were well aligned to aggressively
and temporarily enforce the local law in Tijuana. As
pointed out during the interviews, Tijuana Mejora was
conducted in response to a federal government request
to clean El Canal. Another participant stated that those
people who did not want to be referred to drug centers
were apprehended for violations to quality-of-life ordi-
nances. In contrast, previous research has suggested the
lack of coordination between the three levels of govern-
ment to enforce the Narcomenudeo reforms in Tijuana
(Beletsky et al., 2015; Morales et al., 2020). For instance,
MPOs reported that Narcomenudeo reforms were cre-
ated to be enforced by federal and state police officers,
not by local ones (Morales et al., 2020). Consequently,

further research needs to be done to characterize the
mechanisms of coordination between the three levels of
government and to clarify why the coordination was suc-
cessful in enforcing the local ordinances but not the fed-
eral/state law on drugs, as the latter have more legal
weight than the former.
The geographic displacement of PWUD, while harmful

to the vulnerable populations involved, has little (if any)
long term effect on the local drug market and drug con-
sumption patterns. As in other open drug markets (e.g.,
Vancouver) (Kerr et al., 2005; Small et al., 2006), Tijua-
na's drug market was decentralized from El Canal to a
larger number of locations over the city following the
crackdown. Likewise, PWUD temporarily moved from El
Canal to remote places, private venues (e.g., shooting
galleries) or to less visible outdoor locations (e.g., hotels)
to avoid law enforcers (Notimex 03/15/, 2015). However,
a year later, in January 2016, it was reported that hun-
dreds of people had escaped or been discharged from
drug centers and some have since then moved back into
El Canal storm drain tunnels to avoid being harassed by
MPOs (Guerrero, 2016). Even at the time of the inter-
views, participants expressed having to face the unin-
tended consequences of the dispersion of homeless
people throughout the area. As the “coach roach effect”
that a participant reported, police officers were enforcing
quality-of-life ordinances in areas in which they did not
use to do it before the crackdown. It would be important
to analyze how these changes in the policing environ-
ment may have affected the rest of the population in
Tijuana.
Worldwide, geographical dispersion of PWUD after

crackdowns has been significantly associated with risky
injection behaviors, risks of acquiring blood-borne infec-
tions, reluctance to access medical services, and
strengthening of the illegal drug market and crime
(Maher & Dixon, 2001a; Shepard & Blackley, 2005; Small
et al., 2006; Wood et al., 2003). Therefore, it is also ne-
cessary to conduct further research on the impact of Ti-
juana Mejora or other police crackdowns on blood-
borne infections transmission (Small et al., 2006), deter-
rence effect, drug market violence in the short- and
long-term (more than 6 months) (Mazerolle et al., 2007),
and human rights violations (Ediomo-Ubong, 2018).
Only then may we evaluate the actual impact of such
police operations in Tijuana and elsewhere.
It is also important to assess how the violence linked

to organized crime alters the current relationship be-
tween MPOs and PWUD in Tijuana. MPOs have
worked under uncertainty and terror as part of the “war
on drugs”. In fact, MPOs synthesized their working con-
ditions in three guarantees: “at any moment we can die,
we can be fired and we can be imprisoned” (Contreras-
Velasco, 2017). This characterization of MPOs’ living

Morales et al. Health and Justice             (2020) 8:9 Page 9 of 13



conditions adds more complexity to our understanding
of police discretion and harassment when enforcing pro-
hibitionist drug-related policies. MPOs may be perceived
as both victimizers and victims. Thus, we need to clearly
differentiate their knowledge, attitudes, and behaviors on
drug law enforcement at the personal, peer, and institu-
tional levels, as well as in relation to PWUD,
drug dealers, and drug traffickers.
Unfortunately, police crackdowns such as Tijuana

Mejora are pervasive municipal phenomena that regu-
larly manifest in a variety of geographic settings and pol-
itical contexts. For example, in August 2019, police in
Boston, Massachusetts, conducted a crackdown on a
high drug-use community near the South End. Police
systematically arrested people, confiscated and destroyed
property, and displaced homeless residents over a week-
long series of raids. Operation Clean Sweep has been
highly criticized by human rights activists and public
health professionals; however, it serves to demonstrate
how contemporary zero-tolerance policing and crack-
downs remain a key municipal strategy. Our analysis of
police perspectives following the Tijuana Mejora crack-
down sheds light on the primary agents involved in the
conduct of police crackdowns and may be relevant for
future interventions to align police strategy with public
health priorities.

Limitations
Our study has several limitations. First, most of the re-
spondents reported not participating in Tijuana Mejora.
However, all of them had a clear understanding of the
police operation and opinions regarding the aims and ef-
fectiveness. Second, desirability bias may be present in
the narration of their experience. Still, the findings are
comparable to what other studies have previously re-
ported about crackdowns around the world (Aitken,
Moore, Higgs, Kelsall, & Kerger, 2002; Coomber et al.,
2017; Cooper, Moore, Gruskin, & Krieger, 2005;
Ediomo-Ubong, 2018; Maher & Dixon, 2001a; Sherman,
1990; Wood et al., 2004). Third, only narratives of MPOs
were included in the analysis. To our knowledge, no pre-
vious study had given voice to police officers in the con-
text of crackdowns that target homeless population in
Tijuana or elsewhere in Latin America. Also, in Tijuana,
the local police is more numerous than the state and
federal police (Zepeda, 2009). Moreover, MPOs interact
more with PWUD compared to state and federal police
officers. Finally, the New Mexican Penal Justice System,
which introduced oral procedures, came into force after
the interviews were conducted. Therefore, MPO and
PWUD interaction may have changed under the new
legal regime. Consequently, our results may be a starting
point to compare how the legal environment impacts on
drug law enforcement in Mexico.

Conclusions
Previous studies have described and analyzed state ac-
tions against vulnerable populations around the world
(Eby, 2006; Green, 1995; Maher & Dixon, 2001b; Wood
et al., 2004; Wood et al., 2017). However, much can still
be learned from this line of research as security forces
continue to systematically violate human rights of
PWUD. If states keep using the same abusive techniques
against PWUD, then the problematization of such in-
struments must remain in academic discussions. Unfor-
tunately, government control mechanisms of PWUD
may tend to be more violent over time if goals are not
achieved. In Tijuana, federal, state, and local govern-
ments aligned in a large drug law enforcement action
plagued by non-compliance with the law and security
protocols to remove the PWUD from El Canal. This
study advances the public health understanding of com-
pulsory, abstinence-only drug centers as extensions of
the public apparatus to imprison PWUD. Therefore, it is
also important to problematize drug centers as central
actors in the violation of PWUD’s human rights. It is
also necessary to unveil formal and informal agreements
between governmental and non-governmental actors in
the provision of services to PWUD. A failure to do so
prevents social justice progress in violent contexts such
as the US-Mexico border region. Understanding dynam-
ics between police officers and community stakeholders,
including drug treatment centers, may also help improve
non-compulsory police referrals to evidence-based drug
treatment and harm reduction programs. This repre-
sents a potentially positive public health impact stem-
ming from regular interactions between law
enforcement and PWUD.
Tijuana Mejora showed that drug law enforcement in

Tijuana is far from consistent with a health-based ap-
proach on the local drug policy. Participants recognized
the limitations of the police operation in terms of drug
treatment referral and crime reduction. Furthermore,
MPOs were afraid of being accused of kidnapping after
involuntarily referred hundreds of people that were liv-
ing at El Canal. The crackdown was primarily intended
to detain, displace, and lock homeless PWUD, not to as-
sist and rehabilitate them. We identified a modality of
enforcement in which a penal policy is disguised as a so-
cial one. Moreover, we identified two types of police re-
ferral to drug centers in Tijuana. The first resulted from
permanent law enforcer’s discretion when enforcing
quality-of-life ordinances’ (the main aim was to lock
PWUD up in the local jail). The second was the main
outcome of a crackdown designed at the institutional
level to lock PWUD up in drug centers. We need to de-
fine how institutional violence is driven by the decisions
of empowered individuals that generate public policy
daily at the municipal, state, and federal levels instead of
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merely focusing on MPOs’ behaviors and attitudes. We
also need to promote the alignment of federal, state, and
local laws on drugs to emphasize the application of a
balanced approach on security and health. Finally, it is
necessary to strengthen police training on the promotion
of police officers as recovery managers in rescue opera-
tions (e.g., overdose), referral to harm reduction services
(e.g., methadone maintenance therapy), and drug treat-
ment centers (e.g., evidence-based centers). SHIELD has
begun a process of transformation in the Tijuana police
force by promoting education programs that favor a bal-
anced approach (security-health) in drug policy.
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