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Introduction
In 1985, more than 800,000 citizens were arrested for drug law violations.
The Anti-Drug Abuse Act of 1986 [P L. 99-570] provided $230 million to
state and local enforcement agencies for enhanced drug enforcement activities. Yet the value of such police enforcement has long been debated.
Part of this debate concerns the purposes and justifications for such efforts. Some argue that the . enforcement activity is justified simply because
laws against drug use exis, and it is the clear obligation of the State to enforce the laws. Others see the laws and improved enforcement as justified
by their impact on levels of illicit drug use.' Still others see drug enforcement as a potentially useful approach to controlling "street crimes" such as
robbery and burglary.2
The debate also concerns the practical effect of enforcement efforts on
these objectives. There are conflicting theories about the causal mechanisms
that link local drug enforcement efforts to the objectives of controlling
drug use and street crime. And there is only a limited amount of empirical 3
evidence to test our theories or evaluate the results of local enforcement. 4
Recent evidence and reasoning about one form of local drug enforcement-crackdowns on retail heroin markets-suggest that such crackdowns
may be one way to use local drug enforcement efforts to produce valuable
results.
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The Lynn Drug Task Force
The Program

In early 1983, the Massachusetts, State police narcotics unit had decentralized. Its agents were dispersed into county drug task forces under the direction of the elected District Attorneys. The District Attorney for Essex
County, Kevin Burke, found himself with six narcotics officers at his
disposal.
Burke decided that spreading six drug officers over a county with a population of 750,000 was unlikely to produce substantial results. Chronic complaints from residents and merchants in Lynn, Massachusetts, about open
heroin dealing in the High Rock neighborhood, just four blocks from the
central business district, suggested a target for more concentrated efforts.
Lynn had the second highest crime rate of all Massachusetts cities and a
police department whose sworn strength had fallen by about one-third
(from 180 to 120) due to fiscal pressures. Burke elected to concentrate his
entire Task Force on street-level heroin dealing in Lynn to, as he described
it, "improve the quality of life.5
The Lynn Drug Task Force began operations in September 1983 with six
State troopers and one detective from the Lynn Police Department. Over
the first 10 months of its existence, the task force averaged 6 full-timeequivalent police plus 1 part-time civilian clerk. This represented about 5
percent of the total sworn police forces available in Lynn, and cost approximately $20,000 per month, or 25 cents a month per resident. Subsequently,
the State troopers were slowly shifted away from Lynn and toward the
larger market in Lawrence, at the other end of the county, but the Lynn
Police Department added more of its own officers to the Task Force. Current strength (four years later) varies from four to six sworn o fficers.6
The strategy of the Task Force was to make it difficult for dealers to make
sales and for heroin buyers to "score" in the streets of Lynn. Its officers
watched known dealing locations and questioned suspected buyers and
sellers, made arrests for possession after observing transactions, used informants to make small-scale purchases, and executed search warrants on
premises used for dealing. Two officers spent several weeks in one conventional undercover operation. A "Hot Line" for anonymous tips was
established, maintained, and heavily publicized; information from Hot Line
calls contributed to many arrests and searches.
In its first 10 months, the Lynn Drug Task Force made 140 arrests; these
represented between 5 percent and 10 percent of the Lynn Police Department's arrest activity over that period. Eleven arrests were for possession of
heroin with intent to distribute. Sixty more were for other heroin-related
charges: simple possession or possession of injection equipment. There were
20 arrests for possession of cocaine with intent to distribute and 12 for
simple possession of cocaine. Other arrestees were charged with a
4
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miscellany of drug and non-drug offenses or taken on outstanding arrest
and fugitive warrants. Ninety-six defendants were convicted or pleaded guilty, including 10 on felony heroin charges. Nominal minimum sentences on
all charges totaled 110 years. Arrests have continued since, but at a much
lower rate. .
The Results

Burke's goal for the program-"to improve the quality of life in Lynn"was a broad one. At a minimum, it meant halting the open dealing of
heroin and stilling the complaints of citizens offended and frightened by
the open heroin market. More ambitiously, it meant reducing the level of
heroin use in Lynn (and perhaps elsewhere if Lynn drug dealing was supporting consumption in other areas) by making it difficult for experimental
drug users to have access to heroin and by giving current users incentives to
abandon their use. Even more ambitiously, it meant reducing street crimes
such as robbery and burglary in Lynn-either by incapacitating heroinusing offenders through incarceration, or by reducing their predatory activity as a side-effect of reducing their heroin consumption. The results were
unexpectedly gratifying.

Disorder Reduction and Quality of Life
The preliminary results of the operation included a marked decrease in the
volume and flagrancy of the Lynn heroin market. A visitor walking through
the High Rock area on a summer afternoon sees a placid, rather suburban
neighborhood, not the drug bazaar that reportedly used to exist. Interviewed nine months after the inception of the Task Force, High Rock residents,
their elected representatives, and merchants in the nearby business district,
described themselves as pleased with the changes. More surprisingly, others
in the City appeared to notice and appreciate the effects of the Task Force:
37 percent of the respondents in a city-wide survey conducted in the summer of 1984 thought that police and prosecutors were doing a better job in'
enforcing the drug laws than -a year previously; only 12 percent thought
that they were doing a worse job.7

Heroin Consumption
Of all the effects of drug enforcement, the impact on drug consumption is'
among the hardest to measure. Most of the evidence available, however,
suggests that heroin consumption in Lynn declined substantially after the
inception of the Task Force.
Drug treatment workers in Lynn believe that the easy availability of heroin
in the early 1980's had resulted in the re-addiction of many heroin users
who had been abstinent during the late 1970's. They report that, as a result
of the Task Force, heroin users in Lynn found it harder to buy drugs and
were worried about being arrested for possession of narcotics if they did
succeed in buying. As a result, some of them went into drug treatment.8
i
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Interviews with drug users in t reatment confirmed this account.9 Of,course,
users in treatment do not constitute an unbiased sample of all users.
The impression that increased enforcement pressure tended to decrease
heroin use is confirmed by the pattern of demand for drug' treatment services in Lynn. Unlike treatment facilities elsewhere in Massachusetts, the
program in Lynn experienced more than an 85 percent increase in demand
for service over the 10 months starting in September of 1983. By that
point, waiting lists had started to' develop and further changes in treatment
demand became hard to measure.10

FIGURE 1

Robberies in Lynn: 1980-1985

Lynn-area heroin users whose consumption of heroin decreased or ceased
as a result of the task force may well have increased their consumption of
other drugs, particularly other depressants including synthetic opiates and
opioids, barbiturates, and alcohol. These may act as substitutes-in both
the psychological and economic senses of that term-for heroin. The extent
of that effect was not measured.
Property and Violent Crime
Perhaps the most surprising result of the Lynn Drug Task Force was its impact on street crimes: specifically, robbery, burglary, and crimes against the
person (homicide, forcible rape, and aggravated assault). Comparing the 12
months starting September, 1983, with the previous 12 months, reported
robberies were down 18.5 percent, reported burglaries were down 37.5 percent, and reported crimes against the person were down a full 66 percent.11
In the following 12 months, the reported burglaries remained at their new,
lower level, and reported robberies declined still further, to a level 30 percent below the base year (see Figures 1, 2, and 3 for a graphical representation of these changes; see the section, "Possible Explanations for Decreases
in Crime," below, for a statistical analysis). This apparent decrease in crime,
if valid (as well as statistically significant) represents a large, and largely
unexpected, benefit of the program. Indeed, it makes it seem that cracking
down on street-level heroin dealing might be a cost-effective approach to
crime control as well as an instrument of drug abuse control policy.
Before deciding that this kind of program would be useful across the country, however, it is necessary to place this experience in a broader context: to
identify the full range of effects relevant to the evaluation of street-level
drug enforcement programs, to supplement the results from Lynn with
reports of less well-documented efforts elsewhere, to consider how some of
the effects of such programs come about, and to consider what environmental features of a given site affect the prospects of success. Much of this
paper is guided by inferences from general principles as well as by direct
evidence. The aim is therefore not to establish definitively what is true but
to improve our understanding of the probability, conditions, and
mechanisms of successful retail heroin crackdowns.
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Crimes Against the Person in Lynn: 1980-1985

Evaluating Street-Level Heroin
Enforcement Efforts
The above account of the Lynn program suggests the wide range of
effects-beneficial and otherwise-such activities may have. This section offers a more systematic catalogue of benefits and costs to provide a structure for the evaluation of past efforts and for deciding whether future ones
are likely to be justified. We begin with benefits that are directly and immediately- produced, proceed to benefits that are more remote, and then address the issue of costs incurred in street-level heroin enforcement.

Benefits

Neighborhood Conditions
Open drug dealing is bad for the neighborhoods within which it occurs. 12 In
addition to the problems of traffic and noise that accompany any streetcorner commercial activity, drug dealing poses two special threats: that
some neighborhood residents, particularly children, may become users; and
that the behavior of buyers and sellers will be disruptive or worse. In poor
neighborhoods, the opportunity for quick money offered by the illicit
market may compete with entry-level licit jobs and divert labor-market entrants from legitimate careers."13 When the drug sold is heroin, residents are
likely to be bothered by users "nodding" in doorways and heroin-using prostitutes soliciting, and even carrying on, business in ways that disturb
neighbors and passers-by.
Reducing the volume, or at least the flagrancy, of street heroin dealing
should therefore be counted as a benefit separate from the reduction in
heroin consumption. This benefit can be detected by simple inspection of
the area, before and after; by formal or informal surveys of residents; or
indirectly through such measures as real estate values.

Controlling Heroin Use
The laws against the possession and shle of heroin reflect a social judgment
that the use of the drug is pernicious. The ethnographic literature on heroin
addicts provides ample support for that view, which appears to be shared
by many, if not most, heroin users themselves.14
In thinking about the effects of street-level enforcement on heroin consumption, it is useful to distinguish the effects on people who are already
drug-dependent from the effects on those who are beginning to experiment
or thinking about experimenting. The effects, and the mechanisms that produce the effects, will be quite different on the two classes of users, because
experienced users are likely to have both more "connections" (sources) and
more resourcefulness and determination about "scoring." Even for some ex
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perienced users, however, street-level enforcement is likely to reduce consumption. The effect will occur through several mechanisms.
First, in the course of a crackdown, many experienced heroin users will be
arrested for sale or possession. Their arrest, and the disposition of their
cases, will tend to reduce their consumption through the familiar
mechanisms of specific deterrence, incapacitation, and rehabilitation. Such
effects are likely to be particularly strong when the crackdowns are accompanied by urine testing at the time of arrest, and mandated urine screening
as a condition of bail, probation, or parole. 15
Second, an experienced user who is not arrested may, in the face of increased pressure on the streets, decide that now is a useful time to reduce or
abandon heroin use. He may be deterred by the prospect of arrest. He may
be inconvenienced by the arrest of his regular "connection" and the difficulty (increased by enforcement) of finding a new one. Or, more likely,
the increased daily inconvenience and anxiety of "copping" will cumulate to
the extent that "drying out" will appear relatively attractive. The likelihood
of addicts` making this choice can be increased, if treatment services are
readily available to those heroin users who want it.
The impact of street-level heroin enforcement on new users is potentially
larger, and over the long run, more significant. It is larger because experimental users are much less committed to using heroin than established
addicts, and much less resourceful in "copping." They are also harder for
street sellers to distinguish for undercover narcotics officers, and are thus
likely to encounter particularly great difficulties when "the heat is on." 16
If street-level enforcement raises the average time required to "score"
from S minutes to 2 hours and forces dealing either indoors or to more
dangerous parts of town, novice users will be more likely than experienced
addicts to go without heroin. The same is probably true of the fear of arrest for possession. 17 Effects on the initiation of heroin use or the progress
from initiation to regular use are particularly worth achieving, because the
result is the elimination of an entire addict career rather than simply
shortening one.
With respect to adolescents, parents have the primary responsibility for
preventing heroin initiation. Street-level enforcement can help restore their
capacity to accomplish that task. All parents, regardless of economic level
or ethnicity, are eager to protect their children from the effects of heroin
use. As long as the streets are open drug markets, very high levels of parental supervision may be needed to be effective. On the other hand, if the
streets are relatively safe or clear of drug dealing, then parental admonitions against drug use are less likely to be ignored.
Another potential benefit of street-level heroin crackdowns is its potential
contribution to the broader, higher-level effort to minimize the supply of
drugs through the immobilization of trafficking organizations. Street-level
enforcement contributes to this effort whenever it turns up a piece of intelligence that can be used in an ongoing federal investigation or a defenThe Effects of Intensive Enforcement on Retail Heroin Dealing
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dant who would be willing to become an informant. Street-level heroin enforcement may also uncover trafficking organizations and networks that
were previously unknown to the higher-level investigators. Because streetlevel enforcement efforts are not guided by intelligence information but attack what is right in front of them, they may serve as "early warning networks" for the growth of new trafficking organizations. One should not expect these discoveries often. But when such discoveries do occur, they will
be extremely important contributions to the overall effectiveness of supply
reduction efforts.

Reducing "Street Crimes"
A third potential benefit of street-level heroin crackdowns is the prevention
of property and violent crimes. The impact on these crimes is important in
evaluating street-level heroin enforcement for several reasons. First, it is
possible that these crimes will increase as a result of street-level drug enforcement, and thus must be counted as a cost of street-level enforcement
rather than a benefit. If street-level enforcement increases the price of
heroin but fails to decrease consumption, addicts will have to steal more.
Thus, the old saw, "the drug squad makes work for the burglary squad." If
that anticipated effect does not occur, then one potential cost of street-level
enforcement will be eliminated.
Second, the intrinsic importance of these crimes-particularly in poor
communities-makes any effect on them very important. Small increases
(several percent) in levels of robbery and burglary would be sufficiently important to cancel out benefits measured in terms of the elimination of drug
markets or the encouragement of drug users to seek treatment. On the
other hand, small reductions in levels of robbery and burglary would constitute an important justification for street-level enforcement even if it produced no other benefits.
Third, controlling robbery and burglary is central to the mission of criminal
justice agencies. If these crimes increased as a result of heroin crackdowns,
police and prosecuting organizations would not be enthusiastic about them
even if there were substantial benefits gained in the community's sense of
order and reduction in drug use.

committed to street-level enforcement in alternative uses; and 3) the potential threat to civil liberties associated with more extensive and aggressive
street-level enforcement. Moreover, it is important to recognize that these
costs register across the criminal justice system-not simply within the
police organizations that initiate the operations.

Financial Costs of Street-Level Heroin Crackdowns
The direct payroll costs of police employed in heroin crackdowns are not
the only financial costs to be considered in evaluating such programs.
Benefit packages (including retirement) need to be taken into account. So
do "overhead" costs: buildings, vehicles, administration, supervision. At
least in the case of Operation Pressure Point I in New York, concerns
about the potential for corruption and other misconduct led to a heavierthan-normal ratio of supervisors to patrol officers and line detectives. 18
The other major cost implicit in the establishment of such operations is the
need to maintain them over time. This need may be more political than
operational, but it is nonetheless real. New York Police Commissioner Benjamin Ward reports that Pressure Point I and other street-level antinarcotics activities generated so much neighborhood support that any
attempt to phase them down after once flagrant dealing had declined met
with vigorous local resistance. 19 Thus a decision to start a crackdown may
involve a long-term resource commitment.

Alternative Uses of Enforcement Resources
Police observing heroin sales are not answering calls for service or decoying
robbers. Prosecutors trying street sale cases are not trying burglary or prostitution cases. A prison bed filled by a heroin dealer might hold an auto
thief instead. Detectives assigned to a task force directed at retail heroin
dealing are not tapping cocaine wholesalers' telephones.
Urban law enforcement is not a world of slack resources. Benefits would
have been obtained from the work of the people involved with a retail
heroin crackdown, had they been assigned to do something else instead.
These "lost" benefits should be counted as a cost of the crackdown.

Fourth, the fact that these effects are relatively easy to measure makes them
inexpensive indicators of whether a program is "working." With all their
well-known foibles, counts of crimes reported to the police are at least collected month-by-month, and can therefore be manipulated statistically,
while other benefit measures are far harder to quantify. Thus, effects on
street crimes are an inevitable and important dimension to be used in
evaluating street-level enforcement efforts.

Determining in detail the results of "one more" arrest, conviction, or month"
of incarceration in various uses is largely beyond the stretch of the available
law enforcement literature. The "opportunity cost" of the resources
employed in crackdowns cannot, therefore, be measured with any precision. .
The alternative would be to add resources to the system to carry out
crackdowns, and then measure the benefits of the crackdowns against the
dollar costs of the new resources. In practice, however, new dollars may not
be available.

Costs

Effects on Other Agency Operations

The costs of street-level enforcement register in three areas: 1) the direct
financial cost of mounting the operations; 2) the value of police resources

Crackdowns can have a variety of effects on the other operations of the
agencies involved beyond the sheer use of resources.
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They can be more or less professionally rewarding and interesting for
the personnel involved than alternative assignments, and thus improve or
worsen morale. No formal study has been done, but it appears that only
a minority of police find retail heroin enforcement a professionally stimulating activity. Their boredom needs to be counted on the cost side of
the ledger. Prosecutors' lack of interest in such cases may be even more
marked.
Crackdowns can strengthen or weaken police knowledge of, and relations
with, neighborhoods and their citizens. The direction and magnitude of
such effects will vary with circumstances and tactics. Prior consultation
with local leaders, public relations efforts, and the like may make a difference.
Finally, corruption, corruption scandals, and corruption-control measures
need to be considered. These can be enormously expensive in terms of the
ability of police forces to execute any of their duties. None of the streetlevel efforts discussed here has run into corruption problems, and it is difficult in the abstract to judge whether crackdowns are more or less likely to
breed corruption than other police activities. Retail crackdowns involve far
less long-term undercover work than investigations of high-level dealers. It
is such long-term undercover work that has spawned many of the spectacular corruption cases of the past.

Enforcement 'Intrusiveness and Abuse of Authority
In drug cases, as in other cases involving consensual crimes, the absence of
complainants complicates enforcement efforts. Drug investigations involve
deceit by the police, the extensive use of criminal informants, and close
questions about search and seizure. Street enforcement may involve the
stopping and questioning of many citizens without any basis for arrest. The
difficulty of making narcotics cases that will stand up in court has even
driven some narcotics officers to manufacture evidence and to perjure
themselves.
There are two separate questions here: the intrusiveness of lawful tactics used in crackdowns into citizens' affairs and the strain they may put on the
tolerance of the community for distasteful police tactics, and the temptation they create for unlawful behavior by police. Both must be reckoned as
costs of street-level enforcement.

Other Street-Level Crackdowns
The Lynn T a sk Force was the first street-level drug crackdown to receive a
formal evaluation, but other areas have mounted street-level enforcement efforts. Their experience is instructive.

Manhattan, Lower East Side (Operation Pressure Point I)
If the heroin trade in Lynn in 1983 represented one extreme among drug
markets-small, concentrated, isolated-the trade in Manhattan's "Alphabet
City" on the Lower East Side represented the other: big, cosmopolitan, and
in a city with thriving drug markets in several other neighborhoods. The
Lower East Side was also the site of a major crackdown, an apparent success in terms of its effects on local street dealing, drug use, and crime.
As of January 1984, the area around 2nd Street and Avenue B was a center
of well-organized retail drug dealing. Drug buyers crowded around sellers;
at some locations, they waited in orderly double lines. 20 Many stores and
apartment buildings in the area were abandoned; drug dealing appeared to
have replaced virtually every other economic activity. Among the area's attractions for drug sellers was its division among three police precincts (5th,
7th, and 9th). The three were not even within the same patrol zone. As a
result, it was almost impossible to focus enforcement attention on the drug
market without creating an organizational unit which could span existing
boundaries.
Benjamin Ward, sworn in as Police Commissioner on January 1, 1984, gave
priority to an immediate crackdown on drug dealing. Pressure Point I was
initially conceived as a 60-day crash project. It began January 19, 1984, and
two years later was still running at very close to its original resource levels.
The costs of Pressure Point I, in salary alone, ,were approximately $12
million per year for its first two years of operations. 21
This is about 25 times the cost of the Lynn Task Force. New York City as a
whole has about 100 times the population of Lynn; the Pressure Point
target area housed only a tiny fraction of that, but its customers came from
all over the city and northern New Jersey.
In the beginning, Pressure Point I relied o4 massive numbers of arrests. For
the first four weeks, it averaged some 65 arrests per day, of which more
than one-third were on felony narcotics charges. Then, as market participants became more wary, the number of arrests fell to fewer than 20 per
day, and felony drug charges became rarer. 22 Some of the tactics employed
in this program were: "observation sales"; undercover buys; raids on dealing
locations; use of an anonymous "Hot Line"; arrests for a wide range of
misdemeanors and violations, such as disorderly conduct and loitering; and
aggressive traffic and parking enforcement, including towing. Cases where
dealers were using juveniles as runners were handled by taking the kids
back to their parents and warning that another arrest of the child for drug
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dealing would result in charges of abuse and neglect against the parents.
Vehicles used to transport drugs, including cars driven by drug buyers, were
seized and forfeited under Federal drug laws.
Pressure Point I, like the Lynn Task Force, had dramatic effects on drug
markets, crime, and neighborhood welfare. Although dealing has not been
eliminated, Alphabet City has seen a substantial reduction in heroin street
activity, so much so that police officials have been criticized for contributing to the "gentrification" of a previously low-rent area. Lower East
Side drug treatment programs, already crowded due to funding cutbacks
and increasing fear of AIDS among heroin users, have seen a new influx of
clients due to Pressure Point.
Reported crime of many kinds has been drastically reduced in the Pressure
Point "Target Area," hardly a surprising result given the sheer volume of
police presence in a limited area. In the target area (composed of parts of
three precincts), between 1983 and 1984, robberies fell 47 percent, burglaries
37 percent, grand larcenies 32 percent, and homicides 62 percent (13 compared to 34). The parts of the three precincts outside the target area also
showed decreases in crime; crime in the adjacent precincts was unchanged.23
One possible result of a local drug crackdown is to create a new market
just outside the area of heavy enforcement, "displacing" the market from
one street corner to another. No such market arose near the Pressure Point
I target area. There were, however, reports of dealers and users relocating to
other, already established drug markets within the city; there are several in
Manhattan and in nearby parts of Brooklyn. Whether the displaced activity
was a large fraction of the previous Lower East Side trade is unknown.
By the same token, the fact that street crime did not rise in the areas
around Pressure Point does not conclusively demonstrate that it was not
displaced elsewhere in the city. A serious investigation of this question
would require a careful study of individual-level criminal-history files;
otherwise, it is virtually impossible to tell whether some persons who had
been committing crimes in the Pressure Point area before the crackdown
began committing them elsewhere later. There were no obvious crime
"bulges" in other areas, but there is no way to know what crime rates
would have been in other drug-dealing areas in the absence of the Pressure
Point operation.
Pressure Point I, then, clearly improved local conditions, but its effects
elsewhere, both in terms of displacing drug use and crime and in terms of
crowding out other police and court activity, are open to question.

Lawrence, Massachusetts
The Lynn experience demonstrates the possible success of street-level drug
enforcement in controlling other crimes. Lawrence demonstrates its possible
failure. After the first nine months of the Lynn operation, the state police
assigned to Lynn were moved slowly to Lawrence. The Lawrence Task Force
16
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appeared to succeed in suppressing heroin dealing in the one housing project where it had been most flagrant, and drug users interviewed reported
finding heroin somewhat harder to buy in Lawrence after the crackdown
started. 24 However, overall traffic did not seem to shrink nearly as much in
Lawrence as it had in Lynn or on the Lower East Side. In addition, the city
of Lowell, a few miles away but across the county line, remained largely
wide open for heroin dealing, thus giving Lawrence heroin users an alternate source of supply.
The results in terms of personal and property crimes were discouraging.
While crime against the person in the 28 months after the inception of the
task force were down 37 percent compared to previous rates, robberies,
burglaries, and larcenies all increased noticeably (albeit not to a statistically
significant degree) (See Table 1).
Table 1:
Comparison of Monthly Crimes Before and After Intervention
in Lawrence for Lawrence
Before Intervention

After Intervention

crime

Mean

St. Dev.

Months

Mean

St. Dev.

Months

Difference
Significant
at p =.O1

Against
The Person
Robbery
Burglary
Larceny

26.6
12.9
125.7
142.7

12.8
6.3
29.7
73.0

56
56
56
56

16.5
18.8
163.0
198.4

5.4
5.2
65.3
58.2

28
28
28
28

YES
NO
NO
NO

Police involved with both the Lynn and Lawrence operations cited several
differences to explain the apparent failure of the Lawrence Task Force to
reduce property crimes: a larger and more geographically dispersed heroin
market; less vigorous support from citizens, community institutions, and
local police; diversion of police attention to Lawrence's flourishing wholesale cocaine trade; tactical decisions that put less emphasis on observation
sale arrests and more emphasis on search warrants; and the presence of the
Lowell markets. 25

Other Instances
Norfolk (Virginia), Seattle (Washington), and Sydney (Australia) have
reportedly succeeded in reducing drug dealing and other crime by cracking
down on concentrated areas of street level drug dealing. On the other hand,
Philadelphia's "Operation Cold Tu rkey" was, by all accounts, a disaster. Instead of concentrating resources on one or a few areas with major dealing
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problems, Cold Turkey chose two "drug corners" from each of the city's 23
police precincts. Of the 1,000 persons stopped and searched by Cold
Turkey's 450 officers over four days, only 80 were arrested on narcotics
charges, and 150 more for disorderly conduct. Public protest and a lawsuit
brought the operation to an end after four days, with no measurable result
except for citizen hostility. Washington (DC.) has substantially increased its
efforts against retail drug-dealing (not just heroin dealing) in a variety of
forms, apparently without effect on common crimes. Miami (Florida) has
also reportedly mounted a program of enhanced street-level drug enforcement; its effects on crime are unknown. In addition, six cities have received
discretionary funds from the Bureau of Justice Assistance for street-level
drug enforcement; their programs are still too new to evaluate.26

Possible Explanations for Decreases in
Crime

f

No elaborate theory is required to explain the observation that enhanced
street-level drug enforcement makes drugs harder to buy, reduces disorder,
and improves conditions for residents and merchants in its immediate area.
It takes a little more sophistication to analyze and measure the effects on
levels of drug use. But the hardest results to understand from both Lynn
and Pressure Point are the dramatic decreases in reported non-drug crimes.
This section will review several mechanisms that might link crime decreases
with street-level drug crackdowns-some implying real social benefits and
some not-and examine the evidence from Lynn and elsewhere that might
help distinguish valid explanations from invalid ones.

Statistical Artifact
The simplest way to explain the Lynn results is to deny that any real effect
occurred. Measurement might have been flawed, or a real decrease might be
attributable to something other than the program. Any intervention that
starts after a period of more-than-usual problems starts with a favorable
basis for comparison; if conditions simply return to normal on their own,
the intervention will appear to be effective. This phenomenon-"regression
to the mean"-is a familiar trap for evaluators.
Table 2 is a comparison of mean monthly reported crimes in Lynn before
and after the inception of the Task Force. Robberies declined by 28 percent,
burglaries by 36 percent, and crimes against the person by 75 percent.
Figures 1, 2, and 3 display the same information graphically; the black ,
horizontal lines through the middle of the graphs represent the means for
the entire period (pre- and post-intervention); the vertical slashed lines
represent the start of the Task Force operations.
Table

2:

Comparison of Monthly Crimes Before and After Intervention
in Lynn for Lynn
Before Intervention
Crime
Man
Against
The Person 88.6
Robbery
21.8
Burglary
255 6
Larceny
215.7
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St.

Dev.

21.1
6.1
45.7
54.2

Months

After Intervention
Man

Difference Significant

St. Dev.

Months
28

44
44

22.2
16.4

21.7
6.5

44
44

164.6
207.1

39.0
26.8

28
28
28

at p=.01
YES
YES
YES
NO
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A time-series analysis designed to detect both seasonal effects and regression toward the mean confirmed that the intervention was significant (the
null hypothesis, that the post-intervention model was the same as the preintervention model was rejected at the .01 level) for all three crime
categories.
To control statistically for the effects of broader social and economic
changes affecting Massachusetts communities generally, Lynn crimes in
each category were computed as a percentage of all crimes in that category
for Massachusetts cities of comparable size. For burglary, the Lynn-toMassachusetts ratio fell by 13 percent after the inception of the Task Force.
The ratio for robbery fell 25.1 percent. The ratio for crimes against the person fell by 77 percent. All three changes were statistically significant at the
.01 level (See Table 3).27

Table 4:
Comparison of Monthly Crimes Before and After Intervention
in Lynn for Neighboring Towns
Before Intervention
Mean

Crime
Against
The Person
Robbery
Burglary
Larceny

31.5
16.0
236.9
338.9

St.

Dew.

Months

13.0
4.3

44
44

34.6
74.9

44
44

After Intervention
Mean

St. Dew.

Months

34.0

11.9

28

12.4
207.4

4.0
35.9

308.1

43.1

28
28
26

Difference
Significant
at p=.01
NO
YES
YES
NO

Table 3:

Decreased Crime Due to Decreased Heroin Consumption

Crimes in L ynn as a Proportion of Crimes in All Massachusetts Cities:
Before and After the Intervention
Before
Intervention
Mean

St.
_Dew.

Against
The Person

.2227

.0415

Robbery
Burglary

.1724
.1671

.0537
. 0281

Crime

After
Intervention

Months

Mean

44
44

.0501
.1291

44

.1454

Months

Percent
Difference

Difference
Significant
at P=.tll

. 0392

28

-77.5%

YES

.0422
.0294

28
28

-25.111@
-13.0%

YES

St.
_Dev.

YES

Thus the rate of burglaries, robberies, and crimes against the person fell by
larger amounts than can be explained by chance, by seasonality, by regression toward the mean, or by variations elsewhere. The effect of the Lynn
Task Force on reported crimes in Lynn appears to be real.

Displacement
The drop in crime rates in Lynn was not a result of c rime moving out of
Lynn and into the surrounding area. Mean monthly reports of crimes
against the person in surrounding cities went up slightly but insignificantly
after street-level enforcement began. Mean monthly reports of robberies and
burglaries in surrounding cities actually declined significantly, though not
nearly as precipitously as in Lynn. Mean monthly reports of larcenies
declined, but not significantly (See Table 4).
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To unsophisticated eyes, the Lynn crime results are utterly unsurprising.
After all, "everybody knows" that drug use causes crime. What could be
more natural than the finding that enforcement designed to decrease drug
use decreases property and violent crime as well?
On reflection, however, the second proposition does not appear to immediately follow from the first. That heroin users are over-represented
among offenders,28 that heroin-using offenders tend to have higher offense
rates than other offenders 29 and that heroin-using offenders' crimes are concentrated into periods also characterized by heavy heroin use30--all of this
does not directly imply that interventions in the heroin market will suppress
common crime. Indeed, insofar as the heroin crime-link is forged by heroin
users' need for money to buy drugs 31 and insofar as enforcement, by imposing costs on heroin dealers, tends to increase the price of the drug, enforcement could plausibly lead to increases in property crime.
To illustrate this point, consider a hypothetical example. A heroin user who
injects 10 milligrams (pure) per day, about 2 street bags, and pays the national average retail price of $2.50 per pure milligram, spends $25 per day
on heroin. If improved enforcement caused a price increase to $3 per pure
milligram, which might take the form of a decrease in purity from 5 percent to 4 percent, and if that user maintained a 10-milligram-per-day consumption level, the result would be an increase in daily heroin spending
from $25 to $30, an increase that might be reflected in increased propertycrime activity.
Of course, not all users would maintain previous consumption levels in the
face of a price increase. Some would cut back on their heroin consumption;
some might quit altogether. Depending on users' responses, a price increase
for heroin might lead to an increase or a decrease in money spent on the
drug. The one empirical study addressing this question suggests that increasing heroin prices tend to generate increases in property crime, but the
question is far from settled. 32
The Effects of Intensive Enforcement on Retail Heroin Dealing
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But money price fails to tell the whole story. Buying heroin is not like buying cigarettes. Finding a willing and reliable seller may be a substantial problem for a would-be heroin buyer, requiring not only cash but also connections, skill, and time. It is as if there were two distinct prices to be paid for
heroin, one in money and the other in time, risk, and aggravation. 33

analysis of individual-level criminal histories might help illuminate the extent to which this effect was at work in Lynn and the Lower East Side.

Enforcement can increase both kinds of price. Either having to spend more
money or having to endure more hassle in order to acquire heroin may
cause some users to reduce their drug consumption. The relative effectiveness of longer search time versus higher money price in discouraging
heroin use is a matter of conjecture.

Some drug dealers also act as fences, bartering heroin for stolen property.
Police believe this to have been the case in Lynn. 35 Where dealers are also
fences, drug enforcement can help disrupt the stolen goods markets as well
as the drug markets. It seems plausible that making stolen goods harder to
sell might make theft less attractive, but there is little empirical work about
any such effect.

The money-price of heroin depends largely on the risks faced by high-level
drug dealers. If enforcement can increase those risks, the price will rise and
some users will refuse to pay it. The non-money price of heroin depends on
how many street dealers there are, who they are, where they are, and how
aggressively they look for new customers. If street-level enforcement can
shrink their numbers, restrict their location, and make them more cautious,
it can influence drug consumption even if the money price of heroin remains unchanged.
Street-level drug enforcement does not have as its primary effect an increase
in heroin prices. Indeed, it may not increase the cost of a bag of heroin at
all.34 Rather, it may increase the time, inconvenience, and risk involved in
making retail heroin purchases, and do so in a way with an unambiguously
beneficial effect on crime rates. If consumption falls as a result, while
money price does not rise, the total number of dollars spent on heroin
must decrease.
This analysis helps make sense of the Lynn and Pressure Point results. If
street-level heroin enforcement can increase the difficulty of buying heroin
at retail, we should expect it to decrease the number of income-producing
crimes.

Incapacitation of High-Rate Offenders
Heroin dealers and heroin users include many very active property
offenders. Their arrest and incarceration as a result of street-level drug
enforcement will thus have a direct effect on property crime. For this purpose, the precise nature of the relation between drug use and crime is irrelevant; the simple correlation between heroin use and heroin dealing on
the one hand and property and violent offenses on the other means that
drug enforcement arrestees are likely to be worth incapacitating from the
viewpoint of property crime control. The value of locking them up will be
the same whether they are arrested on drug charges or picked up on
outstanding warrants due to the concentration of police in drug-buying
areas.
Given the extremely high crime rates characteristic of some heroin users,
the incarceration of relatively small numbers of them might be responsible
for substantial changes in crime rates in a city such as Lynn. A detailed
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Disruption of Stolen-Goods Markets

Dispersal of Concentrations of Predators and Victims
Both the decrease in heroin expenditures and the disruption of stolen goods
markets help to explain the decreases in income-producing crimes. But how
should we understand the apparent effectiveness of crackdowns in Lynn,
Lower Manhattan, and Lawrence in reducing the frequency of homicides,
rapes, and aggravated assaults? A plausible explanation would be that street
drug markets involve concentrations of both likely aggressors and attractive
victims: attractive both because they have money and drugs worth stealing
and because they are less likely than average to complain to the police. In
addition, business disputes among drug dealers and between drug dealers
and drug customers may result in violence rather than litigation.
Breaking up the drug market disperses potential victims and offenders,
making it less likely that they will come into contact with one another.
Reducing the frequency of drug transactions reduces the frequency of
disputes about them that may lead to violence.

Perceived Police Presence
If property criminals tend to steal less when they think that risks from
police are high, and if they tend to spend much of their time in drugdealing areas, then the concentration of police in those areas for street-level
drug enforcement may have a useful "advertising" effect. An increase in
police presence where property criminals hang out may persuade some of
them to cut back on their property crime activity by giving them the (probably incorrect) impression that the risks of arrest for theft have gone up.
While it seems reasonable to expect that any such effect would be temporary, very little is known about how criminals evaluate risks.

Reduced Tolerance of Disorder
The "Broken Windows" hypothesis 36 asserts that tolerance by the police and
citizens of low level lawbreaking in a given area gives a signal to potential
criminals that the areas are open to the commission of more serious crimes.
When there are clear signs that such tolerance has come to an end, it can
The Effects of Intensive Enforcement on Retail Heroin Dealing

be expected that the new perception of order will spread to affect other,
more serious types of crime. Open street drug dealing may create such a
"Broken Windows" effect; if so, breaking up such markets will reduce the
frequency of serious crimes nearby.

Crackdowns vs. the Overall Intensity of
Retail Enforcement
While it makes sense that street-level enforcement should tend to reduce the
frequency of property crimes, there is no reason to believe that small increases or decreases in such enforcement have large effects on crime rates.
Nor has anyone demonstrated statistically a consistent relationship between,
for example, narcotics arrests and reported burglary rates. Therefore, the
mere fact of street-level arrests and prosecutions is not sufficient to explain
the Lynn results. Moreover, the difference between the effects of increased
street-level enforcement in Lynn and its effects in Lawrence are inconsistent
with the idea that a little street-level enforcement is good for reducing
burglaries, and a little more is a little better. Something seems to have happened in Lynn that simply did not happen in Lawrence.
It is possible to frame a theory to account both for the dramatic success of
the Lynn effort and the failure in Lawrence, though careful evaluations of
many more cases would be required to define how closely the theory fits
the facts. The basic idea is that concentration (geographically and by drug
type) and persistence of street-level drug enforcement efforts can create
results fundamentally different from those achieved by more sporadic and
unfocused efforts. 37
It seems plausible that the risk of apprehension for any one drug buyer or
drug seller should increase with the number of officers assigned to drug enforcement and decrease with the number of other buyers and sellers, simply
because police can't pay attention to everybody at once. When buyers and
sellers congregate in large numbers, they tend to "screen" each other by
"swamping" police attention.
A small increase in street-level enforcement activity will have little effect on
the number of buyers or sellers. But a large increase may have a substantial
effect. Some will be in jail. Others, facing charges, will worry about the
consequences of rearrest while on bail. Still others will want to lie low until
street conditions return to "normal."
If conditions do return to the previous norm at the end of a short burst of
increased enforcement activity, buyers and sellers will return to the market
and things will be much as they were before. However, if a level of enforcement activity great enough to cause the market to shrink temporarily is
maintained, then the arithmetic of cops and robbers has moved in a way
unfavorable to the continued operation of the market. If increased enforcement shrinks the market, each remaining market participant will face two
sources of increased risk: more police, and fewer drug buyers and sellers.
The risk of apprehension will increase again as the number of dealers
decreases, leavings more police per transaction.
Thus an enforcement effort large enough to start a general shrinkage of the
market may, if it is maintained, start to feed on its own success; by starting
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a trend towards greater and greater risk and effort per transaction. If this
account is correct, then a concentrated, persistent street-level crackdown
represents a different strategy from the business-as-usual of local drug
enforcement.

The Cost Side: System Impacts and Civil
Liberties
Resources and System Impacts
The successful crackdown efforts we have discussed here all involved
re-allocations of law enforcement resources from other programs. Crackdowns make inroads into the prosecutors, court time, jail space, and police
forces available for a community's other law enforcement needs.38
Furthermore, once a crackdown gets started, it may be politically hard to
stop. As in the case of Operation Pressure Point, it is likely that neighborhood demand will place considerable political pressure on local officials
to continue a program at full strength, well beyond the persistence required
to make a crackdown work.
This may be considered a compliment to the local effectiveness of such
programs, and an important aspect of good public relations. However, it
may also present a resource allocation problem, when resources used for
the crackdown are taken away from other parts of the law enforcement
system, and a morale problem, when officers assigned to arrest street-level
drug dealers find that there are fewer and fewer such persons to arrest.
The flood of narcotics cases arising out of Operation Pressure Point clearly
tended to "crowd out" other narcotics cases in Manhattan; the overall
number of narcotics felony convictions borough-wide in Pressure Point's
first year was virtually unchanged from the year before. The cases foregone
need to be counted as costs of the program; the same is true for impacts
on jails and prisons. A comprehensive evaluation of drug crackdowns
would require not only a measurement of their effects, but an estimate of
the effects of the other activities displaced by them.

Intrusiveness and Abuses of Authority
The Philadelphia experience shows that street-level enforcement efforts can
be designed and executed in ways that create unnecessary intrusion into
citizens' rights to go about their lawful business. Some of the tactics used
in Operation Pressure Point I, in particular the large number of "Disorderly.
Conduct" arrests, may be close to the line.
The history of retail-level drug enforcement in New York in the late 1960's,
and in particular the notorious "dropsy" cases (where some police apparently routinely perjured themselves to conceal their equally routine use of unwarranted personal searches of drug dealers) illustrates the risk that retaillevel drug enforcement can lead to abuses of authority. The potential for
financial corruption needs no comment.
The absence of any corruption or abuse scandals arising out of the Lynn,
Lawrence, and Pressure Point I operations is reassuring to some extent.
26 Kleiman
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However, it should be noted both that the efforts are still relatively new,
and that the Pressure Point staffing plan called for very heavy use of
sergeants and lieutenants specifically to minimize the possibility of
misconduct.
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Open Questions
Key Ratios and How They Vary Across Circumstances
If concentration and persistence make the difference between low-impact
routine heroin enforcement operations and high-impact crackdowns, the
most important question facing a local decision-maker becomes: how much
is enough? Given the characteristics of a drug market, how many officers,
working for how long, will be required to make it collapse?
That may depend-on many factors: number of users, number of dealers,
number of transactions, whether current transactions are indoor or outdoor,
the geographic area, ethnic diversity, climate, the level of neighborhood
cooperation, and the performance of prosecutors, courts, and probation,
parole, and corrections agencies. One, necessarily crude, way to think about
the problem is to imagine that there is some baseline critical ratio of police
to the number of users a market supports above which the market will start
to contract. The actual critical ratio in a real situation may be higher or
lower than the baseline, depending on geography, ethnicity, and other
similar factors. That would vary with the other factors cited. The Lynn and
Pressure Point operations appear to have involved about one officer for
every 75 users, Lawrence, allowing for the police time spent on cocaine
wholesaling operations, had about one officer for each 150 users. It is too
early to say that the difference in ratios was the difference between success
and failure.

Displacement Within Big Cities
As noted above, there is no evidence that the Lynn project displaced significant amounts of either drug dealing or crime, but the evidence about
Pressure Point I is far less clear. The value of heroin-market crackdowns as
crime control in big cities is therefore still to be shown. That showing
would require a city-wide crackdown somewhere, probably involving the
diversion of officers from patrol functions into street-level drug
enforcement.
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Conclusion

Notes

It is possible to say with confidence, based upon the Lynn results, that
street-level heroin crackdowns, under some circumstances, produce great
benefits at modest costs. It is even possible to give an account of why that
should be true. It is not yet possible to measure all of the costs of such activities in the form of other criminal-justice activities not undertaken,
morale, intrusiveness, abuse, and corruption (though it is reasonably clear
that in Lynn even a full cost accounting would still leave a healthy surplus
of benefits). More seriously, it is not yet possible to define under what circumstances retail heroin crackdowns will prove to be such low-cost, highbenefit ventures.
But an argument can be made for trying a crackdown wherever a large
retail heroin market exists. The Lynn and Manhattan results suggest that
the traditional ascription of a large fraction of violent and property crime
to heroin can, under some circumstances, be translated into effective action.
Moreover, the risks involved are limited by two factors. First, if a
crackdown fails to decrease property and violent crime, the failure may not
distinguish this police tactic from other possible police activities. The
criminal justice evaluation literature includes many examples of law enforcement strategies that failed.39 Second, drug crackdowns are not long-term investments; the anti-crime effects of the two successful programs studied so
far-Lynn and Pressure Point I-became apparent within a few months.
Where the potential gains are large and the risks limited, "try it and see"
may be a more useful guide to action than any elaborate calculation.
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