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Chapter 8
DRUG ENFORCEMENT IN PUBLIC IHOUSING

WiSLEY G. SKOGAN AND SAMPSON ANNAN

DRUGS ENFORCEMENT IN PUBLIC ITOUSING

TP Y his chapter deseribes two police programs that tackled drag prob-

lems in public housing. The programs were fielded in housing
developments in Denver and New Orleans, by special Narcoties Enforce
mentin Public Housing Units (NEPHUS) that were supported by prants
from the Burcaun of Justice Assistance. In both cities it was apparent that
the police were not devoting sufficient attention to drug sale and use in
public housing, and that they were not working in cooperation with the
management of those developments or helping residents deal with their
problems. This chapter Lirst deseribes some of the difficulties imvolved
in drug enforcement in the special kinds of “neighborhood<™ created by
large pubhe housing projects. 'l hen it deseribes the new NEPH U units,
their tactical plans, and the dilficulties they encountered in working
with the communities and local Public Housing Authorities (PIAs) to

deal with drug problems.

THE SPECIAL COMMUNITY OF PUBLIC HHOUSING

The drug problem takes on an added dimension in the special envi-
ronment created by public housing. The people who live there are poor
and vulnerable 1o exploitation by narcotics traffickers. Their community
is dilficult to defend, especially on their own. The government has
special responsibility for protecting them, for it builds and manages the
developments, decides who can live there, and plays a large role in
shaping the quality of residents’ daily lives (Weisel, 1990).
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Generally, the residents of public housing are very poor. Nonelderly
public housing residents usually must be single, unemployed, and have
children in order to qualify for public housing; in reality this means that
the vast bulk of family heads are female, and they are disproportionately
racial and cultural minorities. This pattern intensified during the 1980s,
for Department of Housing and Urban Development (DITUD) policies
have kept out all but the poorest new tenants.

In a period during the late 1950s and early 1960s the federal govern-
ment also permitted the construction of high-rise housing for poor
families. Tt was quickly obvions that the concentration of large numbers
ol young lamilies under such circamstances had untoward outcomes,
and by 1980 most public housing units for families (more than 75%) were
in low-rise buildings of less than 5 stories. The remaining family high-
rise developments are among the most notorious public housing projects
in the country. However, while nationwide, slightly more than half of
public heasing developments are small (inclading fewer than 200 units),
some can be quite large even if they ave Jow-rise in character.

Too much public housing is also seriously deteriorated. Many devel-
opments were not well constiucted at the outset, and financial con-
straints have prevented many local PITAs from properly maintaining
their buildings. Despite two waves of modernization by DITUD during
the 1970s and 1980s, many public housing developments are visibly
decaved and marred by vandalism. Trash-strewn grounds and broken
windows signal that the buildings ave out of anyone’s control, and invite
troublemakers in. Few public housing developments were constructed
with security in mind. They often were built in neighborhoods that were
poor to start with and already had high rates of crime. Even highrise
buildings were constructed with multiple access points, making them
difficult to close to unwanted traffic; in low-rise units like those in
Denver and New Orleans it is effectively impossible to keep out non-
residents. Criminals can work with virtual impunity in the stairwells and
breezeways; doors are often flimsy and windows casy to crawl through.
Residents lack the capacity to defend themselves, be itagainst predators,
gangs looking for revenge, or drug dealers engaged in turf wars or
mtimidation.

In many respects, public housing developments might be treated as
residential neighborhoods. As such, it would scem to make sense to try to
mobilize community residents to try to do things on their own to combat
drug use and crime, and to cooperate with the police to regain control
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over conditions there. Moore and Kleiman (1989) and others have called
for involving communitics in their own defense against drugs, anticipat-
ing the day that special operations teams move on. Uchida, Forst &
Annan (1990) also have written persuasively about the need to involve
the community in the war against drugs. “Indeed, without the community’s
own elforts at self-defense, it is hard to see how the police can possibly
succeed™ (Moore, 1989: 3).

However, it can be difficult to mobilize community participation in
the challenging environment presented by public housing. Residents of
public housing have few of the resources that seem to drive successiul
community organizing. Drugs are a potentially divisive rather than

unilyving issue. Drag users and their families. and o a virving extent -

those involved in the trade, are members of the community as well. In
addition to potentially setting neighbor against neighbor, drug use also
undermines comnnmity morale, reinforces gang activity, and draws youths
into the fringes of the trade. The threat of violence cows more public-
minded residents into submission.

It may be particularly hard to harness community energies using the
police. Racial minorities and the poor often fear the police and resent
the way they exercise their authority. They may he as interested in
monitoring police misconduct and pressing for police accountability as
thev are ininereasing police presence in their community. Many resi-
dents of poor and minority neighborhoods have had antagonistic encoun-
ters with the police. The police are another ol their problems; they
hequently we perceived to be arrogant, bratal, racist, and corrupt. Some
of this tension dates to the period when racial rioting pitted Alrican-
Americans against mostly white police officers, and police were criti-
dized by nontioters for their aggressive actions. Tt also stems partly
lrom bad service. Police olficers olten are suspicious, or even fearlul,
ol project residents, and olten enter PITAs only in armed convoys.
When they enter the developments, “police encounter unw illing or absent
witnesses L Tace difficalties of physical aceess and Tack ol knowl-
edge about the property. Olficers, casily identiliable, often encounter ...
clusive dealers being assisted, whether voluntarily or through coer ion,
by nearhy residents™ (Weisel, 1990: 50).

Police diug enforcement in public housing thus takes place in an
emotionally charpged and potentially volatile envitonment. Even il they
are conducted in strictly Tegal fashion, stieet sweeps, aggressive stop-and-
trisk operations, G stops, apartment searches, and other enlorcement
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tactics involve abrasive contacts between development residents and
police. They take place in a context in which people too frequently
believe that they are already not getting fair treatment by police, and
where the police often come expecting trouble with residents.

THE DENVER AND NEW ORLEANS PROGRAMS

The goal of the Denver NEPHU program was to reduce the availabil-
ity of narcotics in public housing arcas, and reduce levels of erime and
fear. The program’s goals included an increase in drug arrests in public
housing and reductions in both vielent and property crime. Denver’s
NEPIU also proposed to conduct drug awareness programs within the
developments; one of their goals was to “educate citizens in. .. tenant
responsibility, crime prevention, and drug identification and suppression.”
The unit was to meet regularly with Tenant Councils in the develop-
ments o improve community relations, and they operated a special
telephone ding hotline. They also planned to cooperate with the Denver
Housing Authority ina variety ol programs, including an accelerated
eviction progran,

The New Orleans program also had as its goal the reduction of violent
crime and narcotics dealing in public housing. The unit hoped to increase
the sense of security among public housing residents, increase the risk of
apprehension among potential offenders in and around the developments,
and increase residents’ understanding of the severity of the narcoties
problem and the ability of the police to tackle it. The unit planned to
seek resident input into their program through Tenant Advisory Coun-
cils that represent cach development. They also advertised a special
drug hotline, to encourage information sharing by the community.

However, we qui('kly observed several realities facing the NEPHUs.
They were pledped o pursue program: strategics which proved to be
incommensurate: (a) visible and active community-oriented policing
and (b)) undercover, enlorcement-oriented narcotics operations. Fhey
could not do both, given the resources they had at hand, and their
community outreach elforts came to a quick halt. Both units also continu-
ally ran afoul of interagency and intra-agency obstacles, and found it
impossible to work with the management of local PHASs.
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THE PROGRAMS IN ACTION

Relations with Community Residents

There has been a great deal of interest in the role that voluntary
efforts can play in dealing with drug and crime problems. The commu-
nity policing approach to prevention emphasizes collaboration between
the police and neighborhood residents. Itassumes that the police cannot
cllectively deal with crime on their own; rather, voluntary, organized
community cllorts 1o control drug abuse must work in with parallel
official programs. However, efforts by NEPHU in Denver and New
Orleans 1o involve the community —or even the few council members
representing them —never got ofl the ground. Both teams chose tradi-
tional policing tactics, and could not conceive of a role for the public to
play in their activities. Fearful that public involvement would compro-
mise their undercover work, detectives felt that civilians only “got in the
way” Civie involvement by members of NEPHU also seemed to run
counter to then imdercover orientation. The units focused on making
drug purchases in order to justify subsequent warrant searches. Since
informants were not always available, the detectives themselves fre-
quently conducted undercover operations. This scemed to rule ont par-
ticipation in high visibility public relations efforts in the projects, for a
choice had to be made between maintaining the anonymity of under-
cover ollicers and their public “unmasking ”

In Denver, team members fittully attended Resident Council meet-
ings at the projedts that were involved in our evaluation. There they sat
in silence or answered afew desultory questions about drags. Our site
monitor attended one Central Resident Council meeting where a team
feader was asked to make a presentation; he began his speech by berating
the residents for not using NEPHU's telephone hotline to report drug
dealings. This did not scem to help the alieady strained relationship
between the police and the residents.

New Orvleans” NEPHU also originally envisioned a community out-
reach ellort; the unit planned o seck resident input into their program
through the Tenant Advisory Councils that represent cach project. But
this never happened. At the beginning of the evaluation period, they
metwith some project managers and Tenant Council leaders in the three
developments chosen for the evaluation. However, they felt that resi-
dents and some Council members were uncooperative; did not return
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their messages or respond to rci]uosts, and did not show up for appoint-
ments. They also reported a high degree of cynicism among Council
members, who had seen other programs come and (quickly) go without
living up to their promises.

A fundamental obstacle to their community involvement strategies
was that members of both units generally believed that public housing
residents were not really interested in halting the drug trade. Rather,
they believed that many residents have friends or relatives who are
involved in trafficking and they do not want to see them go to jail. They
believed that some residents have found ways to profit from the trade: for
example, by subletting their apartments to dealers, or acting as runners.
They also recognized that many residents lived in terror of well-armed
and dangerous dealers, and that they could not effectively protect them.
NEPHU members reported occasional evidence of community resis-
tance to their enforcement efforts. In the Fischer development in New
Orleans, for example, crowds more than once formed to shout at patrol
units and throw firecrackers at police in protest during large “busts.” In
the St. Bernard development, other dealers would fire into the air to
distract police while they were making arrests. Rather than seeing the
developments as communities that needed to be defended, NEPHTU
members saw them as hostile territory. They never went there exeept in
teams, and with backup cars on hand.

In both cities, NEPHU pointed to drug hotlines as the preferved form
of community input into their operations. The New Orleans unit adver-
tised a special drug hotline, to encourage information sharing by the
commumity. They distributed leaflets describing the hotline and they
asked “Tenant Council members to support the program. During the
course of the evaluation period, New Orleans television stations high-
lighted drug problems in the city, and this scemed to increase the flow of
information to police via the various drug hotlines that were being
advertised. Some calls came divectly to NEPHU'S own hotline, but
the Housing Authority and the department’s Narcotics Division also
forwarded calls which came to them concerning public housing. A Tist-
ing of the hotline calls made or referred to NEPHU between January
and May, 1990, indicates that of the 79 calls, 62 scemed worth following
up. Of this group, 26 did not lead to much, 8 led to arrests, and 28 were
still on the unit's active list a month later. NEPHU reported that by the
end of 1990 the information that they received from hotlines was increas-
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ingly specific and useful, but that virtually everyone who called contin-
ued to remain anonymous.

Aggressive action against tenants involved in drug activities was not
universally popular in Denver’s developments, at least among some
vocal residents. Denver's Quigg Newton Homes manager was a cham-
pion of get-tough tactics. When she was assigned to her development, she
vowed to re-establish security in the development. Her reputation as a
tough manager spread quickly when she evicted blatant lease violators,
In support of her actions, the Denver police increased the frequency of
their patiols in the arvea and introduced limited late-night foot patrol in
the development during the summer months. The Gang Task Force and
Motoreycle Patrol Units also assigned several ofticers to the arca. As her
interventions took hold, heartened residents joined to form a stronger
Resident Council They established and staffed their own olfice in one of
the apartments, where they organized a food and clothing bank.

I'his effort was not without cost, however. Threatened by the apparent
ciccess ol the Resident Gouncil in galvanizing vesident concern, and
frightened by the manager’s no-nonsense approach, several residents
already facing eviction mounted a hate campaign against the Resident
Council officers and initiated @ petition drive to oust the manager. Quige
Newton was a divided camp; some residents sided with management and
others were determined o destroy her authority. Within four months,
the two most active members of the Resident Council received enough
death thrcats o drive them from the development, and the manager was
tansferred 1o another PHA position in order to quict things down.

An important Lactor precluding community involvement by the
NEPHUs was that, while they were pledged to undertake visible and
active community-oriented policing, their hearts lay with undercover
narcotics operations. They could not do both. NEPHU officers in both
cities also generally felt that residents of public housing were the prob-
lem rather than a solution to it NEPTTU members in both cities helieved
that PLHLA residents were not interested in halting the drag trade, although
Dlack officers in New Orleans (who made up halt the unit) expressed a
areat deal ol compassion lor the plightof children in public housing and
with the problems facing residents with whom they dealt. Denver's
NEPHU was unable to secure the assignment ol any of the city's painfully
few black officers to their unit, which greatly limited its effectiveness.

In the end, the only sustained community involvement we observed
in Denver was directed at, rather than on behall of, public housing
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residents. In October, 1989, the neighbors surrounding a PHA-owned
9-unit “dispersed site” building successfully banded together to demand
that it be closed because it was a notorious crack house. With some help,
a neighborhood organization was incorporated to purchase the unit from
the PHA and use it as a day-care center. For these neighbors, the
development and its inhabitants were the problem, and success was
registered when they were forced to move out.

Relations with the PHAs

While the proposals submitted by both cities envisioned close coopera-
tion between NEPTTU and Tocal PHAs, they did not get along at all. The
obstacles to their cooperation were multiple and complex.

Both PITAs were plagued by internal organizational problems. Dur-
ing the evaluation period Denver's Housing Authority was a besieged
institution. s Director was forced to resign after media investigations
revealed widespread mismanagement and favoritism in hiving. ‘The
mayor replaced him with an extremely political appointee, and DITA
emplovees were fearful and off balance during much of our evaluation.
One of the new Acting Director's actions was to eliminate security opera-
tions and lay off the security divector and bis staff. The field managers of
individual developments often disparaged their own top administrators
to NEPHU members. To work with NEPHU, they sometimes had 1o
conceal their actions from the central administration. Denver's NEPTTU
had continual problems scheduling meetings with PHA stalf (who on
key occasions failed to show up for them), and found the stall attorney
uncooperative when they tried to mount an eviction program.

The New Orleans PHA faced continual charges ol mismanagement,
and its board was unable to find a management team that could capture
control of the agencey. During the evaluation period. federal authorities
forced them to hire an independent management team, following new
revelations of managerial incompetence. That team then came under
fire from DITUD, and was in turn replaced. Venality was endemic
among the PHA's highly politicized administrators, and shortly after
our evaluation began the agency's Deputy Executive Officer for Manage-
ment was indicted for cocaine trafficking.

Not surprisingly, none of this endeared PHA management to NEPHU
members. They had difficulty explaining their mission to other police
officers, who assumed that they worked for the Housing Authority and
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would not trust anything associated with it. The Tousing Authority had
been calling for hielp from the police for almost a decade, and the unit
wis welcomed by the Board's Exceutive Director, However, he helieved
that NEPHU would fall under his supervision, and refused to cooperate
\\‘il'Al the unit once it became clear that it would be administered by the
K:;I;i;l (II[(.I‘)::II:II(,;‘I::;Ilfll‘ll((.,‘l,il”I\/,}_\::(),“r'(l \\"ZISVK'IIDS(‘( \\'l})('n lh(-‘y learned ?|14|t
N - . stigations without consulting them lirst.
Ihe security director of the Denver PHA was a former local police
()“i(l.‘l', bhut NEPTU members still found ways to dismiss his opinions
and information, and believed that he had 1ost touch with “real police
work.”

I.)vn\'m\ NEPHU also never worked out their relationship with the
resident managers of the PHA developments. NEPHU officers were
('\Illvm(-l\' reluctant to give advance information to any civilian about
?In’n activities, but instead ol explaining how their inteHigence gather-
ing activities kept them from discussing their plans, the l)i“((‘l&‘&illl])l\’
luilv‘(! to communicate with managers. Embarrassed managers often
received therr List word about major raids from residents, and 1o one
ll"nm NEPHU answered their phone calls. They were supposed to qni(‘klv
II(vl their developments of known drug dealers. but could not initiate
aiminal eviction proceedings without NEPHUs full cooperation —which
lllt‘} did not el

Finally, r!)('l(' was a conflict in the eyes of many PHA employees
hetween .(In‘n mission ol providing low cost housing: for the poor and the
expectation that they would become involved in enforcement activities,
In Denver, this was compounded by the fact that federal requirements
were read Lo require high monthly occupancy rates in order to justify
rent ﬁul)xidim. Development managers who moved against drug and
gang-involved Teascholders risked higher vacancy rates as a (‘()HS(‘(]l‘l(’ll(‘l,‘.
l‘("ss (](i(ll(‘;ll(“([ managers emphasized keeping their units full, at the
price of winking at lease violations. This posture may have contvibuted
to the Luge variance that we observed in the I'r('(|lu(*n(‘v with which
development managers complained to NEPIHU about :sl)('('i['i(' drug
problems, ‘

One widely discussed housing management strategy is to improve
tenant screening and management, but we saw how difficult it can be to
nnpl('-mcnl this resolve. New Orleans officials attributed their reluctance
to evict residents to the belief that public housing was their last resort
belore homelessness. They took a narrow legal p()sili()n—(hul only actual
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teascholders who were themselves convicted of drug offenses could be
evicted —to forestall taking action. Convicted drug users, residents who
sold drugs elsewhere, and family members or people other than the
Jessee who sold drugs from a PIA unit, all were ('x('mplvd. Very few
residents were evicted in New Orleans once the rules became widely
known. Denver was somewhat more successful in taking action against
tenants whose units were involved in drug activities, but this was due
more to the resolve of individual development managers than the PHA's
attorney charged with monitoring this policy. Further, the adverse re-
action by a vocal faction of residents to attempts by Quigg Newlon's
activist manager 1o take the initiative against drugs in that development
illustrates how intensely political this kind of management tactic can be.
In the end, she was “booted upstairs” and out of the development, and
her chief supporters among the residents fled the development in the
face of threats to their lives.

The reality of life in many public housing developments also makes it
difficult to impose draconian tenant management policies. Tt is hard to
monitor exactly who is living in the units, which in New Orleans often
are overcrowded with long-term “guests.” In addition, while tenant ros-
ters indicate that the bulk of the adults Tiving there are single women,
there appeared to be no shortage of males in and around the housing
developments we monitored. either in Denver or New Orleans. This
floating population of indocumented  quasi-residents makes it more
difficult to affix responsibility for drug involvement in the developments.
Arrest data from New Orleans made it clear that many, and perhaps
most, adults involved in the drug trade there did not live in the develop-
ments at all; rather, they commuted home on their off hours.

To deal with these problems. there have been efforts to regain control
of the apartments and cor idors of PHA buildings using “sweeps.” Sweeps
involve locking all exits to a huilding and conducting unannounced
warrantless scarches of apartments. Then, while the building remains
interdicted, new security doors and fences are thrown up, guard booths
are erected in the central entrance area, legal residents are photographed
and given identification cards, undocumented residents are evicted, and
a special pass system is put in place to ensure that outsiders cannot stay
in the building past midnight. However, sweeps assume a style of physi-
cal design which does not characterize most public housing for poor
families. PHA buildings in Denver and New Orleans are more typical;
they are low-rise, the apartments have separate front and back doors,
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and they sprawl over large areas intersected by streets and parking
lots. Rescarch by Newman and Franck (1980), a modest evaluation of
an carly access control experiment in Chicago's Cabrini-Green develop-
ment (Chicago Department of Planning, 1978), surveys by Burby and
Rohe (1989), and related rescareh, lead us to believe that one of the
most significant sources of the breakdown of social control in public
housing is in fact its “public” character; anyone ¢an enter, and no one
has any particalar Jegitimacy 1o challenge their presence: In this light,
sweep and secure programs speak toa real pml)lan [Towever, short of
areating huge walled compounds within which poor families must live,
we cannot envision how they actually apply to most family public hous-
ine developments.

Ihe dispersed, low rise character of the family housing that we observed
might provide a hetter it with elements of Crime Prevention Through
Fovitonmental Design (CF FED) theoties ol crime control. A crime
[rl('\vnli«m program o public housing arcas could involve the physical
redesign ol buildings o enhance their security by impm\'ing oppon -
ties Jor siveillanee and intervention, and to control aceess 1o the build-
ing by nontesidents.

fLowever more fundamental problems ol deterioration dominate the
construction budpet of most PHIAS. Afflicted with Luildings that often
were poorly built and frequenty have been iN-maintained, it would be
ditficult to convinge many PLIAs to investin subtle redesign efforts. In
light ol their generally deteriorating character, it can casily scem more
important for them o yespond o vandalism and disrepair in timely
fashion. Living conditions in New Orleans developments are deplorable.
{0 some ol the developments tulg('lv(l by NEPLIU, 50 percent of the
apartments stand gutted and uninhabitable. In those areas virtually
every building isat feast partially abandoned, while at the same time the
Lemaining apartments e grossly overcrowded with undocumented
yesidents. The Huitdings are marked with graffiti and the Tawns around
them have been destroyed. Metal window frames have been ripped from
the vacant units and cart ied away for resale, and when upurlm('nls fall
empty theyae quickly st ipped of their fixtures and appliances. Gaping
holes have been ripped in the walls at ground level so that anyone can
pain access to yawl spaces beneath the row-house apartments. More than
10 pereent of the Aity's lmpnluli()n lives in nine large housing complexes
like these.

\Morcover, it is not Hear how much elfect physical redesign plans
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might have, compared to other forces thatare at work in public housing
areas. Even Newman and Franck (tong‘ludcd that most of the explained
variance in measures of tenant victimization, {ear, and residential satisfac-
tion among public housing residents was accounted for by their cco-
nomic and family status rather than management or puilding design
factors; 1 the end, the fact that PHIAS (r(-q\\('nlly are the source of
housing of last resort for the poor prv(\ominam-d. For all of the problems
in the PHA'S top management structurc, the developments that we
observed in Denver were manageable at the local fevel. They were well
laid out and well maintained; they were small (none had more than
about 400 units) and the units had solid doors and visible security
arrangements. Broken windows got fixed, and there were not many of
them because leascholders had to pay for such repairs. Residents were
required to take care of their lawns. The density of the developments
uppl'nxim:nv(l that of many private residential areas of Denver, and
development managers generally were aggressive in enforcing rules of
conduct and keeping prople who were not listed on the lease out of the
apartments. However, at the same time our surveys in Denver {mnu\ that
70 percent of residents thought it was fairly casy or very casy to find a
drug apartiment in their development. ln the end, our experience in
Denver Jeads us 1o he uncertain how much of a difference management
policies can make. absent more radical uppr()z\('\ws 1o crime control.

CONCLUSION

The NEPHUs in both cities failed in their plan to mobilize PHA
residents to act on their own to combat drug use and crime, and to
cooperate with the police to regain control over conditions in the
developments. There were @ number of reasons for this: (1) the pmpos(ﬂ
plan 10 combine visible and active mmmm\'\\y-nri(‘nlod policing with
undercover, cnfm'cem('n(—(n‘i(-nl('(] narcotics opomli(ms failed to recog-
nize that the two strategies arce incommensurable; (2) many officers
believed that the rosidents were not really interested in halting the drug
trade, because ol their own involvement; (3) residents distrusted the
police and had been (lisnppoimvd with special programs in the past; and
(4) residents were reluctant to get involved for fear of retaliation by the
drug dealers. These factors were ('mnp()undod by the inability or
anwillingness of the two Housing Authorities to get involved; this is of
special significance because they are the “landlord” for these special
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communities. Renters generally participate less often in crime preven-
tion programs, but in these two cities the home owner did not either.
Even though public housing residents lack some of the characteristics
that seem to drive successful community organizing (in addition to
ownership, these include long-term residence, nuclear family organization,
and education), it is our judgment that the NEPHUs in both cities could
have achieved some success had they been persistent and more caring,
Attending one or two meetings, as NEPIHU officers did, fell far short of
what it would require to organize even the ideal community. We also [eel
that a change in the officers attitude towards the residents could have
made a dilference. It may be true that some residents are part of the
problem but our surveys suggest that most residents are law-abiding
citizens who want to live in a drug-free environment. Our analysis of
neighbothood surveys in several cities, including Houston, Newark,
Baltimore, Oakland, and Binmingham, suggests that public housing
residents are not much different from residents of “ordinary™ poor and
minority neighborhoods; they are justas committed to their community
and to their neighbors as people elsewhere (Skogan and Annan, in press).
Fhis suggests that community-oriented policing could have been more
successhul than it was in Denver and New Orleans, it ithad been given a

chance,
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