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Prologue

This report presents a first look at the results from the study 
titled Justiciabarómetro: Comprehensive Study of  Municipal Police 
in Ciudad Juárez, which was designed to evaluate the provi-

sion of  public security in one of  Mexico’s most troubled cities 
through the viewpoints, experiences, and opinions of  law enforce-
ment officers themselves. To do so, this study relied on two distinct 
methodological approaches:

1) A qualitative inquiry into the structural and organizational condi-
tions present within the Ciudad Juárez Department of  Public Se-
curity (Secretaría de Seguridad Pública Municipal de Ciudad Juárez, 
SSPM), using a variety of  techniques —including participant obser-
vation, individual and group interviews, focus group studies, field 
visits, seminars, and analysis of  archival documents— that allowed 
for detailed analysis of  three priority areas in police institutions: or-
ganizational and operational, intelligence and counter-intelligence, 
and psychology, health, and work atmosphere;

2) A quantitative analysis of  the organizational culture that prevails 
within the SSPM through a survey of  the entire police department 
to examine their experiences and opinions regarding their profes-
sional careers, working conditions, adherence to due process, and 
relations to crime and society. 

In the process, this study provides unique insights into the knowl-
edge, attitudes, and opinions of  local police, public security 
administrators, and field personnel with regard to a wide range of  
issues related to their work. Moreover, this research complements 
and builds on the results of  an earlier Justiciabarómetro conducted 
in the Guadalajara Metropolitan Zone (Zona Metropolitana de 
Guadalajara, ZMG) in 2009. That study, which focused on local 
police departments in six socio-economically diverse municipalities, 
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constituted the largest independent survey of  its kind ever con-
ducted in Mexico. While this second study in Ciudad Juárez focuses 
only on a single law enforcement agency, it happens to be one of  
the most scrutinized among Mexico’s more than 2,400 municipal 
police departments due to the severe public security challenges 
faced in that city and local authorities’ long-standing inability to put 
a stop to rampant crime and violence. As such, this study provides 
new insights into these problems, useful lines of  inquiry for future 
research, and recommendations that have been presented to —and  
in some cases adopted by— local authorities in Ciudad Juárez.
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8Justiciabarómetro Ciudad Juárez



Justiciabarómetro9

Introduction

Most efforts to evaluate the effectiveness of  public security 
in Mexico tend to concentrate on levels of  crime 
and violence, on citizens’ opinions and perspectives, or 

victims’ experiences. For example, the Instituto Ciudadano de Es-
tudios Sobre la Inseguridad (ICESI) produces a large survey of  
victimization each year. México Evalúa, another non-governmental 
organization, generates an index of  the levels of  crime found 
at the national and state levels. As a result of  these and similar 
efforts, we know a great deal about how the public assesses the 
performance of  Mexico’s criminal justice system. Yet, while such 
studies offer useful measures and evaluations about the outcomes 
of  institutional performance, they do not provide information on 
the internal attributes and institutional functioning of  the agencies 
responsible for these outcomes. As a result, the criminal justice 
system itself  remains a “black box” about which we know surpris-
ingly little. 

In particular, there have been very few efforts to gauge the profes-
sional profiles and perspectives of  those that operate the criminal 
justice system. Such research is sorely needed to measure the levels 

of  professional development and the attitudes of  these actors, 
and to chart a course for the future. In particular, greater effort is 
needed to understand the limitations and challenges confronting 
the main operators of  the criminal justice system: police, prosecu-
tors, public defenders, and judges. 

One of  the best research initiatives to advance this objective 
was a January 2007 study coordinated by Miguel Sarre, titled 
“Barómetro Local: A Study of  Due Process” (Barómetro local: 
Una silueta del debido proceso), which combined information on 
due process and the functioning of  the judicial system in various 
states in Mexico. Another example is the Culture of  Legality 
project by Roy Godson of  Georgetown University, which 
seeks to gauge and improve the internal norms, values, and infor-
mal practices of  police departments. Both studies helped inspire 
this research, and iillustrate that the success of  any judicial sector 
reform effort hinges not only on carefully regulating the operators 
of  the criminal justice system, but also on promoting their profes-
sional development and their active engagement in the process of  
reform. 

Evaluating Municipal Police in Ciudad Juárez

Image by Jon Lowenstein

Ciudad Juárez

Image courtesy of  Jon Lowenstein/NOOR



10Justiciabarómetro

Among the important operators of  the criminal justice system, 
Mexican police are particularly reviled and frequently disparaged. 
Mexican citizens view their law enforcement authorities as woefully 
ineffective, thoroughly corrupt, and frequently prone to abusive 
and criminal behavior, although it is important to mention that 
police are curiously held in higher esteem than unions, legislators, 
and political parties (Consulta Mitofsky, 2010, Economía, gobierno, 
y política). Daily headlines seem to confirm public perceptions, 
as impunity reigns and police are found to be involved in seri-
ous criminal offenses. Municipal police officers are of  particular 
concern because they account for the vast majority of  the country’s 
more than 300,000 law enforcement officers, and have by far the 
most contact with the public. 

Concerns about municipal police were the driving force behind 
Mexican President Felipe Calderón’s October 6, 2010 security 
proposal to the Senate to revise Mexico’s Constitution. This reform 
would dissolve many municipal police agencies, merge qualifying 
officers into state law enforcement agencies, and form a “unified 
command” (mando único) at the state level. Dissolution would 
apply to those local law enforcement agencies that failed to comply 
with specified requirements, but even in the case of  local depart-
ments that met these requirements they would answer directly to 
the state governor and not to the mayor of  their own municipality.  

On the one hand, a significant part of  the argument that supports 
eliminating local law enforcement agencies and unifying police 
commands at the state level has to do with the threat presented 
by organized crime groups, which in many cases are able to easily 
overwhelm or corrrupt inadequately trained, ill-equipped, and 
poorly paid local police officers. Advocates of  unification point to 
the greater resources, economies of  scale, and efficiency of  train-
ing and managing police under a single, state-level administrative 
umbrella. 

On the other hand, the presumption that this proposal will im-
prove policing rests on the idea that state police are somehow less 
susceptible to the problems that are found at the local level. Unfor-
tunately, this notion is directly contradicted by significant evidence 
of  the corruption of  state-level officials by organized crime groups 
in recent years. Moreover, the movement to introduce a “unified 
command” ignores the importance of  local community policing 
and problem solving as vital measures to improve public safety.  
Finally, despite the relatively limited availability about the source of  
those problems, proponents of  police unification often wrongly 
assume that the problems confronting local police departments are 
insurmountable. 

As this report went to press, Calderón’s proposed initiative remains 
under consideration in Mexico’s Congress, and is in need of  more 
information about the challenges confronted by local police depart-
ments. The Justiciabarómetro study of  Ciudad Juárez —one of  
Mexico’s most troubled— therefore comes at an important moment 
of  reflection on the role and future of  municipal police in Mexico, 
and hopefully sheds some light on these critical questions. The study 
provides rich qualitative and quantitative indicators to help under-
stand the needs and weaknesses of  this particular department, but 
also to help evaluate the type of  police reforms that Mexico needs. 

For example, among the key findings of  the survey were severe 
deficiencies in training and equipment, a lack of  merit-based hiring 
criteria and civil service protections, high levels of  distrust among 
law enforcement personnel, and severe problems of  coordination 
with state and federal law enforcement agencies.  Over half  the 
force indicated that they do not have the equipment that they need 
to do their job, including adequate police uniforms, and half  said 
that the condition of  available equipment was bad (33%) or very 
bad (17%). 

Respondents demonstrated a basic knowledge of  proper law 
enforcement protocols, but also expressed a fairly strong desire for 
more training (47%). 85% said that they have no opportunity to 
practice the proper use of  a firearm on a regular basis, 55% indi-
cated that they do not receive any breaks during their shift, and a 
significant portion (47%) indicated that they do not have adequate 
time to exercise during their shift.
 
Among various questions about law enforcement integrity, 60% of  
respondents indicated that honesty is the most important virtue of  
a police officer, but only 40% believed that it was the virtue most 
present on the force. Meanwhile, on a scale of  0 to 4, roughly 65% 
indicated that the the level of  corruption was at 2 or higher and 
36% of  respondents felt that the level was above 3.  In terms of  
where such corruption is located, 44% of  respondents indicated 
that it was found at the highest levels, 29% indicated that corrup-
tion was found at all levels, and the remainder indicated corruption 
was found only in at lower or middle management levels. 

Overall, such findings suggest —consistent with earlier Jus-
ticiabarómetro findings in Guadalajara— that the problems 
confronting local police in Ciudad Juárez reflect deep-seated 
institutional problems which are shared among municipal po-
lice departments in many parts of  Mexico. These will no doubt 
take considerable time and effort to resolve. This survey helps to 
measure the challenges the department faces, and sets a baseline 
for evaluating reform efforts over the coming years, regardless of  
whether Mexican authorities opt to rely on a decentralized model 
of  policing or shift to a unified command. 

Ciudad Juárez
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Beginning in the 1990s, Ciudad Juárez gained a reputa-
tion as a city with severe law enforcement problems, due 
largely to the brutal murders and disappearances of  hun-

dreds of  young women (many of  which were subject to sexual 
violence and mutilation). Underscoring the lack of  professional-
ism in state and local law enforcement, police investigations into 
these cases were severely compromised: police files were often 
incomplete, investigators were careless about evidence collec-
tion, and the analysis of  victims’ remains was often unprofes-
sional. Indeed, evidence was often fabricated and remains were 
misidentified, causing victims’ families —which were often 
treated disrespectfully by police— to re-live the murders over 
and over. 

While many of  these murders remain unresolved, the focus on 
public security in Ciudad Juárez has shifted in recent years due 
to a new and more widespread set of  public security challenges. 
Specifically, over the last three years, a surge in drug-related 
killings has made Ciudad Juárez the most violent city in Mexico. 
The recent violence in Ciudad Juárez was provoked and contin-
ues to be driven by the dynamics of  competition among crimi-
nal organizations vying for the control of  production zones, 
trafficking routes to the border, and access to the lucrative 

consumer market in the United States. In other words, the 
conditions that make Ciudad Juárez a battlefield for these or-
ganizations have to do with the strategic importance of  the 
border as a gateway to the U.S. market and the disposition of  
the economy of  the border region and the workforce. 

In 2008 alone, there were over 1,600 cartel-related killings 
in the state of  Chihuahua, a rate of  nearly 50 per 100,000 
people (five times the national homicide rate). The rate of  
killings was much higher in Ciudad Juárez, where much 
of  the violence was concentrated. In 2009, Ciudad Juárez 
experienced more than 2,500 drug-related homicides. In 
2010, the number exceeded 2,600. With a population of  
1.4 million people in Ciudad Juárez, the city’s homicide rate 
stands at roughly 190 per 100K inhabitants (about 9 times 
the rate considered to be epidemic by the WHO). The shape 
of  conflicts between organized crime groups are often un-
predictable, since they are influenced by idiosyncratic factors 
like changes in leadership and arrests, personal rivalries, and 
bad business deals. 

During the last two decades, the movement of  the illicit mar-
ket through Juárez was dominated by the Carrillo Fuentes 

Public Security Challenges in Ciudad Juárez 
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Organization, also know as the Juárez Cartel or often referred 
to simply as “La Línea,” which is the name of  its branch that 
is primarily focused on executions. It is believed that for a 
long time La Línea was protected by a group of  corrupt police 
from the Secretary of  Municipal Public Security (Secretaría de 
Seguridad Pública Municipal, SSPM) in Ciudad Juárez. Since 
early 2008, a schism between the Carrillo Fuentes Organiza-
tion and its former partners in the drug trafficking organi-
zation known as the Sinaloa Cartel has resulted in a fierce 
struggle to control trafficking routes through Ciudad Juárez. 

This violence —much of  which is directed at police— is 
also linked to the city’s large number of  young, disassociated 
males between the ages of  18 and 35 who are often referred 
to as the “ni-ni’s” because they “neither study, nor work” (ni 
estudian, ni trabajan). This “ni-ni” population is part of  the 
generation that was born during the so-called lost decade of  
the 1980s, when the national economy of  Mexico entered into 
a prolonged period of  crisis and instability with a sharp cur-
rency devaluation, which resulted in a difficult restructuring 
and opening up to the global economy. Mexico agreed to the 
General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1986 and 
eventually signed the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) in 1994, changes that were devastating for many in-
dustries in Mexico but that represented great opportunities for 
the export sector in the border region. This led the number of  
maquiladora plants, specifically electronics and high technol-
ogy, to grow in a spectacular manner along the border. 

According to the Observatorio de Juárez, among all homicides 
in 2009, young men between the ages of  20 and 35 repre-
sented roughly 60% of  the victims in Ciudad Juárez (far more 
than their proportion of  the population). This segment of  the 
population, made up mostly of  the so-called “ni-ni’s,” drive 
up the already elevated mortality rates due to the fact that 
they grow up in fertile grounds for gang recruitment, which 
have become small armies for the criminal organizations. So 
is the case with the so-called Barrio Azteca gang, which is 
active in jails and streets in the United States and Mexico and 
operates under the orders of  the Juárez Cartel, or the two 
small local gangs known as Artistas Asesinos (also known as 

“AA,” Double A/Doble A) and the Mexicles that work for the 
Sinaloa Cartel.

Finally, at the time of  this study it was clear that the security 
situation in Ciudad Juárez was accompanied by a deep sense 
of  social division and distrust: (1) between civic groups, gov-
ernment authorities, and the media; (2) among civic groups 
of  different socioeconomic class and political orientation; 
(3) between authorities, civic groups, and the media; and (4) 
between authorities from different levels of  government. Dif-
ferent agencies and levels of  government appear to distrust 
each other, and suspect that their partner agencies have been 
penetrated by organized crime. In sum, they have little desire 
to work together. Meanwhile, civic groups often eye each 
other with skepticism, citizens blame the government for the 
ongoing violence, and authorities repeatedly claim that civic 
organizations and other critics (e.g., the media) are motivated 
by political agendas. 

The polarization of  government and society is particularly 
troubling since, for some sectors of  the community, the 
government’s efforts to combat drug trafficking organizations 
appear to enjoy less legitimacy and support than the traffickers 
themselves. This is partly because “drug traffickers” are also 
family members, co-workers, and loved ones who are embed-
ded in supportive social networks. When a “drug trafficker” is 
arrested, abused, or killed, that person may be a son, a father, 
a brother, a colleague, or a friend. Despite literally thousands 
of  deaths and arrests of  drug traffickers in the past few years, 
until recently there had been little effort by authorities or civic 
groups to address the broader implications and ripple effects 
that this kind of  trauma has inflicted on society. 

Justiciabarómetro
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Source: Sistema Nacional de Seguridad Pública
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The primary objective of  Justiciabarómetro in Ciudad Juárez 
was to become more familiar with the experiences and 
opinions of  local police officers as a way to analyze the 

public security situation that confronts the department as a whole. 
The scope of  interest included all types of  opinions, ideas, and 
knowledge among the police with regard to their work. 

Therefore, it was fundamental to examine the organizational 
dimension of  the provision of  public security: its framework, 
procedures, and practices, both internally and in the community. 
This made it essential to have the perspectives and input of  police 
officers themselves on these issues, in order to understand the fac-
tors that shape the experiences of  the police work, organizational 
life inside the police department, and the on-the-job challenges of  
confronting an environment of  violence, crime, and fear. 

The implementation of  Justiciabarómetro in Ciudad Juárez had 
some particularities that responded to the recent history of  the 
police department, which need to be mentioned here. At the begin-
ning of  Mayor José Reyes Ferriz’s term (October of  2007 to 2010), 
he began with the argument that the municipal police department 
was the most corrupt it had ever been in history, which required a 
series of  “surgical” interventions. In his words, at the time it was 

necessary to “purge immediately and begin to examine the (depart-
ment’s) management, operations, and results to identify the shortest 
route to take the reigns from the hands of  organized crime.” The 
city’s diagnostic revealed the necessity of  retaking absolute control 
of  the police command, the police academy, the six police stations 
in the city, patrolling operations, and the 060 Emergency Response 
Center (Centro de Respuesta Inmediata, CERI)” (Reyes Ferriz, 
2008: 5). From there, the mayor outlined a strategy centered on 
cleansing the police department of  its chiefs, officers, and cadets, 
followed by the subsequent recruitment of  civilians and soldiers 
–in theory those either retired or licensed– that would conform to 
the so-called New Police (Nueva Policía) with close to 3,000 agents.

At the same time, crime indices in Ciudad Juárez rose in a dramatic 
fashion in 2008. During the period from 1996 to 2006, the total 
number of  homicides had maintained a stable average rate of  18 
killings per month, or about 216 annually. In 2008, as the drug war 
began to heat up, there were 1,600 people killed (Poder Ciudadano, 
2010). These high levels of  registered violence in 2008 led then 
Mayor José Reyes Ferriz to ask for support from the federal gov-
ernment to have the military and federal police intervene to help 
contain the violence. 

Municipal Police in Ciudad Juárez
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This heightened public security strategy, better known as Joint 
Operation Chihuahua (Operativo Conjunto Chihuahua), deployed 
2,026 members of  the armed forces, with 425 officers of  the fed-
eral police and the Attorney General’s Office (Procuraduría Gen-
eral de la República, PGR) during its first phase (Meyer, Brewer, 
and Cepeda, 2010: 11). In June of  2008, the Federal Government 
ordered the additional deployment of  1,400 soldiers to support 
those already based there. Afterwards, in March 2009, the federal 
government sent 5,332 more soldiers to Ciudad Juárez to assume 
control of  the local police department.

However, despite the massive presence of  the military throughout 
the state and particularly in Ciudad Juárez, violent crime did not 
decrease as anticipated.  On the contrary, between 2008 and 2009, a 
total of  4,200 homicides occurred, and in 2010 alone it reached the 
alarming number of  3,111 (Hernández, 2011). Simultaneous to this 
escalating violence, violations of  human rights also increased dra-
matically, calling into question the original mission of  the military 
to come to the city to create an environment of  peace and security. 
Indeed, with the launch of  Joint Operation Chihuahua in 2008, 
the “state of  Chihuahua led the list of  CNDH reports of  human 
rights violations with 199 reports against the military in the first six 
months of  the year” (Ballinas, 2008).

According to Amnesty International, many of  these complaints 
were related to the policing activities carried out by the military in 
the state of  Chihuahua, and in particular in Ciudad Juárez. From 
March 2008 to September 2009, the State Human Rights Commis-
sion of  Chihuahua (Comisión Estatal de Derechos Humanos de 
Chihuahua, CEDH) and a municipal office that heard complaints 
in Ciudad Juárez received more than 1,300 complaints of  military 
abuse, which included at least 14 accounts of  forced disappear-
ances and 8 of  extrajudicial executions.

Besides emphasizing that large sections of  Juárez society were 
criticizing the presence of  the military, affirming that they were 
far from controlling the situation, there had been an increase in 
the levels of  violence and crime since 2008. In response to these 
arguments and following the massacre of  13 youths and two adults 
in the Villas de Salvárcar neighborhood, President Felipe Calde-
rón Hinojosa (2006-2012) responded at the end of  January 2010: 
“Contrary to what some have said, whether by mistake or malice, 

the violence in that city is not due to the presence of  the federal 
forces” (López, 2010). Additionally, he insisted that the murder of  
the young students was due to a conflict among gangs. Afterwards, 
when the second assertion was challenged, his government found 
itself  apologizing to the victims and their families after a flood of  
criticism for his insensitivity. 

After making three separate visits to Ciudad Juárez in February 
2010, the president announced a new program titled “We Are All 
Juárez. Let’s Reconstruct the City,” with an investment of  3.4 mil-
lion pesos. This social development project was intended to pre-
vent violence by investing in six main areas: security, education, 
health, social development, economy, and employment. However, 
a year after it was started, various critics in civil society asserted 
that the program and the overall counter-drug effort was prov-
ing ineffective. For example, as Hugo Almada, a member of  the 
Security Board (Mesa de Seguridad), declared during an interview 
in the magazine Proceso:

“There are problems since nothing has been achieved. This 
is an unnecessary war directed against the poor. They [the 
authorities] do not stand up to crimes like money laundering, 
political corruption, and criminal activity by officials; nor are 
the authorities interested in attacking the financial structure 
of  the cartels. The action only focuses on the operative part, 
the consumers, the majority being poor, or the hit men. From 
a tactical point of  view, the strategy has been poorly planned. 
It lacks intelligence work. This causes the operations to be 
neither fast nor effective.”

--- How have the authorities acted?

“The federal forces or the troops were sent to areas of  con-
flict without any previous investigation; this is the problem 
with the strategy. I want to be clear: we do not agree (like we 
said in February 2010, when we asked for assistance in the 
intelligence area) with the lack of  response from the federal 
government [to combat criminal violence].” 

Since the beginning of  2010, the federal government has shifted its 
security strategy in Ciudad Juárez. However, the pressure from vari-
ous civil, national, and international organizations protesting the 
use of  the military in public security functions, and especially the 
intrusive operations and checkpoints that were affecting the lives 
of  ordinary people, had an important role in the eventual decision 
of  the government to transfer the oversight of  Joint Operation 
Chihuahua from the military to the federal police, under the new 
name Coordinated Operation Chihuahua (Operación Coordinada 
Chihuahua). 

These changes, which occurred in April 2010, led to the arrival of  
5,000 federal police agents, who were supported by between 2,500 
and 3,000 “new” municipal police. This new security measure, 
as part of  the “We Are All Juárez” program, resulted in federal 
forces taking on the coordination of  the municipal and transit 
police, and the mayor’s decision to name Víctor Gutiérrez Rosas, 
a retired military general, as the city’s new director of  public secu-
rity. With the withdrawal of  the military, which was now assigned 
to guard international ports, airports, main roads, highways, and 
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rural zones in Ciudad Juárez, José Reyes Ferriz declared that “the 
stage of  contention with military solutions” had ended and that 
“now a new stage of  police solutions would begin.” 

What is certain is that the new role of  the federal police in con-
trolling local security gives them a wide range of  responsibilities: 
patrolling the streets of  Ciudad Juárez; taking control of  the Emer-
gency and Immediate Response Center (Centro de Emergencia y 
Reacción Inmediata C.E.R.I.); inspecting bars and clubs; investigat-
ing cases of  kidnapping, extortion, and crimes of  high impact; and 
dismantling criminal networks.

All of  these tasks correspond with the functions of  a police force 
focused on intelligence gathering and criminal investigation. 
However, this role does not clearly establish their role in preven-
tive measures from the standpoint of  citizens’ security. That is 
why it should be emphasized that these functions attributed to 
the federal police –while totally necessary– do not seem to cor-
respond with the preventive functions of  municipal police. These 
functions instead require police to gain citizens’ confidence, to 
search for new social formulas to establish mechanisms of  citizen 
collaboration, and to improve the perceived legitimacy of  police 
action.

In this regard, if  the “stage of  contention” had ended (as as-
serted by the mayor at the time) and the “stage of  police solu-
tions” had arrived, there were many questions that remained. 
Was the Ciudad Juárez Police Department prepared to become 
a primary actor and participant in confronting the problems of  

crime and violence? Was the department prepared to propose 
plausible solutions in this regard? Was the department capable 
of  establishing a strategic alliance in collaboration with the 
federal police? Would a subordinate but supportive relationship 
develop, or would there be animosity between them? 

And looking at prior decisions affecting the municipal police de-
partment, what was the result of  the police cleansing process, both 
for those that left and those that stayed? Regarding the military 
strategy, how did it affect two potentially conflicting objectives: one 
whose mission is to fight in armed conflicts and the other whose 
mission is to protect the community and respect of  citizens’ human 
rights? Also, how did the police view the military’s influence, as 
well as the departure of  the military and the initiation of  the new 
federal police command? In sum, how did these efforts look from 
the other side, that is, from the standpoint of  the operators of  the 
local public security system: the members of  the police department 
itself ? 

All of  these were critical questions that guided our inquiry in 
implementing the Justiciabarómetro research project in the par-
ticular context of  Ciudad Juárez. At the end of  the day, this study 
is about those men and women that make up the municipal police 
force in Ciudad Juárez, in a department that has been dramati-
cally reshaped by massive cleansings. The department’s cleansing 
processes were based exclusively on trust tests, practiced under the 
assumption that most of  the department’s personnel were involved 
with organized crime. However, the hiring new personnel that 
was required subsequently was massive, and the process occurred 
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without many of  the precautions needed to ensure that new hires 
would be of  the higest caliber and to prevent the re-infiltration of  
the department. For example, as discussed later in the report, while 
authorities had hoped to infuse the department with new officers 
from other states and municipalities as a means to avoid complic-
ity with local organized crime networks, the survey found that the 
majority of  officers were born and raised in Ciudad Juárez and its 
surrounding areas. 

Thus, overall, the purge of  the police department led to a number 
of  negative consequences, like the significant loss of  institutional 
memory and operational experience, without necessarily addressing 
some of  the main challenges faced by the department. At the same 
time, the process itself  created new internal divisions and a certain 
degree of  distrust on the force between veterans and rookies, cleav-
ages that were accentuated by the use of  different uniforms (light 
blue and gray, respectively) to distinguish experienced officers from 
new recruits. 

Understanding these kinds of  contextual factors is essential when 
considering the findings of  this study, which in turn sheds new 
light on the challenges and issues confronting efforts to reform 
the public security apparatus in Ciudad Juárez. Hence, the research 
team incorporated many of  the above-noted questions into the 
study, making it necessary to carefully examine the structural and 
organizational conditions of  the SSPM through various qualitative 

research methods. This made it possible to analyze with greater 
detail the viewpoints, priorities, and concerns of  local police of-
ficers about their organization and operations in Ciudad Juárez, 
with particular consideration of  the complex and controversial 
processes recently undergone by the department. Without a doubt, 
the results obtained provide robust empirical findings that offer a 
firm foundation to understand the perceptions, priorities, and as-
pirations of  these essential public servants. These results also now 
make it possible to examine the difficulties and obstacles to local 
police reform with a level of  detail rarely seen in empirical studies 
of  law enforcement agencies in Mexico. 
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Methodology of  the Study

General Considerations and Population Surveyed

The information derived from this study is intended to con-
tribute to the construction of  an efficient public security appa-
ratus, with the direct participation and opinions of  the most 

important element of  a police force: the men and women that make 
up the officer corps. Justiciabarómetro is, in this sense, a first and 
important attempt to gauge their experiences, views, and recommen-
dations. In this sense, by surveying these officers, this study seeks to 
establish a set of  baseline indicators that illustrate the capabilities and 
weaknesses of  the department, against which future improvements 
can be measured. Beyond this, this study also aspires to contribute 
policy recommendations, strategies, and targets for the short, medium, 
and long term in order to help modernize the municipal police depart-
ment of  Ciudad Juárez. 

For the reasons noted earlier, Ciudad Juárez is one of  Mexico’s most 
difficult public security contexts. In this study, the Justiciabarómetro 
team attempted to understand the city’s primary public security con-
cerns and to gauge the institutional capacity of  municipal police forces 
to address these challenges. As noted previously, the project team used 
both a qualitative and a quantitative diagnostic approach. First, in the 
initial phase of  this project, the research team conducted multiple 
meetings with local experts, partner organizations, and officials to 
obtain the necessary support and permissions to conduct the study. 

Second, key members of  the team conducted a two-week field 
research visit, including a qualitative assessment of  the structural 
and organizational conditions in the Ciudad Juárez Municipal Police 
Department. The research team used on-site participant observation, 
in-depth individual and group interviews, focus groups, classroom 
exercises, review of  organizational records, archival research, and 
analysis of  available data on public safety in Ciudad Juárez. This 
approach offered insights into three priority areas for local police, 
namely organizational and operational dynamics; intelligence and 
counterintelligence initiatives; and the psychology, health and working 
environment of  local officers. 

Third, in line with the approach used in other studies of  the Justi-
ciabarómetro initiative based on surveys, the quantitative aspect of  

17

Responses to the Justiciabarómetro Survey by Municipal District

Ciudad Juárez Justiciabarómetro

this study relied on a questionnaire with over one hundred questions 
that was administered to all available personnel in the eight dis-
tricts that make up the city’s municipal police department: Aldama, 
Babícora, Benito Juárez, CERESO, Chihuahua, Cuauhtémoc, C. 
Especiales, and Delicias. The survey instrument was developed by 
the participating researchers, and administered over a period of  two 
weeks during the month of  June 2010 by a team of  professional 
pollsters at Data, Opinión Pública y Mercados (DATA-OPM), with 
the cooperation of  the municipal government and the department 
of  public safety.

The study achieved a response rate of  2,381 people out of  a total 
force estimated at 3,146 officers. That is, 75% of  the total municipal 
police officers of  the department took the survey, providing a mar-
gin of  error of  +/- 2%. Undoubtedly, the results provide a strong 
empirical basis to begin to understand the perceptions, priorities and 
views of  these important public servants in Ciudad Juárez. In addi-
tion to providing insights into the profiles, knowledge, and expertise 
of  these officers, the survey allowed the research team to learn more 
about their working conditions, departmental procedures, and their 
views on crime and society.

District	
   Population	
   Showing	
  (Number	
  of	
  
interviews	
  answered)	
  

Percentage	
  

Aldama	
   380	
   245	
   64.5	
  
Babícora	
   674	
   557	
   82.6	
  
Benito	
  Juárez	
   367	
   240	
   65.4	
  
CERESO	
   346	
   329	
   95.1	
  
Chihuahua	
   269	
   187	
   69.5	
  
Cuahtémoc	
   300	
   168	
   56.0	
  
C.	
  Especiales	
   347	
   313	
   90.2	
  
Delicias	
   463	
   342	
   73.9	
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Socio-Demographic Profile of  the Police

Results of  the Study

The survey focused partly on the demographic profile of  
respondents in order to gain a better understanding of  the 
composition of  the municipal police department. Of  2,381 

respondents, participants averaged 33 years of  age —the majority 
(60%) between 30-49 years old— and were overwhelmingly male 
(75%). The survey results confirmed that most (54%) were born in 
the state of  Chihuahua, with 47% born in Ciudad Juárez, contra-
dicting earlier reports by authorities that the police force had been 
largely “re-stocked” with agents from outside the local area. 

In terms of  family life, the overwhelming majority (86%) of  re-
spondents reported having 1 to 3 children. 47% indicated that they 
were married, 22% lived with a significant other, 20% were unmar-
ried, and 9% were divorced or had other circumstances. In terms 
of  their economic situation, the overwhelming majority (90%) 
stated that their income is the main source of  family income, and 
in the majority of  cases it is the only one. This a very important 
consideration, since only 6% stated they earn more than 10,000 pe-
sos (roughly USD$800) a month and a considerable portion (35%) 
reported received a salary of  less than 8,000 pesos (roughly USD 
$640) a month. Only 42% stated they own their home.

Ciudad Juárez
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reflect the trend among Mexican municipal police officers in gen-
eral, and not just in Ciudad Juárez. One key difference for Ciudad 
Juárez is the recent restructurings, which could have been used as 
an opportunity for the police department to shed the problems 
that have dragged the force down, take advantage of  the vibrant 
energy and enthusiasm of  young, new recruits, and push forward 
a new mission and vision that is focused more on the citizenry and 
the protection of  citizens’ rights. However, with only 34% of  the 
force younger than 29 years old, it is clear that the renovation of  
the police did not actually constitute a rejuvenation of  the police 
force in Ciudad Juárez. Thus, the prospects of  dramatic improve-
ments in the near future are perhaps not as bright as they could 
have been.

Professional Profile of  the Police

Results of  the Study

Examining the professional profile of  municipal police 
officers in Ciudad Juárez, the survey found that, as to the 
educational background of  the force, 47% indicated a mid-

dle school education, 30% said they have completed high school, 
but only 14% have college or post graduate degrees. Meanwhile, 
although Ciudad Juárez lies along the U.S. border, only 12% of  the 
respondents indicated that they know another language (less than 
280 of  the 2,381 agents who answered the question spoke English). 

Of  those surveyed, only 13% said they had some form of  military 
training. In the vast majority of  cases (80%), the police officers had 
a previous job before their current position, which suggests that 
being a policeman or woman was an alternative career path and not 
their first priority. The survey results also illustrate the changes of  
the Juárez police force’s composition as a result of  recent restruc-
turings. In quantitative terms, the shift is made clear by the fact that 
almost 80% have less than five years of  experience in the depart-
ment.

The picture that emerges from these and earlier noted demographic 
data is one of  an older, poorly educated, relatively inexperienced, 
and professionally underdeveloped police force, in comparison to 
international standards. It is important to mention that these results 

Ciudad JuárezJusticiabarómetro

Image courtesy of  Jon Lowenstein/NOOR

(percentage)



Justiciabarómetro21Ciudad Juárez

(percentage)

(percentage)(percentage)

(percentage)



Working Conditions

The distribution of  the police force in Ciudad Juárez, in rela-
tion to those surveyed, is as follows: 88% reported work-
ing as operative personnel (as opposed to administrative 

personnel). 63% of  respondants are actually field agents, the lowest 
ranking officers. In general, only 21% indicated that they have a 
permanent position, as opposed to the 76% that work on tempo-
rary contracts. This lack of  stable employment for police officers is 
particularly alarming due to the dangerous nature of  policework in 
Ciudad Juárez. When police are not ensured a permanent position 
and a clear career trajectory, they have little motivation to demon-
strate a commitment to the job or to the citizens that ultimately 
employ them. 

In terms of  the distribution of  the workload, the survey results 
showed some differences in the number of  days and the length 
of  shifts that police work, with 76% working six days a week, 9% 
working five days a week, 8% working seven days a week, and the 
rest working four days or less. 50% had mixed shifts, 30% had a 

Results of  the Study

shift of  8x12 (8 hours of  work for 12 hours of  rest), 9% worked 
12x24, 6% worked 12x12, 2% worked 24x48, and 1% worked 
24x24. More than half  of  those surveyed reported that they did 
not have a break during their shifts, while the 31% who indicated 
that they did typically had less than half  of  an hour of  break time 
during their shift.

Despite long hours without breaks, at least half  of  the respon-
dents (52%) felt that their current workload is adequate. Survey 
results suggested that the bulk of  that workload includes patrol-
ling the city, with relatively little time focused on administrative 
matters. Most also demonstrated a high degree of  satisfaction 
with their chosen profession, since 82% of  respondants indicated 
that they would want to be a police officer if  they had to choose 
again. 
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Respondents were fairly divided over whether or not the 
department’s hiring procedures were adequate, with 
about a quarter (24%) strongly in agreement and an equal 

number (24%) strongly in disagreement. Field interviews and other 
survey questions suggest that indications of  disapproval of  the hir-
ing process were closely related to frustration with the departmen-
tal purge at the outset of  the Reyes administration. 

Meanwhile, respondents were also significantly dissatisfied with 
opportunities for advancement on the force. Overall, nearly half  
disagreed on some level as to whether the processes to determine 
raises and promotions are fair (52%) and clear (49%). Nearly half  
(48%) disagreed with the idea that such decisions were based on 
individual merit, and 30% strongly disagreed. A majority (57%) felt 
at least to some degree that an individual’s connections were what 
primarily determined promotions, and 28% strongly agreed with 
this view. 

These responses present a fairly severe condemnation of  existing 
practices for promotion within the department, but also illustrate 
what is a common problem among municipal police departments 
in Mexico: the lack of  adequate professional criteria or systems of  
review for career advancement and basic civil service protections 
for public servants working in the field of  law enforcement. In the 
long term, the development of  professional standards for evalu-
ation and advancement is a measure on which the Ciudad Juárez 
police department must make significant improvement.

Respondents also had an unfavorable opinion regarding the de-
partment’s disciplinary sanctions; while the largest portion (28%) 
responded that disciplinary actions were fair, a sizeable number 
(22%) strongly disagreed. In other areas, the vast majority of  the 
respondents agreed that the assignment of  workshifts and the as-
signment of  patrol zones is fair, and 48% and 36% strongly agreed 
with these sentiments, respectively. The survey also found relatively 
high levels of  confidence, or trust, within the police department. 
However, while more than two thirds (65%) indicated that they 
have at least some degree of  “confidence” in their fellow officers, 
nearly a third disagreed and 12% strongly disagreed. Roughly simi-
lar proportions indicated either confidence or lack of  confidence 
in their superiors, though here respondents expressed more intense 
feelings —in both strong agreement and strong disagreement— 
when asked about their bosses. 

Working Environment, Treatment, and Interpersonal Relations

Results of  the Study
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Note: Some figures in the graphs do not add up to 100% due to rounding and because the graph does not include the “No Response” category.
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Equipment and Uniforms

The survey revealed that the Ciudad Juárez police depart-
ment is poorly equipped and has never had adequate equip-
ment, such as patrol cars, arms, ammunition, vests, and 

uniforms. One of  the most important things for any employee is 
to have the necessary equipment to fulfill one’s duties. In the field 
of  law enforcement, it is not only necessary to protect the public 
but also vital for the safety of  the individual officer. In this respect, 
the fact that half  of  the municipal police (54%) in Ciudad Juárez 
feel they that they are ill equipped to do their job —that is, do not 
have the equipment that they need— raises real concerns about the 
officers.  

Indeed, officers indicated in response to a separate question that, 
in general, the quality of  the department’s equipment is poor 
(33%) or very poor (17%). Fewer numbers of  respondents felt that 
certain specific types of  equipment were in suboptimal condition, 
such as batons (15%), radios (11%), hand cuffs (28%), and utility 
belts (28%). However, in the particular case of  patrol vehicles, 35% 
said that the condition of  these units is either bad (35%) or very 
bad (34%). Given the centrality placed on police patrolling in the 
department (an issue that we consider elsewhere in this report), 
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the poor functioning of  police vehicles seems to be a problem that 
requires the department to invest in greater maintenance or an 
updating of  its fleet. 

With regard to police uniforms, 35% of  respondents did not 
consider these to be adequate. In fact, 33% reported that their 
uniforms fit poorly (i.e., were not the right size) and more than 
half  indicated that they were not issued the standard uniform 
required for the job by the department. Overall, the majority of  
those surveyed said that the police department supplied their basic 
equipment and accessories, or that they were reimbursed for them. 
Still, 30% said they had to buy their uniforms themselves without 
being reimbursed. Also, one important exception was the case of  
work boots, since the majority of  respondents said that they had to 
buy these without being reimbursed. 

The issue of  uniforms is a recurring problem for officers at the 
municipal level, and raises public safety concerns because the 
widespread practice of  individuals purchasing their own uniforms 
reduces departmental control over proper use of  police attire and 
may allow some uniforms to fall into the hands of  criminals who 
can then use them to impersonate police officers. 
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A fundamental issue in the field of  public safety is the specialized training of  the police; that is, providing the 
necessary skills every police officer should have to interact 

frequently with the public and to protect the rights of  both crime 
victims and suspects. This training requires that police be educated 
about the legal framework in which they operate, the management 
of  both routine law enforcement matters and highly dangerous 
situations, and the appropriate use of  both lethal and non-lethal 
force. 

In general terms, Ciudad Juárez police officers responded correctly 
to key questions about basic legal topics. The results of  the survey 
showed the following: 86% of  those surveyed know that municipal 
police officers are only authorized to detain a person in flagrante 
(flagrancy) —that is, in the act of  commiting a crime— and not 
at the request of  an individual (7% made this error) or a superior 
authority (3% made this error). Roughly 74% correctly responded 
that, in the case of  an administrative infraction, authorities can de-
tain the suspect for up to 36 hours; however, a significant percent-
age (12%) incorrectly indicated that the maximum was 12 hours, 
5% said 24 hours, and the remainder did not know. Roughly 80% 
responded correctly that a detainee should be immediately turned 

Training, Technical Knowledge, and Due Process

Results of  the Study
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over to the prosecutor; however, the remainder were not aware of  
this fact, which is a serious concern for the preservation of  due 
process within the criminal justice system. 

A police officer should have the basic knowledge of  the judicial 
framework related to the performance of  his or her duty, not only 
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in relation to citizens’ rights and detentions, but 
also with regard to his or her own legal rights. In 
fact, the department is required to provide such 
training, which is a basic right that the police 
themselves have, as 53% of  respondents were 
aware. 

Since the 2008 constitutional reforms that marked 
the transition from the traditional, predominantly 
inquisitorial system of  criminal justice to a new 
accusatorial system with significant safeguards to 
ensure due process and equal representation of  
both the victim and the accused before the court, 
police will begin to play an increasingly important 
part of  criminal proceedings and investigations. 
However, the survey found that 23% of  respon-
dents have never received specific training on the 
role and responsibilities of  municipal police in 
the accusatorial system, although 20% said that 
they did. 

With regard to the procedures for crime scene 
preservation, 29% said that they did receive 
training, but 19% say they did not. 27% (majority 
segment) say they were never trained on gathering 
evidence at the crime scene, while 22% said that 
they were trained. A significant number of  offi-
cers strongly disagreed (31%) that there were ad-
equate training manuals to prepare them on these 
topics. In short, while it appears that perhaps 
there have been efforts to train officers, these 
have not been widespread enough or adequately 
designed to reach all members of  the force.  

As to the subjective evaluations that police had 
about their own respect for due process, the 
survey yielded a number of  useful observations. 
For example, officers overwhelmingly expressed 
the view that they “always” respect institutional 
norms in conducting their daily work, but over a 
third of  the respondents (35%) indicated that it 
was “not always possible” to do so. 

While only 3% indicated that they allow them-
selves to violate institutional norms, that still sug-
gests that there are over 70 “bad cops” who were 
willing to express their disregard for the depart-
ment’s rules and regulations in the survey. Also, 
while most officers indicated that police typically 
apply the law equally to all, a very significant per-
centage (25%) disagreed with this view.  Finally, 
along these lines, it is important to note that a 
significant portion of  officers (32%) felt to some 
degree that the police are more severe with the 
poor, though over half  of  the officers disagreed 
or strongly agreed (40%) with them.
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Salaries and Other Forms of  Compensation

Results of  the Study

The survey asked several questions about compensation. 
The overwhelming majority (90%) of  the officers that 
responded to the survey indicated that their salary is the 

most important source of  income for their family, and an even 
larger percent (96%) said they earn less than 10,000 pesos (about 
$850 USD) per month.  Three in five officers (59%) reported an 
income between 8,000 ($640 USD) and 9,000 pesos ($720 USD) 
per month. An overwhelming majority (90%) also said they would 
like to see an increase in salary. A smaller majority, but still large 
(70%), said that they would like to see an increase in their supervi-
sors’ salaries. More than a third of  those surveyed (35%) said they 
would be satisfied with a 25% increase in their salary, and the ma-
jority (86%) reported that they would be satisfied with an increase 
of  up to 50% of  their salary. 

Apart from an increase in salaries, other priorities for those sur-
veyed consisted of  obtaining benefits for their family, including 
scholarships for their kids (63%), access to better hospitals (59%), 
and life insurance (53%). Despite concerns about salary, only 
9% of  those surveyed indicated that they have other sources of  
income aside from their police work, and the majority (76%) inside 
this small group did not make more than 400 pesos a month from 
their alternative source of  income.
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Values, Corruption, and Trust Tests 

Results of  the Study

In their responses to various questions, those surveyed 
highlighted important problems of  confidence and integrity 
among municipal police. While the majority of  those surveyed 

(65%) consider that honesty is the most important value that a 
police agent can have, less than half  (40%) of  those surveyed 
considered that this value was present among their co-workers. 
Meanwhile, a large majority of  those surveyed (78%) disagreed 
that being involved in illicit activity is acceptable as long as nobody 
is harmed. 

When asked more directly to rate the problem of  corruption in 
the department on a scale of  0 (none) to 4 (high), a large major-
ity (65%) considered the level to be “medium” (2) to “high” (4). 
When asked where corruption resides within the department, a 
majority (73%) said that the corruption is found at the highest lev-
els (including 29% that said corruption was a problem at all levels 
of  the force). The majority (68%) does not feel that low salaries 
cause corruption, which suggests that officers perceive there to be 
systemic problems or other influences that contribute to corrup-
tion within the department. Those surveyed were more divided 
about whether police were tolerant of  corruption and whether 
there are adequate mechanisms to investigate it.
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As previously mentioned, only 25% of  those surveyed were 
female. The majority (82% of  the entire female popula-
tion) were field personnel, worked as officers (66%), and 

occupied their position for less than one year (51%). The women 
less frequently hold higher ranking positions, as evidenced by the 
fact that only 5% of  those surveyed responded that their supervi-
sor or boss was a woman. Slightly fewer women (85%) than the 
average for the survey (90%) said that their salary is the main 
source of  income for their household, though this indicates that 
these winners are the primary income earners (breadwinners) in 
their family. 

The majority of  all those surveyed (62%) indicated that women 
are valued equally to men, although 29% thought that women are 
less valued; views on this question differed markedly by gender, 
since 53% of  women thought they were not valued equally to 
men. However, 70% of  all those surveyed recognized that efficient 
mechanisms do not exist to deal with discriminatory treatment 
toward policewomen. In terms of  internal discipline, 33% said 
that disciplinary actions were not different for men and women, 
though more than one in four also strongly disagreed on this point. 
Over a third (39%) also strongly disagreed that the department’s 
equipment is adequate for the different needs of  men and women. 
Moreover, 61% of  respondents agreed on some level with the 
statement that they trust their male and female colleagues in the de-
partment equally; a significant percentage (14%) strongly disagreed. 

In response to the question of  whether there is continuing educa-
tion to guarantee equal opportunities for policemen and police-
women, opinions were almost split with equal numbers strongly 
agreeing (27%) and strongly disagreeing (27%). This polarization in 
the responses suggests that perhaps there is a lack of  institutional-
ized policies to grant similar opportunities to both sexes. However, 
closer inspection suggests that the answers may also be related to 
the respondent’s time on the force.

One of  the fundamental tasks for municipal police officers is to 
attend to and solve cases of  domestic and gender-related violence. 
Therefore, officers need to have the necessary preparation and 
knowledge about how to respond effectively to these situations. 
According to the survey responses, the first action that police take 
in Juárez for cases involving violence against women is to channel 
them directly to medical services (48%), provide information and 
guidance to victims and families (21%), and try to resolve the con-
flict and leave as soon as possible (13%). The majority (54%) said 
that they also refer women who suffer violence to the Center for 
Attention and Domestic Violence (Centro de Atención y Violencia 
Intrafamiliar, CAVI).

The results of  the study show that 40% of  respondents believe 
that the rights of  women are an urgent topic and 25% say it is very 
urgent, while 30% say that this issue is not very urgent. However, 
85% consider that violence against women is an urgent to very 
urgent topic, while only 13% say that it is not. This suggests at 
least some sensitivity to the problem of  crime and violence against 
women, which has been received significant attention in Ciudad 
Juárez in recent years.

Results of  the Study

Gender Perceptions and Treatment of  Women
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The municipal police of  Ciudad Juárez find themselves in a 
complex and hostile environment that is characterized, in 
the first place, by an average homicide rate of  7 killings per 

day, which is attributed to the activities of  organized crime groups, 
according to data provided by the SSPM in May 2010; and in the 
second place, by the reporting of  probable and real cases of  domes-
tic and family violence, which saturates the CERI, according to data 
compiled by CERI from April to May 2010. Given the relationship 
between domestic violence and gang-related youth violence, these 
two contextual problems are probably closely linked, as violence at 
home begets violence in the streets. 

Violence increased suddenly and dramatically in Ciudad Juárez in 
2008, as the city soon became described by scholars and journalists 
as a “drug war zone,” the “homicide capital of  the world,” or simply 
“murder city.” In 2009 alone, with just over a million inhabitants, 
Ciudad Juárez had more than 2,000 homicides, with rate of  death 
by firearms of  128.3 per 100,000, compared to the national average 
of  8.8 per 100,000. By late-2010, Ciudad Juárez alone accounted for 
nearly a third of  Mexico’s drug-related violence, with a total number 
of  homicides (2,700), more homicides than the combined annual 
totals of  the following U.S. cities: New York (532), Chicago (435), 

Philadelphia (304), Los Angeles (297), Washington, DC (131), and 
Dade-Miami County (84). 

In fact, the U.S. city of  El Paso, just on the other side of  the border 
from Ciudad Juárez, had just four homicides in 2010, and was 
proclaimed the most secure city in the United States. The key to the 
history of  these two cities is the lack of  effective law enforcement 
south of  the border; general social violence is, in this sense, an ulti-
mate expression of  the institutional weakness of  law enforcement 
in Ciudad Juárez, since few murders are investigated, most are not 
solved, or many are not punished effectively.

A lack of  interagency cooperation and a lack of  prosecutorial 
competence and commitment is partly to blame, according to lo-
cal officials. In an interview with members of  the research team, 
the mayor of  Ciudad Juárez during this study, José Reyes Ferriz, 
indicated that judicial system operators were struggling to adapt to 
recent criminal procedural reforms. In the meantime, state pros-
ecutors were processing only 150 out of  3,000 people arrested in 
flagrante delicto, and only 50 cases out of  1,300 arrested for the theft 
of  vehicles resulted in a sentence, all of  which contributed to frus-
tration among local police.

Results of  the Study

Perceptions of  Crime, Society, and Public Policy
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In the view of  local police, prosecutors tend to free the 
criminals that are caught in the act, and encourage that even 
those convicted for a crime are released quickly. This means 
that a convicted killer is often set free after little more than 
two years of  time served in jail.  Therefore, the Mayor 
Reyes indentified the judicial process and, in particular, the 
choices of  the State Attorney General’s Office of  Chihua-
hua as an obstacle to public security. 

An example of  this is the highly publicized case of  Rubí 
Marisol Ortíz, in which her boyfriend and self-declared 
killer, Sergio Rafael Barraza Bocanegra, was absolved of  
her murder. The appeals proceedings in the case made 
evident the low level of  professionalism on the part of  the 
prosecutors and judges involved. The case also attracted 
national and international attention because it resulted in 
the murder of  the victim’s mother in retaliation for her 
very public efforts to protest the release of  her daughter’s 
confessed murderer.

However, it also appears that municipal authorities and law 
enforcement officials are overwhelmed, under-equipped, 
and lacking mechanisms to ensure sustained improvements 
to the local police force. Over the past three years alone, 
the municipal public security force has suffered the loss 
of  three top public security officials, including the head 
of  police administration, the head of  police operations, 
and the head of  the local prison system (CERESO).  The 
survey results of  this study also illustrated that violence 
directly affects the local police force on a personal level, as 
well. 24% of  women and 35% of  men on the local police 
force in Ciudad Juárez personally know someone who died 
as a result of  drug related violence (the younger and more 
educated, the more likely they were connected to a victim).

These hard facts have an impact on “subjective security” and 
the social perception of  violence. In Ciudad Juárez, just over 
80% of  its population 18 years and over considered their 
city to be unsafe and 94% (the highest proportion nation-
wide) did not dare to engage in certain activities for fear of  
becoming the victim of  a crime.  Criminal impunity begets 
further public insecurity, as it exacerbates social violence, 
contributes to widespread societal fear, and adds distrust in 
law enforcement and criminal justice.  One notable result has 
been the exodus of  the local population and the wholesale 
abandonment of  private homes, many of  which are simply 
left uninhabited and unoccupied. The city, in short, exhibits a 
climate of  violence and insecurity, anxiety and fear.

It is worth mentioning the role of  mass media in reproducing 
the stereotypes and feeding a collective perception based upon 
symbolically constructed violence, fear, and hatred, which has 
led to radical changes in habits and customs, as society retreats 
from public spaces and withdraws to the intimacy of  their 
homes. This withdrawal from society and the absence of  com-
munity spaces is noticeable by simply walking the streets, plazas, 
and parks of  Ciudad Juárez. Some commercial shopping centers 
provide an exception, but many restaurants have suffered from 
the effects of  violence and extortion by organized crime.
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The survey results of  this study show that violence directly af-
fects municipal police in Ciudad Juárez on a personal level, since 
32% of  the municipal police in Ciudad Juárez —24% of  women 
and 35% of  men— personally know someone who died as a 
result of  drug-related violence (the younger and more educated 
the respondent, the more likely they were to have been connected 
to such a victim).

tive results, that the process did not successfully purge the police 
institution of  corrupt officers, and that the new officers were not 
adequately selected. In general, there was a balance (40%) between 
those who disagreed and those who agreed that the hiring process 
of  officers is adequate.

Finally, as has been seen in many studies, responses suggest that po-
lice in Ciudad Juárez consider greater participation by the communi-
ty (30%) to be the most effective tool to combat insecurity, followed 
by the eradication of  corruption (26%).  This is an encouraging out-
look, in that it suggests that a shift to a more community-oriented 
model of  policing would find support within the department and 
—if  they are correct— might provide an effective solution to the 
city’s public safety concerns. However, the persistence of  corrup-
tion on the force could be an obstacle to both of  these objectives, 
since citizens must have a police force that they can trust and the 
overall security situation is exacerbated by corruption. 

42Justiciabarómetro Ciudad Juárez

Police officers’ perspectives in relation to crime exhibited some 
unique characteristics. First, municipal police in Ciudad Juárez 
consider homicide (33%) to be the most frequent crime they 
confront, followed by home burglaries (30%). Not surprisingly, a 
majority (52%) said that the most worrisome problem for society 
is homicide, with drug trafficking in a distant second place (11%). 
In contrast, only 2% of  police consider that homicide is a crime 
that can be resolved easily by municipal police. In fact, 34% con-
sider homicide to be the crime most difficult for local police to 
resolve, followed by drug trafficking (26%); nearly a third (32%) 
of  respondents believe that gangs are among the problems that 
municipal police are most readily able to resolve. 

Interestingly, when asked about the kinds of  crimes in which a 
municipal police officer would most likely be involved, about a 
quarter (23%) indicated drug trafficking and a significant number 
preferred not to answer the question (17%). The first response 
suggests that corruption constitutes a major part of  the reason 
why so many municipal police officers believe that they are not 
able to effectively combat the problem of  drug trafficking. The 
latter response leaves room for speculation, of  course, but may 
indicate less confidence in answering the question, which was 
generally not the case in most other parts of  the survey.

Because the study took place during an internal restructuring 
of  the Ciudad Juárez police force, it is important to take into 
account the opinions toward that process. The survey found that 
more than a third of  the officers (37%) reported that the internal 
restructuring and purification process conducted in 2008 and 
2009 was neither rigorous nor equitable, and that the recruitment 
process filled the vacancies with unreliable people. A significant 
percentage (20%) considered that there had not been any posi-
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Promedio: 6.5
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The overall results of  this study provide a strong empirical basis 
for understanding the perceptions, priorities, and concerns of  
the public servants who are the most important actors in pro-

viding for the public security of  Ciudad Juárez. The findings of  the 
Justiciabarómetro survey suggest that preventative municipal police 
play a vital role in the provision of  public security in Ciudad Juárez, 
particularly with regard to the intervention officers in the community 
as a means to prevent crime and violence.

As such, it is strategically important to support local government 
efforts to move police in the direction of  a citizen-focused security 
paradigm; that is, to advance a police model centered on serving citi-
zens, respecting the law, protecting human rights, and ensuring trans-
parency and accountability. That model of  policing implies a need 
to clearly diagnose the grave institutional problems, the misaligned 
incentive structures, and the inadequate administration of  human 
resources that are prevalent inside local police forces in Mexico, as 
illustrated by the example of  Ciudad Juárez.

Such institutional weaknesses make it difficult for Mexican law 
enforcement agencies to comply with their mandate, and frequently 
convert the police into a social threat. By being underpaid, ill 
equipped, poorly trained, and without civil service protections or a 
clear, merit-based career track, police cannot function at the high 
level that society requires and demands. In this regard, given the 
magnitude of  the external challenges and the internal institutional 
weaknesses that they face, it will be exceedingly difficult for Mexican 
police officers to successfully abide by the greater expectations es-
tablished by various reforms to the criminal justice system that have 
been introduced since 2008. 

Relatedly, police agencies lack efficient internal and external control 
and evaluation mechanisms, which are sorely needed to reduce the 
pervasive problems of  corruption and abuse that characterize polic-
ing at multiple levels throughout the criminal justice system, includ-
ing high-ranking officials and supervisors. Moreover, as the results 
of  this study indicate, many police themselves openly recognize and 
admit the problem of  involvement in criminal activities. In addition 
to —and perhaps moreso than— the personal flaws of  individual 
police officers and the internal institutional culture of  any given 
department, this reflects the systemic weaknesses and limited institu-
tional integrity of  police agencies, many of  which reside especially at 
high levels of  command. Such problems in turn make it difficult for 
elected government officials and the community to have an effective 
working relationship with police, and hinders society’s ability to hold 
police agencies accountable. This further exacerbates the lack of  mu-
tual trust between state and society that so gravely undermines public 
security in Ciudad Juárez. 

The intention of  this study has been to help identify the most sig-
nificant institutional challenges of  the primary public security agency 
of  Ciudad Juárez in order to provide lessons that are relevant both 
locally and in other parts of  Mexico. As such, its objective is not 
merely academic, but also seeks to provide critical insights on police 

performance, policy recommendations, and (importantly) a base-
line for evaluating local police as an instrument of  public security 
over the long term. 

Some key policy recommendations that follow from this analysis 
have to do with the need for authorities to reverse the prevail-
ing negative working conditions faced by police, particularly the 
uncertainty and insecurity they face in their jobs and long term 
career advancement opportunities, which understandably contrib-
utes to a general lack of  professionalism. This is closely related to 
the problems found in internal police procedures, which are too 
frequently opaque rather than transparent and biased rather than 
fair. The processes and mechanisms that allow and encourage 
police to develop professionally do not only reward good police 
work, but also help police to build careers with opportunities 
for long-term professional growth in terms of  their skill devel-
opment, autonomous decision-making, and administrative and 
managerial capabilities.

Finally, police themselves agree that better communication is 
required to improve community relations. Comparative experi-
ence suggests that opting for closer relations to the community is 
essential as a means to aid in the detection of  situations that con-
tribute to criminal activity, and thereby to act upon them —which 
is the essence of  crime prevention. In this sense, to broaden, 
improve, and achieve more direct lines of  communication with 
the community, police agencies should endeavor to provide bet-
ter public access to information, focus on developing effective 
models of  preventative policing, and develop stronger account-
ability measures to ensure that police officers answer directly to 
the communities that they serve. Doing so will ensure that police 
will be more focused on promoting public safety, social harmony, 
and problem solving to address the underlying conditions that 
contribute to criminal activity. 

Final Observations

Conclusions and Recommendations
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Several general recommendations follow from the above noted 
observations, and from other findings generated by the Justiciabaró-
metro study. The following recommendations were presented to 
and discussed in greater detail with local government authorities in 
Ciudad Juárez: 

Police Professionalism and Integrity

•  Design a policy of  recruiting, selecting, training, and promoting 
officers through competitive public exams, with clear links to the 
real demands of  the citizens and that guarantee quality and effi-
ciency of  service.

•  Design civil service protections to recognize the rights of  the po-
lice and to ensure professional advancement, stability, and security 
for career officers.

•  Ensure that rankings, raises, and promotions conform to state 
and federal regulations.

•  Move to gradually, but significantly, improve wages, pensions, and 
benefits along with professional standards and expectations.

•  Provide decent work facilities and materials, and appropriate and 
modern equipment, starting with uniforms, weapons, protective 
gear, and communications devices.

•  Design and develop specific policies and actions to reduce and 
eliminate inequalities between women and men on the force.

•  Strengthen internal affairs investigations for reporting and investi-
gating cases of  corruption, particularly at high levels.

•  Generate a system of  performance indicators and policy mea-
sures to evaluate progress toward institutional goals.

•  Create strong, safe, and anonymous whistle-blower mechanisms 
to enable both officers and citizens to report illegal activities oc-
curring within police agencies to be investigated and addressed by 
authorities (e.g., city councils, human rights commissions, and state 
authorities).

•  Support and institutionalize local city councils and citizens coun-
cils to serve as advisory bodies to police agencies, and to provide 
opinions, ideas, suggestions and proposals that will help to improve 
public safety.

•  The municipality of  Ciudad Juárez should hand over the admin-
istration of  CERESO to the state government of  Chihuahua, in 
accordance with Article 18 of  the Constitution, and thus free up 
resources that could be reallocated to promote police reform and 
modernization. 

Addressing Problems of  Crime and Violence

•  Develop training programs to provide officers with more effec-
tive responses to the pervasive problem of  domestic violence.

•  Integrate police outreach and education programs (e.g., DARE) in 
neighborhoods with medium and high rates of  youth violence and 
drug use to maintain consistent contact with local schools.

•  Establish programs (e.g., Youth Alert) for families and at-risk 
youth in order to identify signs and risk factors associated with 
violence that may affect them, and to distinguish between the myths 
and realities associated with drug use and delinquency.

•  Hold regular open meetings between community members, law 
enforcement, judicial attorneys, and other public servants.

•  Work with the media to promote greater information and aware-
ness about issues of  security and community relations, and to 
promote a culture of  coexistence, prevention, peace and legality.

•  Identify tasks and commitments with reasonable goals, measure-
ments, and timelines to be reported back to the community.

•  Provide regular, systematic, and transparent informational reports 
to the city council, human rights commissions and the general 
public to help them be more efficient in the evaluation of  the Juárez 
Municipal Police.

•  Continue to increase the female recruitment rate in order to im-
prove gender sensitivity and community relations on the force.

Ultimately, whether justice sector reforms are successful depends 
largely on how they are implemented, and by whom. This study 
seeks to help policy makers identify the strengths and weaknesses 
of  the local police force in Ciudad Juárez, and to support their 
continued modernization and professional development. As noted 
earlier in the report, while the focus here is on Ciudad Juárez, these 
findings also have considerable relevance to larger national policy 
debates. There are systemic problems in Mexican policing that can 
be found at all three levels of  government. 

What is urgently needed to correct this, as this study demonstrates, 
is to strengthen accountability mechanisms, build a professional 
officer corps and police civil service, raise education and training 
standards, improve incentives for high-quality policing, and ensure 
continuity of  policy reforms across administrations. But above all, a 
police force that seeks to achieve greater effectiveness and effi-
ciency, while also focusing on citizen security and co-existence with 
the communities they serve, helps ensure respect for the rule of  law 
and democracy. 
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