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VIOLENCE IN CIUDAD Juárez, 
in the state of Chihuahua, Mexico, 
erupted in 2008, bringing that city 
the unenviable distinction of being 
the most dangerous in the Amer-
icas, if not the world. The prior 
year’s 301 registered homicides1 
had set a record (even for a city 
that had lived in the shadows of 
the infamous femicides a decade 

earlier), raising considerable alarm in Ciudad Juárez, which lies across 
the border from El Paso, Texas. The 1,604 homicides2 in 2008 would 
mark a five-fold increase over the previous year, most of which were 
associated with the drug cartels and their street gangs. By the end 
of 2011, the total number of executions in Ciudad Juárez since the 
beginning of the government-declared war against the drug cartels 
stood in excess of 10,000 victims.3 By any measure, those figures are 
astounding. In fact, they exceed the combined U.S. losses over the 
course of ten years of wars in Iraq and Afghanistan, this in a single city 
whose population at the time was approximately 1.5 million residents.

Although the dramatic spike in murders related to organized crime 
was not on anyone’s radar, including both American and Mexican 
intelligence services (Ainslie, in press), a wide-ranging study published 
in 2007 thoroughly documented the idea that Ciudad Juárez was a 
tinderbox waiting to explode. La realidad social en Ciudad Juárez: 

Análisis social was coedited by Clara Jusidman, an economist with 
many years of social policy research experience, and Hugo Almada 
Mireles, a professor at the Universidad Autónoma de Ciudad Juárez. 
At the time it was published, there was no reason to believe that 
Ciudad Juárez would soon be embroiled in a drug war pitting two 
of Mexico’s most powerful cartels against one another. What the 
volume captured, however, was a city whose social fabric was already 
in tatters, a society where all of the conditions were in place for a 
social implosion that had been in the making for decades. 

Through a series of surveys, focus groups, interviews with key 
scholars and NGOs, and the mining of statistics from the Instituto 
Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e Información (INEGI) comparing 
data from Ciudad Juárez, the state of Chihuahua, and the nation, 
the book tracks many of the key variables relevant to a social diag-
nosis of the city’s frayed social fabric. These include demographic 
changes (the city had doubled in size between 1980 and 2000), 
the quality of family life and the factors affecting it, employment, 
the role of the maquiladora industry in the city’s economy, educa-
tion from preschool through college, health issues in the city and 
the resources available to address them, security in neighborhoods 
and the problem of criminal impunity, and the availability of hous-
ing and city planning. This remarkably prescient analysis pointed 
unambiguously to the fact that Ciudad Juárez was a social time 
bomb long in the making due to a variety of complex, but interpen-
etrated, variables. In addition to providing a clear, detailed analysis, 
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Jusidman and Almada set the observations of 
their fellow researchers within a well-articu-
lated framework, documenting the intimate 
linkages between individuals, families, and 
the social conditions governing communities. 
What La realidad social makes clear is that 
governments may choose to defer the social 
cost of neglected communities, but eventu-
ally such neglect will demand a reckoning.

Social conditions in Ciudad Juárez were 
already seriously deteriorating by 2007. Pick 
any variable. For more than a decade, the 
maquiladora industry’s preference for hir-
ing women represented a highly distorting 
social force that affected family relations 
and is considered one of the variables that 
could account for the high levels of domes-
tic violence in Ciudad Juárez. In addition, 
La realidad social reports that women who 
were mothers typically returned home from 
long days at the maquila to assume child 
care and other family tasks. In other words, 
there was no comparable shift in the culture 
of domesticity to accompany the shift in the 
culture of work. With a population consist-
ing of a high percentage of migrants from 
other parts of Mexico who had come seek-
ing assembly plant jobs, families were often 
isolated with few resources to take care of 
children’s socioemotional needs (Jusidman 
and Almada 2007).

La realidad social observed that the edu-
cational system was severely taxed. There 
were schools in the older sections of the city 
that were underutilized because of popula-
tion shifts within the city, while areas with 
high densities of school-age children lacked 
schools, especially beyond middle school. 
There was also a severe shortage of supplies 
(in many schools, even chalk was rationed), 
and few schools had playgrounds or recre-
ational facilities. The school schedule was 
such that for several hours every day chil-
dren arrived home hours before their parents 
returned from maquila jobs. A significant 
number of children were dropping out of 
school after primary school and, especially 
after middle school. In fact, Ciudad Juárez 
has the highest “school desertion” rates in 
the state of Chihuahua. The 13–16 year olds 
who were dropping out at high rates in poor 
neighborhoods all over the city were easy 
pickings for neighborhood street gangs that 
form the bottom rung of the Ciudad Juárez 
crime culture. 

La realidad social reported high levels of 
addiction and noted that organized crime 
and a network of entrenched neighborhood 
gangs were creating a climate of insecurity 
affecting the entire city but especially those 
living in marginalized communities. The book 
attempted to sound the alarm to anyone who 
would listen. The numbers were stark and 
unambiguous. The reports from Ciudad 
Juárez’s academics and NGOs—people who 
had been looking at these troubling circum-
stances at ground level for some time—were 
uniform in their concern. The book was pub-
lished a year before the drug war erupted in 
Ciudad Juárez, and the research had been 
done a couple of years prior. In view of the 
torrent of bloodshed and violence that shook 
the city beginning in January 2008, rarely in 
the annals of social science has there been 
a circumstance that lent itself more to an “I 
told you so” moment.  

“Boys and Girls First!” is a program for 
children run by the Organización Popular 
Independiente (OPI), a small nonprofit in 
Ciudad Juárez. The NGO operates out of 
a rundown building in Altavista, a neigh-
borhood that has seen more than its share 
of executions since the drug war started in 
earnest. I interviewed its director, Lauren-
cio Barraza, in the fall of 2009 as part of 
my research for my book The Fight to Save 
Juárez: Life in the Heart of Mexico’s Drug War 
(Ainslie, in press).

“Boys and Girls First!” targets elemen-
tary schoolchildren and young adolescents, 
the same population targeted by the gang 
members who run the picadero4 across the 
street, one of many supplying addicts in the 
neighborhood. Inside the OPI the main room 
has tables where classes are taught and kids 
can work on projects after school and on 
weekends. The walls are mostly bare except 
for a poster of Christ (Barraza is a religious 
man who makes the sign of the cross every 
morning before leaving home—he knows 
his work in gang-infested neighborhoods is 
dangerous). A stack of donated food sits in 
the corner: sacks of wheat flour, beans, and 
rice, corn masa for making tortillas, cooking 
oil, and cookies. The NGO’s administrative 
offices are in an adjoining room and consist 
of several workstations, a blackboard, and 
a few old computers.

Barraza was one of the people interviewed 
by Clara Jusidman’s and Hugo Almada’s 
team of researchers to get his views about 
the issues and needs facing the children in 
Ciudad Juárez. The day I visited, Barraza 
and I sat at one of the computers review-
ing photographs that the kids had taken 
as part of an intervention: a photo contest 
they’d titled “Change in the Wind.” Forty kids 
from Altavista had participated. They were 
provided with ten weeks of instruction by 
a professional photographer covering light, 
composition, action, and mood, and then sent 

Typical street scene in a poor Ciudad Juárez neighborhood.
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into their neighborhood to document their 
worlds with disposable cameras. Once the 
film was processed, each child could submit 
three images to the contest.

Some of the images were whimsical. A pho-
tograph taken in the interior of a public bus 
was captioned “The People’s Limousine.” But 
most of the photographs spoke to the violence 
that had overtaken the city. An exterior win-
dow with bars had a calavera (a Day of the 
Dead sugar skull), a small, brightly painted 
casket, and chrysanthemums (the ceremonial 
flower for the Día de los Muertos). It was 
titled “The Face of Juárez.” A picture of two 
soldiers at the nearby Altavista Park, their 
automatic weapons resting on sandbags, was 
titled “The Surveillance.” The most moving 
image was of a young girl standing with arms 
outstretched, reaching for the sky, a flash of 
sunlight caught between her fingers. It was 
titled “Liberty.” The young photographer had 
added the following caption to this image: “I 
want to be able to go out in peace, I wish the 
afternoons were like they used to be, when 
I could go to the park.” It was the contest’s 
winning image, and it had been exhibited 
in Mexico City.

Laurencio Barraza has been a child-advo-
cate most of his life. His work and his NGO 
are part of the mosaic of efforts to repair the 
social fabric in a city overrun by violence. 
Barraza described the world in which most 
of his charges lived: The poverty, the aban-

donment, the absence of schools and social 
services. He was extremely concerned about 
the impact of the violence on Juárez’ youth. 
“How can they process all of it?” he asked. 
“How do the daily images of violence affect 
their values . . .You can’t imagine how satu-
rated their lives are with fear.” 

In the Altavista neighborhood, most par-
ents worked in either the assembly plants 
or the “informal” economy, as street ven-
dors. Barraza summarized the explosion of 
picaderos in the city. He estimated that in 
1997 there were 700, but by 2005 there were 
almost 3,200. “It has to have happened with 
the consent of the authorities,” he told me. 

In 2000 there were 600 elementary schools 
in Juárez, 300 middle schools, and 10 high 
schools, according to Barraza. Norponiente, 
where roughly 40 percent of the city lived, 
had but one public high school. “There’s been 
a systematic policy of exclusion for this popu-
lation,” Barraza argued. “They push them 
toward the maquiladoras at 70 pesos a day. 
They leave elementary school when they’re 
12 or 13, but by law they’re not permitted 
to work until they are 15. What do they do?”  
The question hung there. “There are few 
parks, no public institutions that address their 
needs, no tools. What these kids have is what 
the streets offer them—criminal activity.” He 
was describing what in Mexico has emerged 
as a new social phenomenon: “Los NiNi”5 a 
term used to describe the growing number of 

youth who are neither in school nor working. 
Los NiNi have become synonymous with a 
lost generation, a generation whose lives are 
increasingly defined by gang affiliations and 
existence outside of the conventional social 
and economic structures.

The city was caught in a vise grip. All 
of the issues documented in La realidad 
social—family violence, neglected children, 
and the varied and multiple impacts of life 
in impoverished communities where the 
essential resources that help make families 
and communities work were absent—were 
what Barraza witnessed firsthand every day. 
Altavista had an epidemic of gangs, violence, 
crime, and drug abuse. The children that Ba-
rraza and his team couldn’t reach, or the ones 
that slipped through their fingers, became 
the foot soldiers for the hardcore gangs that 
were tied directly to the city’s cartel war, 
where a high percentage of the violence was 
associated with the retail drug markets and 
associated territorial disputes, as the Sinaloa 
and Juárez cartels sought to control both the 
retail markets and the shipments across the 
river into El Paso and points beyond. 

In February 2010, following the massa-
cre of 15 people (11 of them high school 
and university students) in the Villas de 
Salvárcar neighborhood, the Mexican fed-
eral government launched “Todos Somos 
Juárez: Reconstruyamos la Ciudad,” an 
unprecedented $245 million effort to address 
many of the ills that La realidad social had 
documented. In interviews with some of the 
architects of the TSJ program6 the common 
references were to efforts by the Colombian 
government to address the violence in Mede-
llín as a model for what might be done in 
Mexican cities experiencing high levels of 
violence. 

Todos Somos Juárez was an extremely 
ambitious social intervention. The federal 
government stated that the goal was to “break 
the vicious cycle of insecurity by providing 
the population with social and economic 
opportunities, launching the reconstruction of 
the social fabric, and lowering the incidence 
of anti-social behavior within the city.” The 
heads of key ministries assigned high level, 
trusted staffers to the effort, giving them 
authority to make decisions. They met with 
their counterparts in the state and municipal 
government and representatives of the city’s 
key sectors focusing on six areas: security, Bystanders at a neighborhood crime scene.
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economy, employment, health, education-
culture-sports, and social development. Each 
of these working groups developed action-
able items along with corresponding budget 
allocations for each. In all, between the six 
working groups 160 actions were targeted 
with 100-day goals.

I had the opportunity to observe several of 
the working groups in Ciudad Juárez. They 
were impressive to watch. For example, for the 
small business owners working group, 50–60 
representatives presented specific concerns, 
complaints, needs, and proposals. These were 
discussed and documented. In subsequent 
meetings, this list was distilled into actionable 
items that ultimately became the basis for 
that group’s (and the federal government’s) 
100-day goals. In this working group, the 
most consistent concern was the prevalence 
of widespread extortions (cuotas, as they are 
termed in Ciudad Juárez) by organized crimi-
nal groups (“We can pay our taxes, we can 
pay our employees, or we can pay the cuota, 
but we can’t pay all three” was the common 
refrain). Another complaint was the high cost 
of gas to heat their buildings and the fact that 
inefficiencies in the economic system made it 
cheaper to purchase business-related goods 
across the river in El Paso rather than locally, 
thus handicapping Ciudad Juárez vendors.

Todos Somos Juárez remains a work in 
progress. While the status of the 160, 100-day 
goals are specified on the program’s web-
site, and while there are obvious and notable 
successes (e.g., Ciudad Juárez became the 
first city in Mexico where universal health 
coverage is available via the Seguro Popular 
program), systematic evaluation of the impact 
of the program has yet to be conducted. In 
addition, a comparative analysis of TSJ in 
relation to similar attempts to intervene in 
communities experiencing catastrophic lev-
els of violence, such as Medellín, Colombia, 
or Rio de Janeiro, Brazil, has yet to be car-
ried out. Yet, a unique opportunity exists to 
examine these three case studies, and perhaps 
others, for the insights they might yield to 
governments and NGOs working to address 
the needs of communities where a frayed 
social fabric becomes the fuel that feeds high 
levels of violence. ✹

Ricardo Ainslie is Professor in the Department 
of Educational Psychology at the University of 
Texas at Austin. 

Notes
1. El Diario (Ciudad Juárez), January 1, 2008.
2. Ibid., December 31, 2011.
3. Molly Molloy, Research Librarian at the 
University of New Mexico and organizer for 
the fronteralist, January 4, 2012.
4. Originally referring to “shooting galleries” 
where people could buy and use drugs, a 
picadero has become a general term for places 
where drugs are sold. 
5. From “Ni estudian ni trabajan”—they neither 
study nor work.
6. In the summer of 2011, I interviewed Adriana 
Obregón at Presidencia and Enrique Betancourt, 
at the time with SEDESOL.

Crime scene in Ciudad Juárez.
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