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l 
Strategies' for Dealing With 

Crack Houses 

Perhaps the most significant of il
licit drug-use trends in Houston is the 
increasingly widespread sale and use 
of a smokable form of cocaine powder 
known on the streets as "crack," or 
more technically, as freebase cocaine. 
Crack is extracted from cocaine powder 
through a simple chemical procedure 
that uses baking soda, heat, and water. 
The conversion of cocaine powder into 

By 
LEE P. BROWN 

Chief of Police 
Houston, TX 

freebase yields a form of the drug that 
users can smoke rather than inhale or 
inject. The inhalation of freebase 
smoke is an extremely efficient way to 
get cocaine into the bloodstream and 
reap the "high" the drug produces. 

Until recently, the process of ex
tracting freebase cocaine from cocaine 
powder usually required the user to 
handle volatile substances, such as 

ether. To minimize the danger and 
make the drug more profitable, drug 
dealers began converting large quan
tities of cocaine powder into freebase. 
Because the drug was now safer and 
more convenient to use, as well as less 
costly and more readily available, it 
emerged as one of the most marketable 
illicit drugs sold on the streets of Hous
ton. 
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That crack is so readily available 
stems largely from the many crack 
houses set up for the sole purpose of 
distributing the illicit drug. A crack 
house can be defined as any building 
where crack and other illegal narcotics 
are sold, which has been fortified to de
lay entry by police officers armed with 
search warrants. The extent of fortifi
cation varies. Some houses have steel 
doors, steel bars on windows, and 4-
foot iron posts embedded around the 
perimeter of the property to prevent ve
hicles from ramming the building. Many 
others, however, have the appearance 
of private clubs, though in reality they 
are fronts for drug dealings and other 
illegal activities. Delayed entry is nec
essary to give the occupants of the 
house time to dispose of or conceal the 
illegal drugs (e.g., by flushing them 
down a toilet or by hiding them in the 
building's walls.) 

Most crack houses, whether for
tresslike or bearing the appearance of 
an exclusive club, keep on hand only 
small quantities of crack and other 
drugs. The supply of crack usually is 
limited to 50 rocks, or doses, that sell 
for $25 to $50 each. The inventory is 
replenished as needed. Operators of 
crack houses often "hire" as many as 
three persons to sell the drugs during 
8- to 12-hour shifts and keep a log to 
account for the narcotics sold each day. 
The daily income of crack houses 
ranges from $10,000 to $20,000. 

Over the years, the Houston Police 
Department has raided many of these 
houses, using various methods to crash 
the building's doors and windows and 
gain entry into the structure. The per
sons inside are arrested and charged 
with drug violations, but in m<.lst cases, 
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the houses reopen for business in a 
matter of days or weeks. 

The extent of criminal organization 
involved in crack house operations also 
varies. Some operators work from a 
single location, while others-either 
alone or in groups-operate multiple 
crack houses. It is these more orga
nized operations that present a chal
lenge to law enforcement officials. In 
most cases, crack house operators rent 
the building from a landlord who is not 
involved in the drug dealings. Evidence 
indicates, however, that most of the 
landlords either know or should know 
that the building they manage is used 
for drug trafficking. 

When a crack house is located in 
a neighborhood, the problem becomes 
not only one for the police but also one 
for the area's residents who must en
dure a deterioration in the quality of life. 
Because residents know that drugs are 
being sold from crack houses and that 
police actions have been ineffective, 
the front operations have become sym
bols of neighborhood lawlessness and 
crime. This perception is perhaps the 
most serious aspect of the crack house 
problem in Houston. 

To address the complex problem of 
crack house operations and their effect 
on the quality of life in Houston neigh
borhoods, a Crack House Task Force 
was formed in early 1987. Members in
cluded representatives from the de
partment's Narcotics, Criminal 
Intelligence, and Patrol Divisions. As a 
group, they were to develop a compre
hensive plan for dealing with the crack 
house problem in Houston. 

The Patrol Division's field officers 
were asked to identify known crack 
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" . Title 21, U.S. Code, section 8tH (A) (7) ... provides for the 
forfeiture of real property that has been used to commit or to 

facilitate the commission of' drug law violations. " 

houses in their assigned beat. These 
lists were then combined with one pro
vided by the Narcotics Division. The 
task force then developed a compre
hensive list of crack houses in Houston. 

Eighteen locations that fit the es
tablished definition of a crack house 
were identified throughout the city. The 
Criminal Intelligence Division then 
sought to determine the name of the 
property owner and the number of nar
cotics raids staged at each location. 

Typical enforcement strategies 
most often used to deal with locations 
where illegal drugs are sold involve the 
use of informants and undercover po
lice officers, as well as the execution of 
search warrants. 1:1 Houston, inform
ants are likely to be used first to verify 
that drugs ate being sold at a particular 
location. With that determination made, 
the informant may be used to introduce 
an undercover officer to drug dealers so 
that subsequent undercover buys can 
be made. If an undercover officer can
not be introduced to such persons, the 
informant may be used to make a con
trolled buy. Either an undercover buy or 
a controlled buy may be used as prob
able cause to obtain a search warrant. 
After a search warrant has been ac
quired, the appropriate method of 
forced entry must be determined. Bat
tering rams, sledge hammers, and sim
ilar devices have been used to gain 
entry through doors and windows, 
Wreckers have been used to remove 
steel doors, and recently, a bulldozer 
was used to knock down an entire wall 
of one crack house. However, the law 
allows only such force be used as is 
necessary to make the required entry 
safely and effectively. 

Simply closing the crack house 
and arresting the operator, however, is 
not enough. A more vexing problem is 
how to keep the drug dealers from re
opening the facility-often within a mat
ter of a few days. The solution lies in 
Title 21, U.S. Code, section 881 (A) (7), 
which provides for the forfeiture of real 
property that has been used to commit 
or to facilitate the commission of drug 
law violations. Because this is a Federal 
law, the U.S. attorney's office must ini
tiate the seizure proceeding, and he 
must do so in the Federal courts. De
pending on the individual case, it is ad
visable to notify the property owner 
after the police first learn that drugs are 
being sold from his property. This is 
done to establish in the forfeiture hear
ing that the owner did know what was 
taking place on his property. 

The Houston Police Department 
has been successful in enlistir.g the co
operation of the Drug Enforcement 
Administration (DEA) and the U.S. at
torney's office in seizing eight crack 
houses. After a crack house has been 
seized, it remairfS in the custody of the 
U.S. Marshals Service pending fOrfei
ture. The building is secured, and signs 
prohibiting trespassing are posted. Ul
timately, it is the courts that determine 
whether the property is forfeited to the 
Federal Government. If forfeiture does 
occur, Federal agencies are authorized 
to share the proceeds with local agen
cies in proportion to their participation 
in the case. Because of the Houston 
Police Department's extensive involve
ment in such cases, it stands to receive 
as much as 90 percent of the proceeds 
from a crack house forfeiture. 

Traditional enforcement strategies, 
however, may not be suitable for a par
ticular location or may not deter some 
crack house operators from reopening 
their drug-trafficking fronts. For exam
ple, there may not be sufficient proba
ble cause to obtain a search warrant, 
or the U.S. attorney's office may be un
able to seize the crack house, even 
though the property has been raided 
successfully more than once. The 
Crack House Task Force, therefore, 
proposed some nontraditional strate
gies that were designed to discourage 
drug users from buying at a given lo
cation and to discourage property own
ers from renting to drug dealers. These 
nontraditional strategies include the fol
lowing: 

-Maintain high visibility by placing a 
saturation of uniformed patrols in 
the immediate vicinity of the crack 
house. 

-Park marked patrol cars in front of 
the crack house. 

-Temporarily detain and briefly 
question persons in the vicinity of 
the crack house who are reason
ably suspected to be engaged in 
criminal activity in an effort to de
velop probable cause to arrest. 

-Notify the property owner that the 
building is being used for narcotics 
trafficking and that continued vio
lations may result in appropriate 
action being taken against the 
property. 
After meeting with members of the 

task force, officials from the Public 
Works and Health Departments and the 
Fire Marshal's Office pledged their full 
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cooperation if the police department 
were to request the inspection of a 
crack house for city code violations. 
The Public Works Department enforces 
all building code violations, including 
abandoned, dangerous, or structurally 
unsound buildings and failure to ac
quire occupancy, construction, and re
modeling permits. Property owners and 
renters cited for building code violations 
face fines ranging from $250 to $1,000. 
The Fire Marshal's Office enforces all 
fire code violations and may order a 
building closed if the violations are se
rious and can prohibit it from reopening 
until the hazards have been corrected. 
Fire inspectors also can conduct safety 
inspections at any time without prior no
tice. The Health Department enforces 
health code violations at any location 
that serves food and beverages. In
spectors are available 24 hours a day. 

As effective as these nontraditional 
strategies may be against the operators 
of single crack houses, they are likely 
to be far less effective against the op
erators of multiple crack houses. Such 
persons suffer only minimal financial 
loss from the seizure of drugs at houses 
raided by the police. Because they 
avoid direct involvement with drug buy
ers, highly sensitive investigations that 
use specialized techniques, such as 
covert intelligence-gathering and sur
veillance techniques, must be initiated 
instead. As information becomes avail
able, investigative efforts continue until 
the crack house operators who have in
sulated themselves somewhat with 
hired accomplices are prosecuted suc
cessfully. 

The police department's ability to 
ultimately wipe out the crack house 
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problem in Houston depends on the co
ordinated efforts of the Investigative 
Operations Command and the Field 
(Patrol) Operations Command, particu
larly the tactical units and the Narcotics 
Division. Members of tactical units are 
plainclothes officers who handle street 
crimes, such as prostitution and nar
cotics offenses. Because the existence 
of a crack house is a neighborhood 
problem and the activity within it is con
sidered consumer-level drug trafficking, 
the Field Operations Command is re
sponsible for initiating traditional drug 
enforcement strategies against crack 
house operations. At the same time, the 
command's geographical division (i.e., 
patrol districts and patrol beats) make 
them best suited to carry out nontradi
tional enforcement strategies as well. 
The specific tactics used to combat a 
particular situation are based on the 
prevailing circumstances and the de
partmental resources available. Each 
patrol division's captain is allowed to 
use his discretion in deciding which 
strategies to implement. After several 
raids have been completed at a given 
location, the area's patrol division con
tacts the Narcotics Division to coordi
nate their efforts with the DEA and the 
U.S. attorney's office and to explore the 
possibility of seizing the property. 

If the crack house is part of an or
ganized operation under investigation 
by the Narcotics Division, then that di
vision also may use traditional enforce
ment strategies. All raids, however, are 
coordinated with the patrol division in 
which the crack house is located. Co
ordination of any activity with the DEA 
or the U.S. attorney's office and inves-
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tigations of a crack house's upper ech
elon also are the responsibility of the 
Narcotics Division. When needed, the 
Criminal Intelligence Division is used to 
determine the owner of the crack house 
and to provide other technical support. 

As a final step in their delibera
tions, the Crack House Ta.sk Force 
made recommendations about what 
actions should be taken against each 
crack house identified by patrol officers 
and the Narcotics Division. These rec
ommendations were given to the ap
propriate patrol division commander for 
implementation. 

After 90 days, the division com
manders are required to submit a report 
indicating the status of each crack 
house in their respective areas and the 
actions they have taken. The chief of 
police reviews these reports and dis
cusses them with his command staff to 
determine the effectiveness of the ac
tions and what further enforcement ef
forts are needed. 

The Houston Police Department's 
approach to narcotics enforcement and 
intervention has always been the miti
gation of drug trafficking by aggres
sively enforcing laws that prohibit the 
sale and use of illicit drugs and main
taining a close working relationship with 
other local, State, and Federal authori
ties. In the months and years ahead, 
the Houston Police Department plans 
to continue both strategies in the all
important fight against illicit drugs. Only 
through concentrated, strategic, and in
telligent enforcement activities can the 
problem of crack houses in Houston be 
eradicated. IF~~ 
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