
High Point, NC, 50,001 ï 150,000, Overt Drug Market Strategy 
 

PROJECT SUMMARY  

 

Since 1997, the High Point, North Carolina Police Department has used a comprehensive, 

collaborative, data driven strategic approach to identify violent repeat offenders, employing 

prevention and intervention techniques to reduce violence.  This effort is a partnership between 

law enforcement (federal, state, local, probation, district attorney and the U.S. Attorney) and the 

High Point Community Against Violence (grass roots community members, clergy, service 

agencies, non-profits, and government).  The success of this approach is evidenced by a 26% 

decrease in violent crime between 1997 and 2002.   

 

In 2003 however, overt drug markets fueled an increase in violence, disorder, 

prostitution, economic devaluation and disinvestment for communities.  Like most other law 

enforcement agencies in the country, the High Point Police Departmentôs response had been to 

conduct crack-downs and drug sweeps, involving multiple arrests, overtaxing the courts, and 

unintentionally creating distrust within the community.  

 

Police, with the help of a criminologist, designed and implemented an innovative strategy 

to eliminate the overt drug markets.  The strategy targeted individual geographic drug markets 

using focused deterrence with transformational elements.  Police/community directly engaged 

drug dealers and their families, created clear predictable sanctions, offered help, and especially 

mobilized community and even offender standards about right and wrong.   

 

The Overt Drug Market Strategy was first implemented in the West End community in 

May of 2004 and in three additional neighborhoods since.  Overt drug markets collapsed in the 

targeted neighborhoods and the associated violence decreased.  There has been no evidence of 

drug market displacement to other neighborhoods; in fact, there is evidence of dispersion of 

benefits to other neighborhoods. 

 

To measure the impact of this strategy, crime analysts compared violent crime data 

before the notification to violent crime reported after the notification.  The result has been a 

dramatic, sustained 37% average decrease in drug-related violent crimes and a safer community.  

 

The strategy involved few arrests, few traditional practices, and resulted in a complete 

transformation of the areas. The results were immediate and have been easily sustained for more 

than three and a half years. The neighborhoods themselves have now taken responsibility for 

safety in the community.  

 

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION  

 

Need for the Project 

There is a direct nexus between street drug dealing and violence, which is toxic to a 

neighborhood.  The crack epidemic of the 1980s turned several of High Pointôs core city 

neighborhoods into drug and prostitution markets.  Two decades later, the density of violent 

crime in these neighborhoods was 30 to 54 times higher than in any other part of the city.  These 

neighborhoods had been targeted with the traditional drug enforcement methods -- undercover 
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operations, stings, crackdowns, drug sweeps, and search warrants.  Despite numerous arrests the 

situation persisted.   

In 1997, a law enforcement/community partnership began to deliver a ñno violenceò message 

to repeat offenders citywide, explaining that violence will bring special law enforcement 

attention, to offer services and alternatives to offenders, and articulate community norms against 

violence.  For over five years (1997-2002), this approach had been successful at reducing the 

average number of homicides per year and reducing violent crime by 26%.  However, these 

methods were not focused enough to break the strong drug market dynamic.  The pressure 

applied through law enforcement does not equal the day-to-day risks faced by the street drug 

dealers.  Research suggests the dealers go thousands of transactions between arrests and are more 

fearful of being robbed than arrested.  Selling one dose at a time, to people they do not know, in 

direct competition with others, keeps the dealers armed and on edge.  They interpreted the 

communityôs apathy or indifference as approval, since their activity is in plain view of the 

public.  Drug dealers and prostitutes continued to occupy the public spaces and residents were 

afraid.  

In 2003, High Point recorded an increase in homicides and aggravated assaults.  Analyses of 

crime reports indicated a majority of the violent crimes were attributed to overt drug dealing.  

The challenge for the City of High Point was to find a new way to eliminate these overt drug 

markets and reduce the violence they bring to the community.  The new experiment involved 

adapting the focused deterrence model proven so effective since 1997 against gun violence, to 

specifically target retail drug dealers.   

 

The Strategy 
In October 2003, Police Chief Jim Fealy and the police departmentôs executive staff met with 

David M. Kennedy, Director of the Center for Crime Prevention and Control at John Jay College 

of Criminal Justice, who proposed an innovative approach to eliminating drug markets.  

Professor Kennedyôs strategy asserts that if given the choice of going to prison or accepting the 

help of the community for support and alternative livelihoods, the dealers will choose 

community help.  

Members of the High Point Police Department took David Kennedyôs theories and created an 

operational plan that addressed individual geographic drug markets as ñbeachheadsò in a larger 

citywide enterprise that directly engaged drug dealers and their families; created (but rarely 

employed) clear, predictable sanctions; offered a range of community services and help; and, 

especially, mobilized community and even offender standards about right and wrong.   

The predictable sanctions were created by police making undercover buys from the dealers, 

but not filing the charges. This allowed police to say, ñWe cannot guarantee you are going to get 

arrested every day, but your chances of being arrested tomorrow are 100% if you do not accept 

the offer of help.ò  The restraint shown by police in ñbankingò offendersô cases and the sustained 

community involvement before, during, and after strategy implementation are innovations that 

replaced the previous practice of unfocused ñstreet sweeps.ò   

High Pointôs Overt Drug Market Strategy has 10 key elements:   

1. Mapping ï The target area is identified by crime mapping, overlaying 911 calls, serious 

offenses reported (murder, rape, robbery, assault, weapons, sex offenses, drug crimes, and 

prostitution), drug-related calls and field contacts. ñHot spotsò are then analyzed and the target 

neighborhood is selected (Figure 1).  
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Figure 1- 2003 Violent Crime Density Map 

 

In 2004, we analyzed 2003 data and identified three ñhot spotò neighborhoodsðWest End, 

Daniel Brooks, and Southside. Based on the level of violence directly related to drug activity, the 

West End community was chosen for implementation of the strategy. We turned our efforts to 

Daniel Brooks in 2005, Southside followed in 2006, and East Central in 2007.  

2. Mobilization of Community Commitment ï A series of public meetings are scheduled in 

the target area to identify and inform the community and identify stakeholders willing to 

participate. City Council members, the Mayor and the City Manager are briefed.  

3. Surveying ï Patrol and vice officers, probation officers, and community members identify 

persons actively involved with street dealing in the focus area.  

4. Identification ï A list of offenders is created; exact locations involved with dealing are 

compiled.   

5.  Incident Review ï Vice/Narcotics detectives conduct a complete incident review of all 

offenders. All reports, contacts with police and intelligence are examined. The list of offenders is 

refined to include only street dealers based on the review. A final list is approved.   

In our target areas, this process uncovered a surprisingly small number of active dealers ï 
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less than 20. Those with violent convictions on their records were targeted for immediate 

prosecution.  

6. Undercover Investigation ï Each location and offender is investigated. Drug houses are 

photographed. Undercover purchases are made from individuals. Each buy is videotaped with 

audio. The investigation requires only a judgeôs signature to make an arrest if necessary.  

Street level dealers are identified for call-in/notification in each target area.  

7. Contact with the Offenderôs Family ï Small groups of officers, community members and 

ministers visit offendersô immediate family members. The team explains our goal and invites the 

family to join us in asking the offender to quit. Family members are encouraged to attend the 

call-in with offenders. A letter from the Chief is sent, inviting offenders to the call-in, promising 

they will not be arrested that night.  

In this phase prior to the actual call-in, we arrest the most violent offenders to serve as 

examples to those called in.  

8. The Call-in ï The face-to-face intervention with offenders, law enforcement and 

community members removes anonymity.  

First, the community group says, ñWhat you are doing is wrong. You have to stop and we are 

here to help you.ò  Those who want to change their behavior can fill out a ñneeds sheetò and give 

it to a resource coordinator after the meeting.  Second, law enforcement delivers a two-pronged 

message that street drug dealing and violence will no longer be tolerated, and offenders are put 

on official notice that if they continue dealing, they will be arrested immediately.  ñBankedò 

cases are the stick held over offenders, the impetus that drives them to change their behavior.      

9. Enforcement ï The community and law enforcement watch carefully for any signs of drug 

dealing. Reports of dealing are immediately investigated. If called-in offenders are involved, 

warrants are signed and they are arrested.    

10. Follow-up ï Contact is made with offenders about one month later to see if they are 

getting the help they need. Residents are encouraged to keep in contact with those notified 

through phone calls or visits. Newsletters to the community contain information of arrests or 

success. Officers attend Community Watch meetings and maintain the lines of communication. 

City departments focus their energy in the community for trash removal, code enforcement, 

demolition of substandard housing, removing graffiti, and house rehabilitation for elderly 

homeowners. 

 

The Results 

On May 18, 2004, the first Overt Drug Market Strategy call-in was held.  The power of it 

shocked the community and law enforcement as the West End drug market vanished overnight; 

the character of the neighborhood changed.  Subsequent call-ins in Daniel Brooks, Southside and 

East Central have had the same effect, especially in Daniel Brooks where the drug market 

collapsed as soon as public discussions began with the community.  Offenders clearly knew what 

was coming and complied immediately, before the call-in. 

In the West End neighborhood, violent and drug crime numbers dropped dramatically.  Small 

absolute numbers make for large percentage shifts, particularly for short comparison periods, but 

3.5 years after the call-in, the reduction in drug crime appears to have stabilized at an average of 

31% (Figure 2).  Violent crimes have a similar pattern with an average decrease of 37% (Figure 

3).  The violent offenses that have occurred in the last three years, namely robbery and assault, 

have not been related to drug activity.  Most important, there has not been a homicide and only 

two rapes and two weapons violations reported in the West End since the intervention.  
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Figure 2 ï West End Drug Related Crime Since Implementation Decreased 31% 
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Figure 3 - Violent Crime in West End Neighborhood Decreased by an Average of 37% 

 

There has been no evidence of market displacement nor have other hot spots emerged. In 

tracking violent and drug crime for two years, the counts of crime per Census Block have 

decreased and remain decreased in the West End neighborhood (Figure 4). The effect of the 

focused deterrence model had a larger impact than was anticipated.  Rather than just the West 

End neighborhood showing a sustained improvement, the entire southwest portion of the city, 

and adjacent neighborhoods demonstrated the same results.  

Remaining in contact with the notified dealers has shown that the majority have remained in 

the neighborhood and stopped dealing drugs.  Dealers did not relocate and set up operations in 

another part of the city.  This situation is an excellent example of the bond that individuals have 

to their neighborhood and local family, and it is this bond that community support and resources 

where able to leverage to rebuild citizensô faith and pride in their neighborhood. 

Due to the intense preliminary investigative work, major players who do the most damage 

are identified.   In the West End, 24 were initially identified and four were arrested before the 

call-in.  Twelve were invited to the call- in, of whom 9 responded, and one of those subsequently 

was arrested when he tried to test the rules.  The three who did not respond were located and 

arrested by noon the day following the call-in, and their cases activated.   

Similar successful results have been enjoyed by the Daniel Brooks, Southside and East Central 

residents.  Of the 75 total drug dealers notified from the four different neighborhoods over the past 

3.5 years, only 20 have re-offended and required prosecution.  That is a recidivism rate of only 26%. 

In the two years following the call-in in the West End neighborhood, crime of all kinds 

remained more than 25% lower than before strategy implementation.  Citywide, violent crime 

decreased 20% in the same time period.  Citizens in the neighborhood felt empowered and as a 
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result, they called 911 an average of 5% more to report suspicious persons, cars, or behavior.  In 

one year, 911 calls shifted from drugs and crime to quality of life calls ï barking dogs, graffiti, 

and truant adolescents. 

   

 

 
Figure 4 - Two Years of Tracking Drug and Violent Crime by Census Block 

 

The long-term effect of High Pointôs focused deterrent model has been sustained reduction of 

violent crime.  In the past 14 years, the population of High Point has increased 26%.  In that 

time, violent crime has, in general, decreased with the exception of three years -- 1997, 2003 and 

2007.  In 1997, High Point had a per capita violent crime rate three times that of neighboring 

Winston-Salem, a much larger city.  Reported crimes included 15 homicides, 38 rapes, 348 

robberies and 551 aggravated assaults.  High Point Regional Hospital admitted over 219 stabbing 

and shooting patients that year.  In response to this alarming level of violence, the police 

department first implemented the focused deterrent strategy involving the notification of violent 

offenders.  As a result, the violent crime decreased 26% between 1997 and 2002.  In 2003, 

homicides and aggravated assaults once again increased due to the violence specifically caused 


