The scope of this article is to shed light on the most powerful and well-organized criminal organization inside correctional institutions, the Mexican Mafia.  For over 40 years the Mexican Mafia has been involved in criminal activities (e.g., extortion, drug trafficking, murder, and contract assassinations) both in and outside California prisons.  For example, the Mexican Mafia is responsible for 100 homicides per year in Los Angeles alone. (Rafael, 2007).  The Mexican Mafia creates new and more challenging security / safety issues for correctional institutions throughout the United States making it imperative for researchers and correctional staff alike to realize the increasing threat level this prison gang renders.  This article will address the dramatic increase of the Mexican Mafia prison gang and the repercussions this has towards correctional institutions.  Also, this article will explain the recruitment and organizational structure of the Mexican Mafia.  Lastly, this article will discuss the origin of the Mexican Mafia’s drug trafficking operation and how this criminal activity affects the gang’s day-to-day operations as a criminal organization.  
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Introduction

The Mexican Mafia has been involved in criminal activity both in and outside California prisons for over 40 years.  The Mexican Mafia was the first prison gang to transform themselves from a purely prison centered criminal organization into one that had a far reaching influence on the streets.  Currently, the Mexican Mafia is considered by law enforcement to be the most powerful, violent, and well-organized criminal organization inside California prisons with connections reaching throughout the United States and Mexico.  The Mexican Mafia appeared for the first time at Deuel Vocational Institution (DVI) in Tracy, California in 1957 where it took only 13 inmates who were Hispanic gang members from the East Los Angeles area.  Luis “Huero Buff” Flores is considered to be the “Founder” of the Mexican Mafia, and while incarcerated at DVI he began recruiting Hispanic gang members that were willing to kill for the organization.  On the outside these men were bitter enemies, however, Flores’ goal was to bring these men together and put aside their differences that they had on the outside because they all had a common need, protection. Members needed protection from rival gang members, inmates and prison staff, and by working together they could defend themselves more efficiently.  Flores’ decided the name of his gang would be called the Mexican Mafia to show respect to the Italian Mafia, which at the time was a successful criminal enterprise.  DVI was the last stop for the worst-of-the-worst young adult offenders in the California Youth Authority (CYA) system.  Ultimately, the Mexican Mafia wanted more power and control of the prison drug trade which is essential for becoming successful in organized crime.  

The Mexican Mafia is commonly referred to as “La EME,” Spanish word for the letter M.  The term “La EME” came about in 1961 because a few members believed the name Mexican Mafia didn’t have a distinctive enough Hispanic meaning and was to comparable to that of the Italian Mafia 
The Mexican Mafia operates on a paramilitary structure complete with a president, vice president, and numerous generals, captains, lieutenants and sergeants.  The Mexican Mafia’s headquarters are located in San Antonio, but its organization spans across several jurisdictions, including California, Arizona and Texas.  It is important to realize the threat level the Mexican Mafia inflicts on correctional institutions because this type of prison gang organization is involved in extortion, drug trafficking, murder and contract assassinations. For example, in 2006 the Mexican Mafia alone was responsible for 10% of San Antonio’s total homicide rate. (insideprison.com, 2006).  Perhaps a more important reason is because the Mexican Mafia continues to increase in numbers every year and it is vital for law enforcement agencies and correctional institutions to understand that they have evolved into a multi-million dollar criminal enterprise. 
Section I will discuss the dramatic population increase of the Mexican Mafia prison gang in America and the repercussions this has towards correctional institutions.  Section II discusses recruitment and organizational structure of the Mexican Mafia. Lastly, Section III discusses the creation of the Mexican Mafia’s drug trafficking operation and how this criminal activity affects the gang’s day-to-day practice as a criminal enterprise.      
Literature Review

Recently, the Mexican Mafia has been involved in several well-publicized incidents of violence and drug trafficking which have provoked public fear and a renewed concern for the safety of correctional institutions.  Given that the Mexican Mafia provokes increased security and safety issues, many correctional institutions are reluctant to release what they consider to be sensitive and confidential information. Therefore, the Mexican Mafia remains an area in criminal justice that is unexplained and unapproachable by many who want to seek more information about the inter workings of the gang. 
Of the various relevant factors influencing violence inside correctional institutions little has been discovered over the years indicting that the Mexican Mafia is a leading contributor.  The inability to obtain information directly from active Mexican Mafia prison gang members is a frustrating experience shared both by researchers and prison staff.  As a result the only available method for gathering intelligence has been the sole reliance on information provided by former prison gang members who have defected or are in protective custody.

In 2007, one such author, Tony Rafael, published the first book ever on the Mexican Mafia, called The Mexican Mafia.  This book is considered to be ground-breaking work that unveils the operations of this Southern California based prison gang that transforms from a small group of inmates into a criminal enterprise.  Among his findings, Rafael estimates the Mexican Mafia controls about 100,000 Latino gangsters in Southern California which results in Latino gangs being more powerful and organized than the black gangs. (Rafael, 2007).  Additionally, Rafael concludes that in Los Angeles alone the Mexican Mafia is responsible for over 100 homicides per year. (Rafael, 2007).  Rafael’s sources come from prison inmates, gang members, dropouts, homicide detectives, FBI agents and their informants.  During the course of his researching/writing of the Mexican Mafia, Rafael only uses the name he writes under in public due to the extremely life threatening work that he is involved in.  
Another well-respected author whom has devoted years of research on the Mexican Mafia is Richard Valdemar.  Valdemar is a retired Sergeant from the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department.  Valdemar spent most of his 33 years on the job working with gangs. From 1995 until his retirement in 2004, Valdemar was a member of the California Prison Gang Task Force, which was responsible for prosecuting members of the Mexican Mafia.  Although Valdemar has not written any books on gangs he is continually mentioned in several which address the Mexican Mafia.  Valdemar serves as a gang correspondent at PoliceMag.com as well as contributing multiple articles to the print edition of Police Magazine and Police Recruit. Also, Valdemar is a technical advisor for the History Channel’s, “Ganglang” series in which he recommends all of the “Gangland” documentaries. (Valdemar, 2009). 
A 1990 study published in Federal Probation reveals the organizational characteristics of the two largest prison gangs in the United States, the Texas Syndicate and Mexican Mafia and whether they differ from each other in terms of organizational structure, leadership, methods of recruitment, etc.  Fong (1990) concluded that the findings revealed that both groups share similar characteristics and further research of prison gangs is needed because of limited information available.  

For the first time ever the Mexican Mafia is starting to attract attention it has been so successful at avoiding.  From correctional institutions to law enforcement agencies around the country the Mexican Mafia has finally emerged on scene as one of America’s most feared prison/street gangs.       

Increasing Numbers
Section I discusses the dramatic population increase of the Mexican Mafia prison gang in America and the repercussions this has towards correctional institutions.  Mexican Mafia members are increasing everyday in prison as well as the overall number of inmates resulting in serious overcrowding issues that need to be addressed immediately.  In 2008 the American penal system held more than 2.3 million adult prisoners, an increase of 0.8% from 2007. (U.S. Department of Justice, 2009).  This is a direct result of our government’s “War on Drugs” which incorporates the three strikes law, longer sentences and fewer parole releases.  

Prison membership of the Mexican Mafia is believed to consist of at least 150 members with authority to order murders, and at least 1000 associates who can carry out those orders (Soto, 2006).  Law enforcement statistics can’t give an accurate number of Mexican Mafia members currently in prison because if members disclose any information to police, correctional staff, etc, they will be violating their gang’s constitution.  For example, members from the Mexican Mafia of Texas (Mexikanemi) must never release the Mexikanemi business to others.  If they do they will pay the ultimate price, death. (Constitution of the Mexican Mafia of Texas).  Increased membership of the Mexican Mafia prison gang can be a direct result of stiffer penalties enforced by California law makers for less serious offenses (e.g., minor drug possession) that occur on the streets.  The typical street gang member understands that if they commit a serious offense they will be sent to state prison, if not they will keep committing crimes.  This is because to gang members on the streets the state prison gang member is a man of power, respect and influence.  Street gang members also view state prison gang members has the “worst-of-the-worst.”  For some street gang members the ultimate goal is to become a state prison gang member which is the equivalent of going to college because once in prison, they will learn the finer details of the criminal underworld and be taught how to operate within the gang’s criminal organization.  For some street gang members going to prison could result in a better life than the one they had before.  In most prisons, inmates are provided with three meals a day, a bed, regular showers and exercise equipment.  By going to prison street gang members will probably live a longer and more self-satisfying life in their view than not going to prison. 

  What are the consequences of having increased numbers of Mexican Mafia gang members in prisons?  By having more Mexican Mafia members incarcerated each day, correctional institutions increase the chance of violent behavior being directed at both inmates and staff.  Camp and Camp’s (1987) study of prison gangs in American prisons found that prison gangs accounted for 50 percent of all prison problems that occur.  This is a serious problem for correctional staff because once the Mexican Mafia reaches numbers in which they can start eliminating rival gangs in prison, they will do so with little or no resistance.  More importantly the increase will make the jobs of correctional officers even more dangerous then it already is.  Shelden (1991) found in one study that gang members in a Nevada prison had more arrests, juvenile court referrals, felony arrests, and were more likely to have used a weapon in their last crime than a sample of inmates not in a gang. (as cited in Gaes, Wallace, Gilman, Klein-Saffran & Suppa, 2001).  Shelden also found that gang members were more likely to commit prison rule infractions (e.g., drug and fighting infractions) then non-gang inmates. For example, once the Mexican Mafia reached numbers where they were becoming to violent towards staff at DVI, the California Department of Corrections decided to transfer some members to San Quentin Prison. This decision inadvertently helped the Mexican Mafia in recruiting new members in correctional institutions throughout California.   
The two largest prison systems in the nation, California and Texas, experienced comparable increases in prison population over the last 30 years.  California’s prisoner population increased from 20,000 in the early 1970s to its current population of approximately 160,000 prisoners.  Similarly, Texas has witnessed its prison population double between 1992 and 1997. (Haney, n.d.).  These are frightening numbers for correctional officers to read because both California and Texas are primary locations for the ongoing recruitment of young street gang members by the Mexican Mafia.  For instance, prison overcrowding became so extreme in California, Governor Schwarzenegger issued an emergency proclamation for California’s prison system in October 2006 because severe overcrowding was a threat to health and safety in 29 of 33 state prisons. (Office of the Governor, 2006).    

       There are several solutions that can be implemented to help reduce the amount of Mexican Mafia members incarcerated in prison.  These are just a few examples that can be used and/or tested.  First, reduce time served in prison.  Second, eliminate the use of prison for parole.  Third, reduce the length of parole and probation supervision periods.  Fourth, do not incarcerate those who commit victimless crimes (e.g., individual drug use and abuse).  Fifth, design programs and opportunities that give inmates more options once they are released back into society.  Lastly, instate work programs and housing assistance for released prisoners.  
Organizational Structure / Recruitment
Section II discusses the organizational structure and recruitment process of the Mexican Mafia. The Mexican Mafia operates on a paramilitary structure complete with a president, vice president, and numerous generals, captains, lieutenants and sergeants.  All ranking positions in the Mexican Mafia organization, excluding the sergeants, are elected based on the individuals' leadership ability to deal harmoniously with people. There is no system designed to avoid intra-gang conflict. Leaders keep their ranks and titles upon reassignment to a different unit by prison officials (Fong, 1990).  Regardless of ranks, the Mexican Mafia requires their members to abide by a strict code of conduct known as the “Constitution.” For members of the Mexican Mafia, the constitution consists of twelve rules: 
(1) Membership is for life--"blood in, blood out."

(2) Every member must be prepared to sacrifice his life or take a life

at any time when necessary.

(3) Every member shall strive to overcome his weakness to achieve

discipline within the MEXIKANEMI brotherhood.

(4) Never let the MEXIKANEMI down.

(5) The sponsoring member is totally responsible for the behavior of the

new recruit. If the new recruit turns out to be a traitor, it is the

sponsoring member's responsibility to eliminate the recruit.

(6) When disrespected by a stranger or a group, all members of the

MEXIKANEMI will unite to destroy the person or the other group completely.

(7) Always maintain a high level of integrity.

(8) Never release the MEXIKANEMI business to others.

(9) Every member has the right to express opinions, ideas,

contradictions and constructive criticisms.

(10) Every member has the right to organize, educate, arm, and defend

the MEXIKANEMI

(11) Every member has the right to wear the tattoo of the MEXIKANEMI

symbol.

(12) The MEXIKANEMI is a criminal organization and therefore will

participate in all aspects of criminal interest for monetary benefits

(Constitution of the Mexican Mafia of Texas).
Similar to other prison gangs in America, the penalty for intentionally or unintentionally violating any of the established rules set forth by the Mexican Mafia is death.  The Mexican Mafia believes that it is easier to kill a problem person then to negotiate or correct the problem.  

The recruitment/initiation process of the Mexican Mafia begins with members being Mexican-American/Hispanic male inmates.  The Mexican Mafia is considered a “blood in, blood out” organization.  The wives, girlfriends, and relatives of the Mexican Mafia are held in extremely high regard due to their involvement with the gang’s drug operations. (Florida Department of Corrections).  Membership is granted to any Hispanic inmate who meets the “homeboy connection” requirement. (Fong, 1990).  This means that there is a long-standing relationship between the recruit and the active gang member.  After a brief background check to ensure the prospective member has no prior law enforcement/informant connections and is not a homosexual, a unanimous vote will determine his acceptance into the organization.  If for some reason he does not pass this test, he is required to pay protection fees, or is forced into prostitution within the prison. (insideprison.com, 2006).               

Drug Trafficking 
Section III discusses the creation of the Mexican Mafia’s drug trafficking operation and how this criminal activity affects the gang’s day-to-day procedure as a criminal enterprise.  The Mexican Mafia has been involved in minor drug trafficking sales since their formation in 1957.  However, in 1968 after the recruitment of Joseph “Pegleg” Morgan, the Mexican Mafia would see a dramatic increase in their drug trafficking sales and ensuing profits.  Morgan had been convicted of murder at 17, and became the youngest criminal to be sent to San Quentin.  At 39 Morgan joined the Mexican Mafia.  Although Morgan was a Yugoslavian raised in a Hispanic community his experience made him a respected member.  Morgan would help build the Mexican Mafia’s drug market through his connections with Mexican Drug Cartels that supplied him with heroin and cocaine.  This would eventually lead to the Mexican Mafia becoming a multi-million dollar criminal organization.  Morgan was well disciplined and knew how to conduct business both in and outside prison.  Morgan’s race played an integral role in being able to achieve a partnership with the Aryan Brotherhood (a white supremacy movement) and ever since then both the Mexican Mafia and Aryan Brotherhood share a mutual alliance. It has become common knowledge that if a fight between a Mexican Mafia member and a black inmate breaks out, and there are not enough Mexican Mafia members to help, the Aryans are suppose to back them up.  This is an alliance that goes back 20 years between the Mexican Mafia and the Aryan Brotherhood because they share the same racial hatred for blacks.  Morgan’s contributions to the gang eventually earned him the title of “Godfather” among his brothers.     

How does the Mexican Mafia receive drugs while behind bars?  There are several ways the Mexican Mafia can get a hold of drugs while in prison, which include visitors of the inmate, a package from home, court mail, correctional staff, etc.  At one prison, security-housing-unit (SHU) inmates are allowed to receive one package from home once a year and those items have to be picked from an approved list and be contained in manufacturer-sealed packages. (Gale Cengage Learning, 2008).  However, this is not a big task to over come for drug smugglers.  Drug smugglers have been known to crush cereal and coat small balls of heroin in the crumbs to make them blend in with the cereal.  Another way to smuggle drugs is through “court mail.”  This type of mail can be real court documents sent to the inmate by their attorney or forged court mail sent by a friend.  All someone has to do is put the name and address of an attorney on the outside of the envelope and mark "confidential legal mail" on it. Correctional staff is limited in searching these types of packages due to Supreme Court rulings in the past. For instance, correctional officers have seen heroin flattened out and placed between two sheets of paper. If an inmate receives hundreds of pages of court transcripts, correctional officers would have to go through each page separately to uncover the heroin. (Gale Cengage Learning, 2008).  The most popular approach the Mexican Mafia uses to receive drugs is from correctional officers who are young, single, and inexperienced.  (Fong, 1990).  This type of method for smuggling drugs is the most direct way Mexican Mafia members can receive drugs and is also the most single corrupt act a correctional officer can do.  For those correctional officers willing to bring drugs into the prison they will be rewarded 40 percent of the profit. (Fong, 1990).  However, once involved, the correctional officer will not be able to terminate his or her service to the Mexican Mafia or risk endangering both their life and their family’s life.            
References
Camp, G.M. and Camp, C.G. (1986). Prison Gangs: Their Extent, Nature, and Impact on Prisons. (Grant No. 84-NI-AX-0001). United States Department of Justice, Office of Legal Policy. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.
Constitution of the Mexican Mafia of Texas.  Confidential Gang Document Confiscated by Texas Department of Corrections Officials, undated.
Florida Department of Corrections. (n.d.). Gang and Security Threat Groups Awareness.  http://www.dc.state.fl.us/pub/gangs/index.html
Fong, R. (1990). The Organizational Structure of Prison Gangs: A Texas Case Study.  Federal Probation, (54) 1, p36. 
Gaes, G., Wallace, S., Gilman, E., Klein-Saffran, J., & Suppa, S. (2001, March).  The Influence of Prison Gang Affiliation on Violence and Other Prison Misconduct.  Federal Bureau of Prisons.  Retrieved from http://www.bop.gov/news/research_projects/published_reports/cond_envir/oreprcrim_2br.pdf
Haney, C. (n.d.).  Prison overcrowding: Harmful consequences and dysfunctional reactions.  University of California: Santa Cruz.  Retrieved from http://www.prisoncommission.org/statements/haney_craig.pdf
Mexican mafia: Prison gang profile. (2006, May). Retrieved July 1, 2009, from http://www.insideprison.com/mexican-mafia-prison-gang.asp
Office of the Governor. (2006). Governor Uses Executive Authority to Relieve Prison Overcrowding, Proclaims Emergency to Allow Inmate Transfer. Press Release.  State of California.  Retrieved from http://gov.ca.gov/index.php?/press-release/4281/
Rafael, T. (2007). The Mexican Mafia. New York: Encounter Books.  
Shelden, R. (1991).  A Comparison of Gang Members and Non-Gang Members In a Prison Setting.  The Prison Journal.  Retrieved from http://www.bop.gov/news/research_projects/published_reports/cond_envir/oreprcrim_2br.pdf
Soto, O. (July, 2006).  36 Indicted In Mexican Mafia Crackdown.  Union Tribune.  Retrieved from http://www.signonsandiego.com/news/metro/20060617-9999-1n17mafia.html
Valdemar, R. (2009, February 4). The Gang Investigator’s Library. Police Magazine.  Retrieved July 1, 2009, from http://www.policemag.com/Channels/Gangs/2009/02/04/The-Gang-Investigator-s-Library.aspx
U.S. Department of Justice. (2009). Prison Statistics.  Office of Justice Programs.  Bureau of Justice Statistics.  Washington, DC. Retrieved from http://www.ojp.usdoj.gov/bjs/prisons.htm
