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Abstract

State interventions against organized criminal groups (OCGs) sometimes work to improve
security, but often exacerbate violence. To understand why, this article offers a theory about
criminal governance in five types of criminal regimes—Insurgent, Bandit, Symbiotic, Preda-
tory, and Split. These differ according to whether criminal groups confront or collude with
state actors, abuse or cooperate with the community, and hold a monopoly or contest terri-
tory with rival OCGs. Police interventions in these criminal regimes pose different challenges
and are associated with markedly different local security outcomes. We provide evidence of
this theory by using a multimethod research design combining quasi-experimental statistical
analyses, automated text analysis, extensive qualitative research, and a large-N survey in the
context of Rio de Janeiro’s “Pacifying Police Units” (UPPs), which sought to reclaim control
of the favelas from criminal organizations.
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1 Introduction

Con
icts related to organized crime and gang turf wars have emerged as the deadliest

form of violence in the world. This paper characterizes the variety of forms of local

governance that Organized Criminal Groups (OCGs) establish in the territories they

control. It also explores the mechanisms and processes that allow the police to take back

territorial control and generate legitimate state order, as well as alternative conditions

where police interventions fail, leading violence to escalate. Our paper contributes to

various bodies of literature including criminal governance, con
ict, policing, non-state

provision of public goods, and state building.

Scholars generally agree that state crackdowns on OCGs often back�re, exacerbating

violence, driving the displacement of crime, and intensifying turf wars (Snyder and Dur�an-

Mart��nez, 2009; Dell, 2015; Calder�on et al., 2015; Lessing, 2015; Dur�an-Mart��nez, 2015;

Trejo and Ley, 2018). Most of this literature focuses on the national or regional level

and fails to understand why police interventions often generate heterogeneous outcomes,

exacerbating violence in certain territories but improving security in others. To explain

why, this paper takes a micro-logic approach and uncovers the various forms of local

authority OCGs establish in the territories they control that develop state-like functions,

including con
ict resolution, policing, delivery of welfare bene�ts, and taxation. The

paper demonstrates that these criminal regimes shape the outcome of police interventions.

The paper also generates knowledge about one of the most important security in-

terventions in Latin America, Rio de Janeiro’s "Pacifying Police Units" (UPPs). The

UPP was inspired by notions of community-oriented policing (COP) (Fr�uhling, 2007).

It sought to abandon the "militarized" approach of policing the favelas { informal low-

income urban sprawls in which around 20% of Rio’s population resides { under the control

of drug gangs and paramilitary groups. We take advantage of the staggered implemen-

tation of the UPP across approximately 160 favelas in which over 10,000 police o�cers

were assigned to understand the challenges states confront to regain territorial control.

Proponents of "Iron Fist" strategies argue that heavy-handed tactics are often necessary

to enhance public safety. Opponents of militarized policing argue that it increases human
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rights violations and undermines community trust in the police (Fr•uhling, 2007; Riccio

et al., 2013; Moncada, 2013a; Bailey and Dammert, 2005; Dammert and Malone, 2006).

This paper provides quasi-experimental statistical evidence about the public safety con-

sequences of COP policing strategies relative to militarized ones in the Latin American

context. It is the �rst to demonstrate that the preexisting criminal regime largely shapes

how COP strategies work - e.g., if these improve or deteriorate local security and if these

gain community acceptance or not.

Although particularly striking in Rio, communities living under criminal rule is a

common phenomenon throughout the world. Building on the literature on civil wars and

organized crime (Popkin, 1979; Kalyvas, 2006; Mampilly, 2011; Staniland, 2012; Arjona,

2017; Gambetta, 1996; Arias, 2017; Magaloni et al., 2019; Lessing and Willis, 2019) we

argue that the forms of criminal authority vary according to whether criminal groups

confront or collude with state actors; abuse or cooperatewith the community; and hold

a monopoly or contest territory with rival OCGs. These dimensions generate �ve types

of criminal orders: Insurgent, Bandit, Symbiotic, Predatory, and Split. These criminal

regimes have not been characterized within a uni�ed theoretical framework that explicates

variation in how OCGs govern their territories and the dynamics of everyday violence,

including behaviors such as intimidation, extortion, and murder.1

The criminal underworld is not necessarily one of anarchy. When OCGs monopolize

violence, they might establish forms of relatively orderly rule, delivering con
ict resolution

and a local police to sanction crimes such as assault, rape, domestic violence, and robbery.

Police interventions in these settings are often counterproductive. Disorganized crime

might be worse for the community than organized crime, especially when the state has

poor control of its security forces and when these security forces lack legitimacy among the

community. But the criminal underworld can also be extremely violent, as when OCGs

�ght turf wars and engage in constant shootouts, or when OCGs fail to restrain their

armed men from engaging in atrocities against residents. OCGs can also be predatory,

extracting rents from local populations and businesses, and killing anyone who refuses to
1We take the concept of everyday violence from Haugen and Boutros (2015).
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pay. It stands to reason that police interventions should prioritize these types of criminal

environments.

Nonetheless, our paper suggests that police interventions are seldom driven by the

security needs of poor communities. Police forces tend to target their interventions against

OCGs whose activities are threatening to the state and the upper classes { e.g., criminals

who engage in terrorists attacks to paralyze the city, kidnap the wealthy, or engage in

targeted assassinations of judges, state agents, and police. Our theory proposes that

the local outcomes of police interventions vary according to the military capacity of

the OCG and how it governs its territory. In Insurgent regimes, the OCG possess high

military capacity, and it also provides safety and other bene�ts to civilians to win support.

By contrast, Bandit rulers possess less military capacity to deter invasions, and they

rule their territories using more ruthless methods. This paper demonstrates that police

interventions in Insurgent regimes can turn communities into war zones. With nobody in

control, robberies, rape, and assaults are likely to spread in the community. By contrast,

in Bandit regimes, police interventions can play an important role improving local security

conditions.

On the other hand, states often refrain from targeting OCGs that embrace strategies

of corruption by paying the police, state agents, and judges not to enforce the laws.

Snyder and Dur�an-Mart��nez (2009) argue that security reforms seeking to undo these

illicit contracts { what they call "state-sponsored protection rackets" { with the intention

to improve rule of law is what often causes violence to escalate. This paper demonstrates

that this is not always the case. In Symbiotic regimes, OCGs share resources from

illicit markets with their state associates but behave in "benign" ways toward civilians

by providing local security and other forms of assistance. State crackdowns against

these regimes tend to back�re, undoing a form of criminal governance that is e�ective in

maintaining order. By contrast, in Predatory regimes, OCGs form illicit associations with

state agents to extract rents from the community, and might even engage in activities

such as human tra�cking, sexual violence, and kidnapping, which they perform under the

protection of law enforcement. Undoing these illicit pacts will likely improve local security
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and respect for human rights. Nonetheless, as the case of Rio de Janeiro's paramilitary

groups suggests, states rarely crackdown on these criminal regimes.

Lastly, our paper also characterizes the outcome of police interventions in Split criminal

regimes, where communities are divided into territories controlled by rival criminal groups

and are subject to constant armed confrontations. In these settings, our theory proposes

that the police often emerges as a critical actor that can bring a solution to the Hobbessian

state of nature where life is "brutish and short." Hence, in our theoretical approach, the

criminal underworld is far more complex than a distinction between "stationary" and

"roving" bandits (Olson, 1993). Consistent with Olson's (1993) theory, OCGs are more

likely to behave like "roving" bandits when they face shortened time horizons and operate

under contested rule. But when OCGs hold monopoly control of a territory, they will not

necessarily behave like "stationary" bandits because they can either establish "benign"

or tyrannical forms of criminal rule, as this paper will elaborate.

In addition to the pre-existing criminal regime, the state's capacity to regain territorial

control is also in
uenced by police behavior. As in the US and other parts of the world, the

state confronts an agency problem when implementing COP strategies because abusive

practices by street police o�cers can seriously undermine trust in the police (Tyler, 1988;

Hough et al., 2010). Our paper moves beyond this literature by explicating not only how

abusive policing practices by UPP o�cers undermined trust in the police, but also the

broader set of conditions that allow the police to regain legitimacy in areas where OCGs

have control. Shifting territorial control ultimately requires the community to endorse

the police rather than OCGs as the legitimate bearers of coercive force. But when OCGs

maintain order more e�ectively than the police, and when residents fear law enforcement

o�cers more than criminal bosses, communities are likely to prefer to be ruled by OCGs.

Empirically, our paper proposes a novel way of doing research on criminality and

policing that combines extensive ethnographic research, automated text analysis of crime

reports, a large-N survey, and quasi-experimental statistical modeling using manually

geo-coded data of crime indicators. The �rst empirical challenge is to demonstrate that

the criminal underworld in Rio's favelas can be conceptualized according to our typology
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of criminal regimes. This part of the analysis relies on ethnographic research in six

territories selected according to our typology. To o�er support that insights from our

case studies are generalizable, the paper then uses automated text analysis of a unique

data-set consisting of thousands of anonymous tips collected by an independent Brazilian

NGO, Disque Denuncia. The analysis con�rms that OCGs di�er in their behavior toward

the state and the community according to the patterns described by our criminal regime

typology.

The second empirical challenge is to demonstrate that criminal governance shapes the

state's capacity to regain territorial control. Territorial control is measured in terms of

three quanti�able outcomes: 1) reductions of armed confrontations between OCGs and

the state, measured by the number of fatal police shootings and the number of police

o�cers killed; 2) improvements in public security, including homicides rates and other

common crime indicators; and 3) legitimacy of the police, measured with a large (N =

5,300) survey collected in favelas.

The statistical results provide compelling support to our theory. Relative to the milita-

rized policing strategy of the past, the UPP reduced the number of fatal police shootings

by 45%. Moreover, the results demonstrate that the police intervention had heteroge-

neous outcomes. As expected, the UPP improved local security where OCGs were unable

to maintain order or predated on residents, as in Split, Bandit, and Predatory regimes.

In the �rst two of these, the UPP signi�cantly reduced armed confrontations and homi-

cides, and in the third it reduced extortion and robbery. By contrast, as predicted, the

UPP increased lethal violence and common crimes in Symbiotic and Insurgent criminal

regimes. Our results further demonstrate that, as expected, the UPP increased armed

confrontations between the state and the OCG, turning Insurgent regimes into war zones,

and trapping residents in the cross�re.

Our survey results demonstrate that in favelas where residents were safer under the

rule of OCGs and crime propagated with the arrival of the UPP, the community considers

the UPP as illegitimate and wants it to leave their favela. By contrast, in favelas where

OCGs did not restrain crime and violence, and security improved as a result of the UPP,
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police forces are perceived as legitimate. Our survey data further demonstrates thatdirect

victimization of residents by UPP o�cers dramatically reduces community acceptance of

the UPP. Overall, our results demonstrate that the state's capacity to regain territorial

control is in
uenced by both the pre-existing criminal regime and police behavior.

2 The Case of Rio de Janeiro

Due to Brazil's vast land borders with all three major producer of cocaine { Colombia,

Peru, and Bolivia { the country is an important transit point for drug smuggling to

Europe. In addition, drug syndicates increasingly focus on internal markets (Miraglia,

2015). As a result, drug gangs have become \a recognized socio-political force" in the

favelas since the 1980s (Dowdney, 2005). Three main drug factions compete for control

of Rio's favelas: Commando Vermelho(CV), Amigos dos Amigos(ADA), and Terceiro

Commando Puro(TC). In reaction to the prevalence of drug syndicates, vigilante groups

or mil��cias have also emerged. Militias charge inhabitants and businesses security taxes,

and extort money for services such as water, electricity, and gas (Cano, 2013).

As in other countries across the region, Rio's business community and the middle

class have lobbied to take a tough stance against criminal groups (Moncada, 2013a).

The emergence of a repressive approach to drug tra�ckers emerged in the late 1970s.

The Military Police (hereafter PM) is a uniformed civilian police force that undertakes

principally public safety or street policing functions. The PM di�ers from the Civilian

Police as a plain clothed investigative force. The PM relies on specialized battalions

such as the Battalion of Special Operations (BOPE), which is trained in urban warfare,

as well as tactical teams operating within the regular territorial battalions, to combat

drug tra�ckers. BOPE performs its operations with heavy weaponry. BOPE o�cers are

seldom get injured or killed, and their operations are known for violence and \e�ciency".

In 1995, a right-wing government instituted a "bravery bonus" that rewarded police

o�cers for killing. Although the bonus was ultimately eliminated, an institutional culture

that rewards police violence persists.

This militarized policing strategy resulted in exorbitant levels of fatal police shootings.
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Rio's PM is one of the most violent in the world { the police have killed more than 13,000

people in the state between 2003 and 2017, including 1,127 in 2017.2 Police killings a�ect

criminals as well as residents, who often are injured or killed in the cross�re. On several

occasions, police o�cers have killed innocent children, women, and men to avenge the

deaths of other police o�cers. The PM has justi�ed their killings on the grounds of

legitimate defense or \resistance to arrest" (Auto de Resistência). The criminal justice

system practically never investigates or punishes these killings (Brinks, 2007). Killings

by the police are endorsed by Brazilian society. According to a national survey collected

in 2015, more than 50% of the Brazilian population agrees with the common phrase

\Bandido bom �e bandido morto" (A good criminal is a dead criminal).3

In anticipation of the 2014 World Cup and the 2016 Olympics, the state instituted

the UPPs, whose mission was to regain control of territory from drug syndicates. Young

o�cers were assigned with the idea that they would come with a fresh mentality, not so-

cialized in the traditional "militarized" approach. Training included principles of human

rights and community-oriented policing (COP) strategies such as continuous patrols and

proactive policing. The aim was to establish a more "proximate" relationship with favela

residents and reduce armed confrontations. The way these concepts were implemented

varied from unit to unit according to the leadership styles of the UPP commanders. Com-

manders would use varying strategies, including the provision of services such as soccer

and karate classes for kids and the youth. Others would assign o�cers to engage in con-


ict resolution, mostly arbitrating �ghts among neighbors over the use of space, garbage

disposal, noise, etc. Most of commanders would hold meetings with the community to

discuss security conditions. These strategies broadly correspond to COP (Fr•uhling, 2007).

This intervention entailed an initial pre-announced \invasion" by special operations

units, including BOPE and sometimes the army. After some months of "stabilization,"

UPP police o�cers were permanently assigned. The program began in 2008 in the Santa

Marta favela and gradually expanded to over 160 favelas.4 The �rst stage of the "paci-
2The data comes Instituto de Seguran�ca P�ublica (ISP).
3The survey was collected by Forum de Seguran�ca P�ublica.
4Table A2 in the Online Appendix shows the chronology of the interventions and other descriptive

statistics.

9



Figure 1: Lethal Violence

�cation" included the favelas of the South zone next to the upper-class neighborhoods

of Ipanema, Leblon and Copacabana, as well as the favelas near the Maracana stadium.

The intervention in Complexo do Alem~ao { CV's headquarters { marked the beginning

of the second stage of the "paci�cation." The army occupied Alem~ao for over a year and

a half until eight UPPs were installed in 2012. A third stage began when the large favela

of Rocinha, the heart of ADA, was occupied in 2012. The arrest of Rocinha's drug lord

occurred without �ring a bullet. The occupation of Complexo da Mar�e { a large area in

the North of Rio { marked the end of the \paci�cation." The Army occupied Mar�e from

April of 2014 to June of 2015. Although their aim was to establish secure conditions for

the implementation of the UPP, they were ultimately unsuccessful.

The UPP was not accompanied by an expansion of infrastructure and social welfare

programs. For a couple of years, there was a so-calledUPP social, but money soon dried

out and the police was left alone to deal with complex socio-economic problems. As

observed in Figure 1, between 2008 and 2013, killings by the police decreased by more

than 68% and homicides decreased by 40%. After 2013, lethal police violence started to
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