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Abstract
In this paper, we employ data drawn from economic and ethnographic interviews with Detroit
heroin users, as well as other sources, to illustrate the relationship between heroin users’ mobility
patterns and urban and suburban environments, especially in terms of drug acquisition and the
geography of opportunity. We explore how the “spatial mismatch” (Kain 1968; 1992) between
legal work opportunities and central city residents is seemingly reversed in the case of heroin
users. We find that while both geographic location and social networks associated with
segregation provide central city residents and African Americans with a strategic advantage over
white suburbanites in locating and purchasing heroin easily and efficiently, this same segregation
effectively focuses the negative externalities of heroin markets in central city neighborhoods.
Finally, we consider how the heroin trade reflects and reproduces the segregated post-industrial
landscape, and we discuss directions for potential future research on the relationship between
ethnic and economic ghettos and regional drug markets.

Introduction
In addition to its other well-publicized troubles, Detroit, Michigan has long been haunted by
associations with illicit drug use and crime (Boyle, 2007; Neill, 2001). Below the surface of
the city’s bad image lies a historical trajectory driven by structural trends, a representative
case for America’s broader urban crisis (Sugrue, 1996). Over time, Detroit’s metropolitan
area has expanded into an ever-widening band of land, which now dwarfs the central city in
terms of area, population and income (Darden et al., 1987; Kasarda et al., 1997). The
ongoing “Great Recession” has intensified the impacts of these long-term trends, resulting in
even higher levels of unemployment, home foreclosure and abandonment, especially in the
central city and inner ring suburbs (Rugh & Massey, 2010). Detroit proper has now lost
more than half of its peak population, and outmigration continues steadily to this day, as
evidenced by the results of the 2010 Census (Linebaugh, 2011).

Detroit’s sprawling suburban region is also characterized by stark racial segregation, which
has its roots in the restrictive racial enclaves and planning decisions of the 20th century
(Roychoudhury & Goodman, 1996; Hill, 1980; Hill & Negry, 1987; Thomas, 1997). Detroit
proper is more than eighty percent African-American, while in most of the surrounding
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suburbs the African American population is below ten percent. In the memorable words of
Mike Davis (2002, p. 255), the metropolitan area is “Black in the deindustrialized center,
lily-white on the job-rich rim.” The social divisions between these two adjoining realms are
reflected in peoples’ mobility patterns—many suburban dwellers never venture into the city
of Detroit at all, and when they do, they usually stick to controlled spaces, such as highways
or downtown entertainment venues (Wilson & Wouters, 2003). For their part, many Detroit
residents must go to the suburbs to work, shop, or attend schools, but they are constrained in
multiple ways, most especially by real and perceived racial prejudice and lack of access to
private transportation (Meiklejohn, 2002; Grengs, 2006; Allard, Tolman & Rosen, 2003).
The structural separation of poor populations and accessible job opportunities has been
termed “spatial mismatch” (Kain, 1968, 2004) and it is a defining characteristic many
postindustrial American cities. However, while researchers have extensively examined the
impact of segregated sprawl on access to jobs and social capital (Stoll, 2005; Kneebone,
2009), little has been written on geographical differences in access to illicit products and
criminal opportunities.

In the early 1980s, Pettiway (1982, 1985) reported on the geographic selectivity of robbery
and burglary offenders in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. He found that ghetto residents were more
likely to commit offenses in other ghetto neighborhoods than in non-ghetto areas, even
though these areas were not as wealthy, simply because of physical and social convenience:
“The constricting nature of the ghetto and the resulting short offense-residence distances
suggest that black offenders travel much shorter distances than their white counterparts”
(1982, p. 267). At the same time, he also reported that residents of non-ghetto areas only
rarely ventured into ghetto areas to commit crimes. In a later publication, Pettiway (1985, p.
207) wrote of the dynamic “interactions with other elements in the urban matrix” that tended
to produce specific patterns of both criminal and non-criminal behavior. Though Pettiway
focused on select categories of property crime (robbery and burglary), it is reasonable to
assume that similar factors might affect other illicit activities, such as heroin acquisition and
use, as individuals respond in clearly patterned ways to a matrix of structures and
relationships—including racial divisions--that define their everyday lives. To what extent
does this racially segregated landscape shape patterns of heroin acquisition, use and risk?
Conversely, we might ask how is the landscape itself shaped by these patterns?

In this paper, we explore these questions through an examination of the mobility and
purchasing patterns of active heroin users residing in and around the city of Detroit. We
integrate ethnographic interviews with economic questionnaires, as well as external sources
such as local media and law enforcement reports, as we examine the relationship of heroin
users’ mobility patterns to the segregated geography of Detroit. Through our analysis of
these findings, we seek to connect to the larger landscape of the metropolitan region as it is
reflected in the flow of this illicit commodity. We do this in three stages. First, we present
background material on heroin markets and urban areas. Secondly, we offer a theoretical
rationale for our methodological approach, which involves a blend of ethnographic and
economic approaches to urban heroin use, and we explain the specific methods that were
used, including the sampling procedure and its limitations. Third, we present findings from
our ethnographic and economic investigation concerning patterns of heroin procurement and
mobility across the urban-suburban divide. Specifically, we present evidence from
ethnographic interviews conducted with active heroin users (n=30), conducted in Detroit, in
combination with extensive surveys of economic behaviors that were collected from a larger
sample (n=109). We then interpret these findings in the context of other research on
substance use patterns in Detroit and other cities. Finally, we discuss the implications of our
findings for our understanding of post-industrial cities, the relationship between racial and
spatial segregation and illicit substance use patterns, and potential future research.
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Illicit Drugs and Urban Places
In popular discourse, illicit drugs such as heroin are often viewed biologically or morally, as
aids to healing or as corrupting influences, or as demons that possess and ruin lives (Acker,
2001; Reinarman, 2005). Historians have taken a broader view, examining heroin use as it
relates to American culture and politics (Musto, 1973); to the strains produced by the racial
divisions and inequalities of urban environments (Schneider, 2008); and to modernity itself
(Hickman, 2004). But drugs are also tangible physical commodities that command a price
and actively mobilize buyers and sellers across multiple geographic scales (Pearson and
Hobbs, 2001). Recreational and habit-forming drugs are material substances typically
purchased for immediate use, which tends over time to stimulate repeat consumption and
intense market demand (Murji, 2007; Caulkins, 1995; Riley 1997; Caulkins & Reuter, 1998;
Reuter & Caulkins, 2004). While standard economic theory allows for addictive goods to be
treated as any other consumptive commodity and therefore encourages policies that use the
laws of supply and demand as the basis for analysis, an emerging subfield of economics
calls for a more nuanced approach to modeling markets for illegal drugs (Caulkins & Reuter,
2004). Reuter and Haaga (1989) have attempted to summarize the literature concerning the
market structure for illegal drugs, stating that market power is elusive (the drug market is
clearly not a monopoly) and prices are highly variable by and within geographic locations.

Although drug deals and drug use take place in particular locales, these are not fixed, but are
mutable and dynamic, dissolving and reassembling in response to fluctuations of supply and
demand as well as environmental factors such as police action. According to Coomber
(2007), drug markets are “dynamic, shifting, changing and diverse” (p. 750); Agar and
Wilson (2002) likewise define heroin epidemics as “complex adaptive systems.” The blocks,
neighborhoods, cities and regions where heroin markets occur are the stages on which we
may see the interplay between local populations’ demand, sociospatial characteristics and
global supplies (Agar & Schact Reisinger, 2001).

This is not a new insight. In his pioneering work on opium addiction in Chicago, Dai (1937)
explored the relationship between neighborhood characteristics, social contexts and opiate
use. Parker, Bakx and Newcombe (1988) documented the changes brought on by the growth
of the heroin market and its integration into pre-existing working-class subcultures of North-
West of England. Ruggiero and Vass (1992) have described the interrelationship between
illicit heroin distribution networks and the licit economy in three Italian cities: Naples,
Verona and Turin. They found that the heroin market was adapted and integrated into the
pre-existing social and economic structure, to the point where the two became symbiotic.
“The illicit and licit economies of a state,” they concluded, “learn to coexist and reciprocate
with each other, and at some point such activities become ingrained in the social structure to
the point where the boundaries which separate the two become blurred and negotiable” (p.
290). Likewise, Sullivan (1992) compared youth crime and employment patterns in three
neighborhoods in Brooklyn, New York and found significant variation in the social
relationships and contexts that surrounded drug-selling activities, in spite of similar levels of
access to illicit drugs. Valdez and Cepeda (2008) have examined the connection between the
formation of segregated Mexican enclaves in San Antonio, Texas and the development of
heroin markets and local heroin practices, and Garcia (2010) has explored heroin addiction
in relation to the landscape and the history of loss among the Spanish-speaking people of
rural New Mexico, where heroin use is largely contained and transmitted within close
familial relations. Draus and Carlson (2006, 2007) reported both parallels and significant
variations between patterns of crack cocaine and heroin use in rural Ohio and those evident
in the research literature.
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As noted in our introduction, Detroit’s culture of illicit drug sales and use has been well
documented in both popular (Adler, 1995; Jones, 2006) and scholarly (Mieczkowski, 1986,
1990) works. Tourigny (2001) has explored the impact of neoliberal welfare policies on the
lives of poor families in Detroit, especially in regards to drug-dealing, and Bergmann (2008)
drew connections between political and economic abandonment and the creative resistance
of drug-dealing youth in the same city. In these studies, ethnography adds density or
“placeness” to what otherwise might be a flat, abstract or statistical representation of social
space (McLafferty, 2008). As these works illustrate, social sciences have become more
sensitized to the importance of place in shaping human behaviors and relationships (Gieryn,
2000; McLafferty, 2008). Even very individualized measures such as self-efficacy have been
found to vary with modest changes in neighborhood characteristics (Rosenbaum, Reynold &
Deluca, 2002).

Economics has been more resistant to considerations of context, relying more on highly
individualized rational choice models (Barnes, 1996). For example, in economists’ rational
addiction models (Becker and Murphy, 1988; Chaloupka, 1991) individual differences in
capital accumulation and depreciation and incentives, or learning and regret functions
(Orphanides & Zervos, 1995) are emphasized. While the effects of these incentives may be
described in abstract equations, the actual incentives are highly dependent on context, and
may vary across time and space. In mathematical economic models these factors are often
considered exogenous. However, in economic geography, Peck (1996) has called for more
focus on the social characteristics of specific labor markets. Ghezzi and Mingione (2007)
have likewise argued that empirical research should document the particularities of networks
and locations in which market relations are inevitably enmeshed.

Methods and Sample
We draw on a sample of 109 economic inventories that were conducted with active heroin
users. These inventories covered a broad range of areas, including daily income, both illegal
and legal sources of income, amounts spent on heroin, other opiates or other drugs, as well
as time and money spent in other activities. We also utilize data from in-depth qualitative
interviews conducted among a smaller subsample of 30 individuals. Both the economic
inventories and ethnographic interviews were gathered over a period of approximately two
years, from 2006 through 2008. Participants were recruited on a volunteer basis after they
had completed an initial telephone screening for two larger biobehavioral studies, both of
which focused on drug-seeking behavior among active heroin users, conducted by Wayne
State University School of Medicine in Detroit, Michigan. These larger studies excluded
applicants younger than 18 or older than 55. The investigators established 18 years as the
lower end due to adulthood and ability to provide informed consent, and 55 years as set as
the upper cutoff due to safety concerns related to (older) age-altered metabolic changes,
because experimental drugs were administered to these participants. These criteria were
therefore put in place primarily to limit potential risk to participants. They also excluded
those who had current diagnosable mental illness (other than substance misuse itself) or
serious medical issues, or were seeking drug abuse treatment. However, because psychiatric
interviews were not conducted until the second screening visit for the biobehavioral study,
participants in the smaller study described here were not necessarily affected. In any event,
the data were not joined together, so we cannot state categorically that no individuals with a
diagnosable mental illness were included.

It is very difficult to access and assess the size of hidden populations such as illicit drug
users (Salganik & Heckathorn, 2004), and we cannot accurately determine the age structure
and racial, ethnic and gender composition of the Detroit heroin-dependent population.
Therefore, the sample cannot be construed as representative of all heroin users.
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Nevertheless, we believe that the patterns of procurement and use evident in the sample are
reflective of the regional heroin market as a whole. Likewise, the daily routines exercise that
we employed, though intensely descriptive, was conducted to protect subject confidentiality
above all else. Therefore, geographic address data were not collected, though we did ask
how far individuals traveled each day, using what means of transportation. In some cases,
however, individuals did identify specific areas, neighborhoods or intersections.

We complement our original economic survey data and ethnographic interviews with an
array of other sources, drawn from newspapers and other media as well as academic
journals, policy analysis think tanks and government agencies, in order to make connections
and pose questions. We consider our participants’ reported patterns of heroin acquisition and
use within the distinctive landscape of Detroit, shaped as it is by racial and spatial
segregation, and the relationship of heroin markets to the larger geography of opportunity
(Galster & Killen, 1995; Rosenbaum, Reynolds & Deluca, 2002; Briggs, 2005), specifically
the issue of spatial mismatch (Kain, 1968, 1992, 2004; Gobillion, Selod & Zenou, 2007;
Stoll, 2005). By placing our findings concerning heroin users’ mobility strategies (Clifton,
2004) within the distinctive context of the Detroit metropolitan region, we seek to draw
connections between multiple layers of the city, emphasizing the interplay of local
contingencies and places with flows of heroin through urban space more generally. These, in
turn, may lead to new directions of research on Detroit and other de-industrialized cities
with thriving drug markets.

Findings: Heroin Circulations
In the selections from ethnographic interviews included below, the study participants are
each identified by a three-digit number, with some basic demographic descriptors.
Quotations are largely kept intact to preserve the context of the interaction between
participants and the interviewer (first author). The voice of the interviewer is identified by
italics. In the interviews, participants were asked to outline their daily routines in terms of
the places that they went and the people they interacted with on a typical day—their active
social networks. They were given cards labeled simply “Place 1,” “Place 2,” and asked to
group them with other cards that were labeled “Person 2, Person 3, Person 4”, and so on
(Person 1 was the individual, or ego, at the center of the network). Sometimes participants
adopted this terminology into their responses. For example, a white suburban-dwelling male,
29 years old (003), described his routine this way:

Place 1 would be my house and my mom lives with me so I interact with her every
morning like clockwork. And then on a day I would use this is how it would work.

Place 2 would be the gas station at the corner of my street and the two people that
work there are there every single day like clockwork and they say the same thing to
me every day.

And then after that I go directly to Place 3 – a dealer – in the [states an intersection
located on the outer edge of the city, near the northern suburbs and a major
expressway] area and if they’re not there early in morning, which they sometimes
aren’t, I would go about a mile away, the same area, to Place 4 which isn’t
preferred because it’s the same price but what they have is typically smaller and I
kind of feel like I’m getting ripped off. But it’s about the same.

This individual worked alone, as a self-employed handyman and house painter, so his
schedule could be effectively wrapped around his heroin acquisition and heroin use. He
might repeat this pattern two or three times in a given day, depending on how much money
he was able to earn. This contrasted significantly with the schedule described by a 47-year-
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old African-American man (014) who lived in the central city (also sharing a home with his
mother):

I wake up, and I’m on the phone. I make the call, I get up, go upstairs to see if
mom’s made it through the night, you know, sit up in the kitchen for a minute, then
I stay downstairs. Turn the TV on, this is a daily routine, I sit there and I turn the
TV on and I watch the news, like I said between that phone call and 7:30 that car
pulls up, and it’s very rare that he might tell me, I’m out [of heroin] right now, 20
minutes or something like that, very rare.

Each of these individuals purchased heroin an equal number of times (21) during the week.
In the economic interviews, the second man claimed to spend 25 minutes, traveling 0 miles,
while the first man claimed to spend only 5 minutes, traveling 0.5 miles. This is a case
where the details provided in the ethnographic interviews allow us to infer that the first man
is probably underestimating his travel time and distance, because we know that his stated
purchase site is located about 2 miles from the suburban border (although close to an
expressway, which might reduce travel times) while the second man is counting the time
waiting for his heroin dealer to arrive. Strictly speaking, the second man is not spending any
time traveling, only time waiting.

In other cases, commuting users used public transportation to make the journey to their
heroin source. A 48 year-old white man (007), described his routine, which varied
depending on whether he used public and private transportation:

Sometimes I get a ride or I go to the bus, and I take the bus to my connection.

Ok. Ok so let’s say you go to the bus, you catch the bus?

Yeah I catch the bus half the time.

Ok and other times you would…

Um, ride with a friend or my nephew will let me use his van….And ya know, and
sometimes I get mine for free, ya know.

Sometimes you get your uh…

…heroin for free. If somebody needs a ride…

Oh ok. Because you have the van…

Right, they pay me.

Because you have the van.

Right, they pay me to take them.

In his economic interview, he estimated that he traveled 3 miles, that it took him 30 minutes
to do so, and that he purchased heroin 5 times a week.

A 52-year-old African American man (008) described a much different routine, involving
more purchases per week (14) but less time and distance per journey. He would begin by
driving himself to his heroin source:

It’s not a house, it’s a corner.

How many people do you see there?

I see one person who I’m getting the drugs from but it could be 10 or 15 people on
the corner.

So the one person you see every day would be that one person.
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That one person at the corner, yeah.

And how long would you be there?

About 15 [minutes], half hour, hour, stand there and talk, bull-shit.

He reported purchasing heroin 14 times a week, although he also stated that his pattern
might vary from day to day in its particularities. However, he almost always remained in the
same bounded area:

It doesn’t go the same every day, it varies. Whatever I wanna do the rest of the day
it changes. I might do some work somewhere, or… you know it doesn’t be the
same every day after that. It varies. Whatever I can do, if I got some work, some
people need me to rake leaves or cut grass or whatever I can do to make a dollar in
my pocket. That’s what I do at that time.

Ok so you go out, go back out, find out…

Find out what I can do to make some money.

This be around the neighborhood or something?

Yeah, around the neighborhood, or, anywhere else I try to make a dollar. It can
be… I can go on the west side, see what I can do on the west side. Anything I can
do to make a dollar.

So most days you stay in the neighborhood or most days you go out?

Most days I stay in the neighborhood.

The descriptions contained in these accounts reflect patterns of purchasing that are evident
in the larger economic sample. Results based on the entire economic sample and a full
analysis of the relationship between income, purchasing habits and other variables have been
reported separately (Roddy, Steinmiller & Greenwald, 2011). Among the total of 109 users,
regression analysis revealed that weekly purchasing was inversely associated with time
spent during purchase and positive associated with monthly income and number of suppliers
(p< .05). In contrast, daily heroin consumption (bags used per day), percentage of income
spent on heroin and unit purchase amount (i.e. dollars spent on heroin during one purchasing
episode) were not significant predictors in the regression. Thus, availability factors proved
to be more influential in the larger sample than other potential determinants. For these three
particular users (014, 007, and 008) purchases per week are reported as 21, 5 and 14 while
monthly income is reported as $1120, $810, and $1210. These data are inconsistent with the
hypothesis that a purposeful strategy by those who have access to more income is to buy
larger amounts of heroin less frequently, unless of course, that income is obtained in small
but frequent increments.

Another African American man, age 51 (012), would typically stay up until 6 a.m. and then
sleep until 2 p.m. He would go to “cop” his heroin around 2:30 p.m. This is how he
described his routine:

So is there a regular place that you go every single day for that?

Yeah.

Is it a house?

Yep.

Are there people there that you see every single day?

Yeah, the guy I get it from, yeah.
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Ok so just the one guy?

No, it’s two or three guys in there that I get it from.

Ok you know them, I mean, you see them…?

I see ‘em, they be there, yeah.

Ok. So these are all seller guys, dealers?

Yeah, and users too, yeah.

Now are these… how old are these guys? These are all men?

Yeah. I don’t know, I don’t know.

Like 20’s, 30’s?

One of ‘em is an old cat, he’s older than me. I don’t know, he’s probably 60-
something years old and the other two I think are nephews or some shit, they young
guys in their 20’s.

They all African American?

All African American.

Ok so how long have you been knowing these guys?

Two and a half months now.

So are they all in the same neighborhood?

Yeah, not too far from my house.

Ok so to get from your girl’s place to their house, it’s just a couple minutes, or…?

About 10 minutes walk.

Ok. So you’d say you’d be there maybe from…?

I’m just in and out, I don’t stay there, I don’t use there, I just [buy] there.

Ok so you just buy there and then you move on.

Yeah. Go home and use…

Ok so how long are you back at the house then?

Hours, I be there. I be there for a while. Till maybe I don’t know, maybe 5:30 or so,
then I go down the street. There’s a church down the street that feeds every day.
You have to be there by 6:00, you gotta go through a hour church service, after
service it be seven and they start feeding. But I usually go down there get me
something to eat, do that.

As with many of the African Americans in the sample, there is a high degree of geographic
concentration evident here. Money is often earned through a combination of legal and illegal
activities and food and shelter are obtained locally through social networks and charitable
sources. He described these activities this way:

Sell a little dope if I can, hustling, stealing, meddle up houses, just petty little stuff
now because I can’t stand to go back to prison anymore. I’m getting too old, they
gonna keep me a long time, I know that, if I go back, so I try to keep it as minimal
as I can, just really petty things, stealing stuff off of houses, looking inside, you
know hustling, anything, anything like that.
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These “hustles” arise through a combination of planning and spontaneity that is driven by
both addiction and economics, and actively shaped by multiple “elements in the urban
matrix” (Pettiway, 1985). In his words,

When I wake up, I usually try to have that [money for heroin] the night before. But
if I don’t have it, then I have to hustle. I need to have something planned, I have to
plan something, every day for the next day. Just ongoing, it’s a habit, I got that
habit, so I’m in for that. I’m living to use, it’s crazy, but it amazes me too, how I
gets it sometimes, all the time, it’s crazy, I be amazed.

For a 26-year-old white woman (026), living in a near suburb of Detroit, the routine is just
as regular, though the ground covered is greater and the means of obtaining income are less
varied—she had some savings from a job as a steelworker, and she also borrowed money
from her family. She reports driving, with her boyfriend, to an apartment building in Detroit,
where she buys heroin from a rotating group of African-American men:

So do you go inside at all or is it a matter of…?

Yeah, sometimes. Sometimes go inside or they could I don’t know meet us at the
store or something. It all depends. In that case they would get in the car with us.

So they’d actually get in the car and go to the store or…?

Or like uh we’ll be sitting up at the store waiting and [they] like walk up there and
get in the car.

And so I mean, how long would the trip so it’s it’s but you say it’s about a takes
you does you take it an hour to get there or…?

‘Bout half an hour.

Okay. So then after you leave there, by eleven thirty let’s say, and where then
where would you go?

Um. Usually back home.

What about um so you go back to your parent’s house?

Yeah.

Now what about where would you where would you go to actually use?

My bedroom. Or on the way home actually what we’ll we’ll first get we’ll we’ll
use right away. In that case, uh actually we just pull around the side of the road
somewhere.

Okay. so then you go back home you’re home by around what time? By noon or?

Yeah.

And then how long would you stay there?

Probably for a few hours. Most of the time it’s lately my life has been just about
this is it. Just going out and getting high and coming home.

An African-American woman in her late forties (029) had a daily routine which illustrated
both sides of the spatial mismatch. She lived in Detroit, in a vacant house that she squatted
in with a male friend. She caught a bus at 4:15 a.m. to go to work, usually at suburban job
sites that were contracted through a day labor service located about eight miles north of the
city:

You know the jobs are usually you know six [a.m.] to two thirty, seven to three
thirty, eight to four thirty, you know. That’s, that’s generally it.
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She made these long daily journeys to earn a modest daily wage hanging Christmas lights in
suburban downtowns (this interview was conducted in mid-December). However, she only
had to make a brief walk from the bus stop in Detroit to buy her daily heroin.

Yeah. So and like I said down [names a particular intersection], in that square area I
can walk to someone that I personally know…I get off the bus right there…I got to
walk three blocks.

This pattern was unusual in our sample, simply because most African-Americans did not
leave the city of Detroit on a daily basis, if they left it at all. As we have seen, some
remained in their own neighborhoods. However, it vividly reveals the larger landscape that
surrounds the mobility patterns of both heroin use and work. In the next section, we consider
these mobility patterns, as revealed by both ethnographic and economic data, in relation to
the larger regional context.

Heroin and the Urban-Suburban Divide
In recent years, there has been a reported resurgence of heroin use in the US, especially
among younger suburban and rural whites (Draus & Carlson, 2006; Jones, 2008; Archibold,
2009). This trend received national attention in 2006-2007 as a result of a string of overdose
deaths linked to heroin that was mixed with the powerful synthetic opiate fentanyl. More
than 1,000 people died nationwide as a result of the fentanyl mixture, and more than 300 of
these were from the Detroit region (Schaefer & Swickard, 2007). The outbreak was
significant not only in and of itself, but because it threw the sociology of the heroin market
into sharp relief. The victims all obtained their fatal doses from sources in the city, yet their
places of residence were scattered throughout the metro region. The deaths cut across many
segments of the highly segregated urban and suburban landscape (Schaefer & Swickard,
2007), illustrating the social linkages fostered by the drug market (see Figure 1). Though the
fentanyl outbreak suggested that about half of regular heroin users came from outside the
city, a map created by the Wayne County Medical Examiner’s Office (Polverento &
Schmidt, 2009, see Figure 2) revealed another striking reality: the places of death related to
heroin use were highly concentrated inside the city, and often within close proximity of each
other.

A presentation by the Wayne County Sheriff’s Office (2009) to the Detroit-Wayne County
Drug Surveillance Group, formed in the wake of the fentanyl outbreak, revealed the
geographic regularities of heroin markets in the city of Detroit that are well known to law
enforcement agencies. After reporting the continuing trend of younger, white, suburban-
based heroin users migrating to Detroit to purchase heroin on a daily basis, one of the
presenting officers drew a conceptual map of the city in which he outlined the areas where
arrests of commuting addicts were most frequent. These included the long borders between
Detroit and its northern suburbs, which are characterized by multiple major thoroughfares
and numerous exit routes. The same officer observed that heroin users who resided within
central cities were more likely to purchase their heroin locally.

This geographic awareness has also informed social control efforts. For example, law
enforcement agencies have targeted the bus routes that commuting addicts are most likely to
employ, resulting in arrests of 70 individuals within a single week in 2009
(ClickOnDetroit.com, 2009). These users had reportedly turned to riding buses in larger
numbers because the police had begun aggressively impounding vehicles. In other cases,
police specifically target those who commute by automobile, impounding the vehicles of
those suspected of purchasing heroin in city neighborhoods. Significantly, these tactics
differ from those employed against heroin sellers, who are often arrested and incarcerated
through “buy and bust” activities, in which undercover police officers pose as purchasers.
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All of these tactics may work to effectively suppress activity within a targeted area for a
period of time. Nonetheless, given the porous nature of the urban-suburban boundaries, the
power of heroin addiction, and the economic incentives to continue operating markets within
distressed communities, the flow of bodies, drugs and money are unlikely to abate.

The pattern of addicted individuals who reside in less deprived areas obtaining their supplies
of illegal drugs in more deprived areas has been observed in studies from Glasgow (Forsyth
et al., 1992) to Ohio (Draus et al., 2005; Draus & Carlson, 2006). Though many studies have
focused on the integration of illicit drug markets into the economies of particular
“distressed” or “deprived” neighborhoods most affected (Sullivan, 1989; Fagan, 1992;
Ensminger, Anthony & McCord, 1997; Murji, 2007) fewer have attempted to look at
patterns of illegal drug use and distribution in relation to the economies of whole regions.
One exception, as described above, is Ruggiero and Vass’s (1992) research on heroin use
and its relationship to the formal economy in three different Italian cities. The Detroit
metropolitan region displays some characteristics of all three cities described by Ruggiero
and Vass, a fact that reflects the extremely segregated geography of the city, along both
economic and racial or ethnic lines. The white, suburban users that we interviewed occupy
an environment much more like that of Turin, where illicit drug economies exist in the
shadow of licit employment, especially in manufacturing, while the African-American
Detroit residents live in a world more like that of Naples, where underground and criminal
networks touch on almost every aspect of neighborhood life. Meanwhile, other suburban
users find their way to heroin through recreational or pharmaceutical drug use, and only later
become enmeshed in the urban environments where heroin markets are based. These users
are more like those of Verona, though crossing into Naples every morning and evening. Like
the Swedish heroin users described by Lalander (2003), they effectively “drift” into
addiction, though they may become just as effectively stuck in its grip.

The spatial mismatch problem, as we have discussed, pertains to significant disparities in
access to resources, networks, and opportunities that tend to correlate with both race and
place of residence, especially in aging industrial cities defined by a legacy of segregation.
Whites are advantaged overall, both by the relative stability and affluence of the
communities where they reside, and by their more convenient access to resources and
opportunities. Conversely, and somewhat perversely, both geographic location and social
networks provide central city residents and African Americans with a strategic advantage
over white suburbanites in locating and purchasing heroin easily and efficiently. Tables 1
and 2 (see below) illustrate some of the recurring patterns that reflect racial and spatial
differences in terms of accessing heroin. Data are included from both the smaller
ethnographic sample (n=30) and the larger economic sample (n=109). The larger sample
provides a better index of the overall differences in the mobility patterns adopted by whites
as opposed to African Americans, with whites traveling further, spending more time, and
making fewer purchases per week.

While this finding may seem intuitive, as critical researchers we must ask why this is so.
After all, other profitable commodity markets involving in poor, urban neighborhoods are
not uniformly dominated by neighborhood residents themselves; nor do they serve
consumers from across an entire metropolitan area, as heroin markets do. Corner liquor
stores, for example, cater almost exclusively to local residents. This thorough dominance of
a regional illicit market would seem to be a potential source of economic and social power
for inner city communities. Unfortunately, it does not seem to translate into capital
accumulation or other forms of investment in those communities. While little research has
been done on those who occupy the higher levels of the drug-trafficking hierarchy, what
evidence there is suggests that those who make large profits from the drug trade are just as
likely to locate in wealthier areas, insulated from the daily chaos of the street economy
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(Adler, 1985; Adler, 1995; Desroches, 2007). In other words, upper-level dealers are also
living in the suburbs, and likely spending much of their money there as well. Ironically, the
only legal taxes paid on drug-derived wealth from inner-city markets may also be
contributing to suburban coffers. However, the brunt of the damage done by illicit markets
—their negative externalities—are largely borne by central city neighborhoods.

Conclusion and Future Directions for Research
The spatial mismatch hypothesis (Kain, 1968, 1992, 2004) contends that the persistent
poverty of urban African Americans specifically derives from their spatial and social
segregation, because of the distance from available job opportunities and the inefficiencies
in accessing those opportunities due to lack of access to transportation, educational and
cultural barriers, and limited social networks (Meiklejohn, 2002, Grengs, 2006; Johnson,
2006; Stoll, 2005). In our interviews with active heroin users concerning their daily routines,
one emergent pattern was the difference between the modes of travel and time expended
locating and purchasing heroin, which seemed to correlate with both racial identification and
place of residence. In brief, the pattern of suburban white users, who spent more time and
money locating and purchasing heroin than African American users, seemed to mirror the
classic situation of “spatial mismatch” that has been associated with African American
central city residents. While African American central city residents traveled much shorter
distances to purchase heroin, white heroin users in this sample were clearly not deterred by
the ghetto’s “barrier effect” (Pettiway, 1982, p. 266), purchasing their heroin almost
exclusively from African-American dealers within the city of Detroit, and sometimes
traveling quite extensively to do so.

Heroin, of course, is a habit-forming drug, which entails long-term commitment on the part
of its users; they are nothing if not a stable clientele. The average length of use in our sample
was nearly twenty years. Heroin misuse, therefore, takes a substantial toll in both diverted
and directed energy on a yearly and cumulative basis. Though heroin itself does not
discriminate and its effects are widespread, the heroin trade, as an organized subculture and
sub-economy, is a good deal more selective, reflecting long-term patterns of racial and
spatial segregation (Cooper et al., 2008). Structural forces may actively conspire to maintain
landscapes of inequality in multiple ways (Swyngedouw & Heynen 2003). As Aalbers
(2006) has argued concerning Rotterdam, the processes of urban decline and the
establishment of local illicit economies are symbiotic and mutually reinforcing.
Paradoxically, increased intensity on the part of law enforcement may also lower the prices
of illicit drugs, thereby increasing access within the low-income communities where local
drug markets are based (Caulkins, Reuter & Taylor, 2006). We can thus imagine that the
inequalities embedded in the post-industrial geography actively reproduce each other, as licit
and illicit resources and opportunities flow in opposite directions and further entrench the
perceptions of “suburb” and “inner city” as antithetical environments (Wacquant,
1993,1996, 2001; Peck & Theodore, 2008).

We propose that, in the case of Detroit, well-developed heroin markets serve as useful
indices of the societal chasms that dominate postindustrial urban landscapes, much as
Bourgois (2003) has argued concerning the political economy of crack cocaine in New York
City and the geography of homeless heroin users in Los Angeles (Bourgois & Schonberg,
2009). The intensity of ghettoization (Zukin 1998; Chaddha & Wilson, 2008; Gans, 2008)
may be one important corollary of the entrenchment and operation of such markets. Both
criminal behavior and the perpetuation of racial segregation may be conceived as dynamic
interactions of individuals with these already segregated environments (Pettiway, 1982,
1985; Yin, 2009). Neighborhood disadvantage and disorder, as research has repeatedly
shown, generate effects that worsen the mental health of residents, making substance abuse
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more likely (Ensminger, Anthony & McCord, 1997; Nikelly, 2001; Boardman et al., 2001).
In each case, the ghettoized geography may be seen as both cause and effect of exogenous
phenomena.

Heroin users are daily navigators of this post-industrial, wreckage-strewn landscape. Many
denizens of central cities are clearly geographically constrained, and deprived of both
physical and social mobility in the larger society (Gough, Eisenschitz & McCulloch, 2006;
Clear, 2007; Draus, Roddy & Greenwald, 2010). Others, such as homeless individuals, drug
users and dealers, scrappers, and sex workers, may seem to move about unfettered by
routine or regulation in the urban underground economy (Brand-Williams, 2008; Hocking,
2005; Kasarda, 1992; Templin, 1995; Castells & Portes 1989). The illegal drug market or
“game” epitomizes the illusory mobility of those existing on the urban margins-- making
money quickly, creating hierarchies of achievement outside of dominant institutions,
achieving local fame and influence through outlaw activity, often in very short periods of
time (Mieczkowski, 1986, 1990; Bergmann, 2008). Nevertheless, this “game” often results
in incarceration, which has long-term social and economic consequences of its own
(Western 2006; Clear 2007).

Research on Detroit has emphasized the confluence of segregation, deindustrialization,
decentralization, and state devolution—trends that have decimated Midwestern industrial
cities in general and the Motor City in particular (Wilson, 2006; Reese, 2006; Draus, 2009).
As Cox (2011) has suggested, the particular geographical formations of race, class,
unemployment and opportunity cannot be considered apart from the larger landscape of
American ideology and social policy. While abundant existing research supports the position
that high levels of substance misuse and addiction are indicators of social exclusion and
deprivation (Parker, Bakx & Newcombe, 1988; Fagan, 1992; Ensminger, Anthony, &
McCord, 1997; Foster, 2000), it remains to be seen whether deliberate or efforts at altering
that landscape--improving urban living conditions more generally (Freudenberg et al.,
2005), building social inclusion at different scales (Smith, Bellaby & Lindsay, 2010), or
redirecting metropolitan drug policy at broader social welfare, rather than control and
enforcement (Kubler & Walti, 2001)--might mitigate either the causes or the effects of
heroin use, in terms of overdose deaths, economic marginality, or associated criminal
activities. Comparative research on cities or regions with markedly different histories and
patterns of racial and spatial segregation, such as those of Latin America (Arias 2006;
Sabatini & Salcedo 2011) might help to elucidate the relationship between ethnic or class-
based ghettos and heroin distribution patterns, and illicit drug markets more generally.
Likewise, attention should be paid to ongoing changes in urban segregation patterns, both in
the US and internationally, as a factor in drug use and drug market patterns.

Given the current state of the US economy, it is unlikely that any sweeping efforts to
reconstruct cities will emanate from the federal government, much less cash-starved state or
local governments. The forces arrayed against urban communities are intense and growing.
Local residents, institutions and organizations will need to improvise solutions on their own,
although as Fairbanks (2009) has argued, such efforts may simply reproduce the geographic
of inequality while diffusing governmental control. One might imagine law enforcement or
legal system dollars being plowed into restorative justice programs that benefit communities
most affected by addiction, rather than channeling them into expensive and socially
destructive correctional systems (Clear 2007). More research needs to be done on these local
efforts, and more attention paid to those which offer some promise of success.
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FIGURE 1.
Data Source: The Detroit Free Press, map created by Jacob Napieralski
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FIGURE 2. Deaths attributed to heroin use, Wayne County, Michigan, 2008
Source: Gerry Polverento and Carl Schmidt, Wayne County Medical Examiner’s Office
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