
PROOF OF CONCEPT 

OPERATION STONEGARDEN IN SAN DIEGO COUNTY 

 
 
BACKGROUND 

 
In response to the escalation of drug cartel-related violence in Mexico and the increased 
risk of this violence spilling over into the US, the Federal Government has implemented 
a two-pronged approach to US-Mexico border security that involves:  
 

 Allocating additional resources (funds, personnel, equipment, and other available 
assets) to increase the scope and magnitude of the enforcement of US Federal  
laws governing the ingress and egress of humans and goods along the US-
Mexico border; and  
 

 Directly proving technical assistance and equipment to the Mexican government 
to help it with counternarcotics and related law enforcement activities in Mexico 
(e.g., the Merida Initiative, Operation Armas Cruzadas). 
 

While spillover of the drug cartel-related violence into the San Diego region from Mexico 
has been limited thus far, there have been several incidents that show that there is not 
only a very real, and increased risk of drug cartel-related kidnappings and killings 
occurring in the San Diego area. Concomitant with this is the risk of increases in the 
wide range of other, secondary crimes committed by the cartels or their agents to ensure 
delivery of their narcotics into the US, and the smuggling of firearms and drug money 
back into Mexico. Two examples of the present threats of border violence are: 
 

 In 2009, 16 members of Los Palillos, an offshoot of the powerful Arellano Felix 
Organization, were indicted in San Diego for the assault, robbery, kidnapping and 
murders of at least nine victims, 7 of whom had their bodies dumped in Chula 
Vista, San Diego and Bonita.  The bodies of the other two were dissolved in acid 
in May 2007 at a rented house in San Diego.1

 
 

 In October 2010, US law enforcement officials arrested 35 members of the 
Fernando Sanchez Organization, another offshoot of the Arellano Felix 
Organization, who had set up operations in the United States and were working 

                                                
1 http://legacy.signonsandiego.com/news/metro/images/090813losp.pdf 
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out of a San Diego apartment they called 
"The Office." Cartel members operated 
stash houses, managed smuggling crews, 
distributed marijuana and 
methamphetamine, trafficked weapons, 
laundered money, committed robberies 
and collected drug debts.2

 
 

CONCEPT 

 
One of the driving concepts of US border security 
is the emphasis on collaboration between Federal 
agencies and state and local law enforcement 
partners to increase information and intelligence 
sharing, provide additional federal support and 
coordination wherever possible, and ensure 
maximizing all available resources in a collective 
effort to bolster security at the borders. It is this 
principle that lies at the heart of the 
implementation of Operation Stonegarden in San 
Diego and has successfully brought 17 state and 
local law enforcement entities into a unified and 
cooperative team to combat border crime along 
the US-Mexico border in San Diego County.  
 
PROOF OF CONCEPT 

 
The San Diego County Sheriff’s Department 
received its first Operation Stonegarden grant of 
$5.5 million in the fall of 2008. In keeping with the 
objectives of this program, the Department and 
its Operation Stonegarden partners have focused 
not only on collaborating with federal law 
enforcement entities, but also on the equally 
challenging task of collaborating among 
themselves - local law enforcement entities that 
had separate jurisdictions and had never before 
worked together on border crimes and the 
complexities that border crimes entail. There 
were joint task forces on gangs, drug trafficking, 
arms trafficking, but not a joint operation or multi-
agency task force to deal with all crimes that had 
a border nexus. The San Diego Sheriff’s 
Department, which is the fiduciary agent and the 
grant administrator for Operation Stonegarden, 
worked with the US Border Patrol to educate and 
train the Operation Stonegarden participants in 
the concepts of border crime (especially the “all 

                                                
2 http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/10/18/AR2010101805754.html 

 
SAN DIEGO COUNTY’S  
ALL THREATS, LAYERED 
INTEGRATED APPROACH 
 
“All-threats” refers to the fact that 
border-related violence can come in 
many forms, ranging from murders to 
kidnappings to burglary and human 
smuggling. Law enforcement strategies, 
tactics and operations should reflect the 
wide and multi-faceted nature of 
border-related crimes.   
 
“Layered” speaks to the fact that 
border-related crimes cut across many 
jurisdictional boundaries, including 
federal, state and local law enforcement 
levels as well as between different 
agencies statutory authority within the 
same levels. It is therefore critical to 
have participation from all levels of law 
enforcement and from all agencies that 
have a border-related connection to 
ensure a comprehensive approach to 
the threat of spillover violence.  
 
“Integrated” means identifying 
available resources from Federal, state 
and local law enforcement agencies and 
bringing all of them to bear in a 
coordinated and collaborative manner 
on the problems of border violence. 
Rather than federal, state and local law 
enforcement agencies working parallel 
to each other, the intent of this 
approach is to promote the sharing of 
resources and intelligence among and 
within all levels of law enforcement to 
address crimes that have a border-
related nexus.  

 

http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/10/18/AR2010101805754.html
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threats, layered, integrated” approach to border crime), the high level of collaboration 
that would be required, and the operational requirements of the grant.  
 
Once all Operation Stonegarden partners were conceptually comfortable with the idea of 
sharing intelligence and resources, and working across jurisdictions, Operation 
Stonegarden was put into action.  
 
The first Operation Stonegarden initiative in San Diego County took place in November 
2008. It involved 6 local and state law enforcement agencies and 3 federal law 
enforcement agencies.  By way of comparison, in April 2010, over 455 law enforcement 
officials from 12 local and state law enforcement agencies and 9 federal law 
enforcement agencies worked together on Operation Allied Shield to disrupt and 
ultimately destroy gangs involved in cross-border crimes such as drug and human 
smuggling. In September 2010, over 800 local, state, and federal law enforcement 
agencies participated in Operation Allied Shield II, which resulted in 307 arrests, 310 
citations and 77 drug seizures. Officers also believe they may have prevented a possible 
assault or murder of a gang member by a rival gang during the sweep. The level of law 
enforcement collaboration on this scale was unprecedented in San Diego County, and 
speaks to the tremendous levels of intelligence sharing, partnership, and coordination 
that Operation Stonegarden has generated in the battle against the secondary aspects 
of border crimes and violence.  

The success of Operation Stonegarden is also indicated by the number of local and 
state law enforcement agencies that have asked to join the program. In 2008, when the 
first San Diego County Operation Stonegarden grant application was submitted, 6 local 
and state agencies participated. For the 2009 application, that number grew to 12, and 
for the 2010 application, 17 local and state law enforcement agencies participated. It 
speaks volumes about the catalytic effect that Operation Stonegarden has had on 
promoting partnerships and collaboration when local law enforcement agencies, some of 
whom perceive each other as rivals, are able to overcome their major concerns about 
“turf”, trust, and resource sharing and join in a united front against border crimes.  

From a statistics perspective, Operation Stonegarden in San Diego County has also 
delivered on its objective of promoting border security. The table below shows how 
Operation Stonegarden has had a major impact on border crime in the communities of 
San Diego County.  

OPSG  ACTIVITIES/RESULTS  FROM  INCEPTION  (2008)  TO  DATE  

ACTIVITY   ALL  OPSG  STAKEHOLDERS     SDSD    
  Traffic  Stops   50,478     37,123    
Citations   28,154   18,491  

Misdemeanor  Arrests   1757   1101  
Felony  Arrests   1137   689    

Seizures     855   550    
Turn  Overs     685   589    

Field  Interviews   11,151     7014    
Intel  Reports   408     359    

Gang  Encounters   1190   557  
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IMPACT ON CRIME RATES  

 
SDSD launched OPSG operations in San Diego County in November 2008, and the 
multi agency, Border Crime Suppression Team (BCST) came online in late 2009.  Crime 
statistics for Imperial Beach and the rural areas of San Diego County indicate that the 
border crime activities conducted by the BCST and OPSG participants have had a 
significant impact on crime in the region. Compared to the period of November 2007-
October 2008, the November 2008-October 2009 period saw a dramatic decrease in 
crimes that typically have a border nexus (car theft, robberies, grand theft) in the 
Imperial Beach and rural areas of San Diego County.  These two areas historically have 
had rates of crime that are linked to the border. The November 2008-October 2009 
period also saw major increases in arrests and traffic stops due to the increased law 
enforcement presence, patrols, and targeted operations conducted under BCST and 
OPSG. 
 

CRIME  TRENDS  FOR  IMPERIAL  BEACH  AND  RURAL  AREAS  OF  SAN  DIEGO  COUNTY  
PERCENT  CHANGES    NOVEMBER  2008  –  OCTOBER  2009  FROM  PREVIOUS  YEAR  

IMPERIAL  BEACH  
Stolen  Vehicles   68%  decrease  

Robbery   37%  decrease  
Residential  Burglary   32%  decrease  

Grand  Theft   17%  decrease  
RURAL  

Stolen  Vehicles   45%  decrease  
Residential  Burglary   41%  decrease  

Petty  Theft   46%  decrease  
IB  AND  RURAL  

Under  Influence  Arrest   155%  increase  
Possession  Methamphetamine  Arrest   152%  increase  

Traffic  Stops   1130%  increase  
 
 


