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In Albuquerque and other urban areas of the state, violence is often 

associated with drug-related gang activity. There are approximately 680 

gangs totaling 13,800 members in New Mexico. Many of these gangs are 

involved in drug-related activities. Among these are prison gangs, including 

New Mexico Syndicate and Los Carnales, and street gangs, such as the 

18th Street, Los Padillas, and San Jose gangs. The retail distribution of illicit 

drugs is the primary source of income for gangs in New Mexico. As a 

result, gangs often resort to violence to protect their turf and distribution 

base. The competition for drug distribution has intensified gang rivalries, 

leading to violent confrontations and adversely affecting public safety in 

the urban areas of the state. A comparison of per capita figures indicates 

that New Mexico has a problem with street gangs nearly as severe as that 

of southern California; However, New Mexico lacks the law enforcement 

and legal resources that California has. Gangs in the New Mexico prison 

system (NMCD) are also a huge problem. Many gangs operate in and out 

of prison, while some pay homage to each other on either side of the 

fence. 

 

Street Gangs in New Mexico 

Outlaw Motorcycle gangs are a significant part of gang activity in New 

Mexico. Also known as “one percenters” or “1%ers” these gangs have a 

large part in the illegal drug trade. Bandidos Motorcycle Club is the most 

significant OMG involved in drug trafficking in New Mexico. Bandidos 

maintains chapters in Albuquerque (2), Las Cruces, Alamogordo, Silver 

City, and Roswell. Additionally, Bandidos has a chapter in El Paso, Texas, 

which has extended its influence throughout the El Paso-Las Cruces area. 

Although drug trafficking is Bandidos' major source of income, it also is 

involved in contract murder, extortion, welfare and bank fraud, and arson. 

Law enforcement officials report that Bandidos is expanding in New 

Mexico in an attempt to control both the wholesale and retail distribution 



of methamphetamine. In Albuquerque and other urban areas of the state, 

violence is often associated with drug-related gang activity. There are 

approximately 680 gangs totaling 13,800 members in New Mexico. Many 

of these gangs are involved in drug-related activities. Among these are 

prison gangs, including New Mexico Syndicate and Los Carnales, and 

street gangs, such as the 18th Street, Los Padillas, and San Jose gangs. The 

retail distribution of illicit drugs is the primary source of income for gangs 

in New Mexico. As a result, gangs often resort to violence to protect 

their turf and distribution base. The competition for drug distribution has 

intensified gang rivalries, leading to violent confrontations and adversely 

affecting public safety in the urban areas of the state. 

Gangs in Albuquerque 

The incidences of crime in Albuquerque, New Mexico, seem to be rising 

by the year. This may probably be attributed to the increasing number of 

gangs in the city. As of 2012, there were 246 gangs and documented 7,700 

gang members. These gangs are generally traditional gangs or 

contemporary gangs, with the former dating many years back. They are 

typically territorial and family-oriented and have a more structured form 

of leadership, which makes them more organized. Since they have lived in 

their communities for many years, they are semi-accepted by their 

communities. As such, they benefit greatly from the code of silence in 

their communities, making police investigations pretty difficult. With the 

death or arrest of their leaders, however, such gangs go extinct for lack of 

leadership. Gangs like El Washe and Wells Park have virtually gone extinct 

due to the effects of territorial encroachment. On the other hand, 

contemporary gangs include younger and reckless members. Unlike 

traditional gangs, these are more violent but less stable. Their identities 

are looser than those of traditional gangs, and gang loyalty is less 

guaranteed. As such, informants are common sources of information for 

the police. Notable contemporary Albuquerque Gangs include Thugs 

Causing Kaos (TCK), Northside, Southside, Westside, Eastside, 18th 

Street, Surnenos, and Los Padillas. 

 



Of the estimated 680 street gangs in New Mexico these are a 

few of the largest and most violent- 

1. Surenos- 

Sureños (Spanish for "Southerners") are a group of Mexican American 

street gangs with origins in the oldest barrios of Southern California. 

There are hundreds of Sureño gangs in California, and each has its own 

identity on the streets. Although they are based in Southern California, 

their influence has spread to many parts of the US and other countries 

as well. 

The gang's alleged roots came from a jail discussion between the 

Mexican Mafia (La EME) and Nuestra Familia (NF). Those who sided 

with La EME aligned themselves in the south (sureño = southerner) 

while those that sided with the NF aligned themselves in Northern 

California (norteños = northeners). Besides Southern California, 

Sureños can be found in more than 30 states. Surenos operate in and 

out of NMCD and members of the street gang are expected to be 

loyal to the gang in prison. 

 

  

Sureno tattoo imagery 

http://latinoprisongangs.blogspot.com/2009/09/surenos.html 

http://latinoprisongangs.blogspot.com/2009/09/surenos.html


 

2. 18th street- 

The Barrio 18 first emerged as a small-time street gang in Los Angeles. 

While some accounts trace its origins to the late 1950s, the gang began 

to take its current form in the 1980s after splitting from the Clanton 

14 gang. It earned particular notoriety for its role in riots in that city 

following the acquittal of the police who brutally beat Rodney King, an 

African American motorist. Originally, the group’s many cells, known 

as “cliques,” were the exclusive province of Mexican immigrants in 

Southern California, and dominated neighborhoods such as MacArthur 

Park in the Koreatown part of central Los Angeles. However, as other 

Latino nationalities joined the immigrant population, the Barrio 18 

began to recruit members from a variety of backgrounds, a 

development that would facilitate the group’s spread into other 

nations, particularly in Central America. Efforts by US law enforcement 

to slow the gang’s growth have not proved effective. In the late 1990s, 

a Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) task force, along with local law 

enforcement, took down some of the Barrio 18’s foremost leaders. 

However, this did not so much handicap the gang as give them another 

base from which to operate and recruit new members: federal prisons. 

18th street is one of the most prominent gangs in Albuquerque and 

other parts of New Mexico. 

 

18th Street gang member tattoos 

https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-20402216 

 

https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-20402216


 

3. Brew Town Locos- 

Brew Town Locos are considered an “old school” Albuquerque gang, 

according to the FBI, in which new members are “born into the gang” 

or recruited by high-ranking members. The gang has laid claim to a 

territory in Albuquerque bounded by I-40 to the south, Montano Road 

to the north, Edith Boulevard to the east, and 12th Street to the west 

since the early 1970s. Members wear tattoos of spiders, gang logos and 

the numbers 107, which are the last three digits of the area’s zip code 

– 87107. The gang has been the focus of the FBI’s Violent Crime Task 

Force for the last year and federal documents show agents are trying 

to build a federal racketeering case against the gang. Prior to the latest 

arrests, seven alleged members of the Brew Town Locos were being 

held in the Cibola County Correctional Center near Grants on pending 

federal charges or violating their conditions of supervised release after 

serving federal prison sentences. FBI sources told agents that gang 

members were involved in drug trafficking within the federal wing of 

the county facility. The members of the Brew Town Locos had formed 

an alliance with members of the Syndicato de Nuevo Mexico and 

Mexican national inmates without ties to organized gangs to smuggle in 

Fentanyl tablets and Suboxone strips into the jail. According to court 

records, the drugs were being brought into the jail through fake “legal” 

mail sent by associates of the Brew Town Locos.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Brew Town Locos tattoos 

https://www.abqjournal.com/2396973/fbi-abq-unit-target-brew-town-

locos.html 

https://www.abqjournal.com/2396973/fbi-abq-unit-target-brew-town-locos.html
https://www.abqjournal.com/2396973/fbi-abq-unit-target-brew-town-locos.html


 

4. Los Padillas gang- 

 

The Los Padillas gang operates out of southwest Albuquerque. The 

gang was founded by members of a local Padilla family. Although not 

the largest gang in Albuquerque they are known for their violence, 

connections to the Juarez cartel and their unwillingness to cooperate 

with law enforcement. One of the leaders’ bodies was recently found 

in a southwest Albuquerque mortuary. According to the Albuquerque 

Journal- 

 

“The hunt for a suspected gang leader by federal narcotics agents has ended after 

the man's body was discovered in a New Mexico mortuary, officials said. 

The body of 43-year-old Johnny Lee Padilla was found last week at Albuquerque's 

Gabaldon Mortuary, The Albuquerque Journal reported. 

U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration agents are investigating whether Padilla was 

tortured and executed in Mexico, where they believe he lived under the protection 

of a cartel leader. 

Authorities found Padilla's body through an obituary on the mortuary's website, 

officials said. 

Authorities have linked Padilla to the Juarez Cartel and identified him as a leader in 
the Los Padillas gang, which they said has operated for decades out of 

Albuquerque's South Valley. 

A federal grand jury indicted Padilla on charges of conspiracy to distribute 

methamphetamine in 2015, but authorities said he was out of their reach in 

Mexico. 

Agents were told in early November that Padilla died in Mexico and then found the 

mortuary's online announcement of his death and pending funeral services. Agents 

served a search warrant on the mortuary and found the body. 

"A person associated with the Padilla DTO (Drug Trafficking Organization) paid 

$21,000 in cash for funeral services, including a $15,000 payment of all one-
hundred-dollar bills," the search warrant affidavit said. "A drug dog alerted to the 

presence of controlled substances on those one-hundred-dollar bills." 

https://www.abqjournal.com/1393952/deas-search-for-elusive-fugitive-ends-at-local-mortuary-ex-johnny-lee-padilla-had-ties-to-carte-abqs-los-padillas-gang.html


Documents indicated Padilla's body was transported by a Mexican funeral home 
through Mexican customs, but there were no records of the body clearing U.S. 

customs. 

The Mexican documents listed Padilla's cause of death as heart attack and 
diabetes, but an examination found a bullet hole in the back of the head, stab 

wounds, scratches on the back, and "signs of torture," U.S. records said.” 
 

 

Gangs in the New Mexico Corrections Department 

 

Many gangs operate inside New Mexico prison facilities.  

 
1. Surenos- 

Surenos are active on the streets of New Mexico as well as in NMCD. 

The members of the street gang are required to be a part of the gang’s 

activities in prison. They are also expected to continue criminal activity for 

the gang upon release. They are one of the smaller gangs in NMCD, but 

their numbers are increasing rapidly due to active recruitment inside 

prisons. Most inmates who are “southsiders” on the street choose to be 

Surenos in prison regardless of where they are from, though technically 

they could choose to join the prison gang associated with the town/city 

they are from.  

 

2. Burquenos- 

 

The Burquenos are the largest gang in NMCD. Requisites for 

membership in the group include- 

 

1) former residence in, or another connection to, the city 

of Albuquerque or surrounding area.  

 

2) willingness to support the group's interests above those of all others 

especially during violent confrontations.  

 



Gang symbols include tattoos of a wolf paw-print and refers to the mascot 

and team-name of the University of New Mexico, the Lobo, the 

Albuquerque skyline, and “1706” the year Albuquerque was founded. The 

group was formed during the 1990's as a way to offer members 

protection from the dominant prison gang of the time, Syndicato de 

Nuevo Mexico. Though not a pre-requisite for membership, 90 percent or 

more Burquenos, the name given to members, are ethnically Hispanic. The 

group was founded by Jeff Padilla, a high-ranking member of the Los 

Padillas street gang and convicted killer. 

 

 
Burqueno tattoos 

https://www.abqjournal.com/84969/new-prison-gang-is-growing.html 

 

3. Peckerwoods 

 

Peckerwoods or “woods” are a white supremacy gang in NMCD. The 

woods formed after the dissolution of the Aryan brotherhood in NMCD 

during the 1990s. Woods are one of the smallest gangs in NMCD as 

whites are a minority. What the woods lack in numbers they make up for 

in ferocity. Their structure is almost military. Strict codes of conduct are 

enforced, going as far as forbidding members from listening to rap music 

or doing business with members of another race or gang, with harsh 

penalties. Mandatory group workouts and meetings are common as well 

as yard time. White inmates can be targeted for extortion and other 

victimizations in NMCD so the appeal to join the gang for incoming white 

inmates is very real. Unlike other prison gangs in NMCD the woods are 

https://www.abqjournal.com/84969/new-prison-gang-is-growing.html


exclusively white. As with Surenos and other prison gang members may 

be expected to continue criminal activity for the gang upon release.  

 

 
Peckerwood gang tattoo 

https://www.news-leader.com/story/news/local/ozarks/2018/03/04/expert-

fewer-hate-groups-missouri-but-white-supremacist-prison-gangs-

rise/374904002/ 

 

4. Syndicato de Nuevo Mexico 

 

Syndicato de Nuevo Mexico or “SNM” is one of the most notorious 

prison gangs in NMCD. SNM was formed after the infamous New Mexico 

Prison riot. SNM along with “Los Carnales” are known as “clicksers” to 

inmates in NMCD. NMCD has a policy of segregation to level VI for all 

known Clicksters. There is a unit dedicated to Clicksters who have 

renounced their respective gangs at the NENMCF in Clayton, NM. 

Though SNM operates from New Mexico prisons, the gang relies on 

members released from prison to further its criminal enterprise through 

drug trafficking and violent crimes, he testified. SNM furnishes "start-up" 

kits of drugs, weapons and money to help convicts returning to the 

streets. Recently the gang has been the target of federal investigations, and 

many have been charged under federal RICO statutes. According to court 

documents- 

 

“SNM is a violent prison gang formed in the early 1980s at the 

Penitentiary of New Mexico (“PNM”) after a violent prison riot at PNM 

during which inmates seriously assaulted and raped twelve correctional 

officers after taking them hostage. During the riot, thirty-three inmates 

were killed, and over 200 were injured. After the PNM riot, SNM 

https://www.news-leader.com/story/news/local/ozarks/2018/03/04/expert-fewer-hate-groups-missouri-but-white-supremacist-prison-gangs-rise/374904002/
https://www.news-leader.com/story/news/local/ozarks/2018/03/04/expert-fewer-hate-groups-missouri-but-white-supremacist-prison-gangs-rise/374904002/
https://www.news-leader.com/story/news/local/ozarks/2018/03/04/expert-fewer-hate-groups-missouri-but-white-supremacist-prison-gangs-rise/374904002/


expanded throughout the state’s prison system and has had as many as 

500 members. SNM has approximately 250 members, comprised of “a 

‘panel’ or ‘mesa’ (Spanish for table) of leaders who issued orders to 

subordinate gang members.”. SNM controls drug distribution and other 

illegal activities within the New Mexico penal system, but it also conveys 

orders outside the prison system. Members who rejoin their communities 

after completing their sentences are expected to further the gang’s goals, 

the main one being the control of and profit from narcotics trafficking. 

Members who fail to show continued loyalty to the gang [are] disciplined 

in various ways, including murder and assaults. SNM also intimidates and 

influences smaller New Mexico Hispanic gangs to expand its illegal 

activities. If another gang does not abide by SNM’s demands, SNM 

manages to assault or kill one of the other gang’s members to show its 

power SNM’s rivalry with other gangs also manifests itself in beatings and 

stabbings within the prison system. SNM further engages in violence to 

assert its gang identity, to claim or protect its territory, to challenge or 

respond to challenges, to retaliate against a rival gang or member, [and] to 

gain notoriety and show it superiority over others. To show its strength 

and influence, SNM expects its members to confront and attack any 

suspected law enforcement informants, cooperating witnesses, 

homosexuals, or sex offenders. 

 

  
Syndicato de Nuevo Mexico tattoos 

https://www.krqe.com/news/feds-believe-new-mexico-prison-gang-behind-

killings/ 

 

 

 

https://www.krqe.com/news/feds-believe-new-mexico-prison-gang-behind-killings/
https://www.krqe.com/news/feds-believe-new-mexico-prison-gang-behind-killings/
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