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To the Judges: 

 

Since 2012, deputies in a specialized narcotics unit of the Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department have 

pulled over thousands of cars on a rural stretch of the 5 Freeway, California’s major north-south artery. 

  

Reporter Joel Rubin received a tip about drug prosecutions that were falling apart in federal court because 

of concerns over the credibility of one of the deputies on the team. The cases served as a jumping-off 

point for a yearlong investigation into the drug unit. 

  

Rubin and reporter Ben Poston spent months combating the sheriff’s bureaucracy and the department’s 

outdated technology to compile data on every recorded traffic stop by the Domestic Highway 

Enforcement team. The effort required multiple records requests and countless hours analyzing various 

databases and court records to find missing stops, weed out duplicates and resolve other problems. 

  

Their resulting analysis found what several national experts called strong evidence of racial profiling. 

Nearly 70% of drivers stopped by the highway team were Latino and two-thirds of Latino drivers who 

were stopped had their vehicles searched – rates that far outpaced other races. By comparison, only 37% 

of people stopped on the same stretch of freeway and surrounding roads by officers from another agency, 

the California Highway Patrol, were Latino. 

  

The analysis showed that deputies found drugs or other illegal items in the vehicles of Latino motorists at 

a rate that was not significantly higher than that of black or white drivers. An examination of court 

records revealed that roughly half of people arrested by the team weren’t charged with a crime. And 

among cases that did result in prosecution, federal judges had dismissed several over concerns that 

deputies were violating the constitutional rights of drivers. 

  

Rubin and Poston’s story was an unsparing portrait of an operation with good intentions that achieved 

some success, but at an undeniable cost. The reporters showed how thousands of innocent drivers, the 

vast majority of them Latino, had been stopped and searched by deputies acting on little more than a 

hunch and a desire to find the next big bust. Readers were brought to the side of the freeway during a stop 

as a deputy grew suspicious of a young Latino man he had pulled over for having a cracked windshield 

and – after placing him in the back of a sheriff’s vehicle – conducted a search that turned up nothing.  

  

The article made an immediate impact. Several drivers contacted the reporters to complain they felt 

harassed when they were stopped and searched by members of the highway team. And after trying to 

discredit the reporters’ work and flatly denying any wrongdoing, sheriff’s officials announced the 

department had launched two internal reviews of the highway unit. 

  

The county’s inspector general also opened an independent investigation and delivered a scathing initial 

assessment that validated much of what Rubin and Poston uncovered. “The system is inherently built to 

violate the constitutional rights of a vast number of people passing through the I-5 Freeway,” the 

inspector general said. “That’s a problem.” 

 

The day after the inspector general made his comments, department officials quietly suspended the 

highway team’s operations “until further notice.” 

 

We are proud to nominate this work for your consideration. 
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