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​The Dropper: David Avendaño Ballina, Las Goteras, and Predatory Murder in Mexico

In the sprawling nightlife districts of Mexico City, a quiet and methodical man built one of the most efficient killing operations in the history of organised crime. David Avendaño Ballina, known by the deceptively mundane alias "el Hamburguesa", directed a criminal syndicate that exploited the sex trade, the culture of social shame, and the pharmacological properties of common eye drops to drug, rob, and murder at least seventy men across a decade of undetected homicide. Operating between 1997 and 2007 through a network of semi-autonomous cells stretching across six Mexican states, his organisation Las Goteras became the most lethal profit-motivated killing enterprise in modern Mexican history, positioning Avendaño Ballina as the country's third most prolific killer.

Drawing on judicial records, forensic analysis, and criminological research, The Dropper reconstructs the full architecture of this extraordinary criminal enterprise, its organisational design, its pharmacological method, its exploitation of institutional failure and cultural silence, and its decade-long evasion of justice. From the hotel rooms where seventy men died to the courtroom where a sentence of nine hundred years was eventually imposed, this is the definitive account of a case that changed Mexican forensic science, challenged the boundaries of serial killer classification, and exposed the deadly intersection of organised crime and social hypocrisy.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Author's Note

[image: ]




​A Word on Sources and Classification

This book draws on a range of sources that reflect the particular challenges of researching a case that unfolded largely in the shadows of official indifference and social shame. The primary documentary foundation includes judicial records from the Procuraduría General de Justicia del Distrito Federal (PGJDF), archival reporting from the Mexican press, most notably El Universal and regional outlets in Jalisco, Guanajuato, and Michoacán, and the forensic literature produced in the wake of the case's resolution. Spanish-language Wikipedia entries, while not treated as authoritative sources in their own right, have been consulted as navigational aids pointing toward primary judicial and journalistic material, and they are cited accordingly where they represent the most accessible consolidated record of documented facts.

A particular difficulty arises in the area of criminological classification. Whether David Avendaño Ballina ought to be described as a serial killer is a question that serious scholars of criminal behaviour have not resolved, and this book does not pretend to resolve it either. The FBI's standard definition of serial murder, which anchors the motive in psychological rather than financial gratification, would technically exclude him. Yet a man linked to seventy deaths over a decade, who constructed an organisation specifically to kill, even if killing was framed as a means rather than an end, demands a vocabulary that existing definitions strain to supply. Throughout this book, the phrase "serial killer" is used where no better term exists, always with the understanding that its application here is contested and that the contest is itself part of the story.

​The Problem of Naming a Monster

David Avendaño Ballina presents a specific problem that true crime writers rarely confront so nakedly: the gap between what a person did and what the law and the academy are willing to call him. He is referred to in Mexican judicial and popular discourse under the alias "el Hamburguesa," a nickname so incongruous with his actions that it has itself become a kind of dark shorthand, the deliberately mundane label attached to something that resists easy categorisation. This book uses that alias throughout, not to diminish him or to sensationalise him, but because it is the name under which he was known to his victims, his operatives, the investigators who pursued him, and the courts that sentenced him. Names carry the weight of history, and his alias is now inseparable from the history of organised predatory crime in modern Mexico.

There is also the question of what to call what he built. "Gang" is too small a word. "Cartel" implies a narcotics infrastructure that Las Goteras did not possess. "Criminal organisation" is accurate but clinical. "Syndicate" comes closest to capturing both the deliberate structure and the profit motive of the enterprise, and it is the term favoured in these pages. Readers should understand that these choices are not neutral: every term applied to organised violence carries its own ideological freight, and the author has tried to make those choices consciously rather than casually.

​A Note on the Victims

Seventy people died. That number appears throughout this book as a statistic, as a legal threshold, as a criminological benchmark, and as an argument in a classification debate. The danger of writing about prolific organised crime is that the dead become abstract, absorbed into tables and footnotes and comparative frameworks until the individual human weight of each death is lost entirely. This book attempts to resist that tendency wherever the historical record permits.

The difficulty is that the record is thin. Many of the men who died in hotel rooms across Mexico City and the neighbouring states were never publicly identified as murder victims during their lifetimes. Their deaths were processed as natural, attributed to alcohol, and closed without the scrutiny that would have revealed what had actually been done to them. Their families, in many cases, chose not to pursue the truth for the reasons this book examines at length: the social stigma attached to the circumstances of their deaths, and the profound cultural pressure that Avendaño Ballina so deliberately exploited. The "double morality" that shielded Las Goteras from justice for a decade also robbed the victims of their place in the public record.

Where names are known, they are used. Where deaths have been formally linked to the syndicate by judicial finding, those links are stated plainly. Where the evidence is circumstantial or disputed, that uncertainty is acknowledged rather than papered over. The seventy dead deserve at minimum the honesty of a writer who admits what she does not know about them, even as she tries to say what she does.
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​Prologue: The Room at the End of the Corridor
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​A City That Never Sleeps

Mexico City does not wind down so much as it shifts registers. When the last of the daylight drains from the Paseo de la Reforma and the commuter tide recedes into the outer colonias, something else begins, a second economy, a parallel city, animated by neon and appetite and the particular freedom that darkness lends to people who have spent the daylight hours being someone else entirely. The bars fill. The restaurants keep their kitchens running well past midnight. In the districts where the nightlife concentrates, the Roma, the Zona Rosa, Doctores, the older commercial corridors that ring the historic centre, the streets acquire a different texture after ten o'clock, one composed equally of pleasure-seekers and of those who have learned, with great precision, how to profit from pleasure-seeking.

This is not a recent phenomenon. Mexico City has been a metropolis of nocturnal commerce for as long as it has been a metropolis at all, and the particular intersection of money, desire, and danger that defines its after-hours economy has shaped the city's social fabric in ways that official histories rarely acknowledge. By the late 1990s, when the events described in this book were beginning to take shape, the Federal District was home to more than twenty million people, making it one of the largest urban concentrations on earth. Its police force was underfunded, its forensic infrastructure was overstretched, and the moral architecture that governed public life was riddled with the kind of structured hypocrisy that allows a society to maintain respectable appearances by the simple expedient of refusing to look too carefully at what happens after dark.

Into that environment, restless, vast, and selectively blind, came David Avendaño Ballina. He did not invent the conditions that made his crimes possible. He merely understood them better than anyone else, and he built something durable out of that understanding.

​The Body in the Bed

The hotel was the kind of establishment that asked few questions. Not disreputable exactly, it had a functioning front desk, clean enough linen, a corridor of numbered doors that stretched away from the stairs in both directions, but it belonged to that large middle category of Mexican urban accommodation that exists precisely to serve people who require a room for a few hours without requiring anything else at all. The man on the bed had checked in the night before, or perhaps in the small hours of the morning. The cleaning staff found him sometime before noon, lying on his back on top of the covers, still dressed, his face composed in an expression of such apparent tranquility that the first assumption was sleep, and the second assumption was that the sleep had simply deepened past the point of return.

He was not a young man, but he was not elderly either. He was, by the evidence of his clothing and his wallet, which was empty, someone who had possessed, until recently, the markers of professional respectability. There were no signs of violence. No bruising, no trauma, nothing to suggest a struggle. A glass on the nightstand held a residue of something that smelled faintly of alcohol. A second glass, recently rinsed or perhaps never filled, sat beside it. The room offered nothing else in the way of information. The woman or women who had accompanied him into the building, who had been logged by the desk clerk in the lazy shorthand of an establishment where such details were noted but seldom examined, were long gone.

The doctor who attended the scene wrote "cardiorespiratory arrest" in his report. The phrase is technically accurate in the way that all cause-of-death attributions are technically accurate at the most reductive level of physiological description: the heart stopped and the lungs stopped and then the man stopped. What it did not capture, what it could not capture, given the forensic tools routinely deployed in such cases and the institutional habits that governed their application, was what had caused the heart to stop. The report was filed. The case was closed. The body was released.

Somewhere in the city, a man known as el Hamburguesa counted the proceeds of the night's work.

​The Question No One Was Asking

The question was not why a man had died in a hotel room. Men died in hotel rooms all the time, and Mexico City's overwhelmed forensic system had developed, through sheer necessity, a set of procedural shortcuts that allowed it to process the volume of deaths that a city of that size generates without interrogating every one of them with equal rigour. The shortcuts were not irrational. Most deaths that present without obvious trauma are, in fact, what they appear to be, the result of underlying cardiac conditions, of acute alcohol poisoning, of the ordinary biological catastrophes that strike people without warning in the middle of otherwise unremarkable nights. Given finite resources and infinite caseloads, triage is inevitable.

The question that was not being asked was the quieter and more difficult one: whether a pattern existed. Whether the man on the bed in one hotel was connected to the man on the bed in a hotel across the city, or across the state line in Jalisco, or in the colonial centre of Guanajuato, all of whom had died in circumstances that bore a family resemblance to one another, the professional respectability, the empty wallet, the residue in the glass, the woman or women who had vanished before dawn. Whether, taken together, these deaths constituted not a series of isolated cardiac misfortunes but the accumulated evidence of something organised, deliberate, and ongoing.

Several things prevented that question from being asked. The forensic protocols of the Servicio Médico Forense did not routinely screen for the class of compounds, imidazoline derivatives, specifically tetrahydrozoline, that had been introduced into those glasses along with the alcohol, because no one had yet established a reason to look for them in this context. The victims, even when they had surviving families who grieved them and wondered about the circumstances of their deaths, came equipped with a powerful deterrent to official inquiry: the nature of the evening's companionship. To press for a thorough investigation was to establish, publicly and permanently, that the dead man had been in that hotel room in search of paid sexual company. In a society governed by what judicial investigators would later formally describe as "double morality," the family's desire to protect the reputation of the deceased frequently outweighed its desire for justice. The silence of the living protected the killer as effectively as if it had been deliberately arranged, and in a sense, it had been. Avendaño Ballina had not merely constructed a pharmacological murder method. He had constructed a social one, engineering his crimes to exploit a cultural pressure point with the cold precision of someone who had studied his environment and found its weakest seam.

For ten years, the question no one was asking went unanswered. Seventy men died. The city kept moving. And in the hotels and bars and back corridors of the nocturnal economy, the drops fell into the glasses, and the work continued.
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​Chapter One: The Architecture of Violence, Mexico City and the World That Made Las Goteras
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​A Metropolis of Contradictions

To understand how a criminal organisation could drug and murder seventy people over the course of a decade without triggering a sustained investigative response, it is necessary first to understand the city in which it operated, not merely as a geographical location but as a social and institutional environment that contained, within its enormous complexity, precisely the conditions that made such crimes not only possible but, in a terrible sense, predictable.

Mexico City at the turn of the twenty-first century was a place of staggering contradictions. It was simultaneously one of the most culturally sophisticated urban centres in the Western hemisphere and one of the most administratively overwhelmed. Its museums held world-class collections. Its universities produced scientists, philosophers, and jurists of international standing. Its restaurants, theatres, and concert halls served a professional class that was, by any reasonable measure, cosmopolitan in its tastes and expectations. At the same time, the city's infrastructure, its water systems, its transport networks, its public health apparatus, and above all its police and forensic services, had been designed for a city of perhaps four or five million people and was now attempting to function for a population that had grown, through the second half of the twentieth century, at a pace that no municipal planning process had adequately anticipated.

The Federal District, as it was still formally designated in the 1990s and 2000s, was home to somewhere between eighteen and twenty-two million people depending on how its boundaries were drawn and which census methodology was applied. It was the economic engine of the country, absorbing internal migrants from impoverished rural states at a rate that produced vast new colonias on its periphery almost faster than they could be mapped. These peripheral zones, the outer rings of Ciudad Nezahualcóyotl, Ecatepec, Chimalhuacán, were places of acute material deprivation and limited state presence, where policing was thin, where formal employment was scarce, and where the informal economy, in all its dimensions both benign and predatory, filled the gap left by retreating public institutions.

The core of the city, by contrast, maintained a visible architecture of order. The Zócalo, the Palacio de Bellas Artes, the grand avenues of Polanco and the Lomas, these spaces projected a republic that was functioning, modern, and legitimate. But the projection was sustained in part by an agreement, never formally articulated but widely understood, to concentrate scrutiny in some areas and withhold it from others. The Federal District was, in this sense, not one city but several cities occupying the same coordinates, each governed by a different set of rules and expectations, and the space between them was where criminals like David Avendaño Ballina learned to live and work.

The institutional context amplified all of this. The late 1990s were a period of profound political transition in Mexico, as the seven-decade grip of the Partido Revolucionario Institucional on national power began to loosen under the pressure of electoral reform and civil society mobilisation. This transition was enormously significant for democratic development, but it also created a period of institutional uncertainty in which police forces, prosecutors' offices, and judicial bodies were navigating a shift in their political relationships without yet having developed new frameworks for accountability. Corruption, which had operated under the PRI system through relatively stable and predictable channels, became more volatile and harder to map as the old structures dissolved. In the vacuum, organised crime adapted faster than the state did. Las Goteras was one beneficiary of that adaptation.

​The Nightlife Economy and Its Hidden Dangers

The nightlife economy of Mexico City in the late 1990s and early 2000s was vast, variegated, and almost entirely self-regulating in the sense that matters most to the people who prey upon it: there was no meaningful external oversight of what happened inside it. The city possessed hundreds of cantinas, bars, nightclubs, table-dance establishments, and mixed-use hospitality venues spread across dozens of neighbourhoods, ranging from the openly raffish districts around the historic centre to the more discreet but equally active venues that served the professional classes in the Roma and the Condesa. These establishments operated within a licensing framework that was widely understood to be more ornamental than functional, a system in which the relevant permits could be obtained or retained through the well-established mechanism of informal payment to the appropriate officials, and in which the actual conduct of business was subject to inspection only when someone with political motivation chose to make it so.

The economic logic of these venues was straightforward. They sold alcohol and, in many cases, companionship alongside it. The companionship ranged from the purely social, hostesses whose role was to keep customers drinking, to the explicitly sexual, and the gradient between those poles was deliberately kept ambiguous, both to maintain a degree of legal deniability and because the ambiguity itself was commercially useful, allowing the establishment to serve a range of clients and to calibrate its offerings to the particular requirements of any given evening. For the customers, predominantly male, predominantly middle-aged, predominantly drawn from the professional and commercial classes, these venues offered something that they could not obtain within the formal social world they occupied during daylight hours: a space in which the rules that governed respectable behaviour were temporarily suspended.

That suspension of rules was the engine of the economy, but it was also its primary vulnerability. The man who walked into a cantina or a table-dance venue at eleven o'clock at night and accepted the company of a woman he did not know was, by definition, entering a space in which his usual networks of social accountability did not operate. His colleagues did not know where he was. His family did not know where he was. The social identity that protected him in his ordinary life, the professional standing, the family connections, the neighbourhood reputation, was precisely what he had, in a sense, chosen to leave at the door. He was, in the language of victimology, isolated and self-selected for a degree of exposure that he would almost certainly have rejected in any other context.

This dynamic was not unique to Mexico City, of course. Nightlife economies across the world produce similar conditions of temporary social isolation and elevated vulnerability. What distinguished the Federal District in this period was the combination of the vulnerability with the institutional context described above, the understaffed police forces, the undertrained forensic services, the cultural pressures that would later prevent victims and their families from seeking justice, and with the presence, in the city's criminal ecosystem, of an individual who had both the organisational intelligence to recognise the opportunity and the moral architecture to exploit it without apparent restraint.

The nightlife venues were not, in most cases, complicit in what Las Goteras was doing. The establishments that the gang used as hunting grounds were typically unaware that the women operating within their premises were functioning as the advance element of a murder and robbery operation. The criminal genius of Avendaño Ballina's model, and it is necessary, however unpalatable, to acknowledge the functional intelligence of what he constructed, lay precisely in its ability to embed itself within legitimate commercial activity, to use the ordinary infrastructure of the nightlife economy as cover for something that the economy's legitimate operators would have found as horrifying as anyone else.

​The Sex Trade in the Federal District, Vulnerability as Infrastructure

The sex trade in Mexico City in this period occupied a complex and contested legal and social space. Prostitution itself was not criminalised under Federal District law, Mexico has historically operated under a regulatory rather than prohibitionist model in most of its jurisdictions, a legacy of the French-influenced legal frameworks adopted in the nineteenth century, but the activities surrounding it, including solicitation, procuring, and the operation of premises for the purpose of prostitution, existed in a grey zone where enforcement was inconsistent and where the relationship between sex workers and the police was governed more by informal negotiation than by any reliable legal framework.

The result was a sex trade that was neither protected nor prohibited in any meaningful sense, but simply present, a large and economically significant sector of the informal economy whose participants had limited access to the legal protections available to workers in the formal economy and whose grievances, when they arose, were typically processed through channels other than official complaint. A sex worker who was robbed, assaulted, or otherwise victimised by a client had limited realistic recourse to official justice, both because of the stigma attached to her occupation and because her relationship with the police was, in many cases, one of mutual wariness rather than trust. She paid her mordida, the informal tax levied by officers on the beat, and in return received a degree of operational tolerance, but that tolerance did not translate into protection.

This structural vulnerability cut in both directions. Sex workers were exposed to violence and exploitation from clients, from pimps, and from predatory criminal organisations that viewed the trade as a resource to be extracted from rather than a community to be engaged with. But sex workers were also, in Avendaño Ballina's model, the primary instrument of exploitation rather than its primary target, a fact that complicates the moral landscape of the case considerably. The women who formed the operational cells of Las Goteras were themselves, in the majority of documented cases, individuals whose own life circumstances had placed them in positions of acute vulnerability: poverty, limited formal education, histories of family violence, and the absence of alternative economic pathways were recurring features of the backgrounds of those arrested and prosecuted in connection with the syndicate.

This is not offered as an exculpation. The women who administered the drops, who watched men lose consciousness, who went through their wallets while they lay dying, these were acts of profound moral agency, whatever the material circumstances that preceded them. But the circumstances matter to a full understanding of how Las Goteras recruited and retained its operatives, and why the cell model functioned with such resilience over such an extended period. An organisation that draws its workforce from a population with few economic alternatives and a pre-existing relationship of dependency with the criminal economy is an organisation that has solved its labour problem in a particularly durable and morally catastrophic way.

The sex trade, in this analysis, was not merely the backdrop against which the crimes of Las Goteras occurred. It was the infrastructure through which the crimes were made possible, the network of venues, relationships, informal economies, and social arrangements that Avendaño Ballina converted, with cold efficiency, into a killing operation.

​Double Morality and the Culture of Silence

Of all the conditions that permitted Las Goteras to operate for a decade without triggering a sustained investigative response, perhaps the most powerful was the one that judicial investigators, in their later reports on the case, described with the blunt and revealing phrase "doble moral", double morality. The concept requires some unpacking because, although its meaning is intuitive to anyone familiar with the social structures of Catholic-influenced Latin American societies, its operational significance in the context of this case is both specific and profound.

Double morality, as the term is used here, refers to the coexistence within a single social actor of two incompatible moral frameworks, one public and one private, maintained simultaneously without apparent cognitive dissonance. In the specific context of the men who fell victim to Las Goteras, it described a pattern in which professionally and socially respectable individuals, whose public identities were constructed around the conventional markers of bourgeois respectability, stable marriages, family lives, professional standing, religious observance, regularly engaged in private behaviours that those same conventional frameworks explicitly condemned. The visit to the cantina, the arrangement with the hostess, the night in the hotel room: these were activities that occurred within a social world that officially denied their existence, and that continued to deny it even when the consequences became fatal.

The mechanism by which this double morality served Avendaño Ballina's interests was elegant in its simplicity. If a victim survived his encounter with the gang, if the dose had been insufficient to kill, or if some physiological factor had produced a different outcome, he faced an immediate and acute dilemma. To report the robbery and the drugging was to place himself, officially and on the public record, in a hotel room with a sex worker. The report would be investigated. His name would appear in documents. His wife, his employer, his priest, his neighbours might eventually come to know what those documents contained. The alternative was silence: to absorb the financial loss, to attribute any physical symptoms to an excess of alcohol, and to return to his ordinary life as though nothing had happened.

The majority chose silence. This was entirely rational from the perspective of individual self-interest, even as it was catastrophic from the perspective of collective protection. Each victim who declined to report effectively donated his experience to the operating conditions of the gang, removing from the investigative record one more data point that might eventually have allowed a pattern to be identified. The crimes were not merely underreported: they were systematically erased by the very people who had suffered them, for reasons that Las Goteras had anticipated and built into the design of its operations.

When victims died rather than survived, a different but structurally similar mechanism came into play. The family of a man found dead in a hotel room faced its own version of the same dilemma. To demand a thorough investigation was to demand, in effect, that the state excavate the circumstances of his death and place them on the public record. In a society where family honour was a genuine social currency and where the circumstances of this particular death, the hotel, the woman, the abandoned wallet, spoke unambiguously about how the dead man had been spending his private hours, the cost of that excavation was real. Many families chose instead to accept the initial finding of cardiac arrest, to bury their dead with the official cause of death intact, and to grieve in private for a truth they suspected but could not bring themselves to make public.

In this way, the double morality that governed Mexican bourgeois life in the late twentieth century functioned not merely as a cultural phenomenon but as a structural element of Las Goteras' operational security. Avendaño Ballina did not create it. He simply saw it, understood it, and used it.

​The Preconditions for Predation

The world described in the preceding sections, the vast and institutionally underfunded metropolis, the unregulated nightlife economy, the structurally vulnerable sex trade, the culture of silence enforced by social shame, constituted, taken together, what might be called an ecology of predation. This is not a term meant to suggest inevitability, as though the crimes of Las Goteras were an automatic product of impersonal social forces. Human beings make choices, and the choices made by David Avendaño Ballina and the men and women who worked within his organisation were choices for which those individuals bear moral and legal responsibility. But crimes of this scale and this duration do not emerge from nothing, and understanding the environment in which they flourished is a prerequisite for understanding how they might have been prevented, and how similar conditions, wherever they exist, continue to create the conditions for similar predation.

Several preconditions converged in Mexico City in the late 1990s to create the specific environment that Las Goteras exploited. The first was institutional: the underfunding and structural overextension of the city's forensic and investigative capacity meant that deaths which might, under different conditions, have attracted rigorous scrutiny were processed through a triage system that defaulted to the most readily available explanation. The second was social: the double morality that silenced victims and discouraged families from demanding the truth provided a human shield behind which the gang could operate without generating the volume of official complaints that would have been required to flag the pattern. The third was pharmacological: the specific method employed by the gang, the ophthalmic drops combined with alcohol, was, in the late 1990s, effectively invisible to standard toxicological screening, which meant that even in cases where a thorough investigation was conducted, the forensic tools available were often inadequate to detect what had actually killed the victim.

The fourth precondition was the one that made all the others operational: the presence of an individual with the organisational intelligence to recognise what the environment offered, the interpersonal capacity to recruit and manage a workforce drawn from the criminal underworld, and the moral indifference to build a murder operation out of it and run it for ten years. Mexico City in 1997 contained all the conditions necessary for Las Goteras to exist. What it could not have anticipated was the specific human being who would arrive to assemble those conditions into a machine.

That man, and the machine he built, are the subject of what follows.
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​Chapter Two: A Man Called El Hamburguesa, The Origins of David Avendaño Ballina
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​Born Into the Margins, 1974

The historical record offers very little about the early life of David Avendaño Ballina, and what it does offer arrives filtered through the particular distortions that attend the biographical reconstruction of criminals, the retrospective attribution of sinister significance to ordinary childhood details, the tendency of judicial documents to reduce a human origin to a set of risk factors, and the simple absence of the kind of sustained journalistic or academic attention that might have produced a richer account before the man became, in the eyes of the law and the press, primarily a number attached to a body count. What can be said with confidence is that he was born in 1974, which places his childhood and adolescence squarely within one of the most turbulent and formative periods in modern Mexican social history, and which means that the city he grew up in was not merely a backdrop to his development but an active force shaping the range of possibilities he could perceive and the choices he eventually made.

Mexico City in the mid-1970s was a city in the grip of a demographic transformation so rapid and so poorly managed that its social consequences would take decades to fully manifest. The great rural-to-urban migration that had been reshaping the country since the 1940s was still in full momentum, and the Federal District was its primary destination, absorbing hundreds of thousands of internal migrants every year from Oaxaca, Guerrero, Hidalgo, Puebla, and the other impoverished states whose agricultural economies had been hollowed out by the combined pressures of population growth, land fragmentation, and the structural failures of the post-revolutionary development model. These migrants arrived in a city that could not house them adequately, could not educate their children consistently, and could not employ them all within the formal economy. They settled in the colonias populares, the popular neighbourhoods of the periphery and the inner-city vecindades, the crowded residential compounds where extended families and unrelated households shared courtyards and water sources and the particular intimacy of enforced proximity.
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