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I am pleased to present the 2015 National Drug Threat Assessment (NDTA) 
Summary, a comprehensive strategic assessment of the threats posed to our 
communities by transnational criminal organizations and the illicit drugs they 
distribute throughout the United States.  This annual assessment provides 
policymakers, law enforcement personnel, and prevention and treatment 
specialists with relevant strategic drug intelligence to assist in the formulation 
of counterdrug policies, establish law enforcement priorities, and allocate 
resources. 

The trafficking and abuse of illicit drugs pose a monumental danger to our 
citizens and a significant challenge for our law enforcement agencies and 
health care systems.  The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention reported 
that 46,471 of our citizens died of a drug overdose in 2013, the most recent 

Letter from the Acting Administrator

year for which this information is available.  Drug overdose deaths have become the leading cause of 
injury death in the United States, surpassing the number of deaths by motor vehicles and by firearms 
every year since 2008.  Overdose deaths, particularly from prescription drugs and heroin, have reached 
epidemic levels. 

The most significant drug trafficking organizations operating in the United States today are the dangerous 
and highly sophisticated Mexican transnational criminal organizations (TCOs) that continue to be the 
principal suppliers of cocaine, heroin, methamphetamine, and marijuana.  These organizations are 
responsible for the extreme violence seen in Mexico, as these groups battle for turf and attack public 
officials and innocent civilians.  Domestically, affiliated and violent gangs are increasingly a threat to the 
safety and security of our communities.  They profit primarily by putting drugs on the street and have 
become crucial to the Mexican cartels. 

In 2014, Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) investigations conducted with local, state, federal and 
international partners have led to the arrests of major international criminals.  The arrests of Mexican 
Cartel leaders Hector Beltran-Leyva, Servando Gomez-Martinez, and Omar Tevino Morales are significant 
successes for us and Mexico in the fight against Mexican TCOs.  The arrests strike at the heart of the 
leadership structure of the Knights Templar Cartel, the Beltran-Leyva Organization, and the Los Zetas 
Cartel and highlight the continuing cooperation between Mexican and US law enforcement. 

The DEA produces the NDTA Summary in partnership with local, state, tribal, and federal agencies.  To 
accurately depict a national-level perspective of the drug-specific issues facing the United States, the 
report integrates the most recently available reporting from law enforcement and intelligence agencies 
with the most current data from public health agencies regarding national substance abuse.  This year’s 
report also draws on information from more than 1,100 local, state, and tribal law enforcement partners 
that responded to our 2015 National Drug Threat Survey.

My thanks to all participating agencies and organizations whose contributions continue to make possible 
this vital report.  Their views and opinions are important and help us to best meet the needs of the 
law enforcement and intelligence communities.  I look forward to collaborating on future high-priority 
strategic counterdrug initiatives that impact our national security interests, at home and abroad.

Respectfully,

Chuck Rosenberg 
Acting Administrator
Drug Enforcement Administration
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on Mexican TCOs as their primary drug source of supply, and Mexican TCOs depend on street-level gangs, 
many of which already have a customer base, for drug distribution.

Colombian TCOs supply wholesale quantities of cocaine and heroin, primarily to Northeast drug markets.  
Typically, Colombian traffickers provide cocaine and heroin to Mexican and Dominican organizations, 
which then assume responsibility for further transportation and distribution.  Prior to 2000, Colombian 
TCOs dominated the cocaine and heroin markets in the Midwest and on the East Coast; however, Mexican 
TCOs continue to establish their control over many drug markets in the Northeast and are increasingly 
serving as sources of supply for Colombian and Dominican organizations.  Colombian TCOs have also 
increased their drug trafficking through the Caribbean over the past three years in order to avoid cartel-
related violence in Mexico, increased law enforcement presence in Mexico and at the Southwest Border, 
and rising pressure against the Mexican drug cartels.

Dominican trafficking organizations are primarily active in the transportation and distribution of cocaine 
and heroin in cities along the East Coast.  Dominican traffickers typically serve as transporters and retail-
level distributors of cocaine and heroin for Mexican and Colombian trafficking organizations and recent 
reporting indicates Dominican traffickers in the Northeast continue this working relationship.  Colombian 
and Mexican trafficking organizations rely on Dominican networks to transport and distribute cocaine and 
heroin at the retail level.

Asian TCOs operate mainly on the West Coast, but are expanding their operations throughout the United 
States.  Asian TCOs are responsible for trafficking a variety of drugs, primarily marijuana and MDMA 
(3,4-methylenedioxymethamphetamine), with smaller-scale dealings in cocaine and methamphetamine.

State, local, and federal law enforcement reporting indicates that gangs in the United States continue 
to expand, develop, and grow more sophisticated in their criminal enterprises.  The National Gang 
Intelligence Center (NGIC) assesses that the US gang composition is approximately 88 percent street gang 
members, 9.5 percent prison gang members, and 2.5 percent outlaw motorcycle gang (OMG) members.  
There are approximately 1.4 million active street, prison, and OMG gang members comprising more than 
33,000 gangs in the United States.  Though gangs are involved in a multitude of criminal activities, street-
level drug trafficking and distribution continues to be their main source of revenue, and they commit 
violent crimes, such as robbery, assault, threats, and intimidation, in furtherance of those ends. 

Drug overdose deaths have become the leading cause of injury death in the United States.  Each day in the 
United States, over 120 people die as a result of a drug overdose.  The number of drug poisoning deaths 
in 2013, the latest year for which data is available, involving opioid analgesics (16,235) is substantial and 
outpaces the number of deaths for cocaine and heroin combined (13,201).  While recent data suggest that 
abuse of these drugs has lessened in some areas, the number of individuals reporting current abuse of 
CPDs is more than those reporting use of cocaine, heroin, methamphetamine, MDMA, and phencyclidine 
(PCP) combined.  With the slightly declining abuse levels of CPDs, data indicate there is a corresponding 
increase in heroin use.  Some opioid CPD abusers begin using heroin as a cheaper alternative to the high 
price of illicit CPDs or when they are unable to obtain prescription drugs. 

The threat posed by heroin in the United States is serious and has increased since 2007. Heroin is available 
in larger quantities, used by a larger number of people, and is causing an increasing number of overdose 
deaths.  Increased demand for, and use of, heroin is being driven by both increasing availability of heroin 
in the US market and by some opioid CPD abusers using heroin.  CPD abusers who begin using heroin 
do so chiefly because of price differences, but also because of availability, and the reformulation of 
OxyContin®, a commonly abused prescription opioid. 

Heroin overdose deaths are increasing in many cities and counties across the United States, particularly 
in the Northeast, as well as areas of the Midwest.  Possible reasons for the increase in overdose deaths 
include an overall increase in heroin users; high purity batches of heroin reaching certain markets, 



vii

2015 National Drug Threat Assessment Summary

UNCLASSIFIED

UNCLASSIFIED

causing users to accidentally overdose; an increase in new heroin initiates, many of whom are young 
and inexperienced; abusers of prescription opioids (drugs with a set dosage amount and no other 
adulterants) initiating use of heroin, an illicitly-manufactured drug with varying purities, dosage amounts, 
and adulterants; and the use of highly toxic heroin adulterants such as fentanyl in certain markets.  
Further, heroin users who have stopped using heroin for a period of time (due to treatment programs, 
incarceration, etc.) and subsequently return to using heroin are particularly susceptible to overdose, 
because their tolerance for the drug has decreased.

Fentanyl is a Schedule II synthetic opioid that is approximately 80 to 100 times stronger than morphine, 
and 25 to 40 times more potent than heroin.  Fentanyl was developed for the pain management 
treatment of cancer patients; however, its powerful opioid properties have made it an attractive drug 
for abusers.  There were over 700 deaths related to fentanyl and its analogs between late 2013 and early 
2015.  Clandestinely-produced fentanyl is sometimes added to heroin to increase its effects, or mixed with 
adulterants and diluents and sold as heroin; many users believe they are purchasing heroin and have no 
knowledge of the presence of fentanyl.  Clandestinely-produced fentanyl is primarily sourced from Mexico; 
fentanyl analogs and precursor chemicals are obtained from distributors in China. Pharmaceutical fentanyl 
is also diverted for abuse, but at much lower levels. 

Methamphetamine seizures, survey data, price and purity data, and law enforcement reporting indicate 
methamphetamine continues to be readily available throughout the United States.  Most of the 
methamphetamine available in the United States is clandestinely produced in Mexico and smuggled 
across the Southwest Border.  Although domestic production does occur at small levels, it has declined, 
most likely due to restrictions on precursor chemicals in the United States and the increasing availability of 
high-purity, high-potency Mexican methamphetamine.

Cocaine availability in the United States appeared to have stabilized at “new normal” levels in 2014—
still well below the availability levels observed prior to 2007, when cocaine availability first began to 
decline significantly.  Abuse indicators also show a steady decline in cocaine use in the United States 
when compared to the previous 10 years.  The majority of the cocaine smuggled into the United States 
is transported over the Southwest Border with a smaller percentage transported through the Caribbean 
corridor.  Mexican TCOs continue to dominate cocaine transportation in the United States with little to no 
competition. 

Marijuana is the most widely available and commonly used illicit drug in the United States.  Marijuana 
remains illegal under federal law; however, many states have passed legislation approving the cultivation, 
possession, and use of marijuana within their respective states.  The disparity between federal law and 
state laws authorizing the use of “medicali” or “retail” marijuana poses a challenge for federal, state, local, 
and tribal law enforcement efforts given the different regulatory regimes at the state level.  Likewise, 
the increased production and use of marijuana in those states with medical or retail marijuana laws is 
adversely affecting states in which marijuana remains an illegal substance.

Marijuana concentrates such as hashish, hash oil, and keif have been used for centuries; however, 
marijuana concentrates are gaining popularity in the United States, as indicated by the increasing 
volume of law enforcement and open source reporting.  Marijuana concentrates are extracted from 
leafy marijuana in many ways, but the most frequently used, and potentially most dangerous, method is 
butane extraction.  The butane extraction method uses highly flammable butane gas and has resulted 
in numerous explosions and injuries, particularly on the West Coast, where production is most common.  

i When the term “medical marijuana” is used in this publication, it is exclusively in reference to state-approved “medical 
marijuana.”  Marijuana is a Schedule I substance under the Controlled Substance Act with no accepted medical use in the 
United States.
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The first DEA reporting of the THC extraction process using butane was in 2005 in Oakland, California.  
However, as the use of marijuana concentrates has increased, the number of laboratory-related explosions 
has also increased.

Synthetic designer drugs mimic the effects of controlled substances, and are oftentimes unscheduled and 
unregulated.  While there are a variety of synthetic designer drugs, the two most commonly used synthetic 
designer drugs in the United States are synthetic cannabinoids and cathinones.  Synthetic cannabinoids, 
also commonly known as “Spice” or “K2,” are chemicals synthesized in laboratories and mimic the biological 
effects of delta-9-tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), the main psychoactive ingredient in marijuana.  Cathinones, 
also commonly known as “bath salts” and “molly,” can produce pharmacological effects substantially similar 
to methcathinone, MDMA, amphetamine, methamphetamine, and cocaine.  Synthetic cannabinoids and 
cathinones are typically manufactured in China and then imported into the United States through mail 
services; they are also sold in convenience stores and via the Internet.  The negative effects of these drugs 
are severe and can include psychosis, heart attack, seizures, convulsions, and kidney and liver failure.  
Of note, on October 1, 2015, the Chinese Ministry of Public Security (MPS) Narcotics Control Bureau 
announced the sale and distribution of 116 chemical compounds used in the production of synthetic 
drugs will be regulated in China, including acetyl-fentanyl.  Chinese officials declared these compounds 
were found to have no known legitimate use and therefore will be controlled administratively by the MPS.

MDMA, a synthetic Schedule I drug commonly referred to as “ecstasy” or “molly,” is available throughout 
the United States.  Compared to marijuana, cocaine, heroin, and other illicit drugs, the MDMA market in 
the United States is small.  Most of the MDMA seized in the United States is manufactured in clandestine 
laboratories in Canada and smuggled across the Northern Border.  Canada-based Asian TCOs are 
the primary suppliers of MDMA in the United States, producing tens of millions of tablets for the US 
market.  Often, tablets sold as “ecstasy” or “molly” may not be MDMA at all, but another chemical, such as 
cathinones, or a mixture of various chemicals, which may or may not contain MDMA.  Additionally, “molly” 
has played a role in several overdose illnesses and deaths.

PCP poses a low threat to the United States due to relatively low levels of use.  PCP use is highest in 
the Washington, DC area, and the majority of PCP available in the United States is produced in the Los 
Angeles, California area.

As federal money laundering laws become more stringent and financial institutions implement enhanced 
anti-money laundering measures, TCOs are increasingly creative in their efforts to evade laws and 
regulations.  TCOs employ a wide array of money laundering tactics to move drug proceeds into, within, 
and out of the United States.  However, the more commonly used methods have remained the same over 
the past several years.  These methods include: bulk cash smuggling, trade-based money laundering 
(TBML), black market peso exchange (BMPE), structured deposits, and wire transfers.
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of supply for drugs in the United States.  Los Cuinis, 
an affiliate group of CJNG, provided the initial 
funding to facilitate the rise of CJNG.

Operational Structure in the  
United States

While operating in the United States, Mexican TCOs 
actively seek to maintain low profiles and avoid 
violent confrontations between rival TCOs or US law 
enforcement.  

Mexican TCO operations in the United States 
typically take the form of a supply chain system that 
functions on an as-needed basis.  The system relies 
on compartmentalized operators in the supply 
chain who are only aware of their own specific 
function, and remain unaware of all other aspects 
of the operation.  In most instances, transporters 
for the drug shipments are independent third 
parties who work for more than one Mexican TCO.  
Since operators in the supply chain are insulated 
from one another, if a transporter is arrested the 
transporter is easily replaced and unable to reveal 
the rest of the network to law enforcement.  

The foundation of Mexican TCO operations in the 
United States is comprised of extended family and 
friends.  Families affiliated with various Mexican 
TCOs in Mexico vouch for US-based relatives or 
friends that are deemed trustworthy enough to 
help run various aspects of the drug trafficking 
operations in the United States.  Actual members 
of Mexican TCOs are usually sent to important US 
hub cities to manage stash houses containing drug 
shipments and bulk cash drug proceeds.

•	 Mexican	TCOs	serve	primarily	as	wholesale	
suppliers of drugs and work with local US-
based gangs for distribution.  The US-based 
gangs maintain power in their territories and 
control retail drug markets.

Trafficking Methods 

Mexican TCOs transport the bulk of their drugs 
over the Southwest Border through ports of 
entry (POEs)  using passenger vehicles or tractor 
trailers.  The drugs are typically secreted in hidden 
compartments when transported in passenger 
vehicles or comingled with legitimate goods when 

transported in tractor trailers.  Once across the 
Southwest Border, the drugs are transported to 
stash houses in hub cities such as Dallas, Houston, 
Los Angeles, and Phoenix, and then transported via 
these same conveyances to distribution groups in 
the Midwest and on the East Coast.

•	 Los Angeles, California:  From Los Angeles, 
tractor trailers transport cocaine to Arizona, 
Kansas, Nebraska, Nevada, New Jersey, New 
York, North Dakota, South Dakota, Utah, and 
Washington.  The Sinaloa Cartel employs 
drivers who are older US citizens to drive 
tractor trailers because they believe they draw 
less attention from law enforcement than 
younger drivers in passenger vehicles.

•	 Phoenix, Arizona:  In Arizona, transportation 
and smuggling activities also occur between 
the POEs in remote, inhospitable desert 
valleys separated by rugged mountainous 
terrain.  One such location is the West Desert 
corridor, which is a sparsely populated area 
ideal for smuggling, as transportation groups 
use off-road vehicles, backpackers, and all 
terrain vehicles to move large amounts 
of marijuana for transport to the Phoenix 
and Tucson metropolitan areas for further 
distribution.  These transportation groups use 
lookouts and scouts on elevated locations to 
direct their cross-border smuggling activities 
with advanced radio communications 
to avoid law enforcement detection and 
apprehension.

Mexican TCOs also smuggle drugs across the 
Southwest Border using other methods.  Marijuana 
is occasionally trafficked through subterranean 
tunnels connected to a network of safe houses 
on both the Mexico and the US sides of the 
border.  Mexican TCOs also transport marijuana 
via commercial cargo trains and on small boats, 
often referred to as “pangas,” from the West Coast 
of Baja California north to the central California 
coast.  Finally, Mexican TCOs have also transported 
drugs across the Southwest Border using ultralight 
aircraft.
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Mexican Traffickers Moving Into 
Suburban and Rural Areas

Law enforcement reporting indicates some 
Mexican trafficking organizations within 
the United States are relocating from major 
metropolitan areas to establish bases of 
operation in suburban or rural areas.  Traffickers 
are relocating because they feel they can better 
conceal their operations in an area where law 
enforcement does not expect to find large 
trafficking organizations operating or are not 
accustomed to dealing with such organizations.  
The relocation also makes it difficult for large 
federal law enforcement agencies to target these 
organizations because the traffickers are removed 
from the federal agencies’ bases of operation in 
large cities.  This trend has been noted by law 

enforcement in Dallas, San Francisco, eastern 
Washington State, western Colorado, and parts of 
North Carolina.

Outlook

Mexican TCOs will continue to dominate the 
trafficking of heroin, methamphetamine, cocaine, 
and marijuana throughout the United States.  There 
are no other organizations at this time with the 
infrastructure and power to challenge Mexican 
TCOs for control of the US drug market.

Mexican TCOs will continue to serve primarily as 
wholesale suppliers of drugs to the United States 
to distance themselves from US law enforcement.  
Mexican TCOs will continue to rely on US-based 
gangs to distribute drugs at the retail level.  

Trafficking Activities

Colombian TCOs supply wholesale quantities of 
cocaine and heroin, primarily to Northeast drug 
markets.  Typically, Colombian traffickers provide 
cocaine and heroin to Mexican and Dominican 
organizations outside the United States, which then 
assume responsibility for further transportation 
and distribution.  Historically, Colombian TCOs 
dominated the cocaine and heroin markets in the 
Midwest and on the East Coast; however, Mexican 
TCOs continue to establish their control over 
many of these drug markets and are increasingly 
serving as sources of supply for the Colombian 
organizations.

•	 Boston, Massachusetts:  Colombian TCOs 
in New England continue to receive cocaine 
directly from Mexican organizations along 
the Southwest Border.  In addition, multiple 
offices in the New England area report that 
Colombian organizations are still directly 
involved in wholesale distribution of powder 
and crack cocaine.

•	 New York City, New York:  Colombian 
organizations transport cocaine into New 
York City and serve as a primary source of 
wholesale quantities of cocaine.  However, 
Mexican and Dominican trafficking 
organizations dominate the transportation of 

Colombian Transnational Criminal Organizations

cocaine throughout the rest of New York State, 
limiting the role of Colombian organizations.  
Colombian organizations are also prominent 
transporters and distributors of wholesale 
quantities of heroin in New York City.

Colombian TCOs have increased their drug 
trafficking through the Caribbean over the past 
three years.  By moving cocaine through the 
Caribbean, Colombian TCOs avoid inter-cartel 
violence in Mexico, increased law enforcement 
presence in Mexico and at the Southwest Border, 
and rising pressure against the Mexican drug 
cartels.  Colombian, Dominican, and Puerto Rican 
organizations also traffic cocaine and heroin 
through Puerto Rico.  In addition, some reporting 
indicates an increase in Colombian TCOs operating 
out of the Dominican Republic.

•	 Miami, Florida:  Colombian TCOs use Florida, 
specifically Miami and Orlando, as the point 
of arrival for South American cocaine and 
heroin transshipped through the Caribbean.  
Typically, cocaine shipments arrive in South 
Florida through a variety of maritime and 
airborne shipping methods, including 
commercial air passengers, commercial air 
cargo, airborne smuggling on private aircraft, 
maritime containerized cargo, and maritime 
conveyances such as speedboats, fishing 
vessels, and private luxury yachts.  While there 
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have been reported instances of commingled 
heroin and cocaine shipments in 2014, the 
two drugs are generally shipped separately.

Organizational Structure

The Colombian drug trade in 2014 was dominated 
by numerous Bandas Criminales or Criminal 
Bands (BACRIM)  whose members include the 
remnants of the Cali, Medellin, and Norte del 
Valle Cartels, and demobilized Revolutionary 
Armed Forces of Colombia – People’s Army 
(FARC-EP)ii and the United Self-Defense Groups 
(AUC)  associates.  The BACRIMs engage in 
numerous, non-drug-related criminal activities, 
such as extortion and debt collection.  Successful 
Colombian law enforcement operations since 2011 
have neutralized many Colombian BACRIM leaders, 
while other BACRIMs have been co-opted by more 
powerful groups.  Los Urabeños has emerged 
from this landscape as the largest, most powerful 
BACRIM and is currently assessed to be one of the 
major Colombian organizations supplying large 
quantities of illicit drugs to the United States.  
However, increased law enforcement attention and 
continued pressure from rival groups will challenge 
its ability to retain its position.  

Moving forward, Colombian BACRIMs may continue 
to devolve into smaller, regionally-based groups 
with limited power and influence, and seek to 
further diversify their criminal activities.  Currently, 
the BACRIMs continue to supply US markets with 
multi-ton quantities of cocaine and significant 
quantities of heroin.  Colombian TCOs continue to 

Transnational Criminal Organizations

ii The FARC is a US Department of State Designated Foreign 
Terrorist Organization (DFTO).

serve as wholesale sources of supply for cocaine 
along the East Coast into key distribution hubs; 
however, they rely on third parties, primarily 
Mexican TCOs, for distribution throughout the 
United States.  This is apparent in Mexican TCOs’ 
continued expansion into markets that were 
formerly controlled by Colombian TCOs.  Similarly, 
Colombian TCOs along the East Coast are supplying 
Dominican traffickers, who then are in charge of 
further transportation and distribution.  

While the BACRIM are involved in the production 
and transportation of cocaine to Central America 
and the Caribbean, the FARC-EP are increasingly 
working with Mexican TCOs to smuggle ton 
quantities of cocaine into the United States.  
Investigative reporting indicates a working 
relationship between multiple FARC fronts and 
Mexican TCOs, including the Los Zetas, BLO, CJNG, 
and the Sinaloa Cartel to transport cocaine into the 
United States. 

Despite their lack of a traditional cartel structure, 
Colombian TCOs continue to have a presence 
in the United States along the East Coast.  
DEA reporting revealed a connection between 
Colombian TCOs operating in Colombia and 
Mexican TCOs.  These reports detailed a business 
relationship between Los Urabeños and the FARC 
to distribute cocaine into the United States through 
Mexican TCOs.  Inside of the United States, both 
Sinaloa and Juarez Cartel networks are used to 
transport and distribute the cocaine throughout 
the eastern United States.

Dominican Trafficking Organizations

Trafficking Activities

Dominican trafficking organizations are primarily 
active in the transportation and distribution of 
cocaine and heroin in cities along the East Coast.  
Dominican traffickers typically serve as cocaine 
and heroin distributors for Mexican and Colombian 
trafficking organizations.  

•	 Boston, Massachusetts:  Dominican 
traffickers continue to dominate heroin 
distribution in the region.  Local Dominican 
traffickers acquire heroin from Mexican 
sources on the Southwest Border, Dominican 

sources in New York, and South American 
sources via mail.

•	 New Jersey:  Dominican traffickers handle 
retail-level distribution of cocaine for 
Colombian TCOs and also supply local street 
gangs, who handle street-level distribution.  
Dominican organizations smuggle heroin 
into the United States by couriers who 
conceal heroin bundles on their persons, in 
their apparel, or in their luggage and then 
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board commercial flights into Newark Liberty 
International Airport.

•	 New York:  Dominican traffickers are the 
dominant retail distributors of cocaine in 
the New York metropolitan area.  Reporting 
also indicates Colombian and Mexican TCOs 
rely on Dominican traffickers to assist in the 
transportation of heroin throughout New 
York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Connecticut, 
and Massachusetts.  Dominican trafficking 
organizations use couriers to smuggle 
heroin directly into John F. Kennedy (JFK)  
International Airport in New York City from 
the Dominican Republic.

•	 Philadelphia, Pennsylvania:  Local 
Dominican organizations dominate the mid-
level distribution of cocaine and often bridge 
the gap between Philadelphia-based criminal 
organizations and Dominican sources of 
supply in New York.

Dominican trafficking organizations are involved 
in the diversion of CPDs.  Reports from Atlanta, 
Boston, New York, and Philadelphia indicate 

Dominican traffickers engage in the diversion of 
CPDs.  They typically traffic oxycodone, in response 
to the demand for opiates.

•	Boston, Massachusetts:  Investigations 
indicate Dominican criminal organizations 
distribute hundreds of thousands of CPDs 
annually in the New England area.  Some 
Dominican traffickers receive oxycodone 
shipments from Dominican counterparts 
based in New York City.

Organizational Structure

Dominican trafficking organizations typically 
operate under an organized hierarchical 
structure.  The leader of a Dominican trafficking 
organization controls multiple cells, each 
comprised of approximately five individuals.  
These subordinates are typically friends and family 
members who are also ethnic Dominicans.  This 
reliance on family reinforces the tightly organized 
structure of Dominican trafficking organizations, 
which produces efficient command and control 
capabilities.  

Transnational Criminal Organizations

Asian TCOs operate mainly on the West Coast, 
but are increasingly spreading their operations 
throughout the United States.  Asian TCOs are 
responsible for trafficking a variety of drugs, 
primarily marijuana and MDMA, with smaller-scale 
dealings in cocaine and methamphetamine.  Asian 
TCOs engage in a variety of other illicit and violent 
crimes such as arms trafficking, assault, auto theft, 
cybercrime, money laundering, and murder.

•	 Dallas, Texas:  Hydroponic and traditional 
marijuana indoor grow houses are prevalent 
in the Dallas area, operated by Laotian 
and Vietnamese TCOs.  The indoor grow 
operations are complex, with grows in 
multiple stages, allowing for frequent 
harvests of mature marijuana plants.

•	 Seattle, Washington:  In May 2014, several 
search warrants were executed at residential 
locations targeting a large-scale Vietnamese 
TCO directing several indoor marijuana 

grow operations in residential homes.  Law 
enforcement officials seized 1,154 marijuana 
plants, and arrested four TCO members.

Asian TCOs dominate the US market as the primary 
suppliers of MDMA in each region.  MDMA is 
imported from China to Canada, or produced in 
Canada, and then smuggled into the United States, 
or smuggled directly into the United States via mail 
services.  Asian TCOs traffic MDMA in both tablet 
and powder form.  

•	 Los Angeles, California:  In May 2014, 
officers conducted a routine traffic stop and 
discovered 1,500 MDMA tablets in the vehicle.  
Members of an Asian TCO were transporting 
the MDMA tablets from California to Las 
Vegas.  The TCO purchases MDMA in 
thousand-tablet quantities from Canada.

•	 New Orleans, Louisiana:  The New Orleans 
area continues to see wholesale quantities 

Asian Trafficking Organizations
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exploit US markets while blending in with existing 
communities.  These groups continue to grow 
and are particularly expanding in communities in 
California where growth in the number of Asian 
immigrants has been the greatest.  Many Asian 
TCOs seek to emulate the style and clothing 
worn by African American and Hispanic gangs.

Asian TCOs tend to prioritize financial gain over 
other incentives and may travel outside of their 
established territories, even across state lines, to 
conduct operations.  A distinguishing feature of 
Asian TCOs is the lack of stigma attached to social 
mobility; many members pursue higher education 
or professional careers.

State, local, and federal law enforcement reporting 
indicates that gangs continue to expand, develop, 
and grow more sophisticated in their criminal 
enterprises.  The National Gang Intelligence Center 
(NGIC) assesses that the US gang composition is 
approximately 88 percent street gang members, 
9.5 percent prison gang members, and 2.5 percent 
Outlaw Motorcycle Gang (OMG) members.  There 
are approximately 1.4 million active street, prison, 
and OMG gang members comprising more than 
33,000 gangs in the United States.  Though gangs 
are involved in a multitude of criminal activities, 
street-level drug trafficking and distribution 
continues to be their main source of revenue, 
and they commit violent crimes, such as robbery, 
assault, threats, and intimidation, in furtherance 
of those ends.  To a lesser degree, gangs also 
engage in lower-risk crimes, such as prostitution, 
counterfeiting, extortion, and tax fraud to 
supplement their profits.

•	 Gulfport, Mississippi:  In February 2014, a 
joint federal, state, and local law enforcement 
operation disrupted a violent cocaine 
trafficking organization that was operating 
throughout Forrest and Lamar Counties 
in Mississippi, with the arrest of five Black 
Gangster Disciples (BGD)  members.  
According to reporting, members of the BGD 
routinely committed violent crimes in the 
area, to include armed home invasions and 
commercial robberies, burglary, aggravated 
assault with a weapon, and firearms violations 
in furtherance of their drug trafficking 
activities.

•	 Sacramento, California:  In August 2014, 
federal indictments were issued against 
members of the Vagos OMG for conspiracy 
to possess and intent to distribute 
methamphetamine.  The investigation 

targeted three Sacramento-area chapters 
of the Vagos that were involved in the 
distribution of methamphetamine, the 
purchase of illegal weapons, and the 
trafficking of stolen motorcycles.

Gang Collaboration

Street gangs are generally structured along racial, 
ethnic, or geographical lines, and, historically, the 
rivalry between gangs and the competition for 
territory has spurred incidents of violence and 
murder.  Today, in an effort to expand their criminal 
enterprises and increase profits, many gangs are 
establishing mutually beneficial relationships to 
further their criminal activities.

•	 California:  In February 2014, a multi-
agency investigation involving the DEA, 
Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(ICE), and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, 
Firearms and Explosives (ATF)  into the gun 
and methamphetamine-trafficking activities 
of individuals with ties to the Oriental Killer 
Boys, the Oriental Mob Crips, the Viet Boys, 
the Tiny Oriental Crips, the Logan Heights 
Calle Treinta, and Linda Vista Crips culminated 
with the arrest of 45 persons.  The illegal 
trafficking operation reached from California 
to Minnesota, Hawaii, and Guam.

Gangs Nationwide

Street gangs continue to expand nationwide 
to increase profit and attain dominance in the 
drug trade, to establish new territory, and to 
seek legitimate employment to supplement their 
illicit income.  Gangs have now migrated to every 
major city in the country, where they continue to 
perpetuate crime and violence.

Gangs
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phones, into prisons furthers the gangs’ money-
making activities both inside and outside of the 
facilities.

•	 Baltimore, Maryland:  BGF members, along 
with corrections officers at the Baltimore 
City Detention Center, were charged in a 
wide-ranging drug smuggling plot, in which 
inmates and corrections officers worked 
together to smuggle drugs and cell phones 
into the jail.

Outlaw Motorcycle Gangs (OMGs)

According to the National Gang Intelligence Center 
(NGIC), law enforcement reporting indicates that 
OMGs are considered a lower threat to public safety 
when compared to street or prison gangs, primarily 
due to lower OMG membership numbers.  However, 
the threat to communities increases in areas of the 
country where OMGs are attempting to expand into 
rival territory.  OMGs in the Southwest, Mid-Atlantic, 
and Northwest regions present a significant threat.  
Despite their smaller numbers, OMGs continue 
to be problematic due to the solid organizational 
structure, criminal sophistication, and their use 
of violence to further their criminal activities and 
protect their interests.

•	 In	June	2014,	members	of	the	rival	OMGs	
Wheels of Soul and the Pagans engaged in a 
violent brawl at a Pennsylvania park, where 
citizens were also holding graduation parties, 
baby showers, and birthday parties.  Gunshots 
were fired, and although no one was struck, 
two gang members were hospitalized, one 
after being hit in the head with an ax handle.

•	 In	December	2014,	four	members	of	the	
Hells Angels were arrested on suspicion of 
drugs and firearms possession after leaving 
a Christmas toy drive in Ventura County, 
CA.  Loaded firearms, brass knuckles, and 
methamphetamine were confiscated during 
the arrests. 

Based on information provided to the NGIC by law 
enforcement, OMG members or associates have 
been employed, or attempted to seek employment, 
with military, law enforcement, corrections, and 

judiciary agencies to acquire training and get 
access to weapons and sensitive information.  

•	 OMG	members	or	associates	who	have	been	
employed with the military or have attempted 
such employment include: the Bandidos, 
Devils Disciples, Hells Angels, Iron Horsemen, 
Mongols, Outlaws, Pagans, Sin City Disciples, 
Vagos and Warlocks. 

•	 OMG	members	or	associates	who	have	been	
employed with law enforcement or have 
attempted such employment include: the 
Diablos and Hells Angels.  Employment with 
law enforcement most commonly occurs 
through non-sworn civilian positions. 

Though drug trafficking continues to provide 
the biggest source of revenue for OMGs, many 
gangs appear to also be diversifying their 
activities to include crimes with a potential for 
low-risk detection and high-profit gains.  These 
sources of revenue can include prostitution or 
human trafficking, mortgage and tax fraud, and 
the production and sale of counterfeit goods, to 
include such items as designer clothes, shoes, 
purses, jewelry, cosmetics, DVDs, electronics, and 
medicine. 

•	 According	to	open	source	reporting,	the	
president of the Kansas City chapter of the 
Sons of Silence was sentenced to federal 
prison for a 2014 indictment charging him 
with transporting a child victim across state 
lines to engage in prostitution. 

•	 In	January	2013,	an	indictment	was	filed	in	
the Southern District of Indiana charging 
51 individuals associated with the Outlaws 
Motorcycle Club with a wide variety of 
offenses, including racketeering, mail fraud, 
money laundering, extortion, drug charges, 
wire fraud, witness tampering, and operating 
an illegal gambling operations.

According to the NGIC, some OMGs collaborate 
with transnational criminal organizations (TCOs) 
in Mexico and Central America.  Although these 
relationships vary in nature, most are based on 
gang and TCO alliances, geographic convenience, 
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money-making opportunities, and business 
efficiency.  Their criminal enterprises include 
such activities as drug trafficking, extortion, 
enforcement, debt collection, and money 
laundering.

•	 Law	enforcement	reporting	in	2013	indicated	
the Colville Indian Reservation in Washington, 
which lies in close proximity to the Canadian 
border, allows for a constant flow of drug 
trafficking throughout the reservation.  
TCOs transport cocaine, marijuana, and 
methamphetamine north and south through 
the area, aided by Hispanic gangs and OMGs, 
such as the Bandidos.

•	 Based	on	NGIC	reporting,	the	Bandidos	OMG	
has been known to partner with the Los Zetas 
Mexican TCO in furtherance of their criminal 
activities.

Gangs and Controlled Prescription Drugs

Street gang members have capitalized on the 
increased CPD abuse problem in the United States 
by trafficking prescription opioids, specifically 
hydrocodone and oxycodone.  Numerous 
methods are used to obtain the drugs, including 
unscrupulous physicians, pill mills, prescription 
fraud, robbery, and burglary.

Gangs and Cartels

National-level gangs and neighborhood gangs 
continue to form relationships with Mexican 
TCOs to increase profits for the gangs through 
drug distribution and transportation, for 
the enforcement of drug payments, and for 
protection of drug transportation corridors from 
use by rival gangs.  Law enforcement reporting in 
many states indicates that US gang and Mexican 
TCO relationships are opportunistic in nature, rather 
than based on an exclusive association with the 
TCO.  Many gangs rely on Mexican TCOs as their 
primary drug source of supply, and Mexican TCOs 
depend on the street-level gangs, many of which 
already have a customer base, for drug distribution.  
This arrangement allows the highest-ranking 
members of Mexican TCOs to remain in Mexico 
where they can avoid US law enforcement action.  

In Texas, the top four gangs—Tango Blast (TB)  
and Tango cliques, TS, Emi, and BA—pose the 
greatest threat to Texas due to their relationships 
with Mexican TCOs, as well as large membership 
numbers, high levels of transnational criminal 
activity, and organizational effectiveness.  Most 
of these relationships are based on opportunity 
or personal relationships, rather than an exclusive 
cartel/street-gang agreement.  Activities the 
street gangs carry out for the cartels include drug 
trafficking, weapons and human smuggling, and 
contract murder.

According to the NGIC, links between Mexican 
Cartels and TCOs, and US-based gangs include, but 
are not limited to: 
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Death data may not be representative of 
user locations

Heroin overdose data may be over-accounting 
for cities that are heroin distribution centers, and 
under-accounting for outlying areas.  Many law 
enforcement agencies have reported that overdose 
numbers in their communities include a significant 
number of deaths of non-residents.  Heroin users 
from suburban and rural areas are traveling to 
distribution cities, usually in more urban areas, 
using heroin, and overdosing in those cities, which 
causes the overdose statistic (hospital admission, 
death data, etc.) to be counted in the city where 
the user overdosed instead of the user’s city of 
residence.  A 2014 snapshot study of Camden, New 
Jersey, heroin overdoses, conducted by the New 
Jersey State Police Regional Operations Intelligence 
Center (ROIC), found that only 40 percent of the 
overdose cases were Camden residents; 60 percent 
had come from outlying areas.  In Washington, DC, 
a significant portion of the people who purchase, 
use, and overdose on heroin in the District were 
found to have travelled there from the numerous 
communities surrounding the city.  This trend is 
notable because law enforcement and treatment 
officials in these outlying areas may be unaware of 
the magnitude of heroin use in their communities.  

Naloxone (“Narcan®”)

In response to increasing overdoses caused by 
the use of heroin and other opioids, many law 
enforcement agencies are training officers to 
administer naloxone, a prescription drug that can 
reverse the effects of opioid overdose, and ensure 
follow-up medical attention.  Naloxone can be 
nasally-administered and generally has no adverse 
effect if administered to a person who is not 
suffering from opioid overdose.  

In April 2014, the Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA) approved Evzio®, a device that delivers a 
single dose of naloxone via a hand-held auto-
injector.  Evzio® is injected into the muscle 
(intramuscular) or under the skin (subcutaneous).  
Once turned on, the device provides verbal 
instruction to the user describing how to deliver the 
medication, similar to automated defibrillators.  It 
is the first naloxone treatment specifically designed 
to be given by family members or caregivers.

Some areas reported shortages of naloxone 
and substantial price increases in late 2014.  In 
Massachusetts, the price per kit (2 atomizers and 
2 vials)  increased from $42 to $75 and naloxone 
was back-ordered for several months.  The price 
increases for naloxone will have a significant impact 
on public health and law enforcement budgets.  
However, Amphastar Pharmaceuticals, Inc., the 
manufacturer of naloxone, has reached agreements 
with the states of New York and Ohio to offer a 
rebate of six dollars per dose to state public entities 
that purchase naloxone.  The rebate will also 
automatically increase, dollar-for-dollar, to match 
any future growth in wholesale naloxone prices.

Production

Poppy cultivation

Opium poppy is produced in four major source 
areas of the world: Southwest Asia,xiii Southeast 
Asia,xiv Mexico,xv and South America.  Southwest 
Asia produces, by far, the majority of the world’s 
heroin; however, very little of the heroin produced 
in Southwest Asia supplies US markets.  Most of the 
heroin produced in Southwest Asia is consumed in 
Europe and Asia.  Likewise, very little of the heroin 
produced in Southeast Asia is transported to the 
United States.  The majority of the heroin produced 
in Southeast Asia is consumed in that region and in 
Australia.  Mexico is the primary supplier of heroin 
to the United States.  Opium poppy cultivation in 
Mexico has increased significantly in recent years 
reaching 17,000 hectares in 2014, with an estimated 
pure potential production of 42xvi metric tons of 
heroin.  This increase was driven in part by Mexican 
organizations shift to increased heroin trafficking.  
In 2014, the US Government estimated that 800 
hectares of opium poppy were under cultivation in 
Colombia, sufficient to produce about two metric 

xiii Mainly Afghanistan, also Pakistan.

xiv Mainly Burma, also Laos and Thailand.

xv Small amounts are also produced in neighboring 
Guatemala.

xvi The potential production of 42 metric tons may be an 
overestimate or an underestimate of the actual figure.  
There are no recent, reliable crop yield studies of opium 
poppy in Mexico, thus it is impossible to estimate potential 
heroin production in Mexico with high confidence.
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along with methamphetamine.  The distributors are 
being told they must also buy heroin or they will 
not be supplied with methamphetamine.  Mexican 
traffickers are also trying to present heroin to CPD 
abusers as an alternative to prescription opioids.

Outlook

Heroin use and overdose deaths are likely to 
continue to increase in the near term.  Mexican 
traffickers are making a concerted effort to increase 
heroin availability in the US market.  The drug’s 
increased availability and relatively low cost make 
it attractive to the large number of opioid abusers 
(both prescription opioid and heroin)  in the United 
States.
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level distribution.  While Dominican groups 
work with Colombian TCOs, they also operate 
independent of each other.

•	 New York City, New York:  Colombia-based 
distributors continue to supply New York 
City’s distribution networks, dominated 
by Dominican trafficking organizations.  
Colombian drug traffickers regularly smuggle 
multi-hundred kilogram shipments of cocaine 
to New York City.  New York City-based 
cocaine distribution organizations also serve 
as the source of supply to organizations 
operating throughout the eastern United 
States.  Mexican TCOs are also involved in local 
wholesale level distribution.

•	 Philadelphia, Pennsylvania:  Dominican 
trafficking organizations engage in wholesale 
and retail level cocaine distribution and to 
a lesser extent are also involved in cocaine 
transportation.

Outlook

Cocaine availability will remain stable in the 
near term at “new normal” levels.  With the high 
availability of less costly methamphetamine, which 
serves as a cocaine alternative in areas such as the 
Midwest, it is unlikely that cocaine levels will return 
to pre-2007 levels in the near term.

Mexican TCOs will continue to dominate the 
transportation of cocaine throughout the United 
States as evidenced by the significant percentage 
of the cocaine available in the United States that 
transits the Mexico/Central America corridor.  
Further, at the present time no other TCOs control 
enough of the drug trafficking infrastructure to 
challenge Mexican TCOs.  

Colombian cocaine will continue to dominate the 
US market in the near term despite higher levels 
of production in Peru.  This is due to the historic 
working relationship between Colombian cocaine 
producers and Mexican TCOs.  
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Transportation of Foreign-Produced 
Marijuana 

Large quantities of foreign-produced marijuana 
are smuggled into the United States via 
personally-owned vehicles, commercial vehicles, 
buses, subterranean tunnels, rail cargo containers, 
ultralight aircraft, and maritime vessels.  
Marijuana smuggled from foreign sources of supply 
is typically transported in larger shipments than 
domestically-produced marijuana.  

Mexico TCOs smuggle large quantities of marijuana 
from Mexico into the United States through 
subterranean tunnels along the Southwest Border.  
Subterranean tunnels allow traffickers to avoid 
enforcement activities at POEs.  Mexican TCOs may 
allow independent traffickers to use the tunnels 
for a fee; however, reporting indicates that the 
fees are often substantial, such as half the drug 
proceeds or half the quantity of drugs smuggled.  
Tunnels discovered by law enforcement are filled 
with concrete, and the cost to the government to 
destroy these tunnels can range from $30,000 to 
hundreds of thousands of dollars.
  

•	 Nogales, Arizona:		In	February	2014,	the	DEA	
Nogales RO, in conjunction with ICE, located 
a 481-foot long subterranean tunnel used to 
transport drugs into the United States from 
Nogales, Sonora, Mexico.  Officers seized 
heroin and marijuana at this location.  

•	 Nogales, Arizona:  During 2014, the United 
States Border Patrol (USBP)  Nogales, Arizona 
Station discovered five incomplete tunnels 
along the Arizona-Mexico border.

•	 San Diego, California:  In April 2014, the 
San	Diego,	California	Tunnel	Task	Force	(TTF)	
seized two tunnels located in the Otay Mesa 
area of San Diego, California.  The tunnels 
contained sophisticated rail and lighting 
systems and originated at a storage unit 
facility	in	Tijuana,	Mexico.		The	TTF	arrested	
two suspects and executed search warrants at 
separate warehouse locations in the Miramar 
area of San Diego and Corona, California, 
and seized approximately 45,000 pounds 

UNCLASSIFIED
Marijuana

of	marijuana.		In	May	2014,	TTF	agents	
assisted the Tijuana RO with the seizure of an 
additional tunnel seizure in Tecate, California.

Mexican TCOs continue to send shipments of 
marijuana via non-commercial maritime vessels 
from the West Coast of Baja California north 
to the central California coast.  Operators of 
“pangas”—small, fast-moving vessels—cruise great 
distances from the California shoreline to avoid law 
enforcement detection.

•	 California:  In March 2014, law enforcement 
seized over 6,900 pounds of marijuana 
and arrested 3 Mexican nationals during a 
maritime interdiction off the coast of southern 
California.

•	 California:  In May 2014, a panga boat 
and a sport utility vehicle were discovered 
on a beach near Pescadero State Park in 
California with approximately 1,000 pounds of 
marijuana.

•	 California:		According	to	the	FY2014:	United	
States Maritime Cross-Border Drug Smuggling 
assessment,	in	FY2014,	the	US	Coast	Guard	
(USCG) along with other law enforcement 
agencies seized 140,000 pounds of marijuana, 
88 percent of which–123,000 pounds–was 
seized from non-commercial vessels on the 
Pacific Coast.  Mexican TCOs smuggle the 
drug from the Pacific coast of Mexico into 
California.

•	 Pharr, Texas:  In March 2015, ICE agents in 
McAllen, Texas, seized 10,120 packages of 
marijuana weighing over 1,300 kilograms that 
was comingled and disguised as onions from 
a warehouse in Pharr, Texas.  The marijuana 
load was destined for North Carolina.  (See 
Photos 18 and 19.)

Transportation of Domestically-Produced 
Marijuana

Various TCOs and domestic criminal groups are 
involved in transporting domestically-produced 
marijuana.  Mexican nationals operate illegal large-
scale outdoor marijuana grows, Asian and Cuban 
criminal organizations operate sophisticated illegal 
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for its fast adoption and use.  Due to the changing 
nature of the chemical formula for synthetic 
designer drugs, distributors are able to reap 
significant profits before legislation to control 
these psychoactive substances is enacted.  While 
synthetic drugs will remain prevalent as a whole, 
synthetic cannabinoid use will remain steady or 
increase, while synthetic cathinone use appears to 
be on the decline.  The United States will continue 
to see overdoses and deaths as a result of synthetic 
drug use, primarily among the youth population. 
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its mail and parcel facility during the first 
half	of	CY	2014.		The	seized	monies,	totaling	
$2.8 million USC, were suspected drug sales 
proceeds or payments for drugs.  Of this 
amount, $2.4 million USC was confiscated 
from arriving airline passengers.  TCOs use 
couriers to travel to and from the Los Angeles 
area by domestic airline carriers.  Many 
couriers smuggle currency in luggage, carry-
on bags, and via body carry.  One example 
of a concealment method was a checked-in 
suitcase with a false bottom made from the 
cutout exterior of another roller suitcase.  
The suitcase was filled with men’s clothing 
and behind the false bottom was a towel 
and large amount of cash sealed in a heat/
vacuum sealed plastic bag.  Reporting in the 
Los Angeles area also suggests unwitting 
legitimate trucking companies are used to 
facilitate the transportation of illicit-drug 
proceeds.  

•	  New York:  Bulk cash shipments were 
reported	from	New	York	to:		Colombia,	
Dominican	Republic,	Ecuador,	Florida,	
Mexico, Pennsylvania, Puerto Rico, the 
US Virgin Islands, and other islands in 
the Caribbean.  In the Albany area, bulk 
currency shipments are often en route to 
Canada when seized.  Bulk cash proceeds 
are transported in courier luggage or 
clothing and sometimes co-mingled with 
legitimate goods in containerized cargo.  
For	example,	automobiles	shipped	to	the	
Dominican Republic are used to conceal bulk 
cash.  Airline employees may also serve as 
money	couriers	from	New	York	City	to	the	
Dominican Republic.  Extensive enforcement 
actions regarding bulk seizures of cash in 
vehicles, apartment buildings, and storage 
facilities were common in the most recent 
reporting period.  Colombian, Dominican, 
Jamaican,	Lebanese,	and	Mexican	trafficking	
organizations were involved in money 
laundering	activities	in	New	York.		Dominican	
traffickers are typically involved in money 
pick-ups/drops.  Local drug traffickers, 
particularly involved in the marijuana trade, 
often store drug proceeds at warehouses 
and stash houses before they are smuggled 
outside the region.

•	 Florida:  Similar to other regions of the 
United States, bulk currency is commonly 
transported	from	South	Florida	to	the	
Southwest Border in tractor trailers and 
private vehicles.  Bulk currency is also shipped 
via commercial cargo vessels departing South 
Florida	ports.		The	majority	of	bulk	currency	is	
seized through investigations or traffic stops.  
Bulk currency interdictions occur mainly 
along	the	I-10	(along	the	Florida	panhandle),	
I-75, and I-95 corridors, as bulk currency is 
sent toward the Southwest Border, Atlanta, or 
East Coast cities.

Trade-based money laundering (TBML)  continues 
to be a commonly used method to disguise illicit 
proceeds.  TCOs launder proceeds through trade 
transactions to make the origins of the illicit funds 
appear to be legitimate.  TBML is an attractive 
means for money launderers because it can bring 
in a high profit and offers low risk of detection 
from authorities.  The complexity of TBML schemes 
is only limited by the means and capabilities of a 
TCO.  Common TBML schemes include bartering 
(commodity-for-commodity exchange)  and invoice 
manipulation by over/under invoicing merchandise 
or services.  

•	 Los Angeles:  In September 2014, federal and 
local law enforcement authorities seized over 
$65 million USC and arrested nine suspects 
during an operation to disrupt the Sinaloa 
Cartel’s exploitation of the Los Angeles 
fashion district for TBML.  The Sinaloa Cartel 
used US drug proceeds to purchase clothes 
imported from China that were stored in the 
targeted fashion businesses’ warehouses.  
The clothes were then shipped across the 
border into Mexico for resale and the profits 
placed into the Mexican financial system as 
legitimate proceeds.  The Sinaloa Cartel also 
used these warehouses to store bulk cash 
until couriers working for Mexico-based 
fashion stores arrived with an invoice for 
the cash and drove it across the Southwest 
Border.  (See Map 16.)

The Black Market Peso Exchange (BMPE)  
continues to be a popular money laundering 
method, particularly with Latin American TCOs.  

UNCLASSIFIED

Illicit Finance









98

2015 National Drug Threat Assessment Summary

UNCLASSIFIED

UNCLASSIFIEDUNCLASSIFIED

Illicit Finance

This page intentionally left blank.



99

2015 National Drug Threat Assessment Summary

UNCLASSIFIED

UNCLASSIFIED

With approximate populations of 3.7 million and 
106,000, respectively, Puerto Rico (PR) and the 
United States Virgin Islands (USVI) are part of an 
island chain located along the eastern edge of the 
Caribbean Sea, where it meets the Atlantic Ocean.  
Both are unincorporated, organized territories of 
the United States.  The islands’ economies depend 
largely on tourism.  High unemployment rates (14% 
to 16% in PR and 10% to 14% in the USVI), coupled 
with a strategic geographic location (mid-point 
between the United States and South America) 
make the islands attractive to illicit drug traffickers 
and money launderers.

Drug Threat

In PR, cocaine is the greatest illicit drug threat.  It 
is more profitable to smuggle than other drugs 
because of local demand, as well as illicit drug 
market demands in the continental United States 
(CONUS) and Europe.  In the USVI, crack cocaine 
also poses a serious threat because of its low price 
($10 per rock) and addictive properties.  Cocaine 
is transported to the islands primarily via maritime 
vessels from Colombia, Venezuela, and the 
Dominican Republic.  Documented cocaine flow 
through the Caribbean has increased significantly, 
nearly tripling over the last four years.

Go-fast vessels and maritime pleasure craft 
are the preferred illicit drug transportation 
methods	in	the	DEA	Caribbean	FD	AOR.		Due	to	
enforcement successes by Dominican authorities 
and interdiction efforts by the USCG, traffickers 
have been forced to send multi-ton quantities of 
cocaine from Venezuela and Colombia directly 
into PR, bypassing the Dominican Republic.  This 
resulted in a significant increase in kilogram prices 
of cocaine in the Dominican Republic and increased 
smuggling movements directly to PR.

The large amount of container traffic from PR to 
the United States provides an opportunity for 
illicit drug smuggling.  Containers arriving from 
PR are considered domestic cargo upon reaching 
CONUS seaports.  Traffickers hide large quantities 
of drugs amid legitimate container traffic, making 
interdiction extremely difficult without specific 
intelligence leads.  

pUerto rico anD tHe US virgin iSlanDS

Port security is a major international concern 
in the Caribbean, as many ports lack adequate 
equipment and manpower to monitor and interdict 
illegal shipments.  This lack of resources, combined 
with corruption and sophisticated concealment 
methods, creates a significant law enforcement 
challenge, particularly as cocaine flow shifts back 
toward the Caribbean.  The Puerto Rico Ports 
Authority currently administers several cargo 
facilities in PR that handle both containerized and 
bulk cargo.  These facilities are leased to private 
companies that act as terminal operators.  There are 
five cargo vessel serving facilities in the USVI.  

Traffickers exploit the high frequency of cruise ship 
traffic in PR and the USVI to transport drugs.  The 
Port	of	San	Juan	is	one	of	the	largest	cruise	ship	
destinations in the Western Hemisphere and can 
dock as many as 12 cruise ships simultaneously.  In 
St. Thomas, USVI, as many as nine ships dock at the 
island per day.  Traffickers also exploit ferry services 
that carry thousands of passengers and hundreds 
of cargo containers per week between PR and the 
Dominican Republic and between the USVI and the 
British Virgin Islands.

As Colombian and Venezuelan trafficking 
organizations have reduced the number of air 
smuggling operations into the Dominican Republic 
over the last five years, there has been a noticeable 
increase in the frequency of maritime cocaine 
trafficking activities in the eastern Caribbean 
corridor.xxxv  This trafficking trend directly impacts 
PR and the USVI.  Most recently, traffickers almost 
exclusively use go-fast boats either departing 
directly from Venezuela or coming across the Mona 
Passage from the Dominican Republic. 

PR is a major transit point for cocaine smuggled 
through the Caribbean to the CONUS.  Cocaine is 
smuggled through Luis Muñoz Marín International 
Airport, in Carolina, on commercial flights destined 
for	major	airports	in	cities	such	as	New	York,	
Miami, and Philadelphia.  The Rafael Hernández 
International Airport in Aguadilla is also a key link 

xxxv The Eastern Caribbean Corridor includes the Lesser 
Antilles, the US Virgin Islands, and Puerto Rico.
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between western PR and the CONUS.  The airport 
also serves as a cargo station for package delivery 
companies and offers regular flights to major East 
Coast cities.  There are also approximately 19 small 
commercial/charter airports located in PR, some of 
which are located in rural areas and only partially 
monitored.

Cocaine is concealed in parcels and mailed from 
PR and the USVI to the northeastern US, primarily 
Connecticut,	Massachusetts,	New	York,	and	New	
Jersey.		Marijuana	is	smuggled	into	PR	and	the	USVI	
via parcels, primarily from California and Texas.

Heroin also poses a serious threat to PR; the drug 
is consumed locally and transported through PR, 
destined for the CONUS.  In the USVI, heroin does 
not pose a major threat.  The heroin trafficked in PR 
and the USVI is of South American origin.

Marijuana is widely used in PR and the USVI.  
Despite	a	preponderance	of	Jamaica-produced	
marijuana in many Caribbean countries, Mexican 
marijuana continues to dominate the marijuana 
supply to both PR and the USVI.  According to a 
recent study conducted by PR’s Administration 
of Mental Health and Addiction Services 
(Administración de Servicios de Salud Mental 
y Contra la Adicción), marijuana was the most 
commonly used illicit drug by Puerto Rican youth 
in 2012, with a prevalence of 12.4 percent.  This is 
more than twice the rate reported in 2007 (6.1%).  
In the USVI, marijuana is the most used drug after 
cocaine.

Drug-related Crime

Puerto Rico and the USVI both have high homicide 
rates.  However, violent crime and homicide rates 
in PR have declined every year since peaking 
in 2011 with 1,164 homicides (approximately 5 
times the US per capita average).  Additionally, 
the USVI marked its highest homicide total in 
2010 with 66 homicides (approximately 10 times 
the US per capita average), but showed a sharp 
decline by 2013 with only 38 homicide deaths.  
Law enforcement officials estimate that 80 percent 
or more of the homicides are drug-related; most 
homicide victims are 19 to 24 years of age.

The vast majority of retail-level traffickers in PR 
operate out of public housing developments 

and oversee drug markets located in the housing 
developments or in nearby nightclubs, restaurants, 
and bars.  These organizations use intimidation, 
violence, and murder to gain or retain control 
of drug markets.  Approximately 90 percent of 
trafficking organizations are poly-drug, distributing 
cocaine, crack, heroin, marijuana, and CPDs; many 
are also involved in illegal weapons trafficking, 
extortion, and gambling.  Wholesale-level 
traffickers, responsible for large-scale importation 
of illicit drugs, supply retail-level organizations in 
PR and export drugs to the CONUS.  Wholesale-
level trafficking organizations usually do not 
use violence to the same degree as the smaller 
trafficking groups, unless control of their smuggling 
routes or distribution markets is threatened.

Drug Availability

Approximately 20 to 30 percent of the cocaine 
shipments that arrive in PR are consumed on the 
island; the rest is ultimately destined for the CONUS.  
An undetermined amount of cocaine remains in the 
USVI for local consumption.

Heroin availability in PR is moderate.  In PR, cocaine 
and heroin are often sold in public housing 
developments.  In the USVI, cocaine and heroin are 
most often purchased on street corners.

Most of the marijuana consumed in PR originates 
in Mexico.  Mexican marijuana is smuggled 
into the United States through the Southwest 
Border and then transported by couriers to PR on 
commercial airline flights or through commercial 
parcel services.  Synthetic cannabinoids were 
widely available in PR through sales at local gas 
stations and shops until August 2012, when the 
Puerto Rican legislature amended two articles of 
the Controlled Substance Law of 1971 to prohibit 
the sale of any products containing synthetic 
cannabinoids.

Drug Trafficking Groups

Colombian, Dominican, Venezuelan, and 
Puerto Rican trafficking organizations are the 
primary transporters of cocaine to PR and the 
USVI.  Dominican and Puerto Rican trafficking 
organizations are the primary wholesale and 
retail distributors of cocaine.  These organizations 
are highly mobile and unrestricted by national 
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boundaries.  They often change their smuggling 
patterns to avoid law enforcement detection.

Puerto Rico-based trafficking organizations 
have established heroin trafficking routes from 
Venezuela to PR.  In some cases, traffickers 
are instructing couriers to travel from Caracas, 
Venezuela to cities along the East Coast, such as 
New	York	or	Miami,	and	then	to	PR	to	deliver	the	
heroin.  This indirect route is taken in order to 
evade law enforcement scrutiny.  Heroin available 
in PR is also smuggled through the Dominican 
Republic.  Heroin trafficking organizations based 
in the Dominican Republic use human couriers to 
smuggle heroin on the vehicle/passenger ferry that 
operates between the Dominican Republic and PR.

Drug Production

Marijuana is cultivated in rural areas of both PR and 
the USVI.  Marijuana seizures and indoor marijuana 
grows have significantly increased in PR.

Outdoor cannabis cultivation occurs in southern PR, 
while hydroponic cultivation has become common 
in the eastern areas, contributing to widespread 
marijuana availability.  However, seizures at 
cultivation sites in PR are rare.

In the USVI, the densely forested regions and 
mountainous areas of St. Thomas, along with 
national	park	areas	of	St.	John,	are	significant	
marijuana cultivation sites.  Outdoor cultivation 
and	hydroponic	grows	have	been	increasing.		For	
example, in August 2013, enforcement operations 
eradicated 6,504 marijuana plants, while a similar 
eradication operation netted 5,516 plants in 2012.  
Although authorities seized 300 marijuana plants 
in	June	2013	from	inside	a	private	residence	in	St.	
Thomas, indoor grow operations in the USVI are still 
not considered to be a significant threat.

Diversion/Illicit Use of Controlled 
Prescription Drugs

While there is very little illegal flow of diverted 
pharmaceuticals between PR and the CONUS, 
the diversion of pharmaceutical products and 
prescription drug abuse is a growing threat in 
PR.  The vast majority of people involved in CPD 
diversion obtain CPDs locally.  Pharmaceutical 
prescriptions are primarily diverted by 
unscrupulous physicians who prescribe medication 
without legitimate medical examinations, and 
by individuals using forged prescriptions.  CPDs 
are also obtained through Internet pharmacies 
and from patients who sell their own legitimate 
prescriptions.		Further,	criminal	organizations	
obtain CPDs through doctor shopping, operating 
in small groups of three to five people.  CPDs are 
available at almost all drug markets in PR.  In the 
USVI, CPD abuse is low.
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Guam, an organized and unincorporated territory 
of the United States, is an island in the North 
Pacific Ocean.  Strategically located, it is the largest 
and southernmost island in the Mariana Islands 
archipelago.  The majority of its population is of 
Chamorro ethnicity at 37 percent, followed by 
Filipino	at	25.5	percent,	then	by	Caucasian	at	10	
percent.  In 2014, Guam’s population was estimated 
at approximately 168,000.  The island’s economy 
depends largely on tourism and US national 
defense spending, followed by construction and 
transshipment services.  As of March 2014, Guam’s 
unemployment rate was 7.4 percent.  Many of 
Guam’s violent crimes are linked to drugs, alcohol 
abuse, lack of economic opportunities, and lack of 
educational attainment.

Drug Threat

Methamphetamine is the principal drug of choice 
in Guam.  Major sources for the methamphetamine 
available in Guam are California, Hawaii, the 
Philippines, and other Asian countries.  In 2014, 
DEA, USPS, and the Guam Customs and Quarantine 
Agency seized approximately 8.8 kilograms of 
crystal methamphetamine.  Most of Guam’s 
property crime, which consists of burglary, larceny, 
motor vehicle theft, and arson, is linked to drug 
trafficking and abuse.  Drugs and drug trafficking 
have increased the possession and use of firearms 
and explosives.  Guam PD investigations indicate 
the number of drug transactions involving the 
trade and use of firearms and explosives has 
increased to serious levels.  In 2012, the Guam PD 
made 153 arrests related to drug activity.  In 2013, 
Guam PD made 227 arrests and in 2014 they made 
202 arrests related to drug activity.  

In 2014, Guam voters approved a ballot initiative 
legalizing marijuana for “debilitating medical 
conditions.”  The Department of Public Health 
and Social Services (DPHSS), which is in charge 
of creating the rules and regulations for medical 
marijuana, is considering allowing three 
dispensaries, for northern, central, and southern 
parts of Guam.

Substance abuse in Guam remains stable and has 
not changed significantly over the last three years, 
with the exception of crystal methamphetamine.  

However, according to the Guam DPHSS, most 
victims of family violence come from homes where 
the family member inflicting violence abuses drugs 
or alcohol.  In the 2013 preliminary Guam PD Adult 
Arrest Charge Report, individuals were arrested 
for 495 criminal counts of family violence and 156 
counts of child abuse.  In 2014, the Prevention 
Education and Community Empowerment 
(PEACE)  Council published a draft of the Guam 
State Prevention Enhancement Comprehensive 
Strategic Plan for 2014-2018.  The plan focuses on 
substance abuse prevention and early-intervention.  
Combined, violence against family members 
accounts for 9.5 percent of total arrest counts in 
Guam.  Additionally, the District Court of Guam 
released its 2014 Annual Report stating that 42 
percent of all felony offenses were drug-related.

Drug Availability

Crystal methamphetamine poses the greatest 
threat to Guam.  The drug is commonly used and 
available, and use has been described by medical 
and law enforcement experts as reaching “epidemic 
proportions” in Guam.  Over the past several years, 
street prices for methamphetamine have ranged 
from $350 to $800 a gram.  

Marijuana also poses a significant threat to Guam.  
Low-quality marijuana is cultivated in Guam.  In 
2014, Guam Customs seized approximately 3.7 
kilograms of marijuana.  In 2014, street prices 
ranged from $500 to $700 for an ounce of 
marijuana, and approximately $7,500 per pound.

Drug Trafficking Groups

Asian syndicates are the most prevalent criminal 
groups in Guam and are typically comprised 
of	Korean,	Filipino,	and	Chinese	nationals	who	
smuggle methamphetamine to the island via 
couriers.  Guamanians residing on the mainland 
often acquire methamphetamine and mail it to 
family members in Guam, who sell the drug for 
increased profits.  Current reporting indicates no 
direct relationship between Mexican organizations 
and traffickers in Guam.  Monetary proceeds are 
mailed to the CONUS or sent through wire remitters 
or bank accounts.  

gUaM
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Drug Threat in Indian Country

The drug threat in Indian Countryxxxvi varies by 
region and is influenced by the illicit drugs available 
in major cities near the reservations.  Most illicit 
drugs available throughout Indian Country are 
transported to reservations by Native American 
criminal groups and independent dealers who 
travel to nearby cities to purchase drugs, primarily 
from Mexican traffickers and other criminal groups.  
The number of drug cases worked by Indian 
Country law enforcement programsxxxvii increased 
seven-fold	between	FY2009	and	FY2014;	drug	
arrests increased eleven-fold during that time.  (See 
Charts 38 and 39.)

High levels of unemployment and poverty 
are prevalent throughout Indian Country and 
contribute to Native American communities’ 
susceptibility to substance abuse and exploitation 
by drug traffickers.  While marijuana and 
methamphetamine are the illicit substances most 
widely used by American Indians, prescription drug 
and heroin use have increased in many areas of 
Indian Country.

Most illicit drugs are transported onto reservations 
by Native American criminal groups or individuals 
who travel to nearby cities to purchase the illicit 
drugs and transport them back to the reservations.  
In some instances distributors who reside on 
remote reservations travel long distances to obtain 
drugs for distribution in their home communities.

Although marijuana is the most widely available 
illicit drug on reservations, ice methamphetamine, 
powder and crack cocaine, “bath salts,” diverted 
pharmaceuticals, heroin, and MDMA are also 
available at various levels.  Mexican traffickers, 
the principal wholesale suppliers and producers 
of most illicit drugs available to reservations 
throughout Indian Country, pose the greatest 
organizational threat.

Drug production in Indian Country is limited; 
however, there are readily available supplies of illicit 
drugs typically in cities near reservations, and in the 
case of reservations bordering Mexico and Canada, 
because of the supplies of illicit drugs transported 

through	them.		Further,	Mexican	traffickers	play	a	
prominent role in producing cannabis at outdoor 
grow sites in remote locations on reservations, 
particularly in the Pacific Region.

Traffickers continue to smuggle multiple tons 
of high-potency marijuana through the Tohono 
O’odham Reservation in south/central Arizona, 
which accounts for less than 4 percent of 
the US–Mexico border.  These traffickers also 
smuggle lesser amounts of cocaine, heroin, and 
methamphetamine.  Drug traffickers exploit the 
vast stretches of remote, sparsely populated 
desert, the 75 miles of largely unprotected border 
with Mexico, and the highways that connect 
the reservation to major metropolitan areas to 
distribute illicit drugs in markets throughout the 
United States.

Traffickers also smuggle large amounts of illicit 
drugs into the United States through reservations 
that are located near or overlapping the US–Canada 
border, namely the St. Regis Mohawk Reservation 
in	New	York,	commonly	referred	to	by	its	Mohawk	
name, Akwesasne.  Traffickers smuggle multi-
thousand tablet quantities of MDMA into the 
United States and multi-kilogram quantities of 
cocaine into Canada through the reservation.

The use of illicit drugs leads to impaired personal 
behavior that often results in violence and other 
criminal behavior.  While crime rates on some 
reservations continue to be five times (in some 
cases more)  higher than the national averages, the 
widespread availability and abuse of drugs coupled 
with trafficking by multiple criminal groups and 
gangs operating in Indian Country, contribute to 
a wide range of violent and property crime.  Drug 
traffickers engage in these crimes to facilitate their 
operations, while drug users generally engage in 

tribal lanDS

xxxvi Indian Country includes all land within the limits of any 
Indian reservation, all dependent Indian communities 
within the borders of the United States, and all Indian 
allotments, the Indian titles to which have not been 
extinguished.

xxxvii  These include the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA), the BIA 
Division of Drug Enforcement, and Tribal law enforcement.
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Appendix d:  sCOpe And MeThOdOlOgy

The 2015 National Drug Threat Assessment (NDTA) is a comprehensive assessment of the threat posed 
to the United States by the trafficking and abuse of illicit drugs.  The report provides a strategic analysis 
of the domestic drug situation during 2014, based upon the most recent law enforcement, intelligence, 
and public health data available for the period.  It also considers data and information beyond 2014, 
when appropriate, to provide the most accurate assessment possible to policymakers, law enforcement 
authorities, and intelligence officials.

The 2015 NDTA factors in information provided by 1,105 state and local law enforcement agencies through 
the 2015 National Drug Threat Survey (NDTS).  (See Maps A1 – A13 in Appendix A and Tables B1, B5 – B10 
in Appendix B.)  At a 95 percent confidence level, the 2015 NDTS results are within 2.75 percentage points 
of the estimates reported.  NDTS data used in this report do not imply that there is only one drug threat 
per state or region or that only one drug is available per state or region.  A percentage given for a state or 
region represents the proportion of state and local law enforcement agencies in that state or region that 
identified a particular drug as their greatest threat or as available at low, moderate, or high levels.

This report addresses emerging developments related to the trafficking and use of primary illicit 
substances of abuse, the nonmedical use of CPDs, and the laundering of proceeds generated through 
illicit drug sales.  It also addresses the role that TCOs and organized gangs play in domestic drug 
trafficking.  In the preparation of this report, DEA intelligence analysts considered quantitative data from 
various sources (seizures, investigations, arrests, drug purity or potency, and drug prices; law enforcement 
surveys; laboratory analyses; and interagency production and cultivation estimates) and qualitative 
information (subjective views of individual agencies on drug availability, information on the involvement 
of organized criminal groups, information on smuggling and transportation trends, and indicators of 
changes in smuggling and transportation methods).
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