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Drugs and Crime
5chapter After you have com-pleted this chapter,


you should have an
understanding of


● The relationship between
drug use and crime


● The structure of the illicit drug
trade


● Production and trafficking of
heroin


● Production and trafficking of
cocaine


● Production and trafficking of
marijuana


● Production and trafficking of
methamphetamine


● Production and trafficking of
hallucinogens


● Drug-related crime and
gangs


● Common methods of money
laundering


In the last couple of years we have found a large number


of marijuana plots in the Chattahoochee National Forest.


Growers are planting their marijuana in this area to escape


forfeiture laws. So I came up with this idea that I never


thought would work but I figured was worth a try. I typed a


letter and left it at one of the larger plots we found in the


national forest. The letter said, “You have been caught by


the Lumpkin County Sheriff’s Office. We have had you


under constant surveillance. If you do not turn yourself in


by calling the following number, your penalties for growing


marijuana will be doubled.”


I couldn’t believe it, but it actually worked. I had one


grower call me and turn himself in. He claimed that he was


only growing marijuana for personal use. I didn’t even


have to pick him up. He drove to the sheriff’s office and


turned himself in. Incredible but true!


—A sheriff’s deputy from Lumpkin County, Georgia
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drug-defined offense: Violation of laws that prohibit
the possession, use, distribution, and manufacture of
illegal drugs.


88 ■ Part One Drugs and Society: The Criminal Justice Perspective


For law-enforcement officers and other criminal
justice professionals who contend with drugs and crime
on a daily basis, the drug–crime connection is all too
real and an inarguable fact of contemporary society. As
stated in a training manual sponsored by the Interna-
tional Association of Chiefs of Police, “If there is a
reduction in the number of people who abuse drugs in
your community, there will be a reduction in the com-
mission of certain types of crime in your community.”
For the general public, the news headlines reporting
acts of social violence linked to the world of illicit drugs
are relentless. Wherever we look, illicit drugs and crime
are seen as being bound together in a web of greed and
callous disregard for human life.


Currently, research on drugs and crime is supported
primarily by two federal agencies, the National Institute
of Justice (NIJ) and the National Institute on Drug
Abuse (NIDA). There is an increasingly close collabora-
tion between NIJ and NIDA as they tackle the complex
issues surrounding a major social problem in the United
States today. This chapter will concern itself with the
facts as well as the still-unanswered questions about
drugs and crime in our society.1


Defining Drug-related Crime


Crimes that involve illicit drugs can be divided into two
general categories: (1) drug-defined offenses and (2) drug-
related offenses. Drug-defined offenses are violations
of laws prohibiting the possession, use, distribution, or
manufacture of illegal drugs. The possession of cocaine,
the cultivation of marijuana, and the sale of metham-
phetamine are all examples of drug-defined offenses.
Today, more than 50 percent of all federal prison
inmates are serving time for drug-defined offenses,
more than for any other type of criminal offense. While
rates of illicit drug use in the United States have
declined by roughly 50 percent since 1979 (see
Chapter 2), the number of adult drug arrests has tripled.
In 2009, the number of arrests for drug-abuse violations
exceeded 1.6 million. It is reasonable to conclude,
therefore, that the increase in incarceration rates of drug


offenders reflects an intensified effort to step up drug-
law enforcement rather than an increase in drug use.
Since the mid-1980s, state and federal legislatures have
enacted a wide range of criminal laws with respect to
the selling and possession of illicit drugs, and judges
have imposed longer prison sentences for drug offend-
ers. The average time currently served by someone con-
victed of a drug offense is 42 months, slightly less than
the length of sentence for those convicted of arson and
possession of explosives or weapons.2


Drug-related offenses are offenses that do not involve
a violation of a drug law per se, but rather a violation of
a law of some other type. The crime a drug user com-
mits might be caused by the acute effects of the drug
itself or the need on the part of the drug user to gain
money to purchase drugs. While these crimes most
often come to mind as those associated with drug use, it
is important to recognize that a drug-related crime can
also relate to violent behaviors that are associated with a
drug-dealing life. Violence can result from disputes over
territory between rival gangs involved in drug dealing,
punishment for defrauding a buyer, retaliation toward
police informants, or acts committed simply to enforce
discipline. Drug use, the drug business, and the violence
connected with both are all aspects of a lifestyle that
increases one’s risk of becoming a victim or perpetrator
of drug-related crime. As we will see, it is the character of
the drug-use lifestyle that is primarily responsible for the
complex relationship between drugs and crime.


Understanding Drug Use 
and Crime


Drug use and the commission of criminal acts are
strongly correlated. It is virtually impossible to find an
empirical study that has failed to find a relationship
between these two behaviors. Not surprisingly, individu-
als who drink alcohol and/or use drugs are significantly
more likely to commit crimes than are individuals who
neither drink nor use drugs.


Historically, the process by which drug use and
crime is linked has been explored through three
major perspectives. The first perspective is called the
enslavement model, also referred to as the “medical
model.” It asserts that individuals become forced into a
life of crime and drug abuse, either from social situa-
tions such as poverty or from a personal condition such
as a physical disorder. In other words, criminal activity
and drug use or abuse arise together from a common
adverse circumstance in one’s life. The predisposition


drug-related offense: Offense in which a drug con-
tributes to the commission of a crime, either by virtue
of the drug’s pharmacological effects or the economic
need to secure the drug itself.
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Chapter 5 Drugs and Crime ■ 89


model, also referred to as the “criminal model,” asserts
that drug abusers are far from law-abiding citizens in the
first place and that they have already been involved in
criminal activity prior to initial drug use. A predisposi-
tion toward criminal activity is increased by the fact that
criminals exist in social subcultures in which drug use is
readily accepted and encouraged. The intensification
model, essentially a combination of the previous per-
spectives, asserts that drug use tends to perpetuate a life
of crime. In the words of one prominent researcher,
“Drug use freezes its devotees into patterns of criminality
that are more acute, dynamic, unremitting, and endur-
ing than those of other [non-drug-using] offenders.” In
short, criminal careers have already begun, but they are
intensified by one’s involvement with drug use. The
intensification model is able to account for two basic
facts in the drug–crime research literature: (1) criminal
careers typically begin prior to drug use and (2) crimi-
nal activity declines substantially during times of drug
abstinence.3


Collecting the Statistics on Drugs 
and Crime
Figure 5.1 shows information gained from a recently
revised version of the Arrestee Drug Abuse Monitoring


(ADAM) Program, known as ADAM II, conducted on an
annual basis since 2006 by the U.S. Department of Jus-
tice. In ADAM II, a sampling of individuals who have
been apprehended for a serious offense in ten selected
U.S. metropolitan sites are tested through urinalysis for a
number of illicit drugs within 48 hours of arrest.


ADAM II statistics indicate that drug use among an
arrestee population is much higher than in the general
U.S. population. In 2009, the majority of arrestees test-
ed positive for at least one illicit drug, with the percent-
age varying from 56 percent in Charlotte, North
Carolina to 82 percent in Chicago. From 12 percent to
28 percent of arrestees (depending upon the region of
the country) tested positive for more than one sub-
stance. In general, the most common substances identi-
fied during testing were, in descending order:
marijuana, cocaine, heroin, and methamphetamine.


ADAM II statistics confirm our suspicions about
the correlation between drug use and criminal behav-
ior.4 But do they indicate a causative relationship? Can
we conclude from the ADAM II statistics that drug use
caused crime to occur because drugs were in an
arrestee’s bloodstream? That prison inmates are more
likely than not to have been drug users prior to their sen-
tencing may suggest that drug users are more likely than
nonusers to commit crimes, but does this imply that
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F IGURE  5 .1


Urine test results for illicit drug use among male adult arrestees in ten U.S. cities in 2009. The most
common substances identified during testing were, in descending order: marijuana, cocaine,
heroin, and methamphetamine, though distinct regional differences can be noted. Methamphet-
amine use was identified with arrestees primarily in the western regions of the U.S.


Source: Office of National Drug Control Policy (2010, June). ADAM II. 2009 Annual report. Arrestee
Drug Abuse Monitoring Program II. Washington, DC: Office of National Drug Control Policy, Execu-
tive Office of the President, Tables 3.3, 3.4, and 3.5.
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90 ■ Part One Drugs and Society: The Criminal Justice Perspective


drug use was responsible for the criminal offense for
which these individuals were incarcerated?


In order to untangle the sometimes confusing body
of research concerning the possible causal relationship
between drugs and crime, it is useful to break down
the question into three specific theoretical positions:
(1) drug use causes crime, (2) crime causes drug use,
and (3) both drug use and crime share common causes.


Hypothesis I: Drug Use Causes Crime
Throughout the history of the United States, it has been
commonly believed that there exists a causative rela-
tionship between drug use and crime. The establish-
ment of laws restricting access to certain drugs has been
based on the premise that drug use causes crime and that
these laws serve to reduce the criminal behavior that
drug-taking behavior produces.


Unfortunately, as discussed in Chapter 3, racial and
ethnic prejudices have often played a role in the cre-
ation of legislation of this type. The legal prohibition of
a particular drug has been associated, at times, with
society’s fear of a given drug’s effect on a threatening
minority group. Some of these fears have included the
belief that opium would facilitate sexual contact
between Chinese and white Americans (see Chapter 7),
that cocaine would cause southern blacks to rape white
women (see Chapter 8), or that marijuana would incite
violence among Mexicans (see Chapter 10). In order to
evaluate the supposition that drug causes crime,
research studies have focused on the possibility that a
causal relationship might be either pharmacologically
or economically driven.


Pharmacological violence refers to the effect of a
drug having a direct physiological influence on an
offender committing an act of violence. The implica-
tion is that a specific drug caused violent behavior as a
result of the drug being present in the individual’s sys-
tem. Although the ADAM II statistics show that a large
proportion of people have some drug in their system at
the time of arrest (or the time of testing, up to 48 hours
afterward), it is difficult to say whether the offense was
committed as a result of the influence of that drug.
The main criticism of pharmacological explanations
stems from the fact that the length of time for which


traces of drug use can be detected in a standard urin-
analysis drug test can range from a matter of days to
two months in the case of marijuana (see Table 12.3).
Therefore, testing positive for a drug indicates only that
the individual might have become violent while under
the influence of the drug, if indeed that drug has the
potential for creating an acute episode of violence in
the first place.


In some instances, the physiological nature of the
drug itself makes the possibility of a pharmacological
explanation for interpersonal violence quite unlikely.
Marijuana, for example, makes the user more lethar-
gic than active, in effect quite mellow in circum-
stances in which there may be some interpersonal
conflict. Heroin produces a passive state of mind
(hence the expression, “being on the nod”), thus
reducing the inclination toward violent behavior. In
fact, as rates of heroin abuse rise, the incidence of
crimes against individuals (as opposed to crimes
against property) declines.5


On the other hand, psychoactive stimulants such
as methamphetamine and cocaine or the hallucinogen
PCP (known as “angel dust”) produce an on-edge
frame of mind and a social paranoia that can potentially
lead to violent behavior (see Chapters 8 and 9). Yet,
even in these cases, we need to be careful in interpret-
ing studies linking violence with the abuse of these
drugs.6 For example, in a study conducted at an Atlanta
medical center, more than half of all patients being
treated for acute cocaine intoxication were reported to
be aggressive, agitated, and paranoid just prior to and
at the time of hospital admission. It is impossible to
determine whether these patients were mentally unsta-
ble prior to their taking cocaine. People who have
long-standing psychological problems may be overrep-
resented in any population of cocaine abusers.7 Crack
cocaine has the reputation of making the crack smoker
irritable, paranoid, and inclined to lash out at another
person at the slightest provocation, but whether these
effects are due to being under the influence of the drug
is unclear. The same mood states and tendencies
toward violence are observed during time of crack with-
drawal as well as crack intoxication.


Of all the psychoactive drugs that we could consider,
the one with the most definitive and widely reported
links to violent behavior toward individuals is alcohol.
Of course, millions of people drink alcohol and never
become violent, but the chances that violence will
occur are increased when people are drinking. In such
cases, the violence is clearly pharmacological because
the effects of being drunk from the ingestion of alcohol
are apparent almost immediately. On a domestic level,


pharmacological violence: Violent acts committed
while the perpetrator is under the influence of a partic-
ular psychoactive substance, with the implication that
the drug itself caused the violence to occur by altering
one’s mental state.
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Chapter 5 Drugs and Crime ■ 91


males involved in violent spousal abuse commonly
report having been drinking or having been drunk
during the times that abuse has occurred. Moreover,
violent crime outside the home is strongly related to
alcohol intoxication. The more violent the crime,
the greater is the probability that the perpetrator of
the crime was drunk while committing it. Studies
show that a majority of all homicides and almost a
majority of all sexually aggressive acts (rapes and
attempted rapes) are committed while the offender is
drunk. From the victim’s perspective, alcohol intoxi-
cation on the part of the offender accounts for about
20 percent of occasions in which a violent act of any
kind has been committed.8 The linkage between
alcohol and violence will be explored in more detail
in Chapter 13.


Economic explanations of the drug–crime link refer
to the possibility that drug use will cause users to commit
a crime for the specific purpose of obtaining money to
buy drugs. A drug-related crime committed under these
circumstances is referred to as an economically compul-
sive crime.


The extent to which economically compulsive
criminal behavior occurs can be quite extreme. A 1990
study of crack cocaine users, for example, showed that
59 percent participated in 6,669 robberies over a twelve-
month period, averaging thirty-one robberies per indi-
vidual. While most of these robberies were carried out
to obtain drugs, they were not always break-ins and
holdups. Sometimes the crime involved the theft of
drugs from drug dealers or other users.9 Nonetheless, a
large proportion of the crimes committed to obtain
drug money involved violent acts directed against indi-
viduals within the community. Particular targets included
storekeepers, children, and the elderly.


When considering property crime as a means for
financing drug abuse, we can ask the question: To what
extent is this particular crime related to “market condi-
tions” (that is, the price of the drug at the time)? In the
early 1970s, when heroin abuse was particularly prob-
lematic, it was the case that elevations in heroin prices
(caused by reducing its availability) coincided with a
higher level of property crime; when heroin prices
were low, the crime level decreased. The implication
was that heroin abusers committed property crimes in
order to maintain a stable consumption of heroin.
Therefore, the deliberate elevation of heroin prices
tended to increase the incidence of property crime
among heroin users. On the other hand, price increases
for heroin had no impact on the incidence of other
forms of criminal behavior nor did it reduce the num-
ber of heroin users.10


Does the heroin price/property crime relationship
as noted in the 1970s hold for other historical periods
and other drugs of abuse? In the case of methamphet-
amine abuse during the 1990s, the picture appears to
have been somewhat different. The passage of federal
legislation in 1995 and 1997 greatly restricted pub-
lic access to ingredients used in the manufacture 
of methamphetamine (see Chapter 8) and resulted 
in dramatically higher methamphetamine prices.
Higher prices led to a general reduction in metham-
phetamine-related property crimes and a decline in
methamphetamine use, particularly among light
users. Since methamphetamine abuse was a relatively
new phenomenon at the time, the preponderance of
methamphetamine users were in a “light user” category.
Evidently, fewer property crimes were committed
because there were fewer light methamphetamine
users to commit them. Heavy methamphetamine
users showed less of a change in their drug usage or
criminal behavior.11


The way in which property crime rates respond to
higher drug prices, therefore, may depend on the char-
acter of the drug user population. Property crimes may
be more likely to be reduced as drug prices increase
when the population in question is comprised of sig-
nificant numbers of newly initiated drug users. For
these individuals, the level of drug usage would be rel-
atively low, and they would be the ones who would be
inclined to give up the drug (perhaps switching to other
forms of drug use) when the costs rise. The popula-
tion of heroin users in the 1970s was comprised of
fewer individuals of this type. Long-standing heroin
users, less inclined to relinquish their drug of choice,
would engage in greater levels of property crime as
costs rise; they would need more money.


Whether or not criminal behavior increases or
decreases as a result of drug prices, the specific eco-
nomically compulsive crime a drug user commits can
be differentiated on the basis of the drug user’s gender.
Males are more likely to commit crimes against per-
sons (muggings), property (burglary and car theft), or
drug laws (distribution and trafficking), whereas
females are more likely to commit crimes against the
public order, such as prostitution. One study, for
example, found that 64 percent of female crack users
exchanged sex for money to buy drugs and that 24 per-
cent reported trading sex for drugs. In “crack houses,”


economically compulsive crime: Criminal act com-
mitted by a drug abuser in order to obtain money to
buy drugs.
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92 ■ Part One Drugs and Society: The Criminal Justice Perspective


women and young girls often bartered sex for crack
cocaine. Many of these women remained in the crack
houses for extended periods of time, providing sexual
favors to multiple customers in order to acquire a con-
tinuous supply of the drug.12


Hypothesis II: Crime Causes 
Drug Use
The drug–crime connection also can be addressed
from the supposition that crime causes drug use. In this
view, persons who are predisposed to commit crimes
also use drugs. Drugs may be used before a criminal
offense to bolster courage or afterward to celebrate
success. Thieves and rapists, for example, may con-
sume alcohol and stimulants to give them energy and
increase their confidence. Prostitutes may turn to alco-
hol and drugs as a method of coping with the stresses
of their way of life. It is also common for successful
criminals or “gangsters” to keep large stores of illicit
drugs to show off their wealth and success. In these
cases, drug use is part of an overall criminal lifestyle
within a deviant subculture. You might recognize this
viewpoint as relating to the subcultural recruitment
and socialization theory of drug-taking behavior, dis-
cussed in Chapter 4.


The theoretical position that crime causes drug use
is supported by the fact that longitudinal studies (studies
conducted over a period of time) have found that initial
involvement in criminal activity begins prior to experi-
mentation with drugs for many users. Several studies of
drug users in Miami, conducted during the 1970s and
1990s, found that the only drug use that preceded the
first crime they committed was the use of alcohol and
marijuana. Use of more expensive drugs, such as heroin
and cocaine, usually did not begin until two to four
years after their first crime.13 A survey of inmates in
Michigan, California, and Texas prisons found that only
20 percent of those who used drugs reported that their
drug use began prior to their first crime, and more than
52 percent reported that they began using drugs and
committing crimes at about the same time.14 The
National Youth Survey Family Study conducted by the
University of Colorado, which followed 1,700 youths
over a ten-year period, also supported the idea that ini-
tial involvement in criminal activity often preceded


drug use. Their first criminal offense preceded their first
alcohol use in 63 percent of cases, and their first crimi-
nal offense preceded their first marijuana use in 93 per-
cent of cases.15


Hypothesis III: Drug Use and Crime
Share Common Causes
A third explanation of the relationship between drug use
and crime is based on the supposition that drug use and
crime share a common cause. According to this perspec-
tive, drug use and crime do not cause one or the other
but are both aspects of an overall deviant lifestyle or cul-
ture. In other words, social risk factors lead to deviant
behavior, and deviant behavior includes both drug
abuse and criminal activity.


Frequently, for example, individuals with a greater
chance of abusing drugs have a number of socioeco-
nomic disadvantages, such as a low level of education,
a broken family, little or no social supervision, and low
social status, that also produce a greater chance of
criminal behavior.16 In this case, there may not be a
direct relationship between drug use and crime but
rather an indirect relationship that has been called by
the U.S. Department of Justice interactional circum-
stances.17 While the effects of marijuana may not
directly motivate a user to commit crime, both mari-
juana use and crime may be common characteristics
of an overall deviant lifestyle. In short, the type of per-
son who is a heavy drug user also could be the type of
person who is likely to have short-term goals supported
by illegal activities and is more likely to be exposed
to situations and persons that encourage criminal
behavior.18


A study of 559 males in Philadelphia, for example,
found that 96 percent of those who used marijuana
said that they “never” or “almost never” felt an urge to
hurt someone while under the influence of the drug.
An overwhelming majority of the respondents said
that marijuana made them feel more peaceful and
passive than before its use.19 On the other hand, the
Philadelphia study did find that individuals who used
marijuana were significantly more likely than non-
users to have committed multiple criminal offenses.
The results of this study show that marijuana use on its
own may not have caused crime per se, but may have
been part of a lifestyle of people who commit crime.
The relationship may be due to the fact that the same
types of people who are most likely to commit crime—
young males of lower socioeconomic status—are also
the same types of people who are most likely to use
drugs.20


interactional circumstances: The idea that there
may not be a direct relationship between drug use
and crime but rather an indirect relationship.
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Chapter 5 Drugs and Crime ■ 93


systemic violence: Violent acts that arise from the tra-
ditionally aggressive patterns of behavior that exist within
a network of illicit drug trafficking and distribution.


A substantial number of drug users become
involved in drug distribution as their drug-using careers
progress and hence become part of a criminal subcul-
ture that uses violence to maintain control over its
“business.” Researchers refer to the term systemic vio-
lence as violence that arises from the activities of drug
dealing. Systemic violence can result from such situations
as territorial disputes, the consequences of selling inferior
grades of illicit drugs, and fraudulent handling of funds
from drug sales (Figure 5.2).


The prominence of systemic violence in crack
cocaine abuse during the 1980s was particularly strik-
ing in the lives of young adult males involved in this
form of drug-taking behavior. Studies show that as the
involvement of a youth in crack distribution increased,
the more likely it was that the person would become
involved in criminal violence. The enormous value of
the drug itself relative to its quantity (the contents of a
plastic sandwich bag often being worth thousands 
of dollars) added to the intensity of interpersonal 


contacts. Transactions were conducted under great
uncertainty as to whether the other party might be a
law-enforcement officer or informant. In addition, the
most violent drug users often were the most respected
role models for young people. Many adolescents liv-
ing in communities dominated by the crack cocaine
market felt the need to prove that they could be bru-
tal in order to avoid being harassed by their peers. It is
likely that the pressure to be an accepted member of
such a community was more responsible for a drug
abuser’s committing frequent violent acts than the
effects of the drugs themselves or the need for money
to buy drugs.


Not surprisingly, when street sales of crack cocaine
declined in the 1990s, there was an accompanying
decline in homicide rates and violent crime in areas
where crack sales had been dominant. Community
policing procedures focused on breaking up drug gangs
and large street-level drug markets, thereby changing
the pattern of drug buying and selling.21 A criminal jus-
tice researcher put it this way:


The reconfiguration of drug markets in the mid-
1990s appreciably reduced the level of neighbor-
hood violence. As distribution retired indoors,
turf battles were eliminated, and because orga-
nizers of the drug business hired a few trusted
friends rather than easily replaceable workers,
there was less conflict between them. Distribu-
tors were robbed by users less frequently because
they were more protected selling indoors to known
customers.22


We can conclude from studies of the nature
of the drug–crime relationship that it is not possi-
ble to explain drug use and crime in terms of a
simple overall cause-and-effect relationship. A
heroin addict from a low socioeconomic neigh-
borhood preparing to commit a robbery against a
rival dealer may ingest alcohol or stimulants to
provide the courage to commit the crime. In the
case of a prostitute, there are circumstances
under which drug use precedes prostitution, cir-
cumstances under which prostitution precedes
drug use, and circumstances under which initia-
tion into both drug use and prostitution occurs at
about the same time (Drugs . . . in Focus).23


The 
Drug–Violence 


Connection


Pharmacological violence


Ingestion of drug causing
individuals to become
excitable, irrational, or
inclined to exhibit
violent behavior


Economically compulsive 
violence


Need for money to buy 
drugs as the primary 
motivation for violence


Systemic violence


• Disputes over territory between rival drug dealers
• Violent acts committed to enforce discipline
• Elimination of police informants
• Punishment for selling adulterated drugs
• Punishment for defrauding the drug dealer


F IGURE  5 .2


The Goldstein tripartite model of drugs and violence, showing
the importance of distinguishing three major types of drug-
related violence.


Source: Goldstein, Paul (1985, Fall). The drug-violence nexus:
A tripartite framework. Journal of Drug Issues, 493–506.
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Drugs… in Focus


From HeroinGen and CrackGen
to BluntGen—The Rise and Fall
of Drugs and Violence
From a sociological point of view, the impact of drug use on
violent crime over the last forty years or so can be examined
in terms of the dominant drug of abuse at a particular time.
Sociologists Bruce D. Johnson, Andrew Golub, and Eloise
Dunlap have divided the drug scene in inner-city New York
City into three distinct eras, each defined by a specific drug
subculture and set of shared social norms. Each subculture
has been guided by a set of expected behaviors that have dic-
tated what subculture participants must do, what they must
refrain from doing, and what the consequences are for non-
compliance. An agreed-upon set of norms defining their con-
duct allows participants to function as if on “automatic pilot.”


The HeroinGen
According to their analysis, the period 1960–1973 was the
era of heroin injection and a subculture of heroin-abusing
participants (the heroin-injection generation, or HeroinGen
for short). In the peak year of 1968, the HeroinGen mem-
bers were between fifteen and twenty-five years old. Quite
often, they had grown up in a subculture of alcohol abuse,
with their parents being heavy alcohol consumers. In mid-
adolescence, HeroinGen members were turned on to mar-
ijuana, but by 1964–1965, heroin had hit the New York
streets in a major way. The promise was that heroin would
give them a better high than marijuana or alcohol, and a
process of introduction into heroin use began. A dominant
feature of the subculture was the act of robbery. The con-
duct norms for HeroinGen members were clear:


Locate ordinary citizens who are apt to carry a lot of cash. Try
to identify persons leaving banks on paydays. Target working-
class and pink-collar workers who typically cash their payroll
checks. Hold up businesses with other robbers. . . . Don’t
attempt to rob someone when stoned on alcohol or heroin.


Handguns were rarely carried or used; instead, knives and
blunt instruments were the weapons of choice.


The CrackGen
Crack cocaine became available around 1984 in New York
City and other metropolitan communities. Subculture
members, born between 1955 and 1969, came of age dur-
ing the height of the cocaine/crack era (1985–1989). For
these individuals, called the Crack Generation or CrackGen,
conduct norms were quite different from those of the
HeroinGen. Crack use was carried out in intensive binges.
Hyperactivity, rapid cycling between euphoria and dyspho-
ria, and paranoia dominated their behavior.


Sales of crack became so profitable that the entire illicit
drug industry revolved around it. Vicious competition
between crack dealers ensued. The key factor was “keeping
the money and product straight.” At this point, handguns
became commonplace. There were 218 recorded drug-
related homicides in New York in 1988 alone, as well as
other forms of systemic violence.


Other violent acts, such as assaulting a subordinate or
shooting him in the kneecap, were mostly unrecorded in
official statistics. However, the number of crippled young
men wheeling themselves around the inner-city provides
ample testament to this brutality.


The BluntGen
By the 1990s, remaining members of the CrackGen were
in their thirties and increasingly isolated as they continued
their compulsive drug-taking behavior. In their place were
members of the Marijuana/Blunt subculture (BluntGen, for
short). Born in the 1970s, the BluntGen smoked marijuana
as a cigar. They would combine funds in a peer group to
buy marijuana, occasionally committing a crime to get
money for their purchases. They saw no need for handguns.


Evidence shows that members of the BluntGen viewed
the ravages of the lives of HeroinGen and CrackGen mem-
bers as a reason to limit their pursuit of drug-taking behav-
ior to the use of marijuana and alcohol. The subculture of
assault and disregard for human life had been transformed
into a subculture of “stay safe, stay alive.” Rates of violence
and non-drug-related criminality, relative to that of an earli-
er era, declined sharply. Conduct norms of the BluntGen
even impacted on alcohol abuse in a positive way. Here is a
description of current drug use among BluntGen members:


A typical blunt-using episode will involve two or three
peers in their twenties sharing a half ounce of marijuana
and two or three quarts of malt beer over two to five hours.
While passing the marijuana blunt around, each person
will also sip beer or malt liquor so that everyone enjoys a
modest high while talking and listening to rap music. The
conduct norms discourage rapid ingestion of alcohol and
displays of drunken comportment. . . . If one consistently
and rapidly consumes large quantities of alcohol, acts
drunk, or is violent toward others, that person will be sanc-
tioned and, if necessary, excluded from the blunt-sharing
group at future times.


Source: Johnson, Bruce D., Golub, Andrew, and Dunlap,
Eloise (2006). The rise and decline of hard drugs, drug mar-
kets, and violence in inner-city New York. In Alfred Blumstein
and Joel Wallman (Eds.), The crime drop in America. New
York: Cambridge University Press, pp. 164–206. Quotations
on pages 173, 178, 180, and 186.
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later sell smaller quantities to lower-level retail sellers or
street dealers, often in adulterated forms.


In general, drug dealers at the retail (“street”) level
follow two types of drug distribution models: (1) the
freelance model and (2) the business model.24 As we
will see, the first model can evolve into the second, as
the character of drug dealing matures from an informal
style of interaction to a more formal one.


Independent individuals working together without
a previously established relationship characterize the
freelance model of retail drug distribution. These deal-
ers and buyers are not part of any large-scale drug orga-
nization. It is a “cash only” business, in that the buyer
must pay for the drugs at the time of purchase. Both
wholesalers and retailers usually do not “front” the
drugs, and the price of a drug is negotiated at the time
of the buy. Dealers may have many different buyers,
some of whom they never see again after a given trans-
action is completed. If transactions occur successfully,
dealers and buyers may negotiate similar arrangements
on a more regular basis, but there is no expectation that
they will cooperate in the future.


The freelance model typically is associated with the
street sale of marijuana and hallucinogens such as LSD
and MDMA (Ecstasy). Marijuana sellers are more likely
to operate independently than as part of an organized
operation, and marijuana often is sold through acquain-
tance or referral networks. LSD and MDMA are sold
principally at concerts, nightclubs, and raves, where
sellers and buyers do not know each other, providing a
level of anonymity combined with a sense of being part
of a common subculture.


In the early years of crack cocaine abuse, from
1984 to 1987, the freelance model dominated as the
means by which crack was sold and distributed. The
principal drug dealer was a “juggler” who would buy a
supply of ten to twenty vials of crack and sell them at a
standard retail price, approximately twice the initial
cost. When the supply was sold, the juggler would “re-
up” by obtaining a new supply that would then be sold.
Through several cycles, a freelance seller could make
up to fifty deals a day. Since most of these freelancers
used their product themselves, however, the quantity of
sales did not produce substantial incomes. Less than ten
percent of dealers during this period had lengthy drug-
dealing careers.25


5.1Quick Concept Check 


Understanding the Drug–Crime
Connection
Check your understanding of the drug–crime connec-
tion by matching one of the three aspects of this rela-
tionship (on the right) with the following drug situations
(on the left). 


Note: Some of the answers may be used more than once.


1. A teenager suddenly
behaves in a violent man-
ner toward a classmate
after ingesting a drug.


2. A drug dealer knifes a sub-
ordinate for stealing money
gained from a street deal.


3. A woman engages in pros-
titution in order to gain
money to buy drugs.


4. A man robs a store in order
to get money for heroin.


5. One drug dealer is killed
for encroaching on another
drug dealer’s territory.


6. A man who is intoxicated
with alcohol rapes a
woman.


a. Pharmacological
violence


b. Economically
compulsive crime


c. Systemic violence


Answers: 1. a 2. c 3. b 4. b 5. c 6. a


The Social Structure of Illicit
Drug Dealing


As with other businesses, the illicit drug business can be
divided into various “stages” of production and distribu-
tion that include (1) cultivation and manufacturing,
(2) importation, (3) wholesale distribution, and (4) retail
distribution. For drugs such as cocaine and heroin,
peasant farmers living in remote locations in the world
carry out the actual cultivation and initial processing.
Growers then sell the drugs to importers or drug traf-
fickers who smuggle large quantities into the United
States and other worldwide markets. Once inside the
United States, the drugs are sold to wholesalers who


freelance model: A model of retail drug distribution in
which dealers and buyers transact their business with
relative anonymity, outside of the structure of a large-
scale drug organization.
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In contrast, the business model of street dealing is
organized as a “business” in a hierarchical fashion with
numerous individuals occupying a range of roles. At the
center of the business model is the crew boss who
receives a supply of drugs from the wholesaler. Drugs
are “fronted” at each level of the organization. The
wholesaler fronts the drugs to the crew boss, who then
divides the drugs and fronts them to street dealers, often
called “runners.” Runners most often are young (aged
fourteen to twenty-three) males recruited from inner-
city neighborhoods. Each crew boss may have as many
as 20 runners working under his direction. Runners are
assigned to work at a particular street location, sell only
at a given price, and then hand over all of the money to
the crew boss. As the drugs are sold, the money flows up
the chain, from runners, to crew boss, and back to the
wholesaler. Prices are agreed upon before the drugs are
fronted. At the end of the day, each runner is paid in
money or drugs for his or her work. To avoid rip-offs and
robberies, each crew is guarded by an armed lieutenant
who supervises several street sellers.


Crack cocaine (crack, for short) dealing organiza-
tions, located in urban neighborhoods, best exemplify
the business model of street dealing. In contrast to the
freelance dealer, business-model dealers and crew bosses
who managed to limit their personal use of crack would
soon make more than one thousand dollars per day.
Competition among crack dealers would necessitate
“protectors,” whose worth was often measured by their
violent inclinations and ability to instill fear in others.
Thus, the subculture of crack abuse would become
enmeshed in an environment of systemic violence.26


Patterns of Illicit Drug
Trafficking: Past and Present


The global trade in illicit drugs is an immense and
diverse enterprise. Estimates as to its total worth have
ranged from $28 billion to $280 billion or upwards to
$400 billion.27 Obviously, as this enormous range of


estimates indicates, the task of ascertaining the exact
figure or anything close to it is extremely difficult. The
key element to its “success,” despite all of our efforts to
make it fail, has been its ability to get the product from
its production stage to the buyer on the street. Essen-
tially, this means that a highly effective system of drug
trafficking is in place. In the next sections, we will
examine the trafficking of five major illicit drugs:
Heroin, cocaine, marijuana, methamphetamine, and
hallucinogens. More detailed information on the traf-
ficking patterns of these drugs will be provided in
Chapters 7, 8, 9, and 10.


The economic power of illicit drug trafficking, how-
ever, is only one aspect of the overall problem. In addi-
tion to the systemic violence inherent in the domestic
distribution of illicit drugs, there is the enormous soci-
etal chaos in nations that harbor drug trafficking organi-
zations. Widespread political assassinations and wanton
reprisals carried out on drug enforcement officers, infor-
mants, and innocent civilians caught in the crossfire of
drug trafficking have been a fact of life in Colombia
and, more recently, Mexico (Drugs . . . in Focus).


The Trafficking of Heroin


The origin of heroin is opium, produced from the opium
poppy, a plant that is native to the Mediterranean region
of the world but grows well in any warm and moist cli-
mate. Heroin is produced from morphine, the active
ingredient in raw opium (see Chapter 7). Historically,
there have been four major sources of heroin: (1) the
Golden Triangle, (2) the Golden Crescent, (3) Mexico,
and (4) South America (Figure 5.3).


During the 1960s and 1970s, the dominant source
of heroin for the U.S. market was the so-called Golden
Triangle of Southeast Asia, comprising the countries of
Thailand, Burma (Myanmar), Laos, and Vietnam.
Heroin from the Golden Triangle was usually sold as a
white or off-white powder, and, considering its place of
origin, it was called China White on the street. South-
east Asian heroin was smuggled into the United States
primarily via containerized maritime cargo from such
locations as Taiwan and Hong Kong and often was con-
cealed among legitimate commodities. The cargo ship-
ments traveled to major ports of entry along the West
Coast of the United States and western Canada, where
they were transported eastward to cities such as Chica-
go and Detroit. Since the 1980s, however, the role of
this region as a source of heroin in the U.S. has greatly
diminished. Today, Southeast Asian heroin markets are
primarily in Asia and Australia.28


business model: A model of retail drug distribution in
which drug transactions are conducted within a hier-
archically structured organization.


China White: A street name for heroin from the Golden
Triangle or, alternatively, a name for the synthetic opi-
ate, fentanyl.


Golden Triangle: A once-dominant opium-producing
region of Southeast Asia, now eclipsed by opium-pro-
ducing nations of the Golden Crescent.
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F IGURE  5 .3


Primary sources of heroin in the
world.


Source: National Drug Intelligence
Center (2004). National drug threat
assessment 2005. Washington, DC:
U.S. Department of Justice.


Drugs… in Focus


A Wave of Narcoterrorism 
in Mexico
In December 2009, only hours after the funeral of 30-year-
old Ensign Melquisedet Angulo, hailed by the Mexican
government as a naval hero for his part in a special forces
operation that killed Arturo Bertrán Leyva, a high-profile
drug trafficker, more than a dozen hit men with assault
rifles burst into the home of Angulo’s family, killing his
mother, aunt, a sister and a brother. Mexican President
Felipe Calderón and the military had praised the sailor as
an example to all Mexicans for his courage. Normally the
identities of soldiers and sailors participating in antidrug
operations have been kept secret for fear of reprisals. It is
not known why an exception was made in this case.


Unfortunately, the rise of terrorism associated with illicit
drug trafficking (sometimes referred to as narcoterrorism)
has gripped Mexico in recent years. In 2008, assailants
believed to be associated with a particularly violent cartel
threw grenades into a crowded plaza, killing eight and
injuring dozens. Gruesome reprisals against drug-trafficking


rivals, leaving decapitated heads and mutilated corpses,
have become common, but the new escalation of violence
has shifted to civilian populations uninvolved with the drug
trade. An estimated 15,000 people have died in drug-related
violence since Mr. Calderón, a champion of Mexico’s anti-
drug efforts, was elected in 2003.


While some political leaders ask for calm and pledge
redoubled efforts to fight drug trafficking in Mexico, others
worry that the Angulo family murders have signaled a new
and dangerous phase in the ongoing drug war in their
country, resulting in an escalation to more widespread
violence. They also worry that, in the foreseeable future,
it will be more difficult to find new recruits in their
crime-fighting operations or that the armed forces could
be tempted to participate in extrajudicial killings on their
own as a new paramilitary organization.


Sources: Luhnow, David and De Córdoba, José (2009,
December 23). Hit men kill Mexican hero’s family. Wall Street
Journal, p. A1. Malkin, Elisabeth (2009, December 23). Venge-
ful fury in drug war chills Mexico. New York Times, pp. A1, A12.
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Heroin from Afghanistan allegedly helped to
finance Taliban terrorist activities during the 1990s.
Interestingly, in 2001, the Taliban announced a com-
prehensive ban on the cultivation of the opium poppy
for religious reasons. Opium production plummeted
from 3,676 metric tons the previous year to 74 metric
tons by the end of 2001. U.S. officials believe that the
ban was most likely an attempt by the Taliban to raise
the price of opium, which had fallen significantly
owing to the abundant supply produced in 2000. After
the fall of the Taliban in 2002, opium cultivation
resumed.  In 2010, an estimated 3,600 metric tons
were produced, down 48 percent from 2009.


Table 5.1 shows the impact of these changes in
opium cultivation on the production of Afghan heroin.
Although the Karzai government in Afghanistan also
has banned the cultivation of opium poppies, decades
of war and political unrest have left the criminal justice
system in disarray, and apparently it has been difficult
for the Afghan government to enforce the ban. A num-
ber of European criminal organizations, including
Russian and Sicilian mafia groups, distribute Afghan
heroin to markets in Europe and Asia.29


A third major source of heroin is Mexico. For many
years, Mexican heroin was crudely processed with many
impurities, typically black or brown in color, hence its
name black tar or “Tootsie Roll” on the street. In recent
years, however, there has been a dramatic increase in
the level of purity, equivalent according to DEA sources
to be nearly equal to traditionally higher-grade heroin
from Colombia (see below). Although Mexico culti-
vates only 2 percent of the world’s opium, Mexico’s opi-
um production is significant because virtually all the
Mexican opium that is converted into heroin is destined
for the United States.


Most of the opium in Mexico is grown by small,
independent farmers known as campesinos. Individual


traffickers or trafficking orga-
nizations pay a prearranged
price for the opium crop, the
equipment used in harvest-
ing, and food for the farmer’s
family. A middleman or opi-
um broker then collects the
opium and transports it to a
clandestine laboratory to be
processed into heroin. One of
the most powerful of the Mex-
ican heroin trafficking organi-
zations is the Herrera family,
which has been involved in
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Currently, the single largest source of heroin is the
Golden Crescent of Pakistan, Afghanistan, Turkey, and
Iran. Afghanistan alone is responsible for approximately
94 percent of the world’s supply of heroin, though rela-
tively little of this heroin is destined for the United States.


An Afghan district police chief shows confiscated hashish 
(in his right hand) and heroin folded into pieces of paper 
(in his left hand), after a routine drug bust in the southern
province of Kandahar, Afghanistan.


Golden Crescent: A major opium-producing region of
Southwest Asia, comprising Pakistan, Afghanistan,
Turkey, Iran, and former regions of the Soviet Union.


TABLE 5.1


Afghanistan heroin production (metric tons)


1999 2000 2001 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006


Heroin Production 218 365 7 150 337 582 526 664


Note: There is an approximate 10 to 1 yield of grown opium to manufactured heroin. Opium
production levels in metric tons can be estimated by multiplying by ten.


Sources: National Drug Intelligence Center (2007). National drug threat assessment 2008.
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Table 4. Tandy, Karen P. (2004, February 26). DEA
congressional testimony: Afghanistan: Law enforcement interdiction efforts in transshipment
countries to stem the flow of heroin. Washington, DC: Drug Enforcement Administration.
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drug trafficking since the mid-1950s. The organiza-
tion is comprised of multiple families, all of which
are related to the Herrera family through either
blood or marriage. Although the patriarch of the Her-
rera family, Jaime Herrera-Nevarez, was arrested in
Guadalajara, Mexico, in 1987, members of the Her-
rera family continue to be active in the Mexican
heroin trade.30


Mexican heroin is smuggled into the United States
primarily overland across the Mexico–U.S. border via
private and commercial vehicles that have been
equipped with hidden compartments. Smaller quanti-
ties of Mexican heroin often are carried across the bor-
der by illegal aliens or migrant workers who hide the
drugs in backpacks, in the soles of their shoes, or on
their bodies. Typically, Mexican heroin is transported in
private vehicles to distribution points in the Southwest
and West Central regions of the United States. Over the
last few years, the distribution patterns of Mexican
heroin have expanded beyond the southwestern and
western states to other major U.S. cities.31


South America is the fourth major producer of
opium and heroin. By global standards, Colombia
produces relatively little heroin (less than 5 percent of
the world’s total estimated production). However,
most of the heroin used in the United States is pro-
duced in Colombia. During the 1980s and 1990s,
Southeast and Southwest Asian heroin dominated the
U.S. market. As the demand for cocaine in the United
States began to decline in the 1990s, Colombians
began cultivating opium poppies high in the Andes
Mountains.32


South American heroin has been typically trans-
ported from Colombia to the United States by couriers
aboard commercial flights from one of the Colombian
airports to international airports in Miami, Atlanta, or
New York. Couriers (known as “drug mules”) have
often swallowed small pellets of heroin that have been
placed in condoms or balloons or wrapped in latex
from surgical gloves. Couriers also have concealed
heroin in body cavities, taped it to their bodies, or con-
cealed it in their clothing or shoes. Larger quantities of
heroin into the United States are smuggled by trans-
porting the drug in suitcases containing heroin sewn
into the seams of clothing. Alternatively, Colombian
heroin traffickers have recruited Mexican couriers to
transport South American heroin into the United
States through Mexico. South American heroin is fre-
quently smuggled across the Mexico–U.S. border via
Mexican couriers using overland routes and via private
or commercial vehicles crossing at border checkpoints.


Within the United States, ethnic Dominican
criminal groups currently play a significant role in
retail-level distribution of South American heroin.
Colombian wholesalers of heroin usually deal directly
with Dominican trafficking groups that dominate
heroin markets in northeastern cities such as New
York, Boston, and Philadelphia. Traditionally, heroin
abusers themselves have been responsible for selling
heroin at the retail level. Seven grams of heroin may
be bought, for example, from a wholesaler, three
grams kept for personal use, and four grams then sold
at a profit on the street. Street gangs and ethnic crimi-
nal groups that once dealt only in South American
cocaine are engaging in a practice that has come to
be called double-breasted dealing, in which both
cocaine and heroin are distributed together. As the
number of cocaine abusers continues to decline (see
Chapter 8), street gangs and other criminal groups are
evidently attempting to maintain a substantial share
of the drug market by selling heroin.33


At the street level in New York City, heroin is sold
in deflated balloons or wrapped in tin foil as a “twenty
bag” ($10 to $20) or by the gram ($55 to $100). Heroin
often is cut or diluted with such substances as caffeine,
various sugars such as lactose, and depressants such as
methaqualone or phenobarbital.


The Trafficking of Cocaine


Cocaine is derived from the leaves of the coca shrub,
grown in the high-altitude rain forests and fields that
run along the slopes of the Andes in South America (see
Chapter 8). At one time, virtually all the world’s coca
was cultivated in Bolivia and Peru, but crop eradication
campaigns have resulted in a decline in coca produc-
tion in these countries. While Bolivia and Peru remain
significant players in the global cocaine market, most of
the world’s coca cultivation and cocaine production
today takes place in Colombia (Table 5.2), a country sit-
uated in the northwestern part of South America, with
coasts on both the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean.
This location has enabled traffickers to smuggle cocaine
to the United States by a variety of air and sea routes.
Shipments of cocaine typically move from Colombia to
Mexico, Puerto Rico, the Bahamas, and the Dominican


double-breasted dealing: A practice of distributing
cocaine and heroin within the same drug organization.


M05_LEVI0484_03_SE_C05.qxd  11/24/10  3:46 PM  Page 99


Drugs, Society and Criminal Justice, 3E by Ken Charles F. Levinthal. 
Published by Prentice Hall.  Copyright © 2012 by Pearson Education.


R
O
D
D
Y
,
 
A
N
T
H
O
N
Y
 
I
S
A
A
C
 
3
7
2
7
B
U








100 ■ Part One Drugs and Society: The Criminal Justice Perspective


Republic, where it is repackaged for shipment to south
Florida, south Texas, and California.


Smuggling techniques used for transferring cocaine
to U.S. markets include small commercial fishing ves-
sels that “hug” or keep close to the coasts of eastern
Caribbean islands, allowing them to blend in with other
vessel traffic and minimizing the opportunity for detec-
tion. Waterproof bundles of cocaine are air-dropped to
waiting boat crews, who then deliver the cocaine to
shore in speedboats. Multi-ton shipments of cocaine
also are smuggled through the port of Miami by being
concealed in the compartments of large commercial
cargo vessels.34


Until the early 1970s, Cuban-organized crime
groups controlled the importation of cocaine from
Colombia into the United States. By the mid-1970s,
control of the cocaine industry shifted from Cubans to
Colombians themselves.35


For the next two decades, two of the most power-
ful criminal organizations in history controlled the
production and distribution of cocaine: the Medellin
and Cali drug cartels (named after cities in Colombia
that were their home bases). In the mid-1970s, most of
the cocaine that was brought into the United States
was smuggled in hidden suitcases. As the demand for
cocaine in the United States exceeded supplies,
several criminal entrepreneurs, one of whom was
Pablo Escobar (see Portrait), formed an alliance called
the Medellin Cartel. They soon realized that they
could fly small airplanes loaded with cocaine into the
United States, thereby avoiding the need for countless
suitcase trips.


The huge profits gained from their cocaine traf-
ficking operations were later reinvested into more
sophisticated cocaine labs, better airplanes, and even
an island in the Bahamas where their planes could
refuel.


The Medellin Cartel became the prototype for an
organizational structure that can be characterized as an
onion-like layering of power and responsibility. King-
pins at the center directed operations, and groups of
self-contained cells were managed by a small number
of cartel managers. Each cell specialized in a different
aspect of the drug business, such as production, distrib-
ution, smuggling, or money laundering. If police arrested
members of one cell, a second or third cell would step
up operations to fill the vacuum. Members of each cell
rarely were connected directly with any of the leaders of
the cartel.


During his ascendency to power, Pablo Escobar
and the other leaders of the cartel set out to crush any
opposition from law enforcement or the Colombian
government by a campaign of terror and brutality. They
were considered to be responsible for the murder of
hundreds of government officials, police, prosecutors,
judges, journalists, and innocent bystanders. The flam-
boyant lifestyle of the Medellin Cartel’s leaders and
their extreme use of violence, however, soon made
them a primary target for both Colombian and U.S. law
enforcement. By the early 1990s, the leaders of the car-
tel either had been gunned down by police or had
turned themselves over to authorities in exchange for
lenient prison sentences.


While law-enforcement anti-drug efforts focused
on the high-profile Medellin Cartel for several years,
the less-flashy Cali Cartel managed to operate without
the same degree of law-enforcement interference. The
members of the Cali Cartel were more subtle in their
operations than their Medellin counterparts, relying on


Medellin and Cali drug cartels: Two major Colom-
bian drug cartels that controlled much of the illicit
drug distribution in South America from the mid-1970s
to the mid-1990s.


TABLE 5.2


Andean region cocaine production (metric tons)


PERU BOLIVIA COLOMBIA


2001 160 60 700


2002 175 60 585


2003 245 100 445


2004 230 115 415


2005 250 115 525


2006 265 115 550


2007 210 120 535


Note: Increases in cocaine production in Peru and decreases
in Colombia in 2009, relative to 2008, have resulted in the
possibility of Peru overtaking Colombia as the world’s largest
producer of coca in the near future.


Sources: National Drug Intelligence Center (2008). National
Drug Threat Assessment 2009. Washington, DC: U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice, Table 1. National Drug Intelligence Center
(2006). National Drug Threat Assessment 2007. Washington,
DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Table 1. Romero, Simon
(2010, June 23). Peru report shows gains in coca. New York
Times, p. A6.
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POR TRAIT
Pablo Escobar—Formerly Known as the
Colombian King of Cocaine


Pablo Escobar was one of
the most powerful, profitable,
and violent organized crime bosses
in history. Escobar began his career
as a small-time criminal in the slums
and back roads outside Medellin,
Colombia. At age twenty-six, Escobar
was arrested for possession of thirty-
nine pounds of cocaine, his first and
only drug bust. Escobar was never
tried for the crime. The arresting
officer was mysteriously murdered,
and nine judges refused to hear the
case because of death threats. The
Medellin Cartel, created by Escobar,
became the first modern-day cocaine
trafficking alliance. Organized along
the lines of a large corporation, the
cartel was vertically integrated and
controlled virtually all aspects of the
cocaine business from manufactur-
ing and smuggling to wholesale dis-
tribution of cocaine in the United
States. In an attempt to give himself
a more legitimate image, Escobar
became involved in politics, getting
elected to the Colombian Congress
in 1982. Not coincidentally, his gov-
ernmental position gave him immu-
nity from arrest. Escobar’s career in
politics, however, lasted only a short
time, and he soon realized that he
could gain more power in Colombia
through violence and bribes than
politics.


By 1984, Escobar controlled over
80 percent of the Colombian drug
trade. It was estimated that Escobar
was making over $2.75 billion a year,
earning him a place on the Forbes
magazine list of the wealthiest people
in the world. Projecting himself as “a
man of the people,” Escobar built
housing for the poor, schools, hospi-
tals, and even a soccer stadium, all of
which earned him favorable media
coverage.


Behind the image of a “Robin
Hood” figure, however, was a wave


of violence and assassination
specifically designed to keep


Escobar’s cocaine flowing. Colom-
bia soon resembled an armed camp,
where police officers, judges, public
officials, and journalists were in
constant fear of being assassinated.
Public bombings and drive-by
shootings were common, and Esco-
bar was believed to be behind the
murder of three presidential candi-
dates, a Colombian attorney general,
more than 200 judges, 100 police
officers, and dozens of journalists.
Pablo Escobar also was believed to
be responsible for the bombing of a
Colombian jetliner, causing the
deaths of 107 persons. In 1990, Esco-
bar offered a bounty of $4,000 for
each police officer killed in Colom-
bia. In the following month, 42 city
police officers were murdered.


In response to the reign of terror
waged by the Medellin Cartel, the
Colombian government offered drug
traffickers immunity from extradition
to the United States if they turned
themselves in. In turn, the traffickers
would server shorter prison terms in
Colombia. In 1991, at the age of
forty-one, Pablo Escobar surrendered
to authorities with the agreement that
he would be placed in a specially
built prison that evidently was not
secure enough to hold Escobar impris-
oned for long. Escobar escaped from
prison, and in one the most famous
manhunts in history, Escobar man-
aged to elude a search team com-
prised of an elite Colombian police
commando squad, members of the
U.S. Central Intelligence Agency
(CIA), and agents of the Drug
Enforcement Administration (DEA)
for over a year. Escobar moved
secretly among his friends and sup-
porters, sometimes disguising himself
as a woman and hiding in secret
rooms carved out between walls and


under stairs. His closeness to his fam-
ily, however, proved to be Escobar’s
weakness. After he telephoned his
family in December 1993 to tell
them that he was fine, his call was
traced by agents of the DEA. When
law-enforcement agents arrived at the
house in Medellin where he was stay-
ing, Escobar attempted a last-ditch
escape to the rooftop. A barrage of
bullets ended his life.


Within months of Escobar’s
death, the Cali Cartel, a long-stand-
ing rival to the Medellin Cartel, had
taken over the cocaine business in
Colombia. But its newfound domi-
nance of the cartel was soon to end.
Cali Cartel leaders were arrested in
Colombia in 1997 and later
extradited to the United States. In
2006, a plea agreement included a
judgment of forfeiture in the amount
of $2.1 billion to be levied against
Cali Cartel narcotic-related assets as
well as businesses around the world.
Today, cocaine trafficking is con-
trolled by more than 300 “mini-car-
tels” in the Andean region and the
FARC quasi-political organization in
Colombia itself.


Sources: Brooke, James. (1990, June 7).
In the capital of cocaine, savagery is 
the habit. New York Times, p. 4. Drug
Enforcement Administration (2006,
September 26). Cali cartel leaders
plead guilty to drug and money laun-
dering conspiracy charges. News
release. Washington, DC: U.S. Depart-
ment of Justice. Fedarko, Kevin (1993,
December 13). Escobar’s dead end.
Time, p. 46. Lyman, Michael D., and
Potter, Gary W. (2000). Organized
crime. Upper Saddle River, NJ: Pren-
tice Hall. Watson, Russel, and Katel,
Peter. (1993, December 13). Death on
the spot: The end of a drug king.
Newsweek, pp. 18–21.
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102 ■ Part One Drugs and Society: The Criminal Justice Perspective


bribes over violence, conducting their business in a dis-
creet and business-like manner, and reinvesting much
of their profits from the illicit drug trade into legitimate
businesses. The Cali Cartel relied heavily on political
bribes for protection. Former President of Colombia,
Ernesto Samper, and hundreds of Colombian congress-
men and senators were accused of accepting campaign
financing from the cartel.


During the 1980s, while the Medellin Cartel
controlled the drug market in south Florida, the Cali
Cartel controlled the distribution of cocaine in New
York, later expanding its market to Europe and Asia
and forming alliances with other organized-crime
groups such as the Japanese Yakuza. Cali smuggling
techniques also differed greatly from those of the
Medellin Cartel. Members of the Medellin Cartel
relied on small airplanes and speedboats, whereas the
Cali Cartel smuggled most of its shipments in large
cargo ships, hiding the drugs in all types of legitimate
cargo, from cement blocks to bars of chocolate. The
Cali Cartel outlasted the Medellin Cartel until 1995,
when its leaders eventually were tracked down and
arrested.36


The arrest of the top leaders of the Medellin and
Cali drug cartels in the 1990s led to a decentralization
of the cocaine trade in which the control of production
and trafficking was taken over by smaller independent
Bolivian, Peruvian, and Mexican organizations. These
new traffickers set upon forming smaller, more control-
lable groups, having realized that large organizations
had become too vulnerable to U.S. prosecution. Within
Colombia itself, cocaine trafficking became inter-
twined with political insurgency, with emergence of
quasi-political guerrilla organizations. Currently, the
dominant organization of this type, in Colombia, the
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC),
presently operates from a stronghold region of Colom-
bia exceeding 42,000 square kilometers (the approxi-
mate size of Kentucky), from which kidnappings and
executions are planned and coca plantations are super-
vised. In the late 1990s, several producers of cocaine
shifted their crops to this area, experimenting with coca
plants to produce a stronger coca leaf with a higher
cocaine yield. Meanwhile, FARC took control of coca
crops, eventually making it the richest insurgent group
in history. Without any large drug cartels to contend
with, guerilla groups such as FARC became no longer
mere passive profiteers of the cocaine trade; they were
now active participants in the processing and distribu-
tion of cocaine.37


In recent years, there has been some success in
international drug trafficking control, with the arrest


and extradition of major FARC leaders on charges of
cocaine importation conspiracy. Whether or not these
positive developments end up having a long-lasting
effect on reducing cocaine trafficking in Colombia
remains uncertain.


During the 1980s and early 1990s, the United States
began to place immense pressure on drug trafficking
organizations operating in the Caribbean and south
Florida. As a response, traffickers in Colombia formed
alliances with Mexican trafficking groups in order to
transport cocaine across the southwestern border of
the United States. With the disruption of the Cali and
Medellin drug cartels, Mexican groups such as the
Amado Carrillo-Fuentes Organization and the Arellano-
Felix Organization began to consolidate their power
and dominated drug trafficking along the Mexico-
U.S. border and in many American cities. By the late
1990s and early 2000s, after the loss of their leaders
through natural death or criminal arrest, the power
and influence of these organizations declined signifi-
cantly, only to be replaced by other trafficking
groups.


Current intelligence reports from the Drug
Enforcement Administration (DEA) indicate that
approximately 72 percent of the cocaine available in
the United States is smuggled across the U.S border
with Mexico. Typically, cocaine shipments from
South America are moved overland or by air to stag-
ing sites in northern Mexico. Large loads of cocaine
generally are smuggled across the border in land
vehicles, such as semi trucks, where it is often con-
cealed in shipments of fruits and vegetables.
Cocaine is also carried in small, concealed kilogram
quantities across the border by “mules,” persons who
enter the United States either legally through ports
of entry or illegally through undesignated points
along the border. Once the loads of cocaine arrive in
the United States, they are taken to established “safe
houses” where workers watch over the cocaine and
prepare it for distribution across the United States
(Figure 5.4)38


On the street level in New York City, cocaine
typically is distributed as a white crystalline powder
or as an off-white chunky material that is sold by the
gram. The price of a gram of cocaine ranges from
$26 to $50 depending on demand, availability, and
purity. The street purity of cocaine is usually less
than 70 percent because it is commonly “cut” or
diluted with a variety of substances. Crack cocaine is
sold either in small pieces or rocks, packaged in
small vials or film canisters ($5 to $10) or by the
gram ($30 to $100).
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Chapter 5 Drugs and Crime ■ 103


The Trafficking
of Marijuana


Mexico is currently the major
foreign source for marijuana
smuggled into the United
States. Most of the marijua-
na, whether grown in Mexico
or transported through Mexi-
co from other locations such
as Colombia, is smuggled
across the Southwest border.


Over the past decade,
the U.S. government has
increased the detection and
monitoring of air traffic at the
Mexican border. As a result,
most of the marijuana that
enters the United States
through this route is smug-


gled by land. Drug trafficking organizations operating
from Mexico employ a wide variety of methods for smug-
gling marijuana, such as concealing the drug in false
vehicle compartments located in doors, fuel tanks, seats,
or tires. Marijuana often is hidden in tractor-trailer trucks
among shipments of legitimate agriculture products,
such as fruits and vegetables. Smaller quantities of mari-
juana can be smuggled across the border by horse, raft,
and backpack. Once the marijuana is smuggled success-
fully across the border, traffickers consolidate the ship-
ments at “safe houses” in cities such as Tucson and
Houston. From these distribution sites, marijuana is
transported to cities throughout the United States.39


Recently, there has been an enormous growth in
Canadian marijuana trafficking. Canadian growers in
British Columbia have begun to use sophisticated hydro-
ponic cultivation techniques to produce a potent form of
marijuana that has come to be known as BC Bud or
“skunk weed.” Hydroponic cultivation refers to a tech-
nique in which marijuana plants are grown in nutrient-
rich water rather than soil. In soil, young plants spread
their roots wide and have access to water and nutrients.
In hydroponic cultivation, the water and nutrients are
readily supplied to the plant so that the plant will grow
just enough roots to keep its stem immobile and be able
to absorb the supplied food and water. Plants therefore


Atlantic
Ocean


Pacific
Ocean


Gulf of
Mexico


2%
Direct to the
United States


72%
Mexico–


Central America
Corridor


26%
Caribbean
Corridor


F IGURE  5 .4


The flow of cocaine into the United States. Several Central
American countries function as the “trans-shipment corridor”
from Colombia to Mexico.


Sources: Office of Drug Control Policy (2002, March). Annual
assessment of cocaine movement. Washington, DC: Office 
of National Drug Control Policy. Bureau of International Nar-
cotics and Law Enforcement Affairs (2007, March). 2007 Inter-
national narcotics control strategy report. Volume 1: Drug and
chemical control. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of State,
pp. 147–149, 154–166, 173–179.


A Mexican federal agent crawls through a hidden U.S.–Mexico
border tunnel, presumably used to transport drugs from Mexico
to the United States.


BC Bud: British Columbia–grown marijuana, produced
under hydroponic (water-based) cultivation methods.
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104 ■ Part One Drugs and Society: The Criminal Justice Perspective


Cannabis Eradication
by National Forest, 2008
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About half of more than 7.5 million outdoor marijuana plants seized within the United States by
the Drug Enforcement Administration in 2008 were cultivated on public land. The map shows
the distribution of seizures in U.S. national forests.


Source: National Drug Intelligence Center (2009). Domestic cannabis cultivation assessment
2009. Washington DC: U.S. Department of Justice, Figure 13.


There has also been a dramatic increase in the pro-
duction of “home grown” marijuana cultivated within
the United States. Domestic marijuana cultivation exists
throughout the United States and ranges from a few
plants grown for personal use to thousands of plants culti-
vated by organized criminal groups. Large-scale domes-
tic growers most frequently plant marijuana in remote
areas, often camouflaging it in surrounding vegetation.
Mountainous terrain offers the opportunity to grow mari-
juana in hollows and other secluded areas in relative iso-
lation from public view. Major outdoor cannabis
cultivation takes place in such states as California,
Hawaii, Washington, Oregon, and the Appalachian
region of Kentucky and Tennessee. Approximately
80 percent of all outdoor cultivated plants eradicated by
law enforcement in 2008 originated in California, Ore-
gon, and Washington (Figure 5.5).40


In response to the increase in domestically grown
marijuana, law-enforcement agencies have come to rely
on the use of military helicopters to carry out clandestine


Lamps cast a yellowish glow over hydroponic cannabis plants
in a recently seized marijuana cultivation laboratory.


can grow faster and grow larger leaves, flowers, and buds.
BC Bud has been found to have a THC content ranging
from 15 to 25 percent, more potent than commonly
available hashish (see Chapter 10).
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Chapter 5 Drugs and Crime ■ 105


monitoring of marijuana plots from the air. Growers have
countered by covering the plots with camouflage netting
or by tying the stems and branches of marijuana plants to
small stakes on the ground. This type of cultivation tech-
nique produces what has become known as spider mari-
juana because the plant branches out along the ground
like the legs of a spider. Out of fear of civil forfeiture,
growers also have begun cultivating plants on governmen-
tal lands, such as national forests and national parks.


Like their Canadian counterparts, many domestic
marijuana traffickers have taken to hydroponic cultivation
indoors. Law enforcement has responded by equipping
helicopters with heat-detecting devices to identify unusual
sources of light or by checking for unusually high power
bills of suspected growers. Growers have, in turn, coun-
tered by setting up hydroponic plots in chicken houses,
which often rely on intense light and heat sources.


While Mexican drug trafficking organizations con-
trol the wholesale distribution of most of the foreign-pro-
duced marijuana in the United States, their influence
becomes “diluted” at lower levels, where street-level
dealers of marijuana typically reflect the demographic
makeup of the local area in which it is sold. Marijuana is
usually packaged for street sale by being placed in a clear
plastic sandwich bag, which is then rolled up and taped.
Marijuana is often sold on the street as a “dime bag” (sold
for $5 to $30) or by the ounce (sold for $30 to $100).41


The Trafficking 
of Methamphetamine


During the early 1990s, methamphetamine reemerged
as a popular recreational drug in the United States after a
previous period of popularity in the 1960s and 1970s.
Methamphetamine’s chemical structure is similar to that
of amphetamine, but it has a more pronounced effect on
the central nervous system (see Chapter 8). It is a white,
odorless, bitter-tasting crystalline powder and is com-
monly referred to as “speed,” “meth,” and “crank.” The
drug is usually snorted or injected intravenously and typi-
cally is sold for $100 to $150 a gram. The primary precur-
sor chemicals for the manufacture of methamphetamine,
ephedrine and pseudoephedrine, are obtained by pur-
chasing inexpensive over-the-counter cough-and-cold
medications. Throughout the 1970s and 1980s, the pro-
duction and trafficking of methamphetamine were con-
trolled by motorcycle gangs such as the Hell’s Angels and
other groups. It has been estimated that between 1979
and 1981, money obtained from selling methampheta-
mine accounted for 91 percent of the Hell’s Angels


finances. Today, methamphetamine is still often referred
to as “crank” because motorcyclists would hide the drug
in the crankshafts of their motorcycles.


In the mid-1990s, drug trafficking organizations based
in Mexico and California began to take control of the pro-
duction and distribution of methamphetamine, setting up
large-scale “superlabs” capable of producing as much as
ten pounds of methamphetamine in a twenty-four-hour
period. The entry of these organizations into the metham-
phetamine trade has resulted in a significant increase in
the supply of high-purity, low-cost methamphetamine.


Supplies of methamphetamine have been also pro-
vided by smaller independent “mom and pop” laborato-
ries, obtaining the ingredients necessary for manufacture
from retail and convenience stores. The mountainous
regions of Georgia, North Carolina, and Kentucky are


spider marijuana: A type of marijuana grown in such
a way that the cannabis plant branches out along the
ground like the legs of a spider.


In a makeshift but sophisticated “meth factory,” a combina-
tion of ephedrine, hydrochloric acid, and red phosphorus
(shown as red liquid in the picture) is heated in a flask placed
in an electric pot. Rubber tubes attached to each side of the
glass condenser circulate cold water to reduce the escape
of toxic fumes.
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106 ■ Part One Drugs and Society: The Criminal Justice Perspective


particularly suited for small-time methamphetamine
(meth) cookers who often set up their operations in
trailers or mobile homes located in secluded heavily
forested areas. Cooks typically dispose of highly toxic
wastes from the production process by dumping the
material into a nearby lake, pond, or stream. The prolif-
eration of laboratories has been fueled by the expansion
of Internet sites providing access to methamphetamine
“recipes.” In the meantime, law-enforcement officers
have referred to methamphetamine laboratories as
“chemical time bombs” because of the presence of highly
flammable and toxic chemicals used in methampheta-
mine production. Explosions and fires are common
occurrences (see Chapter 8).


The number of domestic clandestine methamphet-
amine laboratories seized by the DEA increased from
263 in 1994 to 1,815 in 2000, a 590 percent increase
(Figure 13.7). State and local police agencies seized
almost 8,000 clandestine laboratories in the United
States during 2001 alone.42 The peak year for metham-
phetamine laboratory seizures was in 2003 and 2004,
when approximately 10,000 seizures were made in each
of those years (Figure 5.6). Since 2004, however, retail


sales of ephedrine and pseudoephedrine products have
been restricted by law, and the prevalence of small
methamphetamine laboratories has decreased substan-
tially. The federal Combat Methamphetamine Epidemic
Act, passed in 2005, was successful in reducing the
number of laboratory seizures within the United States.
Today, methamphetamine comes largely from produc-
tion facilities in Mexico.43


The Trafficking of Hallucinogens


Lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD) is a clear or white,
odorless crystalline material that is soluble in water (see
Chapter 9). The drug is usually dissolved in a solvent
for application onto paper, commonly referred to as
blotter paper or blotter acid. Blotter acid consists of
sheets of paper soaked or sprayed with LSD and deco-
rated with a variety of colorful designs and symbols. A
sheet of paper LSD blotter may contain hundreds of
small, perforated, one-quarter-inch squares, with each
square representing one individual dose. The price of a
single “hit” of LSD ranges from $2 to $10 depending on
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Geographic distribution of all methamphetamine clandestine laboratory incidents (including
labs, dumpsites, chemicals/glass/equipment), 2008.


Source: National Clandestine Laboratory Database, 2008. Information courtesy of the Drug
Enforcement Administration, U.S. Department of Justice, Washington, DC.
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demand and the potency of the drug. LSD also may be
found in tablet form (microdots), in thin squares of
gelatin (“window panes”), or in a dissolved liquid form,
which is often kept in an eye drop container or glass
vial. Eyedroppers allow users to disperse hundreds of
doses of LSD at large parties or concerts by dropping
the drug on users’ tongues.


LSD is commonly produced from lysergic acid,
which, in turn, is chemically derived from the ergot fun-
gus. Since ergot is not readily available in the United
States and is regulated under the Chemical Diversion
and Trafficking Act, most of the production of LSD is
believed to come from sources located abroad, such as
Europe and Mexico. Since the 1960s, nearly all the
LSD that is produced in the United States has originated
from a small number of laboratories operating in north-
ern California.


After production, LSD usually is distributed to traf-
fickers and users in two ways. The primary method of
transportation is by mail, using overnight delivery services.
LSD is frequently concealed in greeting cards, cassette
tapes, plastic film containers, or articles of clothing that are
mailed to a post office box established by the recipient.
The post office box is usually listed under a fictitious name
or business, and no return address is typically provided on
the package or envelope. Rock concerts also have been a
traditional means of distributing LSD. Throughout the
1970s and 1980s, traffickers used concerts of the rock band
The Grateful Dead as a network to distribute and sell both
large and small quantities of LSD.44


Phencyclidine (PCP) is a synthetic drug first used
as an anesthetic, now commonly classified as a hallu-
cinogen (see Chapter 9). Today, all the PCP encoun-
tered for sale on the street in the United States has been
produced in clandestine laboratories. While chemicals
needed to manufacture PCP are readily available and
inexpensive, and the drug is not particularly difficult to
make, it does require many complicated steps and some
of those steps can be quite dangerous. Occasionally,
individuals making PCP in their bathroom, kitchen, or
basement are killed from the inhalation of poisonous
fumes produced when the drug is being manufactured.
Most of the production and distribution of PCP in the
United States are controlled primarily by African Amer-
ican criminal groups and street gangs in California.


PCP typically is produced in a liquid form that is
sprayed or sprinkled onto leafy material such as tobacco,
marijuana, mint, oregano, or parsley and rolled into a
cigarette or joint. One PCP joint purchased on the
street usually costs from $15 to $25. Mexican drug traf-
ficking organizations operating in the United States also
produce PCP and distribute wholesale quantities to


Hispanic/ Latino street gangs. Mexican organizations
typically produce PCP in powder or crystal form, where-
as the liquid typically is produced by African American
organizations. PCP has a variety of street names includ-
ing angel dust, rocket fuel, killer weed, embalming fluid,
ozone, or Sherman (because the drug supposedly “hits
you like a Sherman tank”).45


Ketamine (referred to as Special K or K) is a drug
that is chemically similar to PCP but produces less con-
fusion, irrationality, and violence. Since ketamine is
currently marketed as a general anesthetic for veterinary
use, most of the ketamine sold on the street is stolen
from supplies kept in veterinary facilities. In veterinary
clinics, ketamine is found in a liquid form for injection,
but ketamine sellers prefer to market the drug in a pow-
dered or crystallized form. Ketamine powder can be
snorted, smoked (sprinkled on tobacco or marijuana), or
ingested by being dropped into a drink, with an effect
similar to that of PCP.


Small quantities of powdered ketamine (approxi-
mately 0.2 gram) are often called “bumps” and cost
about $20 each.46


The Gang Factor in 
Drug Trafficking


The association between drug trafficking activity, gang
membership, and violent crime is well documented.
Gang members who sell drugs are significantly more
violent than gang members who do not sell drugs and are
more violent than drug sellers who do not belong to
gangs. In order to understand the details of this associa-
tion, we need to distinguish between two fundamentally
different types of gang organizations: (1) outlaw motorcy-
cle gangs primarily in Western U.S. states, notably the
Hell’s Angels, the Outlaws, the Bandidos, and the Pagans,
and (2) street gangs in urban communities, such as the
Crips and the Bloods in Los Angeles. Since the late
1980s, law enforcement authorities as well as researchers
have recognized both organizations as having become
the “new faces of organized crime” in America.47


Motorcycle clubs can be divided into either con-
ventional or deviant categories. By far the greatest pro-
portion of clubs are of the conventional type, comprised
of men and women who join together based on a com-
mon interest in motorcycles, riding together for pleasure
and companionship, behaving in accordance with the
norms of society. A very small percentage of clubs are of
the deviant type, comprised of individuals who engage
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in unconventional, often criminal, behavior. In essence,
these “clubs” function as outlaw gangs and their behavior
is characteristic of a deviant subculture (see Chapter 4).
In contrast to the popular image of mythic figures


rebelling against the norms of society or misunderstood
social misfits, members of outlaw motorcycle gangs typi-
cally have a history of violent behavior and criminal
records that include offenses such as drug trafficking,
racketeering, brawling, weapons possession, and homi-
cide. As mentioned before, outlaw motorcycle gangs
have been principal dealers and traffickers of metham-
phetamine, and their association with this drug contin-
ues today. Their present-day drug involvement has been
documented as extending to trafficking in marijuana,
cocaine, and PCP as well.48


The association between street gangs and drug sell-
ing became particularly striking in the 1980s during the
height of crack cocaine abuse in inner-city neighbor-
hoods. In contrast to outlaw motorcycle gangs, the
largest proportion of street gangs involved in drug sales
during this time were comprised of individuals between
15 and 16 years of age. The prevalence of gang members
aged 18 years or older increased when drug sales
reached higher levels. White and Hispanic/Latino gang
members tended to be more prevalent in neighborhoods
where drug involvement was relatively low, and African
American gang members tended to be more prevalent
in neighborhoods where drug involvement was high.
The extreme levels of systemic violence during this peri-
od were attributed in large part to the drug distribution
activities of street gang members and their leaders.49


Money Laundering


Because practically every transaction in the illicit drug
business is conducted in cash, a conspicuously large
number of small bills can render drug traffickers vulner-
able to law enforcement interdiction. Drug traffickers
cannot simply deposit their profits into a local bank.
The Bank Secrecy Act of 1970 requires that financial
institutions in the United States report cash transactions
of $10,000 or more to the Internal Revenue Service
(IRS), and these institutions must identify the depositors
and the sources of the money. Drug traffickers, there-
fore, must rely on a variety of money-laundering meth-
ods to convert bulk amounts of drug profits into
legitimate revenue. Money laundering refers to the pro-
cess where illegal sources of income are disguised to
make them appear legitimate. Money laundering con-
ceals the illegal sources of money and gives the money
a legitimate history.


One of the simplest methods of money laundering
is called “smurfing,” by which a number of persons, or
“smurfs,” deposit random amounts of less than $10,000


money laundering: The process where illegal sources
of income are concealed or disguised to make the
sources appear legitimate.


5.2Quick Concept Check 


Understanding Drug Trafficking
Check your understanding of drug trafficking by match-
ing the statement on the left with the correct answer on
the right. 


Note: Some of the answers may be used more than once.


1. Source country of most 
of the foreign-produced
marijuana in the United
States.


2. Most of the heroin con-
sumed in the United States
comes from this country.


3. Most of the cocaine con-
sumed in the United States
comes from this country.


4. One of the countries within
the Golden Crescent.


5. One of the countries in the
Golden Triangle.


6. Most of the foreign-pro-
duced methamphetamine
in the United States comes
from this country.


7. Most of the LSD used in the
United States is produced in
this country.


8. This country is a frequent
transport route for Colom-
bian heroin entering the
United States.


9. Primary source region for
PCP.


10. Primary source for BC Bud
marijuana.


a. Afghanistan


b. Thailand


c. The Netherlands


d. United States


e. Mexico


f. Colombia


g. Canada


Answers: 1. e 2. f 3. f 4. a 5. b 6. e 7. d 8. e
9. d 10. g
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into variously named accounts at many different banks.
Using twenty smurfs, for example, each depositing
$9,000 in cash, a trafficker could launder as much as
$180,000 in less than an hour and circumvent the regu-
lations of the Bank Secrecy Act. After the money is
deposited, it can be withdrawn by the trafficker to pur-
chase money orders in U.S. funds, which are sent out of
the country to purchase more drugs or for safekeeping.
The technique can be quite successful, except for the
fact that traffickers have to give each of their smurfs a
cut of their profits. Therefore, smurfing is not the most
profitable method of money laundering.


A second technique of money laundering is for traf-
fickers to ship the money abroad and deposit it in banks
located in countries that have few, if any, money laun-
dering regulations. Commonly called “offshore banks,”
unregulated banks in the Caribbean nations that were
formerly British colonies, such as the Cayman Islands,
have become favorite laundering havens. With the sev-
enth largest deposit base in the world, the Cayman
Islands have more than 550 banks, only seventeen of
which have a physical presence. All of them operate
without any requirement to report transactions. Typical-
ly, these offshore banking havens have very strict poli-
cies with regard to nondisclosure, effectively shielding
foreign investors from investigations and prosecutions
from their home countries.50


One of the oldest methods of money laundering is
for drug traffickers to operate a cash-based retail service


business such as laundromats, car washes, vending-
machine routes, video rentals, or bars and restaurants,
mixing the illegal and legal cash and reporting the total
as the earnings of the cover business. In fact, the term
“money laundering” is said to originate from Mafia
ownership of laundromats in the United States during
Prohibition. Bootleggers needed to show a legitimate
source for their monies, and laundromats were chosen
because they were cash-transaction businesses. Later,
in the 1970s, the Mafia used pizza parlors to launder
money made from the sale of heroin. Acquiring a legit-
imate business to launder money serves to provide drug
traffickers with a reportable income for tax purposes.


Alternative methods of money laundering include
bribing employees of financial institutions, acquiring
financial institutions, arranging business loans, using
real estate transactions, and disguising the money as
casino winnings. The globalization of financial markets
through the growth of international trade and the expan-
sion of international corporations has provided a range
of opportunities for the conversion of illegal proceeds
into what appear to be legitimate funds. It is important
to note that the financial success of a drug trafficking
organization is based not only on its ability to produce,
distribute, and sell drugs but also on its ability to launder
the money made from the illicit drug business.51


Understanding Drug Use and Crime
● Empirical studies on the relationship between alco-


hol and drug use and the commission of crime are
unanimous in their findings: Crime and drug use are
strongly correlated. Individuals who drink alcohol
and/or use drugs are significantly more likely to com-
mit crimes than are individuals who neither drink
nor use illegal drugs. Jail and prison inmates in the
United States have much higher rates of drug use rel-
ative to the general population. The principal ques-
tion is whether drug use and criminal behavior have
a cause-and-effect relationship.


● Pharmacological explanations suggest that the effects
of a drug contribute to an offender committing a
crime; that is, the drug in question causes violent or
criminal behavior while the drug is actually present
in the individual’s system. Economic explanations of


the drug–crime link suggest that drug use may cause
users to commit crimes to obtain money to buy drugs
to support drug-taking behavior financially. Criminal
activity of this type is referred to as economically
compulsive crime. Several studies show that eco-
nomically compulsive crime is a major component
of the link between drugs and crime. Whether drug
prices coincide with increases or decreases in crimes
of this type appears to depend upon the historical
period examined and the specific drug of abuse.


● The drug–crime connection also can be explained
from the standpoint that crime causes drug use. In
this view, persons who are predisposed to commit
crime also take drugs. Drugs may be used before com-
mitting an offense to bolster courage or afterward to
celebrate success. The viewpoint that crime causes
drug use is further supported by longitudinal studies


Summary
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110 ■ Part One Drugs and Society: The Criminal Justice Perspective


(studies conducted over a period of time) finding that
initial involvement in criminal activity occurs prior to
the experimentation with drugs for most users.


● A third way of explaining the relationship between
drug use and crime is the view that both drug use
and crime share a common cause. According to this
perspective, drug use and crime do not cause one or
the other but are both aspects of a deviant lifestyle or
culture. The same types of individuals who are most
likely to commit crime are also the same types who
are most likely to use drugs.


The Social Structure of the Illicit Drug Dealing
● The illicit drug business can be divided into various


“stages” of production and distribution that include
(1) cultivation and manufacturing, (2) importation,
(3) wholesale distribution, and (4) retail distribution.
In this sense, the illicit drug business is no different
from that of a foreign or domestic commodity on the
legitimate market.


● At the retail level, drug dealers follow either the free-
lance model in which dealers and buyers transact
their business with relative anonymity or the business
model in which drug transactions are conducted
within a hierarchically structured organization.


The Trafficking of Heroin
● There are currently four major sources of heroin:


(1) the Golden Triangle, (2) the Golden Crescent,
(3) Mexico, and (4) South America.


● The Golden Triangle of Southeast Asia was once the
world’s largest source of heroin. It included such
countries as Thailand, Burma (Myanmar), Laos, and
Vietnam. Very little of the heroin from this region is
directed to markets in the United States.


● Currently, the largest source for the world’s supply of
heroin is the Golden Crescent of Pakistan,
Afghanistan, Turkey, and Iran. Heroin from
Afghanistan helped finance Osama bin Laden and
the Taliban’s terrorist activities prior to 2002.
Afghanistan alone is currently producing approxi-
mately 94 percent of the world’s supply of heroin.


● A third major source of heroin is Mexico. Historically,
Mexican heroin has been crudely processed with
many impurities, black or brown in color and referred
to as “black tar” or “Tootsie Roll” on the street. In
recent years, the purity of Mexican heroin has
increased. While Mexico cultivates only 2 percent of
the world’s opium, the opium crop is significant
because virtually all the Mexican opium that is con-
verted into heroin is destined for the United States.


● Most of the heroin supply in the United States origi-
nates in Colombia, transported across the Mexico-
U.S. border.


The Trafficking of Cocaine
● Today, most of the world’s coca cultivation and


cocaine production take place in Colombia, South
America. Currently, the Revolutionary Armed Forces
of Colombia (FARC), an antigovernment group with
political and economic power in the nation, is a prin-
cipal player in the cocaine trade.


● Mexican criminal organizations are currently respon-
sible for smuggling the majority of cocaine that is
imported into the United States.


The Trafficking of Marijuana
● Mexico is currently the major foreign source for mar-


ijuana imported into the United States. Most of the
marijuana, whether grown in Mexico or transported
through Mexico from other locations such as Colom-
bia, is smuggled across the Southwest border.


● In recent years, there has been a significant growth in
the Canadian marijuana trade. Canadian growers in
British Columbia have used sophisticated hydrop-
onic cultivation techniques to produce a potent form
of marijuana that has come to be commonly known
as “BC Bud” or “skunk weed.”


● Production of domestically cultivated or “home
grown” marijuana has increased within the United
States in the last several years. Major outdoor cannabis
cultivation takes place in such states as California,
Hawaii, Washington, Oregon, and the Appalachian
region of Kentucky and Tennessee. Approximately 80
percent of all outdoor cultivated plants recently eradi-
cated by law enforcement have originated in Califor-
nia, Oregon, and Washington alone.


The Trafficking of Methamphetamine
● Since the mid-1990s, ethnic Mexican drug traffick-


ing organizations based in Mexico and California
have begun to take control of the production and dis-
tribution of methamphetamine. These Mexican
organizations operate large-scale “superlabs” capable
of producing in excess of ten pounds of methamphet-
amine in a twenty-four-hour period.


● Smaller independent “mom and pop” laboratories
have also supplied methamphetamine to users in the
United States through independent clandestine labo-
ratory operations. Prior to the imposition of restric-
tions on the purchase of methamphetamine precursor
chemicals from retail drugstores and convenience
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outlets, operators of these laboratories found it easy
to obtain the ingredients for making methampheta-
mine. In recent years, the production of metham-
phetamine has shifted from domestic laboratories to
production facilities in Mexico.


The Trafficking of Hallucinogens
● Nearly all the LSD available in the United States is


being manufactured by a small number of laborato-
ries that have been operating in Northern California
since the 1960s.


● Most of the production and distribution of PCP in
the United States is controlled by African American
criminal groups and street gangs in California. These
groups produce PCP in a liquid form that is sprayed
or sprinkled onto leafy material such as tobacco, mar-
ijuana, mint, oregano, or parsley and rolled into a
cigarette or joint.


● Ketamine is chemically similar to PCP but produces
less confusion, irrationality, and violence. Most of
the ketamine sold on the street is stolen from stores
kept in veterinary facilities, since ketamine is avail-
able legitimately as an animal anesthetic.


The Gang Factor in Drug Trafficking
● The association between drug trafficking activity, gang


membership, and violent crime is well documented.
Gang members who sell drugs are significantly more
violent than gang members who do not sell drugs and


are more violent than drug sellers who do not belong to
gangs. An understanding of the details of this associa-
tion, however, depends upon the type of gang involved.


● Two fundamentally different types of gang organiza-
tions are involved in drug trafficking and distribu-
tion: (1) outlaw motorcycle gangs primarily in
Western U.S. states, notably the Hell’s Angels, the
Outlaws, the Bandidos, and the Pagans, and (2) street
gangs in urban communities, such as the Crips and
the Bloods in Los Angeles. Since the late 1980s, law
enforcement authorities as well as researchers have
recognized both organizations as having become the
“new faces of organized crime” in America.


Money Laundering
● To escape the attention of law enforcement agencies,


the enormous amount of income gained from “cash
only” drug distribution and sales must be converted
into legitimate revenue in a process called money
laundering.


● One method of money laundering, called “smurf-
ing,” is to enlist a number of individuals to deposit
random amounts of less than $10,000 into accounts
at many different banks. A second method is to ship
the money abroad and deposit it into banks located
in countries with few, if any, banking regulations. A
third method is to operate cash-based retail service
businesses that serve as “fronts” for illegal drug distri-
bution activities.
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