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As you requested, we reviewed countemarcotics activities in Mexico This
report discusses (1) the nature of the drug-trafficking threat from Mexico,
(2) Mexican efforts to counter drug-trafficking activities, (3) the U S
strategy and programs intended to stem the flow of illegal drugs through
Mexico, and (4) recent initiatives by the United States and Mexico to
increase countemarcotics activities. We did not review U.S. efforts to
interdict drugs at the border.

GAO

Background Mexico 18 primary transit country for cocaine entering the United
States from South America as well as a major source country for heroin
marijuana and, more recently, methamphetamine. U.S. law enforcement
efforts in the southeastern United States and the Caribbean during the
mid-1980s caused cocaine traffickers to expand routes to the drug markets
in the Umted States. The traffickers' preferred routes were through
Mexico, a country with a 2,000-mile border with the United States a
30-year history of heroin and maryuana smuggling, and the existence of
cross-border family ties. The Drug Enforcement Aclministration (dea)
estimates that up to 70 percent of the cocaine entering the United States
currently transits Mexico.

Since 1977, we have issued four reports that examined various aspects of
ULb. and Mexican efforts to control drug production and trafficking 1 Many
of the problems discussed in those reports continue to adversely affect
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current drug control efforts in Mexico. In our June 1995 testimony2 on U.S.

efforts to stop the flow of drugs from cocaine producing and transit

countries, we highlighted problems in such areas as changes in the U.S.

drug interdiction strategy; competing foreign policy objectives at some

U.S. embassies; coordination of U.S. activities; management and oversight

of U.S. assets; and willingness and ability of foreign governments to

combat the drug trade. This report updates our prior work on drug control

efforts in Mexico.

Mexico continues to be a major transit point for cocaine, heroin,
_ • j 1 _ TT - -i 3 0^n4-nn T^-» tReSUltS III tJnei marijuana, and melhamphetamine entering the United States. In addition,

drug traffickers have changed their preferred mode of transportation for

moving cocaine into Mexico, decreasing the use of aircraft and increasing

the use of maritime vessels. Currently, maritime vessels are used to move

an estimated two-thirds of the cocaine entering Mexico.

Mexico eradicated substantial amounts of marijuana and opium poppy

crops in 1995. However, U.S. and Mexican interdiction efforts have had

little, if any, impact on the overall flow of drugs through Mexico to the

United States. The amount of cocaine seized and the number of

drug-related arrests in Mexico have declined. The current government of

Mexico appears committed to fighting drug trafficking, but, according to

U.S. officials, its efforts are hampered by pervasive corruption of key

institutions, economic and political problems, and limited

counternarcotics and law enforcement capabilities.

The current U.S. strategy in Mexico, initially developed in 1991, focuses on

strengthening the political commitment and institutional capability of the

Mexican government, targeting major drug-trafficking organizations, and

developing operational initiatives, including the interdiction of drugs. In

late 1993, the United States revised its international cocaine strategy from

one that focused activities and resources on intercepting drugs as they

move through the transit region of Central America, Mexico, and the

Caribbean to one of stopping cocaine at its source of production in South

America

U.S. counternarcotics activities in Mexico and the transit zone have

declined since 1992. Multiple-agency drug interdiction funding for the

transit zone, including Mexico, declined from about $1 billion in fiscal year

"Drug War Observations on the U.S. International Drug Control Strategy (GA0/T-NSIAD-95-182,

June 27, 1995).

"
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1992 to about $570 million in fiscal year 1995. The U.S. assistance program
in Mexico has been negligible since Mexico initiated its policy of refusing
nearly all U.S. counternarcotics assistance in early 1993. Staffing cutbacks
in the Department of State's Narcotics Affairs Section at the U.S. Embassy
in Mexico City have limited U.S. capabilities to monitor previously funded
U.S. assistance, primarily helicopters and spare parts.

Since our June 1995 testimony, a number of events have occurred that
could greatly affect future drug control efforts by the United States and
Mexico. First, drug control issues have been elevated in importance at the
U.S. embassy and a drug control operating plan with measurable goals has
been developed for U.S. agencies in Mexico. Second, the government of
Mexico has recently signaled a willingness to develop a mutual
counternarcotics assistance program. Third, the Mexican government has
taken some action on important law enforcement and money laundering
legislation. Fourth, the United States and Mexico have created a
framework for increased cooperation and are currently developing a new
binational strategy. Following through on all of these efforts is critical if

the United States and Mexico are to increase their ability to combat drug
trafficking in Mexico.

The importance of Mexico to U.S. drug control efforts is best described by
the Department of State, which reported in March 1996 that "... no
country in the world poses a more immediate narcotics threat to the
United States than Mexico." This view was reiterated by the Administrator
of dea, who testified in August 1995 that Mexico was ".'

. . pivotal to the
success ofany U.S. drug strategy." It is estimated that up to 70 percent of
the more than 300 tons of cocaine that entered the United States in 1994
transited Mexico, dea estimates that, at any one time, from 70 to 100 tons
of cocaine are stockpiled in Mexico for movement into the United States.
In its March 1996 International Narcotics Control Strategy Report, the
Department of State estimated that Mexico supplies 20 to 30 percent of the
heroin, which is the predominate form of heroin available in the western
half of the United States, and up to 80 percent of the foreign-grown
marijuana consumed in the United States. Mexican drug-trafficking
organizations also dominate the U.S. methamphetamine trade and are
major figures in the diversion ofprecursor chemicals necessary for the
manufacture of methamphetamine.

Narcotics traffickers use a variety of air, land, and sea conveyances and
routes to move cocaine from Colombia (the world's largest manufacturer)

The Drug Threat From
Mexico Continues to
Be a Major Problem
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to Mexico. Cocaine shipments are then moved overland through Mexico

and across the U.S.-Mexican border. (See fig. 1.) Since the early 1990s,

some traffickers have begun to use jet cargo aircraft that are larger and

faster than the private aircraft used in the late 1980s. As we recently

reported,3 traffickers in the Caribbean have changed their primary means

of delivery and are increasingly using commercial and noncommercial

maritime vessels (such as go-fast boats, sailing and fishing vessels, and

containerized cargo ships) to transport drugs through the transit zone.

According to officials at the U.S. Embassy in Mexico City, about two-thirds

of the cocaine currently entering Mexico is transported by maritime

means. Department of Defense (dod) records show that the number of

known drug-trafficking events involving aircraft in the transit zone

declined by about 65 percent from 1992 to 1995 and that known maritime

drug-trafficking events increased by about 40 percent from 1993 to 1995.

The U.S. Embassy in Mexico City reported that 15 known air-trafficking

events were detected in Mexico during 1995.

3Drug Control: U.S. Interdiction Efforts in the Caribbean Decline (GA0/NSIAD-96-119, Apr. 16, 1996).
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Figure 1: Primary Drug-Trafficking Routes From Colombia to Mexico

Source; Drug Enforcement Administration.

Drug traffickers respond quickly to interdiction operations by adjusting
their delivery routes and means of transport. Some traffickers have begun
to use aircraft not ordinarily associated with cocaine movement, such as
commercial jets and air cargo aircraft, and maritime vessels to move drugs
into Mexico. Traditionally, traffickers have relied on twin-engine general
aviation aircraft to deliver cocaine shipments that ranged from 800 to
1,000 kilograms. Beginning in 1994, however, some trafficking groups
began using larger Boeing 727-type jet aircraft that could fly faster than
U.S. and Mexican detection and monitoring aircraft and deliver up to
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10 metric tons of cocaine per trip. To date, there have been eight known

deliveries using this means of transport.

During the past 3 years, Mexican trafficking organizations operating on

both sides of the border have replaced U.S.-based outlaw motorcycle

gangs as the predominant methamphetamine manufacturers and

traffickers in the United States, dea estimates that up to 80 percent of the

methamphetamine available in the United States is either produced in

Mexico and transported to the United States or manufactured in the

United States by Mexican traffickers. Methamphetamine seizures in

Mexico have grown from a negligible amount in 1992 to 495 kilograms in

1995. Also, the amount of methamphetamine seized along the border rose

from 6.5 kilograms in 1992 to 665 kilograms in 1995. Unlike cocaine,

Mexican drug-trafficking organizations control the production and

distribution of methamphetamine and, because they have complete

control, they retain 100 percent of the profits.

In recent years, drug-trafficking organizations in Mexico have become

more powerful as they have expanded their operations to include not only

the manufacture and distribution of methamphetamine but also the

trafficking and distribution of cocaine in the United States. Initially,

Mexican drug-trafficking organizations acted as transportation agents for

Colombian organizations and only smuggled cocaine across the U.S.

border. As they became the key transporters for the Colombians, the

Mexicans began to demand and receive a portion of the drug shipment for

their services. According to dea, Mexican drug-trafficking groups often

receive up to half of a cocaine shipment for their services. This has

resulted in Mexican drug-trafficking groups substantially increasing their

profits and gaining a foothold in the lucrative cocaine wholesale business

in the United States. According to dea, Mexican drug traffickers have used

their vast wealth to corrupt police and judicial officials as well as project

their influence into the political sector. The Administrator of dea recently

testified that some of Mexico's major drug-trafficking organizations have

the potential of becoming as powerful as their Colombian counterparts.

Proximity to the United States, endemic corruption, and little or no

regulation have combined to make Mexico a money-laundering haven for

the initial placement of drug profits into the world's financial system. Once

placed in the Mexican financial system, funds can be transferred by wire

to virtually anywhere in the world. Mexico is also the most important

transit point for bulk money shipments from the United States to the

drug-trafficking organizations in Mexico and Colombia. Mexican officials
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estimated that billions of dollars in drug proceeds were repatriated by
Mexican drug-trafficking organizations in 1994, and the total amount
moved into Mexico for eventual repatriation to Colombia was much
higher.

Problems in Mexico
Impede Efforts to

Curb the Flow of
Drugs

Mexico eradicated substantial amounts of marijuana and opium poppy
crops in 1995 but other counternarcotics activities, including cocaine
seizures and arrests of traffickers, have declined since 1992. Mexico's
efforts to stop the flow of drugs have been limited by numerous problems.
These problems include widespread, endemic corruption; economic and
political difficulties encountered by the government of Mexico; the
absence of some legislation necessary to provide a complete foundation
for a meaningful counternarcotics effort; and inadequate equipment and
training that limit Mexico's capabilities to detect and interdict drugs and
arrest drug traffickers.

In January 1993, the government of Mexico initiated a policy to conduct its
own counternarcotics activities, assumed most of the costs of the
counternarcotics effort and refused most forms of U.S. drug-control
assistance. This policy, commonly known as the "Mexicanization" of the
drug effort, has resulted in major reductions in the U.S. counternarcotics
assistance program in Mexico. During this period, Mexico has seized only
about half as much cocaine and made only about a third as many
drug-related arrests.

Illegal Drugs Continue to
Enter the United States

Despite Mexican Efforts

Despite Mexico's counternarcotics efforts, the amount of cocaine seized
and the number of drug-related arrests in Mexico have declined from 1993
to 1995 compared to those before U.S. assistance was curtailed. The
average annual amount of cocaine seized in Mexico from 1990 to 1992 was
more than 45 metric tons, including more than 50 metric tons in 1991. In
contrast, from 1993 to 1995, average cocaine seizures declined to about
30 metric tons annually, including about 22 metric tons in both 1994 and
1995. The number of drug-related arrests in Mexico in 1992 was about
27,600 persons whereas, by 1995, the number had fallen to about 9,900—

a

decline ofnearly two-thirds. In commenting on this report, the Department
of State attributed the decline in the number of arrests to a change in
emphasis that focused on arresting major drug traffickers. For example, in
January 1996, Mexico arrested Juan Garcia-Abrego, reputed leader of one
of Mexico's drug cartels, and expelled him to the United States for
prosecution.

Page 7 GAO/NSIAD-96-163 Drug Control in Mexico
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Mexico has made some efforts in counternarcotics. For example, Mexican

military personnel have increased their participation in combating illicit

drugs and destroying illegal airfields. The Mexican Army has traditionally

been involved in the manual eradication of illicit drug crops. During 1995,

the Mexican government reported that more than 7,000 soldiers worked

full time on drug eradication programs and, during peak growing seasons,

the number of soldiers working on these programs grew to 11,000. Army

personnel are assigned to remote growing areas for short-term (90-day)

tours during which they manually cut down, uproot, and burn opium

poppy and marijuana plants and patrol rural areas to halt the

transportation of these and other illicit drugs. According to the

Department of State, Mexican personnel effectively eradicated 29,000

acres of marijuana and almost 21,000 acres of opium poppy during 1995.

As a further indication of increasing the role of the military, President

Zedillo directed the Mexican Air Force to use its F-5 fighter aircraft to

assist the Attorney General's Office in air interdiction efforts in 1995.

However, assigning the aircraft to an interdiction mission may not have an

immediate impact because, according to U.S. officials, deficiencies in the

capabilities and maintenance of the F-5s, as well as poorly trained pilots

and mechanics, limit the effectiveness and possibilities of success of the

Mexican Air Force in this new mission.

The Department of State reports that pervasive corruption continues to

seriously undermine counternarcotics efforts in Mexico. In addition, the

Administrator of dea testified in March 1996 that Mexican drug-trafficking

organizations have become so wealthy and powerful that they can rival

legitimate governments for influence and control. While drug-related

corruption exists on both sides of the border, the Department of Justice

believes that it is more prevalent in Mexico than in the United States. After

taking office in late 1994, Mexican President Zedillo directed the Mexican

military—widely perceived to be the least corrupt government

institution—to expand its involvement in attempting to stop

narcotics-related corruption. Following an investigation that revealed

extensive corruption within the Mexican federal judicial police forces in

the state of Chihuahua, a contingent of Mexican Army officers and a

number of civilian personnel employed by the Mexican military were

reassigned to replace 60 judicial police personnel in December 1995.

According to Mexican officials, the deployment ofArmy personnel is not a

short-term quick fix but, rather, a commitment to remain in Chihuahua

until rampant police corruption is brought under control.

Corruption Continues to

Limit the Success of

Counternarcotics Efforts
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Despite the efforts that President Zedillo has undertaken since late 1994,
U.S. and Mexican officials told us that corruption in Mexico is still

widespread within the government and the private sector. They added that
corruption can be found within many government agencies, but it is
especially prevalent within law enforcement organizations, including the
Mexican federal judicial police and other police forces. Mexican federal
and state police personnel have reportedly participated in the movement
of drugs, including one instance in November 1995 in which federal and
state personnel off-loaded a cargo jet laden with from 6 to 10 metric tons
of cocaine. In another instance, 34 federal judicial police personnel were
arrested by the Mexican Army in June 1995 when they were found to be
protecting a major drug trafficker. Another example occurred in
March 1995 when 16 officers of the National Institute for Combatting
Drugs (the Mexican equivalent of dea) were arrested for accepting cocaine
and cash to allow a 1.2-metric ton shipment of cocaine to proceed.

Drug-related corruption is not limited to federal police personnel. As we
indicated in our June 1995 testimony, many local police officers are
susceptible to corruption because they earn very low salaries. Sometimes,
their salaries are equivalent to only about $3 per day, which is not enough'
to provide many of their families' basic needs. More recent reports
indicate that the take-home pay of a foot patrolman in Mexico City is
about $6 per day—an increase since June 1995, but still much too low to
reduce susceptibility to corruption.

President Zedillo has openly acknowledged the problems created by
corruption, publicly stated his commitment to stopping it, and taken some
actions to reduce it. Within the Office of the Attorney General, these
actions include restructuring the Office to facilitate counternarcotics
efforts, increasing the amounts of staff and equipment, and undertaking
extensive training programs. Within the Ministry of Finance, a separate
Money Laundering Directorate was created to enhance the government's
investigative capabilities and improve its auditing procedures to identify
drug-generated cash.

Despite these efforts, counternarcotics efforts continue to face major
obstacles in Mexico because, according to one U.S. law enforcement
official, corruption has been part of the social and cultural fabric of
Mexico for generations. In addition, the Department of State reported in
March 1996 that endemic corruption continued to undermine both policy
initiatives and law enforcement operations. Moreover, the Mexican
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Attorney General stated that addressing the deep-rooted problems of

corruption would take all 6 years of President Zedillo's term in office.

Economic and Political

Problems Limit Mexico's

Counternarcotics Efforts

Since 1992, the Mexican government has confronted several major crises

that have competed with drug control activities for government resources.

U.S. officials have stated that these crises, both economic and political,

have adversely affected the overall counternarcotics efforts. According to

one U.S. official, the Mexican government neither publicly announces nor

shares the actual funding levels for its counternarcotics programs with the

United States. However, it is evident that a substantial amount of the

Mexican government's attention and resources have been focused on

concerns other than counternarcotics.

In December 1994, Mexico experienced a major economic crisis—

a

devaluation of the peso that eventually resulted in a $20-billion U.S.

financial assistance package. Further erosion in the peso's value resulted

in a decline to approximately one-half of its pre-crisis value. In addition,

the rate of unemployment was 17 percent in October 1995, and it is

projected to be 13 percent for 1996. Furthermore, high rates of

inflation—projected to range from 27 to 29 percent in 199&—have

continued to limit Mexico's economic recovery.

In addition to economic concerns, Mexico had to focus funds and

resources in the southern state of Chiapas on its effort to suppress an

insurgency movement. In doing so, the government required the use of

Mexican military, police, other personnel, equipment, and resources that

might otherwise have been used for counternarcotics purposes.

Mexico Has Lacked Some
Important Legislative Tools

for Curbing Drug-Related

Activities

Mexico has lacked some of the basic legislative tools necessary to combat

drug-trafficking organizations at the law enforcement level. According to

the Department of State, the use of wiretaps, confidential informants, and

a witness protection program was included in legislation recently passed

by the Mexican Congress. These essential tools, according to dea, have

been used by U.S. law enforcement agencies to successfully combat

organized crime within the United States. Also, until May 1996, the

laundering of drug profits was not a criminal offense in Mexico.

U.S. officials in Mexico City told us that enacting strong legislation that

criminalizes money laundering and requires the reporting of large currency

transactions will not, in and of itself, ensure success in reducing or
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eliminating money laundering. They estimated that, at best, it will take at
least 5 years before substantial reductions in money laundering can occur.
They also said that banks and other financial institutions continue to
strongly resist the reporting requirements because of the additional costs
and administrative burdens ofhandling and processing the reports. In
addition, according to U.S. officials, large numbers of personnel from both
the government and the private sector would have to be trained to prepare
the currency transaction reports, and the government would need to train
qualified financial investigators to monitor and enforce the transaction
requirements. Despite the additional costs, administrative burden, and
training that would be required, most U.S. and Mexican officials we
contacted believe that a reduction in money laundering cannot be
accomplished without enacting, implementing, and enforcing such
reporting requirements.

Moreover, until May 1996, Mexico's laws lacked sufficient penalties to
effectively control precursor chemicals that are used to manufacture
methamphetamine. According to U.S. officials, the ineffective penalties
encouraged potential traffickers to use Mexico to transship ephedrine,
pseudoephedrine, and other chemicals from their manufacturers, many
located in Europe, to U.S. and Mexican methamphetamine laboratories. To
counter the growing threat posed by these chemicals, the United States
encouraged Mexico to adopt strict chemical control laws.

Equipment Shortcomings
and Inadequately Trained
Personnel Limit Mexico's
Capabilities

The counternarcotics capabilities of the Mexican government to detect
and interdict drugs and drug traffickers, as well as to aerially eradicate
drug crops, are hampered by aircraft that are sometimes inadequately
equipped and by aircraft and equipment that are poorly maintained
because of spare parte' shortages. The Office of the Attorney General and
the Mexican Air Force have over 150 aircraft, including F-5 fighter aircraft
and UH-1H helicopters, and a variety of equipment for interdiction and
eradication operations. According to U.S. officials, many ofthe F-5 jets
have only a small chance of successfully interdicting drug-trafficking
aircraft because they do not have operational radar unite and are not
configured for night-vision operations. Equipment, such as global
positioning systems and radios that are used in eradication operations, is
frequently inoperable and poorly maintained.

In addition to equipment problems, some Mexican pilots, mechanics, and
technicians are not adequately trained, thus limiting Mexico's
effectiveness in performing counternarcotics activities. Department of
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State officials view the Office of the Attorney General's UH-1H pilots as

well-trained and disciplined. However, many F-5 pilots receive only a few

hours of proficiency training every month, which is considered not nearly

enough to maintain flying skills needed for interdiction. In addition, the

officials told us that many mechanics and technicians lack the necessary

skills to keep equipment operable because of insufficient training.

U.S. Counternarcotics

Programs in Mexico
Have Declined Since

1992

Relative to the threat posed by narcotics produced in and transported

through Mexico and the pivotal role Mexico plays in the success of any

U.S. drug control strategy, the size of the U.S. counternarcotics effort in

Mexico is extremely small. Before 1992, Mexico was the largest recipient

of U.S. counternarcotics assistance, as it received about $237 million

between fiscal years 1975 and 1992. In fiscal year 1992, the United States

provided about $45 million in assistance that included the provision of

excess helicopters, military aviation training, funding of the maintenance

of Mexico's antinarcotics air fleet, construction of a new maintenance

facility, support for the manual and aerial eradication of marijuana and

opium poppy, demand reduction and education programs. In early 1993,

the Mexican government assumed nearly all the costs associated with the

counternarcotics effort in Mexico. Since then, U.S. assistance has sharply

declined and, in fiscal year 1995, amounted to only $2.6 million, most of

which was for spare helicopter parts.

U.S. Policy Decisions

Affect Drug Control Efforts

in the Transit Zone and

Mexico

With the November 1993 issuance of Presidential Decision Directive

Number 14, the United States changed the focus of its international drug

control strategy from interdicting cocaine as it moved through the transit

zone of Mexico and the Caribbean to stopping cocaine in the source

countries of Bolivia, Colombia, and Peru, before the drug could reach the

transit zone. To accomplish this, drug interdiction resources were to be

reduced in the transit zone while, at the same time, increased in the source

countries.

As discussed in our April 1996 report, dod and other agencies involved in

drug interdiction activities in the transit zone began to see major

reductions in their drug interdiction resources and capabilities in fiscal

year 1993. Table 1 shows the funding levels for those agencies and the

reductions that have occurred since issuance of the presidential directive.
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Table 1: Counternarcotics Funding in

the Transit Zone (fiscal years 1992-95)

Agency 1992 1993 1994 1995
DOD $504.5 $426.0 $220.4 $214.7
Coast Guard 443.9 310.5 314.4 301.2
Customs a

16.2 12.5 12.8
DEA 28.8 29.1 28.7 29.6
State 36.2 14.0 7.9 10.6
Total $1,013.4 $795.8 $583.9 $568.9
aCustoms data for 1992 was unavailable.

Source: Indicated federal agencies.

According to the Department of State, U.S. efforts in Mexico are guided by
an interagency strategy developed in 1991. The strategy focused on
strengthening the political commitment and institutional capability of the
Mexican government, targeting major drug-trafficking organizations, and
developing operational initiatives, including the interdiction of drugs. Key
components of the strategy were dependent upon Department of State
funding, which was reduced in January 1993 when the Mexican
government assumed most counternarcotics costs. Since then, the
Department of State's counternarcotics programs and staff in Mexico have
experienced major reductions. For example, the Narcotics Affairs Section4
has received no new program funding since fiscal year 1992, and the size
of its staff has been reduced from 17 to 7. According to U.S. officials, the
Narcotics Affairs Section has been operating on unexpended prior-year
and pipeline funds. In contrast, U.S. Customs Service and dea operations
in Mexico have not been reduced because their programs consist primarily
of the costs of (1) salaries for U.S. employees, (2) equipment used by U.S.
personnel, and (3) the development of drug-related information and
intelligence.

Despite the virtual absence of a U.S. counternarcotics assistance programm Mexico during the past 3 years, the United States has provided some
limited training and equipment to the Mexican government. For example
dod recently provided $1.8 million in emergency spare parts to support
helicopters that had been provided previously by the United States.

TWW^Z^ 3 mternabonal ^otics control efforts rests with the Secretary of Slate.The Department s responsibilities, earned out by its Bureau of International Narcotics and Law

f^ZTf aiIS
'

m
?
U
?
e POli? devel°Pment ™* Program management, diplomatic initiatives, andassistance for crop control, interdiction and related enforcement activities. The Bureau is representedm Mexico City by the Narcotics Affairs Section.

representee
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In addition to the U.S. programs discussed above, the United States

provides indirect support for counternarcotics efforts in Mexico. This

support includes sharing with Mexican officials the results of some dod

and Customs detection and monitoring activities in South America and

Central America, and some data developed by the counternarcotics

intelligence community.

U.S. Ability to Monitor Its

Assistance Has Declined

According to officials at the U.S. Embassy in Mexico City, reductions in

the size of the U.S. counternarcotics program have resulted in

corresponding decreases in the number of staff available to monitor how

U.S.-provided helicopters and other types of U.S. assistance are being

used. To ensure that U.S.-provided military assistance is properly

maintained and not misused, section 505 of the Foreign Assistance Act of

1961, as amended, sets forth certain assurances that recipient

governments must make before the United States can transfer

defense-related commodities and services. Among other things, these

assurances permit continued U.S. access to the asset, provide for the

security of the asset, and prevent the sale of the asset without U.S.

approval. The Mexican government, however, has objected to direct U.S.

oversight requirements. In some instances, the Mexican government has

refused to accept assistance that was contingent on its signing such an

agreement. In other instances, this position resulted in lengthy

negotiations between the two countries to develop agreements that

satisfied the requirements of section 505 and were sensitive to Mexican

concerns about national sovereignty. As we reported in 1993, these delays

resulted in Mexico receiving only about 60 percent of the $43 million in

emergency U.S. counternarcotics assistance authorized in 1990 and 1992.

Before the Mexicanization policy, the Department of State employed

several advisers who were stationed at the aviation maintenance center in

Guadalajara and the pilot training facility in Acapulco. One of their duties

was to monitor the use of the numerous U.S.-provided helicopters, which

are dispersed throughout Mexico, and the inventory of aviation spare

parts. The advisers would periodically report their end-use monitoring

observations to the Narcotics Affairs Section at the U.S. Embassy in

Mexico City. The advisers and embassy personnel also discussed their

observations with representatives from Bell Helicopter, which the

Department of State had contracted to maintain the Mexican

counternarcotics air fleet.
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With the advent of the Mexicanization policy, the number of State
Department Foreign Service and contract personnel was greatly reduced
and the aviation maintenance contract was awarded by the Mexican
government. As a result, the State Department currently has fewer
personnel in the field to review operational records and monitor how the
30 U.S.-provided helicopters are being used. According to U.S. officials,

the embassy relies heavily on biweekly reports submitted by the Mexican
government that typically consist of a map of Mexico with the state to
which a helicopter is deployed highlighted and a listing of helicopters that
are inoperative at the time of the report. Unless they request specific
operational records, U.S. personnel have little way of knowing if the
helicopters are being properly used for counternarcotics purposes or are
being misused.5 Embassy officials told us that helicopter operational
records have been requested and received on only one occasion in the past
8 months to provide information to visiting U.S. officials.

Limitations in U.S. Drug traffickers have traditionally used aircraft to move drug shipments
Interdiction Efforts from Colombia to the staging areas of Mexico. To respond to aircraft

movements, dod has devoted extensive resources to detecting and
monitoring suspicious aircraft as they fly from South America to staging
areas outside of the United States. The 1993 change in the U.S. drug
interdiction strategy reduced the detection and monitoring assets in the
transit zone. According to officials at the U.S. Embassy in Mexico City, this
reduction creates a void in the radar coverage, and some drug-trafficking
aircraft are not being detected as they move through the eastern Pacific
Ocean. As an example, the embassy cited the November 1995 flight of a
CaraveUe cargo jet to Baja California. The jet reportedly contained 6 to
10 tons of cocaine and U.S. officials did not know that it was a
drug-related flight until 2 days after it landed.

dod officials acknowledge that radar voids have always existed throughout
the transit zone and the eastern Pacific area. These voids are attributable
to the vastness of the Pacific Ocean and the limited range of ground- and
sea-based radars. As a result, dod officials believe that existing assets must
be used in a "smarter" manner rather than flooding the area with
expensive vessels and ground-based radars, which are not currently
available.

In the past, the Mexican government has misused some U.S.-provided counternarcotics helicopters
For example, during the 1994 uprising in the Mexican state of Chiapas, several U.S.-provided
helicopters were used to transport Mexican miUtary personnel to the conflict, which was a violation of
the transfer agreement.

Page 15 GAO/NSIAD-96-163 Drug Control in Mexico



B-271958

In Mexico, U.S. assistance and dea activities have focused primarily on

interdicting trafficking aircraft as they deliver their drug cargoes.

However, as discussed previously, traffickers are increasingly using

commercial and noncommercial maritime conveyances to move drugs into

Mexico. Commercial maritime smuggling primarily involves moving drugs

by containerized cargo ships. Noncommercial maritime smuggling involves

either "mother ships" that depart Colombia and rendezvous with either

fishing vessels or smaller craft that, in turn, smuggle cocaine into a

Mexican port, or "go-fast" boats that depart from Colombia and make a

direct run to Mexico's Yucatan Peninsula. According to officials at the U.S.

Embassy in Mexico City, about two-thirds of the cocaine currently

entering Mexico is transported by maritime means.

Efforts to address the maritime movement of drugs into Mexico are

minimal, when compared to the increasing prevalence of this mode of

trafficking. According to officials at the U.S. Embassy, the Mexican

government is developing a port inspection unit and the Mexican Navy is

involved in patrolling the Mexican coast and navigable rivers, boarding

suspect vessels, and eradicating illicit crops in coastal regions. The U.S.

program for addressing this problem is also small and consists mainly of

monitoring some ship movements and providing training to Mexican naval

personnel. The U.S. program is based on prior explicit intelligence on the

movement of drug carrying vessels, dod officials told us that without prior

intelligence, the detection and monitoring of ships is impossible since

thousands of fishing, commercial, and other vessels are found in sea lanes

between Colombia and Mexico daily.

Department of State officials believe that Mexican maritime interdiction

efforts would benefit from training offered by the Customs Service and the

Coast Guard in port inspections and vessel boarding practices. However,

according to dod, Mexican law and custom have limited the amount of

interaction between the Mexican Navy and these two U.S. agencies in the

past. Department of State officials note that the degree to which the

Mexican Navy becomes involved in drug control efforts will be an

indicator of the political will of the country to address the drug-trafficking

problem.^ Since our June 1995 testimony, a number of events have occurred that

Kecent HillOrtS lO
cQuld^eQt future drug control efforts by the United States and Mexico.

AddreSS Bilateral First, the importance of drug control issues at the U.S. Embassy in Mexico

Dnig Control ISSUeS City has been elevated
>
md the embassy has developed a drug control plan
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that focuses the efforts of all U.S. agencies in Mexico on specific goals and

objectives. Second, the Mexican government has enacted legislation that

strengthens fiscal regulations governing financial institutions and other

legislation aimed at reducing money laundering. Third, according to U.S.

officials, the Mexican government has signed a mutually acceptable

section 505 transfer agreement that will cover future military equipment

transfers. Fourth, the United States and Mexico have created a framework

for increased cooperation and the development of a joint counternarcotics

strategy.

The U.S. Embassy in Mexico City elevated counternarcotics from the

fourth highest priority—its 1995 ranking—in its Mission Program Plan for

Mexico to a top priority, which is shared with the promotion of U.S.

business and trade. The U.S. Ambassador to Mexico told us that, because

the immediacy of the North American Free Trade Agreement and the U.S.

involvement in the financial support program for the Mexican economy
have subsided, he has been able to focus a substantial amount of his

attention on counternarcotics issues since mid-1995.

In July 1995, the U.S. Embassy in Mexico City developed a detailed

embassywide counternarcotics plan for U.S. efforts in Mexico. The plan

involves the activities of all agencies involved in counternarcotics

activities at the embassy and focuses on (1) disrupting and dismantling

Mexican drug cartels and their political allies, (2) reducing money
laundering, (3) strengthening Mexican institutions, and (4) interdicting

drug shipments and eradicating illicit crops. The plan also identifies

several programs that the embassy believes will lead to attaining these

goals, as well as specific program milestones and measurable objectives,

and sets forth funding levels and milestones for measuring progress. The
embassy estimated that it will require $5 million in Department of State

funds to implement this plan during fiscal year 1996. However, according

to State Department officials, only $1.2 million in counternarcotics funds

will be available for efforts in Mexico during fiscal year 1996. Of this

amount, about $800,000 is expected to be used to support the Narcotics

Affairs Section and $400,000 is to fund a program to assist Mexico's

judicial system. According to State Department officials, the fiscal year

1997 budget request includes $5 million for the Department of State's

narcotics control efforts in Mexico.

Senior Department of State officials do not believe there is a conflict

between the policy of reducing the level of resources in the transit zone

outlined in the presidential directive and current efforts to increase drug
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interdiction assistance and resources to Mexico. These officials told us

that the United States needs to pay special attention to drug control efforts

in Mexico because (1) Mexico is the staging area for drugs entering the

United States, (2) the influence of drug-trafficking organizations in Mexico
has increased, and (3) the borders are relatively easy to cross.

After taking office in December 1994, President Zedillo declared drug

trafficking "Mexico's number one security threat." As such, President

Zedillo advocated legislative changes that could improve Mexico's ability

to combat drugs and drug-related crimes. During the session that ended on
April 30, 1996, the Mexican Congress enacted legislation that could

improve some of Mexico's counternarcotics capabilities. Some of the

newly enacted legislation is effective immediately and includes provisions

that make money laundering a criminal offense within Mexico's penal

code. However, other legislation to provide Mexican law enforcement

agencies with some essential tools needed to arrest and prosecute drug

traffickers and money launderers requires amending the Mexican
constitution. These tools include the use of electronic surveillance and
other modern investigative techniques that, according to U.S. officials, are

very helpful in attacking sophisticated criminal organizations. Department
of State officials told us that it appears likely that the amendments will be
ratified in the near future—maybe as soon as the end of June 1996.

To date, the Mexican Congress has not addressed several other key issues

that would support its counternarcotics efforts. These issues include a

requirement that all financial institutions report large cash transactions

through currency transaction reports. Although some U.S. officials

disagree on the value of such reports, none dispute the point that currency

transaction reports are useful tools that could deter and reduce money
laundering. According to U.S. officials, various U.S. government agencies

are working closely with Mexican officials to address the issue of currency

transaction reports. However, the officials acknowledged that, even if

legislation requiring the use of currency transaction reports is enacted, it

will take the Mexican government up to 5 years or longer before the laws

can be fully implemented because of the extensive administrative

procedures and training that would be required.

To follow up on mutual concerns discussed during the U.S. Secretary of

Defense's October 1995 visit to Mexico, military and diplomatic

representatives of the two countries met in San Antonio, Texas, in

December 1995. According to a U.S. participant at this meeting,

representatives of the Mexican government proposed that an agreement
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be developed for future transfers of military equipment. With such an
agreement, equipment could be quickly transferred to the Mexican

government and the lengthy delays encountered in the past avoided. U.S.

officials view this as an indication that the Mexican government and its

military components are committed to stopping the flow of drugs through

Mexico. According to U.S. officials, a formal agreement was signed in

mid-April 1996, and the United States announced shortly thereafter its

intention to transfer a number of helicopters and spare parts to the

Mexican Air Force to enhance its role in interdiction and support for law

enforcement activities. Twenty UH-1H helicopters are scheduled to be

transferred in fiscal year 1996 and up to 53 in fiscal year 1997. According

to the Department of State, details about how the pilots will be trained, as

well as how the helicopters will be operated, used, and maintained, are

being worked out.

In March 1996, Presidents Clinton and Zedillo established a high-level

contact group to better address the threat narcotics poses to both

countries. The Director of the Office of National Drug Control Policy

(ondcp) co-chaired the first contact group meeting in Mexico City in late

March, which met to review drug control policies, enhance cooperation,

develop new strategies, and begin to develop a new plan of action. At the

conclusion of this meeting, the contact group issued a 10-point joint

corrununique that called for action, such as developing a joint

antinarcotics strategy, increasing counternarcotics cooperation, and
implementing laws to criminalize the laundering of drug profits. Binational

working groups have been formed to plan and coordinate implementation

of the contact group's initiatives. A follow-up meeting is scheduled during

the summer of 1996 in Washington, D.C. According to ondcp officials, the

joint antinarcotics strategy is expected to be completed in late 1996.

ondcp and dea provided comments on a draft of this report (see apps. I and
II); the Departments of State and Defense provided oral comments; and
the Department of Justice provided informal comments, ondcp and the

Departments of State and Defense generally agreed with the report's

content and major conclusions, ondcp, in commenting on reduction in

interdiction resources available for activities in the transit zone and source

countries, stated that these reductions were largely the result of

congressional action, dea, however, raised concerns that the draft report

did not accurately reflect the many positive counternarcotics initiatives

undertaken by the governments of Mexico and the United States. We,

consequently, updated the report to reflect Mexican legislative initiatives

Agency Comments
and Our Evaluation
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and bilateral efforts. We also made changes to reflect additional

information provided by the Department of Justice, as well as other

agencies.

ScODe and ^° °kta*n information for this report, we spoke with appropriate officials

- . ^ and reviewed planning documents, studies, cables, and correspondence at

MetnOdOlOgy dod and the Department of State, the U.S. Customs Service, dea, the

Federal Bureau of Investigation, and ondcp in Washington, D.C. In

addition, at the U.S. Embassy in Mexico City, Mexico, we interviewed the

Ambassador and the Deputy Chief of Mission. We also interviewed

responsible officials from the Narcotics Affairs, Political, and Economic
Sections; the Defense Attache Office; the Military Liaison Office; the

Information Analysis Center; dea; the Federal Bureau of Investigation; the

U.S. Customs Service; and the Department of the Treasury. We also

attended various drug-related meetings and reviewed documents prepared

by U.S. Embassy personnel.

To obtain the views of the Mexican government, we met with

representatives of the Mexican Embassy in Washington, D.C. In Mexico
City, Mexico, we met with the Mexican Secretary of Foreign Relations; the

Deputy Foreign Minister for North American Affairs; the Coordinator for

Counternarcotics Programs (Secretaria de Relaciones Exteriores); the

Deputy Attorney General (Procuraduria General de la Republic

Sub-Procurador Juridico); the Deputy Finance Minister (Secretaria de

Hacienda y Credito Publico); and representatives of the Ministry of

Defense. We also visited the Mexican Attorney General's aircraft

maintenance facility in Mexico City, Mexico, where we met with Mexican
government officials responsible for maintaining the 30 U.S.-provided

UH-1H helicopters and the Mexican air interdiction fleet. At the

maintenance facility, we also met with U.S. officials responsible for

developing a spare parts inventory system for the Office of the Attorney

General. Information on Mexican law in this report does not reflect our

independent legal analysis but is based on interviews and secondary

sources.
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We conducted our review from January through June 1996 in accordance

with generally accepted government auditing standards.

We are sending copies of this report to other congressional committees;

the Secretaries of State and Defense; the Attorney General; the

Administrator, Drug Enforcement Administration; and the Directors of the

Office of National Drug Control Policy and Federal Bureau of

Investigation. Copies will also be made available to other interested

parties upon request.

If you or your staff have any questions concerning this report, I can be

reached on (202) 512-4268. The major contributors to this report were

Allen Fleener and George Taylor.

Jess T. Ford, Associate Director

International Relations and Trade Issues
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Appendix I

Comments From the Office of National Drug
Control Policy

EXECUTIVE OFFICE OF THE PRESIDENT
OFFICK OF NATIONAL DRUG CONTROL POLICY

W^ishinRton, D.C. 20503

May 31, 1996

Jess T. Ford

Associate Director

International Relations and Trade Issues

U.S. General Accounting Office

Washington, D.C. 20548

Dear Mr. Ford:

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the draft report Long-Standing Problems Continue

to Hinder Interdiction Efforts in Mexico.

While this report provides an accurate historical review of drug cooperation with Mexico, a more

complete picture of the situation requires additional information, particularly with respect to two

key points.

GAO notes that agencies involved in drug interdiction in the transit zone have seen successive

cuts in their interdiction budgets over the past several years, leading to dramatic reductions in the

resources available in both the transit zones and the source countries. The report omits any

reference to the fact that these cuts were largely the result ofCongressional action.

Second, in addition to the 1992 interagency Mexico strategy discussed in the report, ONDCP's
1994 Classified Implementation Guidance supports the Administration's objectives in improving

counterdrug cooperation with Mexico. The 1996 Guidance, which will be finalized and approved

this summer, will set forth the implementation framework to meet the goals and objectives ofthe

1996 National Drug Control Strategy, including our goals in Mexico.

Thanks again for sharing your draft with us. I hope you will find our comments useful.

Sincerely,

Janet Crist

Chiefof Staff
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Comments From the Drug Enforcement
Administration

Note: GAO comments
supplementing those in the

report text appear at the

end of this appendix. U.S. Department of Justice

Drug Enforcement Administration

Washington. D-C. 20537

JUN 3 21996

MEMORANDUM

TO: Jess T. Ford

Associate Director

International Relations and Trade Issues

General Accounting Office

FROM: Stephen H. Greene

Deputy Administrator

SUBJECT: Review ofDrug Control, Long-Standing Problems Continue to Hinder

Interdiction Efforts in Mexico

See comment 1

.

See comment 2.

This is in response to your request ofMay 13, 1996, to provide the General Accounting

Office (GAO) with the Drug Enforcement Administration's (DEA) comments regarding the

above-entitled draft report. DEA will only address the major contextual facts and language. On
point, however, the draft report emphasizes the negative aspects of the counternarcotics

endeavors undertaken by the United States and Mexico and does not give significant recognition

to many of the positive initiatives and results. These initiatives include operational and

legislative successes as well as the fact that Mexico is taking a proactive approach to become a

leader in the counterdrug effort throughout the region.

With that said, DEA's specific comments and concerns are set forth below:

Page 2, Results in Brief. GAO should revise this section to properly reflect no significant

increase in heroin and a decrease in marijuana entering the United States through Mexico

in recent years. In addition, the general statement that the amount of drugs seized and the

number of drug-related arrests in Mexico has fallen is misleading. DEA points out that

some seizures are up and some are down, depending on the category of drug.

Furthermore, the use of the language "the current government of Mexico appears

committed" does not fully convey the positive action taken by the Mexican government

to pass and enact certain legislative initiatives to strengthen its ability to address the drug

problem. DEA believes more emphasis should be put on the Mexican government's

commitment to demonstrate its willingness to fight drug trafficking.
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Administration

See comment 1

.

Now on p. 3.

See comment 1

.

See comment 3.

See comment 1

.

See comment 1

.

Now on p. 6.

See comment 1

.

See comment 2.

See comment 1

.

See comment 1

.

Also, GAO should further define its use ofthe term "unsuccessful" when describing the

effort to stem the flow of drugs. For instance, there have been several high-level arrests

ofmajor drug traffickers in recent years by the Mexican authorities that have disrupted

the activities ofmajor drug organizations. Therefore, does the term "unsuccessful" mean
unsuccessful in obtaining the necessary funding, equipment, and other assets to more

efficiently accomplish their strategic objectives?

Page 4, first paragraph. DEA recommends that GAO revise its report to reflect DEA's
position that Mexican heroin is the predominate form of heroin available in the western

half ofthe United States and Mexico is the number one source of foreign marijuana

coming into the United States.

Page 4, second paragraph. GAO should modify its report to accurately reflect that

aircraft using the western Caribbean corridor and the eastern Pacific corridor either land

in Mexico or Central America, rather than Mexico or Guatemala. In addition, drug

shipments do not only follow overland routes, but sometimes are flown from southern to

northern Mexico. Also, the last sentence referencing only 15 air trafficking events during

1 995 does not explain the relevance to cocaine smuggling.

Page 5, first full paragraph. GAO should modify its report to accurately reflect that in

1 994, some trafficking groups began to also use large 727 type aircraft. In addition, since

1993, traffickers have been using maritime smuggling techniques to frustrate the United

States and Mexican interdiction efforts.

Page 5, second paragraph. DEA cannot accurately estimate the actual amount of

methamphetamine available in the United States since it is clandestinely produced. DEA,
however, through its ongoing investigations and intelligence sources, believes that the

vast majority of the methamphetamine available in the United States is either produced

by Mexican traffickers in Mexico or California. Therefore, GAO should revise its report

to reflect this fact.

Page 6, first full paragraph. GAO should revise the fourth sentence to read "According

to DEA, Mexican drug trafficking groups oftentimes receive..."

Page 6, second paragraph. GAO should revise the first sentence to more accurately

reflect Mexico as an attractive money laundering country so as not to project the opinion

that the drug traffickers have completely abandoned the other traditional money
laundering countries (e.g., Panama and Cayman Islands). In addition, GAO should revise

the third sentence to more accurately reflect that, in 1994, the Mexican government

estimated that the gross revenues of the Mexican drug trafficking organizations were $30

billion and United States officials estimated the gross profits were approximately $10

billion. Accordingly, page 12, first full paragraph, should also properly reflect the $30

billion as gross revenues.

2
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See comment 1

.

See comment 1

.

See comment 4.

See comment 1

.

See comment 1

.

See comment 1.

See comment 1

.

Now on p. 1 1

.

See comment 1

.

Now on p. 15.

See comment 1

.

Now on p. 20.

See comment 5.

Page 6, second paragraph. Change "19" in last sentence to read "some of the major"

organizations.

Pages 7 and 8. GAO's presentation ofthe facts does not fully explain the cause and

effect of the United States and Mexican counternarcotics activities. For example, the

bilateral enforcement initiative to target air transportation of drugs during the early 1990s

caused the traffickers to switch to maritime transportation which is harder to detect and

target. Furthermore, GAO's presentation of the 1992 through 1995 statistical

information makes it appear that Mexico's drug arrests have been on a steady decline.

This is not the case ifyou compare the number of arrests in 1995 (9,900) to that in 1 991

(8,762). DEA notes that this increase of arrests occurred even though Mexico's 1995

cocaine seizures were less than half (22 metric tons) of those in 1991 (50 metric tons).

Also, DEA disagrees with GAO's interpretation of the reason why Mexico initiated the

policy in January 1993 to assume all costs of its counternarcotics effort. One ofmany

contributing factors to the "Mexicanization" of its counternarcotics effort is that Mexico

wants to be recognized as a leader in the Central American Hemisphere. Moreover, the

United States over the years has been aggressively promoting that other countries need to

be more self-reliant in addressing their counternarcotics issues.

Page 9, second paragraph. DEA points out that there are no photographs ofthe

November 1995 incident regarding the off-loading of a cargo jet that can specifically

identify any individuals since all the photographs were taken from an aircraft. Therefore,

please remove any reference to such a photograph that can positively identify Mexican

federal and state personnel. In addition, the reference to the March 1993 incident

regarding the arrest of 1 6 officers in the National Institute for Combating Drugs actually

occurred in March 1995. Please correct the report to reflect this fact.

Pages 1 1 through 24. Many ofMexico's legislative initiatives referenced in this report

have either been passed, enacted, or are waiting to be enacted. To assist GAO in

appropriately revising its report, DEA is attaching a list of legislative actions by the

Mexican government and the current status ofeach as ofMay 23, 1996.

Page 13, last paragraph. GAO should revise the second sentence to read "... attractive for

potential traffickers to use Mexico to transship pseudoephedrine, ephedrine , and other

chemicals.

Page 20, first full paragraph. GAO should revise the reference to the November 1995

flight of the Caravelle cargo jet to show that the jet reportedly contained up to 1 5 tons of

Page 27, first paragraph. DEA requests that GAO either remove this paragraph or

rephrase it to more appropriately reflect the known facts as follows: During our field

work at the U.S. Embassy in Mexico City we requested certain DEA information. DEA's
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Page 27, first paragraph. DEA requests that GAO either remove this paragraph or

rephrase it to more appropriately reflect the known facts as follows: During our field

work at the U.S. Embassy in Mexico City we requested certain DEA information. DEA's
Mexico City Country Office either provided this information on-site, when feasible, or

directed GAO evaluators to the appropriate DEA Headquarters components. A summary
report of Special Enforcement Operations (SEO) was not available for distribution until

May 22, 1996 and, therefore, was not part of this report.

DEA will provide GAO under separate cover with a detailed accounting ofthe specific

documents/information it gave the team as well as a copy of the now complete summary
report of SEOs.

Finally, please include the Attorney General and the Director, Federal Bureau of

Investigation, on the distribution list of this report.

If you have any comments or wish to meet with DEA representatives, please contact

Audit Liaison Frank Proietti at (202) 307-8328.

Attachment

cc: Vickie Sloan

Audit Liaison Office

Justice Management Division

4
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The following are gao's comments on the Drug Enforcement

Administration's (dea) memorandum dated June 3, 1996.

qAq>s QoiTinientS
rePort text ^BS been modified to reflect this information.

2. We believe that the report presents an accurate portrayal of actions

taken by the Mexican government.

3. This discussion has been deleted from the final report.

4. We presented information from 1992 to illustrate changes that have

taken place since the institution of Mexican efforts to implement their own
counternarcotics policy.

5. We have discussed this issue with dea and the situation is currently

under review.
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