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Drug Cartels in Latin America 
 

Samruddhi Pathak1* 
 
Operational drug cartels in Latin America not only impose a great security threat to the 

regional security of Latin America but to a lot of nations, globally. The biggest drug 

consumers, in the world, are the US, Canada and Western Europe. Hence, the illicit 

production and passage of drugs, in Latin America, possess a threat to some of the most 

developed nations of the world. The drug cartels continue to be a prevalent problem even 

after decades of co-operation between the governments to contain it. Prior to the regional 

security cooperation initiatives and legalization debate, it is important to understand the scale 

of the danger that drug trafficking imposes. 

South America is the sole producer of cocaine in the global market. EUROPOL, The 

European Police Organisation claims that 250 tons per year of cocaine (approximately 25-30 

percent of global production) is smuggled to Europe from Latin America. There was an 

increase of 37 percent in the number of patients seeking treatment for cocaine addiction 

between 2014 and 2017 in European clinics. Also, the economic recession caused by the 

pandemic is only increasing the cocaine menace in Europe.  

Mexico and Columbia are the primary sources of opiates and methamphetamine in the US. 

There was an increase of 305 percent, from 2010 to 2015, in the seizure of methamphetamine 

across the southern border of the US. Also, Mexico is the main supplier of heroin and 

marijuana in the US. The availability of Mexican produced heroin is increasing in the Eastern 

US. The amount of heroin seized along the borders of the US and Mexico doubled from 2010 

to 2015. With the rising demand in the US, the cultivation of opium and heroin is also rising 

in Mexico.  

The UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) reports having seen an increase in the amount 

of cocaine on transit routes of Latin America. Also, Latin America is the leading producer of 

coca bush and opium poppy, crops that are used to produce cocaine and heroin respectively. 

The poppy cultivation has increased from 28,000 hectares, in 2015 to 32,000 hectares, in 

2016, according to the US and Mexican governments.  

The clandestine trafficking and production carried out by the drug cartels in Latin America 

further funds a black market of worth multi-billion dollars. The biggest drug cartels operating 

in Latin America are mostly based in Mexico. Some of them are Sinaloa Cartel, CJNG cartel 

and the Gulf cartel. The US Department of Justice has estimated the worth of drug trafficking 

organisations to be more than $18 billion in 2009. These DTOs are also expanding their 

operations and becoming transnational. These cartels cause drug-related violence in the 

region.  
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According to a report by UNODC, Latin America had an increment in homicide rates, which 

was also the highest in the world. The violence has been seen to such a great extent that there 

have been armed conflicts between the cartels and the government forces. CJNG (The Jalisco 

New Generation) cartel had shot down a military helicopter in 2015. Not only Mexico, but 

even Columbia and Peru are also victims of narco-terrorist groups. The insurgent groups in 

Latin American countries have started controlling the drug supply chain by levying taxes on 

coca harvesters. 

Drug Trafficking Organisations (DTO) in Latin America have also been linked with even 

international terrorist organisations like Hezbollah and Hamas. They have been reported to 

raise funds for their terrorist organisations.  

The probable reasons for the expansion of drug cartels can be poverty in Latin America. 

Farmers in Latin America and the US face hardships and cannot find any other sources of 

income. Latin American countries also suffer the problem of unemployment and 

underemployment. These problems further increased after the US deported many illegal 

immigrants back to these countries after 1996. The economic instability in people makes 

them vulnerable to crime. These governments have weak institutions. The corruption in the 

local government and the loose law enforcement assists these drug cartels operations in the 

region. The judiciary is not capable enough to instil fear against drug trafficking in the 

people. Insurgent groups stepping into drug trafficking also enhances the business as these 

groups are well-armed. It is also difficult for the states to monitor the land and maritime 

borders effectively.  

Also due to the coronavirus pandemic in 2020, drug trafficking in Europe, especially, has 

also gone digital. Since the lockdown, the illicit delivery and possession of drugs has risen 

through cashless transactions and orders being placed through the dark web. With the course 

of the lockdown, a steep rise in consumption of cocaine has been speculated.  

Latin American countries took strong approaches to tackle this problem. These countries 

deployed more forces and paramilitary to control drug cartel operations. Counter-intuitively, 

they had adverse effects furthering increasing the violence in the region. Deployment of 

troops increased the concern of human rights abuses. Thus, after the failure of this reform, 

they resorted to a more policy-based approach.  

Latin American countries resorted to Mano Dura anti-gang policies. According to these, the 

states tried to deter their youth from indulging in cartel operations. Under these policies, the 

punishments on involvement would be harsh resulting in increased sentences. These policies 

had given disappointing results due to poor implementation and judicial procedures. Lot of 

people were not convicted due to the lack of evidence and innocent youth were convicted 

under false charges.  

Since Mexico has the largest operational drug cartel, it has taken certain rigorous steps to 

fight the problem. The former President of Mexico, Enrique Peńa Nieto had adopted a very 

aggressive law enforcement strategy to fight the drug cartels. During his tenure, 107 out of 

122 criminal targets were either arrested or killed. Even the kingpin, ‘El Chapo’ Guzmán was 

captured by his government.  
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Countries like Costa Rica and Panama have attempted implementing COMPSTAT Systems 

that works towards improving real-time mapping of drug trafficking activity and its analysis. 

Latin America is also looking forward to executing intelligence led policing. This would 

encourage institutional cooperation between police and prosecutors. This cooperation would 

enhance the efficiency of law enforcement, such as collection of evidence and successful 

convictions. These states are also trying to fund their policing forces from the seized assets of 

DTOs.  

Although, the solutions opted by the governments as mentioned are steps to control the 

damage and not prevent the menace from happening. Some states have taken initiatives for 

prevention. El Salvador has initiated many prevention programs and is also seeking 

international funding for them. Honduran government is also allocating one third of the 

money received from seized assets of DTOs to prevention programs. Though these are baby 

steps towards the goal i.e. Latin America free from DTOs. The US government has advised 

the regional governments to foster the opportunities in education and jobs for the youth.  

DTOs are causing transnational crimes today. Thus, regional cooperation is also carried out 

by the countries. ‘Plan of the Alliance for prosperity in the Northern Triangle’ was proposed 

by El Salvadar, Guatemala and Honduras which was a 5 years long plan requiring $22 

billion. The primary goals of the plan was to develop human capital, improve public safety 

and strengthen institutions in the region. Also, the Security Commission of the Central 

American Integration System (SICA) is formed specifically to address the concerns and 

solutions of the regional cooperation in Latin American countries affected by DTOs.  

The US- Mexico cooperation on controlling DTOs is focused on addressing the regional 

security issues. The Merida Initiative is an example of this cooperation. The pillars of the 

initiative are hampering the operations of organised crime, taking care of human rights 

abused by the authorities, securing the borders without hindering the trade and building 

community based programs. In spite of the bilateral cooperation, Mexico still faces security 

challenges from the transnational crime organisations. One of the reasons being that the US 

does not spend as much as it’s capacity. In 2016, the budget of Mexico for security purposes 

was more than $15 billion while the assistance provided by the US was nearly $139 million. 

The concerns of the initiative are mostly centered around human rights with very little 

attention given to the eradication of drug production and trafficking, which is the root cause.  

Not only with Mexico, but the US has also initiated assistance for Central American countries 

to tame the DTOs in their region with ‘Central American Regional Security Initiative’ 

(CARSI). Separating Mexico from other countries makes the cooperation more focused.  

The US Department of Defence Assistance Program focuses on the entire Latin American 

region. This program aims to provide the resource deprived countries with training and 

equipment assistance for security forces. The primary concern for the US DOD Program has 

been Columbia. This program also keeps it’s conditions, before giving any assistance, to 

ensure that these countries work towards bureaucratic inertia in counterdrug efforts and 

corruption in the government.  

The 111th Congress members had raised concerns on hindrances generated by lack of 

integrated effort. There is temporary success achieved by the counterdrug forces in one 
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country, or sub-region, due the cooperation. Later on, the DTOs resume their operation from 

some other route that goes undetected. Thus, the cultivation and production remains the same. 

This is called the ‘Balloon Effect’. To avoid this, a more collective effort is needed since the 

probable factors leading to the Balloon effect are fragmented management, duplicative and 

overlapping agendas.  

Although any drug eradication programs gives mixed results if alternative livelihood is not 

offered by the government to the affected people. Columbian government saw a brief success 

in its drug eradication initiatives when eradication of their poppies were well coordinated 

with food security services and alternative livelihood options were provided to them. Since, 

destroying crops is the most effective way to eradicate drug operations in the region. Farmers 

affected by criminal groups and drug cartels have even sought government assistance to stop 

the cultivation of drug crops.  

As these problems sustain and will be present in the region for some more years. The 

solutions worked out by the regional governments have not given the required results. There 

are issues that have not been resolved yet such as procedural reforms and opportunities for 

youth. Also these governments need to understand the root causes of its insecure citizens. 

These unattended problems have led to instability in the region and poverty among people.  
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