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DEA AGENT Tues 18 July, 2000

What is a drug cartel? Isn’t the term something of a misnomer? Can’t it generate 
publicity of the wrong sort?

The fact is there is a lot of debate over whether or not law enforcement should use the 
term ‘cartel’. ‘Cartel’ came into vogue I think in the late 70s. What happened is 
cocaine organisations started out rather small - there really wasn’t a cocaine industry 
in the United States in the early 70s, for example. It wasn’t the preferred drug of 
abuse. Preferred drugs of abuse were: marijuana, heroin was very popular, 
methamphetamine, uppers, downers, LSD, hallucinogens. Very popular in the early 
70s - a carry-over from the 60s. 

The Colombian organised crime groups begin to get involved on an important scale in 
the early 70s. Essentially they wrestled the business away from Chileans and others, 
who had been dabbling in it. But nobody was making a whole lot of money. It really 
was kind of a niche market for that particular drug [cocaine]. And I think in those 
days it might have been popular in the arts community and so on but at that stage 
cocaine wasn’t really a preferred drug of abuse. Of course, all that would change over 
the course of the following decade. And over the course of that decade, certain groups 
based in Medellin and Cali began to grab increasingly important shares of the cocaine
market and essentially took over and perfected the business of cocaine trafficking in 
the United States. They were assisted I think in part by an epidemic of a drug called 
crack. When people first began to realise there was a way to smoke this drug, and 
what they didn’t realise when they began to smoke it is how addictive it was in that 
form. 

So the cartels, these organised crime groups, had a little bit of luck in that this drug 
that kind of had a little niche market - the market had now expanded and there was a 
huge demand for the product in the US. All that coincided with two groups essentially 
- two or more but two were paramount in this business. And they were able, through
traditional organised crime methods, to control the transportation. They controlled the 
wholesale industry both in Colombia and in the United States, and they began to 
expand and feed on this market that was demanding this drug in the form of crack. 
And so over the course of that time two groups emerged, the Medellin Cartel and the 
Cali Cartel. There were some smaller groups … in other parts of Colombia but the 
two pre-eminent organised crime groups in Colombia who surfaced as the billionaires 
in the 80s were from two opposing cities, Medellin and Cali. 

Somewhere along the line someone coined the term ‘cartel’. I don’t know where but it 
seemed to fit because they were truly on top, they were able to regulate the amount of 
drugs and they were able to regulate price if they wanted to. But generally the market 
drove the price and it just became a popular term – it began to get popular usage. But 
are they the same as a traditional cartel like OPEC or something like this? No. And in 
fact certain law enforcement people felt that the term glamorised the trade and so they 
preferred to use more traditional verbiage for that - call them mafias or syndicates or 
organised crime groups, or whatever. 
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The leadership of the Medellin cartel - power was concentrated at that level of 
gangster. And much like your traditional organised crime groups they broke down 
very much like that. In my view the Medellin Cartel - Pablo Escobar, who would 
emerge as the boss of bosses of the Medellin cartel - established an organisation that 
ran not unlike the kind of organisation Al Capone ran. Negotiation always ended at 
the end of a gun. If you went along with him, we’ll become rich together. If not, and 
you have a disagreement, then somebody’s gonna die. And by the time Escobar died 
in ’92, he had probably sent to the grave certainly thousands of Colombian police 
officers, judges, magistrates, prosecutors - you name it. Presidential candidates - and 
thousands of Colombian citizens.

But they were ALL violent, right? Any more than others?

They were certainly all violent. The least violent were the Ochoas [of Medellin] but 
even so, they were violent as well… You can’t survive in that business if you’re not 
violent. This is not a business for a negotiator. Were they party to Escobar’s plan to 
declare war against his own government? I don’t know if they sat down and had a 
meeting and he said, ‘Hey, I’m gonna declare war against the government, are you 
with me or against me?’ - but certainly they didn’t oppose it and they were paying 
their taxes…

[Escobar had yet to rise to prominence in the early 1970s but] in those days we were 
working on groups from Medellin who would later become important traffickers (read 
Kings of Cocaine [by Guy Gugliotta and Jeff Leen] - it does a good history no doubt. 
That may be the most accurate thing written about the cocaine cartels in the 70s and 
into the 80s.)

But at the time cocaine was seen as a benevolent drug – non-addictive, certainly. 
Were you and the DEA aware of the problem? Was there an awareness of the errors 
of the White House’s 1975 white paper?

… I was certainly aware and I think the bosses were aware and I think it was 
generally understood that this was gonna come back and bite us in the ass - by a lot of
people.

Was there a lot of violence even that early? 

There’s two periods of violence that are significant. One is when the Colombian
cartels begin to consolidate, and grab the leadership role. In the early 1970s there’s a 
lot of people doing cocaine. By the mid ’70s that group is shrinking. Certain groups 
are emerging as more relevant in the traffic, through size and violence. They go hand 
in hand - in Colombia and here [in the US]. Because by the late 1970s you have this 
whole notion of the cocaine cowboys. Miami, Florida becomes a kind of staging point 
for them, and all the attendant violence that goes along with that: shootings in the 
street, machine-gunnings in restaurants. It becomes so bad that by the early 80s the 
Reagan administration creates the South Florida Task Force and puts George Bush in 
charge because the communities were outraged at all the violence going on down 
there. 
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Was this a PR move, or did it actually achieve anything? 

I think it was all very well done. The problem is that we were still dealing with this as 
a local or a regional problem: ‘It’s not a national problem, it’s confined pretty much to 
Miami and New York.’ As a government and even as an agency we were not viewing 
this as a matter of national, or even international security.

Why?

Because our priorities at that time were heroin cases and other things. It wasn’t until 
the crack epidemic when we started seeing kids from suburbia becoming addicted that 
everybody let out this big shout and said ‘Hey! This is fucked up! Do something 
about this!’ And that’s when we began to think about how to attack these groups. 
[but] by then they had consolidated and become extremely powerful, not only in their 
own country but outside their country as well. Obviously, power buys influence. 
Money buys influence and these guys had more money than they knew what to do 
with.

What was the relationship between Cali and Medellin?

It all had to do with the business. Escobar was probably the catalyst for most of that. 
He and [Rodriguez] Gacha both were very ruthless. And they solved everything at the 
end of a barrel, and so they began to have some relevant levels of warfare, and it got 
to a point where Escobar tried to have members of the Cali Cartel killed. They put a 
bomb on Escobar’s house, and the game was on. And it was right down to the wire to 
the point that - I think nobody would deny that a certain amount of the information
that led to Escobar’s capture was coming from people in the employ of the Cali
Cartel.

How do cartels work? 

Different people fill their specialities or their abilities to get things done - just fall into 
their categories of natural relevance. [Carlos] Lehder discovered the route through the 
Bahamas which in the 1970s and 80s was extremely important to their success and he 
essentially became the transportation guru for the Medellin cartel. He wasn’t as 
involved necessarily on the business end of it in the States as he was in the 
transportation. Gacha and those guys fell into the strong-arm category - they were in 
charge of the dirty business and they would decide how this money got divvied up 
afterwards. They’d all put money towards loads, they would all share responsibility if 
the load was lost and when the loads weren’t lost they would all share a piece of the 
muscle, and make sure that the people were either paid or were killed. Because the 
one thing an organisation like that can’t have is disrespect: if somebody beats you for 
a load, somebody has to pay or somebody’s gonna die. There were people that ran 
cells in the States and I think the Ochoas were very good at that. Escobar and Gacha,
they had their crews - at the muscle end of the business, the enforcement end of the 
business, the strong arm side of the business. The Ochoas are on the business side of 
the business, arranging for the shipments an arranging for the deals and setting up the 
cells that run in the States. And Lehder was doing the transportation. 
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And when you look at the Cali Cartel it wasn’t much different. Pacho Herrera’s
people ran the wholesale distribution operations in the States. The Rodriguez Orejuela 
brothers were masters at transportation and arranging routes through Mexico and 
through containerised cargo and so on. Everybody had their little niche, their own 
expertise.

They organised tightly-knit cells. How did that work?

A cell is not unlike a terrorist cell. It is a work unit. You had cells that were dedicated 
to money and you had cells that were dedicated to distribution of drugs. And they 
broke down responsibility within that work unit. One guy was in charge and he had 
everybody else working for him. Some guy would sit on a stash apartment, others 
would drive a delivery car, others would pick up money. Others would meet the 
shipment and arrange for its safe passage into the States. Others would drive the 
containerised cargo trucks across State lines, all those things would go into being a 
successful trafficker. At a wholesale level, movement between states, pickup and 
collection of  money, arranging for meetings and so forth. All that was done in the 
form of a cell…

…[it] could be a dozen, could be 18 guys, could be 20. One guy’s in charge and he 
just gives out the jobs: ‘There’s a car that’s gonna be on the corner of Walk and Don’t 
Walk at 4pm. It’s a blue Chevrolet. The keys will be on the front tyre. Pick it up and 
drive it to the Pharaoh Shopping Mall in front of Entrance C. Get out of the car and 
leave the keys on the tyre.’ ‘Well, gee, boss, why am I doing this?’ No room for 
questions: ‘You’ve got your assignment, do it!’ 

So what happens? X gets collared on 66th driving this car. ‘Who are you?’ ‘X’
‘Whose cocaine is this?’ ‘I don‘t have a clue. I take my orders from Y.’ ‘And who is 
Y?’ ‘I don’t know.’ How does he contact you?’ ‘He calls me on a cell phone.’ ‘And 
how does he pay you?’ ‘He leaves money for me in the cars when I make pick ups.’ 
‘Where were you taking the car?’ ‘To the mall.’ And more often than not, when we 
began to interview people like this we began to realise that they didn’t freaking know 
anybody else. That they had their singular job and that was it. That they might meet
one person but he always had an alias and they never knew who he was except that he 
was Gairo, or Gerardo, or Vicente. Or ‘everybody calls him Boo-Boo’. That’s it. Very 
compartmented. And they were expert at it. And when people talk about a cell, that’s 
what they’re talking about. 

How many cells like this were there operating in Florida?

Hard to say. Pacho Herrera had two cells up and running in New York. And those two 
cells alone handled… four hundred and something million dollars worth of business -
we seized his records - in one year. That’s Pacho Herrera.

How much are these guys making? The real money is further down the chain?

They’re not moving kilos. Minimum lots, 20, 30, 40 kilos. You’re not moving at that 
lot unless you’re moving 20 or 30 kilos. They’re selling to Dominicans, to Puerto 
Ricans, to other Colombians who had been here for a generation. Those are their 
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customers. You’re never gonna have an undercover agent meet them because you’re 
not operating at that level. And if you do, you’re gonna meet some delivery boy. Very
smart.

Who are these guys?

Anybody in charge of large amounts of either money or cocaine - who runs the cell, 
what we used to call the Cell Head - generally speaking was somebody who was a 
family member…or a guy that the cartel head grew up with. Generally speaking. So 
Pacho Herrera had his brothers running his cells in New York. 

The guys who work in the cell are not friends. They are workers, they are salaried. 
We seized their computers, all their records.  And their printouts. They would run a
payroll tally and give out the different jobs the people had. ‘This guy sat in the stash 
apartment, he made $5000 a month.’ It didn’t matter if 100 tons went through that 
apartment. He got $5000. What was his job? He sat there and watched cable TV. And 
when the boss came over and said I’m taking 60, he would make an entry in his log 
book.

They had detailed accounting?

All over the place! Always. Right down to the kilo and you’d see the notations. This 
is business! The notion that they could operate this without records is preposterous. 
This is business. You have to view the Colombian cartels as engaging in a business -
view it as a business. Don’t confuse them with John Gotti who controls the docks or 
something. These guys perfected the business of cocaine trafficking in the US.

Do you have a grudging respect for them?

Cartels, Colombian mafias - whatever is your favourite term - they perfected this 
business in the sense that they took care of how they transported it, they took care in 
how they structured their cell operations. They took care in how they compartmented 
every bit of every transaction they did to protect the organisation and they put people 
on salary so no matter what your job was you were on a salary, you weren’t on a 
commission. All the really big money was going back to Colombia. And that’s why 
these people were billionaires today.

What was their level of technological sophistication?

For the most part it was simple stuff. Phones, pagers, payphones, cell phones. They 
would never use a regular phone with a wire on it. It was always cell phones, 
payphone. Phones and phonecards. So you could call anyone and stay on the phone 
for an hour. Nowadays ….it was those kinds of devices that made their 
communications easy.

So how did you go about tracking them?

Informants and wires. You gotta do a lot of wire work. So a cell head might have 3 or 
4 or 5 or a dozen cell phones within his top structure and he changes them like you 
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and I change underwear - you gotta be on every one. You gotta be on every one of his 
identified phones. And that’s essentially it. You have to be able to trap and trace that 
phone, you have to be able to know where that phone is - now that technology exists 
but when we first started working on these guys that technology did not exist. I could 
be monitoring your calls as an agent and I would have no clue where you were and 
the phone company couldn’t tell me where you were. They could only say he’s in cell 
FP13. ‘Well, shit! That doesn’t help me! In Washington DC that’s a half a mile 
square!’ Now the technology exists to put a guy right at his doorstep once he goes on 
the phone.

Was there a particular moment - when you realised just how big how big the cocaine 
thing was?

In the 1990 - 91 time-frame there was a big case made in New York when the New 
York office seized two of Pacho Herrera’s cells, arrested about 20 people and seized 
the computers, hard drives and floppy discs and… were able to retrieve all of his 
transactional activity for ’90 and ’91. … And it showed how efficient he was at record 
keeping, how he moved during that time period and [moved] certain amounts of 
cocaine… and how he collected 400 and something million dollars over the course of 
those two years. And those were two cells only - we knew Pacho Herrera was busy in 
Miami, Los Angeles and Houston. So this is fucking mathematics. Pacho Herrera 
alone doing a two billion dollar business probably. There’s every reason to believe 
that the Rodriguez [Orejuela] brothers were doing the same level of business. I think 
that was the case where we really got our hands on their own records. Later on, of 
course, the Colombian  National Police would seize huge amounts of that stuff. They 
seized a computer that Jose Santa Cruz Londono had and in that computer they found 
telephone calling records for … long distance calling records. They had a computer 
that was doing relational analysis of long distance calls. They were able to target 
numbers like the US embassy number, the hot lines that they had set up for reporting 
information on the whereabouts of these fugitives.

They were eavesdropping on the US mission in Colombia…?

…the US embassy, among other people. Yeah, these guys were very good... This is 
after Escobar has declared war… You have to realise that in the late 80s and early 90s 
the Medellin Cartel has largely imploded. It is no longer the pre-eminent cocaine 
cartel from Colombia. It is more of an organised crime/terrorist unit. Escobar is 
blowing up shopping centres, Avianca aeroplanes. And he has just gone on a rampage 
to leave his mark on Colombia. The Ochoas are totally underground. Gacha and his 
son are both dead, long dead. Lehder is in jail and Escobar and his group of assassins 
are busying themselves creating mayhem in Colombia over the extradition issue. (So) 
the Cali cartel consolidates, grabs all that business and takes over - in my view - as the 
pre-eminent organised crime group in the world. 

Who are they competing with?

You could always say the Sicilian mafia. I think that people would say today that 
certain groups in Russia are emerging as equally powerful. But during that time in the 
late 80s, early 90s there is no question in my mind that the Cali Cartel as a criminal



Copyright Dominic Streatfeild. All rights reserved
www.dominicstreatfeild.com

7

organisation had become more powerful than any other organised crime group of its 
time - or that history had ever recorded. Don’t forget, these are the guys that 
controlled the presidency through subordination and campaign contributions and other 
things. Direct access to the president. All this is documented. The ability to change 
legislation through influence and power broking. The ability to create a state of 
surrender that would benefit them above all others and this stands to this day. They 
haven’t been extradited to the US. Extradition was there. It vaporised in front of our 
eyes. They were able to get the constituent assembly to vote it out - on the grounds 
that it was unconstitutional. Now today there is extradition again but that gap provides 
them the protection. So there’s no question in my mind. They had brought Colombia
to the state where that fragile democracy was imperilled. Severely. By 1992, 93. 
There is no doubt in my mind that they were, if not the most powerful organised 
crime group in the world, certainly among the most powerful. And considering that 
they were operating from a long-standing democracy, unquestionably the most 
powerful. You could argue that Khun Saa, with all his thousands of men at arms in 
Burma is the world’s most powerful mafioso but look where the fuck he is! He’s in 
Burma! Who cares! You know? These guys were in our hemisphere. These guys were 
operating from a country that was the longest-standing democracy in the Western 
hemisphere. And they had essentially suborned and corrupted their government to the 
point where they clearly could influence legislation and other political scenarios to 
their advantage. So that’s power. And in the process, [they] amass billions.

Was this more of a threat? Equally hard to fight? Harder?

I think so. Cali learned the lesson of good propaganda and they had people who did 
their PR for them, got their message out - created this notion that they were no 
different from the Kennedys and all that…

But E tried that, didn’t he?

Yes but it’s like Al Capone putting on a Halloween suit - it’s just not going to work. 
Because essentially his roots came out and he resolved everything at the tip of a gun 
or with a bomb. And they both posed a threat to the fragile democratic institutions of 
Colombia. Escobar certainly was more confrontational, essentially declared war 
against his own government; the Cali cartel was more insidious. 

But the threat was always there from Cali?

The truth is that it was very difficult for the Colombian government to concentrate on 
two fronts when they had this madman throwing bombs and blowing up planes and 
blowing up shopping centres and creating a general state of mayhem - when the Cali
Cartel was quietly perfecting the business of cocaine trafficking in Cali. So were they 
both a threat to Colombian democracy? Absolutely. To national security? Absolutely. 
But when you have a freaking barking biting Rottweiler over here, you can’t be 
concerned with the barking one over here: this one is biting everything he sees - this 
mad rabid dog is the one that you have to focus your energy on.

Was there an awareness that this was happening, that while the world was hunting 
Pablo Escobar another – perhaps equally insidious - threat was growing?
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I don’t think it was a conscious decision, like somebody said ‘Forget about Cali, we 
gotta focus on this…’ No. You had this general state of mayhem and a serious 
national security problem with Medellin and this was where you had to put your 
energy. These other guys, we know they are there and we are devoting some resources 
to them - just, not enough. And that is not said in a form of a criticism. In my view it 
is totally understandable… Escobar became public enemy number one. There was just 
no other way to view him

There was a longstanding battle between Cali and Medellin, wasn’t there?

No doubt. We’ll never know if it was deliberate. We do know that it served Cali very 
well to constantly point out the differences between themselves - and these guys were 
giving interviews to Time magazine and others and say ‘I’m a businessman’. It was a 
big joke. We used to call them the ‘kinder and gentler cartel’: there’s nothing kind or 
gentle about them but when viewed against Escobar they were more business-
orientated. They were going about business. Now, that business did involve killing, 
wholesale killing, and a lot of different things. But viewed as a business model they 
were much more concentrated in their approach than Escobar would have ever been. 
Escobar’s only interest is power and maniacal actions against his government and he 
is nothing short of a maniac on that subject. And so in many respects he created his 
own downfall. There’s no question that - [in Escobar’s prison, La Catedral]… he calls 
in the Galliani brothers and he tortures them to death. And these guys were some of 
his biggest earners! These guys were earning for him like crazy! But he has them 
brought in and he tortures them because they are withholding the war tax or 
something like that. Now, the rest of the people who are in the organisation who are 
earners, what message do they get from that? ‘This guy has gone fucking mad! He’s 
killing his biggest earners now! When is he gonna kill me?’ So a defection takes place 
at that point, and guys begin to knock on the Rodriguez brother’s doors and Herrera’s 
doors and they say ‘Hey, we come in peace: this guy is fucking maniacal, it’s only a 
matter of time before he kills us. Can you protect me?’ and they say ‘Yeah go back to 
Medellin, you’re under our protection now. Keep tabs on this guy, let us know what’s 
going on and we’ll take care of the problem for you.’ And they did. Ultimately. 

Now, I can’t say - and I won’t give - the Cali cartel credit for catching Escobar. I’ll 
give the Colombian National Police credit for catching Escobar because on that day 
they had done a very good job of intercepting his phones and there’s a little bit of luck 
involved with that always, you know? Escobar made the mistake of staying on the 
phone a little bit too long. So I won’t give Cali the credit for that but I will certainly 
give them the credit for keeping him on the run and keeping him on his toes, and 
making him aware of his vulnerability, and ultimately his vulnerability was what 
destroyed the guy. And when his family was denied entry into Germany I think that 
was the straw that broke the camel’s back. Because he viewed the goal of getting his 
family safely to anther country where they survive, as very important in his scheme of 
things by that point, and when they were turned around and sent back to Colombia, 
his scheme fell apart, and that’s when he begins to have more and more 
communications with his son and his communications begin to become longer and 
sloppier.
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These are all being monitored, though?

Oh! Yeah!

Were you listening to them?

No … This was the Colombian National Police - and they deserve the credit because 
they, with help of other nations (paramount among them was the US) were doing a 
good job of listening to every word he was saying. But he wasn’t using a traditional 
cell phone so it was hard to DF [directional find] him and put him in a particular spot 
but with a little bit of luck you could DF him - and they did.

The rise of the Mexican cartels: was this linked to US operations in the Caribbean? A 
greater threat to the US?

They’re all dangerous because they operate - every single one of them operates in the 
style of the Al Capone style mob. 

Why are they so violent? Are they more violence than the Colombians were?

That is the way they do business. Everything is resolved at the end of a gun. What 
happened is, there were a lot of law enforcement successes. One operation in 
particular, Operation BAT (Bahamas and Turks, out of Nassau). It started in the 80s 
and continued into the 90s. Still going on now. What it did was, with US Air Force 
helicopters and coastguard helicopters there were able to stop the Bahamas from 
being used as the preferred transit route, and they started looking for other ways to 
transport their materials. They began to fly into Mexico. And Mexico became - with 
its 2500 miles of border - it became the ideal way to get cocaine into the US. Initially 
the cartels were paying a per kilo price for transportation into the US

Did you see this coming?

All that’s clear. We didn’t realise that the relationship would evolve in the way that it 
did. What happened is that initially they were paying the Mexicans for the service 
…after a time they began to realise that the price of cocaine went down and - there 
was a lot of cocaine on the streets of the US and the price was going to dive down to 
11, 12000 dollars a kilo wholesale. It became cheaper for the cartels to pay in cocaine: 
‘We pay you 500 kilos, we deliver you 250 on the other side of the border.’

But what they were doing was creating their own competition because they were 
leaving the cocaine in the hands of the people who would ultimately become their 
biggest competitors in the States. So the Mexicans made the transition from being 
drug transporters to drug transporters and traffickers. 

Why has it become so bad? 

We didn’t realise that the Mexicans would emerge as these major drug trafficking 
agents in the States - at that time they didn’t have the networks set up …we thought.
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I think the Arrelano Felix brothers have traditionally been very dangerous; the 
Quintero and the Amado Carillo Fuentes organisations have a very bad reputation. 
Don’t forget - the DEA has a very bad history with the Caro Quintero and the Paen 
family: they killed [DEA agent Enrique, ‘Kiki’] Camarena. So we view them all as 
posing a significant security threat to the regions where they operate. In Tijuana
they’re trafficking all kinds of drugs, not just cocaine. Always have. Always will. And 
if blue jeans becomes a bigger business than cocaine, they’ll be in the goddamn blue 
jeans business.

This is pretty serious – and getting worse, right?

The point is, have they ever reached the level of being a security threat on the central 
government level? I think in recent years they have shown that that is part of their 
goal. To begin to be able to influence national level politics and to be able to suborn 
people in the central government. To suborn others involved in legislation. I think the 
Mexicans, if they go unchecked will go on to have that as a goal. Just as the Cali had 
that goal … they will try to do the same thing, to create for themselves a sort of a safe 
haven in Mexico. I don’t think they’ve achieved that yet. 

[Panama’s] Manuel Noriega?... He was in cahoots with the Medellin cartel, from the 
very beginning? After the assassination of Rodrigo Lara Bonilla, they were all hiding 
out there with him.

I think that’s when we began to realise that there was some degree of corruption there. 
Was there always some degree about Manuel Noriega? I think that’s correct, I think 
there was suspicion. Was there a smoking gun? No. This guy was a son of a bitch and 
he belonged to somebody. We just did not have the proof of that at the time.

And the whole contras/CIA/cocaine angle?

Let’s put this in perspective. I was in [South and Central America at the time] and I 
have been accused personally by people not too far away from here, people in the 
Congress, of having some role in all of this madness. The fact of the matter is that the 
Contras were probably at their strength, about 12,000 in number. They were operating 
in a country that was well-suited for drug trafficking: mid-point between the US and 
the source country and so forth. Over the course of time we did uncover information 
about certain people who had one or another thing to do with the Contras, engaging in 
illegal behaviours. Some of them were pilots, some of them were involved with 
transportation. Others were engaged in some level of trafficking. Those numbers as I 
recall never amounted to more than a dozen people and never in an organised way. It 
was always anecdotal information: a shipment, a flight, a this, a that. And so we were 
never able to put together this quote-unquote ‘vast conspiracy’. There was no 
conspiracy. I think that at any given time there may have been a half a dozen or a 
dozen people who had something to do with the Contras, who sought to enrich 
themselves by ways of cocaine trafficking or transporting in cocaine. At no time did 
that number exceed one or two tenths of a percent of their total numbers

The Kerry subcommittee looked at, and named, a number of the front companies used 
for transportation….Matta Ballesteros…?
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There’s never been any proof that he was engaged in Contra activity. Matta 
Ballesteros. 

SETCO AIR was certainly given money to fly aid to the Contras…

I’m totally unfamiliar with that. This is the Kerry report? I stopped reading all this shit 
because it was so much conspiracy nonsense. The inspector general just did yet 
another report on this and I refused to read it. No interest whatsoever. 

Other cases were like this, though – weren’t they? National Security/CIA activity 
trumping the DEA in the field. Wasn’t it frustrating at times? 

No because there wasn’t any of it. It wasn’t being done - I remain unconvinced that 
this was happening. Because DEA is a fiercely independent organisation and I don’t 
believe it would tolerate it. Now, I realise it’s hard for people to say ‘How could it be? 
You had this relationship with Noriega and all that?’ Hey - the dope business is a bad 
business. You’re not gonna get Pope John to help you with this. He can set a path and 
give you guidance, but when it comes to getting the people who are operating in this 
business, you’ve got to deal with all kinds of people. Good and bad. Is there wisdom 
in joining forces and working closely with the Noriegas of this world as they give you 
this shipment or that one? Some degree of co-operation is better than no degree of co-
operation. I think that the DEA always felt that this guy was a son of a bitch and he 
belonged to somebody but as long as he was turning over shipments and arranging for 
people to be turned over and things of that nature, we were going to work with him. 
Did we trust him? I don’t think so. But you do the best you can under the 
circumstances and that’s the way it worked. 

And let’s not forget that when al the dust settled, it was the DEA that ultimately put 
the guy away and came up with a convincing case against him. So.


