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DEA AGENT #2 Oct 4, 2000

There was cocaine in 1965 but very small amounts, mostly from Peru. Mostly by 
seamen arriving in the New York who were smuggling in a couple of kilos at a time. 
We didn’t see any large shipments. The biggest I saw back in those days was 5 or 6 
kilos at a time. It was a drug used mostly by folks in the entertainment world. Artists, 
writers, musicians - a cachet drug. It wasn’t highly abused, we didn’t see many ODs 
or criminal activity other than the smuggling itself. I was in New York City. Half of 
all the heroin addicts in the US were in the New York area and probably a good 
portion of the cocaine crowd.

When did the cocaine trade in the US really pick up?

Around 77, 76. When we began to see several things. First of all there was the 
violence in Florida. We began to see the Colombians and the Cubans shooting it out 
with each other on the streets in broad daylight, pretty much as they had been doing in 
their own countries for years. We hadn’t seen that level of violence in the States. Sure, 
we had a lot of gun violence and drive-bys and that sort of thing but for the most part 
we have never really had the machine-gunnings and the sort of group-against-group 
violence that is typical in other parts of the world, particularly in South America. And 
that was a wake-up call. A lot of the policymakers began looking at this and saying 
‘What’s going on?’ and we began to realise that cocaine was flooding the country, 
that organisations were bringing in 100 kilo shipments at a time and what probably 
retarded our attention to this somewhat was that heroin had re-emerged, even though
the French Connection was out of business for a few years by then and we thought we 
had made a significant progress on heroin (which we had) our friends in South east
Asia began to  produce a lot more than they normally produced and the Mexicans 
began to ship a lot of better quality heroin into the US and so we were really geared 
up to go after the heroin when all of a sudden we were hit on our left side - blind-
sided - by this flood of cocaine. And as a law enforcement officer, the two drugs 
present a completely different challenge… 

You were a heroin specialist?

Yeah, chasing the French Connection. I was in New York for that interregnum 
between the demise of the French Connection and the rise of cocaine, when there was 
almost a sort of a Pax Romana for a couple of years and we actually thought, in the 
words of Nixon, that we had turned the corner. Well, we turned the corner - to find 
another corner!

Was there any special incident that drove home to you the new threat?

There were some murders. There was a very interesting case in Queens back in the 
early 1970s where two young children were found slaughtered in the basement of a 
family residence in Queens. In a residential area that normally would not see this kind 
of violence. Even though New York City is a violent place there seems to be some 
level of violence that it will not stoop to. And that was one that captured the attention 
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of the city for weeks. This incredibly brutal - I think the kids were strangled to death 
and found hanging from the plumbing pipes in the basement. This was headline stuff 
for weeks, mostly because the family seemed like it was so normal. It was an 
immigrant Colombian family that - a man and a woman. I want to say that he was a 
schoolteacher or something. I know he had a job and they were portrayed as average 
middle class ordinary people and how could something like this happen to them? All 
of a sudden about a month or so later it started to come out that this guy was heavily 
into the cocaine traffic and that he had owed the group some money and he had 
reneged on paying them and that this was their way of showing revenge. This was sort 
of an intense symbol that this was something a little bit different. 

Even with the heroin trade there was never that degree of violence. If there was a 
killing it was a mob killing, it was - in their way - justified by their rules. It was not 
indiscriminate, it was never against a family member. If Lucky Luciano didn’t like 
Carlo Gambino he wouldn’t kill Carlo Gambino’s wife or mother or child. He would 
go after Carlo and if he couldn’t get Carlo, he’d leave him alone. This was the way we 
had been educated to expect the way crime operates and all of a sudden we were 
visited by this alien variety of brutality and violence. I know it may sound strange 
coming from a country that has more violence by handguns very year than many 
others, nonetheless there are some levels and instances of violence that are absolutely 
out of hand. This was one of them - and it captured the imagination of the people. 
And then when the public found out that this was drug-related, it ushered in a whole 
new era of thinking about this drug... All of a sudden we realised that there was this 
growing criminal culture behind [cocaine] that was alien in both the literal and 
figurative sense.

When did you become involved in cocaine?

Towards the end of the 70s we just couldn’t ignore it any more and we just had to 
move in. And move in mainly because of the violence. If the Colombians and Cubans 
had been able to settle their differences peacefully, they might have had a couple 
more years of their business before we got involved in it. 

Was the Medellin cartel always violent?

Medellin was led by [Pablo] Escobar and Escobar himself was a thug… He shot his 
way into the world’s cocaine traffic... The Cali bunch was much more educated, more 
business orientated, most of the members of the Cali crowd were already successful 
business people - real estate holders, one owned a chain of pharmacies, another 
owned a popular vineyard that shipped wine and fruit pulp products around the world. 
So these people were already pretty decent business people when they decided to go 
into the cocaine business and they used their enormous skills in the business world to 
adapt to the criminal world and this did them very well because unlike Escobar - who 
would shoot his way into a situation - these fellows figured that it was better to bribe 
people… It wasn’t that they were altruistic: these guys weren’t Robin Hood by any 
stretch of the imagination. They would kill you in a second but they always gave you 
the option. Unlike Pablo Escobar they tried to do it peacefully the first time around
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Do you recall hearing the news that Escobar had been killed?

Yes… I am happy to say that I got the first call in the US that he was killed in a 
shootout with the police down there. We were very pleased because we knew for a 
fact that it would end like that. Escobar himself had intimated through friends that 
there was no way he was going to be taken alive, that he had put up with this sham of 
a prison that he built himself. We had pictures of this palatial so-called prison down in 
Envigado that he walked away from. And he had done that for a year or so, two years 
and he said ‘This is ridiculous, I’m not putting up with this sham’ and he walked 
away from it and said ‘Look, under no circumstances am I going back. If they’re 
gonna get me, they’re going to have to get me dead.’ They were pretty close to him on 
several occasions. I remember we followed him pretty closely on a daily basis. On 
one occasion the police were in the next room and he was inside a hidden 
compartment in a house that he was staying at. He was actually inside the wall boards 
and he could hear the police talking to one another as they looked for him, wondering 
where he was and how he had got away. 

When they found him they found a garage and a beat-up taxi and they opened the 
trunk and inside they found… they had made it somewhat comfortable to ride around 
in and that was how he was getting around. 

What did you make of the Ochoas’ sentences?

We went through this really difficult period with Colombia in the early 90s, when we 
had a series of very high level conferences... We had high level assurances from the 
attorney general, the president and so on, that they would prosecute these kingpins if 
they had the evidence and we were sort of in a Catch-22 in those days because while 
we had a lot of evidence on these people and what they were doing, we also had 
several instances when we supplied the evidence to the Colombian authorities and in 
some cases the witnesses and people who had furnished the evidence were then 
dispatched immediately. It was a touch and go situation. We wanted to comply with 
what the Colombians were asking us… but we also knew that once the materials left 
the US and got into the hands of the Colombians there was no assurance of security 
and that the stuff would leak out and the next thing you would know there would be 
wholesale murders of anybody that co-operated with us. We were stuck on the one 
hand with having all the information but on the other not being able to do very much 
with it because the Colombian system itself was weak and in some cases corrupt…

What was the relationship between Los Pepes and the death of Escobar? Wasn’t there 
a danger hiding there, working with other criminal organisations?

This is not atypical in criminal organisations. We find it even here in the US from 
time to time where one organisation will provide information on another group - not
because the first group is law-abiding but because they are trying to eliminate the 
competition and this happens. There was a good deal of concern by the early 1990s 
that the Medellin cartel had become so violent that it was attracting too much 
attention and too much American attention. It was attracting WORLD attention and 
Colombia was being sort of vilified internationally as being toothless and having little 
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or no ability to take on these groups. These Cali folk realised that they made far more 
headway when they were peaceful and operating as businessmen than when they were 
thugs. So they started to look at Escobar as a liability because his methods attracted 
too much international acclaim. So the cartels in Cali wanted him out of the way 
because he was giving them a bad name. 

Operation KINGPIN: the goal was to eliminate the big leaders, like Escobar…?

We developed it. There was a conference in 91 in Cartagena which President Bush
attended and when they came back they put together an Andean Strategy. One of the 
objectives that we formulated to achieve it was to identify the cartel leaders. Now, we 
had been working very carefully for a long time on trying to identify the folks at the 
top of the organisations. We certainly knew Pablo Escobar, and we knew a few of the 
other folks like the Ochoas and so forth but we went out and made a concerted effort 
to identify as many of these people as we could and we sort of surprised ourselves that 
when we were all finished there were about 15 or 16 individuals who clearly stood out 
among the others as having a significant role in the international cocaine trade. These 
fellows became known as the kingpins. 

The Kingpin strategy was a four-pronged strategy. It was to identify the network from 
top to bottom, to immobilise the transport routes, to find out how they were getting 
the stuff from point A to point B. To identify the infrastructure of their networks in 
the US... We set about identifying everything that we could, and in 1991 we got very
fortunate with a case in New York, the Herrera case in which we were able to seize a 
lot of electronic data for the fist time. And by carefully examining them we were able 
to gain a tremendous insight as to how they operated their day to day business. This 
was sort of the Rosetta Stone of the whole strategy because then we knew better how 
to attack it. We knew that just going after the drugs was probably not an effective
strategy because the amounts of drugs they had, compared with the amounts of drugs 
we could seize, didn’t make the seizures very important. So we concentrated on going 
after the organisations and the kingpins themselves. And that’s why it was so vital to 
engage Colombia in an effort to prosecute these people. This was totally unknown, 
they had never done this sort of thing before.

In Colombia they don’t have what we have in the States, a conspiracy law where 
basically you identify people connected with each other and you are able to prosecute 
somebody for aiding and assisting somebody else. Most of the Napoleonic code laws, 
if you don’t have the people with the actual stuff in their hands, it is very difficult to 
make a circumstantial case. The rules of evidence clearly favour the bad guys in those 
circumstances. We knew we had completely different legal systems and that made the 
entire American case-making strategy irrelevant in Colombia. So we basically had to 
set about a whole new approach. There were a lot of technical issues like this that 
were difficult to deal with. Looking back, I think we made as much progress as could 
be made under the circumstances because Colombia was in bad shape in those days -
it’s not in very good shape today but it was worse in those days in that the national 
constituent assembly was I think 24% populated by individuals who were there as a 
result of the support of the cartels. There was like a cartel party that clearly 
represented these people and did so with great popularity. I mean they would go 
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around and run on campaign slogans that IF elected, they would fight extradition to 
the US because that was the only thing that these guys feared…

Was Kingpin successful?

It was quite successful in terms of the objectives that it set for itself but unfortunately 
a strategy is like anything else. You have to maintain it for some time in order for it to 
be successful. What happened was there was a change of administration, a change of 
Attorney General in the US, a change of direction, a change of administrators in the 
DEA, and it was like the French Connection. We were slapping ourselves on the back 
thinking it was successful and all of a sudden we were blindsided again because 
knocking out the kingpins and the cartels provided opportunities for smaller people 
who were not kingpins but were important players to move in and take over and run 
some of these ops. Which they clearly did - because the cocaine continued to flow, 
not only to the US but also in the world. So as a strategy it worked to a point but I 
think we dropped it before the endgame. I don’t think we worked an endgame into 
this thing. …It’s a little like when you have a bacterial infection and the doctor gives 
you antibiotics and says ‘Take these for ten days.’ Well, sometimes after the second 
day you feel fine but you have to take it for ten days anyway because if you don’t 
what will come back will be a stronger and more virulent, more resistant germ. I think 
this is what happened here. We didn’t take our pills for ten days. We took them for 
five, felt better, walked away and bingo - it came back and was even more resistant.

But DEA didn’t walk away...

No we didn’t walk away but what happened was we lost focus. We began to 
concentrate more on the user population here in the US, we began to think more in 
terms of body counts again - which are so irrelevant in all of this. We began to stack 
our prisoners and build more prisons and - it was an emphasis on domestic versus 
foreign. Like anything, you don’t just drop one and go to the other. What you do is 
you de-emphasize one and emphasise the other. Sure, the cartels were collapsed and 
most of the key players were arrested or driven out of the business but the business 
continued and I think that’s the important thing. We’ve got to focus on the business 
and not just the personalities. Because once we go for the personalities and we say, 
‘OK we get rid of Dominic - there’ll be no more books in the world’, well bingo,
that’s a bad strategy. I mean, if you want to get rid of books you have to get rid of 
books, not Dominic.

You think the fight against cocaine was a victim of its own success?

Yup. 

The trade kind of grew back, like a hydra?

Exactly. But then we never envisioned this to be easy. What the public sees is the 
visible portion of the iceberg, the 10% above the waterline and that’s what they saw 
when they looked at the efforts they were making against the Colombians. What they 
DON’T see is all that iceberg under the water - the differences in the legal systems, 
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the political differences. You and I both live in countries with very strong central 
governments. Colombia doesn’t have something like that. Never had something like 
that. The government basically rules in the big cities and that’s it: the countryside is 
controlled by anti-government forces. You and I have never lived in an environment 
like that. These are issues that they have to deal with and are still dealing with. …

Was there a Kingpin strategy in Mexico, too?

To some extent but probably not as much as we should have. We were looking at the 
Colombians and how they were getting their drugs into the US and while they were 
using the Mexicans and to some extent the transport organisations in Mexico that had 
been transporting drugs and other things for many years, I think perhaps we sort of 
ignored the significance of the Mexicans to some extent, thinking that by going after 
the Colombians were would collapse the Mexicans. I think we probably 
underestimated the Mexicans’ ability to flourish on their own and to become not just 
workers for the Colombians but collaborators and competitors - to the point where the 
Mexicans today represent a serious threat themselves. 

For years the Colombians and the Mexicans used to have interesting arrangements. 
When they first started their arrangements, rather than simply paying them, the 
Colombians would give them a percentage of the product, so if the Mexican
transportation organisations moved 500 kilos of cocaine, for eg, they might get 50 
keys for doing so. This gave the Mexicans the means to establish their own 
smuggling, distribution outlets, and I think we ignored the significance of that barter. 
We thought that by going after the Colombians we would eventually collapse that 
Mexican infrastructure. What we didn’t realise at the time - I think it was just an 
oversight - looking back now I think the weakness in the strategy was that we 
probably ignored the fact that this barter system was in effect offering a franchise to 
the Mexicans to operate their own sort of cartel industry.

Is Mexico more corrupt? There was that case where the army and the police ended up 
fighting a battle with each other over a cocaine shipment – and the entire shootout
was filmed by the DEA?

It was on VHS - in Chiapas I believe. It didn’t really surprise a lot of the folks who 
really knew Mexico because there are two Mexicos: there’s the Mexico that is the 
friendly tourist country that people like to visit and have a good time and then there’s 
the other Mexico that has all the crime and corruption. Unfortunately I think that 
ultimately the two Mexicos are incompatible with each other. I think right now the 
corrupt one is prevailing at the moment.

Is the difference that the Colombians wanted to do something about the problem but 
that Mexico doesn’t want to do anything?

I agree with you. Colombia was sort of a paradox in that it has always had a very free 
and open press and the media has been decimated. And think of the number of police 
that have been killed - a very large number, obviously - and you have to deduce that 
honest policemen [are the ones who will] be killed: if they’re corrupt, why kill them?
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So from the fact that so many were killed you have to conclude that they were trying 
to do their job. But the media folk, the press people: it’s just amazing the number of 
reporters and press people who were bombed and killed over the years simply because 
they wrote stories that were honest, that were true. They were marked for death and 
they were killed. I don’t think we saw the same in Mexico. I think in Mexico the press 
was not quite as free.

In Peru and Bolivia things appeared to be going well, meanwhile?

Bolivia has done pretty well and Peru seems to be coming along. There is still a good 
deal of drug production down there but it’s coming along. What they’re worried about 
right now, and what everybody is worried about including Ecuador - is that the 
emphasis in Colombia, particularly when they get all the new equipment and so on to 
go after the traffickers - will be driving these folks across the border to Ecuador and 
Peru and so forth. In fact, they’re beginning to see that already. I read someplace that 
the ambassador for the UN for refugees has paid a visit to I think Ecuador and there 
are already 50,000 Colombian refugees flowing over into Ecuador in an effort to 
escape the elimination of the cartels. Because a lot of the labour in the really remote 
areas is completely dependent on the drug industry. Do anything to drive that out and 
you’re going to create an enormous amount of refugees, people that have no 
livelihood. One of the things we find in places like that, just like places in SE Asia - is 
that the size of the families is often determined by the resources they have. When the 
resources are dependent on the drug industry, anything you do that destroys a single 
industry will basically leave these people penniless and in many cases homeless. So 
they are looking at enormous amounts of refugees.

Has the decrease in coca production in Peru and Bolivia been a result of crop 
substitution? 

I think it’s a combination of factors. Number one I think the Bolivian government did 
get more serious. I know the Bolivian police took this issue quite seriously and so did 
the military. So I think you have a strengthening of public will in Peru and Bolivia. I 
think in Peru the same thing: improvements were made in the police and the military 
over the last ten years that did have some appreciable effect on curtailing the traffic. 
To some extent control of the small aviation traffic that was coming into Peru, into the 
valley to pick up the drugs, combined with some of the US assistance and the 
assistance of the military folks, they were able to bring some of that to a close and 
force these guys to use the rivers and that’s a little more dangerous and more 
expensive for them, so I think we have some success on those areas. But at the same 
time I think the Colombian situation sort of made it look as though in order for the 
Colombians to continue to dominate the cocaine business they would have to be more 
in control of production themselves than to rely on their friends on Bolivia and Peru. 
So I think that they saw the increases in interdiction, the increases in attention paid to 
traffickers by the Bolivians and Peruvians as a threat to their future so they moved 
some of their operations back into the Colombian borders. 

Don’t forget they only went into Bolivia and Peru to begin with because it was 
cheaper to do so. These places had no law enforcement, no interdiction in the valleys, 
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they had nothing. I flew over that valley [Upper Huallaga, presumably] in a helicopter
one time watching these guys down below drying the leaves around on their patios to 
dry them in the sun. It turns out that Fujimori had made a deal with the growers that 
they would not be intimidated or whatever… Our orders were that we could go after 
the Colombians or whoever who flew into the valley to pick the stuff up but we 
couldn’t go after the people in the valley themselves. It’s sort of a Catch-22 policy. 
But again we weren’t in control, we had to work with what we were able and were 
allowed to do. 

But I think things have changed and I think the Colombians realised that these 
policies would tighten things down and that their aeroplanes would be intercepted too 
often and so - you know - they had a good run paying the Peruvians and the Bolivians 
to grow the stuff for them. The profit margins were so high that what they were 
paying the Peruvians and the Bolivians compared with what they were getting for the 
stuff in the United States was just astronomical. Any industry that can make that 
profit can afford to do anything it wants. So I think when they saw the tightening on 
the aircraft coming out of Peru and Bolivia, they said ‘Look, we don’t need this, we 
can do this back home where we control the property.’

This is just about market economics?

Sure.

Thoughts on Fusarium oxysporum?

I think they are working on the science to figure out if there is anything dangerous 
about this because again it seems to be coca specific but you have to be very, very
careful because in the event that you introduce this thing to an area and then find out 
too late that it also affects something else, some kind of tree or something, you could 
create a very serious problem. In theory this idea goes back many years. They were 
talking about pests a while back. They’ve done this beneficially in many areas, like on 
food crops... The point here is could we just simply give mother nature a hand? We 
see this in Asia from time to time when there’s a pest or a drought and the crop is 
affected, probably more so than any law enforcement effort could diminish it. So if 
we could do something like that to diminish the coca crop I think that would be 
something worth considering - presuming we get past the stage of untoward effects 
that might occur.

And the Colombian government. Would they agree?

You couldn’t do something like this without the full permission…

Is it true that the Rodriguez Orejuela brothers [of Cali] cut a deal with the 
government?

Yeah. Well, I would say that’s probably true. But to be fair the Colombian
government had to weigh the evidence that they had in Colombia versus some of the 
stuff that we had in the United States. Again I go back to what I said earlier which is 
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really something that has never been publicised to any great extent which is the 
serious differences between our legal systems and how we view evidence. Here in the 
US we rely very heavily on circumstantial evidence to prosecute crimes and people 
who are involved with crimes whereas in these Napoleonic law countries it’s not quite 
like that. It’s more of an accusatorial system as opposed to an inquisitorial system. So 
you wind up, if you don’t have the actual individual saying ‘this happened’ or ‘that 
happened’ you don’t have a case. And in a place like Colombia, where you have so 
much intimidation, where these people would kill you or a witness for virtually 
nothing, for looking at them - it’s very difficult to line up the people to accuse them of 
anything. So in retrospect, the Colombian government probably was somewhat 
restricted in what it could present as evidence against these guys. But you’re right. 
They of course did get light sentences because they are respectable - or that’s how 
they are viewed within their communities - respectable businessmen.


