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Introduction  and Relevancy to the Project on National Security Reform 

 

For centuries, civic leaders have seen the corruptive, destructive, and exploitive nature of drug 

abuse as a serious threat to its citizenry, the nation state, and to its society.  King Solomon in 

900 BC warned of the dangers of intoxication, and in the late nineteenth century, Chinese leaders 

saw opium as ñsapping the strength and initiative of the nation so that it lagged in education, 

science, technology, and military effectiveness.ò
1
  In support of the Chinese effort to stop the 

opium trade, U.S. President Theodore Roosevelt successfully brokered the first International 

Opium Convention in Shanghai in February 1909, during which the first United States federal 

opium importation ban was announced.
2
  However, it was not until 1973 that President Nixon 

declared a ñWar on Drugs.ò  President Reagan then renewed the fight in the 1980s in response to 

the rise of powerful Colombian cartels and the escalating crack cocaine epidemic.   

 

In the 1990s, the Medellin and Cali Cartels were considered narco-terrorists, and today, the 

symbiotic bond between terror and drug-related non-state actor threats continues to grow, 

presenting ever stronger and clear-and-present danger to U.S. national security and to its allies 

                                                 
1
 Proverbs 23:29-35. 

 

Musto, David, The American Disease: Origins of Narcotic Control, Yale University Press, 1987, p. 29. 
2
 This Act only banned the importation of opium for smoking.  Prior to this time, there were no federal drug laws 

other than the Pure Food and Drug Act of 1906 because by tradition police powers were reserved the states, yet the 

lack of a federal drug law posed an embarrassing situation to the United States delegates, who were to host the 

convention.  In response to the first International Drug Convention, the Harrison Act was passed that regulated and 

taxed the production, importation and distribution of opiates. 

 

Musto, David, The American Disease: Origins of Narcotic Control, Yale University Press, 1987, pp. 3, 30, 33, 34. 

Take-Aways from This Section:  
· Reasons this paper is relevant to the Project on National Security Reform 

· Presents lessons learned in addressing long-term, adaptable, asymmetric 

threats: Illicit narcotics trafficking represents an ongoing, long-term threat 

vector that spans multiple federal jurisdictions, and narco-terrorism is a 

particular dangerous development in the drug war.  The 35-year federal 

response discussed within this paper offers insights that could be applied to 

other national security venues. 

· Insights in striking a strategic and tactical balance in countering non-state 

actors: Through many innovative approaches, the Drug Enforcement 

Administration (DEA) has attempted to strike a balance between long-term 

operational continuity programs, such as capacity building, with operational 

agility to counter non-state actors threats 

· Value and vulnerabilities of a single mission agency: Like Homeland Security, 

DEA was created by consolidating existing agencies into a single mission 

agency for unity of effort.  This case provides insights into the advantages of 

such consolidation as well as the internal and environmental stresses that have 

influenced the agencyôs level of success. 



2 

around the world.  Shortly after the attacks of September 11, 2001, DEA Administrator 

Hutchinson testified that DEA was committed to attacking drug organizations that fuel some 

terrorist organizations that span from Afghanistan to Colombia, citing the Taliban, Al-Qa'ida, 

Kurdistan Workers Party, United Wa State Army, and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of 

Colombia that have supported their operations through drug proceeds.
3
  More recently, the 2008 

United Nations World Drug Report underscored the narco-terror connection as a rising threat to 

state sovereignty,
4
 and in October 2008, NATO defense ministers gave its forces in Afghanistan 

the authority to ñattack drug barons blamed for pumping up to $100 million a year into the 

coffers of resurgent Taliban fightersò after NATO Commander Craddock called for forces to step 

beyond crop eradication to destroy the ability of the ñ. . .Taliban to buy materiel for IEDs, the 

ability by Taliban to buy the trigger.ò
5
  Following this change in military authority in 

Afghanistan, U.S. Drug Czar John Walters, commenting on the Afghan opium production stated,  

 

ñAfghanistan has been victimized for too long by the violence, misery, and 

addiction caused by the illegal drug trade. We look forward to continuing 

cooperation with the Government of Afghanistan and our allies as we work to 

defeat the narcotics industry and the terrorist groups that rely on the drug business 

to kill innocent people and attack democracy and freedom across the globe.ò
6
  

 

Furthermore, DEA Assistant Administrator Chief of Operations Michael Braun spoke at a 

conference in July 2008 about the growing involvement of Middle Eastern terrorist groups that 

include the Taliban, Al -Qa'ida, the Kurdistan Workers Party, and Hezbollah in international 

drug-trafficking activities.
7
 The narco-terror threat alone makes analysis of the United States 

single mission narcotics enforcement agency, the Drug Enforcement Administration, and the war 

on drugs important for the Project on National Security Reform. 

 

One of the vital lessoned learned from the National Security Act of 1947 and its design to 

address the eminent threat of the Soviet Union is that the new U.S. national security structure 

must not be structured to address the perceived immediate threat (terrorism and non-state actors). 

The new structure must be able to span traditional, long-term focused, state-to-state interactions, 

and at the same time, have a structure that can adapt to and counter non-state organization threat 

                                                 
3
 United States, Administrator of the Drug Enforcement Administration, ñStatement of Asa Hutchinson; 

Administrator, Drug Enforcement Administration; Before the Senate Judiciary Committee Subcommittee on 

Technology, Terrorism, and Government Information,ò March 13, 2002, 

http://www.usdoj.gov/dea/pubs/cngrtest/ct031302.html  
4
 United Nations, 2008 World Drug Report, United Nations Publication, Sales No. E.08.XI.1, pp. 1, 209, 217, 

http://www.unodc.org/documents/wdr/WDR_2008/WDR_2008_eng_web.pdf. 
5
 Associated Press, ñNATO Agrees on Afghan Anti-drug Effort,ò October 10, 2008, 

http://www.military.com/news/article/nato-agrees-on-afghan-antidrug-effort.html 

North Atlantic Treaty Organization, Commanding General, ñSHAPE Quotes,ò October 2008, 

http://www.nato.int/shape/opinions/quotes/index.htm. 
6
 United States, Director of National Drug Control Policy, ñNew Survey Reveals Steep Drops in Opium Production 

and Cultivation in Afghanistan,ò Press Release, October 24, 2008, 

http://www.whitehousedrugpolicy.gov/news/press08/102408.html 
7
 United States, Drug Enforcement Administrator Assistant Administrator and Chief of Operations, ñDrug 

Trafficking and Middle Eastern Terrorist Groups: A Growing Nexus?,ò The Washington Institute for Near East  

Policy, Special Policy Forum, July 18, 2008, http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/templateC07.php?CID=411 

http://www.usdoj.gov/dea/pubs/cngrtest/ct031302.html
http://www.unodc.org/documents/wdr/WDR_2008/WDR_2008_eng_web.pdf
http://www.military.com/news/article/nato-agrees-on-afghan-antidrug-effort.html
http://www.nato.int/shape/opinions/quotes/index.htm
http://www.whitehousedrugpolicy.gov/news/press08/102408.html
http://www.washingtoninstitute.org/templateC07.php?CID=411
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vectors, such as terrorist and criminal organizations, that are often insularly cell-based networks 

with extensive fluidity, motivation, and resources.
8
  The United Statesô thirty-plus year history in 

fighting a war on drugs offers unique insight in addressing such non-traditional threats and 

attempts to balance these needs.   

 

Analysis of the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administrationôs 35-year history also offers insight into 

a U.S. government attempt to consolidate formerly dispersed federal drug enforcement entities 

while instilling one organization with sufficient authority and flexibility to confront a cross-

jurisdictional threat.  Created in 1973, we might be able to forecast the successes and strains that 

U.S. Department of Homeland Security will face in keeping our nation safe because Homeland 

was similarly created by combining existing agencies for unity of effort.
9
  The threat of drugs, 

like terrorism, is a continuum, and most every federal agency mission is affected by this cross-

jurisdiction threat.  Therefore, it is insightful to discuss the influence of, cooperation among, and 

integration of, U.S. government capabilities because each agency has a duty to respond with its 

own unique capabilities to the threat.
10

  
 

 

 

                                                 
8
 United States, Government Accountability Office, ñDrug Control: Long-Standing Problems Hinder U.S. 

International Efforts,ò GO/NSID-97-75, February 1997, p. 8, http://www.gao.gov/archive/1997/ns97075.pdf. 
9
 Susan Glasser and Michael Grunwald, ñDepartment's Mission Was Undermined from Start,ò Washington Post, 

December 22, 2005, p. A01, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-

dyn/content/article/2005/12/21/AR2005122102327.html. 
10

 There are over 400 federal laws and regulations governing the transit of persons and goods across the US border.  

Along the southwest border US agencies include: Federal Bureau of Investigation; Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms; 

Department of Defense; Federal Aviation Administration; Coast Guard; Department of Agriculture; Public Health 

Service; Drug Enforcement Administration; and Homeland Security. 

 

United States, Government Accountability Office, ñStatement of William J. Anderson, Deputy Director, General 

Government Division before the House Select Committee on Narcotics Abuse and Control on Federal Drug Law 

Enforcement Programs,ò November 16, 1977, p. 3, http://archive.gao.gov/f1102b/104063.pdf. 

http://www.gao.gov/archive/1997/ns97075.pdf
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/12/21/AR2005122102327.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2005/12/21/AR2005122102327.html
http://archive.gao.gov/f1102b/104063.pdf
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Useful Theoretical Constructs to Keep in Mind , while Reading This Paper 

 

There are two explanatory models that offer great insight into the ñwhyò of the drug war.  The 

first is the direct and indirect strategic approach used by the U.S. Special Operations Command 

in the Global War on Terror, and the second is Joint Special Operations University Professor 

Jessica Turnleyôs network and rule-based organization model. 

 

SOCOM Model: Direct and Indirect Approach Strategy 

 

The United States Special Operations Command (SOCOM) in the Global War on Terror 

exercises this strategy, which offers insightful parallels to the war on drugs.  In a 2008 Special 

Operations Technology article, Admiral Eric T. Olson explains SOCOMôs two main approaches: 

the direct approach (the short war) and the indirect approach (the long war).  The direct approach 

is kinetic and is designed to disrupt violent extremist organizations by capturing or killing their 

leaders and membership, disrupting their infrastructure, and interrupting their ability to train and 

finance their operations.  This approach is a holding action in order to buy time for the indirect 

approach to have decisive and long-term effects.  As we will see in the war on drugs, law 

enforcement plays a key ñshort warò role through arrest and seizures and sustained attacks 

against drug trafficking support structures. 

 

SOCOMôs ñlong warò indirect approach, according to Olson:  

 

ñenables partners to combat violent extremist organizations, deters tacit and active 

support for those organizations and those nations that are either less willing or 

less capable of doing it on their own, and erodes the root causes of extremist 

ideologies. The indirect approach takes a lot longer to show its effects. In the end, 

these actions will create enduring success. In order to give the indirect actions 

time to work, it takes a lot of direct action . . . But the end result is enabling our 

partners to deal with their own problems, so that, ultimately, we can withdraw. 

Take-Aways from This Section:  
· Two explanatory models offer practitioners and analysts insight into inter-agency 

friction and why drug war has had the level of success that it has had 

· SOCOM Model: Short-term kinetic action (arrests and seizures) buys time 

for long-term indirect mechanisms (capacity building) to change the 

environment that allows the threat to emerge.  The indirect mechanism is the 

key to winning. 

· Network Versus Rule-based Organizations:  Any human organization has 

network (organization based on relationship, such as family membership) 

and rules (organization based on rules, such as a bureaucracy).  Asymmetry 

in the drug war is due to the fact that federal bureaucracies 

(law enforcement) are rule-based organizations that are constrained by 

geography and procedural rules, must counter non-state actor threats 

(drug organizations) that do not have such constraints. 
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This occurs all the time and it is, to a large degree, defining what special 

operations is becoming in this new world.ò
 11

 

 

It is key that Admiral Olson believes the decisive battle is fought by the indirect approach.  In 

law enforcementôs ñshort-war,ò arrests and seizures help weed, but in the long-war, changing the 

environment that allows the drug organizations to exist is the ultimate goal.  As we will see 

further in this paper, there are several indirect approach drug programs and initiatives under way, 

such as the Weed and Seed Program at home and crop substitution, capacity building, anti-

corruption, and rule of law initiatives abroad; however, these programs are not synchronized, and 

the direct approach gains are not yet to leveraged to augment the indirect programsô efforts. 

 

Network versus Rule-based Organizations 

 

Dr. Jessica Turnley, a Senior Fellow at the Joint Special Operations University, has a very useful 

model that offers some explanations into the successes and strains that have personified the drug 

war.  Todayôs drug organizations ñare far more nebulous than traditional organized crime groups 

[in the early 1960s]. . . with the exception of certain gangs operating in retail dealing, 

organizations today are better thought of as a confederation or network of free-lance traffickers, 

or small trafficking groups, than a tight-knit unit.ò
12

  For example, the Colombian Cartel of the 

1980s was very hierarchical (rule-based) as they directed operations from safe havens abroad.  

As key members in these organizations were arrested by authorities or died at the hands of their 

competitors in the early 1990s, the organizations began to devolve into a loose federation and 

now operate as isolated free-market groups: producers, smugglers, distributors, and collectors.  

These non-state actor drug threats are primarily based upon relationships.
13

  They have no 

geographic boundaries, respond quickly to a changing environment, are fluid in relation to 

others, and difficult to define.
14

  Drug and terror networks find it easy to intersect as they share in 

a desire to operate in the underworld and at the jurisdictional and geographic seams of rule-

driven organizations. 

 

While todayôs traffickers are not rule-based, they certainly have created role-based groups that 

operate in a capitalist fashion responding to price and availability.  However, the danger of 

trafficking violence remains extreme with each physical exchange as a result of anonymity and 

mistrust.  Even though drug traffickers attempt to obfuscate the technical communications links 

between the each trafficking node, they remain vulnerable because they have to communicate 

between the cells at some point in order to move a physical product. 

 

                                                 
11

 ñInterview with Admiral Eric T. Olson Commander United States Special Operations Command:  Directing, 

Supporting and Maintaining the Worldôs Best SOFò Special Operations Technology, June 2, 2008. vol. 6, iss. 4.  
12

 ñAssessment of the HIDTA Program: High Intensity Drug Trafficking Areas,ò BOTEC Analysis Corporation, 

April 2002, p. 197. http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/194118.pdf. 
13

 Please note that this construct for drugs can be applied to narco-terror and terror networks as well. 
14

 Jessica Glicken Turnley, Implications for Network-Centric Warfare, Joint Special Operations University, Report 

06-03, March 2006, pp. 1, 14, 15, https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-

3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf. 

http://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles1/nij/grants/194118.pdf
https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf
https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf
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In opposition to networks of non-state actors that operate free from geographic boundaries, are 

rule-driven state bureaucracies that have definite geographic bounds.
15

  Government 

organizations are constrained by rules of jurisdiction (where they can act), authorities (what they 

can do), and accountability (efficiency and effectiveness of their exercised authorities within 

their jurisdiction).
16

  Rules are necessary in large, multi-faceted institutions for command and 

control and to sustain a high division of labor and rate of multi-tasking.  In addition, government 

organizations are bound by process.  This constriction also offers benefits, however, as rule of 

law facilitates stability, and a blind, process-oriented bureaucratic system allows for equal 

protection and prevents mavericks from abusing the system.
17

  Bureaucratic law enforcement 

organizations have a significant advantage over a relationship-based network in that it can 

maintain sustainability through multiple generations of people in order to accomplish long term 

goals.  For instance, DEAôs host nation capacity building functions and long-term, state-to-state 

interactions have constructed a history of success with generations of counterparts building trust 

for cooperation and generate mature foreign law enforcement capabilities and intelligence 

networks.
18

 

 

At the tactical level, the individual investigator remains the driving force in countering non-state 

drug network threats, and task forces are key enabler in coordinating and bringing symmetry to 

the drug fight.  The drug task force is defined as a network of independent investigators that 

bring to bear their unique authorities and supporting infrastructure to attack a specific drug 

network.  Outside the task force, agencies operate autonomously, frequently with overlapping 

jurisdictions, and are supported by multiple authorities, procedures, and systems (see chart 

below).  The strength of having agencies that specialize in a function, such as ICE and 

smuggling, has a downside in that each agency will view problems from their perspective, i.e. 

drug smuggling is the linchpin to drug enforcement.  As the saying goes, ñIf you are a hammer, 

everything looks like a nail.ò  In order to bring all of the federal resource ñtoolsò to bear on a 

problem, task forces are the primary means to do so, and they to overcome the lack of unity of 

effort caused by the decentralized U.S. law enforcement authority structure.
 19

   

                                                 
15

 Jessica Glicken Turnley, Implications for Network-Centric Warfare, Joint Special Operations University, Report 

06-03, March 2006, p. 11, https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-

3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf. 
16

 Jessica Glicken Turnley, Implications for Network-Centric Warfare, Joint Special Operations University, Report 

06-03, March 2006, p. 1, https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf. 
17

 Jessica Glicken Turnley, Implications for Network-Centric Warfare, Joint Special Operations University, Report 

06-03, March 2006, pp. 2, 16, https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-

3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf. 
18

 United States, Department of Justice, Office of Inspector General, ñThe Drug Enforcement Administration's 

International Operations (Redacted),ò Audit Report 07-19, February 2007, pp. 50-53, 

http://www.usdoj.gov/oig/reports/DEA/a0719/chapter4.htm#D. 
19

 United States, Office of National Drug Control Policy, ñGeneral Counterdrug Intelligence Plan,ò National 

Criminal Justice Service Number NCJ 180750, February 2000, p. 31, 

http://www.ncjrs.gov/App/publications/Abstract.aspx?id=180750. 

 

United States, Government Accountability Office, ñFederal Law Enforcement: Investigative Authority and 

Personnel at 13 Agencies,ò GAO/GGD-96-154, September 1996, pp. 10-13, 

http://www.gao.gov/archive/1996/gg96154.pdf. 

 

 

https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf
https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf
https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf
https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf
https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf
http://www.usdoj.gov/oig/reports/DEA/a0719/chapter4.htm#D
http://www.ncjrs.gov/App/publications/Abstract.aspx?id=180750
http://www.gao.gov/archive/1996/gg96154.pdf
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DIFFERING OFFICES AND REGIONS 

The following charts show the differing federal jurisdictions related to the counter-drug effort.  

Notice that their structure and area of responsibilities differ significantly.

                                                                                                                                                             
Commission on the Advancement of Federal Law Enforcement, Law Enforcement in a New Century and a 

Changing World: Improving the Administration of Federal Law Enforcement. Jan 2000, p. 3. 
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Task Forces as a Vital Force Enabler 

 

In addition to serving as a unity of effort mechanism, task forces are the primary cross-agency 

and cross-jurisdiction enabling mechanism used in the tactical drug fight, and they have a 

significant efficiency advantage in that they can be mobilized quickly and shift direction quickly 

in a changing environment and mirror the structure of networks, bringing symmetry to the fight.  

Task forces do have bureaucratic qualities in the areas of funding mechanisms, authorities, 

capabilities, and jurisdiction, and a task force provides a neutral ground in which different 

agencies investigators can come together to investigate a common target through connections of 

legal evidence.
20

  While it is yet to be seen if creating a virtual space will have the same cultural 

impact of having a physical location that people come to in order to work on an agreed upon 

goal, having a physical location facilitates the integration of legitimate, multiple agendas and to 

leverage points of commonality and capabilities because it is hard to see the other as an enemy if 

you are forced to interact on a daily basis.  

 

In the ñshort warò task forces offer symmetry, are tactical by nature, evolve to the threat, and can 

equally adapt to a thinking, flexible enemy.  As each threat network is discovered, a task force 

can be tailored to involve and leverage multiple bureaucratic authorities and capabilities to 

exploit the critical vulnerability of the target network.  For example, the Organized Crime Drug 

Enforcement Task Force (OCDETF), made up of multiple law enforcement agencies, can 

                                                 
20

 Sherrie S. Aitken, ñDesign for a HIDTA/OCDETF Performance Monitoring and Management System,ò Office of 

National Drug Control Policy, January 2003, p. 27, http://www.whitehousedrugpolicy.gov/pdf/hidta_ocdetf.pdf. 

Take-Aways from This Section:  
· Task forces are the primary mechanism that law enforcement uses to bring 

symmetry to the fight against threat networks 

· Task forces must have a physical and neutral location for participants to interact 

· To overcome jurisdiction boundary issues task force investigations and agency 

participation are expanded by allowing physical evidence and the threat 

organizationôs communications structure to be the guiding factors for action and 

inclusion 

· Task Force Advantages 

· Agile: Able to tailor agency participation to bring unique authorities and 

capacities against the vulnerability of the unique threat organization 

· Efficient:  Able to form and dissolve after threat has been addressed 

· Task Force Disadvantages 

· Short-term Impact:  Task forces are tactical in nature and address short-term 

threats; therefore, they do not have the longevity to shape the environment 

that requires long-term planning and effort. 

· Reactive:  Task forces are reactionary in posture, so they do not a good 

preventive mechanism 

· Limited command authority: Most task forces deconflict or coordinate 

individual agency activity and do not rise to the level of collaboration or 

synchronization.  In the end, agencies will only do what they want to do. 

http://www.whitehousedrugpolicy.gov/pdf/hidta_ocdetf.pdf
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penetrate a wide range of drug and non-drug offences through the authorities of participating 

agencies.  Such organizations have demonstrated success; in 2001 and 2002, OCDETFs obtained 

96 Continuing Criminal Enterprise convictions and 35 Racketeer Influenced Corrupt 

Organization convictions.
21 

 

Because task force participants are on equal ground, leaders must use persuasion because they 

lack tasking authority, and because task forces identify a common interest, they can mesh the 

differing, jurisdictions, mission and intents of each participating organization.  Task force leaders 

lead by consensus brought about by persuasion and negotiation, and over time, effective task 

force leaders build an environment of trust.
22

 After that trust has been built, participants are more 

willing to share information and coordinate their future activities within the task force goals.  In 

the case of drug enforcement, case-driven evidence drives the task force forward by revealing the 

targeted network structure.
23

 This allows for the task force to expand and contract depending on 

the evidence and overcomes jurisdiction conflicts. The level of integration and cooperation 

depends upon circumstances, culture, personalities, and histories of the participants. However, 

even task forces can duplicate efforts of other task forces, and agencies will only participate to 

the degree that their interests are served.
24

  
 

 

Targeted networks, based upon relationships, are highly complex, fluid, constantly changing, but 

ñ[p]hysical parts of the network may be more amenable to analysis, prediction, and attack due to 

the nature of physical theory.ò
25

   In other words, drug networks are constrained in two ways.  

First they are physically constrained by the drug process (production or diversion, transportation, 

import smuggling, distribution, money collection, export smuggling, and transportation).  

Second, they must communicate by some type of facilitating mechanism (phone, transmitter, 

computer, or letter).
26

  Communications vulnerabilities can be exploited by electronically linking 

communications identifiers, such as phone calls, to reveal a relationship in a ñsnapshotò of 

                                                 
21

 United States, Drug Enforcement Administration, ñDEA Response to FBI White Paper Titled: Reorganization of 

Federal Drug Law Enforcement Resources.ò June 1993, p. i. 
22

 Jessica Glicken Turnley, Implications for Network-Centric Warfare, Joint Special Operations University, Report 

06-03, March 2006, pp. 3-5, 16-17, 21-22, https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-

3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf. 
23

 United States, Government Accountability Office, ñFederal Law Enforcement: Information on Use of 

Investigation and Arrest Statistics,ò GAO-04-411, March 2004, p. 14, http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d04411.pdf. 
24

 United States, Department of Justice, Office of the Inspector General, ñCoordination of Investigations by 

Department of Justice Violent Crime Task Forces; Evaluation and Inspections Report I-2007-004; Appendix VIII: 

OIG Analysis of the DEA Response.ò October 7, 2008, App. VIII, 

http://www.usdoj.gov/oig/reports/plus/e0704/app8.htm.  
25

 Robert Spulak, Jr. and Jessica Glicken Turnley, Theoretical Perspectives of Terrorist Enemies as Networks, Joint 

Special Operations University, Report 05-03, October 2005, p. 29, 

https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU05-3spulakturnleyNetworks_final.pdf. 
26

 Jessica Glicken Turnley, Implications for Network-Centric Warfare, Joint Special Operations University, Report 

06-03, March 2006, p. 20, https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-

3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf. 

 

In addition to illicit production abroad, another avenue threat stream is the diversion of legally made drugs and 

precursors into the illicit market for abuse and production. The Diversion Control Program began in 1971, prior to 

DEAôs creation, but it fills an integral part in the continuum of drug enforcement. 

https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf
https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf
http://www.gao.gov/new.items/d04411.pdf
http://www.usdoj.gov/oig/reports/plus/e0704/app8.htm
https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU05-3spulakturnleyNetworks_final.pdf
https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf
https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf
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dynamic relationships.
27

  This identifier only indicates a link but does not infer how strong or the 

significance of that link.  The phone call could be birthday best wishes from a cousin, who is also 

involved with the illicit drug trade, or it could be a phone call to the targetôs source of supply.  

Traditional investigative techniques, such as surveillance, human intelligence, and seized 

physical evidence, can give meaning to the communications link as well as means to establish 

links.  As we will see, DEAôs Special Operations Division fulfills this dual role by linking 

investigations through communications analysis and then bringing together the field 

investigators, who can provide the link meanings.
28 

 

The formation of drug task forces can come from many directions, and there is no doctrine for 

task force formation, authorities, and procedures.  Prosecutors, agents, and law enforcement 

management can instigate a task force, and for drug enforcement, there is no organizing 

document, like the U.S. Militaryôs Joint Publication 3-08 (Interagency, Intergovernmental 

Organization, and Nongovernmental Organization Coordination during Joint Operations) or 

National Response Framework (response to domestic disasters and emergencies).
29

  One 

common trait among inter-agency task forces, including within these publications, is what is 

unique to the authorities of the Department of Defenseôs operational and tactical control of U.S. 

military forces ï The ability to assign and direct activities.
30

 Without an agreed upon definition 

of these types of authorities, the constructs used in the inter-agency framework are 

supported/supporting and coordinating/cooperating agencies.
31

 Therefore, the level of interaction 

can be personality dependant and often operates at deconfliction or coordination of individual 

agency activity; rather than a higher level of synchronization of activity that the military 

authorities afford.  

                                                 
27

 Jessica Glicken Turnley, Implications for Network-Centric Warfare, Joint Special Operations University, Report 

06-03, March 2006, pp. 1, 9, https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-

3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf. 
28

 United States, Department of Justice, ñFiscal Years 2007-2012 Strategic Plan: Stewards of the American Dream,ò 

February 2006, p. 47, http://www.usdoj.gov/jmd/mps/strategic2007-2012/strategic_plan20072012.pdf. 
29

 United States, Department of Defense, Joint Task Force Headquarters, ñInteragency, Intergovernmental 
Organization, and Nongovernmental Organization Coordination During Joint Operations,ò Volume I, Joint 

Publication 3-08, March 17, 2006, pp. I-1, I-4, http://www.dtic.mil/doctrine/jel/new_pubs/jp3_08v1.pdf. 

 

United States, Department of Homeland Security, ñNational Response Framework,ò Brochure January 2008, p. 2, 

http://www.fema.gov/pdf/emergency/nrf/about_nrf.pdf. 
30
United States, Department of Defense, Joint Task Force Headquarters, ñInteragency, Intergovernmental 

Organization, and Nongovernmental Organization Coordination During Joint Operations,ò Volume I, Joint 

Publication 3-08, March 17, 2006, pp. III-19, http://www.dtic.mil/doctrine/jel/new_pubs/jp3_08v1.pdf. 

 

United States, Department of Homeland Security, ñNational Response Framework,ò January 2008, pp. 10-11, 

http://www.fema.gov/pdf/emergency/nrf/nrf-core.pdf. 

 

United States, Department of Homeland Security, ñNational Incident Management System,ò 2008, FEMA 

Publication Number P-501, Catalogue Number 08336-1, pp. 48-50, 

http://www.fema.gov/pdf/emergency/nims/NIMS_core.pdf. 
31

 United States, Department of Defense, Joint Task Force Headquarters, ñInteragency, Intergovernmental 
Organization, and Nongovernmental Organization Coordination During Joint Operations,ò Volume I, Joint 

Publication 3-08, March 17, 2006, pp. I-4, http://www.dtic.mil/doctrine/jel/new_pubs/jp3_08v1.pdf. 
 

https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf
https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU06-3turnleyNetworkCentric_final.pdf
http://www.usdoj.gov/jmd/mps/strategic2007-2012/strategic_plan20072012.pdf
http://www.dtic.mil/doctrine/jel/new_pubs/jp3_08v1.pdf
http://www.fema.gov/pdf/emergency/nrf/about_nrf.pdf
http://www.dtic.mil/doctrine/jel/new_pubs/jp3_08v1.pdf
http://www.fema.gov/pdf/emergency/nrf/nrf-core.pdf
http://www.fema.gov/pdf/emergency/nims/NIMS_core.pdf
http://www.dtic.mil/doctrine/jel/new_pubs/jp3_08v1.pdf


 

11 

 

Another downside to the use of drug task forces are that their impact is short-lived, investigations 

are based upon past offenses (crime has already been committed so they are not adequate as a 

prevention tool), and their tactical nature does not lend itself to deliberate, long-term, and 

complex planning.  It is likely that because of high operation tempo and large numbers of drug 

organizations to investigate, law enforcement has not been able to plan and shape environments 

that allow for illicit networks to thrive, nor have they been able to guide replacement structures 

that is more in line with U.S. strategic interests and are not offending the core values of the 

population.
32

 Unfortunately, new drug leaders may step into the vacuum more quickly than long-

term investigations and long trials can put them behind bars.
33

  As one DEA official said after 

Colombian police killed Pablo Escobar, ñWhile the police hunted him down, other criminal 

groups had a heyday.  The bottom line is that the cocaine business is bigger than ever,ò and 

ñnothing is easier than replacing Mr. Big.ò
34

  Hence, Pablo Escobar and the rest of the Medellin 

Cartel were soon replaced by the Cali Cartel.
35 
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 United States, Government Accountability Office, ñDrug Control: Long-Standing Problems Hinder U.S. 

International Efforts,ò GO/NSID-97-75, February 1997, p. 3, 8-9, http://www.gao.gov/archive/1997/ns97075.pdf. 
34

 Christopher Schnaubelt, ñCan the Militaryôs Effectiveness in the Drug War be Measured?ò The Cato Journal, vol. 

14, no. 2, Fall 1994. http://www.cato.org/pubs/journal/cjv14n2-5.html. 
35

 United States, Drug Enforcement Administration, ñDEA History: 1990-1994,ò 
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Network Theory 

Doctors Robert Spulak, Jr. and Jessica Glicken Turnley offer seven ñtruthsò may shed light into 

the reasons behind the short-lived impact of law enforcementôs attempts to counter drug 

trafficking and narco-terror networks:
36

 
 

 Truth 1:  Attacking a network rarely destroys the function of the network fully.  At 

the conclusion of every investigation, there is a fringe element of the network that 

continues to operate.  Reasons for this could be an issue of resources or jurisdiction, but 

in any case, U.S. Law enforcement is constrained by the rule of law, and it takes a 

considerable amount of effort and time to bring a case against an individual must be 

presented to a jury beyond a reasonable doubt to the crime committed.  In addition, the 

fringe was not the primary target of the investigation, there may not be enough evidence 

to indict, or the targets could not be apprehended.  In addition to these investigative 

realities, law enforcementôs primary strategy of bringing to justice individuals also limits 

impact.  By definition, the role of police is the enforcement of law and the investigation 

of individual violators.  Therefore, law enforcement investigations focus on individuals ï 

specific command and control nodes (e.g. cell head) or a function of a network (e.g. 

transportation organization) ï, but by creating a target focus (individuals), it is inevitable 

                                                 
36

 Robert Spulak, Jr. and Jessica Glicken Turnley, Theoretical Perspectives of Terrorist Enemies as Networks, Joint 

Special Operations University, Report 05-03, October 2005, pp. 22-23, 

https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU05-3spulakturnleyNetworks_final.pdf. 

Take-Aways from This Section:  
· Dr. Spulak and Dr. Turnleyôs seven truths in and means to attacking networks 

should be considered, while revising the US national security structure 

· Seven Truths about Networks 

Á Attacking a network rarely destroys the function of the network fully 

Á Ability of a human enemy to adapt, repair, or replace the network is 

nearly always underestimated 

Á The major effect of a network attack is to reduce its effectiveness 

through reduced efficiency and diversion of resources devoted to 

defense or repair 

Á Attacking a network requires a sustained campaigned against a critical 

node or multiple elements of the network 

Á Addressing the technical and human parts of a network should not be 

addressed separately 

Á Isolated portions of a network are more easily attacked 

Á Civilian, collateral damage are likely to stiffen the resolve of the 

enemy or sympathy of the surrounding population 

· Means to attack a network 

Á Overwhelm the entire network 

Á Interdict critical nodes 

Á Establish operational superiority and interdict nodes 

Á Isolate and degrade a portion of the network 

https://jsoupublic.socom.mil/publications/jsou/JSOU05-3spulakturnleyNetworks_final.pdf
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that some portion of the network will lie outside that focus and remain operational.  

However, law enforcement can then use the leads and evidence to ñspinò into the next 

investigation into the fringe element. 

 

 Truth 2:  Ability of a human enemy to adapt, repair, or replace the network is 

nearly always underestimated.  Human capacity to reorganize and preserver are very 

powerful qualities that law enforcement underestimates in its counter strategy.   

 

 Truth 3:  The major effect of a network attack is to ñreduce its effectiveness through 
reduced efficiency and diversion of resources devoted to defense or repair.ò  This is 

the intent of the law enforcement approach to ñdisruptò in order to ñdismantleò threat 

organizations. 

 

 Truth 4:  Attacking a network requires a sustained campaign against a critical node 

or multiple elements of the network.  Sustainment is key to success, and often the task 

force must direct multiple element attack (command and control as well as financers, 

suppliers, transporters, and distributors) for longer-term success against the network. 

 

 Truth 5:  Addressing the technical and human parts of a network should not be 

addressed separately.  This speaks to the importance of the indirect approach (changing 

the environment that allows the threat to flourish) in addition to the direct approach to the 

threat (arrest of the threat). 

 

 Truth 6:  Isolated portions of a network are more easily attacked.  This is true in the 

arrest of individuals but also in providing a focus for the task force and to prevent 

mission creep. 

 

 Truth 7:  Civilian, collateral damage is likely to stiffen the resolve of the enemy or 

sympathy of the surrounding population.  Second-order effects must be considered 

when action is about to be taken, and this explains the complexity and importance of 

attempting to shape the threat environment (the indirect approach). 

 

Dr. Spulak and Dr. Turnley also posit four means to attack a network: (1) overwhelm the entire 

network, (2) interdict critical nodes, (3) establish operational superiority and interdict nodes, and 

(4) isolate and degrade a portion of the network.
37

  Until a ñwhole of governmentò and inter-

government synchronized capability is achieved, the first strategy of overwhelming the entire 

network is not a viable option.  The Joint Interagency Task Forces and Operation All Inclusive in 

Central America have had success in option three by establishing operational superiority and 

interdicting the transit of illicit drugs in the Caribbean and Central America approaches to the 

United States.  Drug law enforcement has also applied a combination of options two and four by 

interdicting critical nodes (Kingpin, Consolidated Priority Organization Targets) and degrading 

(disrupting) portions of networks. 

                                                 
37

 Robert Spulak, Jr. and Jessica Glicken Turnley, Theoretical Perspectives of Terrorist Enemies as Networks, Joint 

Special Operations University, Report 05-03, October 2005, pp. 16-18, 
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DEA: A Single-Mission Agency 

The Establishment of DEA 

 

Not unlike the formation of the Department of Homeland Security (DHS) in 2002, the United 

States Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) was formed in 1973 by consolidating existing 

law enforcement entities from various U.S. government organizations.  Prior to consolidation 

into DEA, each of the federal law enforcement entities that dealt with narcotics was located in 

separate, ñstove-pipedò entities that attacked illicit drug activity from their own unique 

perspective.  The Department of Treasuryôs U.S. Customs Service Drug Investigations Section 

targeted smuggling; the Narcotics Advance Research Management Team within the Executive 

Office of the President provided policy guidance; and within the Department of Justice (DOJ), 

the Office of National Narcotics Intelligence analyzed drug-related intelligence, while the Office 

of Drug Abuse Law Enforcement and the Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs had 

responsibility for domestic drug law enforcement.
38

 

 

Also like DHS, DEA was created in response to a perceived imminent threat.  In the case of 

DEA, President Nixon called the mounting drug abuse problem in the early 1970s ñPublic 

Enemy Number 1,ò and he recognized the need for improving efficiency and coordination among 

the major U.S. government functional elements in responding to the drug threat.
39

  At the time, 

federal law enforcement entities were separate, ñstove-pipedò organizations that attacked illicit 

drug activity from their own unique perspective: Department of Treasuryôs U.S. Customs Service 

                                                 
38

 United States, Drug Enforcement Administration, ñGenealogy,ò http://www.dea.gov/agency/genealogy.htm. 
39

 Joel Havemann, ñWhite House Report/Drug Agency Reorganization Establishes Unusual Management Group,ò 

National Journal, May 5, 1973, p. 653. 

Take-Aways from This Section:  
· Consolidation in order to address an identified national security threat and to 

eliminate overlaps, squabbling, and ñseamsò between agencies is not a new 

government strategy.  DEA, like Homeland Security, was formed by consolidating 

multiple, stovepiped entities into one, single-mission organization to improve unity 

of effort and efficiency. 

· Originating documents must be clear 

· Inter-agency Authority: Identifies the single-mission agency as the lead 

agency 

· Internal Authority: Headquarters is given centralized authority to protect 

and give incentives for field managers to integrate legacy components 

· Care must be taken when creating ñCzars,ò such as the Director of the Office of 
National Drug Control Policy 

· Be careful not to create another layer of bureaucracy 

· Budget control and line of authority should not be bifurcated (e.g. President 

to Attorney General to DEA Administrator and President to Office of 

National Drug Control Policy Director to Attorney General to the 

DEA Administrator). 

http://www.dea.gov/agency/genealogy.htm
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Drug Investigations Section (smuggling); Executive Office of the Presidentôs Narcotics Advance 

Research Management Team (policy making); and Department of Justiceôs Office of Drug 

Abuse Law Enforcement (domestic enforcement), Office of National Narcotics Intelligence 

(intelligence analysis), and Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs (domestic enforcement).
40

  

 

President Nixonôs administrationôs initial answer was to create the Office of Federal Drug 

Management (OFDM) within the Office of Management and Budget.  The administration 

mandated this office, like todayôs Office of National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP), its 1988 

echo, ñoversee and evaluate Presidential drug policy directives, resolve interagency disputes, 

help agencies improve the management of their operations, and insure that the public and 

Congress are fully informed about important drug control developments.ò  Interestingly, even the 

OFDM lacked full control of the drug issue in that it was required to work closely with (a) the 

Executive Office of the Presidentôs Special Action Office for Drug Abuse Prevention 

(SAODAP), that focused on drug treatment, rehabilitation, education, and research, and (b) the 

Cabinet Committee on International Narcotics Control, a seven-department committee, that 

served as the diplomatic entity to work with other governments in the international drug control 

effort.
41

  This seven-department committee included the Secretary of State (Chair), the Attorney 

General, Secretary of Defense, Secretary of Treasury, Ambassador to the United Nations, and 

Director of Central Intelligence.
42 

 

The 1973 ñFederal Strategy for Drug Abuse and Drug Traffic Preventionò paper, written by 

SAODAP, cited drug availability as a key contributor to the drug epidemic, and law 

enforcementôs fragmented responsibility, jurisdictional overlap, organizational redundancy, and 

poor information sharing and expertise were viewed as significantly hindering law enforcementôs 

ability to protect the nation.
43

  When presidential directives for better enforcement cooperation 

failed and threats by President Nixon to ñbang heads togetherò did not improve the situation, 

with the support of Congress Nixon eventually exercised his authority to reorganize the 

bureaucracy (which was granted to the presidency in 1949).
44

  In his Reorganization Plan No. 2 

and Executive Order 11727, President Nixon created ña single federal agency to consolidate and 
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of 1973,ò Congressional Record, May 31, 1973, p. H4217. 
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Congressional Record, June 4, 1973, p. H4246. 
44
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Joel Havemann, ñWhite House Report/Drug Agency Reorganization Establishes Unusual Management Group,ò 

National Journal, May 5, 1973, p. 655. 
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coordinate the governmentôs drug control activitiesò within the Department of Justice.
45

  

President Nixon intended DEA to serve as the lead agency for supply reduction efforts, and his 

executive order made DEA responsible for developing a national supply reduction strategy.
46

  

Although President Nixonôs Executive Order 11727 created DEA, DEA derives its law 

enforcement authority from Title 21 of the United States Code.
47

 The Comprehensive Drug 

Abuse Prevention and Control Act of 1970, also known as the Controlled Substances Act, sets 

the legal foundation and regulation of the production, importation, possession, and distribution of 

ñnarcotics, stimulants, depressants, hallucinogens, anabolic steroids, and chemicals used in the 

illicit production of controlled substances.ò  In addition to framing and setting the procedure for 

classifying drugs in a five-tiered schedule, the law sets the penalties for drug violations.
48

   

 

Interestingly, neither Executive Order 11727 nor Title 21 designates DEA as the lead federal 

agency for the war on drugs.  Thus, DEA has never had sole decision making authority 

concerning the drug supply and abuse issue as a whole.  In 1973, the federal coordination and 

policy making responsibilities remained in the Office of Management and Budget.   

 

Concerns over a unified federal effort continued in the 1980s.
49

  In 1983, a Government 

Accounting Office report called for a strong central oversight of federal drug interdiction efforts.  

The report found that although Congressesô 1972 Drug Abuse Office and Treatment Act had not 

been fully carried out.  The 1972 act required that a single, comprehensive federal strategy and 

executive office be created whose ñresponsibilities were to oversee all organizational and policy 

issues for drug abuse and drug traffic prevention, coordinate the performance of drug abuse 

functions by Federal departments and agencies, and recommend and implement resource and 

program priorities. These responsibilities have never been fully carried out.ò
50

  As a result, 

Congress passed a Crime Bill on December 22, 1982 that established an ñOffice of the Director 

of National and International Drug Operations and Policyò that would manage all Federal drug 

enforcement programs, but President Reagan withheld his approval of this legislation.
51
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Associate Attorney General Rudolph Giuliani presented counter arguments for the creation of a 

drug czar, stating that the office would create an additional layer of bureaucracy, and it would 

duplicate the work of the attorney general, who as top law enforcement officer has the authority 

to coordinate and chairs the Cabinet Council on Legal Policy.  He also argued that the 

Departmentôs working group on drug supply reduction was coordinating the agencies involved. 

This included the newly formed, and Department of Justice led, twelve Organized Crime Drug 

Enforcement Taskforces.  He also posited that, if the drug czar was great, the authority 

relationship between the Drug Czar and other cabinet officers and resource control would cause 

friction.  If the power be weak, it would result in confusion and duplication of effort, 

compounding coordination problems.
52

 

 

Six years later, the White House Conference for a Drug Free America, a presidential panel in 

June 1988, called once again for a cabinet-level, ñNational Drug Director,ò and Congress 

through legislation created the Office of National Drug Control Policy as a part of the Anti-Drug 

Abuse Act of 1988.
53

  The ONDCP Director, who lost cabinet rank under the Obama 

Administration, retains statutory authorities to establish federal drug control policies and 

priorities.
54

  The ñONDCP is [also] responsible for producing the national drug control strategy 

and coordinating its implementation with other federal agencies. Although ONDCP has authority 

to review various agenciesô funding levels to ensure they meet the goals of the national strategy, 

it has no direct control over how these resources are used.ò
 55

  ONDCPôs coordinating and policy 

authority also extends to federal drug activities abroad:  The ONDCP ñevaluates, coordinates, 

and oversees both the international and domestic anti-drug efforts of executive branch agencies 

and ensures that such efforts sustain and complement State and local anti-drug activities.ò
56
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DEA Mission 

 

DEA  2008 M ISSION STATEMENT  

 

ñThe mission of the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) is to enforce the 

controlled substances laws and regulations of the United States and bring to the 

criminal and civil justice system of the United States, or any other competent 

jurisdiction, those organizations and principal members of organizations, involved 

in the growing, manufacture, or distribution of controlled substances appearing in 

or destined for illicit traffic in the United States; and to recommend and support 

non-enforcement programs aimed at reducing the availability of illicit controlled 

substances on the domestic and international markets.ò
57

 

 

Notwithstanding this 2008 DEA Mission Statement, Executive Order 11727 assigns the Attorney 

General, not the DEA Administrator, authority to ñcoordinate all activities of executive branch 

departments and agencies, which are directly related to the enforcement of laws respecting 

narcotics and dangerous drugs.ò   In addition, ñupon request and to the extent permitted by lawò 

the Attorney General also coordinates other federal entities that may be assisting in the 

enforcement of drug-related laws.  Importantly, however, Executive Order 11727 and Title 21 do 

set DEA as the single-mission, narcotics enforcement entity.
58

  In DEAôs self-defined and two-

fold mission statement, its main role is to enforce the drug laws of the United States and bring 

criminals that violate U.S. drug laws to justice.  Its second role is to recommend and support 

ñnon-enforcement programs aimed at reducing the availability of illicit controlled substances on 

the domestic and international markets.ò
59

 

 

The following table outlines the evolution of DEAôs mission from initial Congressional intent to 

its current self-described mission.  Over the 35-year history, the only consistent quality is drug 

enforcement and intelligence coordination.  It is interesting to note where original congressional 

intent has differed as DEA has evolved and matured.  For example, recognizing that drug 
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 United States, Drug Enforcement Administration, ñDEA Mission Statement,ò 

http://www.usdoj.gov/dea/agency/mission.htm. 
58

 United States, National Archives, ñExecutive Order 11727 ï Drug Law Enforcement,ò 

http://www.archives.gov/federal-register/codification/executive-order/11727.html. 
59

 United States, Drug Enforcement Administration, ñDEA Mission Statement,ò 

http://www.usdoj.gov/dea/agency/mission.htm. 

Take-Aways from This Section:  
· Mission and authorities must be carefully chosen when a single-mission agency is 

created because it sets mission focus and sets boundaries for action.  DEA has 

defined the boundaries of its mission to curb the supply of illicit drugs through law 

enforcement and not to be the federal agency responsible for addressing the drug 

threat to the United States. 

· Agency mission will evolve with changes in the threat environment, Congressional 

and administrative direction, and internally perceived capabilities and initiatives 

http://www.usdoj.gov/dea/agency/mission.htm
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enforcement would not be enough to address the drug abuse problem, DEA entered the arena of 

drug prevention and education in 1985.
60

  As a former DEA Regional Director Larry Hollifield, 

noted ñThe biggest lesson is for the US . . . is to stop using (drugs). Until that happens, nothing 

the US does can prevent these people from doing this. There is absolutely no way to stop it.ò
61

  

DEAôs drug prevention program continues to expand to include its on-line teen ñStreet Smart 

Preventionò website and parent-oriented website ñGet Smart About Drugs,ò and the institution of 

designated demand reduction coordinators in each DEA office.
62

  Nevertheless, DEAôs 2007 

drug prevention program was $3.3 million ï less than one percent of DEAôs total budget ï 

indicating its place of importance in the agencyôs law enforcement mission.
63

 

 
EVOLUTION IN DEAôS RESPONSIBILITIES FROM  1973 TO PRESENT 

ANTICIPATED BENEFITS FROM THE 

CREATION OF THE DEA 

 

SENATE COMMITTEE ON 

GOVERNMENT OPERATIONS 

OCTOBER 16, 1973
64

 

DEA PRIMARY 

RESPONSIBILITIES  

 

GOVERNMENT 

ACCOUNTABILITY OFFICE 

REPORT 

JULY 29, 1999
65

 

SELF-DESCRIBED DEA PRIMARY 

RESPONSIBILITIES  

 

DEA WEBSITE 

2008
66

 

 End interagency rivalries that have 

undermined federal drug law 

enforcement, especially between 

the U.S. Customs Service and 

Department of Justiceôs Bureau of 

Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs 

  

 Give the Federal Bureau of 

Investigation a significant role as a 

organized crime subject matter 

expert for DEA to draw upon to 

counter the trafficking of illicit 

drugs 
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ANTICIPATED BENEFITS FROM THE 

CREATION OF THE DEA 

 

SENATE COMMITTEE ON 

GOVERNMENT OPERATIONS 

OCTOBER 16, 1973
64

 

DEA PRIMARY 

RESPONSIBILITIES  

 

GOVERNMENT 

ACCOUNTABILITY OFFICE 

REPORT 

JULY 29, 1999
65

 

SELF-DESCRIBED DEA PRIMARY 

RESPONSIBILITIES  

 

DEA WEBSITE 

2008
66

 

 Provide a federal drug coordinating 

focal point for foreign, federal, 

state, and local authorities 

 Investigating major drug 

traffickers operating at 

interstate and international 

levels and criminals and drug 

gangs who perpetrate 

violence in local communities 

 Coordinating and cooperating 

with federal, state, and local 

law enforcement agencies on 

mutual drug enforcement 

efforts 

 

 Safeguard against corruption and 

enforcement abuses by making a 

single federal drug law enforcement 

Administrator accountable 

  

 Establish a dedicated group of 

prosecutors in the Narcotics 

Division within the Department 

Justice to work closely with the 

consolidated drug law enforcement 

to maximize coordination between 

federal investigation and 

prosecution efforts and eliminate 

rivalries within each sphere 
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ANTICIPATED BENEFITS FROM THE 

CREATION OF THE DEA 

 

SENATE COMMITTEE ON 

GOVERNMENT OPERATIONS 

OCTOBER 16, 1973
64

 

DEA PRIMARY 

RESPONSIBILITIES  

 

GOVERNMENT 

ACCOUNTABILITY OFFICE 

REPORT 

JULY 29, 1999
65

 

SELF-DESCRIBED DEA PRIMARY 

RESPONSIBILITIES  

 

DEA WEBSITE 

2008
66

 

 Establish the DEA as a 

ñsuperagency to provide the 

momentum needed to coordinate all 

federal efforts related to drug 

enforcement outside the Justice 

Department, especially the 

gathering of intelligence on 

international narcotics smugglingò 

 Manage a national drug 

intelligence system 

 Seizing and forfeiting 

traffickersô assets 

 Carrying out, under the policy 

guidance of the Secretary of 

State and U.S. Ambassadors, 

programs associated with 

drug law enforcement 

counterparts in foreign 

countries 

 Enforce the Controlled 

Substances Act that pertain to 

the manufacture, distribution, 

and dispensing of legally 

produced controlled substances 

 Investigate and prepare for 

prosecution major controlled 

substance law violators, who 

operate interstate and 

international levels 

 In cooperation with federal, 

state, local, and foreign 

officials, manage a national 

drug intelligence program in 

order to collect, analyze, and 

disseminate strategic and 

operational drug intelligence 

 Coordinate and cooperate with 

federal, state and local law 

enforcement officials on mutual 

drug enforcement efforts and 

enhance these efforts through 

exploitation of potential 

interstate and international 

investigations beyond local or 

limited federal jurisdictions and 

resources 

   Seize and forfeit illicit drug 

trafficking assets derived from, 

traceable to, or intended to be 

used for drug trafficking. 

   Coordination and cooperate 

with federal, state, and local 

agencies, and with foreign 

governments, in non-

enforcement programs, such as 

crop eradication, crop 

substitution, and training of 

foreign officials, which are 

designed to reduce the 

availability of illicit abuse-type 

drugs on the United States 

market 
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ANTICIPATED BENEFITS FROM THE 

CREATION OF THE DEA 

 

SENATE COMMITTEE ON 

GOVERNMENT OPERATIONS 

OCTOBER 16, 1973
64

 

DEA PRIMARY 

RESPONSIBILITIES  

 

GOVERNMENT 

ACCOUNTABILITY OFFICE 

REPORT 

JULY 29, 1999
65

 

SELF-DESCRIBED DEA PRIMARY 

RESPONSIBILITIES  

 

DEA WEBSITE 

2008
66

 

   Under Secretary of State and 

U.S. Ambassadors policy 

guidance, the responsibility for 

all drug law enforcement 

counterparts programs in 

foreign countries 

   Liaison with the United 

Nations, Interpol, and other 

organizations on matters 

relating to international drug 

control programs 
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Authorities and Internal Decision Making Structures and Processes 

 

DEA benefits from a single, formalized decision 

making structure and unified organizational processes 

at the national, regional, and field office levels.  DEA 

employees share a single chain of command, a single 

mission, a single personnel structure, common 

communications platforms, and shared capabilities and 

resources that are funded and distributed through one, 

clearly defined chain of command. Although the 

Controlled Substances Act gives investigative authority 

at the agent level, administrative authority passes from 

the President through the Attorney General and Deputy 

Attorney General to the Administrator into DEA.
67

  Yet 

within this single mission house, there are walls of 

competing interest, authority, and budget wherever 
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 Title 21 U.S.C. § 871(a), http://www.usdoj.gov/dea/pubs/csa/871.htm#a. 

 

United States, Department of Justice, ñOrganizational Chart,ò http://www.usdoj.gov/dojorg.htm. 

Take-Aways from This Section:  
· Advantages of single-mission agency 

· Single chain of command, funding mechanism, personnel structure 

· Shared capabilities, authorities, communications platform, cultural identity 

· Disadvantages of single-mission agency 

· Internal geographic authority boundaries and divisions of labor can be 

source of friction and myopia 

· Defining single mission agencies does not address the overlapping reality of 

threats, such as criminals who violate multiple statutes, which create 

jurisdictional overlaps as agencies legitimately pursue their violator and 

loss of intended unity of effort 

· DEA highly decentralized nature allows for agility and ownership by individuals 

· Investigative authority at the lowest levels: Investigative authority 

(US Code Title 21) is given not to the agency but to the individual agent to 

investigate drug offences.  Individual investigators, forming into task forces 

as they expand their investigations, and task forces are the primary 

operational means to counter non-state actor threats and brings symmetry to 

the fight 

· Administrative authority: This authority flows from the President, through 

the Attorney General, to the DEA Administrator, and through DEA 

management to the individual investigator 

· Close working relationships with state and local law enforcement are the life blood 

of operations 

http://www.usdoj.gov/dea/pubs/csa/871.htm#a
http://www.usdoj.gov/dojorg.htm
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there is a division of labor or line of responsibility.  This is most notably true between DEAôs 

field divisions. 

 

As of 2008, DEA has 227 domestic offices, grouped into 21 regions, called ñdivisions.ò  Each 

division is headed by a Senior Executive Service-level Special Agent in Charge (SAC), who has 

several Assistant Special Agents in Charge, who oversee multiple first-line management Groups 

Supervisors, who supervise several investigators and/or task force officers.  Abroad, there are six 

similar Senior Executive Service-level Regional Directors, who oversee 87 offices located in 

63 foreign countries.
68

 

 

SACs interface with headquarters for event reporting, personnel assignments, and to determine 

division funding priorities.  The SACs receive strategic guidance on how the field will execute 

DEAôs strategic plan through a contract with the DEA SAC (domestic) or Regional Director 

(abroad).
69

 The domestic contracts are called Field Management Plans, and for Regional 

Directors, they are called Country Office Work Plans.
70

  The SACs report directly through the 

DEA Deputy Administrator (usually career civil service) to the Administrator (the politically 

appointed head of DEA), whose SAC management tools include annual evaluations for bonuses 

(the carrot) or latent threats of transferring uncooperative SACôs to less-than-desirable positions 

(the stick).
 

 

Despite this hierarchical organization, DEA headquarters in Washington delegates significant 

authority to SACs.  Day-to-day DEA operations are thus led from the field as SACôs focus 

downward on state and local relationships and illicit drug activity within their respective areas of 

responsibility.
71

  SACs have near autonomous authority over their divisionôs activity and have 

equal footing with other SACs.  In the past, SAC operational interest stopped at their kingdomôs 

gate; however, additions to SAC performance evaluations that require inter-division and inter-

national investigation contributions and connections have begun to filter down the chain of 

command.
72

 

 

DEAôs operational (investigative) decisions are driven by the agent in the field as decisions are 

made at the tactical level, with the bulk of responsibility resting squarely on the shoulders of 

Special Agent investigators on the street.  Weight of evidence, not deliberate planning, 

determines the main investigative effort and which investigator has the lead.  Agents follow the 

evidence in order to expand their investigations upstream to sources of supply, which often reach 

beyond an agentôs divisionôs area of responsibility.  As investigations expand, encompassing the 
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jurisdictions of other DEA divisions or law enforcement organizations, an informal working 

group, or ñtask force,ò of officers and often prosecutors is often established.  In addition to 

federal, state, and local investigators, prosecutors and law enforcement management can initiate 

a task force, task forces may also be created by the staff coordinators at DEAôs Special 

Operations Division, which will be discussed below.  Task force participants operate on a peer-

to-peer and informal basis, and investigators workout day-to-day challenges.  For DEA-led task 

forces, higher levels of DEA management only become involved, when there is a disagreement 

over jurisdiction, action, or procedure between Groups within the DEA Division, between DEA 

divisions, or between agencies.  

 

State and local officers are often important task 

force participants as DEA investigations rely on 

state and local cooperation to contribute officer 

authorities and intelligence.
74

  When state and local 

officers, who retain all the powers of a local police 

officer, such as the authority to pull someone over 

for a traffic violation, become involved in a DEA 

investigation they can be deputized with Title 21 

authority, which gives the task force officer the 

ability to investigate and charge federal drug laws, while maintaining his local authorities that a 

federal agent does not have.  More importantly, state and local narcotics task force officers know 

their communities; have unparalleled intelligence on the traffickers in their area; have close, 

long-term working relationships with other state and local prosecutors; and have a passion to 

protect those in the neighborhoods in which they live.  In turn, the federal agents bring federal 

resources and penalties to the fight as well as the ability to work up the source of supply food 

chain, which will extend beyond a local officerôs jurisdiction.
75 

 

Meanwhile, headquarters navigates budgeting processes, maintains authority over policy, 

personnel, and resources, and devises strategies in response to ONDCP guidance.  It also 

responds to Congressional demands in accordance with the 1993 Government Performance and 

Results Act (Public Law 103-62) that attempts to improve federal government stewardship by 

ñlinking resources and management decisions with program performance.ò  This law requires the 

development of three to five year strategic plans, the setting of annual performance targets that 

supports the strategic plan, an annual report evaluating previous year activities and programs to 

include explanations for successes and failures.
76

  Yet, Headquarters exercises limited tactical 
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STATE AND LOCAL LAW ENFORCEMENT 

WITH A FULL TIME DRUG UNIT IN 2000
73

 

Entity Percent 

State 71 

County Police 87 

Municipal Police 79 

Sheriffôs Office 69 
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influence over field divisions and operations.  For the most part, deliberate, executed planning 

processes only occur at the tactical level for raids and drug buys.  DEA places little emphasis on 

professional development for planners or investment in planning capacity; headquarters planning 

and policy sections are very lean with a majority of headquarters personnel serving in positions 

that are focused on supporting or reporting operational activity.  The strategic plans that are 

generated often reflect the combined operations and intelligence activity currently under way in 

the field.  As a result, headquarters strategy is not always implemented with unity of effort across 

the agency.
77

  For instance, during DEAôs kingpin strategy in the 1990s that attempted to focus 

the agency on international drug heads, DEA offices in major cities, such as New York and 

Miami, were able to find direct connections because they were likely investigating importation 

organizations, but smaller offices that often target distribution cells had very difficult time 

making direct connections to the foreign-based drug kingpins.
78

  In addition to this unequal yoke, 

Special Agents in Charge, who have close working relationships with their regionôs police 

chiefs, are compelled by those relationships to dedicate resources at the local level because 

police chiefs view drugs as a local problem.
79

  Thus, DEAôs planned main effort is often 

executed unequally across the agency, yet it has an advantage in being responsive to the rapidly 

changing field environment. 
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Strategic Direction 

 

Several factors limit the influence of headquartersô guidance in the field and the implementation 

of a unified strategic vision.  The first such factor is the delegation of tactical authority to SACs.  

Although such delegation has notable benefits as will be described in the next section, decreased 

headquarters authority necessarily dilutes accountability.  This loss of control by headquarters is 

exacerbated by the fact that the chain of command passes from the Administrator, to the 

Deputy Administrator to the SACs, bypassing DEAôs Chief of Operations, who is responsible for 

day-to-day enforcement operations.
80

 

 

DEAôs bureaucratic conflicts experienced in the early years of the agency as noted in a Public 

Policy review conducted five years after DEA was first established has been ossified into a 

decentralized culture and structure.  According to the 1978 Public Policy report, DEA 

management used as its foundation the existing Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous Drugsô 

management system, which had weak personnel, budget, information, and performance 

monitoring systems.  To make the matters worse, the report explained that DEA absorbed high-

level personnel from diverse predecessor organizations, and in an attempt to accommodate the 

pay grades and expertise of these personnel, DEAôs headquarters were ñBalkanizedò into many, 

small offices wherein responsibilities were diluted, and the modest authority that each office had 

was zealously guarded.  Rather than cohesive functionaries, managers at headquarters were seen 

by the field and by each other as representatives of some legacy organization faction that had 

been incorporated into the new organization. Each manager had a constituency.
81

   

 

The Public Policy report also noted that DEAôs internal fragmentation was further frustrated by 

outside attacks.  Powerful predecessor organizations that had lost manpower and authority to 
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Take-Aways from This Section:  
· When forming a new single-mission agency, care must be given to give 

headquarters authority and ability to protect field management in order to 

encourage the growth of headquarters structure and influence 

· Decentralized authority gives agility but can dilute accountability and consistency 

· Due to the nature of law enforcement (enforce broken laws, which necessitates an 

illicit act before law enforcement action) and tactical posture, deliberate planning is 

not a mature law enforcement trait 

· Sustained strategy is difficult to maintain with shifting priorities caused by changes 

in political management 

· Budget and operational synchronization is difficult to achieve with multiple agency 

involvement (budget, planning, and execution by committee) 
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DEA, such as the Department of Justice, supported newspaper and congressional attacks on the 

nascent agency.  As the attacks grew, rumors increased that DEA would eventually be 

incorporated into a larger organization, so those within DEA began to hedge their bets in an 

attempt to ally themselves in an alliance with which faction would likely wind up on top of the 

organization.  As a result, managers refused to put themselves behind any policy or position 

could make them vulnerable to a loss of power, which undermined attempts to create a sound, 

centralized authority in the new agency.  In turn, this spurred a vicious cycle:  DEAôs weak, 

central authority was not able to provide rewards, resources, and career protection to those field 

elements who desired unity of effort, and the lack of field element implementation and action 

further corroded centralized authority.
82

 

 

A second, related reason for little strategic implementation is a dearth of institutional 

accountability, especially across divisions and between agencies.  In general and irrespective of 

the unified command structure within DEA, headquarters has shown an aversion to ñlowering the 

boomò on uncooperative divisions.  There are three influences that reinforce this tendency within 

the agency.  First, internal political power balances play a role.  Second, divisions have a mutual 

understanding that each agent is seeking to remain loyal to their division colleagues and that 

each division must demonstrate improved effectiveness in all important performance measures.  

Third, each realize that in the bigger picture no one case is worth expending oneôs political 

capitol in light of the long-term war on drugs. 

 

Fourth, headquartersô strategic planning process minimally incorporates complimentary strategic 

activities by other federal law enforcement, Department of Defense, and intelligence community.  

Although DEA receives a guidance (not directive) letter through the Department of Justice from 

the Office of National Drug Control Policy, the planning and budget process does not fully 

incorporate non-DEA resources nor coordinates operations across the interagency.
83

 For 

example, a 1990 GAO report found that: 

 

DEA and the FBI have the same goal in the war on drugs: to identify, investigate, 

and arrest members of high-level drug trafficking organizations and to destroy the 

operations of those organizations. . . [But] for the most part, the two agencies 

operate independently. Each agency independently establishes investigative 

strategies and priorities, collects and stores intelligence, and targets drug 

trafficking organizations. Generally, the two agencies separately initiate and 

conduct investigations, using different investigative philosophies and techniques. 

The agencies also differ in the way they measure performance.
84

 

 

  

                                                 
82

 Mark Moore, ñReorganization Plan #2 Reviewed:  Problems in Implementing a Strategy to Reduce the Supply of 

Drugs to Illicit Markets in the United States,ò Public Policy, vol. 26, no. 2, Spring 1978, p. 249. 
83

 United States, Government Accountability Office, ñDrug Control: DEAôs Strategies and Operations in the 1990s,ò 

GAO/GGD-99-108, July 29, 1999, pp. 82-85, 87. http://www.gao.gov/archive/1999/gg99108.pdf. 

 

United States, Drug Enforcement Administration, The Strategic Plan: Fiscal Years 2003-2008, p. 31.  
84

 United States, Government Accountability Office, ñJustice Department; Coordination between 

DEA and the FBI,ò GAO/GGD-90-59, March 1990, p. 4, http://archive.gao.gov/d24t8/141434.pdf. 

http://www.gao.gov/archive/1999/gg99108.pdf
http://archive.gao.gov/d24t8/141434.pdf


 

29 

A March 2009 Government Accountability Office report stated that 

 

DEA has also reported that its coordination and collaboration with other federal, state, 

local, and foreign law enforcement agencies are essential to its work.  However, DEAôs 

strategic planning and performance measurement framework does not reflect the 

importance of such efforts.
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However, footnotes on the same page states that the DEAôs 2009-2014 strategic plan ñincludes 

additional language that supports the post-9/11 goal of addressing counterterrorism,ò but until 

the strategy is published, it is unclear whether the strategic planning process with incorporate the 

strategic activities of other agencies. 

 

Lastly, a coherent, sustained strategy is undermined by the fact that successive DEA 

administrators have tended to shift DEAôs strategic to their own silver-bullet vision for the drug 

problem.  Administrator Jack Lawn (1985-1990) initiated Operation Snow Cap that focused on 

building up foreign law enforcement capabilities and destroying processing labs abroad.  His 

successor, however, Administrator Robert Bonner (1990-1993), who had previously led a 

prosecution team against the Mexican killers of DEA Special Agent Enrique ñKikiò Camarena, 

emphasized cutting the drug supply in source countries through the King Pin Strategy, which 

targeted the powerful Colombian cartels.  Headquartersô strategic emphasis switched again under 

Administrator Thomas Constantine (1994-1999), a former New York State Police 

Superintendent.  Constantine gutted Operation Snow Cap and the King Pin Strategy to direct 

resources towards domestic law enforcementôs fight against rising drug violence through the 

establishment of Mobile Enforcement Teams and Regional Enforcement Teams.  (These teams 

would be deployed upon request of a Police Chief on a short-term basis to help bring justice to 

violent and highly organized criminal organizations that out-resourced local capabilities.)  

Administrator Hutchinson (2000-2003), a former Congressman, focused DEA on countering the 

emerging drug threats of ecstasy (MDMA) and ice (methamphetamine).  His successor, however, 

Administrator Tandy (2003-2008), has made countering money laundering her crown jewel, due 

to her experience attacking the money end of the drug continuum during previous assignment as 

Associate Deputy Attorney General and Director of the Organized Crime Drug Enforcement 

Task Forces.
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Administratorsô visions have often been determined by their own past experiences or theories in 

dealing with the drug continuum.  While these schizophrenic and tectonic shifts in strategy as an 

advantage in that additional capabilities are created to address a segment of the drug continuum, 

such as the Mobile Enforcement Teams to aid police chiefsô ability to attack violent and 

pernicious regional organizations.  However, these shifts create internal inefficiencies because 

momentum is lost and significant effort must be expended to reallocate resources and 

institutional focus shifted from one focus to another, such as the shift between the foreign-based 
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Snowcap effort under Bonner to the domestic MET effort under Constantine.  Furthermore, DEA 

Administrator turnover, whose terms have ranged from one to five years, encourages 

management myopia to obtain short-term gains to demonstrate significant achievement in 

fulfilling their duty to respond to the wishes of the Administrator, who is acting in accordance to 

the Presidentôs agenda.
87 

 

The multiple foci of DEAôs initiatives indicate that the agency is not guided by one strategic 

direction nor is it alone in the counter-drug arena.
88

  The following charts show initiatives within 

DEA and interagency law enforcement efforts that attempt to address an area along the drug 

continuum.  Please note that although many of these programs continue to function (in green,) 

there is no means to synchronize their capabilities.  In addition, a few of the closed programs (in 

red) have been resurrected under a different name with a slight change in form due to lessons 

learned, such as the Central Tactical Program/Kingpin Strategy/Consolidated and Regional 

Priority Targeted Organization evolution. 
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DRUG I NITIATIVE CROSS-OVER CHARTS
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