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ABSTRACT
This is a case study on the advantages of task forces in the fight against drug trafficking 
in U.S.-Mexican relations. This analysis focuses on the 2010 “Project Deliverance” 
that at the time was considered one of the most successful initiatives against Mexican 
drug trafficking networks within the United States based on the operation of task 
forces, as well as on the collaborative bilateral atmosphere created by the Merida 
Initiative (MI) to achieve positive outcomes. It addresses the Southwest Border 
Security Initiative (SBSI), and finally the task force-structure that allowed “Project 
Deliverance” to be effective.
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RESUMEN 
Este es un estudio de caso sobre las ventajas de las fuerzas de tarea en la lucha 
contra el tráfico de drogas en las relaciones México-Estados Unidos. El análisis se 
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centra en el “Proyecto Liberación” de 2010, el cual en su momento fue considerado 
como una de las iniciativas más exitosas contra las redes mexicanas de tráfico de 
drogas en los Estados Unidos con base en la operación de fuerzas de tarea, así como 
en una atmósfera bilateral de colaboración creada por la Iniciativa Mérida (MI) 
para alcanzar resultados positivos. El artículo aborda la Iniciativa de Seguridad de 
la Frontera Suroeste (SBSI), y finalmente la estructura de la fuerza de tarea que dio 
efectividad al “Proyecto Liberación”.

PALABRAS CLAVE: fuerzas de tarea, tráfico de drogas, redes del narcotráfico, 
relaciones México-Estados Unidos.

Introduction

The phenomenon of organized crime is not new, and it has developed conside-
rably in the last decades . It has grown in scope and scale as the result of both 
the process of globalization –meaning the intensification of trade, informa-
tion, and transportation connections around the world–, and the end of the 
Cold War and its impact on bringing down barriers and the emergence of new 
democracies, some of them with fragile institutions (Stephens 1996) .

Currently, there is a  wide range of criminal activities conducted across 
borders that prompted the gradual reconceptualization of national security 
from its traditional focus on state (military) threats to the challenges posed 
by non-state actors (Buzan, Weaver, De Wilde 1997) . Transnational organi-
zed crime (TOC)2 refers to activities with an international dimension such 
as drug, human and arms trafficking, money laundering and smuggling of 
a variety of goods, among others, in a process that involves several jurisdic-
tions that in turn impose the need for governments to collaborate in order to 
address these challenges .

According to the United Nations (UN), new trends in organized crime po-
int to a transition from hierarchical organizations to non-structured groups . 
That is, the phenomenon is increasingly characterized by the activities of loo-
se networks taking advantage of adaptability and a low-profile . Furthermore, 
organized crime is less about individuals and more about a range of illicit ac-
tivities, and this is the reason why despite significant efforts by authorities to 
capture its leaders and seize their assets, criminal activities continue unabated 
by the profits created by the illicit market (UNDOC 2010) .

2  Even though the United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime 
(UNTOC) does not provide a  specific definition of “transnational organized crime” in order 
to allow for a broader applicability of the legal instrument, it does propose a definition of 'or-
ganized criminal group': a) a group of three or more persons that was not randomly formed; b) 
existing for a period of time; c) acting in concert with the aim of committing at least one crime 
punishable by at least four years' incarceration; and d) in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, 
a financial or other material benefit (UNDOC 2016) .
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The combination of global transformations and the mutation of organized 
crime towards the prevalence of networks pose a challenge to the governments’ 
efforts to contain criminal activities because of insufficient official coordina-
tion at the international level to deal with the problem (CIGI 2010) . In this 
context, it is recognized that it is difficult for a country individually to respond 
to a threat that has connections across several jurisdictions . To be effective, 
therefore, the response must be coordinated and the result of collaboration . 

The value of cooperation resides in its ability to overcome the limitations 
of individual organizations by creating “multidisciplinary” groups with strate-
gic capacity to address specific threats, and this is the logic behind the creation 
of task forces (OVC-TTAC/b) . “Task force” is a term originating in the armed 
forces lexicon to refer to a “force organized for a special operation” or “a unit 
specially organized for a task” (Oxford English Dictionary) . For instance, re-
garding human trafficking, the objective of a  task force consists in tackling 
a complex problem by planning and developing coordinated and integrated 
responses, and by anticipating the needs of all stake-holders becoming thus 
a valuable resource for anti-trafficking efforts (Oxford English Dictionary) .

Because of the fact that it is easier to conceive cooperation than to achieve 
it, this is the reason why organizing a task force represents a challenge in itself . 
In task forces, partnership is the most valuable resource, and their advanta-
ges are, among others, to create a  pool of information members can share; 
to create an environment where agencies learn about each other facilitating 
thus strategic planning; and to gain knowledge about the roles and capaci-
ties of partners that allows participants to recognize the value of collaboration 
(OVC-TTAC/a) .

Taking into consideration the elements above, the objective of this essay 
is to present a case study on the advantages of task forces in the fight against 
Mexican drug trafficking in the United States . In particular, this analysis is ba-
sed on a case study methodology where the objective is “learn[ing] to identify 
actual problems, to recognize key players and their agendas, and to become 
aware of those aspects of the situation that contribute to the problem” (Becker 
et al. 1994-2012) .3 This analysis focuses on the 2010 “Project Deliverance” that 
at the time was considered one of the most successful initiatives against Mexi-
can drug trafficking networks within the United States based on the opera-
tion of task forces, as well as on the collaborative bilateral atmosphere created 
by the Merida Initiative (MI) to achieve positive outcomes . It addresses the 
Southwest Border Security Initiative (SBSI), and finally the task force structu-
re that allowed “Project Deliverance” to be effective . 

3  Case study is a form of qualitative descriptive research that is based on the “collection and 
presentation of detailed information” about a particular subject or phenomenon with the aim 
not of reaching generalizations but instead to emphasize “exploration and description” . The ob-
jective consists in examining the interplay of variables in order to gain an understanding of an 
issue as complete as possible (Becker et al. 1994-2012) .
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Drugs in U.S.-Mexican relations

The United States and Mexico have a  complex bilateral relationship that 
has been characterized by the intensity of its economic interaction, which 
only grew stronger under the 1994 North America Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) .4 After the 9/11 terrorist attacks, nevertheless, security issues made 
it to the top of the bilateral agenda, even though security cooperation between 
the two countries had been present for decades, mainly focusing on drug tra-
fficking as the most controversial issue for the two neighbors sharing a 2 .000-
mile border (Craig 1989) .

While the United States has been the dominant economic power and the 
biggest drug market in the world, its neighbor to the south has been a deve-
loping country that has also been a major producer and supplier of marijua-
na, heroin and methamphetamine, and the major transit point for 95% of the 
cocaine entering the United States (ONDCP 2012: 2) . By 2009, it was esti-
mated that the value of the US drug market for the Mexican drug trafficking 
organizations (DTOs) was between $18 and $39 billion (NDIC 2009: iii) and, 
as a matter of fact, according to the 2010 National Drug Threat Assessment, 
“Mexican DTOs [continued] to represent the single greatest drug trafficking 
threat to the United States” (NDIC 2010: 2) . 

Given the challenge drug trafficking has posed to Mexico itself, and the 
official argument at the time that the previous administration had not done 
enough to confront the problem (Expansión 2016), after taking office in 
December 2006 President Felipe Calderon made combating DTOs a top priority 
of his administration . As a  relevant component of his strategy, he set out to 
build international partnerships, especially with the United States . Moreover, 
he favored the extradition of drug traffickers, sending a record number of 107 
individuals abroad by 2009 (Seelke, Sullivan, Beittel 2010: 6) .5

In a bilateral summit between President Calderon and President George 
W . Bush that took place in Mérida, Yucatán, the United States and Mexico 
issued a joint statement on October 22, 2007, announcing a three-year plan 
for $1,4 billion in U .S . assistance (comprising only equipment and training) 
to Mexico and Central American countries to confront transnational crime 
known as the MI that would begin in FY2008 . It was based on the principles 

4  The economic relationship with Mexico has been relevant for the United States, for in-
stance, “because of Mexico’s proximity to the United States, the high level of bilateral trade, and 
the strong cultural and economic ties that connect the two countries . Also, it is of national inter-
est for the United States to have a prosperous and democratic Mexico as a neighboring coun-
try . Mexico is the United States’ third-largest trading partner, while the United States is, by far, 
Mexico’s largest trading partner . Mexico ranks third as a source of U .S . imports, after China and 
Canada, and second, after Canada, as an export market for U .S . goods and services . The United 
States is the largest source of foreign direct investment (FDI) in Mexico” (Villareal 2015) .

5  Between 2000 and 2005, the Mexican government extradited 160 individuals, in contrast to 
the 464 extraditions between 2006 and 2011, which represented a 190% increase (Gutiérrez 2011) .



109

“Project Deliverance”: a case 
study on the relevance of task 
forces against transnational 
criminal organizations  
in U.S.-Mexican relations

Agustín Maciel-Padilla

of “shared responsibility, mutual trust and respect for sovereign independen-
ce” (DOS 2010), and its four pillars consisted in: disrupting organized crime 
groups; strengthening institutions; building a 21st century border; and buil-
ding strong and resilient communities (DOS 2010) .

MI was an unprecedented partnership between the two countries, and 
two important points are in order: first, it was developed in response to the 
Mexican government’s request for U .S . support to deal with drug trafficking; 
prior to this time, bilateral antinarcotics collaboration had been maintained at 
a minimum by Mexican authorities and efforts were often obstructed by sus-
picion because of corruption in Mexico (U .S . assistance to Mexico went from 
$65,4 million in FY2007 to $786,8 million in FY2009) (Seelke, Sullivan, Beit-
tel 2010: 12); second, the U .S . government strengthened intelligence exchan-
ge with Mexico in order to support law enforcement and military anti-drug 
operations in the country (Seelke, Finklea 2016: 10), a practice that had also 
been difficult to promote because of the reasons above . Ever since its incep-
tion, it has been problematic to measure the success of the MI and the most 
common method of evaluation has consisted in counting equipment delivered 
and training activities carried out, even though the pace of both has occa-
sionally slowed down because of human rights concerns regarding Mexico . 
A General Accountability Office (GAO) report, nevertheless, pointed out the 
Department of State, the organization in charge of the overall coordination of 
the program, found it difficult to design the “performance measures” to deter-
mine the achievement of the MI’s strategic goals . For instance, the number of 
Mexican agents trained under the initiative has not automatically translated 
into more effective law enforcement in Mexico (Olson, Wilson 2010: 1), and 
has not guaranteed the more efficient use of resources either .

Southwest Border Security Initiative (SBSI)

Because drug-violence in several areas of Mexico had escalated as a result of 
increasing pressure by the Mexican government, DTOs intensified the fight 
against each other for the control of “plazas” and lucrative routes to the United 
States . Nevertheless, the fight was not only among DTOs and against Mexi-
can security forces, but also within the organizations themselves as a result of 
the fragmentation created by the Mexican government’s so-called “Kingpin” 
strategy that took on the leadership of the organizations in order to erode 
their structures (Hamilton 2013) . It is estimated that there were around 60 .000 
drug-related deaths during the Calderon Administration (Seelke 2013) .

Against this background, on March 24, 2009, the Obama Administration 
announced its SBSI to strengthen security along the border with Mexico (DHS 
2009), in part out of concern about a possible violence spill-over across the bor-
der (Burnett 2011) . The objective of this plan was to contain the trans-border 
flow of drugs (northward), cash and guns (southward) fostering this violence .
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Enhancing border security required a set of measures that revolved around 
deploying additional personnel to the area, increasing intelligence capabilities 
and strengthening coordination among security agencies both domestically 
and internationally . Two departments were responsible for implementing ac-
tions in support of border security . On the one hand, the Department of Ho-
meland Security (DHS) emphasized information sharing and integration with 
state and local law enforcement agencies, and also with Mexican authorities . 
For instance, DHS increased the number of Immigration and Custom Enfor-
cement (ICE) Attaché personnel working in hot spots in Mexico such as Ciu-
dad Juárez, and the number of Border Liaison Officers working with Mexico 
(DHS 2009) . In order to increase information-sharing and coordination, it 
also expanded Mexican law enforcement participation in Border Enforcement 
Security Task Forces (BEST) located in the southwest border region, and on 
August 13, 2009, it announced the creation of the first-ever Mexico City´s 
BEST (ONDCP 2010: 25) .

On the other hand, the Department of Justice (DOJ) reallocated personnel 
to both combat Mexican drug cartels in the United States and to work closely 
with Mexican law enforcement agencies . One key aspect was the formulation 
of a  “Mexican Cartel Strategy” (ONDCP 2010: 13) under the Office of the 
Deputy Attorney General that relied on “federal prosecutor-led task forces” in 
order to combine all law enforcement components to dismantle and disrupt 
Mexican drug cartels through investigation, prosecution, extradition and for-
feiture of their assets . As established by the then-Assistant Attorney General, 
Criminal Division, Lenny A . Breuer:

For more than a quarter-century, the principal law enforcement agen-
cies in the United States have recognized that the best way to fight the most 
sophisticated and powerful criminal organizations is through intelligence-
based, prosecutor-led task forces that leverage the strength, resources, and 
expertise of the complete spectrum of federal, state, local and international 
investigative and prosecutorial agencies (Breuer 2009: 12) . 

One relevant aspect of the fight against DTO networks within the Uni-
ted States was the strengthening of the Organized Crime Drug Enforcement 
Task Force (OCDETF) capacity along the southwest border . The OCDETF 
program was established in 1982 in order to deal with drug trafficking from 
a  comprehensive perspective, becoming the centerpiece of the U .S . Attor-
ney General’s anti-drug strategy in the United States . It was an effort that 
combined resources and expertise from several federal agencies (DEA, ATF, 
IRS, USCG, ICE, USMS, DOJ Criminal and Tax Divisions and 94 U .S . Attor-
ney General Offices) under the direction of the Deputy Attorney General, 
who also coordinated the Annual Consolidated Priority Organization Target 
(CPOT)-List and, with the support of the OCDETF Fusion Center, focused 
on multijurisdictional investigations (DOJ 2009) . As it will be discussed be-
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low, it was this organizational structure the key that allowed “Project Deli-
verance” to be effective .

Months after the announcement of the SBSI, the Office of National Drug 
Control Policy (ONDCP) published the 2009 National Southwest Border 
Counternarcotics Strategy, a document produced every two years starting in 
2007 . This strategy has represented a central component of the U .S . response 
to threats along the border with Mexico by defining the responsibilities of 
U .S . agencies in the region . By the time of its publication, President Calderón 
had already embarked on the campaign to fight drug cartels in Mexico, and 
through the MI the U .S . was supporting Mexican law enforcement and judicial 
reform efforts . Due to the significant increase of violence in the country, the 
2009 strategy modified its focus from containing the inbound flow of illegal 
drugs from the southwest border to also contain the flow of illegal weapons 
and cash into Mexico, while coordination with Mexican authorities was 
strengthened (ONDCP 2009: i) .

The strategic goal defined in the document consisted in “substantially re-
duce the flow of illicit drugs, drug proceeds, and associated instruments of 
violence across the southwest border”, while also strengthening intelligence 
and interdiction capabilities, as well as increasing the efficiency of prosecution 
of criminals and U .S .-Mexico cooperation (ONDCP 2009: 2) .

In the area of intelligence, in particular, the strategy provided for the rees-
tablishment of the Interagency Working Group on Intelligence Coordination 
(IWG-IC) co-chaired by the DEA Office of Intelligence and DHS Office of 
Intelligence Analysis (ONDCP 2009: 6) . The DEA and the Intelligence Com-
munity also co-chaired the U .S .-Mexico bilateral High Value Target Working 
Group (HVTWG), where Mexican federal agencies coordinated the exchange 
of intelligence (ONDCP 2010: 5), in contrast to previous occasions when sha-
ring information with Mexico had proven difficult . In the area of investigation 
and prosecution, U .S . law enforcement and intelligence would combine re-
sources in order to support these efforts domestically and bilaterally .

U.S. and Mexican law enforcement and intelligence communities must 
closely coordinate their efforts to disrupt and dismantle criminal organiza-
tions responsible for the movement of illicit drugs, firearms, and drug pro-
ceeds across the Southwest border by building strong cases against these orga-
nizations and bringing their leadership to justice (ONDCP 2010: 21) .

In this context, the specific purpose of U .S . law enforcement collaborating 
with Mexico through reinforcing the liaison presence in the country was to 
support investigations and prosecution of drug traffickers . Domestically, im-
proving coordination between the Office of Foreign Assets Control (OFAC) 
and U .S . law enforcement agencies and task forces consisted in increasing the 
capacity to disrupt the DTOs financial operations . Within this framework, 
U .S . Attorney Offices represented an essential element in the comprehensive 
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strategy to deal with drug trafficking along the southwest border, and therefo-
re the importance of making them available to support OCDETF task forces 
(ONDCP 2010: 22) . In a wider context, MI activities were instrumental, by 
building mutual trust, in reinforcing law enforcement and judicial coopera-
tion to take on complex investigations and prosecutions . 

“Project Deliverance”

Taking advantage of the law enforcement structure that had been put in place, 
and building on the success of previous operations against Mexican cartels,6 
the U .S . Government launched “Project Deliverance” .

On June 10, 2010, then-Attorney General Eric Holder announced the 
completion of a  22-month investigation that focused on the transportation 
infrastructure of Mexican DTOs in the United States, especially along the 
southwest border, through the coordination between state and local law 
enforcement . According to Holder, “this interagency, cross-border operation 
has been our most extensive, and most successful, law enforcement effort to date 
targeting these deadly cartels, and it is a direct result of our ongoing Southwest 
Border Strategy” (DOJ 2010: 1) . The structure of “Project Deliverance” was 
characterized by strong investigative capabilities coordinated by the DEA Special 
Operations Division comprising personnel from different federal agencies as 
well as Attorneys from DOJ’s Criminal Division’s Narcotic and Dangerous Drug 
Section . This operation was carried out by more than 300 agencies from the three 
levels of government in the United States, some of them participating through 
High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area (HIDTA) and OCDETF task forces, with 
the support from the Criminal Division’s Office of International Affairs .

The reason why the objective of “Project Deliverance” focused on dealing 
with the network of facilitators and transportation infrastructure of Mexican 
DTOs operating in the United States was the fact that, by that time, these orga-
nizations were practically present in every region of the country and active in 
a significant number of cities . Moreover, in previous years they had been able 
to expand along the Atlantic coast, displacing Colombian cocaine and heroin 
traffickers there, while at the same time had consolidated their presence by 
increasing their transportation and distribution networks (NDIC 2010: 9) .

Mexican DTOs also strengthened their operations in the United States by 
establishing alliances with U .S . gangs in order to distribute drugs . It is estima-
ted that since 2001, street gangs in the United States have experienced a gra-
dual transformation from their traditional role as local retail drug suppliers, 

6  Consider, for instance, “Project Reckoning” leading to the arrest of 600 individuals related 
to the Gulf/Los Zetas Cartel; “Operation Xcellerator” against the Sinaloa cartel resulting in 700 
members detained; and “Operation Coronado” against La Familia Michoacana producing 1 .200 
people arrested and significant quantities of drug and proceeds seizures, all within U .S . territory .
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mainly in urban areas, to become wholesale distributors, displacing in the 
process small, local, criminal groups . This structural change was possible as 
Hispanic and African-American gangs began acquiring drugs directly from 
DTOs in Mexico and along the southwest border . Buying directly from Mexi-
can traffickers allowed gangs to sell drugs at lower prices than local dealers, 
driving them thus out of the market . A similar process occurred with Hispa-
nic prison gangs, primarily in southwest border states which also have had 
extensive links, if not control, over street gangs . By 2009, it was estimated that 
retail drug supply in the United States was controlled by more than 900 .000 
members from 20 .000 gangs in more than 2 .500 cities (NDIC 2010: 12-13) . 

Project Deliverance June 9, 2010 Overall

Arrests 429 2266

US currency $5,8 million $154 million

Cocaine 112 kilograms 2,5 tons

Heroin 92 pounds 1 .410 pounds

Meth 17 pounds 1 .262 pounds

Marijuana 2 .951 pounds 69 tons

Weapons 141 501

Vehicles 85 527

Source: DOJ 2010a .

Mexican law enforcement agencies collaborated with the United States as 
part of “Project Deliverance”, in particular, by providing support in the arrest 
of Carlos Ramon Castro-Rocha, a heroin trafficker who had been designated 
a CPOT in relation to heroin shipments to the United States . Castro-Rocha was 
arrested in the state of Sinaloa on May 30, 2010, in response to arrest warrants 
from U .S . District Courts from Western North Carolina and Arizona, and 
accusations against the members of his organization referred to conspiracy to 
distribute and to import drugs into the United States (FBI 2014) .

According to Mexican authorities, bilateral cooperation and exchange of 
information resulted in the arrest of Castro-Rocha, one of the main targets of 
“Project Deliverance” . Intelligence reports produced since 2002 pointed out he 
was investigated for large-scale production and export of heroin and that he 
controlled groups in more than 10 U .S . cities, including Los Angeles and San 
Diego, and was related to 40 investigations both in Mexico and in the United 
States (PGR-SSP 2010) . He was “one of the largest distributors of heroin in 
the United States” (Markin 2010), moving it from Guasave, Sinaloa . As he 

Table 1. 
“Project Deliverance” 
in numbers
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had usually maintained a  low-profile, and because he was not a member of 
a known cartel, his capture had always been elusive . “Project Deliverance”, ne-
vertheless, underlined the relevance of the bilateral exchange of information 
that allowed for the development of the investigation .

Lessons learned

Around the end of the decade of the 2000s, a powerful incentive to review bi-
lateral security cooperation was created by increasing drug violence in Mexi-
co and the prospect for border violence spilling over into the United States . 
In this context, the MI created the framework for improving bilateral security 
cooperation as reflected in greater law enforcement cooperation . A bilateral 
exchange of intelligence structure was created based on a closer collaboration 
between U .S . law enforcement agencies and vetted units from Mexico .

Targeting the drug transportation networks and mid-level facilitators wi-
thin the United States disrupted their operations by slowing down their pace, 
and hitting at the mid-level ranks of the organizations, in particular, genera-
ted instability within by fostering disarray and internal competition . It also 
allowed U .S . law enforcement agencies to obtain valuable information about 
the network’s upper and lower echelons, and this became the building block 
for further counterdrug operations .

As discussed at the beginning of this essay, nevertheless, organized crime 
and drug trafficking by inference is increasingly becoming about loose net-
works that carry out criminal activities in return of significant profits . In this 
context, as much as “Project Deliverance” was touted as a “successful” opera-
tion, at the end of the day drug trafficking across the U .S .-Mexico border has 
not been disrupted basically because the market forces of supply and demand 
remain intact . Therefore, the long-term objective of U .S .-Mexico counter-
drug efforts should focus not on record numbers of arrests and seizures but 
on transforming the structure of the drug market, by reducing demand or by 
limiting the profitability of the illegal commodity .
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