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Hemispheric Framework  
for Counter-Narcotics Operations

by Wes Hester 

Lieutenant Commander Wes Hester, U.S. Coast Guard, is a C130 pilot with over thirteen years 
of service. He has extensive counterdrug operational experience as a crewmember on a surface 
ship, then as an aviator/maritime patrol asset commander from 2002-2011 for Joint Inter-Agency 
Task Force-South. His most recent assignment was at U.S. Coast Guard Air Station Sacramento 
as the only high-endurance airborne surveillance and interdiction asset on the West Coast.  

Introduction

In June 1971, President Richard Nixon officially declared a “war on drugs,” claiming that drug 
abuse was “public enemy number one.”1 President Nixon recognized the impact of trafficking and 
the use of illicit narcotics on the health, security, and economy of the U.S. In 2007 alone, drug 
abuse cost the U.S. an estimated $193 billion.2 For four decades, the U.S. Coast Guard (USCG) 
has served as the nation’s first line of maritime defense in the war on drugs. While its efforts are 
substantial and its interdiction record impressive, today’s operational environment demands a more 
comprehensive, cooperative approach. 

In order to fight the war on drugs effectively, the U.S. government must encourage, develop, 
and support the growth of internal law enforcement capacity among its Central and South American 
partners. To do this, the U.S. must first identify the critical stakeholders. Once these critical partners 
are identified, diplomatic efforts must encourage and nurture lasting relationships. Finally, U.S. 
law enforcement experts must determine partner capabilities and limitations and assist them in 
filling ability gaps. This approach will help the U.S. develop a coalition of willing nations and set 
the stage for greater regional cooperation across political, social, economic, and security spheres.

The U.S. Maritime Footprint

Maritime interdiction near source-zone countries is more important than ever due to the 
intermodal tactics smugglers employ. USCG efforts are vital to accomplishing this interdiction. 
The USCG is the only branch of the U.S. military expressly afforded law enforcement authority. 
Title 14 U.S.Code, § 89(a) allows the USCG to “make inquiries, examinations, inspections, 
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searches, seizures, and arrests upon the high 
seas and waters over which the United States 
has jurisdiction, for the prevention, detection, 
and suppression of violations of the laws of 
the United States.” The “Naval Operations 
Concept 2010” clearly identifies the USCG’s 
role in interdiction operations when it describes 
law enforcement on the high seas. Under 
Title 14 authority, the USCG operates both 
independently and in conjunction with U.S. 
Navy and foreign navy vessels to conduct law 
enforcement operations (LEO) in both deep 
water and littoral environments.3 The USCG 
has the ability to assume tactical control of 
its Department of Defense (DoD) partners to 
extend its law enforcement authority. Currently, 
the USCG and its partners rely on intelligence 
and surveillance across the air, surface, and sub-
surface domains to establish vessels of interest. 
These vessels of interest are subject to more 
stringent monitoring throughout their voyages 
and increase the effectiveness of LEO.4 

The USCG is only a part of a larger 

interdiction effort coordinated by Joint 
Inter-Agency Task Force, South (JIATF-S) 
in the Eastern Pacific and Caribbean Sea.  
JIATF-S provides a model of interagency 
cooperation that arguably exists nowhere 
else in the U.S. government. JIATF-S relies 
on effective cooperation among all partners 
in the intelligence and operational domain to 
cover an immense operating area.5 In a typical 
day, JIATF-S monitors over 1,000 targets of 
interest in an effort to direct operational assets 
to two to three high-payoff targets.6 In 2009, 
JIATF-S accounted for over 40 percent of 

cocaine interdictions worldwide., which totaled 
nearly 220 tons of cocaine. The rest of the U.S. 
government accounted for only 40 tons.7 

JIATF-S represents the whole-of-
government approach to narcotics interdiction 
in the Eastern Pacific Ocean and Caribbean 
Sea. In the maritime domain, JIATF-S calls 
USCG aircraft and ships, Customs and Border 
Protection (CBP) aircraft, and DoD aircraft and 
ships to detect, monitor, track, and interdict 
smugglers at sea. These key resources are not 
solely dedicated to fighting the war on drugs; 
they are responsible for numerous other foreign 
and domestic missions. For example, drug 
interdiction is only one of eleven mandated 
missions overseen by the USCG.8 Narcotics 
operations, which fall under Homeland Defense 
and Civil Support for the DoD, is one of six 
core missions.9 Finally, drug interdiction is 
one of three key missions of CBP’s Air and 
Marine Operations Branch.10 These competing 
demands often lead these agencies to allot 
limited resources and take an economy-of-force 
approach. 

U.S. Assets are Not Enough

The U.S. simply does not possess the 
resources required to move from interdiction 
management to interdiction success. 

JIATF-S, the federal entity charged with 
managing maritime interdiction in the Eastern 
Pacific Ocean and Caribbean Sea, uses an 
unclassified planning factor of four, long-
range, patrol aircraft; four, airborne, use-of-
force helicopters; and eight ships.12 These 
assets do not all operate at the same time, and 
some combination must cover a joint operating 
area (JOA) of over 42 million square miles. 
Simple math makes the true nature of this 
problem obvious. Ideally, all eight ships with 
their embarked helicopters and all four of the 
maritime patrol aircraft would operate around 
the clock to cover the JOA. This means each 
ship covers 5.2 million square nautical miles 

The U.S. simply does not possess 
the resources required to move 
from interdiction management 
to interdiction success.
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and each aircraft covers 10.5 million square 
nautical miles of patrol area. In order to increase 
interdiction effectiveness and solve the resource 
problem, the U.S. government must increase 
resources and/or decrease asset patrol areas 
without sacrificing overall area coverage.

In an age when military forces are facing 
significant reductions in funding, it is unlikely 
that the U.S. military, especially the USCG, will 
see a significant increase in resources in the 
Eastern Pacific Ocean or Caribbean Sea. 

In fact, USCG Commandant Admiral 
Robert Papp recently lamented that both the 
USCG and the Navy will likely reduce their 
commitments to the drug war due to resource 
shortfalls and competing missions.12 This lack 
of resources makes it essential to leverage 
international partners. 

Cocaine price per gram compared to percentage purity from Jan 2007- Sep 2010.

Price/gram- USD Purity (%)

Effectiveness of U.S.  
Counter-Narcotics Strategy

The balanced-policy approach to both 
supply and demand reduction seems to have an 
impact on the drug trade. According to Drug 
Enforcement Agency estimates, the price of one 
gram of cocaine increased 69 percent from 2007 
to 2010, while the purity decreased 30 percent 
over the same period (see the chart below).13 
The “National Drug Threat Assessment 2011” 
also indicates that the number of first-time users 
of cocaine has decreased significantly, reaching 
its lowest level since 1973.14

Several factors led to this decline. First, 
eradication and alternative crop efforts in 
source-zone countries made significant impacts 
on cocaine production. Second, interdiction in 
transit zone and ports of entry made it more 
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... smugglers will continue 
to improve the technology 
to make fully submersible 
vessels more commonplace.

difficult for drug trafficking organizations to get 
their drugs to market. 

Finally, the concentrated efforts of the U.S. 
government to attack the demand side of the 
equation show signs of success. U.S. policy 
is effective and should be maintained. This 
recommendation does not address U.S. policy 
toward partner nations, as that will be discussed 
later.

Smuggling Trends and Their 
Effect on Interdiction

There are two distinct trends that currently 
exist in maritime smuggling. First, conventional-
type vessels (“go-fasts,” pangas, and lanchas) 
have more or less abandoned the offshore routes 
in favor of coastal routes. These routes provide 
freedom from U.S. interdiction when vessels are 
in the sovereign waters of other countries and 
feature ungoverned, often inaccessible coastal 
locations in which to hide during the day. This 
trend will likely continue until U.S. assets are 
consistently granted permission to access these 
waters, or partner nations demonstrate the will 
and the ability to counter the threat themselves. 

Offload methods for these conventional 
vessels depend on the operational environment. 
In the Caribbean, the Central American coast 
is generally unpopulated, ungoverned, and 
extensively covered by mangrove swamps 
and inland waterways. These factors combine 
to make it easier to deliver narcotics directly 
to shore for overland transport. In the Pacific, 
coastlines are generally characterized by either 
sandy beaches or populated areas, making it 
more difficult for direct delivery. Smugglers 

tend to rely on commercial fishing vessels or 
other forms of legitimate traffic to make the 
final transport to land after transferring the 
shipment offshore.

The second, more difficult trend to counter 
is the self-propelled, semi-submersible threat. 
The construction of these vessels makes them 
difficult to detect. Their size and endurance 
makes them ideal for drug trafficking. Until 
very recently, these vessels operated exclusively 
in the Pacific, but recent activity shows they are 
present in the Caribbean as well. The use of these 
vessels will likely continue, and smugglers will 
continue to improve the technology to make 
fully submersible vessels more commonplace. 
This frightening trend makes it absolutely 
essential that the U.S. government set conditions 
for partner nations to take on a greater share of 
interdiction in the littoral environment, so the 
more advanced assets used by the U.S. can 
concentrate on this more sophisticated threat.

In order to effectively leverage joint and 
multinational assets and expertise, counter 
drug agencies must engage in comprehensive 
seizure analysis. Choropleth maps assist law 
enforcement by correlating spatial data and 
interdiction details, which leads to a probability 
model that can be used as a predictive tool.16 In 
the American Journal of Criminal Justice, Kim 
Rossmo states that choropleth analysis allows 
law enforcement personnel to “focus their 
activities, geographically prioritize suspects, 
and to concentrate saturation or direct patrolling 
efforts in those zones where the criminal is most 
likely to be active.”17 The geographic profile 
created by continuous choropleth mapping 
allows U.S. agencies to focus high-endurance 
assets in large JOAs. It also allows multinational 
partners to focus scarce financial resources and 
assets within their territories.

Choropleth mapping can facilitate asset 
placement. For example, by recording seizures 
of drugs that have occurred along the southern 
border between Panama and Costa Rica on 
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Partner nations in the Caribbean 
and Eastern Pacific JOAs are ill-
equipped to prosecute maritime 
interdiction operations.

a map, analysts can easily begin to see which 
areas are most highly used and assist U.S. 
agencies in focusing their interdiction efforts. 
Analysis of this cluster data should assist U.S. 
agencies, particularly JIATF-S, in placing their 
limited tactical resources. As the sample size 
grows, the effectiveness of the model will grow 
along with it. The JOA is simply too large to 
randomly place interdiction assets.

The Importance of 
International Engagement

Regardless of the metrics used to determine 
success in the war on drugs, the U.S. cannot win 
without the help of the international community. 
Currently, partner nations provide their own 
interdiction assets, intelligence, territorial 
access, and basing rights for U.S. air and sea 
assets. Without them, interdiction operations 
would be ineffective. 

Partner nations in the Caribbean and Eastern 
Pacific JOAs are ill-equipped to prosecute 
maritime interdiction operations. The detection, 
monitoring, and interdiction capabilities of 
the U.S. are second to none; however, U.S. 
assets often lack access to sovereign waters. 
Even when this access is granted, permission 
often fails to come in a timely manner, which 
allows smugglers to disappear into the dense 
foliage that characterizes the Central American 
coastal region. The lack of access is generally 
a diplomatic issue that could be solved with 
greater cooperation and trust among nations.

How Host Nation and Partner Nation 
Relationships Affect U.S. Efforts.

Host nation and partner nation relationships 
are the single, biggest factor in the success of 
U.S. interdiction efforts. Solid relationships 
provide access to intelligence, national 
resources, and state territory. Without dedicated 
partner nations, littoral movement of narcotics 
will continue. Initially, diplomatic efforts 
should focus on U.S. access in exchange for 

internal capacity building. When partner nations 
are capable of policing their own sovereign 
waters, the limited, high-endurance assets the 
U.S. provides are freed up to counter the self-
propelled, semi-submersible threat that has 
invaded the offshore environment. Eventually, 
the technological, financial, and capability 
investment will enable partner nations to carry 
out interdiction without direct U.S. involvement.

Joint Doctrine as a Model

The war on drugs is a joint, multinational 
endeavor. Joint Publication 3-03, Joint 
Interdiction, lists five elements that provide 
a roadmap for international engagement and 
joint/multinational cooperation:

• Effective Resource Panning, Positioning, 
and Allocation

• Accurate, Reliable, and Timely Intelligence

• Sustained and Concentrated Pressure

• Synchronization with Maneuver

• Full-Spectrum Superiority

Each element provides an opportunity to 
build partner capacity and increase hemispheric 
interdiction effectiveness.
Effective Resource Panning, 
Positioning, and Allocation

The U.S. does not possess sufficient 
resources to effectively patrol the entire 
operating area. JIATF-S will likely have no 
control of resources allocated to them for 
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Trend analysis and choropleth 
mapping illuminate areas of 
interest, but refined intelligence 
is still required to place 
interdiction assets in the right 
place at the right time.

prosecution of the drug war; therefore, it must 
focus on positioning. Careful and continued 
analysis of smuggling trends will help fulfill the 
first-tier element of the maritime interdiction 
model. 

The shift in favor of littoral transit is 
certainly a challenge to U.S. efforts, but it also 
presents an opportunity to advance partnerships. 
While none of the Central or South American 
maritime interdiction forces have a force 
structure that can compare to that of the U.S., 
they do have some capabilities. Many hands 
make light work, and in this case, using partner 
nation assets greatly multiplies forces available 
to fight drug-trafficking organizations. In 
summary, effective resource positioning in 
the maritime domain requires refined patrol 
areas and access to sovereign waters of partner 
nations. These assets do not necessarily need to 
be U.S. assets if the U.S. can successfully build 
partner capacity and trust.

Accurate, Reliable, and Timely Intelligence

The second required element for effective 
counter-narcotics operations is accurate, 
reliable, and timely intelligence. In this area, 
JIATF-S truly excels. In fact, Admiral Papp 
recently commented that there are simply not 
enough assets to respond to the vast amounts 
of refined intelligence provided by the U.S. 
intelligence system.19 While this is a ringing 
endorsement for the intelligence community, 
it may not be enough. Trend analysis and 

choropleth mapping illuminate areas of interest, 
but refined intelligence is still required to place 
interdiction assets in the right place at the 
right time. This concept also applies to partner 
nations. Many partner nations do not possess 
the resources to actively patrol; however, they 
are capable of executing interdiction operations 
when they are presented to them. In order 
to leverage the strengths of partner nations, 
U.S. agencies must share accurate and timely 
intelligence with them.
Sustained and Concentrated Pressure

The third essential element for effective 
interdiction is sustained and concentrated 
pressure. This has not been a salient issue 
for the U.S. in decades. Even as budgets and 
asset allocations decrease, intelligence-driven 
operations have enabled JIATF-S to concentrate 
forces and sustain pressure. The U.S. has been 
applying sustained, consistent pressure to this 
problem in one form or another since the 1970s. 
As a result, drug-trafficking organizations 
have moved into areas where they do not feel 
this pressure, specifically, littoral waters along 
the Central American transit zone. Currently, 
Central American partners do not possess 
the ability to apply consistent and sustained 
pressure. This, in effect, creates maritime 
zones of impunity where drug-trafficking 
organizations can operate without significant 
fear of interdiction. In order to eliminate these 
zones of impunity, the U.S. must assist partner 
nations in building internal law enforcement 
capacities.
Synchronization with Maneuver

Effective interdiction operations also 
require synchronized maneuver. Through years 
of practical experience, JIATF-S has grown 
efficient in synchronizing U.S. maritime patrol 
with U.S. and partner nation surface interdiction. 
In order to further improve operational 
efficiency, this capacity must be expanded. 
This expansion will require a significant 
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commitment to building partner capacity and 
intelligence sharing. Synchronization requires 
that partner nations be a part of command, 
control, and communication networks. An 
expanded network of partner nation liaisons, 
especially at JIATF-S headquarters, can help 
achieve this. It is only through shared burden 
that shared success can be achieved. 
Full-Spectrum Superiority

The final element of effective interdiction 
is full-spectrum superiority. In the case of the 
war on drugs, full-spectrum superiority requires 
control of the source zone, transit zone, and 
arrival zone. This simply cannot be achieved 
without enhanced partner capacity and resolve. 
U.S. Plan Colombia has been extremely effective 
in the source zone, and could be expanded to 
other source-zone states. The requirements 
to achieve superiority in the transit zone have 
been discussed extensively in this frame. 
Finally, although the arrival zone is important to 
attaining full-spectrum superiority, it is not the 
focus of this research. It goes without saying, 
however, that U.S. agencies must assess and 
refine current efforts in the arrival zone. Full-
spectrum superiority is achievable despite the 
lack of resources if the U.S. addresses partner 
nation internal capabilities.

Recommendations

Maritime drug interdiction is not simply a 
law enforcement (or military) endeavor. The 
drug war is an unconventional war where state 
actors face non-state actors who largely operate 
outside the rule of law. Dr. Max Manwaring of 
the Strategic Studies Institute has summed up 
the requirements for winning an unconventional 
war. First, the state must dig out the leadership 
of the non-state groups. Second, the state 
must poison the non-state actor’s sources of 
support. Finally, the state must completely 
deprive the non-state actor’s source of support 
to include financial, political, and social.20 The 

actor who most effectively uses all aspects of 
power, wins.21 The way to improve interdiction 
efficiency is through a whole-of-government 
approach that includes diplomatic, economic, 
and military (law enforcement) aspects. 

Diplomatic and Economic 
Recommendations

Susan Doman, a foreign service officer with 
the U.S. State Department on assignment to the 
U.S. Army Command and Staff College, sums 
up diplomacy by saying: “Figure out who you 
want to work with. Determine what they want, 
and dangle it in front of them.”22 Quite often, 
what other nations want is money or capabilities 
(which cost money). The U.S. does not supply 
economic aid without a favorable diplomatic 
relationship; therefore, diplomatic and economic 
efforts are often tied very closely together. For 
the purpose of these recommendations, they 
will be treated as a single line of effort.

• Continue to develop regional partnerships 
that grant U.S. access to forward operating 
locations. One example of this is the Defense 
Cooperation Agreement signed between the 
U.S. and Colombia. This agreement allows 
U.S. forces access to Colombian military 
bases until 2019.23 The U.S. should develop 
similar cooperation agreements with Peru, 
Bolivia, Guatemala, Belize, and Honduras. 

• Continue to assist regional nations in their 
efforts to combat narcotics trafficking. For 
example, Police and Public Safety Minister 

The way to improve interdiction 
efficiency is through a whole-
of-government approach 
that includes diplomatic, 
economic, and military (law 
enforcement) aspects.
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Douglas Singh believes that Belize has a 
chronic need for aerial support and radio 
detection equipment,24capabilities the 
USCG provides to other partner nations. 
States that demonstrate willingness and an 
ability to benefit from this type of assistance 
include Belize, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and 
Panama. 

• Continue eradication efforts that currently 
exist as a part of U.S. Plan Colombia 
and attempt to expand them to Peru and 
Bolivia. When less cocaine is produced, 
less is trafficked through the maritime 
environment. 

• Provide other incentives to transit-zone 
partners willing to spend time and treasure 
on the war on drugs to include beneficial 
trade agreements and other economic aid 
packages. These incentives will have a 
positive effect not only on the drug war, but 
also on hemispheric relationships.

Military and Law Enforcement 
Recommendations

It would certainly be desirable to conduct 
the drug war exclusively through partners or 
without the commitment of over-tasked U.S. 
interdiction agencies; however, this is simply 
not feasible. Effective, high-seas interdiction 
efforts are vital to the success of the U.S. counter-
narcotics program. The recommendations that 
follow account for the abilities of both U.S. and 
partner nation assets to interdict drugs on the 
high seas:

• Continuously update and analyze 
seizure data in order to facilitate optimal 
placement of the limited assets dedicated 
to interdiction. Joint law enforcement 
analysis would include detailed data points 
such as location of seizure, size and type 
of seizure, type of vessel, date, time, and 

environmental factors. This analysis would 
develop geographic deployment models 
for surface and air assets. Additionally, 
consistent analysis by interdiction agencies 
would include classified interdictions 
and help enhance the reliability of the 
model. Use of this model also minimizes 
operational risk as it pertains to unpatrolled 
spaces in the operating area.

• Pursue new aircraft-basing locations based 
on diplomatic initiatives and geographic 
location. Continue to use El Salvador, Costa 
Rica, and Panama as basing locations and 
pursue basing rights in Ecuador and Peru.

• Expand the use of USCG law enforcement 
agents in conjunction with DoD assets. 
Recently, USCG Law Enforcement 
Detachment (LEDET) teams were 
appropriated funds to allow them to achieve 
full staffing. These teams are specifically 
designed to execute maritime law 
enforcement missions aboard U.S. Navy 
and foreign flagged warships, and they 
have been extremely successful. In fiscal 
year 2009 alone, LEDET teams accounted 
for 50 percent of total cocaine removals in 
the maritime domain.25

• Whenever possible, ensure that deployed 
surface assets are supported by embarked 
helicopters and fixed-wing, patrol aircraft. 
The support provided by both aircraft 
types exponentially expands the detection 
capabilities of surface vessels. Allen G. 
McKee, long-time knowledge manager 
for JIATF-S, stated: “Detection rates 
skyrocketed when ships were augmented 
with helicopters, and both were supported 
by aircraft.”26
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Conclusions

In order to effectively execute narcotics interdiction operations on the high seas, the U.S. 
must strengthen partnerships with transit-zone countries, enhance partner-nation abilities, and 
concentrate efforts in high-payoff areas of interest. Strengthening partnerships builds trust among 
the U.S. and its partners and provides access to geographic areas of interest. Enhancing the abilities 
of partner nations serves to fill existing capacity gaps created by declining resources. Dedicating 
fewer U.S. assets to the operating area without the fear of compromising effectiveness also allows 
the U.S. to focus its technology to counter the evolving tactics of the drug-trafficking organizations. 
Finally, the U.S. must basically ignore a majority of the 42-million-mile operating area and 
concentrate forces exclusively in high-payoff areas, specifically coastal areas nearest the source 
zone and at transit-zone arrival points. Traffickers will adapt to this approach eventually, but the 
gains achieved by this strategy will likely have a lasting impact on drug trafficking organizations, 
while allowing partner nations time to build their capacities. If these geographic areas are exploited 
in combination with partner nations, the short-term successes will also have a legitimizing effect 
for partner nation efforts and set the long-term conditions that allow U.S. assets the opportunity to 
focus efforts offshore with confidence. IAJ
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