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Submarines
Emerging Threat in the War on Drugs 
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Purpose
To inform deploying units, trainers and scenario writers of the current threat 
from mini-submarines and drug trafficking organizations (DTO) in the War on 
Drugs and Terror.

This briefing should not be considered a finished intelligence product, nor 
used in such a manner.

Main Sources: 

HTTP://WWW.FOXNEWS.COM/STORY/0,2933,386521,00.HTML  FOX NEWS, CHERTOFF: U.S. HELPED MEXICO DETECT 
DRUG SUBMARINE,  18JULY08.

http://www.cnn.com/2008/WORLD/americas/07/17/mexico.drug.sub.ap/index.html?iref=newssearch  CNN NEWS, MEXICO 
SEIZES HOMEMADE SUB CARRYING COCAINE. 18JULY08 

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/15811689/  MSNBC, SUBMARINE WITH COCAINE SEIZED OFF COSTA  RICA, 20NOV06.

http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/0,1518,562603,00.html  CORDULA MEYER, COLUMBIA’S COCAINE CARTELS 
LEARN A NEW TRICK, 27JUNE08.

http://www.usnews.com/blogs/washington-whispers/2008/7/30/congress-torpedoes-drug-submarines-carrying-cocaine-
from-colombia.html  PAUL BEDARD, CONGRESS TORPEDOES DRUG SUBMARINES CARRYING COCAINE FOMR 
COLOMBIA, 30JULY08.

POCs:  Kristin Lechowicz kristin.lechowicz@us.army.mil or Ms. Penny Mellies penny.mellies@us.army.mil at 913-684-
7934/20; DSN:  552-7920, 700 Scott Ave, Bldg 53, TRADOC G2, TRISA-Threats, Ft Leavenworth, KS 66027.
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US Assists Mexico 
Detecting Drug Subs

• 18JULY08 US Intelligence agencies provided information to Mexican 
officials that resulted in the seizure of one “homemade” submarine which 
contained a cargo load of 5.8 tons of cocaine 

• Similar vessels have been seized carrying illicit cargo off the coast of 
Colombia and Central America in the 
last eight years in support of the War on Drugs

• The “makeshift” submarine  
was equipped with a GPS and a compass

• The mission of the sub’s crew was to drop 
off a drug shipment onto Mexican shores 

Mexican Navy Drug Interdiction
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• This is the first drug submarine seizure by the 
Mexican authorities in Mexican waters 

• Mexican authorities arrested four Colombian crew 
members when the submarine surfaced without 
incident off the coast of Oaxaca Mexico 

• The crew claimed to be fishermen forced by the 
“drug cartels” to smuggle drugs to Mexico 

• The crew also claimed to have disembarked from the 
Colombian port of Buenaventura a week before 
capture (est. 11JULY08) Mexican sailors confiscate 

drugs from a submarine bust  

US Assists Mexico 
Detecting Drug Subs
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OAXACA CITY, Mexico – Drug traffickers 
are fighting for control of the north. Radical 
leftists are fighting for control of the south” -
2006

Location of Drug Sub Operations
• Oaxaca State is located in

south-east portion of Mexico
(fifth-largest state in Mexico) 

• Bounded north by 
Veracruz and Puebla, east 
by Chiapas, west by 
Guerrero and south by 
the Pacific Ocean

• Oaxaca consists of 59,125 miles comprises the 
4.85% of the Mexico (fifth-largest state in Mexico) 

• 1,550 meters above sea level; yearly average 
temperature of 29,3°C (maximum) and 12,5°C 
(minimum)

• Oaxaca de Juárez City -- capital of the State 
(located in the central district of the State)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Calderón inherits a nation in grip of violence, turmoil By S. Lynne Walker COPLEY NEWS SERVICE November 18, 2006  http://www.signonsandiego.com/news/mexico/20061118-9999-1n18mexico.html�
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Data on Drug Submarines

• Under water vessels smuggle an estimated thirty two percent of the cocaine 
that is coming in from South America to the United States

• These submarines cost the DTO’s (e.g. cartels, gangs and state actors) an 
estimated one million dollars to build/purchase 

• “Many are capable of carrying more than 10 tons of cocaine and can be 
operated by remote control from hundreds of miles away” -U.S. Coast Guard 
Cmdr. Thad Allen told reporters in 
Washington on Friday

• The boats are usually painted to blend in 
with the color of the water
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Characteristics of Mini-Subs 

• Many of the mini-subs are outfitted with quiet diesel engines and dual 
propellers in order to be avoid detection 

• The design of the subs are made so that the top deck only exceeds the 
water surface by 18 inches (which is just enough to take in oxygen and 
release exhaust)

• The design of the subs are basic: 
an engine, a rudimentary bridge 
with a set of controls and crawl 
spaces
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Drug Sub Seizure Examples

• Colombian authorities have encountered a number of such vessels over the 
past eight years

• US forces also have intercepted a number of submarine-like vessels packed 
with tons of illicit drugs

A makeshift fiberglass submarine in Colombia used to 
smuggle cocaine: The cargo hold can store 10 tons of 
drugs.

The homemade submarine is under guard in the Pacific 
port of Puntarenas, Costa Rica, 20NOV06
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Training notes
(Using PMESII-PT COE Variables)

Political: Widespread political corruption by the drug cartels in Latin America is the norm. 
A lack of support (many even assist) from many political elements is to be expected.

Economic: A large percentage of Latin American residents live below the poverty line. 
Drug farmers are convinced that drugs are the only way to make a profit. The War on 
Drugs is expensive and the added threat by the mini-submarines will increase that dollar 
amount for detection and interdiction. There exists is a good possibility that DTOs could 
be financially convinced to smuggle terrorists with weapons (or WMD) into the US. The 
cost of lost wages and addiction treatment will increase in US due to drug submarines 
shipments and availability of illicit drugs on the street. Availability of drugs will increase 
and the overall cost will drop for illicit drugs (especially in border cities such as San 
Diego) increasing the number of new addicts that will turn to petty crimes (creating 
additional cost and burden on the judicial system).

Military: The drug cartel’s have many military and law enforcement entities from Mexico, 
Central, and South America on the payroll. This makes joint collaboration to catch 
submarine threats a difficult task due to lack of trust among US and foreign entities. 
However, increasing violence between Mexican law enforcement and cartels has spread 
into US border cities and has hindered drug shipments via ground transportation. 
Hence, subs provide a relatively safe means of sustaining the drug supply in the US. 
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Training notes
(Using PMESII-PT COE Variables)

Social: Societal issues such as extreme poverty, corruption and rule-of-the-gun in many 
developing countries (Venezuela, Ecuador, Columbia and Mexico) in Latin America 
sustain narco-trafficking. The drug trade will continue as it always has in the past. New 
technology is a new vehicle but the low tech methods will also continue (such as, mules, 
and boats). 

Information: Drug education programs have been ignored and the drug cartels will continue 
to make famers raise the drug crops (either through bribes, or intimidation). The drug 
trade will continue unhindered. Information on sharing of submarine technology is of key 
importance. Rouge Individuals trained by the former Soviet Union are most likely 
providing information on submarine technology and will continue to do so for the drug 
cartels

Infrastructure: Numerous narco-trafficking routes via land and sea exists that have proven 
relatively safe for the DTOs. Bribes, graft, death threats and kidnappings are just some of 
the security measures employed by DTOs to secure these routes. DTOs will continue to 
upgrade to high tech means of transportation, but traditional methods (pack animals, 
human mules (with backpacks), planes and vehicles) will remain viable options.

Physical: US security agencies persistently struggle to deny the DTOs access to know air 
and land routes; now submarine routes pose an added dimension that must be secured.

Time: Narco-cultivation and trafficking and anti-drug enforcement will never end; has 
continued since first discovered. Yet subs have added a new threat that must be 
addressed before Osama bin Laden decides to exploit such an infiltration option.
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TRISA BCKS Homepage Online
https://bcks.army.mil/secure/default.aspx BCKS home, https://dcsint-threats.leavenworth.army.mil/default.aspx direct link
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Our BCKS Homepage Online
https://bcks.army.mil/secure/default.aspx BCKS home, https://dcsint-threats.leavenworth.army.mil/default.aspx direct link
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The Center for Army Lessons Learned (CALL) SIPRNET Site:

See our link on CALL’s ‘Training for War’ page under

DCSINT/TRADOC or go straight to our page at:

http://tradoc-dcsint.leavenworth.army.smil.mil

Our SIPRNET Homepage
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Reference Page 
HTTP://WWW.FOXNEWS.COM/STORY/0,2933,386521,00.HTML FOX NEWS, CHERTOFF: U.S. HELPED MEXICO 
DETECT DRUG SUBMARINE,  18JULY08.

http://www.cnn.com/2008/WORLD/americas/07/17/mexico.drug.sub.ap/index.html?iref=newssearch CNN NEWS, 
MEXICO SEIZES HOMEMADE SUB CARRYING COCAINE. 18JULY08 

http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/15811689/ MSNBC, SUBMARINE WITH COCAINE SEIZED OFF COSTA  RICA, 
20NOV06.

http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/0,1518,562603,00.html CORDULA MEYER, COLUMBIA’S COCAINE 
CARTELS LEARN A NEW TRICK, 27JUNE08.

http://www.usnews.com/blogs/washington-whispers/2008/7/30/congress-torpedoes-drug-submarines-carrying-
cocaine-from-colombia.html PAUL BEDARD, CONGRESS TORPEDOES DRUG SUBMARINES CARRYING 
COCAINE FOMR COLOMBIA, 30JULY08.

http://www.reuters.com/article/worldNews/idUSN0325244420080103 HUGH BRONSTEIN, ANOTHER COCAINE-
LADEN SUBMARINE SINKS OFF COLOMBIA, 03Jan08. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/915059.stm DRUG SUBMARINE FOUND IN COLOMBIA, 07DEC00.

For US, A Terror Threat Lurks In Drug Smuggling Subs Shift of cargo to arms and people is feared, Bryan Bender, Boston 
Globe.

http://www.foxnews.com/STORY/0,2933,386521,00.HTML
http://www.cnn.com/2008/WORLD/americas/07/17/mexico.drug.sub.ap/index.html?iref=newssearch
http://www.msnbc.msn.com/id/15811689/
http://www.spiegel.de/international/world/0,1518,562603,00.html
http://www.usnews.com/blogs/washington-whispers/2008/7/30/congress-torpedoes-drug-submarines-carrying-cocaine-from-colombia.html
http://www.usnews.com/blogs/washington-whispers/2008/7/30/congress-torpedoes-drug-submarines-carrying-cocaine-from-colombia.html
http://www.reuters.com/article/worldNews/idUSN0325244420080103
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/americas/915059.stm
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