


Southwest Border Violence: Issues in Identifying and Measuring Spillover Violence 

Specialists at the AMOC have access to numerous law enforcement and other databases that 
allow them to provide operational units with information regarding the flight plans, history, 
ownership, and registration of aircraft and vessels and criminal background information on pilots 
and vessel crew. 

ICE Field Intelligence Groups (FIG) 

The ICE Office of Investigations has 26 Field Offices that manage the investigative activities 
within their area of responsibility. Each office is supported by a co-located FIG consisting of an 
intelligence director or advisor and a staff of intelligence and operational personnel. FIG 
personnel identify and analyze criminal trends, threats, methods and systemic vulnerabilities 
related to ICE strategic priorities within their office’s area. FIG intelligence reports, assessments, 
and other products primarily support the ICE leadership and field managers, but are also 
disseminated to other DHS, law enforcement, and IC member agencies. 144 FIG’s at or near the 
Southwest border are those co-located with the ICE Office of Investigation Field Offices in 
Dallas, El Paso, Houston, and San Antonio in Texas; and Los Angeles and San Diego in 
California. 

ICE Border Violence Intelligence Cell (BVIC) 

The BVIC was established in January 2008 in order to provide intelligence support for ICE 
weapons smuggling investigations and government-wide efforts to combat violence along the 
United States-Mexico border.145 It is located at EPIC within the Crime-Terror Nexus Unit. The 
BVIC works closely with I&A’s HIST and other partners at EPIC. 

As the level of violence along the U.S.-Mexican border intensified in the past two years, ICE has 
partnered with Mexican and other U.S. law enforcement agencies on three initiatives described 
below to enhance border security, disrupt transnational criminal organizations, and stop the illegal 
flow of firearms from the United States into Mexico. These are the Border Enforcement Security 
Task Forces (BEST), Armas Cruzadas, and Operation Firewall (described elsewhere in this 
report). The BVIC supports all three programs. At the BVIC, all-source intelligence is analyzed 
and operational leads are provided to the BEST task forces and ICE attaché offices. The BVIC 
also analyzes data from arrests and seizures by the BEST task forces and exchange intelligence 
with Mexican law enforcement agencies. 

In November 2008, the BVIC, in collaboration with CBP and DHS I&A, produced an Intelligence 
Report, United States Southbound Weapons Smuggling Assessment, which examined U.S. 
southbound weapon smuggling trends. This report was designed to support the BEST’s and other 
operational components in planning and conducting outbound firearms smuggling operations. In 
December 2008, the BVIC also co-authored a strategic-level analysis for the ICE and DHS 
leadership on the same issue. 

This summary of FIG mission and functions is from Ibid., p. 1. 

ICE, BVIC Fact Sheet, June 2008. 
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Operation Black Flag 

In reaction to the escalation of drug-related violence along the U.S.-Mexican border, DEA 
initiated Operation Black Flag in April 2008.146 Collecting intelligence from law enforcement 
agencies and confidential sources on both sides of the border, the operation’s main goal is to track 
and report actionable intelligence on the capability and likelihood of Mexican DTOs extending 
their violent activities across the border and onto American soil. 

Increasing Prosecutions 

As mentioned, multiple federal agencies are involved in investigating the Mexican DTOs. Often, 
these cases are investigated in OCDETF investigations. Figure A-1 illustrates the number of 
OCDETF cases referred to the United States Attorney Offices (USAOs) from various agencies in 
FY2008. 

Figure A-1. OCDETF Cases Referred to the USAOs, by Federal Agency 
FY2008 
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Source: CRS representation of data provided by USAO Congressional Affairs. 

Generally, over the past 10 years, the number of OCDETF cases filed with the U.S. Attorneys has 
decreased by about 25% from 3,332 in FY1999 to 2,491 in FY2008,147 as illustrated in Figure A-
2. One possible explanation for the decline in OCDETF case filings is that U.S. law enforcement 
has not focused efforts on OCDETF cases, and therefore did not file as many cases with the 
USAOs. A second explanation may be that increasing enforcement has been effective in reducing 
the illegal activities of DTOs and money laundering organizations, thus leading to a decrease in 
the number of OCDETF cases referred to the USAOs. 

146 Drug Enforcement Administration, Statement of Joseph M. Arabit Special Agent in Charge, El Paso Division, 
Regarding “Violence Along the Southwest Border” Before the House Appropriations Committee, Subcommittee on 
Commerce, Justice, Science and Related Agencies, March 24, 2009, http://www.usdoj.gov/dea/speeches/s032409.pdf. 
147 Data provided to CRS by USAO Congressional Affairs. 
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Figure A-2. OCDETF Case Filings and Convictions 
FY1999-FY2008 
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Source: CRS representation of data provided by USAO Congressional Affairs. 

Notes: Data represents the total number of OCDETF cases filed with the USAOs. This includes cases relating 
Mexican DTOs as well as other drug trafficking and money laundering organizations. 

The data on OCDETF cases do not, however, allow analysts to determine the proportion of cases 
focused on particular drug trafficking and money laundering organizations—such as Mexican 
DTOs. It is unclear whether the proportion of OCDETF cases related to Mexican DTOs has 
changed significantly throughout the past 10 years. If the proportion of OCDETF cases related to 
Mexican DTOs has remained constant, then the total number of OCDETF cases has decreased 
relative to FY1999. If this proportion has increased, however, this could suggest several things, 
including an increase in Mexican DTOs’ illegal activities or an increase in administration 
prioritization of Mexican DTOs. 
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