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Introduction

The growth of Mexican drug cartels stands as one of the most pressing security challenges in
North America, having serious effects on human rights and international law. The issue originated in the
late 20th century as powerful crime syndicates such as Guadalajara and Gulf cartels took advantage of
Mexico’s proximity to the United States. The crackdown on Colombian drug operations in the 1980s and
1990s drove traffickers to shift their networks through Mexico, which led to the rapid transformation of

loosely organized groups into highly effective cartel organizations.

Mexican Drug Cartels have developed into huge transnational networks that take control over
entire regions as well as complicated supply chains through violence and corruption. These organizations
are involved in money laundering schemes and human smuggling, along with trafficking illicit drugs.
This threat is characterized by the ability it has to take advantage of weak legal frameworks not only

domestically in Mexico but also internationally, allowing it to work with minimal repercussions.

The broader implications are extremely urgent. Since 2006, violence associated with cartels has
killed over 350,000 people in Mexico, with many more reported missing. Businesses are closing, and
communities have been separated by fear due to all the disruption; even leading to a migration crisis that
has directly affected the United States and Mexico. Cartels influence officials and make legal systems less

effective, leaving an impact on public trust.

Uncontrolled drug trafficking, especially of synthetic opioids, has worsened the global drug issue.

The World Health Organization (WHO), estimates that 125,000 died of opioid overdose in 2019.



Addressing the threat posed by Mexican drug cartels requires more than uncoordinated law
enforcement efforts. It requires stronger legal frameworks, both nationally and internationally.
Governments can ensure safety and protect human rights by bringing back their rule of law and increasing

cross-border cooperation.

Definition of Key Terms

Mexican Drug Cartels
Highly prepared criminal organizations based primarily in Mexico that specialize in the production and
distribution of illicit drugs. Many cartels also participate in other illegal activities, such as arms

trafficking.

Transnational Organized Crime (TOC)

Self-sufficient groups that operate across national borders to have a greater influence and gain power

through illegal activities, ensuring their continuity through violence and corruption.

Money Laundering
The process of illegally concealing the origin of money obtained from illicit activities. Cartels rely

heavily on money laundering to introduce profits into the economy.

Arms Trafficking
The illegal trade of weapons and ammunition across borders, which usually involves organized crime
networks and poses a significant threat to global security. For Mexican cartels, arms trafficking supports

both their control over territory and their tactical strength.

Legal Frameworks
Refers to the system of laws, regulations, and enforcement mechanisms established by governments to
address specific issues. In this case, they refer to national and international measures to combat drug

cartels.



Background Information

Historical Background Information

Mexican Drug Cartels first formed in the mid-20th century, when smuggling began along
Mexico’s northern border. Initially, these groups focused on marijuana and opium cultivation, which was
driven by the growing demand in the United States during the 1940s and 1950s. This illegal trade steadily
increased in the 1970s, fueled by the US “War on Drugs”. Later, the breakdown of major Colombian
cartels in the late 1980s and early 1990s, created a new opportunity for Mexican groups to take control

over the possible routes into the United States.

Over time, these organizations evolved into powerful, organized criminal groups with advanced
global networks. Cartels, such as the Guadalajara, established control over huge territories, using
corruption to disrupt law enforcement along with political institutions. The combination of weak
governance in impoverished areas, along with having high profit margins from illicit drug sales, allowed

these groups to increase their widespread control.

By the 2000s, Mexican Drug Cartels were not limited to drugs. They diversified into human
trafficking, along with having an influence on theft, allowing the reinforcement of their economic and
territorial control. The violence increased significantly after the Mexican government initiated a
militarized campaign against cartels in 2006, provoking huge conflicts between rivals and security forces.
It marked a new phase in Mexico’s organized crime, where these groups could function as huge
transnational criminal networks capable of upholding themselves through violence and the exploitation of

global trade systems.

Current Situation in the World

Mexico continues to experience high levels of violence due to cartels. One of the main reasons is
the continuity of criminal networks that weaken public security, along with state authority. Although the
death rate over the years has declined, there were nearly 25 deaths per 100,000 people in 2023, which is
well above the global average of 5.8 per 100,000 as estimated by the UNODC. More than 30,000
homicide cases per year have been recorded since 2018, with limited improvements in overall homicide
rates. In some key regions such as Chiapas and Guerrero, violence has increased as cartels like Jalisco
Nueva Generacion (CING) and The Sinaloa Cartel have participated in many territorial conflicts leading
up to the 2024 elections. These struggles are not limited to drug trafficking, they control strategic

industries and smuggling routes, so they deeply destabilize local and national governance.



The impact of cartels manifests unevenly across Mexico’s regions. While some areas have very
few homicides, such as Michoacan and Guanajuato which are hotspots for violence, this is mainly
because many criminal groups are fighting over drug routes and territory. For instance, in Guerrero and
Chiapas, violence increasingly got worse in 2023 due to the Sinaloa and the CING cartels. In the 2024
elections, political violence increased steadily. Chiapas saw a 90% increase in violent incidents against
political figures compared to the previous election cycle that they had. In a few violent towns, it even led
to cancelled voting. The persistent ongoing crimes remain a complicated issue as most crimes that go on
remain unreported and unpunished, increasing fear and destroying the trust in government institutions.
According to UNODC, “the black statistic” of unreported crime makes accurate assessment difficult,
proving how violence harms communities in Mexico and the difficulty of restoring safety and government

control.
The map below shows the worldwide homicides per 100,000 people. The darkest colors indicate

the countries with the most severe levels of violence, such as Mexico and many other Central and South

American countries. In contrast, the brighter colors, like in Western Europe, show low homicide rates.
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Figure 1. Map of Worldwide Homicide Victims Per 100,000 People by Country or Territory



Major Countries and Organisations Involved

Mexico

Mexico is the origin of cartel-driven violence, which has many key regions, such as Guerrero and
Chiapas, facing ongoing issues along with brutal attacks. The Mexican government is in direct conflict
with criminal organizations such as the Sinaloa cartel and de Cartel de Jalisco Nueva Generacion. The
problems between cartels and security forces continue to interrupt daily life, along with jeopardizing

national security.

United States

The U.S. is largely affected by the drugs trafficked by Mexican cartels through their impact on the
ongoing opioid crisis, as well as its violence being one of the main reasons people flee towards the U.S.
border in search of safety. The U.S. applies diplomatic and economic pressure on Mexico, although it also
provides money and security. As the U.S. has officially called some of the cartels, “terrorist groups”, both

countries have worked closely to fight crime and improve safety.

Cartel de Jalisco Nueva Generacion (CING)

CING is Mexico’s fastest-growing and most violent cartel, being responsible for many of the territorial
conflicts. It works throughout Mexico and even internationally, competing violently with rival groups for

control of strategic drug routes.

Sinaloa Cartel

The Sinaloa cartel is one of Mexico’s most powerful criminal groups. The recent splits that have taken
place have led to severe internal issues and have increased violence, especially in Sinaloa and neighboring
areas. The organization reaches the U.S. and Central America, along with other countries all over the

world, making this organization one of the most influential.

International NGOs (IRC, NRC)

Humanitarian organizations like the International Rescue Committee (IRC) and Norwegian Refugee
Council (NRC) work to support victims of violence and people who have been displaced from Mexico.
Their ability to operate is often limited by cartel control and a lack of clarity in international law.
Nevertheless, these groups play a vital role in protection and assistance to those who are affected by

organized crime.



Mexican Federal Government
The Mexican federal government has attempted new security strategies while having to work with
internal and external pressures. Military and police often fight with cartels, but having weak local

governments and strong criminal organizations makes it really difficult to bring the country back to safety.

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)

The UNODC controls global crime trends, including drug trafficking and homicide rates. It provides data
and policy to Mexico and other nations that need help. It also plays a key role in raising international
awareness about cartel-related violence, as well as supporting anti-corruption measures and helping

strengthen law enforcement.

Timeline of Events

Date Description of Event

1985 Murder of DEA Agent Enrique Camarena
Enrique Camarena, a DEA agent working in Mexico,
was kidnapped and tortured until he was murdered by
members of the Guadalajara Cartel. This act completely
shocked Mexico and the U.S, and because of this, there
was a large increase in drug enforcement between both
countries. This marked a turning point in recognizing the

extent of cartel violence.

2002 Weakening of the Tijuana Cartel
The Tijuana Cartel was one of Mexico’s most powerful
drug trafficking groups. It suffered greatly with the
killing of its leader, Ramon Arellano Félix. This event
reshaped the balance of power among competing

criminal groups along the U.S.-Mexico border.

December 11, 2006 Calderon of Tijuana Cartel
President Felipe Calderon deployed thousands of

military troops and federal police officers across Mexico.



October 7, 2012

August 9, 2013

2015-2016

2017-2018

This military campaign aimed to take apart drug cartels
and restore law, but it led to an increase in violence, as
cartels fought back, which ended up causing widespread

unsafe tiffiness.

Death of Heriberto Lazcano

Heriberto Lazcano, founder and leader of the Los Zetas
cartel, was killed by the Mexican Navy forces. His death
was a significant shock to one of Mexico’s feared
criminal groups. This also led to increased violence as

rival groups competed for control.

“El Chapo” Guzman Prison Escape

“El Chapo” Guzman, leader of the Sinaloa Cartel,
escaped from Mexico’s highest security prison through a
sophisticated tunnel. This escape lifted the deep
corruption within the prison system. It sparked tensions

between the U.S. and Mexico over cartel control.

Rise of CING as a Major Cartel

Cartel de Jalisco Nueva Generacion (CING) rapidly
increased during this period of time and managed to
become one of Mexico’s most powerful and violent
cartels. It was known for its tactics and its operations. It
also challenged other cartels for dominance, increasing

conflicts and violence internationally.

Capture of José de Jestis Méndez Vargas

José de Jesis Méndez Vargas, a prominent leader of the
drug cartel La Familia Michoacana, was captured by
authorities. This arrest weakened one of the main cartels
in western Mexico, even though violence persisted,

showing how leadership removals don’t fully shut down



criminal networks.

June 2021 CJNG-Sinaloa Turf Wars Escalate
Violent territorial battles between the Jalisco Nueva
Generacion and Sinaloa Cartel increased in key states
such as Michoacan. These clashes caused mass
displacements along with many deaths. The flights
messed with local economies and weakened government

control.

June 2023 Political Violence in Chiapas Surge
When Mexico approached its 2024 elections, Chiapas
saw an increase in violent attacks that targeted political
candidates as cartels were interested in influencing the
governance. Several towns cancelled voting due to
security fears, underscoring how cartel violence is a

threat to all democratic processes.

Relevant UN Treaties and Resolutions

United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (UNOTC),

November 15, 2000

This is the primary international treaty targeting organized crime, which includes drug trafficking and
violence. This treaty aims to promote cooperation among countries to be able to combat transnational
crime effectively, urging all countries to criminalize the participation in organized criminal groups and
facilitate law enforcement cooperation, along with legal assistance. The UNODC has three protocols, one
on trafficking, one on migrant smuggling, and one on firearms trafficking, which are crucial for the

international response to Mexican cartel activities.

United Nations Convention against Illicit Trafficking in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic

Substances, adopted in 1988
A major part of the international drug control conventions treaty specifically targets drug trafficking

crimes and mandates that member states criminalize illicit production, along with the trafficking of



narcotics. It promotes judicial cooperation and deportation agreements, which have been crucial in
capturing cartel leaders such as “El Chapo” Guzman. This supports the efforts to restrain the influence of

Mexican cartels.

United Nations Security Council Resolutions on Drugs and Organized Crime

Although there is no Security Council resolution dedicated only to Mexican cartels, the Council has
recognized drug trafficking along with organized crime as threats to international peace in various
resolutions. The UNSC Resolution 2325 (2016) addresses the need to prevent terrorist groups from
having weapons, which would extend to organized cartel violence. It encourages countries to cooperate in
uncovering transnational criminal organizations and strengthening justice, along with offering security.

These resolutions provide a system for action against cartel violence that will exceed national borders.

UN Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) Programs and Reports

While not being a treaty, UNODC plays a very important role in monitoring and combating organized
crime globally. It publishes many reports on crime trends and assists countries like Mexico, making them
supportive programs focusing on limiting violence and strengthening laws. The UNODC’s work

specifically highlights the global approach to overcoming cartel violence and drug trafficking.

Previous Attempts to Solve the Issue

There have been many attempts to impose and strengthen legal frameworks against Mexican drug
cartels, which have been halted and challenged by numerous obstacles. The United Nations Convention
against Transnational Organized Crime (Palermo Convention) set up a legal foundation for countries to
work together against organized crime, aiming to improve coordination areas such as information sharing
and tracking illegal money laundering. However, it has struggled to adapt fully to the evolving, complex
cartel networks. This treaty has systems for deportation and legal assistance, along with criminalization.

However, practical enforcement remains inconsistent.

At the national level, Mexico has launched multiple military and police operations to uncover
cartels, but corruption and weak local governance haven’t been able to achieve success. The U.S., a key
partner, designated several cartels as foreign terrorist organizations in 2025 to force counterterrorism
laws. However, this action led to disagreements between the countries, as Mexico was concerned about

protecting its independence and legal processes against international intervention.
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Moreover, attempts to solve the issue with international laws have not been carried out, and there
are no official Security Council resolutions mainly focused on cartels. This is partly because cartels are
hard to define as threats under laws that were mostly designed for governments or internationally
recognized terrorist groups. Some cooperative operations, like the “Operation Xcellerator,” which
targeted the Sinaloa cartel, have helped capture cartel members, but violence and group splits still

continue.

Limited funding and unclear legal frameworks meant that past solutions have not been able to
fully solve this issue. Without stronger legal agreements and more ways to enforce rules against

transnational cartels, the conflict will continue to pose insecurity.

Possible Solutions

The United Nations has recognized the urgent need to impose stronger legal frameworks to combat
Mexican Drug Cartels and the cross-border threats. Creating solutions that respect each country’s
independence while also allowing them to work together is essential. The following are proposals for
solutions that are strongly supported by the United Nations and other organizations in order to address

this issue:

Combat Smuggling and Trafficking Networks

One possible solution is to strengthen Member States’ national laws and enforcement systems to combat
drug smuggling and human trafficking. Countries could improve coordination and control in areas such as
borders, airports, and ports to prevent any illegal shipments. Allowing the establishment of joint task
forces between neighbouring countries can increase the control of routes and key routes that cartels may
often take advantage of. Furthermore, the enforcement of stricter penalties for large-scale smuggling and
corruption within bigger agencies can reduce the influence of criminal organizations to make the

operations more transparent.

Designing Policy to Prevent Financial Crime

To be able to weaken the financial side of the cartel operations, Member States could focus on money
laundering along with other financial crimes. Governments could ensure that banks, along with online
payment services and cryptocurrency platforms, report any suspicious transactions and block any
accounts that have any type of connection with organized crime. Additionally, stronger cooperation

between Financial Intelligence Units (FUI’s) will help track any illegal money flows across borders. The
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United Nations can also promote collaboration with the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) to create
clear global rules for detecting and preventing the misuse of any digital currencies. By enforcing these
measures and having heavier penalties for money laundering, it would become much harder for cartels to

move or hide their profits.

Improving Global Intelligence Sharing

Effective cartel disruption operations depend on the quick and secure sharing of intelligence between
countries. The UN and other organizations can support the creation of secure digital platforms that allow
law enforcement agencies in an international manner, being able to share information efficiently. For
example systems similar to INTERPOL’s 1-24/7 network or the UNODC’s goCASE system could be
expanded to include data on the financial transactions and smuggling routes. To be able to strengthen
INTERPOL, Member States can invest in advanced data analysis tools to provide better training for
officers in cyber as well as financial crimes, and establish regional intelligence centers to connect local

and international police units.

Advance Social and Economic Opportunities

Addressing the root causes of cartel violence requires improving access to education, along with stable
employment opportunities in affected communities. The UN and expert organizations propose the
implementation of community-led violence prevention programs along with mentorship initiatives and
counseling services. Additionally, expanding access to opportunities such as vocational training and other
programs can increase economic options, making the community less vulnerable and this way being less
inclined to cartel recruitment. By investing in social development and public infrastructure, Member

sSates can reduce dependence on criminal groups and foster long-term resilience against drug cartels.
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