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20082008High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area
NORTH FLORIDA 

This assessment provides a strategic overview of the illicit drug situation in the North Florida High 
Intensity Drug Traffi cking Area (HIDTA), highlighting signifi cant trends and law enforcement concerns 
related to the traffi cking and abuse of illicit drugs. The report was prepared through detailed analysis of re-
cent law enforcement reporting, information obtained through interviews with law enforcement and pub-
lic health offi cials, and available statistical data. The report is designed to provide policymakers, resource 
planners, and law enforcement offi cials with a focused discussion of key drug issues and developments 
facing the North Florida HIDTA.

North Florida High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area.Figure 1. 
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Strategic Drug Threat  
Developments

Jacksonville, the primary drug market in •	
the North Florida HIDTA region, is also a 
significant transshipment area for wholesale 
quantities of illicit drugs transported north 
from Miami, Florida, to drug markets on the 
east coast and south from Atlanta, Georgia, 
to drug markets throughout Florida.1 

Mexican drug trafficking organizations •	
(DTOs) and associated Hispanic criminal 
groups are the dominant transporters and 
wholesale distributors of cocaine, heroin, 
marijuana, and ice methamphetamine in the 
North Florida HIDTA region.

Caucasian and Cuban DTOs•	 2 are satisfy-
ing the increasing demand for high-potency 
marijuana in the region by cultivating sig-
nificant quantities of indoor cannabis; they 
are the primary indoor cannabis cultivators 
in the North Florida HIDTA region. The total 
number of indoor cannabis plants eradicated 
in the region increased 277 percent from 
2005 through 2007.

Nationally affiliated street gangs, including •	
Black Disciples, Crips, and Latin Kings, are 
increasingly active in drug distribution in the 
North Florida HIDTA region; competition for 
drug distribution territories in the region has 
led to high levels of violence among nation-
ally affiliated and local street gangs.

1.	  Atlanta, Georgia, is a national-level distribution center 
for powder cocaine, ice methamphetamine, and Mexican 
marijuana and a significant source for cocaine and meth-
amphetamine distributed in northern Florida.

2.	  Cuban drug trafficking organizations (DTOs) are com-
posed of individuals of Cuban descent and ethnic
Cubans located in the United States.

HIDTA Overview

The North Florida HIDTA region encom-
passes Alachua, Baker, Clay, Columbia, Duval, 
Flagler, Marion, Nassau, Putnam, and St. Johns 
Counties. (See Figure 1 on page 1.) The North 
Florida HIDTA region, particularly Jacksonville, 
is a significant transshipment area for illegal drugs 
transported north from Miami, Florida, to east 
coast drug markets such as Boston, Massachusetts; 
New York, New York; and Savannah, Georgia, 
and for drugs transported south from Atlanta to 
drug markets throughout Florida. 

Jacksonville, which has the largest population 
of any city in Florida,3 is the primary drug market 
in the North Florida HIDTA region. As such, drug 
trafficking and drug abuse activities in the Jackson-
ville area have a considerable influence on drug 
markets in the entire region. Jacksonville is one 
of the principal ports of entry (POEs) for travelers, 
mail, and cargo into the continental United States; 
millions of tons of commercial truck and mari-
time freight and parcels as well as high volumes 
of commercial and passenger vehicles transit the 
HIDTA region daily. A large international airport, 
numerous international parcel transshipment 
hubs, and a large commercial seaport facilitate 
high levels of legitimate commerce and drug traf-
ficking activity. 

The North Florida HIDTA region has a highly 
developed transportation system, including major 
roadways such as Interstates 10, 75, and 95, 
which link it to drug distribution centers in At-
lanta and Miami and to major eastern U.S. drug 
markets. (See Figure 2 on page 9.) DTOs exploit 
the region’s geographic location to transport illicit 
drugs into the region and on to other drug markets 
in Florida and on the east coast.

3.	  According to U.S. Census Bureau data, the estimated 
population of Jacksonville, Florida, was 799,875 in 2006 
(the latest year for which such data are available); the city of 
Miami, Florida, had the second highest estimated popula-
tion—358,091—in 2006. Census data further indicate that in 
2006 the estimated population of Duval County (Jackson-
ville), Florida, was 837,964, while the estimated population 
of Miami-Dade County (Miami), Florida, was 2,402,208.

This document may contain dated information. It has been made available to provide access to historical materials.

ARCHIVED











7

20082008High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area
NORTH FLORIDA 

Indoor Cannabis Cultivation Sites Seized and Plants Eradicated Table 2. 
in North Florida HIDTA Counties, 2005–2007

County
2005 2006 2007

Cultivation 
Sites

Plants 
Eradicated

Cultivation 
Sites

Plants 
Eradicated

Cultivation 
Sites

Plants 
Eradicated

Alachua 1 197 8 491 14 1,478

Baker 0 0 1 5 1 1

Clay 1 542 2 95 11 973

Columbia* 3 209 0 0 1 15

Duval 20 556 26 1,692 71 4,282

Flagler 3 146 1 4 5 642

Marion 3 1,293 4 16 21 3,394

Nassau 0 0 2 104 8 117

Putnam 0 0 3 321 2 17

St. Johns* 0 0 0 0 3 182

Total HIDTA Region 31 2,943 47 2,728 137 11,101
Source: Florida Department of Law Enforcement.
*Columbia and St. Johns Counties did not participate in Florida’s Domestic Marijuana Eradication Indoor Grow Program in 2006.

some Caucasian DTOs and criminal groups culti-
vate cannabis indoors in the region.  For several 
years Cuban growers cultivated high-potency can-
nabis at indoor grow sites in southern Florida. Cu-
ban growers have expanded their indoor cannabis 
grow operations to other parts of Florida as well as 
other areas of the southeast, such as Georgia and 
North Carolina. Law enforcement reporting and 
seizure data indicate that Cuban DTOs are princi-
pal producers of indoor cannabis in the southeast-
ern United States. Moreover, intelligence derived 
from recent law enforcement investigations 
reveals that cannabis cultivation by Cuban grow-
ers has advanced from the operation of a limited 
number of grows by independent Cuban groups 
for relatively small profi t to a coordinated effort by 
these groups to operate large-scale indoor canna-
bis grow sites. In fact, law enforcement reporting 
indicates that many of the Cuban DTO-operated 
indoor cannabis cultivation sites in Florida, Geor-
gia, and North Carolina may be linked to a single 
southern Florida-based Cuban DTO.  Many of the 
indoor grow sites in the North Florida HIDTA 

Operation D-Day

On April 30, 2008, the Florida Department of 
Law Enforcement, with the support of numerous 
law enforcement agencies including the North 
Florida HIDTA, conducted coordinated raids of 
high-potency cannabis grow houses in 48 Flor-
ida counties. Operation D-Day resulted in 135 
arrests and the identification of 150 residences 
used to produce high-potency marijuana. During 
this operation, participating officials seized high-
potency cannabis plants worth an estimated $41 
million. The Jacksonville Sheriff’s Office alone 
seized 632 cannabis plants, seven firearms, and 
a bulletproof vest and arrested 14 individuals in 
Duval County. Additional arrests are expected in 
this statewide operation. 

Source: North Florida High Intensity Drug Trafficking 
Area.

This document may contain dated information. It has been made available to provide access to historical materials.

ARCHIVED



8

National Drug Intelligence Center 

Methamphetamine Laboratories Seized in the North Florida HIDTA Region, 2003–2008*Table 3. 
County  2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008*

Alachua 1 1 0 0 0 0
Baker 0 0 0 0 0 0
Clay 0 0 0 2 2 0
Columbia 2 0 0 0 0 0
Duval 1 0 3 5 0 0
Flagler 0 0 0 0 0 0
Marion 12 4 10 4 8 3
Nassau 0 0 0 0 1 0
Putnam 0 1 1 2 10 0
St. Johns 0 1 0 0 0 0
Total in HIDTA region 16 7 14 13 21 3

Source: National Seizure System, data run on May 14, 2008. 
*Partial year data as of May 14, 2008.

region are located in residences in suburban and 
rural communities surrounding Jacksonville. The 
depressed housing market in Jacksonville has 
resulted in increased home foreclosures, a cir-
cumstance that provides opportunities for Cuban 
DTOs to acquire bargain-priced properties for 
use in further expansion of indoor cannabis grow 
sites in the region. Moreover, Cuban DTOs and 
criminal groups often require illegal immigrants of 
various races/ethnicities to live in the residential 
grow sites to cultivate the cannabis plants and 
to provide the appearance of typical residential 
activity in the home. The illegal immigrants are 
frequently required to reside at these operations 
as reimbursement for their illegal passage into the 
United States provided by Cuban DTOs or their 
associates. 

Small-scale powder methamphetamine pro-
duction takes place in the North Florida HIDTA 
region. According to National Seizure System 
(NSS) data, the number of methamphetamine 
laboratories seized in North Florida HIDTA coun-
ties fluctuated but increased overall from 2003 
through 2007. Most of the methamphetamine 
laboratories seized in the region during this 
period were discovered in Marion County, and 
an unusually high number of methamphetamine 
laboratories (10) were seized in Putnam County in 

2007. (See Table 3.) Moreover, most of the meth-
amphetamine laboratories seized used the anhy-
drous ammonia method (commonly referred to 
as the Birch or Nazi method). Less than 2 ounces 
of methamphetamine could be produced in these 
laboratories per production cycle. 

Transportation

Traffickers use various methods and means of 
conveyance to transport illicit drugs into, through, 
and from the North Florida HIDTA region. Large 
quantities of illicit drugs are frequently transported 
to the North Florida HIDTA region for local 
distribution; some of these illicit drugs are further 
transported to other drug markets in central and 
southern Florida as well as to drug markets on the 
east coast. 

The North Florida HIDTA region’s highly 
developed transportation infrastructure is routinely 
exploited by drug traffickers to transport wholesale 
quantities of cocaine, heroin, Mexican marijuana, 
and ice methamphetamine into the region from 
Atlanta and locations along the Southwest Border 
using private and commercial vehicles on Interstates 
10, 75, and 95. These DTOs also transport drug pro-
ceeds back to the Southwest Border using the same 
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flights to transport drugs, principally Canadian 
marijuana and MDMA, from Canada or states near 
the U.S.–Canada border to northern Florida for 
distribution. Colombian and Dominican DTOs 
and criminal groups transport wholesale quantities 
of cocaine and smaller quantities of SA heroin into 
and through the region from southern Florida and 
the Caribbean; they also transport pharmaceuti-
cal drugs and MDMA from sources in Canada 
through northern Florida to southern Florida. 
Cuban DTOs transport indoor-grown marijuana 
from the region to distributors in the New York/
New Jersey HIDTA region. Jamaican DTOs and 
criminal groups transport wholesale quantities of 
cocaine and marijuana into northern Florida from 
southern Florida and the Puerto Rico/USVI HIDTA 
region. African American criminal groups trans-
port primarily powder cocaine, crack cocaine, 
and marijuana into the region. Caucasian criminal 
groups transport primarily diverted pharmaceuti-
cals and ODDs into the region from source areas 
throughout the United States as well as Canada.

Traffickers also transport illicit drugs into the 
North Florida HIDTA region using the U.S. Postal 
Service and package delivery services. They may 
also transport drugs by using couriers on com-
mercial flights and maritime conveyances. Drug 
traffickers and some abusers frequently transport 
illicit drugs such as marijuana, methamphetamine, 
and pharmaceutical drugs through package deliv-
ery services. In fact, several transshipment facili-
ties and international parcel shipping companies 
are located in the Jacksonville area. Moreover, the 
Jacksonville International Airport11 and the Port of 

11. The Jacksonville International Airport provides nonstop 
flights to major U.S. cities, including those that serve as in-
ternational gateways. More than a dozen major airlines and 
a network of regional carriers provide some 200 daily ar-
rivals and departures at Jacksonville International Airport. 
Additionally, Jacksonville’s passenger air service market 
has grown dramatically throughout the past decade. In 
2006 the number of passengers using Jacksonville Inter-
national Airport reached a record of 5,946,188 passengers, 
surpassing the 2000 record of 5,287,244 passengers. The 
extent of drug-related transportation through the Jackson-
ville International Airport is an intelligence gap.

Jacksonville12 provide drug traffickers with addi-
tional opportunities to transport illicit drugs into 
and from northern Florida.

Distribution

Mexican DTOs and Hispanic criminal groups 
dominate the wholesale-level and midlevel distri-
bution of powder cocaine, heroin, ice metham-
phetamine, and Mexican marijuana in the North 
Florida HIDTA region. Most midlevel and retail-
level distributors, regardless of their race or eth-
nicity, depend on Mexican DTOs to supply them 
with these illicit drugs. Mexican DTOs and His-
panic criminal groups have expanded their illicit 
drug operations into suburban and rural communi-
ties, where drugs are often stored in residences for 
eventual midlevel distribution to criminal groups, 
street gangs, and local independent distributors.

Various DTOs, criminal groups, and local 
independent dealers distribute illicit drugs at the 
midlevel and retail level in the region. Their meth-
ods of operation change little from year to year. 
(See Table 4 on page 11.) Retail-level distribution 
typically takes place at open-air drug markets, in 
local clubs, in apartment buildings, in local motels, 
in vehicles, at college residence halls, on local 
beaches, and at prearranged meeting sites such 
as parking lots. MDMA is generally distributed in 
dance clubs and is frequently abused in Gainesville 
(where a large college population resides) and May-
port (the location of numerous gentlemen’s clubs). 

12. The Port of Jacksonville is an international trade sea-
port in northeastern Florida and one of the largest seaports 
on the eastern seaboard of the continental United States. 
In fiscal year 2007 (the latest year for which such data are 
available) the seaport’s three public marine terminals han-
dled a total of 8.3 million tons of cargo. Moreover, the Port 
of Jacksonville transships more than 70 percent of U.S. 
waterborne commerce to and from Puerto Rico; Puerto 
Rico is a significant U.S. arrival zone for cocaine. Shipping 
from Puerto Rico to other parts of the United States, includ-
ing northern Florida, is considered to be coastwise trade; 
therefore, U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement 
(ICE) officials do not routinely inspect such cargo. None-
theless, the extent of drug-related transportation through 
the Port of Jacksonville is an intelligence gap.
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Ice methamphetamine is not typically distributed 
in open-air markets because of the erratic behavior 
often displayed by methamphetamine abusers; 
methamphetamine distributors usually deliver the 
drug directly to abusers at their residences or other 
locations that receive limited law enforcement and 
public scrutiny. Retail quantities of most drugs are 
typically packaged in sandwich bags, pill bottles, 
plastic wrap, or duct tape.

Traffi ckers facilitate drug sales in the North 
Florida HIDTA region using electronic commu-
nications, usually cellular telephones and the 
Internet. Drug traffi ckers typically use disposable 
cellular telephones and cellular telephones that 
are activated through prepaid calling cards. Most 
traffi ckers use such phones for a limited time to 
reduce the risk of having conversations monitored 
by law enforcement personnel. Traffi ckers also 
prefer to conduct drug-related conversations on 

Drug Distribution Activities in the North Florida HIDTA Region, 2008Table 4. 

Distributors Wholesale Distribution Midlevel Distribution Retail Distribution 

African American Powder cocaine, marijuana
Powder and crack cocaine, 
heroin, marijuana, MDMA 

Powder and crack cocaine, 
heroin, marijuana, MDMA, 
pharmaceutical drugs, 
methamphetamine (limited)

Caucasian Powder cocaine, marijuana

Powder and crack cocaine, 
pharmaceutical drugs, 
heroin, marijuana, MDMA, 
methamphetamine

Powder cocaine, phar-
maceutical drugs, 
heroin, marijuana, MDMA, 
methamphetamine

Colombian Powder cocaine, heroin, 
MDMA

NA NA

Cuban High-potency marijuana High-potency marijuana NA

Dominican Powder cocaine, heroin, 
MDMA

Powder cocaine, heroin, 
MDMA

NA

Jamaican Powder cocaine, marijuana Powder cocaine, marijuana Powder cocaine, marijuana

Mexican Powder cocaine, ice meth-
amphetamine, marijuana

Powder cocaine, ice meth-
amphetamine, marijuana

Powder cocaine, ice meth-
amphetamine, marijuana 

Asian High-potency marijuana, 
MDMA

High-potency marijuana, 
MDMA

Powder cocaine, heroin, 
high-potency marijuana, 
MDMA

Source: North Florida High Intensity Drug Trafficking Area.
NA–Not applicable.

cellular telephones with point-to-point capabili-
ties, believing that these communications are 
diffi cult for law enforcement to intercept. Drug 
distributors use cellular telephones primarily to 
facilitate prearranged meetings with individuals to 
conduct drug sales. They also use text messaging 
capabilities on these telephones to communicate 
and arrange meetings. Some drug transactions are 
conducted through instant messaging capabilities 
on the Internet. Draft e-mail messages written and 
saved to a shared account are also used by some 
individuals to facilitate drug sales through the In-
ternet. Draft e-mail messages can be accessed by 
any organization member using a predetermined 
password, thus avoiding the necessity of actually 
transmitting an e-mail message that may be inter-
cepted by law enforcement personnel. 
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