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Mapping Illicit Drug Supply
Chains: From Source to Street

Counternarcotics investigators are discovering that
traditional financial analysis misses the corporate and
trade networks enabling cartels to move precursor
chemicals and finished products globally.
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Counternarcotics investigators are discovering that traditional financial
analysis misses the corporate and trade networks enabling cartels to
move precursor chemicals and finished products globally.

Counternarcotics investigations traditionally follow the money-bank wires, cryptocurrency,
payment transfers. But the real architecture of transnational criminal organizations (TCOs) lives
in the corporate structures, shipping manifests, and business registrations that move precursor
chemicals and finished products across borders with legal cover. The fentanyl crisis claimed
over 84,000 American lives in the twelve-month period ending October 2024, with the opioid
epidemic costing the U.S. more than $1 trillion annually. Yet many illicit supply chains continue
to operate because investigators lack integrated access to the corporate and trade intelligence
required to map them.

TCOs layer ownership through shell companies, purchase legally manufactured precursor
chemicals, mislabel cargo manifests, and route shipments through multiple countries to
obscure origin and destination. Understanding cartel supply chains requires seeing beyond
financial records into the corporate ecosystem they exploit. Modern intelligence combining
corporate registry data, trade flow analysis, and shipping intelligence is indispensable. A single
procurement company can unfold into a full network of related entities, front businesses, and
transshipment hubs, revealing illicit supply chain structure at scale.
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The Scope and Methods of Transnational Drug
Supply Networks

Major cartels designated as Foreign Terrorist Organizations (FTOs) and Specially Designated
Global Terrorists (SDGTs) under Executive Order 14157 operate with military discipline and
cause mass casualties equivalent to terrorism. TCOs control the majority of illicit drug supply
chains at both wholesale and trafficking stages-cartel infrastructure, not loose networks, is the
primary vehicle through which illicit drugs reach American streets.

DEA, Homeland Security Investigations (HSI), and FinCEN have intensified focus on cartel
supply chains, but the investigative framework remains fragmented across jurisdictions and
data silos. A single investigation might require data from corporate registries in multiple
countries, shipping records from international ports, import-export declarations, and financial
flows-information existing in separate systems controlled by different agencies or private
entities.

TCOs operate through layered corporate structures exploiting legitimate commerce. A
precursor chemical like fentanyl may be legally manufactured in China or India, sold to shell
companies in third countries, and diverted through multiple transactions before arriving at
clandestine labs. Methods are sophisticated: mislabeled cargo manifests misidentify contents,
destination, or shipper; transshipment through third countries breaks the source-to-destination
link; exploitation of legitimate manufacturers and logistics providers creates ambiguity as
legitimate shipments and illicit diversions move through the same channels.

Precursor chemicals are legally manufactured and traded in enormous volume, making
detection of illicit diversion nearly impossible without visibility into end-use customers,
corporate chains, and transshipment paths. A single shipment appears legitimate in isolation; it
becomes suspicious only when correlated with dozens of transactions involving the same
customer, shipping route, or front company. Cryptocurrency transfers add additional
obfuscation-unlike wire transfers leaving banking trails monitored by FinCEN, cryptocurrency
transactions are pseudonymous and move across borders instantly. Ownership structures
complicate attribution as a procurement company may be owned by intermediate shell
companies in different countries, creating intentionally opaque beneficial ownership chains.
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The Data Gap and Fragmentation Challenge

Information about drug supply chains exists in fragmented, jurisdictionally dispersed databases
difficult to correlate at scale. China and Venezuela, key sources of synthetic precursor
chemicals and refined fentanyl, have limited corporate registry transparency and limited
international intelligence-sharing cooperation. An investigator tracking a Mexican procurement
company may identify Chinese suppliers but cannot easily access their corporate documents,
ownership records, or banking intelligence, creating blind spots at the highest supply chain
levels.

Major maritime ports move millions of containers annually, and identifying illicit transactions
without pattern analysis and corporate network mapping requires systematic correlation of
corporate, trade, and financial data. Cross-border investigation complexity adds friction as a
major investigation might require coordination between DEA, HSI, local law enforcement, and
foreign counterparts, each operating under different legal authorities, evidence standards, and
data-sharing restrictions. Traditional financial crime monitoring captures only the final
conversion of drug proceeds into usable assets, revealing little about procurement networks,
front companies, and shipping routes.

Integrated Intelligence: From Fragmented Data to
Actionable Networks

Integrating corporate intelligence, trade flow data, and financial crime analysis into a unified
framework transforms investigations from linear to lateral. When an investigator identifies a
suspicious shipment or procurement transaction, that lead becomes an entry point into a larger
network. Correlating the company with corporate registry records, beneficial ownership
information, and historical trade data identifies related entities, shell companies controlled by
the same individuals, and logistics providers handling similar shipments. A procurement
company in Mexico linked to a known cartel member can be cross-referenced against all
customers and suppliers it has worked with, expanding to show related companies in other
countries.

The investigative advantage is speed. An investigation requiring twelve months of financial
analysis across multiple jurisdictions can compress through direct visibility into procurement
companies, ownership structures, and supply chain patterns. Investigators can identify the next
network node within weeks rather than months, reducing the window for cartels to relocate
operations or restructure fronts. Knowledge systems combining corporate, trade, and financial
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intelligence create institutional learning-mapping a major fentanyl supply chain creates a
reference network defining how that cartel operates.

Operationalizing Network Intelligence for
Counternarcotics

Individual agencies working in isolation inevitably miss connections obvious when data is
integrated and analyzed at scale. The most effective counternarcotics investigations combine
field agents' deep local knowledge with systematic pattern analysis. Agencies conducting law
enforcement investigations into cartel activity require access to current corporate registry data,
historical trade records, beneficial ownership information, and analytical tools that correlate
these sources.

Every percentage point increase in precursor chemical interdiction, every disrupted supply
chain route, every seized front company represents thousands of doses prevented from
reaching American communities. Reducing supply chain opacity through systematic supply
chain mapping is an investigative and intelligence-sharing problem the counternarcotics and
financial crime communities are equipped to solve.

Organizations accelerate supply chain mapping by integrating data from multiple sources and
focusing on the corporate ecosystem alongside traditional financial analysis. The path forward
requires visibility into the corporate structures, trade flows, and beneficial ownership
information that define how cartels operate at the wholesale level. Comprehensive network
analysis transforms discrete intelligence into actionable patterns guiding enforcement priorities
and resource allocation.

For teams building supply chain mapping capabilities to support counternarcotics
investigations, Sayari provides network intelligence and corporate data integration to
accelerate investigations and improve evidence quality. Request a demo to see how supply
chain mapping capabilities can support your enforcement priorities.

Please visit sayari.com to learn more.

This blog is for informational purposes and isn't intended to be legal advice.
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