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Drug’s surging popularity draws cutting mills to suburbs
By REBECCA D. O’BRIEN and TOM MASHBERG
STAFF WRITERS

In this follow-up three-part series, we look at the
sophisticated pipeline that pumps highly potent
heroin into the state, the factory-like drug mills
that spread the heroin onto the streets, and the
measures law enforcement officials and legislators
are taking to cope with this epidemic.

The case began on a quiet suburban street in

North Bergen, in the attic of a vinyl-sided Cape
Cod, where in October 2008 investigators discov-
ered 6 kilos of pure, uncut heroin wrapped with
white packing tape, concealed in a blue Reebok
duffel bag. Scattered throughout the Cottage
Avenue house — above the refrigerator, tucked
inside a love seat, in the master bedroom closet —
was more than $2.7 million in cash. The man rent-
ing the house was Mario Villaman-Puerta, a 32-
year-old Mexican citizen who had been deported
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Heroin’s poisonous
path to North Jersey

In May, The Record reported on the toll that heroin is taking on North Jersey suburban young adults,
whose addictions often begin with use of prescription painkillers like Oxycontin and Percocet and end in
arrests, overdoses and death. This added toll compounds the persistent problem faced by cities like Pa-
terson, which bear not only the burden of addiction, but also the violence that results from the heroin
trade. Prisons, emergency rooms and rehabilitation facilities have been overwhelmed by the impact of
heroin in North Jersey.
In this follow-up three-part series, we look at the sophisticated pipeline that pumps highly potent heroin
into the state, the factory-like drug mills that spread the heroin onto the streets, and the measures law en-
forcement officials and legislators are taking to cope with this epidemic.
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several years earlier after a
cocaine distribution conviction
in Illinois. He was arrested along
with another man.

Five years later, that investiga-
tion, dubbed Operation Shut
Down by the Drug Enforcement
Administration, has reached
from the suburbs of North Jersey
to the poppy farms of Colombia,
exposing a 5,000-mile interna-
tional narcotics network that
connects the Cottage Avenue
stash house to a Colombian
drug-trafficking organization
that supplies Mexico’s powerful
and violent Sinaloa cartel with
cocaine and heroin for distribu-
tion in the United States.

Ten days ago, the head of that
Colombian organization, Jorge
Milton Cifuentes-Villa — con-
sidered one of world’s most
powerful drug kingpins — was
extradited to the United States to face charges
stemming from Operation Shut Down, a DEA offi-
cial confirmed.

Authorities say the Cifuentes family has close ties
to Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán Loera — the noto-
rious and elusive leader of the Sinaloa cartel,
which dominates drug trafficking in the Western
Hemisphere. Guzmán’s criminal network brings
hundreds of tons of cocaine, heroin, crystal
methamphetamine and marijuana into the United
States each year.

A large quantity of these drugs ends up in New
Jersey, which is confronting a dramatic rise in
addictions to prescription painkillers and their opi-
ate cousin, heroin. It is no coincidence that New
Jersey has the most potent street-level heroin in the
country — a typical dose, sold for $5 in waxy glass-
ine envelopes, is about 50 percent pure, 10 times as
potent as heroin was in this area three decades ago.

In 2012, nearly 800 people died from overdoses
involving heroin, morphine or opiate painkillers in
New Jersey, according to the state Medical
Examiner’s Office. Heroin alone accounted for an
average of one death every day. Officials say that
number could be rising. This year, Ocean County
alone has reported 100 heroin and opiate overdos-

es.
Two dozen deaths in Bergen County in 2012

involved heroin; 25 others involved morphine and
opiate painkillers. Figures for 2013 are not yet
available. Across North Jersey, towns from
Allendale to West Milford have reported a sharp
increase in heroin overdoses, drug-related crimes
and deaths.

“Look at where we are located — we are the
crossroads of the Northeast,” said Gerard McAleer,
former special agent in charge for the DEA in New
Jersey and now chief of detectives for the
Middlesex County Prosecutor’s Office. At least 90
percent of New Jersey’s heroin comes from
Colombia, officials said, an increasing amount of it
traveling overland from Mexico in tractor-trailers,
dozens of kilos at a time. With more than 13,000
trucks crossing into the U.S. from Mexico every
day, according to federal transportation statistics,
along with 62.7 million personal cars each year,
authorities say stopping so much contraband is
nearly impossible.

“Look at the numbers for border crossings, how
many trucks come through,” McAleer said,
expressing a frustration echoed by city, county,
state and federal officials. “It is the proverbial nee-

VIOREL FLORESCU/STAFF PHOTOGRAPHER
A raid on a North Bergen house in 2008 provided key clues to the
suspected source of much of the heroin that reaches the U.S.
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dle in a haystack.”
While it is possible to connect a single fatal over-

dose to a local dealer, connecting the source of that
heroin up the chain of distribution and production
to drug-trafficking organizations takes years. Such
a case requires coordination among multiple
authorities, reliable informants, wiretaps and, of
course, luck.

After starting in North Bergen, Operation Shut
Down led to one of the largest seizures of heroin
on U.S. soil — 75 kilos, along with 84 kilos of
cocaine, seized at a Palisades Park warehouse in
July 2009. That raid led to the discovery of 8.3 tons
of cocaine in Ecuador and finally to the arrests of
several members of the Cifuentes crime family of
Colombia.

Operation Shut Down is still open, and Guzmán
remains at large with a $5 million bounty on his
head. But interviews with law enforcement officials
and investigators familiar with the case, along with
an examination of court documents, DEA material
made available for review, and dozens of similar
cases, show how modern heroin traffickers derive
millions by delivering the drug, as the DEA saying
goes, “from the farm to the arm.”

Hidden in plain view
Six years before the breakup of the North Bergen

stash house, Mario Villaman-Puerta, a heavy-set
man with a furrowed brow and a heart-shaped tat-
too on his arm, was deported to Mexico after serv-
ing several years in prison for a 1997 cocaine dis-
tribution conviction in Illinois, according to court
documents. In May 2008, Villaman-Puerta reen-
tered the United States illegally and took up resi-
dence at 7306 Cottage Ave. in North Bergen, a
modest house with a detached garage.

There, around the corner from North Bergen
High School, authorities said, Villaman-Puerta
directed a large-scale drug trafficking and money
laundering operation that extended into New York
City and down the East Coast.

The operation was tied closely to New York City,
drawing regular traffic to the Cottage Avenue
home, which soon caught the attention of the
DEA’s Newark office. In October 2008, agents set
up surveillance on the house, joined by a camera
crew from the Spike TV network filming the sec-
ond and final season of its reality series “DEA,”
which followed federal drug investigations in

Detroit and New Jersey.
The agents suspected the home was being used to

keep cash for the operation and did not expect to
find drugs — it is unusual to keep the supply and
revenue in the same place.

“You target the money because it’s like punching

Local link to cartels
What began as a routine drug bust in North
Bergen in 2008 has led to the capture of a
reputed Colombian drug kingpin who was
extradited to the United States 10 days ago.

ä Oct. 30, 2008, North Bergen
Arrested: Mario Villaman-
Puerta
— 6 kilos heroin, $2.7 million in

cash
ä July 14, 2009, Palisades Park
Arrested: Rafael “Raffa”
Villagrana-Arreola, Woodland
Park resident
Arrested: Rafael Vargas-Aguilar, California
resident
Arrested: Alberto Nieto Jr., California resident
— 75 kilos heroin and 84 kilos cocaine seized

ä October 2009, Ecuador
8.3 tons of cocaine seized in Ecuador en route
from Colombia to Mexico for U.S. distribution,
identical to the cocaine in Palisades Park,
linked to the Cifuentes crime family in
Colombia
ä August 2011, Colombia
Arrested: Dolly Cifuentes-Villa, later extradit-
ed to the U.S. to face federal charges in New
York

ä November 2012, Venezuela
Arrested: alleged drug kingpin
Jorge Milton Cifuentes-Villa
ä December 2013
Jorge Milton Cifuentes-Villa
extradited to U.S. to face fed-
eral charges in New York

CIFUENTES-
VILLA

VILLAMAN-
PUERTA



somebody in the throat,” one agent told the cam-
eras. “They can’t breathe. It shuts everything down.
Dope, marijuana, heroin, cocaine, it all grows in
the ground. You lose a shipment, you just grow
some more.”

But losing money upsets the entire supply chain.
Agents had been monitoring the Cottage Avenue

home for days, but things began to heat up in the
early evening of Oct. 29 when a white Ford
Windstar minivan with New York plates stopped
at the house, lingered for an hour, then headed to
the Bronx. There, on the corner of Jerome Avenue
and 183rd Street, a man waved down the van using
a lighted cellphone, exchanged backpacks through
an open door and quickly darted into the subway
while the van sped off.

The next day, agents followed Villaman-Puerta
and an associate as they drove from Cottage
Avenue to Union City to have lunch at El Mole
Poblano, a Mexican restaurant on New York
Avenue. But the men picked up the tail and began
driving in circles, trying to get away.

Agents detained Villaman-Puerta and his associ-
ate and searched the van. Finding nothing, the
agents returned to Cottage Avenue with a search
warrant. That’s where they found the 6 kilos of
heroin in the attic, more than $2.7 million stuffed
in duffel bags and concealed throughout the house,
two vacuum sealers and shoeboxes filled with rub-
ber bands and plastic for packaging drugs.

Caught cold with drugs and money, and given his
past, it seemed likely that Villaman-Puerta was

PULITZER PRIZE ENTRY: LOCAL REPORTING OF SIGNIFICANT ISSUES
HEROIN’S POISONOUS PATH TO NORTH JERSEY [7] THE RECORD

ASSOCIATED PRESS
Suspected drug kingpin Jorge Milton Cifuentes-Villa during deportation from Venezuela to Colombia
in 2012. He was extradited to the U.S. this month.



headed for a long-term stay in a
federal prison.

But nothing is simple in the
world of drug prosecution, and
pieces don’t always fall into
place. For one thing, agents and
prosecutors are always looking
to turn lower-level conspirators
against those above them. And
seemingly minor elements of an
investigation can lead to unex-
pected consequences.

Federal prosecutors in
Newark had decided early on
that they would not pursue
cases captured on the Spike TV
series, in part out of wariness
about the live filming of drug
investigations, but also because
the show’s producers would
fight efforts to turn over out-
takes that lawyers needed to
present the full case.

That put Villaman-Puerta in
state court, where he pleaded
guilty to a minor drug charge.
The only federal charge brought
against him was an immigration
offense for illegal reentry. He
pleaded guilty to that charge as
well.

If it weren’t for a pre-sentencing report that
described the nature of his crimes, Villaman-Puerta
might have faced only a two-year sentence on the
immigration charge.

“The government will note that Mr. Puerta is the
luckiest man in this room right now,” Assistant
U.S. Attorney Eric Kanefsky told the court at the
sentencing, explaining his office’s policy when
dealing with Spike TV.

The luck was short-lived.
U.S. District Judge Joseph Greenaway expressed

“outrage” that “someone who was involved in a
drug transaction of that magnitude [and] is here
illegally, is subject to a penalty that in my judgment
appears minor.”

Greenaway ignored the sentencing guidelines
and sent Villaman-Puerta away for 75 months on
the immigration charge, noting that he had indicat-

ed to his probation officer that
he would likely return to the
United States if deported again
to Mexico.

“Looking at Mr. Villaman’s
past drug involvement, his cur-
rent drug involvement, his
desire to return to the United
States yet again, if he is deport-
ed, leads one to come to the
conclusion that he is literally
incorrigible,” Greenaway said.
Villaman-Puerta is currently in
federal prison in Virginia.

Clue to the network
Perhaps the most important

outcome of the Villaman-
Puerta case was not his six-year
sentence, but the exposure of a
wholesale heroin and cocaine
distribution network reaching
from New York City to North
Jersey to Georgia to the
Southwest and eventually into
Mexico and South America. It
is unknown whether anyone
involved in the North Bergen
stash house provided informa-
tion to the authorities, but the
cash, the pedigree of the drugs,

along with wiretaps and the other evidence gath-
ered in the bust provided road maps that led fur-
ther into the international operation.

In the months after the North Bergen bust,
Rafael Villagrana-Arreola, known as “Raffa,”
emerged on investigators’ radar.

Sent to North Jersey from Georgia by a Mexican
cartel in 2009, Raffa found a home in Woodland
Park, according to an investigator on the case. He
also bought a car that was built by a body shop on
Dyckman Street in Manhattan — complete with
hidden compartments to conceal drugs, court
records show.

“There’s body shops that these certain guys go
to” that specialize in outfitting cars with concealed
compartments, or traps, said Lawrence Williams, a
detective with the New Jersey State Police. “They’ll
pay between $5,000 and $10,000 for a good trap.”
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ASSOCIATED PRESS
Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán
Loera at an unknown location in
Mexico in 1993. The reputed drug
lord remains at large after escap-
ing from a Mexican prison in 2001.
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Raffa then went to work, using a
false identity to set up a ware-
house in an industrial area of
Palisades Park, where he could
receive shipments of drugs from
Mexico, DEA records and court
documents show.

Setups like this are increasingly
common as Mexican cartels seek
to make inroads into the U.S. drug
market and create their own inter-
nal distribution networks to better
control the pipeline and keep a
tighter grasp on profits. Kilos of
heroin are smuggled directly from
the border to cartel-run mills in
New Jersey, which cut and pack-
age it for delivery to local criminal
groups, including gangs like the
Bloods and Latin Kings, who sell
it on the street.

One widely cited Department of
Justice report from 2011 said
Mexican cartels had “transnation-
al criminal operations” in more
than 1,000 U.S. locations in 2010.
That figure has since been disput-
ed, but state investigators said it
was unusual, and alarming, to see
Mexican cartel operatives on the
ground in New Jersey.

Soon, Raffa made contact with
Rafael Vargas-Aguilar, who lived
in the Los Angeles area, to make
arrangements for a shipment of drugs from Mexico,
according to a DEA report.

In July 2009, investigators followed Raffa from
his Palisades Park warehouse, a nondescript build-
ing on Commercial Avenue with loading bays, to
the Ramapo service plaza on the New York
Thruway, a few miles north of the New Jersey bor-
der, where he met with Vargas-Aguilar and Alberto
Nieto Jr., another Southern California native, DEA
investigators said.

The two men had arrived in an old motor home,
which they had driven from California, according
to an investigator who worked on the case. Raffa
got into the motor home and, with Nieto, drove to
the Commercial Avenue warehouse; investigators

watched as the pair began to open a compartment
in the vehicle, then moved in on them, the reports
said.

Nieto and Raffa were arrested at the scene;
Vargas-Aguilar, who left the service area separate-
ly, was captured later that day at a New Jersey
motel.

Concealed in compartments in the motor home
were nearly 160 kilos of what investigators at first
believed to be cocaine. Days later the lab results
came back: it was 84 kilos of cocaine and 75 kilos
of nearly 100-percent-pure South American hero-
in. The heroin, valued by authorities at $62,000 a
kilo, was worth nearly $5 million wholesale; the
cocaine, valued at $32,000 a kilo, an estimated
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$2.7 million. On the street, the drugs would have
been sold for much more.

It was the largest drug seizure in New Jersey his-
tory and the fourth largest nationally. The three
men were indicted on federal distribution charges
in September 2009, in New York’s Southern
District.

Seizure in Ecuador
The following month, acting on information

gathered during the investigation, 8.3 tons of
cocaine was seized in Ecuador, and the packaged
drugs, which were on their way from Colombia to
Mexican traffickers, matched the cocaine seized in
Palisades Park, according to a DEA investigator
involved in the operation. The investigator said
that some of that 8.3 tons was likely heroin — not
all of the packages were tested and heroin is often
packed along with cocaine shipments from
Colombia, the investigator said.

Raffa pleaded guilty; court records indicate he
was released from federal prison in April. Nieto
pleaded guilty and was sentenced to 84 months in
jail, plus supervised release. Vargas-Aguilar’s case
was not prosecuted, according to court documents,
without explanation.

The vast majority of the heroin that arrives in
New Jersey and New York is grown and processed
in Colombia. The remote, mountainous poppy
fields that produce the raw opium, federal and
international officials say, are the domain of guer-
rilla groups and armed cartels that combine brutal
violence with farming and creative smuggling tac-
tics to feed the American appetite for heroin.

Years ago, most South American heroin was
brought to the northeastern United States through
the Caribbean, several kilos at a time, by plane or
boat. Human carriers are still common: They wear
the heroin in their shoes, strapped to their bodies,
or take the risk of ingesting packaged heroin to
avoid detection on airplanes. “Swallowers” are
trained by cartels to swallow up to 60 10-gram
packages of pure heroin, squeezed into the fingers
of rubber surgical gloves or condoms that are
sealed with hot wax. These pellets are coated with
olive oil or cooking oil and tied tight with waxed
dental floss to insulate them from stomach acids.

Mexico connection
But today, much of New Jersey’s heroin follows a

well-worn route overland from Mexico. Mexican
cartels use the U.S. highway system to channel
their goods in wholesale batches, concealed in hid-
den compartments in tractor-trailers or in legiti-
mate shipments, to a ready network of regional dis-
tributors.

Vehicles bearing 20 kilos of heroin at a time have
been stopped in the Northeast, federal and local
officials say. Trucks have several routes: some take
Interstate 95 north, others travel across the coun-
try from Southern California or hole up in Chicago,
a major hub of narcotics trafficking, before heading
to New Jersey.

New Jersey arrest records from the past decade
show that men of Dominican descent make up the
vast majority of suspects arrested for possession of
a kilo or more of heroin. International drug traf-
ficking organizations often make use of local distri-
bution networks, particularly organized crime
groups within immigrant communities — the large
Dominican population in North Jersey, the Bronx
and northern Manhattan, officials say, is home to
some of this criminal element. Dozens are facing
indictment, dozens more have been sentenced and
investigators say a large number have escaped
major jail time or simply been deported home after
becoming confidential informants.

Stopping it all from crossing into New Jersey
“just isn’t possible,” said Carl Kotowski, special
agent in charge of the DEA’s New Jersey division.
The state has one of the busiest turnpikes in the
nation, enormous amounts of freight arriving at its
northern ports by sea and air, and bridges and tun-
nels linking it directly to parts of New York City,
where heroin is also plentiful.

Seizures of heroin along the Southwest border
increased 232 percent between 2008 and 2012 —
1,855 kilos in 2012, up from 558 in 2008, accord-
ing to federal seizure data.

The 8.3 tons of cocaine seized in Ecuador — tied
to the July 2009 bust in Palisades Park — was en
route from Colombia to Mexico, for distribution in
the United States, officials said.

Investigators began to close in on the Cifuentes
family, a Colombian drug trafficking and money
laundering organization, and in particular its
leader Jorge Milton Cifuentes-Villa. In 2011, the
U.S. Treasury Department froze his assets under
the federal kingpin act.
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In 2008,
Cifuentes-Villa had
met with several
co-conspirators,
including a DEA
informant, in
Ecuador to discuss
“transporting tons
of cocaine to
Mexico, and even-
tually to the United
States,” according
to a 2011 federal
indictment in New
York.

The Cifuentes
family has long
been entrenched in
Colombia’s drug
trade — Jorge
Milton’s brother
was a pilot for
Pablo Escobar, the
Colombian drug
lord who died in
1993 — and in
recent years the
family has served
as the main suppli-
er of cocaine and
heroin to the
Sinaloa cartel, with
direct ties to
Guzmán, officials
say.

After the
Ecuador bust,
Cifuentes-Villa’s sister, Dolly Cifuentes-Villa — sus-
pected of laundering money for the organization —
was caught on a wiretap discussing the seizure with
a co-conspirator, according to the 2011 indictment,
which names both siblings.

Dolly was arrested in 2011 and extradited to the
U.S. a year later.

Jorge Milton, fleeing authorities, lived in disguise
for more than a year in a Venezuelan village — he
even married a local woman, according to
Colombian news reports. Local suspicions were
aroused after he made multiple calls a week at a
village phone — Colombian investigators later said

they traced the calls to
Guzmán’s Sinaloa car-
tel, the largest drug
organization in the
world. Cifuentes-Villa
was arrested in
Venezuela in
November 2012.

Ten days ago,
Cifuentes-Villa was
among a group of pris-
oners extradited to the
United States, where he
is expected to face
charges in New York’s
Southern District, a
DEA official confirmed.

The extradition con-
nected links in a chain
that began in the non-
descript house in North
Bergen and reached
across multiple borders,
involved millions in
illicit trade and drew in
conspirators like
Villaman-Puerta, Raffa,
Vargas-Aguilar and the
Cifuentes siblings.

But the greatest prize
of all is Guzmán, who
continues to elude
authorities.

There are multiple
unsealed indictments in
U.S. federal court for
Guzmán, including

cases in New York, Texas and Illinois. In July 2009,
a grand jury in New York’s Eastern District indict-
ed Guzmán as part of a vast cocaine trafficking
conspiracy. The indictment outlined an operation
of tremendous reach and power, involving corrupt
local police and politicians in Mexico and South
America, “a large-scale narcotics transportation
network” that brought “multi-ton quantities of
cocaine from South America, through Central
America and Mexico, and finally into the United
States.”

A Chicago indictment, which covers a period
from 2005 through 2008, implicates Guzmán and
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A peasant collecting latex, the raw material used to
make heroin, from poppies in Colombia. Colombia is
the main supplier of heroin consumed in the U.S.
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Effects on the body

On the street

Heroin is typically sold as
white powder or as the black
sticky substance known
as black tar.

Heroin is not a new problem in New Jersey, but it’s a growing one as pure
South American dope rushes in to meet an expanding demand for opiates,
particularly among suburban youth. The past decade has seen a sharp
increase nationwide in the availability and abuse of prescription opiate
painkillers such as oxycodone. According to the Centers for
Disease Control and Prevention, there are 12 million
non-medical users of opioid painkillers in the U.S. today.
These painkillers are chemically similar to heroin,
a narcotic derived from the opium poppy.
Once addicts can no longer find or afford pills, they may
turn to heroin, which is cheaper and easily purchased
on the street. Today’s heroin users often begin their
addictions in their parents’ medicine cabinets.

Euphoria

Respiratory
depression

Constricted pupils

A warm
flushing
of the skin

Dry mouth

Heavy
extremities

Drowsiness

Note: Heroin is a Schedule I substance under the Controlled
Substances Act, meaning that it has a high potential for abuse and
no currently accepted medical use in treatment in the United States.

Opium
poppy
plant

Myanmar
(Burma)

Thailand

Colombia

on the street. Today’s heroin users often begin their
addictions in their parents’ medicine cabinets.

Opium
poppy
plant

Myanmar
(Burma)

Thailand

Colombia
LaosMexico

Afghanistan
Pakistan

NEW POTENCY
HEROIN’S

Afghanistan produces an estimated 70 percent of the world’s
heroin, but nearly all of the heroin in the eastern United States comes
from Colombia. Processing techniques in Colombia yield a white powder
heroin, distinct from Afghan, Mexican and Southeast Asian heroin,
the so-called black tar.

Opium-producing countries

In 2010, there were 843 drug-related
deaths in New Jersey, according to the
state medical examiner. In 2012, the state
saw nearly 1,200 drug-related deaths.
Prescription drugs were involved in
61 percent of the 2012 deaths, but most
of the increase over these two years
came from illicit drugs.
In 2012, 233 deaths involved oxycodone,
374 involved heroin, 29 involved heroin
and oxycodone, and 156 victims tested
positive for morphine, which often indicates
heroin use. Whites, particularly males, make
up 87 percent of prescription drug deaths.

Human cost

New Jersey dealers peddle some of the most potent
heroin in the country. It is 50 percent pure – 10 times
stronger than it was a generation ago. Heroin is sold
in glassine envelopes, or “decks.” In Paterson, a single
dose costs as little as $5.

Source: U.S. Department of Justice, Drug Enforcement Admistration: Drugs of Abuse/2011 edition: A DEA Resource Guide JERRY LUCIANI/STAFF ARTIST



the Sinaloa cartel in a wholesale heroin and
cocaine distribution scheme that brought thou-
sands of kilos of drugs up from Colombia through
the interior of Mexico to Chicago, where it moved
to other parts of the country, including New York
and New Jersey.

Durable pipeline
Operation Shut Down opens one window into

the underground drug trafficking networks that
have made New Jersey a mecca for pure heroin.
According to state and federal statistics compiled
by The Record, more than 1,000 kilos of heroin
have been seized in New Jersey since 2004.

The seizures result from lengthy investigations
with operation names like “Dismayed,”
“Honeycomb,” “4th Down” and “Jumpstart.” They
involve multiple state and federal agencies, gener-
ate splashy press releases, and have led to hun-
dreds of arrests, indictments and prison terms. But
investigators acknowledge that they make barely a
dent in the New Jersey pipeline — they don’t even
know how much heroin gets into the state.

“We only know what we get,” said Timothy P.
McMahon, a special agent with the DEA’s New
Jersey division.

In fact, traffickers may see the loss of heroin
through seizures, busts, thefts by rivals and the
occasionally ghastly accident — like a heroin pellet
breaking open in the digestive tract of a human
carrier — as an inevitable inconvenience.

“The shippers are making so much money that
even when we catch them, it’s a write-off to them,
it’s the cost of doing business because of the greater
demand,” said Bergen County Prosecutor John L.
Molinelli. “We continue to try to get those big cases
because they tend to have a greater impact from a
long term, as a greater deterrent. You continue to

do it because you have to. There is always some-
body ready to step up.”

Still, at the end of the day, major local suppliers
like Mario Villaman-Puerta know that when they
get arrested in operations like Shut Down — and
lose large batches of heroin go to the police — they
and family members are in debt to cartel leaders
and their criminal networks. This adds urgency and
violence to an illicit trade, amid a growing epidem-
ic of addiction.

In cities like Paterson, diminished police forces
struggle to keep up with the steady flow of subur-
ban addicts driving into blighted neighborhoods
for heroin, let alone manage the drug trade and the
gang activity that thrives alongside it. Parks there
are often littered with used needles and empty
heroin envelopes.

But in places like Fort Lee, Elmwood Park and
North Bergen, where heroin mills have begun to
pop up, residents “don’t realize there are so many
illegal guns and so much heroin” in their commu-
nities, said Steven Cucciniello, chief of detectives
for the Bergen County Prosecutor’s Office.

And while the supply may be hard to quantify,
demand is terrifyingly easy to measure. Some users
can go through dozens of $5 doses a day. A street
dealer can burn through several kilos a week.

Sgt. Brian Polite of the New Jersey State Police
put it simply: “There is certainly enough demand to
soak up that supply.”

Funding for this project was provided by the
George Polk Grants for Investigative Reporting at
Long Island University.
Email: obrien@northjersey.com and
mashberg@northjersey.com
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