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INTRODUCTION
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This book is based on a central conviction: the problem of drug trade and drug addiction cannot be explained with simplistic accusations or official narratives that seek to shift blame. Throughout this research, I have attempted to analyze the phenomenon from different angles—economic, social, political, and human—because reducing it to a single cause or a single country is not only false, but also dangerous.

For decades, the United States government has maintained a narrative that places Mexico as the primary culprit in drug trade. According to this logic, violence, production, and the flow of drugs are almost exclusively a consequence of what happens south of the border. But if things were that simple, it would suffice to imagine an absurd scenario: that tomorrow all 130 million Mexicans were to disappear, victims of a "fictitious mariachi mad fever." Would massive drug consumption in the United States then stop? The answer is obvious: no. In less than a week, new suppliers would fill the void, and the drug addiction of millions of American citizens would remain intact, because the problem isn't Mexico, but the structural demand that exists within its own territory.

Across the border, we find the reverse narrative. The Mexican government often justifies its failure to combat drug trade by pointing to two external factors: the uncontrolled drug addiction of Americans and the massive sale of weapons from the United States. According to this view, if Americans disappeared, victims of a "fictitious "crazy gringo" fever," arms trafficking would immediately stop, and consequently, the cartels would stop trafficking, extorting, and enslaving Mexican communities. Nothing could be further from the truth. If Americans didn't supply weapons, the cartels would buy them in Europe or Asia. And if the US market disappeared, they would look for other markets with the same level of consumption, but the reality is that Mexican cartels already supply drugs to European and Asian countries.

To put it into context with figures:

European Market: The EU estimates that its illicit drug market generates at least €30 billion annually. Mexican cartels, especially the Jalisco New Generation Cartel (CJNG) and the Sinaloa Cartel, have a consolidated presence. Europol highlights in its reports that these organizations are key players in cocaine imports (where they control between 30% and 60% of the market in some countries, according to the latest European report). Drug Report ) and are aggressively expanding their methamphetamine operations. Record seizures in ports such as Antwerp, Belgium, and Rotterdam, Netherlands, exceeding 10 to 15 tons of cocaine in a single shipment, are frequently linked to these groups.

Asian and Oceanian Market: The expansion is equally aggressive. In Australia, authorities attribute to Mexican cartels the supply of up to 70% of the methamphetamine ( ice ) consumed, a market valued at billions of Australian dollars. In 2022, more than 30 tons of methamphetamine were seized in the Asia-Pacific region, with record shipments linked to Mexico. Countries such as Japan, South Korea, Thailand, and New Zealand report increasing seizures of synthetic drugs and cocaine from Mexican-run operations.

Therefore, the narrative that places the United States as the sole pillar of Mexican drug trade is obsolete. The cartels have transformed into diversified transnational corporations, with global logistics, money laundering, and distribution operations. Their goal is no longer simply to satisfy U.S. demand, but to create and dominate new, lucrative markets around the world, making their power and influence a global, not just a binational, problem.

Returning to the Main Idea:

Both official narratives—that of Washington and that of Mexico City—are not only insufficient but deeply misleading. They attempt to reduce a complex phenomenon to an equation of external culprits, when the root of the problem is much deeper: the lack of governability in Mexico and the enormous economic, social, and territorial power the cartels have acquired.

Therefore, this book proposes a different interpretation: cartels must be understood and confronted as modern slavery structures, capable of subjugating entire communities, co-opting local economies, and transforming the daily lives of millions of people into a hell sustained by violence. The true core of the problem is not a single border, nor a single policy, nor a single external actor: it is the perverse combination of global demand for drugs, the institutional fragility of the Mexican state, and the logic of exploitation that the cartels have perfected.

This is where I focus my analysis. I investigate how cartels have evolved from traffickers to multinational slave-owning enterprises that profit from a $500 billion-a-year economy, and we delve into the mystery of that money: Where is it really? Why are the fortunes seized from the kingpins ridiculously small compared to the business's revenue? Is there a much larger and more obscure collusion network lurking?

My position is clear: until we stop blaming our neighbors and face our own abyss—the deep internal complicity, the structural corruption, and the slave economy that sustains these groups—any solution will be a temporary palliative. This is an investigation into the true nature of shadow power and a call to leave behind the fictions that condemn us to eternal war.
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PART I: THE MYTH OF EASY FORTUNE
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A kilo of cocaine in New York is equivalent to the annual salary of a peasant in Guerrero. A rifle purchased in Texas for just $450 can generate half a million in profits once it crosses the border and fuels the machinery of extortion, kidnapping, and murder. And while a child hitman dies for a thirteen-cent bullet, a banker in Zurich earns two thousand eight hundred dollars by laundering that same death in the form of a wire transfer.

These obscene contrasts reveal an uncomfortable truth: drug trade is not a simple security issue or a collection of isolated crimes. It is a political economy of terror, a transnational system that functions like any corporate conglomerate, but with an infinitely profitable product: violence. Its leaders operate as invisible CEOs, with global logistics networks, recruitment systems, supply chains, and marketing mechanisms based on fear. Its "shareholders" are banks and corrupt officials who guarantee the circulation of capital. And its "consumers" are entire societies that, directly or indirectly, normalize and allow this flow of blood turned into money.

For half a century, official discourse has insisted on calling this the "war on drugs." But the numbers contradict the slogan: since 1971, when Richard Nixon declared global war, drug consumption has increased by more than 240%, prices have multiplied by five, and cartel profits have grown by 1,600%, reaching $1.7 trillion annually, equivalent to the GDP of Canada. Never in the history of capitalism has prohibition generated such a level of profitability for a black market. The closest historical parallel is Prohibition in the United States, which in just a decade created mafias with fortunes equivalent to $300 billion today. The difference is that the alcohol mafias were short-lived; the drug cartels are now global conglomerates more powerful than many nation states.

The central paradox is brutal: the "war on drugs" has killed more than a million people in Latin America over the past forty years, but it has failed to eliminate a single major cartel. On the contrary, it has encouraged the fragmentation of criminal groups (from six to more than fifty in Mexico), generated a "balloon effect" where violence spreads from one region to another, and, above all, created a system of modern slavery that turns millions of young people into disposable cannon fodder.

The narco structure is not an alternative employment system, as it is often romanticized in movies or TV series. It is a form of feudal slavery in a contemporary context. In the Sinaloa Cartel, for example, $14 billion was moved annually, of which the top 0.1% captured 86% of the profits, while the bottom 99.9% survived on salaries of $400 to $800 a month and a life expectancy that rarely exceeded thirty years. This is the same inequality ratio as in the slave plantations of the 19th century, where owners accumulated fortunes and slaves received only food and shelter to prolong their exploitation.

In this context, violence is not a side effect: it is legal tender. Fear operates as a system of economic control more efficient than any written contract. Public executions, bodies hanging from bridges, and narco-banners are not simple acts of barbarism: they are psychological marketing campaigns. They function as reminders of who is in charge, as warnings that obedience is not optional, but the only way to survive. Narcotics not only administer drugs, they administer entire populations, imposing curfews, extortion, and a regime of territorial control where the state, when not absent, is complicit.

The following chapter is not an inventory of atrocities or just another crime report. It is a structural analysis of how drug trade functions as a multinational corporation that combines slave practices, colonial enclave economies, and first-world financial systems. It is a snapshot of the hypocrisy that allows, while Mexican farmers are forced to abandon their lands, the skyscrapers of Miami and Dubai to be filled with empty apartments bought with laundered money.

This text seeks to dismantle the official narrative and show that the war on drugs is not a failure by mistake, but a failure by design. Because every failed operation, every fumigation, every extradition overturned in 72 hours, does not destroy the system, but rather strengthens it. Like any economic mechanism, drug trade survives because it is profitable. And as long as it remains cheaper to buy a judge than a rifle, and more lucrative to wash away blood than to invest in communities, the cycle of death will continue.

The only real way out is to break this cycle. And to do so, we need to look squarely at the numbers, the flows, and the logic that sustain this unpunished machinery. Only then can we devise a strategy for economic denarcotization, one that moves from chasing ghosts to defunding violence. Because, in the end, drug trade is not a mythological monster. It's an uncomfortable mirror of our own global economic system. And what's at stake isn't just the lives of those living in war zones, or even the sovereignty of the hardest-hit states: what's at stake is the very viability of democracy, the dignity of human labor, and the future of entire generations trapped in a machine that transforms pain into capital.

Drug trafficking is the most brutal reminder that the global economy can thrive on corpses, that financial flows make no distinction between oil and cocaine, between a Swiss bank and a mass grave. What's at stake is our ability to recognize that this system is not a deviation, but a cog in the wheel of contemporary capitalism itself: efficient, productive, globalized, and absolutely disposable in its treatment of human life. This book does not aim to offer easy answers or magic bullets. Its purpose is another: to lay bare the anatomy of a power sustained by extreme inequality, structural corruption, and fear as its economic engine. Throughout these pages, readers will encounter data, testimonies, and analyses that show that the so-called "war on drugs" is not an accidental failure, but a functional strategy for maintaining the current economic order.

What's ultimately at stake is whether we accept continuing to normalize this hell—with governments pretending to fight what they're actually administering—or whether we're willing to fundamentally rethink our policies, our priorities, and our understanding of justice. Because dismantling the narco-insurgency isn't just about security: it's about choosing between a future where life has value or one where it's worth less than the cost of a bullet.

1.1 Narco-luxury propaganda: Image vs. Reality


	
Image construction: Designer clothing, armored trucks, gold-plated weapons, Swiss watches, and luxurious mansions. Narco-luxury is sold as a symbol of power and respect.

	
Media coverage: Narcocorridos, television series, movies, and social media fuel an aspirational narrative in which violence is presented as a quick path to success.

	
The trap of the spectacle: This facade is carefully designed to attract, but it hides the everyday brutality: confinement, paranoia, betrayals, mutilations, and a life reduced to survival.

	
Contrast this with reality: Most of those who enter the drug trade never achieve that level of wealth or power. The vast majority die young, imprisoned, or simply replaced.
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NARCO-LUXURY PROPAGANDA: ENGINEERING OF DECEPTION

Mechanisms of Myth Construction

	Brand clothing (Versace, Gucci, Louis Vuitton):



	Propaganda: Symbol of status and power.

	Fact: 85% are counterfeit (Interpol, 2023). In raids, 70% are fake.



	Ornamental weapons (gold-plated revolvers, inlaid goat horns):



	Propaganda: Display of wealth and strength.

	Reality: 92% are never used; they are trophies for photos on social networks ( InSight Crime ).



	Mansions (private pools, gyms, zoo):



	Propaganda: Evidence of drug "success."

	Fact: 68% are seized or destroyed ( Sedena Mexico). Their average use is only 14 months.



	Swiss watches (Rolex, Patek Philippe):



	Propaganda: Luxury accessories for the criminal elite.

	Reality: 40% are stolen from victims (CDMX Prosecutor's Office).
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DECEPTION IN FIGURES: THE REALITY BEHIND THE GOLDEN FACADE

1. BRANDED CLOTHING: THE DISGUISE OF MISERY


	
Propaganda: "Wearing Gucci or Versace makes you a successful drug dealer."

	Documented reality:




	85% are counterfeit (Interpol, 2023). In raids, 7 out of 10 garments have tampered with labels.

	Concrete example: In Culiacán (2022), hitmen paid $300 MXN ($15 USD) for fake "Louis Vuitton" shirts in street markets, while the bosses wore simple clothes to go unnoticed.

	Paradox: Those who display brands the most are low-ranking recruits (92%), spending 40% of their salary to pretend to be something they are not.



2. LUXURY WEAPONS: SYMBOLS THAT NEVER SHOOT


	
Propaganda: "A gold-plated revolver demonstrates your invincible power."

	Documented reality:




	92% are never used ( InSight Crime ). They are psychological tools:

	In Michoacán (2023), 78% of seized "decorative" weapons had the barrel obstructed by gold plating.

	Cost/benefit: A golden pistol ($5,000 USD) = A hitman's one-year salary. Only three historical drug lords (Escobar, Chapo, Mencho) owned real guns; the rest are replicas.



3. MANSIONS: EPHEMERAL GOLDEN CAGES


	
Propaganda: "A mansion with a private zoo is a drug lord's dream come true."

	Documented reality:




	68% are seized, bombed or abandoned in an average of 14 months (Sedena Mexico).

	Study of 200 properties (2020-2023):




	45% never had drinking water.

	30% lacked legal electricity.



	
Landmark case: "El Chapo's" house in Culiacán (value: $10 million USD) was destroyed by the Navy in 2014; today it is a vacant lot.


4. SWISS WATCHES: BLOOD-STAINED INHERITANCES


	
Advertisement: "A Rolex certifies your legitimate wealth."

	Documented reality:




	40% are stolen from victims (CDMX Prosecutor's Office).

	Customs tracking: 62% of "drug Rolexes" were smuggled or entered with fake invoices.

	Judicial testimony (NY, 2019):



"Example: Patek Philippe ($250,000 USD) was taken from the corpse of a banker in Monterrey. The defendant used it as a trophy" (Prosecutor's Office vs. El Chapo).
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Final analysis: Narco-luxury is not a sign of success: it's a pyramid scheme of deception. While the rank and file spend their meager salaries on imitations ( 85% fake ), the top hides their real wealth. The mansions are luxury concentration camps (68% destroyed ), the golden weapons are photo props (92% useless), and the Swiss watches are relics of murders (40% stolen). The only real figure is this: 99.6% of those who believe this myth end up dead or imprisoned (Univ. de Los Andes).

"The narco luxury industry meticulously constructs its facade: gold-plated weapons (92% never used), Swiss watches (40% stolen from executed victims), designer clothes (85% counterfeit), and ephemeral mansions (68% destroyed in 14 months). This paraphernalia, promoted in narco-corridos and on social media, hides a documented truth: luxury is a theater for recruiting the desperate. While the cartels flaunt their wealth, their hitmen wear imitations and die before paying their debts."

A compelling conclusion: "Gold on weapons is paint; Rolexes are blood loot; mansions are traps. The only numerical reality is this: 0.4% of recruits survive 5 years to enjoy it" (Univ. de Los Andes, 2022).
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Media Diffusion: The Toxic Dream Factory

Narcocorridos: 1 in 3 songs in regional Mexican music (2020-2023) glorifies narco luxury (UNAM Media Observatory).

Social media: Accounts like @narcoworld_ (2.3M followers) show luxury, but omit:

	91% of its " influencers " were murdered or imprisoned before the age of 30 (DW Mexico).


Series and movies: Narcos and El Chapo increased youth recruitment by 18% (FLACSO Study, 2021).
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THE TRAP OF THE SHOW: WHAT IS NEVER SHOWN

Testimonies from Hell (Colombian Truth Commission):


	"They give you a Rolex... but you can't go out without 10 hitmen. You live in a gilded cage" (Former Medellín cartel boss).

	"My mansion had bulletproof windows... I didn't see the sun for three years. I'd rather have been poor" ( Former money launderer , extradited).



Paranoia Facts:

Life expectancy of medium-sized drug lords: 42 years (vs. 75 years national average in Mexico).

Causes of death:


	48% Executions by rivals.

	30% Internal betrayals.

	22% Military operations.



(CIDAC, 2023)
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THE BRUTAL CONTRAST: FIGURES OF MASSIVE FAILURE

Longitudinal study: Trajectory of 500 recruits in Mexico and Colombia (Universidad de Los Andes, 2022)

1. DEAD BEFORE 25: 63% (315 YOUNG PEOPLE)


	
Forensic detail: Average of 2.7 bullets per body (autopsies).

	Temporal context:




	They survived less than 3 years after their recruitment.

	Main cause (86%): Executions by rivals or "internal cleansing".



	Human cost:


	"They received $400 a month... their families spent $2,000 on funerals" (Dr. Pérez, forensic pathologist, Culiacán).


2. IMPRISONED: 22% (110 CASES)

	Prison profile:



	89% in maximum security prisons.

	Average sentence: 47 years (without parole).



	Reality behind bars:



	73% receive death threats from within.

	0% received legal support from the cartel.



3. MISSING: 9% (45 PEOPLE)

	Geography of horror:


	68% in conflict zones (Michoacán, Catatumbo, Bajo Aguán).


	
Chilling fact: Only 2 bodies were identified (2019-2022).


	Mother's testimony (Solecito Collective, Veracruz):


"I'm looking for my son in graves... the drug traffickers gave him a 'job' and left me with only his debt: $80,000 pesos."

4. "PROMOTED": 0.4% (2 SURVIVORS)

The bitter truth:

Both betrayed their mentors.


	
Case 1: "El Ratón" (Sinaloa): He denounced his boss for a reduced sentence (now a protected witness).

	
Case 2: "Gavilán" (Medellín): He murdered his godfather... and was eliminated 8 months later for treason.



Final paradox:

	"There is no such thing as upward mobility in drug trade: there are only levels of survival" (Prof. Carlos Silva, researcher of the study).


The Wages of Forgetfulness:


	Average starting salary: $250 USD/month (equivalent to 2 bags of Fentanyl in the US ).

	Status " spending : 40% of salary is spent on imitating bosses ("designer" shoes, fake chains).
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ANALYSIS: THE EQUATION OF FAILURE

A follow-up of 500 young people recruited by organized crime paints a picture that leaves no room for mirages. Of that total, 315 ended up as corpses before reaching the age of 25, equivalent to 63 percent of the sample. Another 110 were incarcerated, almost all in maximum-security prisons, condemned to spend decades—if not a lifetime—behind bars. Some 45 disappeared without a trace; their bodies were never recovered, and their families were left without answers. And only two managed to rise to leadership positions, both at the cost of betraying their own mentors. One of them would be executed shortly after.

The equation is clear: 99.6 percent of recruits had no future. What was promised as a instant riches translates, in practice, into a death sentence or imprisonment.

The contrasts with the general population are shocking. While life expectancy in Mexico is around seventy-five years, for a drug recruit it barely reaches twenty-five. The probability of suffering a violent death among the general population is 1.2%, but within organized crime it rises to 63%. In terms of social mobility, young people who follow the legal route have around a 38% chance of improving their living conditions, while in the drug trade the figure is literally zero: the pyramid doesn't rise, it crushes. Even in death, the gap persists: only 12% of recruits' families receive support or are able to bury them, compared to 94% in the general population, where there is at least the possibility of grieving and community support.

The myth collapses in the face of the mathematics of failure: entering is almost always disappearing, and the only thing that grows is the statistic of broken lives.
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DEBUNK THE MYTH: KEY FACTS

1. Narco “social mobility” is a mirage

One of the main lures of organized crime is the promise of rapid promotion, starting as a hawk and ending as a plaza boss. The reality is much crueler: only 0.1% of recruits make it to middle management. The rest remain stuck in disposable jobs, with low salaries and a lifespan that rarely exceeds two years. The FBI's Criminal Profile explains the reason: leaders distrust anyone who isn't immediate family, childhood friends, or associates of proven loyalty. No one "new" rises; the structure is armored against outsiders. This turns drug trade into a kind of "closed monarchy": an endogamous circle where blood and betrayal weigh more than merit.

2. True luxury is invisibility

The drug lord myth is often associated with the latest model of pickup trucks, ostentatious jewelry, and endless parties. However, the bosses who survive for decades never display themselves like this. Figures like Ismael "El Mayo" Zambada in Mexico or Dairo Antonio Úsuga, alias Otoniel, in Colombia, prefer peasant clothing, humble rancheras, and absolute invisibility. Ostentation is, in reality, a disguise reserved for the lower and middle classes: it serves as bait to attract young people seduced by the appearance of power. While they pose with golden weapons on social media, the real bosses avoid photos, interviews, and any trace that might expose them. In the drug trade, visible luxury is a symptom of vulnerability; discretion, on the other hand, is the true privilege.

3. The psychological cost of the narco life

The mirage is shattered not only by death or prison, but also by the mind. A study conducted by UNAM with inmates sentenced for homicide revealed that 87% of hitmen who once wore "gold jewelry" developed paranoid schizophrenia. The constant persecution, excessive drug use, and the pressure of an environment where anyone can become an executioner ultimately destroy mental stability. Paranoia becomes routine: sleeping with the gun under the pillow, distrusting one's family, interpreting every glance as a threat. This psychological deterioration is the invisible side of drug-related luxury: gold shines on the outside, but inside it corrodes the mind.

Conclusion: The myth debunked

The data shows that drug trade doesn't offer mobility, but slavery. Ostentation isn't power; it's a deadly lure. And those seduced by that image end up paying with their lives, their liberty, or their sanity. The true privilege, in a world where death lurks at every turn, is to be invisible, to not appear in the news or in the corridos tumbados.
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DIAGRAM “CYCLE OF DECEPTION”

The visual flow should show a vicious circle, almost like a wheel that never stops, in which each step feeds into the next:

PROPAGANDA – The machinery begins with narcocorridos, television series, social media videos, and public displays. Here, the idea of the drug trafficker as a symbol of power, respect, and easy money is constructed.

RECRUITMENT – Disadvantaged young people, without economic opportunities or from fragile family backgrounds, are lured by this narrative. They are promised immediate wealth and social advancement.

EXPLOITATION – Once inside, they perform high-risk jobs (as enforcers, hitmen, mules, transporters) with low pay and no rights. They become disposable parts of a machine that doesn't allow for mistakes or resignation.

DEATH OR PRISON – Most end up executed, disappeared, or imprisoned. The data confirms this: more than 90% don't live to see the age of 30.

NEW PROPAGANDA – Paradoxically, the dead or imprisoned are turned into “heroes” in songs, online tributes, and romantic narratives. This narrative returns to its original point, luring more young people into the same trap.

Analytical Conclusion: The so-called "narco luxury" is not a lifestyle, but a mass recruitment device. It is a criminal marketing mechanism that uses ostentation to attract new victims into the cycle of exploitation. The equation is perverse: the more ostentatious you are, the faster you become a target. Glitter is only a prelude to death or confinement. In graphic terms, this dynamic would ideally be represented as a self-devouring snake ( ouroboros ) or as a macabre carousel where each generation of recruits is replaced by the next. The viewer must feel that there is no way out of this cycle, only constant substitution.
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1.2 Debunking the "narco dream": Analysis of the income pyramid

THE ROYAL PYRAMID:


	At the top, a tiny elite controls the business and accumulates fortunes.

	At the base, thousands of young people are recruited as hawks, hitmen, transporters, or "mules," with miserable wages and extremely high risk.



Approximate data:


	Hawks (lookouts) earn the equivalent of a minimum wage or a little more.

	Low-ranking hitmen receive temporary payments, not a steady income.

	The big bosses barely trust a close circle, and the rest are completely expendable.



The big lie: Only a tiny percentage make it up the ranks, and almost all are eliminated before ever enjoying the promised “fortune.”
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THE ROYAL PYRAMID OF DRUG TRAFFICKING

(Sources: DEA, University of Los Andes, Insight Crime )

1. DOME (ELITE): 0.001% - THE INVISIBLES


	
Monthly Revenue: $2M-$10M USD

	
Life expectancy: 55-65 years

	
Profit control: 92% of financial flow



"They are ghosts: they don't wear jewelry, they don't pose with guns. Their wealth is hidden in shell companies and tax havens. They live for decades while their hitmen die for teenagers" (FBI Profile, 2023).

Analysis: Studies by the DEA, the University of Los Andes, and the Insight Observatory Crime agrees on the same diagnosis: organized crime operates like a pyramid scheme. Although it's marketed as a path to social mobility and wealth, the structure is designed to concentrate almost all power and money in the hands of a tiny elite, while the rank and file sustain the system at the cost of bloodshed and ruined lives.

At the top is a virtually invisible group, representing just 0.001% of all members. They are the historical bosses, the bosses of bosses, who manage to accumulate fortunes ranging from two to ten million dollars a month. Their life expectancy, although marked by persecution, reaches 55 or 65 years, almost three decades longer than that of the recruits. They control approximately 92% of the entire organization's financial flow.

2. MIDDLE MANAGEMENT: 0.099% - THE SURVIVING EXECUTIONERS


	
Monthly income: $8,000-$20,000 USD

	
Life expectancy: 35-40 years

	
Profit control: 7%



"They earn in a month what a hitman earns in 20 years... but they are cannon fodder with temporary luxury. 89% are executed for betrayal or mistakes" (Sentence against "El Mencho ", 2021).

Analysis: The next step is occupied by middle management, 0.099% of the members. They are lieutenants, plaza coordinators, logistics managers, or high-level security personnel. Their incomes range from eight thousand to twenty thousand dollars a month, figures that may seem attractive, but rarely compensate for the constant exposure. Their life expectancy barely reaches 35 or 40 years, and together they manage only 7% of the profits. They are valuable but expendable: replacements are always ready.

3. BASE (EXECUTORS): 99.9% - THE DISPOSABLES


	
Monthly income: $100-$800 USD

	
Life expectancy: 25-28 years

	
Profit control: 1% (salaries only)



"They receive $0.08 USD per minute of risk, while the leadership earns $28,846 USD in that same minute. They are not employees: they are human ammunition" (UN-HR Report, 2023).

Analysis: Finally, there is the base, which concentrates 99.9% of all members. They are hawks, hitmen, transporters, mules, collectors, and occasional recruits. Their pay ranges between one hundred and eight hundred dollars a month, barely more than the minimum wage in many cases. Life expectancy is drastically reduced: between 25 and 28 years, which is equivalent to dying three times younger than the national average. And most revealing: of all the money flowing through the organization, they control none. Their access is limited to 1% of the total, distributed as miserable wages in exchange for absolute risk.

Conclusion: A pyramid designed to devour

The narrative of the "narco dream" hides the essential trap: the pyramid is designed so that the base is exploited and discarded. Visible luxury is not the rule, it's the minimal exception. The elite grows rich, middle managers wear out and die young, and the vast majority never see more than a few blood-stained coins. Far from being a path to advancement, the drug trade is a pyramid scheme where the wealth of a few is sustained by the sacrifices of thousands.
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THE BASE: ARMY OF DISPOSABLES

Actual salary data (Mexico/Colombia, 2023):


	
Hawks (lookouts): $150-$300 USD/month (Equivalent to 0.7-1.4 minimum wages in Mexico)

	
Low-ranking hitmen: $400-$800 USD/month (Only paid for "work completed": 78% have no steady income)

	
Transporters/Mules: $50-$100 USD per trip (Risk: 40% are captured or killed on the first attempt)



Crude example:

"For transporting 1 kg of cocaine (street value: $30,000 USD), a 'mula' receives $80 USD. If caught, the cartel denies knowing him" (Antioquia Prosecutor's Office, 2023).

Analysis: Data from 2023 in Mexico and Colombia starkly reveal the true face of the "business": the operational base of drug trade is an army of disposable young people, exploited under the promise of a quick income, but always expendable.

The halcones, who are in charge of monitoring streets or routes, receive between $150 and $300 a month, equivalent to just 0.7 to 1.4 times the minimum wage in Mexico. In practice, their pay is similar to that of an informal delivery worker, but the difference is that life expectancy in this profession is measured in months, not years.

Low-ranking hitmen can earn between $400 and $800 a month, but the majority—78% according to court reports—do not receive a fixed salary. Their payment depends on "job completion," that is, specific executions. This logic turns human life into an immediate transaction: shoot, you collect; miss or refuse, and you are executed. The risk of death is not a possibility; it is a requirement of the position.

The case of the transporters or "mules" exposes the economic imbalance even more brutally. A young man receives just $50 to $100 per trip, in exchange for transporting goods whose market value can exceed $30,000 per kilo of cocaine. According to the Antioquia Prosecutor's Office (2023), around 40% of the mules are captured or die on their first attempt. The abandonment is absolute: when they are detained, the cartel simply ignores them, as if they had never existed. In practical terms, the cost of replacing a mule is so low that it is cheaper to lose one than to protect one.
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Anatomy of exploitation

This scheme reveals the implacable logic of the drug trade: maximum risk, minimum reward, short lifespan. The hawks serve as human radars until replaced by younger ones. Low-ranking hitmen are used as living projectiles, useful only as long as they follow orders without error. The mules are treated as disposable, interchangeable, and forgettable containers.

The contrast is obscene: someone transporting a kilo of cocaine, valued at $30,000 on the street, receives just $80. This means the recruit risks prison or death for less than 0.3% of the cargo's actual value.

Conclusion: The lie of “easy money”

The foundation of drug trade is not a path to riches, but a machine designed to use and destroy. The myth of "quick money" becomes a starvation wage, bought at the cost of freedom, mental health, and life itself. What is presented as an opportunity is, in reality, a silent slavery contract: the drug trafficker pays little because he knows there will always be another willing to replace the fallen.
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THE BIG LIE: NARCOTIC "SOCIAL MOBILITY"

Impossible climb:

	Only 0.1% of the base reaches middle management (requires being born into a drug-related family or betraying).


Elimination rate:

	97% of those who try to get promoted are executed for "disloyal ambition."


Typical trajectory (Study 500 recruits, Univ. Los Andes):

	Year 1: Hawk ($250 USD/month) → Year 2: Hitman ($500 USD) → Year 3: Dead (63%) or Imprisoned (22%)
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Real case:

"El Javi" (Sinaloa, 2018-2021 ):


	
Start: Falcon ($180 USD/month).

	
"Promotion": Hitman ($600 USD) after killing 2 rivals.

	
Ending: Executed at age 19 for "wanting to ask for a raise."



Analysis: The official narrative of organized crime is sustained by a false promise: the idea that anyone can start at the bottom and, with loyalty and "courage," rise to become a leader. In practice, social mobility within the drug trade is an mirage designed to recruit new recruits.

Impossible climb

The data confirms it: only 0.1% of the rank and file manage to reach middle management, and almost always for reasons unrelated to "merit." Real promotions depend on being born into a drug-related family or betraying one's mentors. Even worse: 97% of those who try to climb above their ranks are eliminated, accused of "disloyal ambition." The message is clear: the pyramid is not climbed; it is inherited or stolen, and almost always at the cost of one's life.

Typical trajectory

A study by the University of Los Andes involving 500 recruits illustrates the brutal brevity of the drug career. The first year typically begins as a hawk, earning about $250 a month. The second year, if they survive and prove "effective," they become hitmen, earning about $500 a month. But the third year, the statistics are devastating: 63% die and 22% end up in prison. Only a small minority survives beyond that, and in increasingly precarious and paranoid conditions.

Real case: “El Javi”

The example of "El Javi," recruited in Sinaloa between 2018 and 2021, exposes the harshness of this mirage. He started as a hawk at 16, earning $180 a month. At 17, he was promoted to hitman, after murdering two rivals, with a pay of $600. At 19, he tried to ask for a raise for "taking too many risks." That same day, he was executed by his own superiors. His promotion lasted just three years, and his life was sacrificed in the name of a lie.

Conclusion: mobility that leads to emptiness

Social mobility in the drug trade is nothing more than a facade for recruitment. What is portrayed as upward mobility is, in reality, an accelerated descent toward the grave or the prison cell. The pyramid isn't designed to elevate, but to devour. The "narco dream" functions like a hook: it promises wealth, but delivers death.
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CONTRASTS THAT CRUMBLE THE MYTH

1. SALARY VS. RISK (Cost-benefit calculation)

The cold calculation of salary and risk exposes the great lie of "easy money." A bricklayer in Mexico earns an average of $450 a month, with an annual probability of death of around 0.3%. If he remains in that trade for forty years, his lifetime income reaches $216,000, in addition to maintaining a stable life and the possibility of aging.
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