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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report investigates the rise and operations of Chinese transnational criminal networks in the Americas, 
focusing on their activities in fentanyl trafficking, money laundering, illicit marijuana cultivation, and wildlife 
trafficking. It builds on the 2023 Florida International University (FIU) report, Triads, Snakeheads, and Flying 
Money: The Underworld of Chinese Criminal Networks in Latin America and the Caribbean, offering a deeper 
analysis of these organizations’ methods, actors, and connections while highlighting their evolving global reach.

Often originating from Fujian province, these networks have become critical enablers of fentanyl production, 
serving as suppliers of precursor chemicals to Mexican cartels. These cartels, in turn, manufacture and 
distribute the drug in the United States, leading to devastating public health crises. The networks’ ability to 
launder money through sophisticated schemes, including cryptocurrency and trade-based money laundering, 
has strengthened their alliances with other transnational criminal organizations like the Sinaloa Cartel.

Illicit marijuana cultivation has also surged under the control of these networks, with operations 
spanning at least 22 U.S. states. These farms, often linked to forced labor and human trafficking, 
generate billions in black-market revenue while damaging local communities and ecosystems. Wildlife 
trafficking, another focal area, illustrates the ecological toll of Chinese criminal networks, as endangered 
species are poached and smuggled to meet demand in China, further threatening global biodiversity.

Despite limited evidence directly linking these networks to the Chinese Communist Party (CCP), there are 
indications of tacit state support or negligence. Subsidized production of fentanyl precursors, minimal 
enforcement of export controls, and the use of Chinese communication platforms like WeChat for illegal 
operations suggest complicity at some levels. Some Chinese criminals do have ties with the Chinese 
embassy or consulate officials in various countries.

The report underscores gaps in the capacity of U.S. and international law enforcement to address 
these challenges, exacerbated by language barriers, fragmented intelligence sharing, and the globalized 
nature of these crimes. It offers the following targeted recommendations:

•	 Give the People’s Republic of China (PRC) a 60-day deadline to step up law enforcement actions 
against Chinese criminal networks and impose sanctions on the PRC if it does not meet this demand. 

•	 Increase restrictions on migration from Fujian province. 

•	 Beef up law enforcement resources in Flushing (NY), Sunset Park (NY), Los Angeles (CA) and 
Sacramento (CA). 

•	 Proactively pressure Bolivia, Nicaragua, and Suriname to stop the flow of Chinese illegal migration, 
which could emerge as the next illegal Chinese migration hotspots after Ecuador.

•	 Create an international task force focused on Chinese criminal networks. 

•	 Consider banning WeChat from the United States and working more closely with Meta to monitor 
WhatsApp. 

•	 Dramatically increase funding for domestic and international port security. 

•	 Officially repeal the US$800 de minimis rule and increase domestic mail inspection. 

•	 Adopt nationwide cannabis industry working standards.

•	 Increase scrutiny of local Chinese businesses and cultural associations. 

This analysis highlights the urgency of a coordinated, multifaceted approach to disrupt Chinese 
transnational criminal networks and mitigate their far-reaching impacts on public health, security, and 
environmental sustainability. By addressing these issues comprehensively, the United States and its 
partners can better protect communities from the global scourge of Chinese organized crime.
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INTRODUCTION
Ray Donovan finally nabbed him. After years of chasing the most wanted Mexican drug lord, Joaquin “El 
Chapo” Guzman, Donovan—then the Director of Operations of the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration 
(DEA)—and his fellow federal agents caught the cartel boss in 2014. But when they began mapping out the 
fentanyl networks and reviewing phone records of suspected traffickers, they found a shocking pattern.

Many of the calls were going to China.

The DEA eventually discovered that Chinese criminals had become the key money launderers for Mexican 
cartels selling fentanyl on U.S. streets. What’s more, some of those same Chinese brokers were also 
running marijuana trafficking across the United States. These marijuana farm operators often employ 
illegal Chinese migrants entering via Latin America, who are victims of human rights abuses. 

Several of the Chinese criminals had two things in common: they hailed from the same province in China: 
Fujian. Many relied on one place as their main base of operations: Flushing, Queens, New York. 

Flushing, Queens is a key base of operations for Chinese gangs. (Source: Jaret M, Eater New York)

In February 2018, the DEA launched Operation Sleeping Giant, a nationwide effort to map out and 
take down these illegal Chinese networks.1 But six years later, the networks persist, a hydra spawning 
hundreds of heads. 

In recent years, cities across America have seen an influx of deadly fentanyl whose precursors were 
produced in China and trafficked by Mexican cartels. There has also been a spate of reports uncovering 
how Chinese criminals are playing a growing role in illicit drug cultivation rackets, concentrated in illegal 
cannabis, methamphetamines, and other dangerous synthetic drugs in 22 U.S. states. 

Several U.S.-based Chinese networks have links to groups in Latin America and the Caribbean. In 2023, 
Florida International University’s Jack Gordon Institute published Triads, Snakeheads, and Flying Money: 
The Underworld of Chinese Criminal Networks in Latin America and the Caribbean, focusing on Chinese 
criminal networks engaged in fentanyl, money laundering, wildlife trafficking, and human smuggling.2 
These organizations often benefit from close links between diaspora populations living in the Western 
Hemisphere and powerful triads back in mainland China and around the world.
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METHODOLOGY
This paper builds on the 2023 FIU report, providing even more of an in-depth analysis of Chinese 
criminal activities throughout the Western Hemisphere, including the United States and Canada. In this 
second volume, our team focused on who the groups and individuals are and how they carry out illicit 
activities. Partnering with the California-based law firm Enso Law, we conducted an extensive literature 
review, read dozens of news articles and think tank reports, reviewed California police records, and 
interviewed several current and former U.S. and international law enforcement agents, as well as a 
California-based Chinese-American community organization. 

We divide this report into seven sections. Sections I to IV detail how Chinese criminals engage in fentanyl 
trafficking, money laundering, marijuana trafficking, and wildlife trafficking. Each section is subdivided 
into a brief history of the illicit activity, who the key players are, the methods by which they carry 
out illicit activities and the current state of play. Section V discusses similar Chinese criminal trends 
elsewhere in the world. Section VI explores potential links between the CCP and Chinese criminals. 
Section VII provides recommendations for U.S. and partner law enforcement officials to deal with this 
growing global threat.

This report contributes to the existing body of research about Chinese transnational organized crime 
by pioneering scholars like Peng Wang,3 R. Evan Ellis,4 and Vanda Felbab-Brown,5 as well as such 
organizations as ProPublica, InSight Crime, The Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime 
(GI-TOC), and the Brookings Institution. Our research draws from the “geocriminality” concept developed 
by GI-TOC’s Martin Thorley,6 determining the state-crime nexus between the Chinese Communist Party 
and Chinese global criminal networks. PRC officials and state-owned enterprises often engage in opaque 
dealings and elite capture to advance the PRC’s larger economic and political objectives worldwide.7 
The Wall Street Journal even describes how the PRC, Russia, North Korea, and Iran are increasingly 
leveraging criminal gangs to carry out cyberattacks, assassinations, and money laundering.8 This paper 
explores how this phenomenon is unfolding in the Western Hemisphere.

U.S. law enforcement agencies and their international counterparts understand that Chinese illegal 
networks are playing an increasingly central role in these illicit activities but still don’t comprehend 
the sheer magnitude and pervasiveness of their influence. Many are ill-equipped to address Chinese 
illegal networks because they often lack the language skills and cultural knowledge needed to deal 
with them. Local police departments in New York, London, or any other city around the world may not 
understand that what they see on their streets is part of a global trend. For that reason, we hope this 
report serves as a guidebook for U.S. and partner law enforcement agencies to better understand 
and combat this global scourge. We also hope it provides warnings to countries about what may soon 
come to their neighborhood.

I.	 “The Deadliest Drug the United States Has Ever Faced”—Fentanyl 

Fifty times more potent than heroin,9 fentanyl kills, on average, more than 100,000 Americans per year.10 
In its 2024 National Drug Threat Assessment, the DEA stated that fentanyl is the “deadliest drug the 
United States has ever faced.” Much of the precursors for this drug stem from China.11 On April 16, 2024, 
the bipartisan House Select Committee on the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) convened a hearing on 
the CCP’s role in the U.S. fentanyl crisis. For hours, the committee laid out the evidence suggesting that 
elements within the CCP aren’t just ignoring the fentanyl precursors leaving their country and ending up 
on U.S. streets but are also actively aiding and abetting this deadly trade. 

The PRC government provides tax rebates to precursor chemical producers, even though there 
is no known legitimate use of the fentanyl analogs exported from China.12 Several of the chemical 
companies are state-owned, meaning the PRC government profits from the illicit industry.13 Therefore, 
the government doesn’t shut down websites that are blatantly selling precursors.14 Some Chinese law 
enforcement agents have rebuffed U.S. requests to collaborate to capture fentanyl smugglers and in 
some instances even warned the culprits.15 
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In the hearing, then Chair of the Select Committee, Mike Gallagher, quoted President Ronald Reagan: 
“If you want more of something, subsidize it.”16 He added: “through its actions, the Chinese Communist 
Party is telling us that it wants more fentanyl entering our country. It wants the chaos and devastation 
that has resulted from this epidemic … and yes, that means more dead Americans.”17

How We Got Here

Fentanyl was first developed in 1959 as an intravenous anesthetic. But beginning in 2011, fentanyl 
and its analogs were co-opted by criminal organizations because of their high-profit margins and low 
production costs. U.S. law enforcement began seeing a marked increase in fentanyl overdoses from 
2011 to 2018, and of course, over the past several years.18 Chinese chemical manufacturers emerged 
as key suppliers, shipping precursor chemicals or ready-made fentanyl directly to the United States or 
to Mexico, where cartels process and traffick the drug. 

Weak regulatory oversight in China, coupled with its vast industrial capacity, allowed the trade to 
flourish. The U.S. market was particularly vulnerable due to the existing opioid epidemic, which created 
a demand for cheaper and more potent alternatives to prescription painkillers. Fentanyl’s potency has 
led to a dramatic increase in overdose deaths, making it a leading cause of drug-related fatalities in the 
United States. Its proliferation highlights the complex interplay of organized crime, international supply 
chains, and public health vulnerabilities.

Fentanyl overdoses killed more than 100,000 Americans in 2023. (Source: “China’s role in the fentanyl crisis,” Brookings Institution, March 31, 2023)

Who they Are and How They Do It

The Chinese chemical companies that export fentanyl precursors share certain features. Almost all of 
them are based in and around different cities in China, with a slight concentration in Wuhan. In fact, during 
the two-year lockdown in Wuhan after the COVID-19 outbreak, the amount of fentanyl precursor exports 
plummeted.19 There is a dispute about how involved the Chinese triads are in the fentanyl trade. According 
to Felbab-Brown of the Brookings Institution, triads do not dominate the fentanyl precursor market:

“The trafficking of fentanyl and its precursors is conducted by a wide panoply of Chinese criminal 
actors, from small family-based and specialized groups to businesses that also conduct highly 
diverse legal trade with organized crime groups. Fentanyl and fentanyl-precursor trafficking 
from China does exist in stark contrast to methamphetamine trafficking in the Asia-Pacific 
region which is thoroughly controlled and dominated by the Chinese triads.”20
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This is evident in an October 24, 2024, DEA indictment of eight China-based chemical companies. 
The companies were Guangzhou Tengyue Chemical Co. Ltd., Hubei Shanglin Trading Co., Jiangsu Jiyi 
Chemical, Tianjin Furuntongda Tech Co. Ltd, Wuhan Jinshang Import & Export Trading Co. Ltd., Wuhan 
Mingyue Information Technology, Henan Oumeng Trade Co. Ltd., and Shanghai Senria New Materials Co. 
Ltd.21 Each of these companies differed in scale and geographic location, and there was no mention that 
any of them or the company executives had Triad ties. But one former DEA agent noted that Triads are 
involved in the fentanyl trade, although he did not specify to what extent.22 The Sinaloa and Jalisco New 
Generation cartels then import the precursors and make them into the deadly fentanyl pills. 

The first step to synthetic opioid production is to acquire precursor chemicals and equipment, an 
undertaking that is inexpensive and easily accessible. In July 2024, Reuters journalists acquired enough 
precursors to manufacture US$3 million worth of fentanyl for less than US$4,000, showing how easy it 
is to get one’s hands on the precursors.23

Precursor chemicals can be found on the dark web or in regular web searches. Eleven of the 12 key 
fentanyl precursors could be purchased from Chinese suppliers through ChemicalBook.com, SoundCloud, 
a Google Image search, and a dark web marketplace called Breaking Bad. Two of the seller’s phone 
numbers were associated with Chinese business registry websites, but further investigation uncovered 
there were no signs of the company’s presence there.24 

Potential buyers communicate with precursor sellers via Telegram, Signal, and WhatsApp. Three Chinese 
nationals associated with one of the companies contacted by the journalists, Hubei Amarvel Biotech, 
were arrested in June 2023 by the U.S. Department of Justice on charges related to the mass export of 
fentanyl material.25 

Fentanyl is extremely easy to conceal due to its extreme value-to-volume ratio. Combined with the vast 
increase in shipments entering the United States via e-commerce, traffickers are also taking advantage 
of what is called the “de minimis” rule, which stipulates that packages entering the United States with 
a value of US$800 or less arrive tax-free and with minimal inspection.26 Approximately four million de 
minimis packages arrive in U.S. ports per day, and they account for 90 percent of all packages entering 
the United States.27  

Fentanyl seized at the port of Nogales, Arizona. (Source: Mampta Popat/Arizona Daily/AP)
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From FY 2015 to FY 2024, 88 percent of all fentanyl was seized at ports of entry. Another 4 percent 
was seized at vehicle checkpoints on highways after the ports. Only 8 percent was seized by Customs 
and Border Patrol, and many of those seizures came from vehicle stops. U.S. citizens are also becoming 
increasingly involved in trafficking fentanyl. In FY 2023, more than 86 percent of people apprehended 
for fentanyl trafficking were U.S. citizens.28 This further complicates the issue for law enforcement and 
goes against the prevailing narrative that undocumented immigrants are largely responsible for bringing 
drugs into the United States.

Finally, international couriers smuggling other substances, such as methamphetamine, into the United 
States would also smuggle fentanyl. According to a U.S. Sentencing Commission 2021 report, smugglers 
transport fentanyl through the Southwest Border from Mexico, with Arizona and California being the most 
common ports of entry.29 Mexico-based transnational criminal groups and smaller organizations traffic 
directly to U.S. consumers via person-to-person sales, mail through e-commerce and dark web sites, or 
coordinated deliveries organized via social media.30 The fentanyl is typically smuggled in powdered form 
as an adulterant in other drugs, or disguised as counterfeit medication. 

The Current State of Play

The United States, China, and Mexico have made efforts to address the fentanyl crisis. In 2023, the U.S. 
Department of the Treasury set up the Counter Fentanyl Strike Force,31 and has raised the alarm about 
how powerful Chinese Money Laundering Organizations have become.32 Since 2021, the Department of 
the Treasury has sanctioned nearly 250 people and entities involved in the fentanyl trade.33 The 2021 
U.S.-Mexico Bicentennial Framework for Security, Public Health, and Safe Communities also expanded 
collaborative efforts to disrupt both production and trafficking of synthetic drugs to include the creation 
of bilateral working groups to identify and take action in preventing and disrupting fentanyl entering the 
United States from Mexico.34 

In April 2023, the United States, Mexico, and Canada convened the Trilateral Fentanyl Committee to 
coordinate trilateral disruption of fentanyl smuggling.35 In July 2023, the U.S. Department of State 
formed the Global Coalition to Address Synthetic Drug Threats. Since then, 159 countries and 15 
international organizations have come together. These efforts are also reflected by the United Nations 
(UN) designating many fentanyl-related substances under international control36 and establishing an 
even larger list of more than 100 identified fentanyl-related substances.37 

The U.S. Office of Foreign Assets and Control (OFAC) of the Department of the Treasury has also sanctioned 
fentanyl-producing companies and individuals as part of U.S. efforts to counter transnational narcotics smuggling 
such as Executive Orders (E.O.) 12978 and 14059, as well as the Kingpin Act. Through these authorities, OFAC 
has sanctioned more than 65 Chinese persons for the trafficking of fentanyl or related substances.38

According to FY 2023 data provided by the Department of Homeland Security’s (DHS’s) Office of 
Homeland Security and Statistics, fentanyl seizures were primarily located in the Southwest region, 
whereas pill press seizures were evenly distributed between the North and Southwest regions. This 
demonstrates that the U.S. Southwest is a key region for fentanyl smuggling due to its proximity to 
Mexico, while the process of converting fentanyl to pills is evenly distributed across the Southwest and 
Southeast. For this reason, DHS officials have stepped up their efforts to monitor these two regions.
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Transnational gang tactics are evolving. For instance, the Sinaloa cartel is now recruiting local Mexican 
chemistry students to create fentanyl in-house, reducing their reliance on imports from Chinese 
chemical companies.39 

The PRC government is also taking steps to deal with the issue. In January 2024, the United States and 
the PRC established a Counternarcotics Working Group. In July 2024, both sides hosted a senior official 
meeting focusing on “ways to strengthen coordination on law enforcement actions; disrupt the illicit 
financing of transnational criminal organization networks; accelerate the scheduling of synthetic drugs 
and precursor chemicals; address the illicit diversion of precursor chemicals; exchange information on 
emerging threats; and advance progress in multilateral fora.”40  

In August 2024, the PRC announced it would add three essential precursor chemicals used to manufacture 
illicit fentanyl to its list of banned drugs. This was the third significant scheduling action taken by the 
PRC since the Working Group was established.41 Moreover, the expansion of the PRC’s Global Security 
Initiative—rolled out in 2022—will, in part, address transnational organized crime beyond its borders.42

Case Study: Hubei Aoks Bio-tech Co.

On November 7, 2024, the U.S. Department of Justice officially charged Wuhan-based Hubei Aoks Bio-
tech Co. for allegedly selling fentanyl precursors and xylazine globally.43 For over a decade, Hubei Aoks 
and its four senior staff exported illicit fentanyl precursors to more than 100 countries, including the 
United States. According to the indictment, Hubei Aoks sales representatives “tailored their precursor 
recommendations depending on the customer’s geographical market and would suggest alternative 
chemicals if one was not available.”44 They received payment through cryptocurrency wallets. The 
Chinese Ministry of Public Security cooperated with U.S. counterparts, dissolving Hubei Aoks and 
arresting the four men in China.45

 

II.	 A “Mutually Profitable Partnership:” Chinese Money Laundering Organizations and 
the Sinaloa Cartel

In recent years, Chinese money laundering organizations (CMLOs) have emerged as the main 
money launderers for the Sinaloa and Jalisco New Generation (CJNG) cartels. These two cartels 
have deep links with other transnational criminal organizations (TCOs) throughout Latin America, 
which suggests the CMLOs’ customer base may also extend just as far.46 
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A map depicting the Sinaloa and CJNG’s regional and global reach. (Source: IISS, 2024)

In June 2024, the Financial Times released a documentary detailing how the Chinese money 
laundering networks have gone global. Many do business with the powerful Italian NDrangheta 
gang and other TCOs in Europe. But as one former DEA agent said in the documentary: “all 
roads lead to Flushing, Queens, New York.”47 Several of the key CMLO leaders run their base of 
operations out of Flushing, as well as Sunset Park, New York, and in Los Angeles and Sacramento, 
California. As a result of the nexus between CMLOs and TCOs, these CMLOs have used their 
profits to diversify their illicit activities into trade-based money laundering, marijuana farms, 
human trafficking, cryptocurrency, and gift card scams.
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How We Got Here

The first inkling of a partnership between Chinese money launderers and Mexican drug cartels emerged 
in 2007.48 During their fight against the Mexican cartels, DEA agents came across a man named Yee 
Gang, who they arrested for laundering more than US$200,000 in cash for the cartels.49 Since then, the 
relationship continued to develop organically out of a convergence of mutual interests. 

China’s strict capital controls limit the money individuals can legally move out of the country to 
US$50,000. However, many wealthy Chinese citizens seek ways to bypass these restrictions to invest 
abroad, purchase real estate, or store wealth in safer assets. This created a market for U.S. dollars 
outside traditional banking channels.

Meanwhile, Mexican drug cartels, like Sinaloa and CJNG, generate massive amounts of cash from U.S. drug 
sales. Traditional money-laundering methods, such as structuring deposits or using shell companies, have 
become increasingly risky due to enhanced law enforcement efforts and financial regulations.

Chinese brokers began operating in North America, offering their services to help move large amounts 
of cash outside of conventional banking systems. These brokers connected with cartel operatives in the 
United States, offering to exchange drug dollars for the renminbi (Chinese yuan) at a competitive rate. 
For cartels, this provided a fast, discreet, and efficient way to clean their money.

A parallel link was forged through the precursor chemical trade. Chinese companies have long supplied 
the precursors for fentanyl and methamphetamine production, often legally or semi-legally under 
weakly enforced export laws. These business relationships deepened ties between Chinese suppliers 
and Mexican cartels, facilitating trust and shared operations, including money laundering.

Once a relationship was established, Chinese money launderers used their global trade networks to 
strengthen ties with cartels. They offered trade-based money laundering schemes, such as purchasing 
luxury goods in the United States with drug proceeds and shipping them to China or Mexico, where they 
could be resold for clean cash.

Who They Are and How They Do It

The 2023 FIU report detailed the phenomenon of “flying money” or shadow banking. Mexican cartels 
take cash proceeds from fentanyl sales plus interest and transfer them to Chinese money brokers in the 
United States. These Chinese brokers then arrange for the cash conversion into pesos or cryptocurrency 
and, in some cases, will use an associate to physically deliver cash in bulk to a cartel stash house.50 In 
addition, Chinese brokers maintain a cash supply in Mexico through informal trade, importing high-end 
electronics from China and shipping them to Mexico.51 These goods are then sold by local businesses 
for cheaper rates, providing cash to cartels in return.  

Chinese money brokers make the majority of their profits by selling U.S. dollars at a steep markup 
to Chinese nationals looking to move money outside their country.52 This often involves “mirror 
transactions,” in which Chinese customers transfer the equivalent amount from their bank account to 
local accounts controlled by money-laundering organizations. As former DEA agent Christopher Urben 
said: “Dollars don’t leave the U.S., pesos don’t leave Mexico, and renminbi doesn’t leave China. Encrypted 
communications (allow) all of this to happen instantly.”53
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In recent years, Chinese criminal organizations have increasingly turned to cryptocurrencies as an integral 
tool for laundering illicit funds. The stablecoin, Tether, is one of the most popular cryptocurrencies for 
money launderers because its value is pegged to the U.S. dollar. In fact, U.S. federal investigators are 
currently probing Tether due to possible anti-money laundering and sanctions violations.54 By exploiting 
the relative anonymity, global accessibility, and rapid transaction speeds of digital assets, these groups 
circumvent traditional anti-money laundering measures and capital controls. 

They often use layered transactions—transferring funds through multiple wallet addresses, mixing 
services, and decentralized exchanges—to obscure the origin of the money. In some cases, they deploy 
sophisticated “chain-hopping” techniques, converting one type of cryptocurrency into another across 
various platforms to further blur audit trails and hamper law enforcement efforts.55 By leveraging the 
decentralized nature and cross-border fluidity of cryptocurrencies, Chinese criminals can more easily 
disguise, transfer, and reintegrate their ill-gotten gains into the legitimate financial ecosystem. These 
networks also use cryptocurrencies to accept payment for fentanyl precursors shipped to Central 
America and Mexico, laundering billions of dollars.56

 
“Marijuana and Mexican Cartels: Inside the Stunning Rise of Chinese Money Launderers.” (Source: NBC News, August 4, 2024.)
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Money launderers also recruit Chinese students in the United States in their schemes, especially those 
who are studying in universities around Flushing or Sunset Park, New York. The student usually learns 
about the opportunity to make a quick buck via a WeChat group. The student then meets the courier in a 
predetermined place and is given between US$200,000 andUS$300,000 in cash, which they deposit in 
their bank account. Another way is for money launderers to simply give students as little as US$20,000 
or as much as US$100,000 to buy iPhones, transferring the money to the legal economy.57

Other money laundering methods include using money transfer services like Moneygram and investing 
in real estate, massage parlors, nail salons, jewelry, and restaurants.58 Another is card draining, where 
stolen or altered gift card numbers are used to steal funds before an owner spends them.59 Federal 
investigators believe multiple Chinese criminal organizations are involved in card draining and use the 
proceeds to fund other illicit activities, including narcotics and human trafficking.

With low-level “runners” hitting multiple retailers, large-scale criminal organizations capitalize on the 
gains. Some runners are illegal migrants and are responsible for going to stores to spend gift card funds 
or returning thousands of tampered cards to the racks in short time intervals. One criminal, Ming Xue, 
was arrested in Ohio after going to 14 Walmart locations in 24 hours; he was caught with “2,260 Visa, 
Apple, and Mastercard gift cards in his car.”60 Similarly, New Hampshire police arrested Huihuang Zheng 
for allegedly using stolen gift card balances to buy millions of dollars’ worth of electronics, including 
iPhones.61 The suspect’s apartment contained Apple brand devices, cash, and a computer program 
running gift card numbers in real-time. Both Xue and Zheng were illegal Chinese migrants.

The Current State of Play

Although U.S. government agencies have tracked CMLOs to the best of their abilities, the illicit market 
has been difficult to penetrate. With digital transfers and encrypted messaging via communication 
services like WeChat, CMLOs move drug proceeds with ease. The DEA has seized cash proceeds from 
illicit activities from Chinese couriers in over 20 states, yet this has not made a significant dent in 
the illegal business. Language and jurisdiction barriers hinder law enforcement from translating vague 
messaging from the known communication outlet. Relying predominantly on undercover tactics to 
monitor communication is time-consuming and difficult, given the limited Mandarin-speaking agents.

U.S. and Mexican law enforcement agencies are intensifying efforts to disrupt CMLOs that facilitate the 
financial operations of Mexican drug cartels. In June 2024, the U.S. Department of Justice announced 
a 10-count superseding indictment against Los Angeles-based associates of Mexico’s Sinaloa drug 
cartel.62 These individuals were charged with conspiring with money-laundering groups linked to 
Chinese underground banking to launder over US$50 million in drug trafficking proceeds. According 
to the superseding indictment, a money-laundering network associated with the Sinaloa Cartel with 
ties to Chinese underground banking gathered and processed substantial sums of drug revenue in 
U.S. currency in the Los Angeles region. These illicit proceeds were hidden, allowing cartel members in 
Mexico and other countries to access the money made in the United States.63

Law enforcement agencies from the United States, Mexico, and China have collaborated to arrest 
fugitives involved in these laundering schemes. Chinese and Mexican authorities have apprehended 
individuals who fled the United States after being charged, demonstrating a coordinated international 
effort to combat these networks.64 

The U.S. Department of the Treasury’s OFAC has sanctioned Mexico- and China-based money launderers 
linked to the Sinaloa Cartel. These sanctions aim to disrupt the financial networks supporting drug 
trafficking by freezing assets and prohibiting transactions with U.S. entities.65 The U.S. government 
is implementing stricter regulations to combat money laundering.66 For instance, the Financial Crimes 
Enforcement Network has introduced new regulations requiring corporations, limited liability companies, 
and certain partnerships to disclose beneficial ownership details, aiming to prevent bad actors from 
hiding ill-gotten gains.
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To address the illicit online gift card schemes, DHS launched “Project Red Hook.” Their investigation 
revealed nearly 90 percent of card-draining arrests in the past year involved Chinese nationals or 
Chinese Americans. These criminals have exploited lax security in retailers like Walmart, resulting in a 
national spread of gift card fraud by highlighting the profound role of Chinese fraud rings.67 

Chinese law enforcement agencies have also acted against money launderers, investigating more 
than 800 cases, shutting down five underground banks used to help process crypto payments, and 
uncovering nearly US$4 billion worth of funds.68 In 2022, Chinese police arrested 63 suspects linked to 
nearly US$2 billion in cryptocurrency laundering spanning 17 provinces.69

Case Study: Operation Fortune Runner 

The 2024 indictment charged a vast network of money launderers for the Sinaloa Cartel. Multiple U.S. 
federal and local agencies worked together to investigate and indict 24 individuals, including brokers 
in the United States who negotiated contracts with Sinaloa Cartel members in Mexico, drug traffickers, 
couriers, and money launderers in Los Angeles. These individuals laundered the money back to the 
cartel through various means. Traffickers paid hundreds of thousands of dollars back to the cartel for 
methamphetamine and cocaine while couriers collected, counted, and packaged the drug money. 

Between October 2019 and October 2023, the Sinaloa Cartel imported large quantities of narcotics, 
including fentanyl, cocaine, and methamphetamine, into the United States, generating cash proceeds 
in U.S. dollars. One of the defendants, Edgar Martinez-Reyes, managed a group of money launderers 
in the greater Los Angeles area and partnered with Peiji Tong, a Chinese national and leader of the 
criminal money laundering network. Martinez-Reyes’ couriers in LA picked up hundreds of thousands 
of dollars at a time from drug traffickers supplied by the Sinaloa Cartel. They then delivered the drug 
money to the Chinese criminal money laundering network run by another defendant, Sai Zhang, who 
would resell the dollars to wealthy Chinese customers who would then buy vehicles, homes, and 
luxury goods in the United States.

A photo of the criminals involved in Operation Fortune Runner. (Source: DEA, June 18, 2024)
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Chinese criminal money laundering networks can move money faster, cheaper, and at a fraction of the 
usual charge. They charge as little as 1 or 2 percent commission to launder drug money compared to the 
five or 10 percent charged by traditional money launderers. This network processed significant amounts 
of drug proceeds in U.S. currency within the Los Angeles region. To conceal their illicit income, CMLOs 
use the following methods of trade-based money laundering: 

•	 Structuring assets to avoid federal financial reporting requirements;

•	 Purchasing cryptocurrency;

•	 Selling drug dollars to Chinese nationals in the United States; and

•	 Purchasing gold and jewelry in the United States to sell at a profit in Mexico.

This indictment demonstrates the deep connections between Chinese money laundering organizations, 
the Sinaloa Cartel, and their West Coast base of operations.

III.	 Strange Grows: Cornering the Illicit Marijuana Market

Kingfisher County sits tucked in the state of Oklahoma. Its farmers grow mostly wheat and rye on prairie 
lands as far as the eye can see. But in November 2022, residents and local law enforcement were 
surprised to hear that a homicide took place in a large greenhouse in the middle of nowhere. The shootout 
involved two Chinese gang members engaged in the multi-billion dollar North American marijuana 
market. Chinese mobsters operate marijuana farms in 22 U.S. states, and they commit violence, drug 
trafficking, money laundering, gambling, bribery, document fraud, bank fraud, environmental damage, 
and theft of water and electricity.70 

How We Got Here

The problem began in 2012 when Colorado legalized recreational marijuana, which disproportionately 
impacted minority communities. However, the steep taxes on legal marijuana and the different, often 
conflicting laws across states created the opportunity for the black market to develop. Moreover, several 
cities in states that legalized marijuana reduced or disbanded their counternarcotics operations, creating an 
opportunity for gangs to proliferate.71 Most of the Chinese gang members originate from Fujian Province but 
base their operations in Flushing, New York. But they soon realized that land is cheap in states like Oklahoma 
and Maine. Now, the estimated revenue of illegal marijuana grown in Oklahoma is US$14 to US$44 billion; 
that’s second only to oil and gas in the state. Three thousand marijuana farm grows are linked to foreign 
mafias, and 80 percent of those groups are of Chinese origin, according to local law enforcement.72 What’s 
worse, these groups and individuals use marijuana to launder money for the Sinaloa Cartel.

Who Are They and How They Do It

On February 2, 2024, 50 members of the U.S. Congress wrote a letter to Attorney General Merrick Garland, 
voicing their concern about the thousands of illicit Chinese marijuana growing operations across the 
United States.73 The letter details how the marijuana farms are often related to human trafficking, forced 
labor, drug trafficking, violent crime, sex trafficking, illegal gambling, and money laundering. 

Chinese nationals, including some with potential ties to the CCP, are operating thousands of illicit 
marijuana farms across the United States. There are 749 sites in Maine and Washington alone, and 270 
suspected illicit marijuana operations in rural Maine generated US$4.37 billion in revenue, far more than 
the US$158 million from the state’s legal marijuana market. Sophisticated Chinese-affiliated marijuana 
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operations have been discovered in California, Washington, Oregon, Massachusetts, Michigan, and 
Nevada. The letter notes that in November 2022, a conflict between competing Chinese marijuana 
growers ended in the murder of four people in Oklahoma.

Several of these marijuana farms are populated with illegal Chinese migrants. In recent years, the number 
of Chinese illegal migrants arriving at the U.S. southwest border has reached historical highs.74 Most 
first entered through Ecuador, which had visa-free entry for Chinese citizens, but Ecuador has since 
postponed it due to “irregular migratory flows.”75 

Once they make it to the United States, some Chinese border crossers find work at marijuana farms. 
When they arrive in Flushing, many are lured by Chinese-language blog posts promising high wages if 
they move to Oklahoma, Maine, or elsewhere. Others are brought in specifically to work on these farms. 
But the bosses often threaten them, steal their wages, and confiscate their IDs. Some Chinese women 
who work at the farms are forced into prostitution.76

The marijuana growers are also associated with forced labor. The congressmen mentioned a September 
2023 incident in which Chinese migrant workers filed a lawsuit alleging they were lured to Navajo land 
in New Mexico and forced to work 14-hour days. In Northern California and Oregon, there were also 
instances of human trafficking and forced labor.77 Some illegal Chinese migrants crossing the U.S.-
Mexico border had received advertisements to work on the marijuana farms. A joint ProPublica/The 
Frontier article focused on Jiaai Zeng, who died while working on the marijuana farm. Zeng traveled 
to the United States via Bolivia and Mexico, where he was allegedly forced to work 15 hours a day in 
120-degree heat and slept in a cubicle.78 

Inside a marijuana farm in Shiprock, New Mexico. (Source: BBC, May 8, 2021)
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Aerial view showing the sheer scale of some cannabis farms in Shiprock, New Mexico. (Source: Navajo Nation Police Department)

In November 2023, The Wall Street Journal published “How Chinese Marijuana Operations Cropped up 
in Small-Town America.”79 U.S. authorities in Maine were tipped off due to extremely high electricity 
bills, ballooning from US$600 a month to US$7,000 a month. They learned that a stretch of 100 miles in 
Carmel, Maine, was all Chinese-operated marijuana grows. Two Chinese nationals and two naturalized 
U.S. citizens of Chinese origin were charged with illegal cultivation and trafficking of marijuana. Investor 
groups with a commercial growing license run some of them. Others have set up unlicensed growing 
operations and illegal marijuana shops. 

Illegal marijuana growing isn’t a new phenomenon in the United States. But law enforcement officials in 
several states have become concerned about the increasing number of Chinese TCOs involved. Oklahoma 
shut down nearly 1,000 marijuana farms in late 2020. There have been crackdowns in Southern and 
Western states, too. One Maine official said: “I believe that they are going for the most rural, unregulated 
spots they can find.”80 

NBC News has covered the phenomenon extensively. In May 2021, DEA agents seized US$600,000 of 
drug trafficking proceeds in Pasadena, California. The Chinese gangs rely on fentanyl and marijuana for 
revenue and often collaborate with local Hispanic gangs for protection and distribution.81 U.S.-based 
groups often import marijuana from Canada and sell it in illegal dispensaries across the country.82 

In some cases, the marijuana farm overseers have legal growing licenses, or they have persuaded people 
with licenses to sublease for them.83 But even when parts of their operation are legal, the marijuana 
growers also establish illegal casinos, brothels, dispensaries, ketamine dealing, and stash houses. 
Some even engage in cryptocurrency schemes. In 2023, the FBI arrested Zhong Shi Gao, Naifeng Xu, 
and Fei Jiang for participating in a complex scheme to steal over US$10 million from nearly a dozen 
U.S. banks and financial institutions, which they converted into cryptocurrency and moved to foreign 
cryptocurrency exchanges.84  

Since 2021, Oklahoma has emerged as one of the hotbeds of production due, in part, to its relaxed 
medical marijuana laws and vast tracts of affordable land. Local and state authorities have shut down 
over 3,000 marijuana farms, with an estimated 80 percent to 90 percent of them linked to Chinese 
organized crime rings, according to the Oklahoma Bureau of Narcotics.85
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Front companies often own marijuana farms, which muddles who should be legally responsible for the 
illicit activities happening in them. Many Chinese victims feel they can’t go to the police because they 
don’t speak English or their relatives fear reprisals.86

The Current State of Play

Since 2023, federal prosecutors have charged at least 31 people linked to Chinese groups, but some 
believe thousands are operating in the country. In 2018, the DEA Special Operations Division created 
Operation Sleeping Giant to map out the Chinese criminal networks in the United States. They discovered 
that Chinese money brokers were involved in fentanyl sales in New York, Los Angeles, Chicago, and 
Miami. Facing little risk of prosecution, Chinese groups began taking over the marijuana industry from 
Mexican cartels that had shifted to higher-profit hard drugs, such as heroin and fentanyl. Chinese-
run marijuana grows have been identified in at least 22 states, according to the DEA.87 But the groups 
have almost certainly expanded to more states in recent years.88 In 2023, two Chinese nationals were 
convicted in federal court of trafficking over 27 tons of black market marijuana from an Oklahoma grow 
operation using vehicles disguised as Amazon delivery vans.89

Chinese marijuana producers have more recently set up in Maine. Since January, more than 40 illegal 
grow operations with ties to Chinese organized crime have been shut down across the state. But nearly 
100 likely remain up and running, according to federal authorities. In June, federal prosecutors in 
California said 24 people, including nine Chinese nationals, had been indicted on charges of helping the 
Sinaloa cartel launder US$50 million in drug proceeds. 

Police find over 2,000 marijuana plants in Somerset County, Maine. (Source: Somerset County Sheriff’s Office)

https://www.justice.gov/usao-wdok/pr/federal-jury-convicts-chinese-nationals-drug-conspiracy-illegally-trafficking-black
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Innocent people are getting caught in the crossfire of this illegal activity. After all, the lines between 
legality and illegality in the U.S. marijuana business are notoriously blurry. One example is Qiu He, a 
39-year-old Chinese woman who moved to Oklahoma and set up a bubble tea shop, holding company, 
and consulting firm for Chinese marijuana investors. Local law enforcement busted into one of the 
marijuana farms her company owned, arrested her in front of her two small children and seized her 
assets. Authorities found ledgers, bags of marijuana, and a pistol on the property. To this day, He 
maintains her innocence.90 This shows the complexity of the situation; some people may genuinely 
believe they are doing legitimate business. This also raises the problem of racial profiling because not 
all Chinese businesspeople involved in the marijuana industry are doing so illegally.

Moreover, the U.S. Department of Labor’s Occupational Safety and Health Administration hasn’t 
developed national workforce safety regulations for the cannabis industry. California has the strongest 
state regulations; owners of marijuana operations take mandatory training and must demonstrate their 
working conditions meet certain standards.91

Various state law enforcement agencies are increasing efforts to go after illegal cannabis. For instance, 
in October 2024, California authorities announced they had seized more than US$500 million in illegal 
marijuana but warned it is “just a drop in the bucket.”92 Ecuador suspending visa-free entry for Chinese 
migrants has helped stem the tide of illegal Chinese migration to the United States, and therefore, the 
workforce on these marijuana farms. However, Bolivia, Nicaragua, and Suriname also provide visa-free 
entry so that they may become alternative routes.93

Case Study: The Heqiang Chen, Wu Chen, and Minlian Su 

Three stories exemplify the Chinese gangs operating rural marijuana farms, which ProPublica describes 
in its reporting. The first is Heqiang Chen. Thirty years ago, Chen and his brother moved from the 
Changle district outside of Fuzhou, the capital of Fujian province, and settled in the Bronx. They opened 
restaurants and laundromats in New York and Northern California, then started buying properties in 
Flushing. After establishing legal businesses in New York and North Carolina, Chen and his brother 
transitioned into illegal marijuana cultivation in California by 2017, capitalizing on the reduced legal 
penalties following cannabis legalization. They acquired properties in the San Joaquin Valley and set up 
large-scale grow operations supported by an organized network of Chinese associates.94 

Law enforcement uncovered thousands of cannabis plants and firearms during a raid, indicating the 
high-level operation they were running. This case highlights the unintended consequences of marijuana 
legalization, as criminal organizations, including Chinese crews, exploited the law for profit. Their 
operations involved stolen utilities, hazardous chemicals, and a significant impact on local communities.

Local law enforcement eventually busted Chen because of the telltale signs around the farm: spray foam 
filling the seams of the barn walls to mask heat, odor, and light, and the huge spike in the electricity bill 
from US$170 to US$2,000 per month, indicating sustained air conditioning and high-intensity lights.95 

Then there is Wu Chen, who is originally from Fujian, lived in Spain illegally and spent some time in Cuba 
and several other Caribbean countries. Chen eventually killed four people over a disagreement over 
marijuana farms. He tried to flee to Miami to potentially escape to Cuba before being apprehended by 
authorities.96

The third example is Minlian Su, who was originally born in China but became a naturalized Guyanese 
citizen. He ostensibly ran a motorcycle business in Georgetown, but in 2020, U.S. authorities discovered 
that Su sent money to his U.S.-based cousin to purchase a house in El Monte, California, to grow 
marijuana. Since 2014, he made multiple trips to the United States from Guyana to oversee the marijuana 
cultivation efforts, and he kept transferring money from his Guyana bank account to fund the operations. 
Su denied the allegations, saying he bought the house because California was “sunny.”97 
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IV.	 “The Soft Underbelly of Chinese Crime:” Wildlife Trafficking

As covered in the 2023 report, Chinese illegal networks have increasingly expanded into the illegal 
wildlife trade in the Americas. The nongovernmental organization Earth League International (ELI) has 
done groundbreaking work on this phenomenon in a June 2023 investigation that was followed up 
with the April 2024 report, Operation STELLA MARIS, digging even deeper into these networks.98 ELI’s 
Executive Director, Andrea Crosta, has often called illegal wildlife trafficking the “soft underbelly of 
Chinese organized crime.”99 

How We Got Here

The history of Chinese wildlife trafficking in Latin America is intertwined with the global demand for 
exotic species, traditional Chinese medicine (TCM), and luxury goods, which have driven the exploitation 
of the region’s biodiversity. This illicit trade has grown in scale over the past decades as globalization 
and economic ties between China and Latin America have deepened.

The Chinese appetite for exotic animal parts, such as jaguar teeth, sea cucumbers, shark fins, and 
totoaba fish bladders, is rooted in traditional beliefs and status symbols. For centuries, wildlife products 
have been used in TCM or as luxury items, but Latin America initially played a minor role in this trade. As 
Chinese migration to Latin America increased in the late twentieth century, so did the establishment of 
supply chains for illicit wildlife products. Migrants often acted as intermediaries, sourcing wildlife locally 
and exporting products to Asia.100

China’s economic rise in the early 2000s led to greater investment and infrastructure development in 
Latin America, fostering deeper ties. This expansion inadvertently created opportunities for Chinese 
wildlife trafficking networks to access the region’s diverse fauna and flora. One such product is totoaba 
fish bladders. Dubbed “aquatic cocaine,”101 totoaba fish bladders are highly valued in Chinese markets 
for their supposed health benefits, fetching tens of thousands of dollars per kilogram. This demand has 
devastated populations in the Gulf of California, threatening the critically endangered vaquita porpoise 
due to bycatch in gillnets. This phenomenon was featured in the 2019 film, Sea of Shadows.102

Moreover, as tiger populations in Asia dwindled, jaguars became a substitute in TCM. Teeth, bones, and 
pelts are smuggled from countries like Bolivia, Brazil, and Peru, often with the involvement of Chinese 
nationals. The third and fourth include sea cucumbers and sharks. Overfishing driven by Chinese demand 
has targeted sea cucumbers and sharks for luxury cuisine, with operations extending into protected 
waters in Latin America.103

Chinese wildlife trafficking in Latin America poses severe ecological threats, undermines conservation 
efforts, and disrupts local communities dependent on natural resources. It also highlights the global nature 
of environmental crime, linking distant regions through illicit networks fueled by high demand in China.

Shark fins at a trafficker’s facility. (Source: ELI investigators)
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Who They Are and How They Do It

Earth League International mapped out hundreds of persons of interest (POIs) and networks based on 
the region they reside in (e.g., SA1 for South America network 1 or CA15 for Central America network 15). 
It then focused on five case studies to illustrate the pervasiveness of these groups.

Networks SA8, SA9, and SA10 operate in Peru and Ecuador, where they sell illegal wildlife products (shark 
fins, seahorses, sea cucumbers, fish maws, and jaguar parts), launder money, and create fraudulent 
passports. ELI assessed that these networks were allegedly involved with Chinese Embassy staff in 
Ecuador and Peru and that high-level Chinese and Ecuadorian officials were involved as well.104

SA1 is based in Suriname, Brazil, Venezuela, Guyana, and French Guiana. This network engages in IWP (shark 
fins and jaguar parts) and relies on state-owned Chinese fishing fleets to catch the sharks. The fishing 
fleet crew are Chinese nationals from Shandong province, but they use Venezuelan-flagged ships. SA1 also 
engages in human smuggling, human trafficking, illegal mining and logging, narcotrafficking, and marijuana 
cultivation. SA1 leaders have business ties with the corrupt son of the former president of Suriname, Desi 
Bouterse, as well as TCOs in Colombia, the Primeiro Comando da Capitalin Brazil and Guyana.105

SA2 in Brazil, China, Guyana, and Suriname specializes in shark fins.

SA3, SA22, SA23, and SA24 are based in China, Colombia, Ecuador, Hong Kong, Malaysia, Panama, Peru, 
Singapore, and the United States. They engage in IWP (large volumes of shark fins and other products), as 
well as illegal logging, gold mining, narcotrafficking, bribery, money laundering, and antiquities smuggling.

CA1 operates in Costa Rica, Panama, and Nicaragua. They engage in illegal hammerhead shark fishing, 
illegal logging, gold mining, money laundering, and bribery. The network is subdivided by peoples’ 
province of origin. For instance, those in Costa Rica tend to be from Guangdong, while those in Nicaragua 
tend to come from Fujian. Chinese officials allegedly contributed illegal campaign donations to a local 
Costa Rican official suspected of facilitating illegal wildlife trafficking, according to ELI sources.106

Map depicting SA 8, 9, and 10 wildlife trafficking routes. (Source: ELI, Odeon Serrano and Laura Roy)
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The ELI team discovered that Chinese criminal organizations dominate the illegal wildlife trade in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, often colluding with local criminal groups. ELI also learned of instances 
where drug traffickers tried to extract double payments from Chinese traffickers in Mexico, kidnap them 
for ransom in Ecuador, and extort them in Venezuela. In some places, local criminal groups compete 
with Chinese TCOs to control the trafficking of wildlife and other illicit commodities into East Asia. Many 
Chinese traffickers hail from Fujian, Guangdong, or Zhejiang provinces and, at times, compete with each 
other for warehouses, shipments, and processing facilities.107 

ELI sources alleged the involvement and complicity of Chinese Embassy officials in buying and smuggling 
shark fins and other illegal wildlife products (IWPs), such as jaguar parts, as well as offering political 
protection to Chinese criminal networks in Latin America. Multiple sources indicated to ELI that there 
is now an increased risk of shipping shark fins into China, specifically mentioning China’s boosted 
customs enforcement. 

Prices for shark fins and other IWPs dropped during 2020-21, but demand rebounded after China, Hong 
Kong, and Macau removed COVID-19 restrictions. Hong Kong, in particular, is a key importer of shark 
fins, which has led to more people getting involved in poaching and trafficking IWPs in Latin America. 
While shark fin sellers in Hong Kong reported that as of late 2023, they were not allowed to bring shark 
fins into China, they also noted that there is a thriving smuggling trade with higher prices in China than 
in the open markets in Hong Kong and Taiwan. 

ELI provides in vivid detail the specific POIs based in Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, and Suriname, who 
ship shark fins and other wildlife to China via Vietnam or Cambodia. Some of the POIs have connections 
to corrupt Chinese-American police officers in New York, who are most likely naturalized citizens from 
Guangdong province that protect money laundering activities.108 The POIs rely on a variety of ports to 
ship their products, including Puerto Caldera in Costa Rica, Puerto Bolivar in Ecuador, Puerto Callao in 
Peru, Buenaventura and Tumaco in Colombia, and Manzanillo in Mexico.109 

Felbab-Brown, Seybolt and Glass of the Brookings Institution have written about how Mexican cartels 
have bartered wildlife for fentanyl precursors: “The increasing payments for drug precursors originating 
in China in wildlife products coveted there is particularly noteworthy,” they write. “This method of 
payment engenders multiple threats to public health and safety, economic sustainability, food security, 
and global biodiversity.”110 

Current State of Play

U.S. and international law enforcement agencies have implemented a multifaceted approach to combat 
Chinese-led illegal wildlife trafficking in Latin America. Joint initiatives have proven pivotal in disrupting 
trafficking networks. For instance, Operation Central, initiated in 2007, was a collaborative effort 
between U.S. and Mexican authorities targeting the smuggling of endangered sea turtle skins and other 
protected species.111 This operation led to multiple arrests and highlighted the effectiveness of cross-
border cooperation. More recently, ELI successfully concluded Operation Fake Gold, identifying and 
taking down 14 wildlife trafficking networks between Mexico, China, and the United States.112 ELI now 
collaborates closely with U.S. Homeland Security investigations, sharing dozens of confidential reports 
about its findings in Mexico, the United States, and other Latin American countries concerning Chinese-
run trafficking networks.113
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Earth League International Executive Director Andrea Crosta. (Source: ELI)

Agencies enforce regulations under the Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Fauna and Flora (CITES), which aims to ensure that international trade does not threaten the survival of 
wild animals and plants. By adhering to CITES provisions, authorities regulate and monitor the trade of 
endangered species.114

U.S. agencies provide training and resources to Latin American counterparts to enhance their ability 
to detect and prevent wildlife trafficking. This includes workshops on investigative techniques, legal 
frameworks, and the use of technology in tracking illicit activities.

Efforts are made to reduce demand for trafficked wildlife products through public awareness campaigns. 
Educating consumers about the ecological and legal consequences of purchasing illegal wildlife products 
aims to diminish market demand.
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Case Study: Operation Jaguar

In 2019, ELI, in partnership with the International Union for Conservation of Nature in the Netherlands, 
launched “Operation Jaguar” to combat jaguar trafficking across Bolivia, Peru, Guyana, and Suriname. 
After months of investigation, ELI identified 75 persons of interest engaged in jaguar trafficking. 
These individuals were often connected to Chinese mafia syndicates that drive the procurement and 
trafficking of jaguar parts. But ELI assessed that China’s political influence in Latin America deterred 
local governments from addressing this issue directly with the Chinese embassies.115 

Ultimately, the network trafficking jaguar parts also engaged in money laundering, human smuggling, 
and drug trafficking. The report exposed the criminal networks orchestrating jaguar trade in Bolivia and 
garnered global media coverage—even from Chinese media outlets. This heightened scrutiny led to the 
arrest of five jaguar traffickers in Bolivia.

V.	 A Global Trend

The rise in illegal Chinese networks isn’t happening only in Latin America. Disturbing patterns have 
also emerged in Africa, Canada, Europe, and Southeast Asia. Almost all of these groups hail from Fujian 
province and are involved in a variety of crimes, including marijuana growing and other drug smuggling, 
gambling, and human trafficking.

Canada

Chinese organized crime in Canada is primarily associated with triads, criminal groups originating from 
Hong Kong and mainland China, which have expanded their operations globally. These groups are 
involved in a range of illegal activities, including drug trafficking (especially fentanyl and other opioids), 
human trafficking, money laundering, gambling, and smuggling. Major triads, such as the Sun Yee On and 
14K, are known to operate in Canadian cities like Vancouver and Toronto.116 

The gangs often use legitimate businesses as fronts to launder money, and their activities sometimes 
overlap with other organized crime networks. Canada’s large Chinese diaspora is sometimes targeted 
for recruitment, though these criminal operations tend to remain secretive and sophisticated, making 
them challenging for law enforcement to dismantle. 

The groups in Canada are mainly based in or around Vancouver, laundering money through Canada’s 
real estate, securities and stocks trading, and automotive industry.117 These gangs often rely on Chinese 
students to help launder money by buying luxury cars in Canada, shipping them overseas, and significantly 
marking up the shipping price.118 In 2019, the Canadian Combined Forces Special Enforcement Unit and 
the Financial Transactions and Reports Analysis Centre launched Project Athena, which sought to map 
out all the money laundering schemes carried out by Chinese groups in Canada.119 

The Canadian government has implemented various measures to combat these crimes, but the 
presence of these criminal syndicates remains a significant concern. The biggest challenge Canadian 
law enforcement officers have is that the Canadian Security Intelligence Agency can’t legally share 
information with its domestic law enforcement.120 A former U.S. law enforcement official said that 
sometimes the Canadian intelligence officers needed to share information about Chinese organized 
crime through their U.S. counterparts to pass it along to Canadian local law enforcement—a poor 
method of information sharing.121
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The United Kingdom

According to David Wilson, who spent three decades as a UK Metropolitan police officer, the groups in 
the UK are also almost exclusively from Fujian province.122 Their main bases of operations are London, 
Birmingham, and Glasgow, and they rely on WeChat to communicate. Many have been operating there 
since the 1970s, engaged in money laundering, marijuana, sex trafficking, and other illicit activities. They 
rely on Chinese students to help launder money in their bank accounts, and students face peer pressure 
to comply. Most of the marijuana imported to the UK is from the Canadian East Coast and Flushing, 
Queens. The specific Chinese gangs are the 14K (which is more focused on counterfeit tobacco), Wo 
Shing Wo, and the Fuk Ching or Fujian Gang. The Chinese aren’t the only gangs involved in the marijuana 
business; Albanian and Vietnamese gangs also play an important role. 

UK authorities are struggling to address this issue. For one, the Chinese gangs do not engage in Schedule 
A lethal drugs or firearms, so local law enforcement doesn’t prioritize them. There are 44 police districts 
in the UK, but they don’t often share intelligence with each other. Moreover, there is just one Hokkien 
dialect translator in the entire UK. Local law enforcement units are divided into thematic crimes, but the 
Chinese criminal groups are often involved in multiple types of crime. Finally, UK law enforcement is very 
investigation-focused rather than intelligence-focused.

There has also been a digital investment scam involving Chinese citizens based on the Isle of Man. 
Dozens of Chinese workers huddle around laptops, pulling Chinese investors into chat groups on 
QQ—a popular Chinese instant messaging service similar to WhatsApp—luring them into investing in 
cryptocurrencies and subsequently stealing their money.123

Italy

ProPublica’s Rotella chronicled organized crime in Prato, Italy, where one of the largest Chinese immigrant 
populations resides.124 The Italian police mapped out the rise of Chinese organized crime terrorizing Chinese 
immigrant communities. The CCP leverages wealthy overseas Chinese businesspeople to surveil the community 
and set up police stations as overseas enforcers and agents of influence. In return, the Chinese government 
protects these individuals, allowing them to return to China or conduct their operations from China. The Chinese 
authorities rarely cooperate with their U.S. or European Union (EU) counterparts. Prosecutions in Italy, Spain, and 
France have implicated some Chinese state banks for allowing Chinese criminals to evade taxes, customs fraud, 
and contraband. The Chinese have become the preferred money launderers for European drug traffickers as well. 

For the past decade, U.S. law enforcement agencies have tried to persuade EU counterparts to look into 
Chinese criminal connections. But they were focused on counterterrorism and Russian spies and didn’t 
have the resources. As with other groups, Fujian is considered the “Calabria of China” for being the 
origin of many Chinese organized crime groups. Italian law enforcement officers stressed they shouldn’t 
“criminalize the Chinese community,” said Luca Tescaroli.125 

ProPublica gives the example of Zhang Naizhong, who is considered the “boss of bosses” in China’s 
illegal networks in Europe. He was ostensibly a trucking executive; he and another colleague, Lin 
Guochun, dominated the distribution market for Chinese communities. Lin was a member of the Fujian 
Overseas Chinese Association in Italy, which is often connected to organized crime. Lin facilitated a 
meeting between Zhang and a high-level Chinese official visiting Italy. There’s an overseas Chinese 
police station set up in the Fujian Association headquarters in Italy. In 2016, Italy and China conducted 
joint police patrols, and China took advantage of those patrols to set up police stations. 

Spain also suffers from Chinese organized crime. Local Spanish law enforcement found the Bang de 
Fujian cultivating marijuana in Gijon, a small town in the north of Spain, and exporting the drug to the 
UK and Netherlands, and smaller quantities to France, Germany, and Portugal.126 In 2016, Spanish police 
raided the Madrid branch of the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China after it came to light that bank 
managers advised Chinese crime bosses how to transfer money to China covertly. The top executive for 
the Industrial and Commercial Bank of China (Europe) S.A. was implicated in the scheme.127 There are also 
reports of similar Chinese gangs operating in Aubervilliers, France,128 and parts of Ireland.129



From Fujian to Flushing: Chinese Criminal Networks in the Americas and Beyond

24 

Chile 

Chile has also seen an increase in Chinese organized crime groups. In 2023, Chilean authorities busted 
a Fujian gang ring that was growing thousands of marijuana plants and selling them regionwide. The 
head of this operation was Yu Caixin, a Chinese-Chilean businessman who was president of the China 
Chamber of Commerce. Caixin had so much clout that he became friends with the governor of the La 
Araucania region, even donating products to Chileans after a forest fire.130 The local Chinese Cultural 
and Business Association of Chile alleged that illegal Chinese migrants residing in Neuquen, Argentina; 
Santa Cruz de la Sierra, Bolivia; and parts of Brazil pay to be smuggled to work in Chile.131 They are 
often forced into prostitution or work on marijuana farms, according to InSight Crime.132 Local Chilean 
authorities have become so concerned with the rise of the Fujian gang that it is working to set up a 
supra-territorial prosecutor’s office to address the problem.133 Chinese gangs have also engaged in 
wildlife trafficking in Africa and Asia, including in the ivory trade.134

An indoor marijuana plantation owned by the Bang de Fujian in Santiago, Chile. (Source: InSight Crime)
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Southeast Asia

International news outlets and think tanks have covered the rise in Chinese-run financial scams based 
in Southeast Asia. Known as “pig butchering,” cyber criminals lure victims to invest in seemingly lucrative 
opportunities such as cryptocurrency and then steal their money. These groups also lure unsuspecting 
people from all over the world to move to Southeast Asia with great job opportunities, only to force them 
to work on pig-butchering activities.135 These cyber criminals are becoming more sophisticated, even 
deploying AI videos and chatbots to increase the effectiveness of their deceit.136

In 2023, the U.S. Institute of Peace (USIP) released a comprehensive report detailing the complex 
connections between Chinese transnational organized crime and the PRC:

“China’s role in transnational organized crime is complex. China appears as a key facilitator of network 
operators—but its people are one of the largest victims and China also stands as a critical arm of law 
enforcement directed at organized crime.”

USIP also noted that Chinese Triads, Chinese state-owned enterprises, government agencies, and the 
CCP could directly or indirectly cooperate in these illicit activities. At the same time, Chinese police 
have launched crackdowns on overseas Chinese citizens involved in illicit offshore gambling, fraud, 
money laundering, and drug trafficking. The rollout of China’s Global Security Initiative coincided with 
the growing global nature of pig-butchering scams. Chinese global law enforcement activities may 
increase in the near future.137

The USIP report ended with this prediction: “China is certain to continue its campaign against overseas 
Chinese criminal networks and trumpet its efforts to protect the Chinese people from trafficking 
and scams. But it is equally likely that Chinese enforcement will remain selective. This will no doubt 
incentivize the criminal networks to internationalize their activities more rapidly, putting more citizens 
from around the world at risk.”138

Australia

Chinese organized crime in Australia is characterized by the long-standing presence of triad-linked 
networks and more fluid, loosely affiliated groups that have adapted to the Australian environment 
over time. These criminal enterprises are particularly active in drug trafficking—most notably 
methamphetamine—as well as money laundering, fraud, illegal gambling, and the smuggling of 
contraband, such as tobacco. Leveraging networks that span from mainland China and Hong Kong to 
Australia’s major cities, they often infiltrate legitimate sectors, such as property development, hospitality, 
and retail, to conceal and integrate illicit profits.139 

Some groups partner with local and other foreign criminal syndicates, forming transnational webs that 
exploit the global flow of goods, people, and capital. Law enforcement agencies report that Chinese 
organized crime groups have grown increasingly sophisticated, employing complex financial mechanisms, 
encrypted communications, and exploitative relationships with corrupt facilitators to avoid detection. 
As a result, these groups pose an enduring and evolving challenge to Australia’s security, economy, 
and governance, requiring continuous adaptation by investigators, regulators, and policymakers. In 
March 2024, the Australian Federal Police brought down a Chinese criminal syndicate responsible for 
laundering nearly US$39 million. One of the individuals involved had previously been charged with 
importing methamphetamine concealed inside rubber mats sent from South Africa to Australia.140

Africa

Chinese organized crime networks have increasingly expanded their operations into various parts of 
Africa, capitalizing on the continent’s abundant natural resources, growing trade corridors, and weaker 
law enforcement frameworks. These criminal groups—often linked to established Chinese triads or 
newer, loosely connected entities—engage in a wide range of illicit activities, from wildlife trafficking 
and illegal logging to the smuggling of minerals, counterfeit goods, and narcotics. 
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More recently, the Chinese mafia has even begun kidnapping Africans, first luring them with the promise 
of lucrative customer service contracts, then forcing them to carry out cyber fraud across Myanmar, 
Laos, and Cambodia.141

The illegal wildlife trade, in particular, has drawn significant attention: Chinese criminal syndicates 
exploit African supply chains to feed a high demand for products like ivory, rhino horn, and pangolin 
scales back in Asia.142 Fujian province has historically been the center of ivory processing in China.143 
Other trafficked products include abalone,144 succulent plants,145 and donkey skins.146 They also partner 
with local criminal networks and corrupt officials to facilitate the transport of these commodities and to 
launder profits, eroding governance and the rule of law in regions where they operate. This expansion is 
facilitated by Chinese diaspora communities, trade hubs, and transportation infrastructures developed 
through Beijing’s broader economic engagement on the continent. Some Chinese businessmen working 
in Africa are complicit in wildlife smuggling or illegal logging/mining, and members in some United Front 
associations in Africa are connected to money laundering, wildlife and natural resource trafficking.147 

As a result, African states face an increasingly complex threat environment in which Chinese criminal actors 
leverage global supply chains, financial systems, and local vulnerabilities to advance their illicit enterprises. 
In 2021, Chinese armed commandos worked with Ugandan counterparts to take down a Chinese gang.148 
Operations like this may become more frequent as China expands its Global Security Initiative.

VI.	 Links between the CCP and Chinese Organized Crime

The million-dollar question for national security practitioners, researchers, and journalists is, to what 
extent are illegal Chinese networks tied to the Chinese Communist Party? While there is no “smoking gun” 
directly linking the two, evidence suggests that certain criminals have ties to the CCP. In our 2023 report, 
we referenced Wan Kuok Koi, known as “Broken Tooth,” who is a leader of the 14K Triads in Southeast 
Asia. Broken Tooth is a member of the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference (CPPCC), a key 
political advisory body for the CCP that includes influential Chinese diaspora members.149 Criminals 
affiliated with the 14K triads have engaged in illicit activities in Latin America, including Xizhi Li and Tao 
Liu, two men who laundered money for Mexican cartels.150

Another example is John Chan, whose story was in The New York Times.151 Chan escaped China in the 
1970s when the country was poor and chaotic under Mao Zedong. He first went to Hong Kong, where 
he joined a gang, then emigrated to New York, where he became a member of the Wo Lee Kwan Triad. 
He was a “snakehead,” charging US$40,000 per person to be smuggled to the United States. Chan 
was eventually arrested but his jail time was reduced by serving as an informant to bring down triad 
boss Frank Ma. 

After leaving jail, Chan reinvented himself as a restaurant owner and a powerbroker among the ethnic 
Chinese community in New York, even swaying local elections. Chan also ardently supports the CCP, 
is a member of the CPPCC, and attended a private reception for Xi Jinping at the 2023 San Francisco 
Asia-Pacific Economic Cooperation summit. Chan has not been accused of any recent wrongdoing, but 
his story demonstrates the complex web connecting people with past and present criminal records 
and the CCP.152
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John Chan (second from right) at the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference. (Sources: CCTV Video News Agency; and 
The New York Times, December 11, 2024)

As previously stated, PRC government agencies and state-owned enterprises are complicit in the 
fentanyl trade. Companies in China produce 97 percent of fentanyl precursors, and the CCP subsidizes 
synthetic drug manufacturers with generous tax rebates.153 Specifically, they support 17 illegal synthetic 
narcotics that the United States considers Schedule 1 controlled substances.154 These substances have 
no known legal use worldwide. 

Chinese state-owned enterprises also have stakes in some of these chemical companies.155 The CCP 
censors the domestic sale of fentanyl, but it doesn’t censor websites targeting overseas drug sales.156 
U.S. law enforcement agents tried to work with PRC counterparts to go after drug traffickers in China, 
but the PRC warned the traffickers and took no further action. 

Regarding money laundering, the criminals mostly rely on WeChat to transfer funds and communicate 
among themselves.157 The PRC government is the largest surveillance state in the world; it could easily 
track the conversations and transactions on WeChat, but it hasn’t done so to date.

Chinese officials have also associated with Chinese criminals in the United States. According to 
ProPublica and The Frontier, China Consul General Zhu Di visited the local Chinese cultural association in 
Oklahoma, which has ties to organized crime.158 There seems to be a tacit alliance between the Chinese 
government and mobsters, who support pro-Beijing messages, help the Chinese elite move illicit funds, 
and help persecute dissidents. Examples include Bi Chao Chen, a Virginia-based businessman and 
criminal who hobnobbed with the Ministry of Public Security and the United Front.159 Another is Pan 
Muyong, a member of the America Changle Association of Manhattan, who was involved in Oklahoma 
marijuana operations and appeared in a video where members of the association announced the 
establishment of an overseas police service station. Pan himself has not been charged with any crime.160 
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

As demonstrated throughout this paper, the rise and pervasiveness of Chinese transnational criminal 
organizations throughout the Western Hemisphere and beyond is complex and expansive. Many of 
these networks are involved in multiple illicit activities, and they collude with other transnational gangs. 
As such, defeating them requires a persistent, coordinated international effort. To this end, we present 
the following list of recommendations for the United States and partner nations:

	● Give the PRC a 60-day deadline to step up law enforcement actions against Chinese criminal 
networks. If the demand is not met, impose sanctions on the PRC. As mentioned previously, 
U.S. and Chinese authorities are collaborating via the Fentanyl Working Group. Chinese authorities 
recently shut down eight chemical companies involved in exporting fentanyl precursors. But there 
are many more across China. The House Select Committee offered compelling evidence that the PRC 
isn’t just a negligent bystander but actively supports the illegal fentanyl trade via tax rebates, allowing 
websites selling fentanyl to spread, and often refusing to cooperate with U.S. law enforcement.  
 
Chinese officials often call economic ties the “ballast stone” of the U.S.-China relationship.161 The 
U.S. government should use economics as leverage, giving the PRC 60 days to demonstrate that it 
is taking meaningful steps to crack down on Chinese illicit activities. If it doesn’t do so, the United 
States should slap sanctions on the PRC or revoke Permanent Normal Trade Relations, as suggested 
in the U.S-China Economic and Security Review Commission’s 2024 annual report.162

	● Increase restrictions on migration from Fujian province. We must start at the source. U.S. and 
partner consular officers must limit as many applicants from Fujian province or Fuzhou city as 
possible. Of course, there should be exceptions made on a case-by-case basis, but given the 
strong evidence that the vast majority of Chinese transnational gangs hail from Fujian, those from 
the province must be put under increased scrutiny. The Department of State’s Bureau of Consular 
Affairs must also share warnings about Fujian province as a potential Chinese criminal hotspot to 
raise red flags to other consulates around the world.

	● Beef up law enforcement resources in Flushing (NY), Sunset Park (NY), Los Angeles (CA) and 
Sacramento (CA). U.S. authorities should make the Department of Justice prioritize investigating 
Chinese organized criminals and their bases of operations. This includes adding more resources 
and manpower to police and investigating the four main areas in New York and California. The 
Department of Justice, specifically the DEA, should set up a China Center and hire more people with 
the requisite language skills and cultural knowledge to infiltrate these networks. This center would 
be similar to the CIA’s China Mission Center or the Department of State’s China House. At the same 
time, the Department of Justice must not make the same mistake as the China Initiative during the 
first Trump administration, which was accused of making the issue a racial one and prosecuting 
some innocent Chinese Americans, permanent residents, and visiting scholars.163 

	● Proactively pressure Bolivia, Nicaragua. and Suriname to stop the flow of Chinese illegal migration. Ever 
since Ecuador suspended visa-free travel for Chinese citizens, these three countries have been alternative 
routes for illegal Chinese migrants. All three countries provide visas to Chinese nationals upon entry. While 
the current regimes in Bolivia and Nicaragua won’t easily cooperate with the United States on this, the U.S. 
government could consider sanctions to pressure those countries into compliance. The United States should 
also proactively persuade Suriname to suspend Chinese visa-free travel like Ecuador did in June 2024.

	● Create an international task force focused on Chinese criminal networks. The task force would 
share information and intelligence, Mandarin-language translators, and regional trends. What is 
happening in some countries today may turn up in other countries tomorrow. Currently, each country 
is dealing with this phenomenon on its own without identifying larger trends and best practices. This 
task force should also work with Indo-Pacific partners like Taiwan, Australia, and Singapore, who have 
dealt with Chinese gangs much longer and can share valuable information about how these networks 
operate. The task force should also periodically bring together local police chiefs in some of the most 
affected cities and areas around the world to share their local experiences and identify global trends.
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	● Consider banning WeChat in the United States and work more closely with Meta to monitor 
WhatsApp. While tens of thousands of Chinese Americans and Chinese residents in the United States 
rely on WeChat to keep in touch with family back in China, Chinese criminals rely on the platform to 
communicate with each other and facilitate deals. Since WeChat is a Chinese company, it has no 
legal obligation to cooperate with U.S. authorities. For this reason, the U.S. government should give 
WeChat an ultimatum: work harder to shut down illicit activity on the app or risk being kicked out 
of the country. There is now a legal precedent for this. Congress has already passed legislation to 
remove TikTok from the United States if the app is unable to find a U.S. buyer, TikTok’s fate will now 
be decided by the Supreme Court.165 Another social media platform, Telegram, was recently indicted 
because the site has been used for drug sales, child pornography, and even terrorism.164 A move 
to ban WeChat from the United States would cut off the criminals’ main method of communication. 
The United States should consider pressuring other allies and partners to do the same.  
 
The U.S. government should also increase its collaboration with Meta to crack down on Sinaloa 
and Jalisco gang members who use WhatsApp to communicate. One potential solution is for Meta 
to allow U.S. law enforcement agencies to bypass encrypted messages of suspected drug dealers 
and gang members. This must be done in accordance with the U.S. Foreign Intelligence Surveillance 
Court to minimize potential government overreach.

	● Dramatically increase funding for domestic and international port security. Many fentanyl 
and methamphetamine precursors enter Pacific ports, such as California’s Long Beach port and 
Mexico’s Manzanillo port. These precursors are either falsely labeled or have dual-use capabilities. 
DEA officials have complained that Mexico’s ports, in particular, are “wide open.”166 What’s more, 
Chinese TCOs own brokerage firms around the key ports that are essentially front companies for 
their illicit operations. Once law enforcement seizes fentanyl or methamphetamines, there isn’t a 
clear way to destroy them. You can’t simply incinerate the drugs because it could cause toxic fumes. 
So, they remain there for months. And then someone redirects them to gangs. Therefore, U.S. law 
enforcement must make a clearer plan on how to dispose of seized drugs.

	● Officially repeal the US$800 De Minimis rule and increase domestic mail inspection. Currently, 
all products valued at less than US$800 can enter the country tax-free and with minimal inspection. 
Moreover, these packages often arrive without specific information about what is inside them. This 
creates a loophole where fentanyl and other illegal products can be shipped into the United States 
under the de minimis rule. The Biden administration has already taken steps to limit the amount of de 
minimis products and boost inspection of all products, mostly aimed at Chinese fast fashion companies 
Shein and Temu,167 but Congress can assist by passing legislation to codify these restrictions. 

	● Adopt nationwide cannabis industry working standards. Cannabis industry regulation is disjointed 
across the country. Congress should consider passing legislation requiring the Department of Labor’s 
Occupational Safety and Health Administration to create a unified approach to cannabis regulation, 
especially protecting workers who could be exploited. California, for example, has clear cannabis 
industry safety and health guidelines and training;168 other states could follow suit. 

	● Increase scrutiny of local Chinese businesses and cultural associations. In recent years, the 
United States and other partner governments have gained deeper insight into how Chinese criminals 
and the PRC government leverage Chinese business and cultural associations to carry out their 
interests. For this reason, U.S. and partner authorities must further scrutinize Chinese associations 
to ensure which are legitimate and which are fronts for illicit activities. Strategic messaging must 
accompany this effort, stressing that the goal isn’t to racialize the issue or target local Chinese 
communities; rather, it is to help protect Chinese communities who are often victims of Chinese 
criminal violence and human rights abuses.
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CONCLUSION

The pervasive influence of Chinese illegal networks across the Americas and beyond underscores a 
pressing and multifaceted threat to public health, security, and governance. These networks capitalize 
on weak regulatory frameworks, globalized trade, and emerging technological tools to sustain illicit 
activities ranging from fentanyl trafficking and money laundering to wildlife poaching and forced labor. 
The interplay between transnational criminal organizations, state actors, and diaspora communities 
adds layers of complexity, necessitating a robust and coordinated response. 

Several potential research topics could expand the understanding of Chinese illegal networks and their 
broader implications. These include:

	● State-Crime Nexus in Chinese Organized Networks: Investigate the extent of ties between 
Chinese transnational criminal organizations and the CCP, exploring whether complicity is strategic 
or incidental.

	● Impact of Diaspora Communities on Transnational Crime: Examine how diaspora communities in 
the Americas, particularly those from Fujian province, facilitate or mitigate the operations of Chinese 
criminal networks.

	● Efficacy of International Law Enforcement Collaboration: Assess the effectiveness of current 
international efforts to combat Chinese-led transnational crimes, focusing on case studies like 
Operation Sleeping Giant and collaborations between the United States, China, Mexico, and other 
Latin American countries.

	● Role of Technology in Facilitating Illicit Activities: Analyze how platforms like WeChat, Telegram, 
and encrypted messaging tools enable organized crime and money laundering and explore potential 
technological solutions for disruption.

	● The intersection of Legal and Illegal Economies: Study the overlap between legitimate Chinese 
businesses (e.g., real estate, agriculture) and their use as fronts for illicit operations such as money 
laundering and illegal marijuana cultivation.

	● Human Rights Violations within Chinese Criminal Networks: Investigate the human trafficking, 
forced labor, and exploitation patterns linked to Chinese illegal activities in the Americas, including 
the impact on immigrant communities.

	● Environmental and Ecological Impacts of Wildlife Trafficking: Explore the ecological consequences 
of Chinese-driven wildlife trafficking in Latin America and the interplay with global biodiversity loss.

	● Role of Chinese Maritime Networks in Illegal Trade: Examine the use of state-affiliated fishing 
fleets and shipping networks in facilitating wildlife trafficking and other contraband trade.

	● Cross-Cultural Training for Law Enforcement: Assess the need for cultural and linguistic training 
within law enforcement agencies to enhance the ability to combat Chinese criminal networks effectively.

	● Evolution of Chinese Criminal Networks in a Global Context: Compare Chinese transnational 
criminal activities across different regions (e.g., Europe, Africa, and Southeast Asia) to identify global 
trends and region-specific adaptations.

	● Cybersecurity and Digital Fraud in Transnational Crime: Investigate the use of digital tools in 
scams, money laundering, and cryptocurrency schemes within Chinese criminal enterprises, 
particularly the global rise of “pig butchering” scams.

	● Political and Diplomatic Implications of Organized Crime: Analyze how Chinese criminal networks 
impact diplomatic relations between China and countries in the Americas, focusing on the leverage 
they provide in bilateral negotiations.
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	● Comparison of Chinese Criminal Networks with Other TCOs: Investigate how Chinese criminal 
networks operate differently or similarly to other transnational criminal organizations, such as 
Mexican cartels or European mafias.

These topics could deepen insights into the mechanics of Chinese transnational crime and inform more 
targeted strategies to counter its impacts. Countering these networks will require enhanced international 
collaboration, targeted enforcement strategies, and the development of specialized resources to 
address language and cultural barriers. By addressing these challenges with urgency and precision, law 
enforcement and policymakers can mitigate the devastating impact of these networks on communities 
and ecosystems across the hemisphere.
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