n September 1992, customs agents at

Miami International Airport saw some-

thing odd about the cargo coming off a
flight from Cali, Colombia. Among the lug-
gage were two dog kennels, the type used
by people who travel with their pets.

They were ordinary carriers, made of
sturdy fiberglass with a metal grille door.
But the customs agents noticed something
unusual—there weren’t any dogs inside.

Why would somebody ship a dog carrier,
at a cost of $138, and not ship the dog?
Because the shipment originated in Colom-
bia, an obvious suspicion was that some-
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body might be trying to smuggle drugs into
the U.S. The agents inspected the containers
inside and out. There were no false compart-
ments. Drug-sniffing dogs didn’t detect any
suspicious odors.

Acting on a tip, the agents let the carriers
continue to Los Angeles, where two men
picked them up at the airport. The Federal
Bureau of Investigation (FBI) tailed the men
and arrested them for smuggling cocaine.

Where were the drugs concealed?

Laboratory analysis proved that the carriers
were made of cocaine—the fiberglass itself
was composed of almost 30% cocaine by
weight. Each 23-kilogram (50-pound) carrier
contained 7 kilograms (15 pounds) of
cocaine, with a street value of $500,000.
“Cocaine plastic” is one of the newest
methods drug smugglers have developed in
the increasingly sophisticated game of cat-
and-mouse they play with law enforcement.
Creating cocaine plastic on the shipping
end is complicated. “The chemicals to make
plastic can be hought,
but you need lots
of equipment,
such as injec-
tion molding
machines,”

said Special Agent Roger Martz, chief of the
FBI’s chemistry lab in Washington, DC. “It's
pretty elaborate.”

Nearly any plastic can be used, according
to Roger Canaff, Deputy Lab Director at the
Drug Enforcement Administration’s (DEA)
field laboratory in Washington, DC. “Just
about all plastics, at some point, can easily
be in the molten state,” he says. “During the
time it is in the liquid state, cocaine can be
introduced into the mix.”

In this case, smugglers first purchased
pet carriers made by a legitimate Texas man-
ufacturer. They removed all the metal fit-
tings, made molds of the plastic cases, then
fabricated new cases of cocaine-laced fiber-
glass plastic. With the original hardware
installed, the carriers were virtually indistin-
guishable from the real thing.

Smuggling cocaine by traditional
means—fast boats or low-flying planes—is
dangerous and expensive. According to the
FBI, it costs about $3,000 per kilo of
cocaine, or a total of more than $40,000 for
the quantity in the two carriers. But shipping
the cocaine-laced carriers cost only $276 in
air freight.

Usually the drug-sniffing dogs used by
customs agents can smell cocaine. But,
when encased in plastic, cocaine cannot be
detected by the dogs. “Nobody really knows
what the dog detects in cocaine,”

says Martz. “What might be
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Dissolving cocaine

Whan the cocaing-containing plastic
arrives af s destination, the smug-
glers ratriave the drug by & chemical
process simikar in principle to that
psad to axdract the drug from ihe
laaves of the coca plant,

In fts natural state, cocaing ks an
alkakoid that is insoluble in water, "1
it were sobuble in waber, it would
wash ouf of tha plant after the first
rain,” explaing Canafl. The smug-
glers grind up the cocaine-contain-
ing plastic, than soak the povwders in
a dilute solution of hydrochkoric acid,
HCL The acid reacts with the cocaine
and changes it 1o cocaing hydrochio-
ride, which is very soduble In water.

The cocaine ydrochloride dissolves,
leaving the plastic particles on the bot-
tom. The mixfure is decanted (liquid is
paured off carefully, leaving salid on the
bottom) and fitered to remove the plas-
tic.
“Al this point, you can do ane of Sev-
eral things with the cocaing hydrochio-
ride solution,” says Camall. “You can lat it
sit until the water evagorates. ., the
residue is cocaing hydrochloride salt. IU's
fime-cansuming. but t's one way o do
it.” Or it can be converted back to
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Cocaing hydrochloride

coeaine alkatold, which drisg esers call
*fraa hasa™ or "crack.”

An alkall, such ag sodium hydrodde,
MaOH, ar sodium carbonate, Na,CO,. is
addad, and this reverses the acid reaction
and refarms cocaing. The salution is then
ghalkan with an organic sobvent, such as
ether, which farms a separate lgquid
layer, on top of the water. The cocaing
dissodves in the ethar layer, which s then
decanted fo separate it from the water.
When the athar evaporates. cocaing alka-

lodd crystats remain.

The U.S. Customs Service uses dogs 1o check inceming Ireight for
, but when smugglers mold cocaine info plastic parts, the
dogs cannot detect a scent.

happening is that the chamicals thal the dog
simells are being suppressed, hald in Dy the
plastic, and are nof &3 volatile.”

A simple chemical process
Getting the drug out of the plastic spunds
complicated buf is chemically a gifpi
process [ses box, Dissolving SoEaing)
“Redrisving the cocaine isn’t partculary
high-tech,” says Canaff. "All it takes is a lew
readily available chemicals and basic kndawl-
adpa af chemisiry

Althiough cocalne plastic can fosctl dir -
sniffing dags. LS. Customs and kaw
enforcerment agencies hawva developsd new
tachriques 1o detect the drug. A high-power
vacuwm 5 swept over the suspact pastic,
and the air 15 forced through a paper fiter
The fillef is burned at a high temperature in
an ion mability specirometer, which can
classify mamy types of compouwnds. “Within
a matter of seconds we can el whether of
a0t cocaing i present,” says Martz. The feds
have regained the ugper hand, for now

Bruce Galdfard & a0 Mndependant writer fiv-
ing in Baltimors, Mandand, who specialires
in topics dealing with science and medicing
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