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INTRODUCTION: THE LONG SHADOW OF THE
MEXICAN DRUG WAR

The conflict known collectively as the Mexican Drug War is not a
single, defined battle with a clear start and end date. Rather, it is
a  sprawling,  multi-generational  struggle  between the  Mexican
state  and  a  shifting  constellation  of  powerful  drug  trafficking
organizations (DTOs). For over three decades, this violence has
reshaped the country’s political landscape, claimed the lives of
hundreds of thousands, and influenced security policies from the
Andes to the Arctic. Understanding the timeline of the Mexican
Drug  War  is  essential  for  grasping  how  a  complex  web  of
corruption, opportunity, and brutal enforcement has evolved. This
article  provides  a  comprehensive  chronological  overview,
charting the key turning points from the rise of the early cartels
to the current era of fragmentation.
The  roots  of  the  conflict  run  deep,  but  the  modern  era  often
begins in the late 1980s. The timeline of the Mexican Drug War is
marked by distinct phases: a period of state-sponsored control, a
breakdown of that system, a full-scale military confrontation, and

a subsequent fragmentation into smaller, more violent cells. Each
phase  has  its  own  logic  and  its  own  tragic  milestones.  By
examining  this  chronology,  we  can  move  beyond  simple
headlines and see the structural forces that continue to drive
instability in Mexico and beyond.

THE SEEDS OF CONFLICT: 1980S TO 2000

The Guadalajara Cartel and
the Kiki Camarena Case
In the 1980s, Mexico’s drug trade was largely centralized. The
Guadalajara  Cartel,  led  by  Miguel  Ángel  Félix  Gallardo,
operated with relative impunity, often under the protection of the
country’s Institutional Revolutionary Party (PRI) government. The
arrest and murder of DEA agent Enrique “Kiki” Camarena in 1985
was a seismic event. The torture and killing of Camarena, ordered
by  Félix  Gallardo  with  alleged  complicity  from  Mexican  officials,
shattered the illusion of a cooperative, controlled system. The US
pressure that followed forced a major shift.
Félix  Gallardo was arrested in  1989.  From his  prison cell,  he
supposedly decreed the breakup of  the Guadalajara Cartel  to
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reduce heat. He divided the plazas (smuggling corridors) among
different lieutenants. This single decision created the blueprint for
the modern conflict: the Tijuana Cartel under the Arellano Félix
brothers, the Sinaloa Cartel under Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán
and  Héctor  “El  Güero”  Palma,  the  Juárez  Cartel  under  the
Carrillo Fuentes family, and the Gulf Cartel on the eastern coast.
This fragmentation was the first major step in the timeline of the
Mexican Drug War, turning a monopoly into a competitive, violent
market.

The Rise of the Gulf Cartel
and Los Zetas
Throughout the 1990s, these organizations grew in power. The
Gulf  Cartel,  led  by  Osiel  Cárdenas  Guillén,  took  a  novel
approach to security. In the late 1990s, he recruited deserters
from a Mexican special forces unit called the Grupo Aeromóvil de
Fuerzas Especiales (GAFE). These elite soldiers were trained in
counter-insurgency and advanced weaponry. They were hired as
armed enforcers and became known as Los Zetas. This was a
watershed  moment.  Unlike  traditional  sicarios  (hitmen)  who
prioritized loyalty to a capo, the Zetas treated drug trafficking as
a military and business enterprise, using extreme violence as a
primary  tool  for  control.  By  2000,  the  delicate,  semi-stable
system of the 1990s was on the verge of collapse.

THE CALDERÓN OFFENSIVE: 2006 TO 2012

The Death of a Governor
and a Declaration of War
President  Felipe  Calderón  took  office  in  December  2006.  His
election was contested, and he was looking for a way to assert
the  state’s  authority.  The  final  straw  came  with  the  violent
takeover  of  the  city  of  Apatzingán  by  the  La  Familia
Michoacana  cartel,  a  group  that  flaunted  its  power  with
impunity.  Days  after  taking  office,  Calderón  deployed  6,500
federal troops to the state of Michoacán. This is often cited as the
formal start of the timeline of the Mexican Drug War. It was a
declaration of war against the DTOs.
Calderón’s  strategy was simple in  concept  but  devastating in
execution: use the military to attack cartel leadership directly.
This produced a string of high-profile captures. The problem was
that  decapitating  a  cartel  often  led  to  internal  succession
struggles  and  more  violence.  The  Sinaloa Cartel,  led  by  El
Chapo  Guzmán,  exploited  this  chaos.  Accusations  of  the
government  favoring  the  Sinaloa  Cartel  to  weaken  its  rivals,
particularly the Juárez Cartel, became a central, controversial
theme of this era. The death toll skyrocketed. The city of Ciudad
Juárez became the murder capital of the world.
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The Fragmentation of the
Cartels
As  Calderón’s  offensive  intensified,  the  tectonic  plates  of  the
cartel world shifted. The Gulf Cartel leadership was dismantled,
and  Los  Zetas  broke  away  to  become  an  independent
organization. This created a massive, bloody war between the
Gulf Cartel and the Zetas over territory in Tamaulipas and other
eastern states. Meanwhile, the Sinaloa Cartel fought a brutal
war against  the Juárez Cartel  for  control  of  the vital  border
crossing. The Tijuana Cartel weakened significantly.
Key events in this phase of the timeline include:

2008: A grenade attack on a crowd in Morelia during
Independence Day celebrations. This marked a new level of
terrorist-style tactics.
2009: The arrest of high-ranking Zeta leader Jaime
González Durán, "El Hummer."
2010: The discovery of 72 migrants murdered in San
Fernando, Tamaulipas, by Los Zetas. This mass killing
shocked the world.
2011: The body of Navy sailor Melquisedet Angulo Córdova
was used as a grenade trap by cartel members, killing two
marines during his funeral.
2012: The discovery of 49 decapitated bodies on a
highway in Cadereyta, Nuevo León.

By the end of Calderón’s term, the state had captured or killed
many  high-profile  cartel  leaders,  but  the  violence  had
metastasized.  The  number  of  homicides  had  increased
dramatically,  and  the  cartels  had  splintered  into  dozens  of
smaller, more brutal cells.

SHIFTING STRATEGIES AND INVISIBLE WARS: 2012 TO
2018

Peña Nieto's "Pax Mafiosa"
President Enrique Peña Nieto took office in 2012 with a pledge to
reduce the violence. His administration downplayed the severity
of the conflict, referring to it as a matter of public security rather
than a war. The strategy shifted from attacking all cartels equally
to focusing on the most violent ones. The most significant event
of this era was the capture of Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán in
2014,  followed  by  his  spectacular  escape  from  a  maximum-
security  prison  through  a  mile-long  tunnel  in  2015,  and  his
eventual recapture in early 2016.
This period saw the rise of the Jalisco New Generation Cartel
(CJNG). Under the leadership of Nemesio “El Mencho” Oseguera
Cervantes,  the  CJNG became the  most  powerful  and  fastest-
growing cartel in Mexico. They aggressively expanded through
alliances and warfare, using military-grade weapons, drones, and
a sophisticated propaganda machine. The government's inability
to  contain  the CJNG demonstrated the limits  of  the "kingpin"
strategy. The timeline of the Mexican Drug War during the Peña
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Nieto years is characterized by a reduction in media coverage of
violence  but  no  significant  reduction  in  the  underlying  conflict.
The number of  clandestine graves and forced disappearances
continued to climb.

The Self-Defense Groups
A notable development in this era was the rise of autodefensas
(self-defense  groups)  in  states  like  Michoacán  and  Guerrero.
Citizens, tired of cartel extortion and violence, armed themselves
to take back their communities. The most famous of these was
the  Grupos  de  Autodefensa  Comunitaria  led  by  figures  like
Dr.  José  Manuel  Mireles.  The  government  had  a  complicated
relationship with these groups, sometimes tolerating them, other
times disarming them, and occasionally integrating them into the
police force. While they temporarily restored order in some small
towns,  many  groups  were  later  infiltrated  or  co-opted  by  rival
cartels,  often  the  CJNG.

THE CURRENT ERA: 2018 TO THE PRESENT

The AMLO "Hugs, Not
Bullets" Policy
President  Andrés  Manuel  López  Obrador  (AMLO)  took  office  in
December 2018 with a radically  different approach.  He declared
the  "war"  a  failure  and  announced  a  new  strategy  called

"Abrazos, no Balazos" (Hugs, not Bullets). This policy focuses on
addressing  the  root  causes  of  violence:  poverty,  lack  of
opportunity, and social marginalization. He created the National
Guard as a hybrid police-military force to handle public security
without a direct military confrontation with cartels.
Critics  argue  that  this  hands-off  approach  has  emboldened  the
cartels. Homicide rates remained stubbornly high during the first
half of AMLO’s term, although they have shown signs of declining
slightly in 2023 and 2024 in certain regions. The government has
prioritized  capturing  high-value  targets  in  a  more  targeted
manner,  such  as  the  arrest  of  Caro  Quintero  (from  the
Guadalajara Cartel era) in 2022 and Ovidio Guzmán (son of El
Chapo) in 2023. However, the fundamental structure of the drug
trade has not changed.

The Era of Fragmentation
and Invisible Violence
The timeline of the Mexican Drug War in the 2020s is defined
by extreme fragmentation. The once-dominant Sinaloa Cartel has
itself split into two major factions: Los Chapitos (led by the sons
of El Chapo) and La Mayiza (led by Ismael “El Mayo” Zambada’s
lieutenants).  This  internal  war,  particularly  fierce  in  Culiacán,
Sinaloa, has led to hundreds of deaths. The CJNG continues to
expand its footprint across the country, fighting on multiple fronts
against the Sinaloa factions, the Gulf Cartel, and local cells.
The violence has become more silent but no less deadly. The
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number of mass graves discovered continues to rise. The use of
drones for attacks and the sophistication of fentanyl production
have  introduced  new  dimensions  to  the  conflict.  Key
characteristics  of  the  current  phase  include:

Intra-cartel wars: The Sinaloa Cartel civil war is the most
significant internal conflict in years.
Fentanyl: Mexico has become the primary producer and
trafficker of


