
The Sinaloa Cartel: Rise, Fall, and
the  Enduring  Influence  of
Mexico’s Most Notorious Criminal
Enterprise
In the annals of modern crime, few organizations have garnered as much infamy
and fear as the Sinaloa Cartel. Founded in the mountainous regions of Sinaloa,
Mexico, this cartel grew from humble beginnings to become one of the most
powerful and violent drug trafficking organizations in the world. Its influence
extends far beyond Mexico, affecting drug markets across the globe, from the
United States to Europe, Asia, and even Africa. At the heart of this sprawling
empire were two of the most elusive and feared men in the world: Joaquín “El
Chapo” Guzmán and Ismael “El Mayo” Zambada. This comprehensive story charts
the rise  of  the Sinaloa Cartel,  the dramatic  captures of  its  leaders,  and the
ongoing struggle for power within its ranks.

Emiliano Reyes Ortega. August 23, 2024.

The Genesis of the Sinaloa Cartel

The story of the Sinaloa Cartel begins in the 1980s in Sinaloa, a region with a
long history of drug cultivation. The cartel emerged as a splinter group from the
Guadalajara Cartel, following the arrest of its leader, Miguel Ángel Félix Gallardo,
in 1989. Gallardo’s arrest created a power vacuum that was quickly filled by
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several factions, with the Sinaloa Cartel becoming one of the most prominent.
Initially  led by Héctor “El  Güero” Palma,  Adrián  Gómez González,  and later,
Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán, the cartel distinguished itself through its innovative
smuggling techniques and ruthless enforcement of its power. The early years of
the Sinaloa Cartel were marked by rapid expansion and the establishment of key
smuggling  routes  into  the  United  States.  The  cartel’s  ability  to  move  large
quantities of cocaine, heroin, methamphetamine, and marijuana across borders
was  facilitated  by  sophisticated  underground  tunnels  that  allowed  for  the
undetected transportation of drugs. These tunnels, many of which were equipped
with lighting and ventilation, became a hallmark of the cartel’s operations and
played a significant role in its rise to power.

Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán: The Rise of a Kingpin

Joaquín Archivaldo Guzmán Loera, better known as “El Chapo” or “Shorty,” was
born in 1957 in the rural community of La Tuna, Sinaloa.

Growing up in poverty, Guzmán entered the drug trade at a young age, working
under established traffickers in the region. His rise within the Sinaloa Cartel was
fueled by his ambition, intelligence, and a willingness to use extreme violence to
achieve his goals.

By  the  early  1990s,  El  Chapo  had  become  the  face  of  the  Sinaloa  Cartel,
orchestrating  complex  drug  smuggling  operations  that  spanned  multiple
continents.  His  reputation  for  violence  was  well-earned;  he  was  known  to
eliminate rivals and enforce loyalty within the cartel with brutal efficiency.

Guzmán’s  innovative  use  of  underground  tunnels  to  smuggle  drugs  into  the
United States not only increased the cartel’s profitability but also solidified his
status as a criminal mastermind.

El  Chapo’s  success  in  the  drug  trade  made  him  a  prime  target  for  law
enforcement agencies around the world. His first major arrest came in 1993,
when he was captured in Guatemala and extradited to Mexico. Sentenced to 20
years in prison for drug trafficking and other crimes, Guzmán’s criminal career
seemed to be at an end. However, in 2001, he orchestrated a daring escape from
the maximum- security  Puente Grande prison,  hiding in  a  laundry cart.  This
escape, which highlighted the corruption within Mexico’s prison system, allowed
him to resume his position at the helm of the Sinaloa Cartel.



For the next decade, Guzmán evaded capture despite being one of  the most
wanted men in the world. His ability to remain at large was largely due to his
extensive network of informants, corrupt officials, and loyal operatives.

During this period, the Sinaloa Cartel continued to expand, becoming the largest
and most powerful drug trafficking organization in Mexico.

The Elusive El Chapo: A Life of Arrests and Escapes

El  Chapo’s  second  major  capture  occurred  in  February  2014,  when  he  was
arrested by Mexican authorities in a beachfront condo in Mazatlán, Sinaloa. This
arrest  was  the  result  of  a  months-long  manhunt  that  involved  extensive
cooperation between Mexican and U.S. law enforcement agencies. However, in
July 2015, Guzmán pulled off another spectacular escape, this time through a
mile-long tunnel dug directly into his prison cell.

The world watched in awe as El Chapo’s legend grew, but his freedom was short-
lived. In January 2016, following a six- month manhunt, he was recaptured in a
dramatic  raid  in  the  town  of  Los  Mochis,  Sinaloa.  This  time,  the  Mexican
government, under intense pressure from the United States, decided to extradite
him to the U.S. to face trial. In 2019, after a high-profile trial in New York, El
Chapo was found guilty on all counts and was sentenced to life in prison plus 30
years, effectively ending his reign over the Sinaloa Cartel.

The Rise of Ismael “El Mayo” Zambada

While El Chapo captured the world’s attention with his high-profile escapes and
media persona, the real power behind the Sinaloa Cartel was Ismael “El Mayo”
Zambada. Born in 1948 in El Álamo, Sinaloa, Zambada was a veteran of the drug
trade long before El Chapo rose to prominence. Unlike Guzmán, who relished the
spotlight, Zambada preferred to operate in the shadows, maintaining a low profile
that allowed him to evade capture for decades.

El  Mayo’s  influence  within  the  Sinaloa  Cartel  was  profound.  He  was  the
strategist, the man who kept the organization running smoothly while others, like
El Chapo, handled the more visible aspects of the business. Zambada was known
for his intelligence and his ability to forge alliances with other cartels, which
helped the Sinaloa Cartel maintain its dominance over the Mexican drug trade.



One of the key reasons for El Mayo’s success was his ability to remain elusive.
Despite being one of the most wanted men in the world, Zambada managed to
avoid capture for over 50 years. His low profile and cautious approach to his
criminal activities made him a difficult target for law enforcement. He rarely
appeared  in  public,  and  when  he  did,  he  was  always  surrounded  by  loyal
bodyguards and operatives who ensured his safety. El Mayo’s leadership style
was also markedly different from that of El Chapo. While Guzmán was known for
his ruthlessness and his willingness to use extreme violence to achieve his goals,
Zambada preferred a  more  measured approach.  He understood the  value  of
negotiation and diplomacy, often using his vast network of contacts to resolve
conflicts with rival cartels without resorting to violence. This pragmatic approach
helped to keep the Sinaloa Cartel stable and profitable, even as other cartels in
Mexico were torn apart by infighting.

The Capture of El Mayo: The End of an Era

For years, El Mayo’s ability to evade capture was legendary. His elusive lifestyle,
combined with his strategic mind, made him one of the most formidable figures in
the world  of  organized crime.  However,  as  he grew older,  reports  began to
emerge about his declining health. By 2023, it was rumored that Zambada was
suffering from diabetes and other chronic ailments, which made it increasingly
difficult for him to maintain his fugitive lifestyle.

In May 2024, after decades of evading law enforcement, El Mayo was finally
captured in a joint operation by Mexican and U.S. authorities. The operation,
which  involved  extensive  surveillance  and  intelligence  gathering,  was  a
significant victory for the Mexican government, which had long sought to bring
Zambada to justice. His arrest marked the end of an era for the Sinaloa Cartel, as
Zambada was one of the last of the old guard leaders who had built the cartel into
a global criminal empire.

Zambada’s capture sent shockwaves through the Sinaloa Cartel and the wider
world of organized crime. For years, he had been the stabilizing force within the
cartel,  the man who kept the various factions in check and ensured that the
organization continued to operate smoothly. With his arrest, the future of the
Sinaloa Cartel was thrown into uncertainty.

 



State Sinaloa-Mexico.

Screenshot
The tunnel extended a mile away from the prison.

The Aftermath: A Fragmented Cartel and New Leadership



With both El Chapo and El Mayo now in custody, the Sinaloa Cartel has entered a
new and turbulent phase. The power vacuum left by the arrests of these two
legendary  figures  has  led  to  infighting  and  fragmentation  within  the  cartel.
Several factions have emerged, each vying for control over the organization’s vast
resources and drug trafficking routes.

One of the most prominent factions is led by Iván Archivaldo Guzmán, the son of
El  Chapo.  Known  as  “Los  Chapitos,”  Iván  and  his  brothers  have  sought  to
maintain the Guzmán family’s control over the cartel. However, their leadership
style is markedly different from that of their father. The younger Guzmáns are
known for their brashness and their willingness to engage in extreme violence to
maintain their power. This has led to increased bloodshed in regions where the
cartel operates, particularly in areas like Culiacán, Sinaloa’s capital, which has
seen a surge in violence as rival factions clash. Despite the internal strife, the
Sinaloa Cartel remains a dominant force in the global drug trade. Its extensive
networks, deep connections, and the ongoing demand for narcotics ensure that
the  organization  continues  to  operate.  However,  the  cartel  is  no  longer  the
unified, tightly controlled entity it once was under the leadership of El Chapo and
El Mayo. Instead, it has become a fractured organization, with various leaders
jockeying for power and influence. The fragmentation has weakened the cartel in
some respects, as the infighting makes it harder to maintain the kind of cohesive
strategy that once allowed the Sinaloa Cartel  to dominate the drug trade so
thoroughly. However, it also makes the cartel more unpredictable and dangerous,
as different factions may engage in increasingly violent tactics to assert their
control.

The Legacy of El Chapo, El Mayo, and the Sinaloa Cartel

The stories of Joaquín “El Chapo” Guzmán and Ismael “El Mayo” Zambada are not
just tales of crime but also reflections of the socio-economic conditions in Mexico
that allow such powerful organizations to thrive. Both men rose from poverty to
become two of the most powerful figures in the world of organized crime, using
their cunning, ruthlessness, and strategic thinking to build a criminal empire that
has few parallels in history.

El Chapo, with his larger-than-life persona, became a global symbol of the drug
trade’s excesses and the Mexican government’s challenges in combatting such
deeply entrenched criminal organizations. His repeated escapes from prison and



eventual  capture  were  emblematic  of  the  ongoing  struggle  between  law
enforcement  and  the  cartels.

El Mayo, on the other hand, represents the quieter, more enduring power behind
the scenes. His ability to evade capture for decades, while maintaining control
over  one  of  the  world’s  most  powerful  criminal  organizations,  speaks  to  his
strategic genius and deep understanding of the drug trade’s complexities. His
arrest marked the end of an era, but it also underscored the enduring challenge
of dismantling the Sinaloa Cartel and other similar organizations.

Today, the Sinaloa Cartel continues to operate, albeit in a more fragmented and
volatile state. The legacy of El Chapo and El Mayo lives on through the cartel’s
ongoing  activities  and  the  continued influence  of  their  families  and  loyalists
within  the  organization.  As  the  Mexican  government  and  international  law
enforcement agencies continue their efforts to combat the cartel, the story of the
Sinaloa Cartel serves as a reminder of the deep-rooted challenges in the fight
against organized crime.

Conclusion

The rise and fall of the Sinaloa Cartel, and the stories of Joaquín “El Chapo”
Guzmán and Ismael “El Mayo” Zambada, are woven into the complex tapestry of
Mexico’s modern history. These two men, through their leadership of the Sinaloa
Cartel, left an indelible mark on the global drug trade, shaping its operations in
ways that will be felt for years to come.

While their reigns have come to an end, the Sinaloa Cartel remains a potent force,
demonstrating the resilience of organized crime in the face of law enforcement
efforts.  The cartel’s ability to adapt and survive,  despite the loss of its most
powerful leaders, speaks to the deep-seated issues of corruption, poverty, and
demand for narcotics that fuel its existence. As the world continues to grapple
with the consequences of the global drug trade, the legacy of the Sinaloa Cartel
and its leaders serves as both a cautionary tale and a stark reminder of the
challenges  ahead.  The  story  of  the  Sinaloa  Cartel  is  far  from over,  and  its
influence on the world stage is likely to persist, shaping the future of the drug
trade and the ongoing battle against organized crime.


