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MODULE 8: PRECURSOR ROUTES & SUPPLY CHAINS (THE 

GLOBAL PIPELINE) 
Based on Modules 3, 4, and 21 of the Cartel Babies: Encyclopedia of Knowledge. 

This module gives readers a clear, high-level view of how precursor chemicals move 

from legal production centers to illegal synthetic-drug labs in remote mountain regions. It 

does not describe how to manufacture drugs, and it does not provide recipes. Instead, it 

explains the system: where precursors come from, how they travel, why they end up in 

the Sierra Madre, and how this hidden pipeline shapes the world behind Cartel Babies. 

Think of this as a weather map of supply. You are not learning how to cook anything; 

you are learning how power, money, and risk move along the routes that make those labs 

possible. 

I. WHAT PRECURSORS ARE (AND ARE NOT) 

In simple terms, a precursor is any substance that is used as a building block to create 

another substance. In the legal economy, precursors are everywhere: fertilizers, solvents, 

painkiller intermediates, cleaning agents, industrial reagents. Most are produced and sold 

for legitimate uses and will never go anywhere near a cartel lab. 

In the context of synthetic drugs, precursors are the legal or semi-legal chemicals that can 

be diverted, altered, or combined to produce illegal substances. They often fall into three 

broad categories: 

• • pharmaceutical intermediates originally designed for medicine, 

• • industrial chemicals and solvents that have many normal uses, and 

• • reagents and additives that make certain reactions possible. 

Most countries regulate these substances to varying degrees, tracking quantities and 

import patterns. But whenever there is high demand and high profit, some portion of that 

flow is at risk of being diverted. Cartel operations do not need to control the entire 

stream—just enough of it to keep their labs running. 

II. THE GLOBAL FLOW: FACTORY TO PACIFIC 

Many precursors used in North American synthetic-drug markets are produced in large 

industrial hubs in Asia and other regions. Legally, they are shipped in bulk as powders, 

liquids, or finished chemical products to buyers around the world. On paper, this is 

ordinary global trade. 

The basic legal route often looks like this: 
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1. Factory or chemical plant fills commercial orders. 

2. Product is packed into drums, bags, containers, or totes. 

3. Cargo is moved to a port of departure and loaded onto a ship. 

4. Ship crosses the ocean to major receiving ports. 

5. Containers clear customs and are released to importers. 

6. Goods are trucked or railed inland to warehouses and distributors. 

At every one of these steps, paperwork exists: manifests, invoices, certificates of origin, 

customs declarations. The entire system is built on volume and trust. That volume and 

trust are precisely what criminal networks exploit. 

III. WHERE DIVERSION HAPPENS 

Diversion is the moment when a legal or semi-legal chemical leaves the path it was 

supposed to follow. It can happen at many points: 

• • at the factory, via falsified orders or corrupt insiders, 

• • in transit, when containers are re-routed or tampered with, 

• • at customs, when declarations are misclassified or underdeclared, and 

• • at the distributor level, when wholesalers sell off-book to shell companies. 

On paper, a shipment may look like cleaning fluid, lab equipment, or fertilizer. In 

practice, certain buyers in certain patterns raise quiet red flags. That is why governments, 

including Mexico’s, have tried to tighten rules around precursor imports and sales. 

Regulation slows, but does not completely stop, the flow. 

For the purposes of  

Cartel Babies 

, what matters is not the specific chemical formula, but the fact that whole logistical 

structures exist purely to move precursors from ports to mountains without attracting 

decisive attention. 

IV. PACIFIC CORRIDORS AND NORTHWEST MEXICO 

Mexico’s Pacific coast hosts major commercial ports that handle huge volumes of 

legitimate cargo. Some portion of the global precursor trade passes through these ports 

legally. From there, containers and bulk shipments travel by highway to inland 

distribution points. 
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Northwest Mexico—Sinaloa and neighboring states—benefits from this infrastructure the 

same way any agricultural or industrial region does. Fertilizers, pesticides, fuel, and 

machinery all move along the same highways as food, electronics, and clothing. The 

system was not built for cartels; it was built for commerce. Cartels learned to swim in it. 

In public reporting and testimony over the past decade, analysts have described several 

recurring features of Pacific-side precursor routes: 

• • large cargoes broken into smaller lots once inland, 

• • use of front companies that appear agricultural, pharmaceutical, or cleaning-related, 

• • reliance on corrupt local officials to “not see” irregular patterns, and 

• • movement of sensitive cargo during off-peak hours to reduce casual scrutiny. 

Your novel does not need to depict any of these mechanics explicitly. But the reader 

should feel that the camp’s chemicals did not simply appear out of nowhere. They rode in 

on the same highways as everyone else’s goods—just with different intentions at the end 

of the road. 

V. WHY MOUNTAIN LABS EXIST 

Mountain labs exist because geography can delay consequences. Distance buys time. 

Poor roads, thin traffic, and steep terrain make surprise inspections harder. Helicopters 

and specialized units can still reach these sites, but it requires planning, fuel, 

coordination, and often political will. 

Remote lab sites offer several advantages to criminal organizations: 

• • Fewer neighbors: fewer casual witnesses, fewer cellphone videos. 

• • Natural concealment: tree cover, ravines, and weather obscure activity. 

• • Acoustic masking: gunshots, generators, and machinery blend into ambient rural 

noise. 

• • Flexible relocation: tarps, tin roofs, cinderblock shells, and portable gear can be 

abandoned or rebuilt. 

• • Firebreaks: distance between labs and towns reduces immediate collateral damage if 

something explodes or burns. 

In a region like the Sierra Madre, roads themselves become filters. Vehicles that do not 

belong stand out. Dust trails carry news. Locals know which trucks are associated with 

which groups. This social mapping becomes an informal early-warning system—for both 

sides. 

VI. THE LAST MILE: FROM WAREHOUSE TO CAMP 
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By the time precursors reach a mountain camp, they have already passed through several 

layers of risk. What remains is the “last mile” from urban or rural warehouses to the lab 

itself. 

Typical features of this last-mile movement include: 

• • use of pickups or box trucks that can pass as farm or construction vehicles, 

• • loading done at night or early morning to reduce observation, 

• • mixing of legitimate cargo (feed, fertilizer, fuel) with chemical drums, and 

• • staggered departures, so no single convoy looks like a critical shipment. 

Drivers may or may not know exactly what they are hauling. Some are fully embedded; 

others are paid to ask no questions. Once supplies reach the camp, they are folded into 

daily life: stacked under tarps, stored in rough sheds, or kept near water sources where 

they can be mixed when needed. 

VII. WHAT CAMP WORKERS ACTUALLY SEE 

Most workers inside a camp are not chemists. They see barrels, bags, and tubs. They 

know what burns skin, what fumes to avoid, what smells mean trouble. They learn by 

watching who gets sick and who does not. 

Their lived reality includes: 

• • strong chemical odors clinging to clothing and hair, 

• • improvised masks and gloves that are often inadequate, 

• • constant residue on floors, tarps, and tools, 

• • runoff trenches cut into the soil to carry waste away, and 

• • a quiet understanding that long-term health is being traded for short-term pay or 

survival. 

In  

Cartel Babies 

, this translates into headaches, burns, contaminated water, and the sense that the camp is 

slowly poisoning the mountain that holds it. 

VIII. HOW THIS SHAPES THE NOVEL’S WORLD 

The reader does not watch precursors move from one continent to another on the page. 

Instead, they feel the consequences of that movement in every scene inside the camp. 

This global pipeline explains: 
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• • why Raúl’s camp can exist for years without running out of supplies, 

• • why Mike’s captivity is not a one-off event but part of a larger machine, 

• • why convoys and roadblocks feel systematized rather than random, 

• • why the camp commander fears attention from both authorities and rivals, and 

• • why environmental damage around the camp is constant rather than episodic. 

Understanding that precursors arrive through layered, semi-visible routes allows readers 

to see the camp not as an isolated monster, but as one organ in a much larger body. 

IX. READER ETHICS NOTE 

This module: 

• • stays at the level of systems, not recipes, 

• • uses only public, high-level reporting and generalized patterns, 

• • avoids specific instructions for illegal activity, 

• • does not name non-public individuals or active companies, 

• • highlights harm to workers, communities, and ecosystems, and 

• • exists to deepen understanding of context, not to glamorize crime. 

Readers who reach this module are not tourists; they are trying to understand the deeper 

systems behind the novel. Giving them a clear, ethical view of those systems respects 

both the subject matter and the people who live inside this reality every day. 


