
 
January 28, 2025 

 
VIA ELECTRONIC TRANSMISSION 
 
Benjamine Huffman 
Acting Secretary 
Department of Homeland Security 
 

Pete R. Flores 
Senior Official Performing the Duties of the 
Commissioner 
Customs and Border Protection 
 

Robert J. Hammer 
Acting Executive Associate Director 
Homeland Security Investigations 

 

 
Dear Acting Secretary Huffman, Mr. Flores, and Mr. Hammer:  
 

On October 10, 2023, I wrote to the Biden Administration’s Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and 
Explosives (ATF) about Project Thor, an interagency effort to disrupt and dismantle cartel networks trafficking 
firearms from the U.S. to Mexico.1  In that letter, I directly asked, “did ATF consider incorporating Project Thor 
into its current strategy to combat firearms trafficking from the U.S. to Mexico?”2  I’ve yet to receive an 
answer.  On October 30, 2023, I sent another letter to ATF requesting data and information concerning several 
reports that Mexican cartels have increased their use of unmanned aerial systems on both sides of the U.S. and 
Mexico border.  These cartels use drones to surveil U.S. law enforcement, and carry out violent attacks and 
assassinations by dropping explosives on targets in Mexico.3  On December 14, 2023, I sent another follow up 
letter to ATF requesting they explain their failure to respond to my previous letters and requested additional 
information about their efforts to combat cartel networks operating in the U.S.4  On January 5, 2024, ATF 
responded to my letters by providing heavily redacted, duplicative, and, in some cases, irrelevant records.5  The 
ATF’s answer stated that Operation Southbound is now the Justice Department’s signature initiative to prevent 
international firearms trafficking.6  It also said, “[t]his operational initiative, which builds on its intelligence-
based predecessor program, Project Thor, utilizes a whole-of-government effort to identify the networks and 
methodologies used to transport firearms from the United States to Mexico and to take law enforcement 
action.”7  Further, the ATF’s response said that, “Operation Southbound consists of nine interagency Firearms 
Trafficking Task Forces deployed in eight cities along the Southwest Border with the sole focus on making 
cases to stem the trafficking of firearms from the United States to Mexico.”8   

 
                                                        
1 Letter from Senator Charles E. Grassley to Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives (Oct. 10), 2023 
https://www.grassley.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/grassley_to_atf_-_firearms_trafficking.pdf. 
2 Letter from Senator Charles E. Grassley to Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives (Oct. 10), 2023 
https://www.grassley.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/grassley_to_atf_-_firearms_trafficking.pdf.  
3 Letter from Senator Charles E. Grassley to Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives (Oct. 30, 2024) 
https://www.grassley.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/grassley to atf - armed immigrants and drone explosives.pdf.  
4 Letter from Senator Charles E. Grassley to Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives (Dec. 14, 2023) 
https://www.grassley.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/grassley_to_atf_operation_southbound.pdf.  
5 Letter from Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives to Senator Grassley, (Jan. 5, 2024) (on file with Committee staff).  
6 Id. 
7 Id. 
8 Id. 
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On March 21, 2024, I wrote to the Biden Administration’s Justice Department, Drug Enforcement 

Administration (DEA), the Department of Homeland Security (DHS), Customs and Border Protection (CBP), 
and Homeland Security Investigation (HSI) for information about their role, support, and efforts to combat 
firearms trafficking through Project Thor and Operation Southbound.9  While the Justice Department, DEA, 
DHS, and HSI have failed to respond, CBP responded on October 22, 2024, stating that, “CBP supported the 
ATF-led Project Thor, in furtherance of CBP’s mission sets and in support of Project Thor’s stated purpose to 
identify and disrupt firearms trafficking networks until approximately mid-2021, after which CBP transitioned 
the same support to Operation Southbound.” 10  The response also says that CBP “is not able to provide 
information on the number and role of personnel that supported Project Thor or currently support Operation 
Southbound.”11  In addition, CBP noted that, at the direction of the DHS Secretary, CBP and HSI formalized 
Operation Without-a-Trace (WaT) in June 2020, which “with support from ATF, targets southbound illicit 
weapons, components and materials on the U.S. Southwest Border (SWB) flowing to Mexico-based 
transnational criminal organizations.”12 

 
The ATF’s January 2024 response indicated that Operation Southbound was intended to replace Project 

Thor as the lead initiative to combat firearms trafficking from the U.S. to Mexico.  However, legally protected 
whistleblower disclosures provided to my office show that the National Security Council (NSC) during the 
Trump administration recognized the success of Project Thor and sought to expand the program’s efforts to 
target the Jalisco New Generation Cartel (CJNG) and Sinaloa Cartel.13  These records show that Project Thor 
was not intended to be replaced and that the Firearms Trafficking Task Forces (FTTF) were operational well 
before Operation Southbound was initiated in April 2020, calling into question why Project Thor was defunded 
by the Biden-Harris administration.14  The records further show Project Thor was so successful in gathering 
intelligence, coordinating law enforcement agency investigations, and leading to cartel prosecutions, that the 
ATF and the DHS planned to use Project Thor’s “unique capabilities” to bolster their firearms trafficking 
enforcement initiatives.15  The records illustrate that Project Thor was designed to be a component of a whole of 
government approach to detect, disrupt, and dismantle cartel networks flooding Mexico with U.S. sourced 
firearms fueling their ability to flood the U.S with illegal narcotics.  Yet, the Biden-Harris administration shut it 
down.16 

 
According to unclassified legally protected whistleblower disclosures, in January 2020 the Trump 

administration’s NSC U.S. Council on Transnational Organized Crime Strategic Division (TOC-SD) held “a 
four-day symposium/planning surge for all stakeholder Departments/Agencies” concerning U.S.-Mexico border 
security with a focus on degrading the Jalisco New Generation Cartel (CJNG) and Sinaloa cartel.17  These 
records show that Project Thor, along with ATF’s Firearms Trafficking Task Forces (FTTFs) and DHS 
initiatives like WaT, were recognized as having strong potential to target and illuminate transnational criminal 
organizations weapons trafficking networks.  The FTTFs provided in the unclassified records, which are 
organized almost identical to the FTTFs in descriptions of Operation Southbound, appear to work 
simultaneously and in conjunction with Project Thor.  

                                                        
9 Letter from Senator Charles E. Grassley to the Justice Department (Mar. 21, 2024) 
https://www.grassley.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/grassley to doj - project thor1.pdf; Letter from Charles E. Grassley to the Drug Enforcement 
Administration (Mar. 21, 2024) https://www.grassley.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/grassley_to_dea_-_project_thor.pdf; Letter from Senator Charles E. 
Grassley to DHS, (Mar. 21, 2024) https://www.grassley.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/grassley_to_dhs_-_project_thor.pdf;  Letter from Senator Charles 
E. Grassley to CBP (Mar. 21, 2024) https://www.grassley.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/grassley to cbp - project thor.pdf; and Letter from Senator 
Charles E. Grassley to HSI (Mar. 21, 2024) https://www.grassley.senate.gov/imo/media/doc/grassley_to_hsi_-_project_thor.pdf.   
10 Letter from CBP to Senator Charles E. Grassley (Oct. 22, 2024) (on file with Committee staff). 
11 Id. 
12 Id. 
13 Attached enclosures. 
14 Id. 
15 Id. 
16 Id. 
17 Id. 
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The records also show that the TOC-SD plans for the next 180 days and beyond were to increase resources and 
analytical support for Project Thor and “[c]ontinue efforts to identify/illuminate Sinaloa/CJNG weapons 
trafficking networks” in the future.18  
 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
18 Id. 
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Further, other legally protected whistleblower disclosures provided to my office indicate that Project 

Thor was supposed to be used to force multiply the efforts of Operation Southbound rather than it replacing 
Project Thor.  A March 30, 2020, unclassified briefing paper on ATF’s Southwest Border Firearms Trafficking 
Strategy says that a vital part of Operation Southbound is for ATF Field Divisions to build and maintain key 
relationships with Federal Firearms Licensees (FFLs) on “trafficking trends, weapons of choice, and encourage 
information sharing to identify and disrupt the diversion of firearms.”19  Moreover, the other vital piece of 
Operation Southbound is coordination and intelligence support, which “includes the unique capability of 
Project Thor.”20  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lastly, legally protected whistleblower disclosures provided to my office show in February 2022 DHS 
officials “recommended the NSC meet with DHS and DOJ POCs leading Project THOR and Operation Without 
a Trace so they may obtain a briefing on current efforts, gain insights on the impact/limitations of those 
efforts…”21  This recommendation appears to come from a request from the NSC during the Sub-Interagency 
Small Group Policy Committee Meeting on Arms Trafficking (SubIPC) held on January 28, 2022, where NSC 
staff requested “data and information on ongoing programs like Project Thor as an input to future 
discussions.”22  The records also include an attachment to a DHS presentation on WaT showing that Project 
Thor was intended to work in conjunction and coordination with WaT and other DHS operations to combat 
firearms trafficking through a whole of government approach.23 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
19 Id. 
20 Id. 
21 Id. 
22 Id. 
23 Id. 
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In response to NSC’s briefing request, internal unclassified emails from February 2022 show that the 

ATF said DHS officials knew that “Project Thor is currently on stand-by status.”24  The email also says that 
“DEA SOD did not want Project Thor briefed to anyone without their prior approval,” and ATF officials would 
“like to make sure we [ATF] continue to abide by their guidance and to ask our Project Thor partners to do the 
same.”25 It also stated that ATF was “trying to remain in the good graces of DEA SOD regarding Project Thor 
despite the minor setbacks we’ve had over the past several months.”26  This raises questions about DEA’s role 
in Project Thor. Further, according to an unclassified official summary of the SubIPC meeting held on March 1, 
2022, it was agreed that DHS and ATF would “provide additional information on Project Thor and Operation 
Southbound and recommend any new areas of focus or modifications to ensure complementarity.”27   During 
the March 1 meeting the Justice Department “agreed to identify additional support to Project Thor with a view 
toward bolstering work on prosecutions.”28  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                        
24 Id. 
25 Id. 
26 Id. 
27 Id. 
28 Id. 
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It raises questions concerning the CBP’s response that it supported Project Thor “until approximately mid-2021, 
after which CBP transitioned the same support to Operation Southbound” when the records show DHS pushed 
for Project Thor to be briefed to the NSC in February 2022 and that the operation was supposed to receive 
additional support.   
 
 The records clearly show the Trump administration recognized the value and success of utilizing the 
unique capabilities of Project Thor to disrupt and dismantle cartel networks operating in the U.S. to traffic 
firearms to Mexico.  Project Thor was able to illuminate the firearms trafficking networks fueling cartel 
violence that allow them to operate their drug and other criminal enterprises that pose a significant risk to U.S. 
national security.  If there are questions remaining about its success, I’ve enclosed a 2019 memo and case 
synopsis of “Operation Thor’s Hammer” under Project Thor’s “Operation Nordic Giant,” which was one of the 
first cases where a cartel firearms trafficking network was identified, dismantled, and prosecuted through the 
unique capabilities of Project Thor.”29  According to a December 3, 2019, ATF email, these records were 
transmitted to American officials in the U.S. Embassy in Mexico as an example of Project Thor’s successful 
“U.S. inter-agency (ATF, SOD, USPIS, FBI, USMS, DOJ, and USAO Eastern District of Arkansas) effort to 
stem the flow of illicit weapons to the Mexican cartels.”30  According to the email, the “network had been 
operating for years, supplying hundreds of machine guns to Cartel del Noreste (CDN)” until it was identified 
and dismantled through Project Thor.31    
 

In this case, Andrew Scott Pierson, an American fugitive hiding in Mexico, was identified and 
prosecuted for operating a sophisticated firearms trafficking network for years for the CDN cartel in Nuevo 
Lardo, Mexico across the border from Laredo, Texas.32  Pierson would order members of his criminal network 
to buy firearms parts from the U.S. and traffic them to Mexico where he would assemble them for the cartels.33  
According to the memos and the December 2019 ATF email, the information gathered, analyzed, and 
disseminated through Project Thor as well as its efforts to coordinate the several investigations across multiple 
law enforcement agencies, played a critical role in dismantling Pierson’s trafficking network and substantially 
reducing the CDN’s ability to obtain firearms.34  The government must be fully transparent to the American 
people about why it eliminated Project Thor even though, based on the records obtained to-date, the program 
protected U.S. national security interests and helped to disrupt and dismantle criminal cartel networks’ access to 
firearms.   
 

Accordingly, so that Congress may conduct independent oversight, please provide answers and 
responsive documents to my previous requests and the following no later than February 11, 2025. 

 
1. A February 3, 2022, email between DHS personnel states that, “DHS PLCY recommended the NSC 

meet with those DHS and DOJ POCs leading Project THOR and Operation Without a Trace so they may 
obtain a briefing,” yet CBP’s response said that it supported Project Thor “until approximately mid-
2021.”  Did DHS or its components provide support for Project Thor after mid-2021?  If yes, explain in 
detail the support provided.   

2. Did DHS, CBP, HSI, or other DHS components disagree with the decision to defund Project Thor?  If 
yes, explain what steps were taken to continue it.  If not, explain your agency’s position. 

                                                        
29 Id. 
30 Id. 
31 Id. 
32 Beth Warren, Counterfeit Colts: How an Oklahoma man double-crossed a Mexican cartel with knockoff guns, Louisville Courier Journal (Mar. 28, 
2024) https://www.courier-journal.com/story/news/crime/2024/03/28/oklahoma-man-cons-mexican-drug-cartel-with-counterfeit-colt-
guns/72965798007/.  
33 Attached enclosures. 
34 Id. 
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3. The summary from the Sub-IPC meeting dated March 1, 2022, says that DHS, HSI, and ATF “agreed to 

provide additional information on Project Thor and Operation Southbound and recommend any new 
areas of focus or modifications to ensure complementarity.” Is this accurate? If yes, what 
recommendations were made? Provide records.35  

4. According to DHS’s WaT presentation, “Project Thor will compliment this umbrella strategy by 
developing cases and with intelligence support.”  It also says that “Network Development and Lead 
Generation” to the field would be a key output of “Information Sharing” and “Data Integration” between 
WaT, Project Thor, and other federal law enforcement partners.  Explain, in detail, Project Thor’s role in 
supporting WaT and other DHS firearms trafficking and border security efforts and WaT and DHS 
support for Project Thor. Provide all records.     

5. What effect has the elimination of Project Thor had on WaT or other DHS operations to combat firearms 
trafficking?  Explain in detail.  

In keeping with Executive Order 13526, please segregate all unclassified materials within the classified 
documents, and provide all unclassified information directly to the committee, and provide a classified 
addendum to the Office of Senate Security.  Although the committee complies with all laws and regulations 
governing the handling of classified information, it is not bound, absent its prior agreement, by any handling 
restrictions.  
 

Thank you for your prompt review and responses. If you have any questions, please contact my 
committee staff at (202) 224-7708.   

 
 

Sincerely,  
 

 
 

Charles E. Grassley 
Chairman 
Committee on the Judiciary 

 
Enclosures 

                                                        
35 “Records” include any written, recorded, or graphic material of any kind, including letters, memoranda, reports, notes, electronic data (emails, 
email attachments, and any other electronically created or stored information), calendar entries, inter-office communications, meeting minutes, 
phone/voice mail or recordings/records of verbal communications, and drafts (whether they resulted in final documents). 



From:  < @atf.gov> 
Sent: Thursday, January 9, 2020 8:18 AM 

 
To: Dixon, Ned F. < @atf.gov>; Rusk, Joshua M. <J @atf.gov> 
Cc: . < @atf.gov> 
Subject: RE: U.S. Transnational Organized Crime Implementation Planning Surge - 4 Day 
Symposium 01/21 - 01/24 - McLean, VA 
Thanks everyone. More details to follow. 

 
Resident Agent in Charge 
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives 
Tucson II Field Office 
| m:  | f:  | e: @atf.gov 

From: Dixon, Ned F. < @atf.gov> 
Sent: Thursday, January 9, 2020 6:09 AM 
To: Rusk, Joshua M. 

@atf.gov> 
Cc: . < @atf.gov>;  < @atf.gov> 
Subject: FW: U.S. Transnational Organized Crime Implementation Planning Surge - 4 Day 
Symposium 01/21 - 01/24 - McLean, VA 
Josh, 
The TOC-SD is in need of a rep from International at the symposium they are holding later this 
month. Please see the below request from , who is the FO liaison to TOC-SD. We will 
be providing multiple personnel to this as well as FO. 
V/r, 
Ned Dixon 
Deputy Chief 
Criminal Intelligence Division | OSII 
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives 
Office:  
Cell:                                                            

From: McCree, Fidel < @atf.gov> 
Sent: Thursday, January 9, 2020 8:01 AM 
To: Dixon, Ned F. < @atf.gov>;  @atf.gov> 
Subject: FW: U.S. Transnational Organized Crime Implementation Planning Surge - 4 Day 
Symposium 01/21 - 01/24 - McLean, VA 

From:  
< @atf.gov> Sent: Thursday, 
January 09, 2020 6:45 AM To: McCree, Fidel 
< @atf.gov> 
Subject: U.S. Transnational Organized Crime Implementation Planning Surge - 4 
Day Symposium 01/21 - 01/24 - McLean, VA 
Fidel- 
Quick turnaround: 
The TOC-SD is in the process of scheduling a four day symposium / planning surge for all 
stakeholder Departments/Agencies in northern Virginia less than two weeks from now 



(Tuesday, January 21 – Friday, January 24) at the  complex in McLean, 
VA. ATF is playing a large role in this effort and we’ll need representatives to attend. 
Currently the TOC-SD is compiling a list of agency leads and SMEs to attend the symposium. 
Among the 13 focus areas covered that week are several that will require ATF participation. 
The focus areas will be separated into three working groups (ATF have roles in at least two 
of 

the groups). 
The topics that require ATF participation are the following: 

• Working Group # 2 – January 21 (all day) – Intelligence, Investigations & Prosecutions (Focus 
on Weapons) 

• Working Group # 3 – January 21 (all day) – Mexican Border Security and Rule of Law 
• Working Group # 2 – January 22 (a.m.) – Border Vulnerability Assessment 
• Working Group # 2 – January 23 (all day) – Outbound Inspections 
• Working Group # 3 – January 23 (all day) – U.S. / Mexico Collaboration 
• Working Group # 2 – January 24 (a.m.) – Outbound Inspections 

There are other working groups / topics where ATF would be able to offer input (for example 
Finance-related Capacity Building and Intelligence Gathering / Sharing between Intel and LEO 
agencies) but the ones above are where we need to be participating for sure. 
We will need ATF SMEs to attend and participate in these topics. Since the topics overlap by time, we 
will need at minimum of one ATF SME/rep for each Working Group (Working Group # 2 and Working 
Group # 3). With that said, I strongly recommend having at least two ATF SMEs to participate in the 
Intel, Investigations & Prosecutions (Focus on Weapons) topic since this is definitely in our wheel 
house. 
My thoughts on potential ATF SMEs / attendees include the following: Necessary: At 
least one Project Thor representative (  or ?) OSII rep (will likely 
need a TS-SCI clearance/read-in). I’ll confirm such. 
International Rep 
At least 1 SME from the field with experience in cases involving Sinaloa and/or CNJG activities / 
AORs. 

Travel dates would be Monday, January 20th (MLK, Jr. Holiday) and Saturday, January 25th. The 
location will include free parking. I’ll work tonight on hotel possibilities for those that would be 
flying in. 

 
 

Resident Agent in Charge 
Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives Tucson 
II Field Office 
| m:  | f:  | e: @atf.gov 
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SOC CONCLUSIONS
• The U.S. Government has ongoing/emerging programs, operations, and activities with strong 

potential to target and illuminate the intelligence picture of Mexican TCO weapons trafficking 
networks

• Operation Without-A-Trace (HSI, CBP, ATF)
• Project THOR (DEA-SOD Hosted, ATF-Led, Broad IA Participation)

• Project  )
• ( )

• ATF Firearms Trafficking Task Forces (FTTFs) (ATF/HSI/CBP; State/Local)
• HSI Border Enforcement Security Task Forces (BESTs) (Broad Inter-Agency Participation)
• *HSI  (HSI)

• Integration of IC-available technologies offer strong potential to enhance U.S. Government border 
interdiction capability and, in-turn, enhance investigations and provide greater understanding of 
TOC-actors and their networks.
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SOC CONCLUSIONS
• A comprehensive cross-domain border vulnerability assessment would benefit efforts to secure the 

U.S. border at the tactical, operational, and strategic levels. To realize a quality informative 
document, the CTOC community requires additional time (< 6 months) to scope, frame, resource, 
and initiate its’ development.

• Commitment of US Secret Service (USSS) Electronic Financial Crimes Task Forces (EFCTFs) to 
provide operational cell phone/computer device exploitation for large CTOC operations across the 
IC. This also provides an opportunity to inform the LE/IC community on TOC actor use of the 
electronic domain to advance financial capabilities/efforts.

• A number of significant impediments are inhibiting the success of the CTOC community in the 
operational mission-space, including:

• Insufficient statutes
• Poor regulatory compliance of FFLs (FinCEN Form 8300s)
• Diminished prioritization of weapons-trafficking prosecutions
• Obtaining timely Mexican Provisional Arrest Warrants
• Insufficient resources due to competing national security interests
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ACTION HORIZON
• Next 180 Days

• Operation Without-A-Trace
• Introduce unique IC technical capability at select pilot POEs;
• Pilot for information exchange process:

• Integration with BESTs
• Benefit from IC technical capability integration
• Opportunity to inform LE/IC assessments

• Assess/integrate BESTs to enhance WoG operational capability
• Project THOR

• Expand efforts to identify/target Sinaloa Cartel
• Increase analytic support
• Project :

• Comprehensive "take down" in ~60 days
• Collect, exploit, assess, and disseminate information/data
• Initiate LE/IC intel assessments
• Opportunity for use of USSS Electronic Financial Crimes Task Forces (As Requested)

• Operation
• Enhance target layering of Project Thor w/ Operation Assessments via IA meeting hosted by 

DEA Intel Division
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ACTION HORIZON

• Next 180 Days
• ATF FTTFs: Task Forces IOC
• HSI BESTs: Staffing review to ensure appropriate staffing/participation
• Outbound Inspections: Introduce/integrate unique IC technical capability at select pilot POE(s)
• Border Vulnerability Assessment: Initiate WG to assess/scope/frame/identify resourcing 

requirements
• Operation :

• Comprehensive "take down" in ~60-90 days
• Opportunity for potential collaboration with USSS EFCTFs
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ACTION HORIZON
• Greater 180 Days

• Operation Without-A-Trace: (1) Develop/Integrate WoG Operational Capability
• Project THOR: (1) Continue efforts to identify/illuminate Sinaloa/CJNG weapons trafficking 

networks.
• Outbound Inspections: (1) IOC at pilot POE(s); (2) Assess program for expansion; (2) Conduct 

an assessment for all-domain enhancements
• Border Vulnerability Assessment: Develop strategic vulnerability assessment.
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identified for inspection. The Major Inspection Team (MIT) will be used to conduct focused 
inspections to generate Suspicious Activity Reports to identify potential traffickers for criminal 
investigation. 
 
ATF Headquarters 
 
Coordination and intelligence support from ATF headquarters is another vital piece to Operation 
Southbound. This includes the unique capability of Project Thor, the analytical support of the 
Criminal Intelligence Division, and the crucial role of the Mexico Country Office.  
 
Interagency Integration 
 
Headquarters personnel will leverage partnerships, to include DEA-SOD, the National Targeting 
Center, and others, for coordination amongst agencies and to provide intelligence information 
across divisional, agency, regional, and national boundaries. 
 
Operation Southbound shall work in conjunction with HSI and CBP’s “Operation Without a 
Trace” to enhance intelligence sharing and coalesce investigative resources to further identify, 
disrupt, and dismantle firearms trafficking networks supplying firearms to TCOs, who utilize 
firearms to fuel violence in the United States and abroad.  
 
Operation Southbound will advance ATF’s Strategic Goal #1: Deter Illegal Firearms 
Trafficking and Violent Gun Crime, and Strategic Goal #2: Combat Criminal Organizations. It 
also fulfills the goals of the 2017 Executive Order and the U.S. Attorney General’s Department 
of Justice Strategic Goals for 2018–2022. 



From: Tortorici, Jason M.
To:
Subject: FW: Sub-IPC re Weapons Trafficking & Mexico
Date: Tuesday, February 8, 2022 7:08:55 PM
Attachments: image001.png

220128 SOC of SubIPC Small Group on Arms Trafficking.pdf
Project THOR.pptx
WaT  NSC.pptx
image002.jpg

,
Meant to forward this email not the last one…(see email string below)

,
Unless I missed something, I know you and I did not brief Thor nor can I recall
Thor ever being mentioned by name during any of our discussions with

, the Ambo, and at the meeting at SRE. Cases under Thor
( , Pearson, etc.) were mentioned both on the USG and GoM side and
general conversation about collaborative efforts on the USG side were
obviously mentioned which Thor falls under, but I don’t recall, nor do I have
anything in my notes where Thor was specifically discussed. I’m sure HSI has
been part of numerous Thor briefings in the past and not sure if HSI had any
side meetings while in country?
Jason M. Tortorici
Deputy Chief
ATF HQ-International Affairs Division

Washington, DC 20226
Desk:
Cell: 

From:  @atf.gov> 
Sent: Tuesday, February 8, 2022 6:19 PM
To:  @atf.gov>; Tortorici, Jason M. @atf.gov>
Cc:  < @atf.gov>
Subject: FW: Sub-IPC re Weapons Trafficking & Mexico
Good Afternoon Gentlemen,
Please see attached documents and chain of emails below. I spoke to HSI SA  who advised
that DHS recently approached GOM to discuss their firearm trafficking efforts and DHS believed we



(ATF) should also participate in the brief. SA  wanted to provide me, as the ATF Rep for
Project Thor, with notice that the request may be coming from the “higher ups.” SA  is the
HSI Rep for Project Thor and is aware that Project Thor is currently on stand-by status.
Additionally, SA  asked if there was a more up to date Project Thor PowerPoint available. I
told him we did not have a more current PPT and informed him that DEA SOD did not want Project
Thor briefed to anyone without their prior approval. SA  understood and made mention that
he read an AAR from the firearms trafficking summit in Mexico with GOM two weeks ago, that
Project Thor was mentioned (briefed?) several times.
Jason,
I know you said that Project Thor was not mentioned in any of the meetings you attended down in
Mexico a couple of weeks ago. Can you advise if the forum lent itself to “closed door” meetings
between USG agencies (DHS Components) and GOM where Project Thor could have been discussed?
As you know, we’re trying to remain in the good graces of DEA SOD regarding Project Thor despite
the minor setbacks we’ve had over the past several months. I’d like to make sure we continue to
abide by their guidance and to ask our Project Thor partners to do the same.
Please let me know if you have any questions.
Thank you,

Special Agent
ATF / OSII-CID
DEA/SOD Staff Coordinator
Cell: 
Desk: 
Email: @atf.gov

From:  < @ice.dhs.gov> 
Sent: Tuesday, February 8, 2022 3:33 PM
To:  < @atf.gov>
Cc:  < @ice.dhs.gov>
Subject: [EXTERNAL] FW: Sub-IPC re Weapons Trafficking & Mexico

,
As discussed, see below and see if this is something we can work together moving forward. Feel free
to call us if there are any issues, questions or concerns. Be safe brother

From:  < @ice.dhs.gov>
Date: Friday, Feb 04, 2022, 3:45 PM
To:  < @ice.dhs.gov>, 

@cbp.dhs.gov>,  < @cbp.dhs.gov>
Subject: RE: Sub-IPC re Weapons Trafficking & Mexico
WaT Team,
See below tasking from DHS and attached. These presentations attached were previously used to
brief the National Security Council (NSC). As you can read below, the NSC is soon going to request a
meeting with HSI/CBP & ATF to discuss current efforts, gain insights on the impact/limitations of
those efforts, allow those discussions to illuminate gaps that exist within the USG/Mexico, and
determine if NSC-process or policy initiatives may address those gaps. Lets collaborate together to



update the WaT PP and ask ATF nicely if they can update theirs, although we are in no position to
make them comply. If that’s the case, we will report so. I know Thor is currently going through some
restructuring.
Thank you,

 | Section Chief
Homeland Security Investigations
National Targeting Center – Investigations (NTC-I)
Passenger, Cargo & Prohibited Items Section
È: 
* @ice.dhs.gov

From:  < @ice.dhs.gov> 
Sent: Friday, February 4, 2022 2:55 PM
To:  < @ice.dhs.gov>
Subject: FW: Sub-IPC re Weapons Trafficking & Mexico
This one is important….Can you get with CBP to update the WaT and see if you can work with ATF to
get theirs updated?

, Unit Chief 
NTC-I Homeland Security Investigations
Cell: 

Warning: This email and any attachments are UNCLASSIFIED//FOR OFFICIAL USE ONLY (U//FOUO). It
contains information that may be exempt from public release under the Freedom of Information Act
(5 U.S.C. 552). It is to be controlled, stored, handled, transmitted, distributed, and disposed of in
accordance with DHS policy relating to FOUO information and is not to be released to the public or
other personnel who do not have a valid "need-to-know" without prior approval of an authorized
DHS official. No portion of this email should be furnished to the media, either in written or verbal
form. If you are not an intended recipient or believe you have received this communication in error,
please do not print, copy, retransmit, disseminate, or otherwise use this information. Please inform
the sender that you received this message in error and delete the message from your system.

From:  < @ice.dhs.gov> 
Sent: Friday, February 4, 2022 2:41 PM
To:  < @ice.dhs.gov>
Subject: FW: Sub-IPC re Weapons Trafficking & Mexico
I imagine you have this covered??
Thanks

Unit Chief / (A) Division Chief
Public Safety & Border Security
Homeland Security Investigations
Washington, D.C.

From:  < @ice.dhs.gov> 
Sent: Friday, February 4, 2022 2:39 PM
To:  < @ice.dhs.gov>; 



<S @ice.dhs.gov>
Subject: FW: Sub-IPC re Weapons Trafficking & Mexico
Let’s not forget to update this…

From:  @ice.dhs.gov> 
Sent: Thursday, February 3, 2022 4:15 PM
To:  @ice.dhs.gov>
Cc:  < @ice.dhs.gov>
Subject: FW: Sub-IPC re Weapons Trafficking & Mexico
Hi , please see below. Are you in a position to facilitate any updates for … thanks
Regards,

From:  < @hq.dhs.gov> 
Sent: Thursday, February 3, 2022 9:21 AM
To:  < @ice.dhs.gov>
Cc:  @HQ.DHS.GOV>;  < @HQ.DHS.GOV>;

 < @HQ.DHS.GOV>
Subject: Sub-IPC re Weapons Trafficking & Mexico
Hi there!
Well, this ( = me contacting you regarding CTOC efforts) didn’t take long 
Last week, DHS PLCY participated in a Sub-IPC on weapons trafficking and Mexico. While DOJ led
most of the conversation, DHS PLCY recommended the NSC meet with those DHS and DOJ POCs
leading Project THOR and Operation Without a Trace so they may obtain a briefing on current
efforts, gain insights on the impact/limitations of those efforts, allow those discussions to illuminate
gaps that exist within the USG/Mexico, and determine if NSC-process or policy initiatives may
address those gaps. I am certain this baseline of knowledge can be obtained in one meeting with the
Project THOR and Operation Without a Trace teams.
Before the NSC begins coordinating this briefing in response to the last bullet of the Sub-IPC SOC, I
wanted to share the attached—which were power point presentations that HSI, CBP, and ATF
created for a previous NSC project on this very issue. Rather than reinventing the wheel, I was
hoping we could update the presentations to ensure they reflect the current focus and
recommendations. FYSA,  was the HSI POC and  was the ATF POC. Would
it be possible for the HSI team to take point on updating these presentations? If there is a more
efficient way to do this or a different way-forward that would be more helpful, please let me know.
Feel free to call me, if you would like to discuss this further. I can make myself available at your
convenience.
Thanks so much in advance!

Senior Advisor on Transnational Organized Crime
Office of Strategy, Policy, & Plans | Department of Homeland Security
Gov iPhone: 
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Summary of Conclusions for Sub-Interagency Small Group Policy Committee Meeting on 
Arms Trafficking 

Friday, January 28, 2022 
Time:  2:00 p.m. to 3:00 p.m.  

Location:  Zoom for Government 
 
(U) Participants: 
DOJ  
ATF 
FBI 
DEA 
DHS 

HSI 
CBP 
ODNI 
CIA 
State/WHA 

State/INL 
US Embassy Mexico City 
NSC Staff: #CTC, 
#LEGAL 

 
(U) It was discussed or agreed that:  
 
• (SBU//FOUO) NSC Staff outlined the scope and priorities of the Sub-IPC process, 

including to facilitate U.S. Department and Agency (D/A) coordination on arms 
trafficking, address bottlenecks and constraints, and ensure a targeted list of prioritized 
high-level asks for Mexico.  NSC Staff underscored that the process would complement 
operational work done on arms trafficking under the Bicentennial Framework for Security 
as well as ongoing dialogue between Department of Justice (DOJ) and Mexican 
counterparts. 
 

• (SBU//FOUO) DOJ provided a readout of recent engagement in Mexico City, and noted 
the need to continue focusing on extraditions and indictment of key facilitators of arms 
trafficking in the United States.   

 
• (SBU//FOUO) The Department of State Bureau of International Narcotics and Law 

Enforcement noted that its work in Mexico was focused on interdiction, prosecution, and 
professionalization, and highlighted an opportunity to focus on border infrastructure.  
Other D/As noted constraints within Mexico, such as lack of tracing data, lack of 
information sharing at the local level, lack of targeting technology, and not enough 
resources for southbound inspections.  D/As pointed to resource and legal constraints with 
the U.S. Government that hampered their ability to effectively prosecute and detect 
Mexico-bound weapons trafficking. 

 
• (U//FOUO) Select D/As will provide a list of policy priorities and constraints faced by 

their agencies, both within the United States and with respect to Mexico.  NSC Staff will 
send a separate list of guiding questions to shape responses, and will reference issues 
raised by the February 2021 GAO Report entitled “Firearms Trafficking: U.S. Efforts to 
Disrupt Gun Smuggling into Mexico Would Benefit from Additional Data and Analysis.” 
(Action: NSC will send questions by February 4; D/As respond by COB February 
18)   
 

• (U//FOUO) D/As discussed a potential focus on military-grade weapons as a way to hone 
efforts.  The Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives (ATF), in 
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coordination with appropriate partners, will provide additional background on technical 
terminology to inform the discussion. (Action: ATF, DOJ by February 11)   

 
• (U//FOUO) NSC Staff will reach out to law enforcement partners to obtain baseline 

data and information on ongoing programs like Project Thor as an input to future 
discussions. (Action: NSC Staff, by February 4). 
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(U) Summary of Conclusions for  
Sub-IPC on Arms Trafficking to Canada and Mexico 

Tuesday, March 1, 2022  
9:00-10:20 am 

EEOB 445 
(U) Participants: 
 
ATF  
CBP  
DHS  
DOJ       
DIA  

HSI 
State    
USCTOC-SD    
USPIS  
DPC 

  
(U) It was discussed or agreed that: 
 

• (U//FOUO) NSC Staff provided an overview on U.S. Departments’ and Agencies’ (D/A) 
responses to questions on constraints to combatting arms trafficking, existing programs, 
and priorities along the U.S. northern and southern borders.  Based on those submissions, 
NSC Staff identified three key areas of constraints: legal/regulatory, resource, and 
data/information sharing.  
 

• (U//FOUO) Based on D/A feedback, NSC Staff, in coordination with the Domestic 
Policy Council, will propose a work plan to tackle specific constraints and address 
identified operational and information-sharing gaps. (Action: NSC Staff, by March 14) 
 

• (U//FOUO) Embassy Mexico City and Embassy Ottawa described recent trends and each 
country’s perspective on the issue of arms trafficking.  Embassy Mexico City will collate 
a list of actions we would like the Government of Mexico to undertake regarding arms 
trafficking, in coordination with existing processes under the U.S.-Mexico Bicentennial 
Framework for Security, Public Health, and Safe Communities.  (Action: State, by 
March 8) 
 

• (U//FOUO) Embassy Ottawa described constraints and current engagement regarding 
arms trafficking in Canada, and agreed to provide responses to diagnostic questions as 
laid out in the January 28 Summary of Conclusions, with a goal of identifying requests to 
make of Canada in advance of the Cross-Border Crime Forum. (Action: State, by 
March 14) 
 

• (U//FOUO) The Department of Homeland Security (DHS) Homeland Security 
Investigations (HSI) and the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms, and Explosives 
(ATF) agreed to provide additional information on Project Thor and Operation 
Southbound and recommend any new areas of focus or modifications to ensure 
complementarity.  The Department of Justice (DOJ) also agreed to identify additional 
support to Project Thor with a view toward bolstering work on prosecutions.  Agencies 
should report progress to NSC Staff. (Action: HSI, ATF, and DOJ, by March 8) 
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• (U//FOUO) DHS agreed to identify specifics about what additional cargo information is 

needed and how the United States or Mexico would benefit from that information. 
(Action: DHS, by March 11) 
 

• (U//FOUO) The Export Enforcement Coordination Center (E2C2) noted its role as the 
primary forum for enforcement and intelligence agencies to coordinate, reconcile, and 
enhance export enforcement.  E2C2 will provide the NSC with additional information on 
its process and how it might be leveraged to include conventional weapons and weapons 
parts exported to Mexico and Canada. (Action: E2C2, by March 8) 
 

 



From: Creamer, John S (Mexico City) < @state.gov>
Sent: Wednesday, December 4, 2019 12:32 PM
To: Landau, Christopher (Mexico City)
Cc:
Subject: FW: Operation Thor's Hammer case information for the Ambassador
Attachments: Thor's Hammer Case Summary.pdf; Thor's Hammer US Ambassador memo.docx

Amb, 

I am forwarding to you the attached follow up information on Operation Thor which  received from his 
colleagues how briefed you two weeks ago. 

Regards,  

John 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
-------------------------------------------------------- 

Sir, 

It was an honor to brief you two weeks ago on our counter-firearms proliferation initiative, Project Thor. 
Thank you very much for taking your time to meet with us.  

As a follow up to our discussion regarding Thor, I am sending you a memo and case synopsis from Senior 
Litigation Counsel  regarding  work on a firearms trafficking network, Operation Thor’s 
Hammer. Through its unique capabilities, this is one of the networks that Project Thor identified, dismantled, 
and is prosecuting. This network had been operating for years, supplying hundreds of machine guns to Cartel 
del Noreste (CDN). I thought it would be a helpful reference for you and your office as an example of a 
successful, ongoing U.S. inter-agency (ATF, SOD, USPIS, FBI, USMS, DOJ, and USAO Eastern District of 
Arkansas) effort to stem the flow of illicit weapons to the Mexican cartels.  

We look forward to seeing you again when we visit in February. Please let me know if we at Thor can be of any 
further assistance to you and your office. 

Sincerely, 
 









Thor’s Hammer – Case Summary 

This case is related to SOD Operation Nordic Giant – Project Thor that addresses trafficking of designated 
defense articles (gun parts) to Mexico for manufacture into weapons for the cartels.  

The Eastern District of Arkansas (EDAR) has a direct link to this trafficking through an individual’s 
receipt of counterfeit Colt 80% lowers for cerakoting in May 2017. This individual recognized 
immediately that the parts he received were counterfeit and contacted law enforcement. The 80% receivers 
were traced to an organization operating out of Laredo, Texas whose members were transporting various 
firearm parts to Andrew Scott PIERSON in Mexico. PIERSON assembled the parts into functioning 
automatic weapons and sold the weapons to the CDN and CJNG cartels.  

On December 3, 2018, PIERSON was arrested by Mexican police, taken to the border crossing, and given 
an option to surrender himself to US authorities (knowing he had an outstanding arrest warrant from 2014 
in the Northern District of OK), or be taken into Mexican custody. PIERSON elected to turn himself in 
on his arrest warrant.  After surrendering on the US side, PIERSON gave a recorded interview in which 
he admitted to ordering and receiving firearm parts from the United States and manufacturing automatic 
weapons in Mexico that were sold to the cartels.   

On March 5, 2019, an indictment charging PIERSON with conspiracy to traffic in counterfeit goods was 
presented and returned. PIERSON waived bond and remains in custody.  

The narrative below summarizes the background for the September, 2019 Superseding Indictment 
charging: 

1. Conspiracy to Traffic in Counterfeit Goods (Title 18, United States Code, Sections 2320, and 
371) 
 

2. Attempt and Conspiracy to Violate the Arms Export Control Act (AECA) (Title 22, Code of 
Federal Regulations, Parts 120-130, Title 22, United States Code, Section 2778; Title 18, United 
States Code, Section 2). 
 

3. Attempt and Conspiracy to Violate the Foreign Narcotics Kingpin Designation Act (Title 31, 
Code of Federal Regulations, Parts 598.203, 598.204, and 598.701; Title 21, United States Code, 
Sections 1904 and 1906; and Title 18, United States Code, Sections 2 and 3551 et seq). 

 
EVIDENCE OF TRAFFICKING IN COUNTERFEIT GOODS AND VIOLATION OF THE 
ARMS CONTROL EXPORT ACT (AECA) 
 
December 15, 2006, PIERSON was convicted of three felony charges in the Eastern District of New York 
related to the unlawful importation of ketamine.   

October 30, 2013, PIERSON participated in an online conversation in which he remarked, “You helped 
me make a decision on the size collets I want for my g0704.”  “g0704” refers to a Grizzly Industrial Model 
G0704 milling machine, which is a piece of industrial equipment that can be used to finish incomplete 
firearm frames.  (Note:  A “collet” is a metal sleeve used to grip the shaft of a rotating bit in a router, 
milling machine, or similar type of industrial equipment.) 



In or around June 2014, ATF Special Agents assigned to the Tulsa, Oklahoma Field Office discovered 
that PIERSON made 221 purchases from an on-line website that included machinegun parts, AR-15/M-
16 Drilling Jig Fixtures used to convert semi-automatic rifles into automatic weapons, and AR-15 80% 
lower receivers.  PIERSON had these items shipped to his mother, Betty Cook KENDALL (KENDALL), 
in Jay, Oklahoma, who in turn shipped them to Maria ALMENDAREZ (M. ALMENDAREZ) at  

 Laredo, Texas 78046. 

In November 2014, PIERSON was indicted for violations of Title 18 United States Code, Section 
922(g)(1), and the United States District Court for the Northern District of Oklahoma issued a warrant 
for his arrest.  PIERSON became a fugitive from justice and was unable to be located beginning in 
November 2014 and continuing until December 10, 2018. 

On or about August 1, 2017, United States Postal Inspection Service (USPIS) Inspector  and 
ATF SA  interviewed  (hereafter confidential source (CS 1)).  CS 1 said 
he/she was previously employed by Colt Manufacturing Company (Colt).  He/she presently owns and 
operates a business in the Eastern District of Arkansas applying “cerakote” coating to firearms, and he/she 
advertises this service on eBay.1  CS 1 said that in late May 2017, he/she began receiving messages from 
an individual (later identified as   through eBay inquiring 
about the cost of applying cerakote to ten unfinished, 80% complete, AR-15-type firearm lower receivers.2  

                                                           
1 Cerakote is a ceramic-based finish often used to protect firearms from rust and corrosion.   
 

2 As 80% receivers are not fully machined, they are generally not considered to be firearms under federal law.  The 
photograph below depicts 80% AR-15 type lower receivers with areas identified for engraving: 

 

 





















 

TRADING IN COUNTERFIET GOODS – COUNT 1 

Ordering of Counterfeit Colt Lowers 

To confirm the counterfeit Colt lowers received by CS 1 in June 2017, on February 20, 2019, SA  
and Insp.  traveled to CAN and obtained a  search warrant for “the Engraver” who sent the original 
Colt lowers to CS 1 in Arkansas. The information below pertains to “the Engraver,” who is  
of . 

 
On or about January 7, 2019, SA  used the Internet to visit the webpage for  
(www. .com), “the Engraver” who forwarded the counterfeit Colt lowers to CS 1 in May 2017.  
The home page for the website contained a photograph of a Tormach 1100M, “Starter Package,” mill.  
The home page also stated the following: 

 
“Our main products are custom engraved 80 % lower receivers…” 
 
“I’m selling AR 80% lowers from 7075 aluminum forgings for $125.00 each with 
engraving on the left side only, or $149.00 each with engraving on both sides.” 

 

The below photograph is on the website’s home page: 

 

 

 







On January 28, 2019, SA  carried the package to the Arkansas State Crime Laboratory (ASCL) to be 
processed for fingerprints, however no viable fingerprints could be located. The package contained three 
(3) 80% complete AR-type lower receivers.  Each 80% lower receiver had a “First Navy Jack” engraved 
on the right side.  On the left side of each 80% lower receiver was engraved a Colt emblem and trademark 
in the area of the magazine well, and read “PROPERTY OF U.S. GOVT M4A1 CARBINE CAL. 
5.56MM.”  In the fire control area on each receiver was engraved “COLT DEFENSE HARTFORD, 
CONN U.S.A.”  The serial numbers on the lower receiver were , , and .   

 

 

On February 20, 2019, a document search warrant for  was obtained and executed.   
 was cooperative and admitted to manufacturing the counterfeit Colt lowers.  provided all 

documentation he had regarding the specific order by  in this case. No further charges 
are being pursued on  in this district. He is considered a witness in the PIERSON case. 

ARMS EXPORT CONTROL ACT (AECA) – COUNTS 2 AND 3 
 

The Arms Export Control Act (AECA) prohibits exporting defense articles without a license. See 22 
U.S.C. § 2778(b)(2).  It also makes it a crime to willfully violate any provision of 22 U.S.C. § 2778 or any 
regulation promulgated thereunder, see id. § 2778(c), including the International Traffic in Arms 
Regulations, 22 C.F.R., Parts 120-130.  The ITAR prohibits both exporting a defense article without a 
license, see 22 C.F.R. § 127.1(a)(1), and conspiring with others to do so, see id. § 127.1.  The elements of 
each offense are included below.  Because of the number of potential defendants in this matter, please 
refer to the charts in Attachment A for analysis on the evidence on each element and potential defendant.   

To summarize Attachment A, there is sufficient evidence for the following AECA charges: 

• One substantive AECA count for PIERSON.  
• One ITAR conspiracy charge under AECA for PIERSON, M. ALMENDAREZ,  

 QUIROZ, CALDERON, Enrrique OLIVAS, and Betty Joann 
KENDALL for the apparent agreement to straw-purchase the firearms parts, smuggle them 
across the border, and facilitate those actions by, among other things, smuggling cash in 
the opposite direction and depositing it into U.S.-based bank accounts.   
 

SUBSTANTIVE COUNT AGAINST PIERSON – COUNT 3 
 











 
 

7. ATF Attachés sent numerous photographs of AR-type rifle lower receivers, including 0276. Photo 
0278 shows three unfinished AR lower receivers in several stages of completion, each one increasing 
the area that the fire control mechanism is “milled” out of the receiver. Photo 0279 shows the fire 
control area in the early stages of being “milled out,” while the next AR lower receiver shows this area 
cut away with holes drilled to hold the fire control mechanism in place. Photo 0285 shows two 
anodized AR lower receivers finished but with rough areas. Photo 0290 shows an unfinished receiver 
in which the fire control area has only received initial milling, while photo 0294 shows a completed 
AR lower receiver. 
 

 
 

8. ATF Attachés sent photographs numerous parts used in AK-type rifles, such as photo 0392. They also 
sent photos of M203-type grenade launch tubes, such as photo 0399, 0403 and 0405. Photo 0416 
shows numerous AK-type receivers, which can be folded into to place by the hydraulic press machines 
located with the other equipment. The volume of these parts shows that PIERSON was manufacturing 
firearms, not just obtaining parts for his personal use. 
 










