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Tactical Intelligence: Techniques 
for Smuggling Cash Across  
the Border

The criminal use of systems such 
as hawala does not imply that large 
amounts of cash don’t continue to 
be smuggled across the border. At 
the tactical level, intelligence must 
be specific enough to enable officers 
to understand and identify indica-
tors of money-smuggler behavior in 
time to do something about it. For 
ICE and CBP personnel at the bor-
der and state and local law enforce-
ment in the border area, the 
indicators must be observable and 
concrete so that possible perpetra-
tors can be identified and detained 
before they pass through. Note that 
we are now playing defense—CBP 
seeking out and destroying the 
threat in real time. These agents are 

in place on the border and have to stop the 24/7/365 threat from crossing into 
the United States.

In 2009, ICE officially launched the national Bulk Cash Smuggling Center 
(BCSC) to combat such movement of illicit proceeds across international bor-
ders.22 The BCSC targets transnational criminal organizations seeking to repa-
triate illicit proceeds using commercial and private aircraft and vehicles, 
maritime vessels, and pedestrians crossing U.S. borders with Mexico and 
Canada. The BCSC provides real-time tactical intelligence to federal, state, and 
local officers involved in enforcement and interdiction actions by examining 
evidence obtained at our borders, during traffic interdictions, and through 
other law enforcement operations.

For example, the following is a very short tactical intelligence report based on 
a simple case of currency seizure. The brief description and its associated photos 
constitute a tactical intelligence product because they show a method for the 
illegal transport of currency over the border. You can see how the photos could 
help CBP officers around the country identify similar illicit activity. Every year, 
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This case study on money laundering pro-
vides an example of the impact of competing 
bureaucratic goals on the conduct of home-
land security. Law enforcement is all about 
putting the bad guys in jail. Intelligence is 
focused on collecting information on who the 
bad guys are and who they work with. So if 
intelligence officers locate a money launder-
ing operation, their instinct is to wait and 
watch and find out the full range of custom-
ers coming to have their funds laundered. 
Law enforcement officers want to arrest the 
money launderers and put them in jail. What 
types of problems is this difference in goals 
going to create? Can you think of other 
examples? Is there an approach to deciding 
how to reconcile these competing priorities?




