CHAPTER 12


MARIJUANNA SEIZED

By Ian Hanigan

Staff Writer 

DOWNEY ( Federal agents seized more than 3 tons of marijuana from a Downey home on Tuesday and arrested a dozen people nationwide to cap a sweeping 18-month investigation of an international drug smuggling ring. 

The FBI confiscated about 4 tons of marijuana from several homes in the Los Angeles area, but most of it had been stashed in the living room and two bedrooms of the two-story house on the corner of Barlin Avenue and Cheyenne Street, according to FBI spokeswoman Laura Bosley. 

Hours after the morning raid, nearby residents said it had been several months since they last saw tenants of the peach, stucco dwelling, which is located less than a block from Ward Elementary School. But two neighbors said lights and a television set turned on every night at about the same time, as if set on an automatic timer. 

"Every day, I would never see anybody," said one nearby resident, who declined to give his name. "But every night, the lights came on." 

The investigation, dubbed "Operation Jaguar," was conducted by the FBI and the Inland Regional Narcotics Enforcement Team. It began in July 2000 when an Indianapolis area shipping company reported several suspicious boxes with a Los Angeles-based shipping company identified on their labels. The FBI searched the boxes and discovered about 500 pounds of marijuana. 

An inquiry in Los Angeles revealed that Jose Manuel Barraza Jr., also known as "Junior," used the local shipping company to transport large amounts of marijuana to New York, Indianapolis, Nashville and Miami, according an FBI statement. 

A federal indictment accuses Barraza of paying workers to operate "stash houses" ( like the one in Downey ( to store and pack marijuana that was supplied from Mexico. Once packed, the drug was shipped or trucked to destinations throughout the United States. Couriers would deliver the proceeds back to Los Angeles, where they would be sent to Mexico. 

Agents believe the ring has ties to Ismael Zambada, an alleged drug lord who authorities say is poised to replace Tijuana's Ramon Arellano Felix, who was recently killed. 

"This organization has been distributing marijuana for some of the significant cartel members in the northern part of Mexico, and we hope this investigation will lead us into other areas that we're looking at," FBI Agent Richard Garcia said. 

Seventeen people were named in Tuesday's indictment. 

The bureau said more than 10 tons of marijuana, 41 kilograms of cocaine and more than $1 million in drug proceeds have been seized from Barraza's organization during its investigation. Seven additional people had been taken into custody prior to Tuesday's arrests. 

The commotion in Downey started at about 6 a.m., when FBI agents broke down the door at on the 12000 block of Barlin Avenue and began removing dozens of large pallets wrapped in green plastic. By late afternoon, only a few large pieces of wood used to board up a hole-riddled front door and a broken upstairs window served as evidence of the raid. 

Neighbors said tenants moved into the home over the summer, but were seldom seen in recent months. Property records show the home was built in 2000 and purchased in April for $330,000 by a couple not listed in the federal indictment. 

"The first two months, there were people there," said Fred Jones, who lives across the street. "They weren't friendly, though. They didn't talk." 

Jones, 52, said he always assumed the lights and television set were on an automatic timer because they turned on at the same time each evening, despite the apparent absence of occupants. 

"I haven't seen anybody there for months," he said. 
