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Scathing watchdog report criticizes
DEA’s use of confidential informants
Emily Gray Brosious 

September 29, 2016 12:43 PM CT

(Photo credit: Eric Kayne/Getty Images)

________________________________________________________

A report issued Thursday, September 29, by the Justice Department’s Office of the
Inspector General (OIG) sharply criticizes the Drug Enforcement Administration’s use
of confidential sources and highlights numerous serious concerns about of the
agency’s Confidential Source Program.

The DEA considers confidential informants “critical to its pursuit of illegal narcotics
trafficking,” but the agency does not adequately supervise or evaluate such sources,
which fails to comply with attorney general guidelines on their use, according to the
watchdog report.

This is problematic because confidential sources’ motivations for working with the
DEA may not have anything to do with fighting crime or illuminating truthful activities.
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DEA may not have anything to do with fighting crime or illuminating truthful activities.
Informants can be motivated by financial gain and avoiding personal punishment,
which makes careful oversight of their use particularly important.

But according to the OIG’s report, DEA headquarters have not been providing
adequate oversight of field offices’ use of confidential informants, nor has it been
providing oversight about how payments to sources are handled or whether those
payments are appropriate, reasonable and justified.

This problematic lack of oversight is compounded by the sheer volume of confidential
informants the DEA uses.

According to the report, the DEA had over 18,000 active confidential sources assigned
to domestic offices between Oct. 1, 2010 and Sept. 30, 2015. Approximately $237
million in payments for information or services was paid out to over 9,000 confidential
informants during that time period.

“We found that the DEA did not adequately oversee payments to its sources, which
exposes the DEA to an unacceptably increased potential for fraud, waste, and abuse,
particularly given the frequency with which DEA offices utilize and pay confidential
sources,” the report explains.

The DEA Intelligence Division was unable to provide the inspector general with an
itemized list of total payments to confidential sources. The IG’s own review of DEA
records estimates the agency paid more than $30 million to sources who provided
narcotics-related information and helped with law enforcement operations between
Oct. 1, 2010, and Sept. 30, 2015. And $25 million of that went to just nine sources.

The report also unearths incidences where the DEA violated its policy of prohibiting
the continued use or payment of sources who are deactivated due to an arrest warrant
or committing a serious offense.

“In one case, the DEA reactivated a confidential source who previously provided false
testimony in trials and depositions. During the approximate 5-year period of
reactivation, this source was used by 13 DEA field offices and paid $469,158,” the
report says.

Based on its review of DEA confidential source data, the OIG estimates the agency
paid approximately $9.4 million to over 800 deactivated sources between fiscal years
2011 and 2015.

The inspector general also discovered the DEA has failed to properly document the
information provided by confidential sources, which makes it nearly impossible to
examine these sources’ reliability or whether or not they regularly provided useful
information. It is also impossible to know whether information acted upon by DEA
agents led to successful identification of criminals or resulted in regular interrogations
of innocent civilians.

“We are deeply concerned about this inability to assess source reliability, which
seriously impairs DEA’s ability to oversee and manage the activity of these sources and
the Confidential Source Program overall,” the OIG report states.

The inspector general expressed extreme concern about the discovery that the DEA
condones its own confidential sources to use “sub-sources,” who are people a source
recruits and pays for services and information. The report says the DEA has no
controls, policies or working procedures in place for use or interactions with these
“sub-sources.”

The OIG points out that when the DEA allows its sources to utilize “sub-sources”
without oversight, it increases the chances that these sources may be engaging in
illegal activity on behalf of the DEA. This unauthorized practice of “sub-sourcing” also
puts sources and others in potentially harmful situations, and exposes the DEA and
Department of Justice to serious liability.

The report concludes with a series of recommendations, which the DEA reportedly
expressed “a commitment to improve.”
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expressed “a commitment to improve.”
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View gallery:

2016 U.S. drug prisoner statistics
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