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Task Force Investigation Targets Leadership of MS-13, including 
Former Top ‘Shot-Caller’ of L.A. Faction, a Dozen ‘Shot-Callers’ who 

Supervised Cliques and Three Members Accused of Murder 
 

Three-Year Investigation Leads to Federal Charges against 44 Defendants, including 
nearly Three Dozen Named in Racketeering Indictment Targeting Gang Leadership 

 
 LOS ANGELES – Capping a nearly three-year investigation, federal, state and 
local law enforcement authorities this morning took into custody a total of 21 members 
and associates of Mara Salvatrucha, a transnational criminal street gang commonly 
called MS-13 that was formed in Los Angeles about 30 years ago. 

Those arrested today by members of the Los Angeles Metropolitan Task Force 
on Violent Gangs (LAMTFVG) are among 44 defendants who face federal charges, 
including the former head of the entire gang in Los Angeles and 12 senior leaders of the 
gang, who led a majority of the gang’s cliques in the Los Angeles region. These dozen 
high-ranking gang members had formed a de facto leadership council for the gang – a 
committee that was needed because no one person was willing to take on the top role 
in the wake of ongoing scrutiny by law enforcement. 

A racketeering indictment charges three MS-13 members for murders they 
committed in connection with the gang’s activities. These murders were solved as a 
result of the LAMTFVG investigation and its partnership with LAPD Olympic Division 
Homicide detectives. 

Carlos Alfredo Cardoza Lopez, also known as “Little Boy,” 23, faces a violent 
crime in aid of racketeering (VICAR) murder charge for allegedly fatally shooting an 
innocent bystander who was confronted on August 15, 2015 inside the gang-controlled 
Little San Salvador Nightclub and Restaurant on North Western Avenue. A friend of the 
murder victim was also stabbed during the attack.  

Two other MS-13 members – Samuel Alexander Paredes Rivas, also known as 
“Blacky,” 39, and Joffri Molina, also known as “Espia,” 24 – are also charged with 
VICAR murder. Rivas is accused of murdering a man on August 30, 2015 at a strip mall 
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in Pacoima. Molina is accused of murdering a man on September 27, 2015 on street in 
North Hollywood. 

Lopez, Rivas and Molina are eligible for the death penalty if found guilty of the 
murder offenses. Prosecutors will decide whether to seek the death penalty at a later 
date. 

 “This gang is responsible for murders – both of rival gangsters and innocent 
bystanders – as well as drug dealing and extortion in many communities in the Los 
Angeles area,” said Acting United States Attorney Sandra R. Brown. “With thousands of 
members here in the Southland, the gang’s power is widespread – power which it 
maintains with severe acts of violence. Today’s charges and arrests, however, will deal 
a critical blow to the top leadership of this criminal organization and will significantly 
improve safety in neighborhoods across this region.” 

“This case has targeted the leadership and most violent actors of the MS-13 
street gang in Los Angeles, as well as MS-13’s links to the Mexican Mafia,” said Deirdre 
Fike, the Assistant Director in Charge of the FBI’s Los Angeles Field Office. “This 
operation will have a significant impact on this violent gang and their overall ability to 
maintain control over law-abiding citizens.” 

“This operation is a powerful example of the significant impact partnerships play 
in law enforcement,” said Los Angeles Police Chief Charlie Beck. “The successful arrest 
of these individuals was only possible because a wide range of agencies collaborated 
with each other, based on information gleaned from countless investigation hours and 
tips provided by people who could trust our police officers, regardless of their 
immigration status.” 

At the center of today’s takedown is a 41-count racketeering indictment that 
charges 34 members and associates of MS-13. The indictment, which alleges violations 
of the federal Racketeer Influence and Corrupt Organizations (RICO) Act, outlines the 
gang’s organizational structure, its affiliation with the Mexican Mafia prison gang, and its 
strict set of rules and punishment. The 127-page indictment describes how MS-13 uses 
violence and intimidation in an effort to maintain its power and control narcotics 
trafficking. 

The lead defendant in the RICO indictment is Jose Balmore Romero, also known 
as “Porky,” 43, who in 2013 and 2014 was the overall shot-caller for MS-13 Los 
Angeles. The indictment alleges that, as the leader of the gang, Balmore oversaw MS-
13’s drug trafficking activities, coordinated the collection of extortionate “taxes” and 
“rent,” some of which was then distributed to Mexican Mafia members who oversaw 
MS-13. Balmore also allegedly conducted and attended gang meetings, where he 
disseminated orders, including authorizing the “jumping in” of new members and the 
assault of members who were in bad standing. Balmore has been in local custody since 
February 2015, when the LAMTFVG arrested him for ordering a gang-related murder. 



In addition to narcotics trafficking and violent crimes, members of MS-13 also 
allegedly engaged in a wide range of criminal conduct that includes the extortion of 
street-level drug dealers and innocent business owners who were threatened with death 
if they did not make payments to the gang. The gang also operates illegal after-hours 
clubs where it generates profits from gambling and illegal narcotics and alcohol sales. 

“This gang uses coercion and intimidation while inflicting horrific violence in the 
neighborhoods where they operate,” said ATF Los Angeles Field Division Special Agent 
in Charge Eric Harden. “Today is a great win for justice and a heavy message to the 
community. Law enforcement will combine their resources and all our areas of expertise 
to cripple these organizations. We will win, they will lose.” 

In addition to the 34-defendant RICO indictment, prosecutors have filed a drug-
trafficking indictment against five other gang members who were associated with the 
Mexican Mafia. These defendants are charged with conspiracy to distribute controlled 
substances, as well as various narcotics and firearms offenses.   

Two other MS-13 members have also been charged separately with narcotics 
and firearms offenses. 

One defendant charged in this sweep is named in a case filed under seal 
because he was a juvenile at the time of the alleged offenses. 

Prosecutors this morning are filing criminal complaints in federal court against 
two additional defendants who were arrested this morning, one of whom is a shot-caller 
of an MS-13 clique who is currently on supervised release after being convicted in a 
prior racketeering case. 

“The relationship between drugs, violent crimes, and street gangs isn’t new to 
DEA – the illicit drug market serves as the life-blood of street gang operations,” said 
DEA Special Agent in Charge David J. Downing. “The DEA and Southern California 
Drug Task Force are committed to disrupting the flow of drugs into our communities and 
mitigating the associated violence these gangs perpetuate.” 

During this morning’s operation, authorities arrested a total of 21 federal 
defendants. Out of the 44 defendants facing federal charges, 20 were already in 
custody and three are considered to be fugitives. 

An indictment or criminal complaint contains allegations that a defendant has 
committed a crime. Every defendant is presumed to be innocent until and unless proven 
guilty in court. 

Those taken into custody today are expected to be arraigned on the charges 
against them this afternoon in United States District Court. The defendants who are 
currently in custody will be brought into federal court to face the charges at a later date. 

The investigation into MS-13 was conducted by the Los Angeles Metropolitan 
Task Force on Violent Gangs and was led by the Federal Bureau of Investigation and 
the Los Angeles Police Department. 



The LAMTFVG includes personnel from the Drug Enforcement Administration’s 
Southern California Drug Task Force pursuant to the High Intensity Drug Trafficking 
Area (HIDTA) program; the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, Firearms and Explosives; the 
Los Angeles County Sheriff’s Department; U.S. Customs and Border Protection; and the 
California Department of Corrections and Rehabilitation. U.S. Immigration and Customs 
Enforcement and the United States Bureau of Prisons participated in the investigation. 

Other agencies provided substantial assistance during the investigation, 
including the Los Angeles Regional Criminal Information Clearinghouse (LA CLEAR), 
the Los Angeles City Attorney's Office, the Los Angeles County Probation Department, 
and the Los Angeles County Department of Children and Family Services. 
 The prosecution of the RICO case and the related federal cases is being handled 
by Assistant United States Attorneys Joanna Curtis and Jeff Chemerinsky of the Violent 
and Organized Crime Section. 
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