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Juan Raul Garza

Juan Raul Garza was born in Brownsville, Texas on November 18, 1957. On June 19, 2001, he was executed by lethal injection at the United States Penitentiary in Terra Haute, Indiana. He was the second murderer executed by the US government since 1963. Timothy McVeigh – responsible for 168 deaths in the Oklahoma City bombing – was the first, preceding Garza by a mere eight days. 

In his 44 years on earth, Garza married a woman – Elizabeth – who would stand by him no matter what he did. Together, they had four children – Juan Jr, Elizabeth (after her mother), Maribel, and Norma – who were close to their father and loved him unconditionally. “He will always be my daddy,” said Norma Garza at her father’s sentencing.

He also built and controlled an intricate drug trafficking enterprise, having a hand in at least three murders. However, it is believed he played some part in another five killings – including that of his son-in-law – for which he was never tried.

His sentence and execution was one that sparked controversy and raised questions of racial inequality. As Garza’s attorney is noted as saying after his execution, “A white man had to kill over 150 people to be put to death by the United States Government but this Hispanic man only had to have a hand in 3 murders to receive the same treatment.”

Drugs, Money, & Murder

Early in the 1980s, Garza along with friends and associates from the tough neighborhood he grew up in began to build a lucrative drug trafficking enterprise. They moved thousands of pounds of marijuana throughout Texas, Louisiana, and Michigan. 

Garza’s fledgling organization began by selling drugs that other smugglers would bring into the country. As his organization grew, Garza began sending men of his own in to Mexico to bring the marijuana into the US. Hundreds of thousands of dollars were earned in return.

That amount would have been even more had it not been for the occasional setbacks when loads of drugs and cash were seized by law enforcement agencies. These incidents put a sizable dent in Garza’s profits. They also left him suspicious of those closest to him.

For at least three men, that suspicion proved deadly. 

The first man to fall prey to Juan Garza’s suspicion was Gilberto Matos. Matos was an associate of fellow drug smuggler Erasmo De La Fuente. Garza believed De La Fuente was responsible for the tip that led police to a 1350-pound shipment of marijuana that was seized from one of Garza’s warehouse storage locations.

Garza sent some of his henchmen to murder De La Fuente but they were unable to get to the man due to his entourage. The small group of men – including bodyguards and Matos – accompanied De La Fuente everywhere. 

Sick of waiting for a chance to get De La Fuente alone, Garza ordered Manuel Flores and his cousin Israel Flores to lay a trap. They were to break into Matos’ auto repair shop and lie in wait for either De La Fuente or Matos. If only Matos arrived then they were to kill him as a warning to De La Fuente.

When Matos entered his shop alone, Israel and Manuel forced him to lie face down on the floor. They held him there for nearly an hour in the hope that De La Fuente would appear. When he did not and they grew tired of waiting, they shot Matos in the back of the head and left the scene.

As payment, Garza gave Israel and Manuel an unknown amount of money and a car.

Not yet ready to give up his vendetta against De La Fuente, Garza gave Israel Flores and his brother Jesus guns and personally drove them to De La Fuente’s nightclub to kill him. Israel got too drunk to help with the murder and was dropped off in an alley nearby. 

After dropping off his brother, Jesus Flores picked up their cousin Manuel and returned to De La Fuente’s nightclub to finish the hit. They lay in wait until De La Fuente exited the club and got into his car. That was when Manuel stepped out of the dark and shot him twice through the driver’s side window. 

Jesus fired shots into the air at random to distract onlookers and police from Manuel as he ran from the scene. He then hid in a ditch for a few hours until the heat died down. He called Garza and was picked up shortly afterward. 

Each of the Flores’ was paid $10,000 for the hit.

The third victim was Thomas Rumbo. After being caught loading marijuana into a trailer, Rumbo agreed to cooperate with police and turned the entire 360-pound shipment over to officers. In an effort to conceal his betrayal and save his life, Rumbo told Garza’s men that the drugs had been stolen and cut a hole in the fence that surrounded the trailer to help his alibi look more credible.

Garza was not fooled. He took two of his men and went straight to Rumbo’s house believing that the man had stolen the drugs himself. The three men convinced Rumbo to get into Garza’s pickup truck and they drove to the home of another of the kingpin’s associates. Here – unbeknownst to Rumbo – Garza picked up a gun.

They made another stop at the home of Jesus Flores who owed Garza money for cocaine. Jesus volunteered to go along and five men – Kingpin Juan Garza, Thomas Rumbo, henchman Jesus Flores, and two associates of Garza’s that they picked up at the last stop – all got into Flores’ car.

Jesus Flores interrogated Rumbo as they drove around but the man did not waver from his story. Frustrated, Garza drove out to a rural farm road and told Rumbo that he knew the man had stolen his marijuana. 

Told to walk home, Rumbo climbed out of the car. It is unlikely that he had any idea what hit him as Garza shot him in the back of the head before he had finished exiting the vehicle. The man fell lifelessly back into the car and was dragged unceremoniously into some nearby bushes where Garza shot his dead body four more times in a fit of rage.

The Noose Tightens

Law enforcement agents gradually tightened the noose around Garza’s operations. His phones were tapped and they surveilled his activities closely. More loads of drugs and money were seized costing Garza profits and respect. As more and more of Garza’s associates and henchmen were arrested and converted to informants the end of Garza’s empire of crime loomed near.

Garza himself was arrested at one point after making a delivery to an undercover agent in person.

In February of 1992, an assault helicopter, hundreds of federal agents, and an S.W.A.T. team descended on the homes and businesses of Garza and his associates. The U. S. Customs Service secured and searched all of them.

As a result, almost all of Garza’s associates – included all three of the Flores men – were arrested and indicted. Garza, however, escaped to Mexico before he could be found. 

The indictment originally named Garza and 15 of his co-conspirators on two counts of drug trafficking. However, since Garza was unable to be found due to his flight to Mexico the government made plea agreements with the majority of these co-conspirators. They were allowed to plea to lesser charges in exchange for their testimony against Juan Raul Garza.

Garza was finally located when he ran out of money and contacted a former associate in Michigan to try to arrange a sale. The man was secretly working with the authorities and agreed to let them tape record his conversations with Garza. The calls were traced and the Mexican government apprehended Garza at his hideout and turned him over to U. S. Customs Agents.

After all the plea agreements were made, Garza was reindicted, this time on ten counts. They include five counts of violations of various drug trafficking laws, one count of operating a continuing criminal enterprise (CCE), one count of money laundering, and three counts of killing in furtherance of a CCE. 

Conviction & Sentencing

In 1993, Juan Raul Garza was tried and convicted of all ten of the counts on which he was indicted. Due to the fact that all of his criminal activities were tied to drug offenses, he was tried under the guidelines of the 1988 Federal Anti-Drug Act.

At the sentencing hearing, the same jury that had found Garza guilty handed down his sentence. He received three concurrent terms of imprisonment for life for count one – conspiracy to import more than 1,000 kilograms of marijuana into the U.S. from Mexico – count two – conspiracy to possess with intent to distribute more than 1,000 kilograms of marijuana – and count six. Two 40-year sentences were handed down for count three – possession with intent to distribute approximately 163.6 kilograms of marijuana – and count five – possession with intent to distribute approximately 596.3 kilograms of marijuana. Two twenty year sentences were given for count four – possession with intent to distribute approximately 95.4 kilograms of marijuana – and count 10.

For counts seven, eight, and nine – the three murder charges –, the jury sentenced Juan Raul Garza to death. That sentence would make Garza the first person put to death under the 1988 Federal Anti-Drug Abuse Act, which imposed a death sentence for murders stemming from a drug enterprise.

During Garzas sentencing hearing, witnesses testified about three more shooting deaths Garza ordered in Mexico, and a fourth he committed personally. The four allegedly killed in Mexico included Garza’s son-in-law, Bernabe Sosa, whose body was found Jan. 22, 1992; Oscar Cantu, a pilot whose body was found in April 1992; and Antonio Nieto and Fernando Escobar Garcia, whose bodies were found in May 1991.

In closing arguments during the trial, prosecutors referred to Sosa’s death. “He corrupts (his family members) and eventually kills them, like he did Bernabe Sosa, his own son-in-law,” a prosecutor said at the trial.

Garza was never charged with the four deaths in Mexico but Jose Maria Sosa, Bernabe Sosa’s brother told The Brownsville Herald in a recent interview that all evidence points to Garza because Maribel Sosa, Bernabe's wife, left her husband with Garza the day he disappeared.

It was these unproven claims – among several other things – that led groups such as the ACLU (American Civil Liberties Union) and the Inter-American Commission on Human Rights to take up Garza’s cry for appeal.

Appeals & Controversy

According to the ACLU fact sheet for Juan Garza, the jury that sentenced Garza to death was told repeatedly by the federal prosecutor that if he was not sentenced to death Garza could be released from prison in as little as twenty years. This was not true. 

Under the Federal Sentencing Guidelines, the jury could have sentenced Garza to life in prison without the possibility of release. The ACLU points out that Juan Garza is the only inmate on federal death row whose jury did not receive the “life in prison without the possibility of release” option. 

Garza’s attorneys – and the groups supporting him – believe that if the jury had been given this instruction, Garza’s life may have been spared. They cite a factually similar case that took place in Michigan – U. S. v. Bass – where 11 death eligible defendants were prosecuted for four gang related murders and the jury sentenced all four defendants to live imprisonment.

Raising this concern in their many appeals, Garza’s attorneys made no progress in getting his sentencing examined again. This time with consideration given to the possibility of a sentence of life in prison without the possibility of release. This is despite the fact that a similar case in South Carolina – Shafer v. South Carolina – in March of 2001 the trial court’s failure to properly instruct the jury was an ruled an unconstitutional error by the U. S. Supreme Court.

Originally scheduled for December 12, 2000, Garza’s execution was delayed just five days before it was supposed to occur when President Clinton intervened during his last days in office by granting him a six month reprieve “to allow the Justice Department time to gather an properly analyze more information about racial and geo graphic disparities in the federal death penalty system.”

President Clinton’s decision was based largely upon the Justice Department’s federal death penalty report. Released in September of 2000, the results of an internal survey ordered by the then Attorney General (AG) Janet Reno. It revealed stark racial and regional disparities in the application of the death penalty in federal cases. Of the 20 people on the federal death row, 85% – which boils down to 17 people – were minorities with the racial breakup being 14 Black, 3 Hispanic, and 3 White.

Further, between 1995 and 2000, 80% of all federal cases submitted for the death penalty involved minority defendants. During that period, defendants were allowed to plead guilty in exchange for a life sentence in only 32% of the cases. When compared to the percentage of each ethnic group that entered guilty pleas, the report concluded that white defendants were much more likely to escape the death sentence through a plea bargain.

In addition, the federal death penalty is geographically arbitrary since only a handful of judges pursue it. Cases prosecuted in the southern states of Texas, Virginia, Oklahoma, Alabama, Florida, Louisiana, and Georgia accounted for 65% of the total federal death penalty cases. 

When looked at together, the facts presented in the Justice Department report make it seem as though being
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