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Introduction

THIS IS THE FINAL book in a trilogy. The first episode, Gangland (2020), traced the evolution of the methamphetamine drug trade in New Zealand from the late 1990s to 2020. The second episode, Gangster’s Paradise, published in 2023, focused on the escalation of organised crime since the first book was published: more drugs, more guns, more money. The stories were bigger, and more bad-arse, because that’s what was happening. Underworld follows that pattern; the situation is now even more dangerous and the stakes are higher. It’s life and death out there.

* * *

It’s probably worth going backwards before I go forwards. I have been a journalist for the New Zealand Herald for nearly 20 years. I spend most of my time writing about organised crime: drugs, guns, gangs and money. Lots of money.

Way back in March 2009, a source tipped me off about a case being heard in the High Court at Auckland that morning. A significant methamphetamine dealer was being sent to prison, likely for a very long time, and the source hinted that the case involved some very interesting details.

I had never written about methamphetamine or organised crime before. What I heard in the courtroom that day was fascinating. The guy in the dock was a geeky-looking Chinese man with a cool nickname: ‘Four-Eyed Dragon’. The amounts of money he’d made through selling meth were staggering. There were no other reporters in the courtroom, and I couldn’t quite believe my luck as I walked back to the office with the facts of the scoop scribbled down in my notebook.

It was my first front-page story for the paper, a splash in the Saturday edition, which exposed how Asian crime syndicates were laundering millions of dollars in drug profits through Auckland’s SkyCity casino. It was also my entrée into New Zealand’s growing obsession with methamphetamine, and the people – colourful characters is a kind way of describing them; peddlers of misery is another way of putting it – who inhabit the criminal underworld.

Reporting on that hidden world was addictive. I was as hooked as a junkie on methamphetamine, although the results were less damaging to my health. Since then I’ve had a front-row seat at one of the most gripping true-crime dramas ever to hit the country.

* * *

Organised crime is about one thing and one thing only: making money. In the 1970s and 1980s, organised crime in New Zealand was small beer. Those making money from crime lived locally. The illicit commodities they sold, such as cannabis and stolen property, were sourced locally. Their networks and customers were local, too. Back then, organised crime was a corner dairy.

But then smart criminals started to look overseas in order to expand their business. Members of motorcycle gangs such as the Head Hunters were among the first to recognise the fortunes to be made from methamphetamine, a drug that in the late 1990s was just becoming popular in New Zealand. Meth soon became the hard drug of choice, ensnaring thousands upon thousands of users. The influence of these motorcycle gangs grew alongside that of Asian organised-crime syndicates, which controlled the flow of the drug, or the main ingredients needed to cook it, from source countries including China.

Both groups were entrepreneurs who became experts at international trade. There were huge profit-margins and millions of dollars to be made. And there was no need for a price war, because there was more than enough money to go around.

Offshore connections provided a huge boost to the local drug economy in the early 2000s. The corner dairy was now a chain store. As an economic model, methamphetamine was a New Zealand success story.

Then the world moved in. Since around 2015, multinational criminal enterprises have been setting up base in New Zealand, flooding the market with the country’s favourite drug at cut-throat prices that are shaking up the laws of supply and demand.

The immigration policy – known to everyone as section 501 – of our dear friend Australia has meant that members of their gangs, such as the Comancheros and the Mongols, have been able to move into our neighbourhood, and jostle for business alongside the local motorcycle clubs, the Asian syndicates and others. And all these competitors mean business. There are more firearms on our streets now than ever before, as criminals arm themselves to the teeth for protection and intimidation.

As well as the Australian and Asian groups, we now have Mexican cartels sending meth and cocaine to our shores. In response, the US Drug Enforcement Administration – the guys who brought down El Chapo – have set up office in Wellington. NZ Narcos.

Once upon a time, just 1 kilogram of methamphetamine was a big deal to the police – until the massive 95-kilo bust of a Chinese syndicate in 2006. That blew everyone’s minds, and held the record for the biggest meth haul for a decade. Then everyone’s minds were blown once more by the 501 kilograms found in the back of a campervan up in Northland in 2016. It was not an outlier, but the dawn of a new era. These days, busts of 500 kilos are almost routine. Organised crime in New Zealand is now the branch office of a corporate giant. This is a global business now. The criminal underworld is fluid, constantly trying to stay a step ahead of law enforcement in a never-ending game of cat-and-mouse.

* * *

If Gangland was about evolution, and Gangster’s Paradise was about escalation, then Underworld is about endurance.

The common theme running through the 11 chapters of this book is the sheer length of time the detectives of the New Zealand Police spend investigating these crimes, or how long the cases drag through multiple trials, or a combination of both. In fact, some have dragged on so long that we still can’t publish the details of them.

The following is a collection of some of the most enduring cases I’ve covered as a reporter. The brutal execution of an innocent man. The undercover DEA agent who fooled the Hells Angels in a 400-kilogram cocaine plot. The brutal execution of a not-so-innocent man. The never-ending search to bring down New Zealand’s most wanted gangster. These stories go behind the headlines, and delve down into a parallel universe which many do not know even exists: the underworld.










Chapter 1

Wayne’s World

EVERY POLICE OFFICER IN Auckland could tell you who lives at 232 Marua Road, Ellerslie. It’s the home of the Head Hunters motorcycle club, an inner sanctum where their members gather for ‘church’ meetings, a stronghold for some of the toughest roosters around. The two-storeyed industrial premises is painted black and red, the colours of the Head Hunters, inside and out. Inside is a sprawling lounge area replete with black leather couches and numerous large flat-screen TVs, walls covered in photographs and memorabilia of members past and present; a well-equipped weights room (complete with swimming pool) and boxing gym; a garaging complex filled with Harley-Davidsons; and a commercial-sized kitchen. 232 Marua Road is easily the most prominent gang pad in New Zealand, a statement from the Head Hunters which proudly broadcasts their status in the criminal underworld.

It’s also a fortress, with every inch covered by a network of security cameras, monitored around the clock by gang members rostered on guard duty. It provides a safe haven against unwanted visitors, with only those invited by the Head Hunters allowed inside. Unless they have a search warrant signed by a judge.

On 25 September 2017, armed police swarmed through the premises looking for evidence of wrongdoing. They didn’t find any guns or drugs, but carried away with them boxes of paperwork and computers.

It soon became clear this wasn’t any old search warrant. There was Detective Inspector Craig Hamilton, the officer in charge of the daily running of the police Asset Recovery Units across the country. There was also his boss, Detective Superintendent Iain Chapman, the head of the Financial Crime Group, as well as Chapman’s boss, Assistant Commissioner Richard Chambers, the national supervisor for all investigations into serious and organised crime. Everyone wanted to get in on the action.

In a press release, the police said the search followed an extensive investigation into ‘alleged accumulation of criminally derived wealth by a senior member of the Head Hunters gang’. The individual was not named in the press release, described only as a ‘62-year-old beneficiary’.

‘A significant amount of work has gone into Operation Coin by a dedicated group of detectives and investigators from partner government agencies,’ Chapman was quoted as saying in the press release. ‘Police are committed to ensuring that people cannot accrue wealth and assets as a result of criminal behaviour, at the expense of the safety of our community.’

Standing outside 232 Marua Road was a man talking with police. Wearing a grey sweatshirt emblazoned with the Head Hunters’ insignia (a flaming skull), the shaven-headed man looked very stressed. He wasn’t going to be arrested, or face any criminal charges. But the police had just informed the senior Head Hunter that five properties linked to him, including 232 Marua Road, had just been restrained (frozen) by the High Court following an application made under the Criminal Proceeds (Recovery) Act. The stunned look on the gangster’s face revealed the enormity of the problem was dawning on him; that his personal assets – and those of the gang – would be tied up in the courts for years to come.

His name was Wayne Doyle, but he needs no further introduction in gang circles. Back in the day, if someone had convened a round-table meeting of New Zealand gang leaders, Doyle would have been the chairman. He was one of the earliest members of the Heads, which started as a street gang in Auckland’s Glen Innes, and it’s fair to describe Doyle as the epitome of staunchness.

In 1985, Doyle and another Head Hunter, Graham ‘Choc’ Te Awa, were charged with the murder of Siaso Evalu, a member of the rival King Cobra gang. He was beaten to death in a street brawl in Ponsonby, the heart of ‘KC’ territory. Doyle was adamant he had never laid a finger on the victim. But police could place him at the scene of the crime, and he knew he might go down for murder anyway.

He refused to rat out his fellow Heads, despite the best efforts of detectives to squeeze him for more information by raising the prospect of how his wife and children would fare while he languished in prison. Doyle chose the gang over his family. He and Te Awa were convicted of murder and each sentenced to 10 years in prison.

On his release from prison, in 2001 Doyle established the ‘East’ chapter of the Head Hunters at 232 Marua Road. For the best part of the next two decades, the motorcycle gang built real power in Auckland’s criminal underworld. Once a rag-tag bunch of teenage misfits with humble beginnings, the maturing Heads forged a reputation for never taking a backwards step.

Their propensity for violence allowed members to muscle their way into the methamphetamine trade, which exploded in the early 2000s, and enjoy the ill-gotten gains of their labour. In particular, the East chapter grew in size and influence. The Head Hunters had established themselves as heavyweight contenders in the criminal underworld, and the police had no choice but to treat them as such.

But while his peers were in and out of jail for serious drug or violence offences, Doyle had managed to keep out of trouble since his earlier stint in prison. Not even a traffic ticket. There wasn’t any direct evidence to connect Doyle to any crimes committed by the Head Hunters, but frustrated detectives were suspicious about how an unemployed gang leader could accrue $10 million worth of property.

The mystery prompted the longest, if not the most ambitious, financial investigation ever conducted by the police under the powerful (some would say draconian) Criminal Proceeds law.

* * *

Doyle’s current predicament could be traced back 25 years to the lavish lifestyle of one of the Heads’ own members. Peter ‘Pedro’ Cleven had been accused of making a fortune from dealing cannabis and methamphetamine between 1996 and 1999. He had a palatial home in Titirangi (next door to a judge), a Harley-Davidson motorbike, a Mercedes-Benz convertible and a speedboat. All of his assets were frozen following Operation Mexico in 1999, led by Detective Sergeant Darryl Brazier, in which Cleven was caught talking in bugged conversations about making a million dollars a year from methamphetamine.

Cleven was acquitted in 2002, after two controversial trials. The jury in the first trial was unable to reach a verdict, while the second jury was sequestered in a secret location for nearly three weeks while they deliberated. The reason why is still suppressed. But these jurors found Cleven not guilty. His defence against the charges was that he had been making empty boasts to impress a woman, and that his lifestyle was in fact funded by the innovative methods of angora goat farming and ‘taxing’ other criminals (employing standover tactics to extract money from them).

Under the law at the time, the Proceeds of Crime Act, the police needed a conviction to strip ill-gotten gains from underworld figures. So despite the ludicrousness of the goat-farming explanation, Cleven’s assets had to be returned. Never again, the police swore, and they used the case to convince politicians that the best way to battle organised crime was to follow the money and pass the Criminal Proceeds (Recovery) Act (CPRA) 2009.

Under the new law, police no longer needed a conviction. They only had to show that someone profited from criminal offending to the lower standard of proof applied in civil cases – ‘on the balance of probabilities’ – rather than surpassing the more difficult ‘beyond reasonable doubt’ threshold for criminal cases.

‘This approach will allow us to target gang leaders who do not get their own hands dirty, but at the end of the day, enjoy the benefits of their fellow gang members’ illegal activity,’ Mark Burton, then the Justice Minister, said when introducing the bill to Parliament in 2007.

Once the law came into force, the police went on to seize hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of assets – houses, lifestyle blocks, farms, cars, boats, motorcycles, diggers, investment portfolios, art collections, cash, bank accounts, even cryptocurrency. However, the vast majority of those cases ran parallel to prosecutions of drug dealers, crooks and gang members who were all convicted of serious crimes anyway.

Among those seizures were some good wins for the police, especially in their war on the Head Hunters in a series of covert investigations between 2014 and 2016. Millions of dollars in cash and assets had been confiscated from senior members, such as Mike Cavanagh and William ‘Bird’ Hines, while they served long prison sentences for drug dealing.

But the powerful tools under the CPRA were not being fully tested, at least not in the way Parliament intended the police to go after the underworld figures who had previously been untouchable. The social issues caused by New Zealand’s frightening problem with methamphetamine (and the role of gangs in the trade) was also becoming more widely understood by the public, with Prime Minister John Key’s Cabinet drawing up an ‘all-of-government’ approach to tackle organised crime.

One key plank of the strategy was to investigate the finances of those suspected of pulling strings from the shadows, and take their dirty money. Police bosses drew up a list of potential targets. Sitting at the top was Wayne Doyle. They wanted to show everyone that not even the president of the Head Hunters was untouchable.

* * *

The task of pulling together a team within the Asset Recovery Unit in Auckland fell to Detective Sergeant Ngahiraka Latimer. There were about a dozen staff when Operation Coin started in July 2015, a mix of frontline detectives and bean counters, with the civil investigation expected to be wrapped up within three years. Ten years later, Detective Steve Peat and financial analyst Kylie Cairns were still holding the file.

Peat’s first job was to identify what assets were linked to the Head Hunters’ East chapter, obtain the property records, then untangle a web of companies and trusts to find out who the true owner was. According to Peat’s analysis, Doyle had a controlling or financial interest in six legal entities, with two inextricably linked to the birth of the East chapter shortly after he was released from prison in 2001.

The following year, East 88 Property Holdings Ltd (East 88 PHL) was incorporated by Duncan McFarlane, a Wellington businessman with his fingers in lots of pies. McFarlane, who happened to be a close friend of Doyle’s, was the sole director and shareholder of the newly formed company.

Soon after, East 88 PHL purchased 232 Marua Road from an associate of the Head Hunters for $330,000, funded by two mortgages. Doyle also became a company director and shareholder. He held 33 per cent of East 88 PHL, and shifted his shareholding to the Doyle Trust, of which he was the sole settlor, trustee and beneficiary. Upon McFarlane’s death in 2010, his 32 per cent share was also transferred to the Doyle Trust.

The remaining 35 per cent was held by seven different trusts, all in the names of senior Head Hunters (all with serious criminal records). Doyle was also a trustee for each of those trusts. The effect of that, Peat believed, was that Doyle had control over every share in the company which owned the gang’s headquarters.

Easily the most impressive gang pad in the country, 232 Marua Road was where the Head Hunters socialised, trained in their impressive gym facilities and pool, hosted ‘fight nights’, stored their motorcycles, and gathered for their regular national ‘church’ meetings. Doyle, and a few other senior members such as Bird Hines, even lived on the premises, which was monitored by security cameras and members on guard duty.

The buildings at 232 Marua Road were also listed as the offices of a charitable trust, That Was Then This Is Now (TWTTIN). This trust was also set up by Doyle shortly after his release from prison, ostensibly to reintegrate ex-inmates back into the community by providing education and social services. In April 2003, not long after East 88 PHL bought 232 Marua Road, the buildings were leased to the TWTTIN trust for $60,000 per year. Doyle was never a TWTTIN trustee, despite at times holding himself out as one, but otherwise had control of the charity including its bank accounts and finances.

Peat’s review of all the banking records led him to believe that the trust’s stated charitable purpose was a sham. To his mind, it was nothing more than a front used to feather the Head Hunters’ own nest. While benefiting from tax breaks, the gang was able to refurbish and upgrade 232 Marua Road for their own personal use and promote the Head Hunters’ brand. The $330,000 of mortgage loans had also been paid off within four years.

The next step was to obtain the financial records for each of the six Doyle entities. Peat fired off ‘production orders’ to banks, accountants, telco providers and lawyers, which required them to hand over documents, such as cheques or deposit slips, for countless transactions – some dating back to the 1980s. Each set of records would raise new questions for Kylie Cairns, so Peat would have to send another production order. All of these transactions were collated by Cairns into spreadsheets for analysis.

The results raised eyebrows. Between January 2001 and September 2017, the six Doyle entities received funds of $17.8 million, of which $9.2 million were cash deposits.

Patterns began to emerge as Cairns and Peat went cross-eyed staring at thousands of spreadsheet columns and rows. ‘Rent’ (total $662,860), ‘donations’ or ‘koha’ ($164,750), ‘fight night’ or ‘lottery sales’ ($2,334,396), and ‘loan’ ($880,000) were common references for deposits into the TWTTIN trust accounts. Another $6,638,676 in deposits were simply unexplained.

A likely explanation, Peat and Cairns believed, was that the charitable trust was being used as a money-laundering vehicle to wash the criminal profits of drug dealing or violent offending. ‘Koha’ was also a term used by Head Hunters, the Operation Coin investigation would later discover, meaning giving back a cut of their criminal earnings to the gang.

Wayne Doyle was the Head Hunters, according to the police analysis of the ownership structure, and he was definitely getting money from somewhere. Leaving aside 232 Marua Road, Doyle and his family had also acquired four residential properties across Auckland. The combined council valuations in 2017 were just shy of $6 million.

Not bad for a beneficiary who had spent his entire adult life either unemployed or in prison.

* * *

While Peat and Cairns pieced together countless financial records, the rest of the Operation Coin team were given an equally laborious task. They pulled every single major investigation file involving the Head Hunters for the previous 20 years, and even further back for Doyle’s criminal history, which started in the 1970s. The offending could be roughly split into two camps: making money from drugs or making money from violence.

Police could trace Head Hunter involvement in the commercial manufacture and distribution of methamphetamine dating all the way back to Peter ‘Pedro’ Cleven in Operation Mexico. More recently, there had been a series of covert investigations where police had targeted senior members of the East chapter, part of a deliberate, nationwide strategy to tackle the gang which had taken control of the meth trade.

The first of these was in 2013 when a pair of Head Hunters (who cannot currently be identified named because of legal reasons) were investigated by Detective Sergeant John Sowter. One of the senior patched members was driving a Ferrari 360 Modena around Auckland, despite being unemployed and released from prison just three years earlier, after serving his sentence for meth manufacture. There was also a Maserati GranSport. A Porsche Boxster. An Audi A3. At least $2 million tucked away in safety deposit boxes. Four properties, including a family home in Mount Wellington . . . yet none of these assets was in his name.

Through painstaking surveillance, Operation Genoa tracked down more than a dozen storage units and safety deposit boxes. Each one was opened by police secretly, with the approval of a High Court warrant. However, no methamphetamine was ever found, and the Head Hunter pleaded instead pleaded guilty to money laundering, possession of a pistol and supplying 1.8 kilos of ephedrine (the Class B drug needed to manufacture meth), and was sentenced to just five years and ten months in prison. What hurt the gang member more was losing the Ferrari and the rest of his ill-gotten gains.

The second Head Hunter targeted by the police in the same investigation also had previous convictions for manufacturing meth but had kept a far lower profile on his release from prison. There was no flashy Ferrari to attract attention – instead police found nearly $1 million inside his bed. The Head Hunter maintained his innocence at another trial in the Auckland High Court but was convicted of manufacturing 2 kilograms of methamphetamine, and sentenced to more than 16 years in prison.

Locking up not one, but two, senior members of the outlaw motorcycle gang were big scalps for the police to put in their trophy cabinet. But the war on the Head Hunters was just getting started. Next on the list was Brownie Harding.

* * *

For years, there had been rumours of a mythical clan lab (short for clandestine meth-cooking laboratory) somewhere in Northland, controlled by the East chapter of the Head Hunters. Impoverished urban areas and provincial townships, with high unemployment rates and social deprivation, were hit hardest by the meth trade, and none more so than in Northland. There was so much meth swirling around Whangārei the locals would often say it was ‘snowing’.

With the Head Hunters aggressively expanding outside of Auckland, there was now an urgent need for police to find this rumoured Northland lab. Operation Easter started in July 2014, soon after the end of Operation Genoa, with Detective Sergeant Andy Dunhill in charge. The intelligence-gathering phase of the investigation led to the identification of a suspect by the name of Brownie Joseph Harding. Swarthy and stocky, the 37-year-old had joined the Head Hunters’ East chapter 12 years earlier, and now had a crew of other patched members who answered to him. Harding had a sister who lived with her husband in Australia, but owned a brick bungalow on Taipuha Road in Waiotira, south of Whangārei.

Everyone knows everyone in Waiotira, population 500, so surveillance of the property posed its own unique challenges. The detectives were careful in how they moved around in the community, as well as who they approached for help. A motion-activated camera was covertly placed near the Hardings’ bungalow, which covered the front driveway and the eastern face of the dwelling. It recorded a strict routine. Nearly every day over the next three months, Head Hunters gang members and their hangers-on would arrive by car and enter the house around 7am. Then, around lunchtime, they’d emerge for a short break, and go back inside until 6pm. It was one of the most professional meth clan labs Dunhill and other experienced drug detectives had ever seen.

As well as watching, the police were listening. While monitoring bugged phone conversations is standard practice in a covert investigation, Operation Easter was the first in New Zealand history in which an audio device was planted inside an active meth lab. Planting the bug inside the lab gave Dunhill and his team a crucial advantage: they were able to make calculations about how much of the drug was being cooked at any one time. A rough total became immediately apparent: in mathematical terms, a shitload.

Brownie Harding was in complete control of every step of production. He sourced the key ingredient, pseudoephedrine. He arranged the premises. He found the chemical reagents and equipment. He organised the shifts of cooks, giving them instructions and advice on their techniques, as well as transport to and from the address. He even arranged the delivery of the methamphetamine to Auckland.

When Operation Easter terminated (police jargon for arresting suspects at the end of an investigation), Harding had just sent his own sons to Auckland with a massive haul of meth. Heading south in their father’s Mercedes-Benz saloon, Evanda and his brother Tyson (each named after an American heavyweight boxing champion) were on their way to . . . 232 Marua Road.

After tailing the brothers on State Highway 1, just north of the Auckland Harbour Bridge an unmarked police car put on its lights and sirens so the Mercedes-Benz would pull over. Sitting in the rear footwell on the passenger side was a black sports bag. Inside were 80 self-sealable bags of methamphetamine, each weighing an ounce. If sold for the going rate of $12,000 an ounce, the total of 2.2 kilograms would be worth nearly $1 million. Both the teenage boys were arrested and charged, as was their father later that day.

In sentencing Brownie Harding to 28-and-a-half years in prison (later reduced to 21 on appeal), Justice Simon Moore said that the Head Hunter had escaped the maximum of life imprisonment by only a ‘fine margin’. The High Court judge was sure Harding had been in charge of the manufacturing operation, and responsible for the production of ‘at least’ 6.5 kilograms of the Class A drug.

‘To put it in perspective, it is the largest single case of manufacturing to have come before the courts in New Zealand, and that is by a very substantial margin indeed,’ said Justice Moore. ‘Neither counsel nor I have found any other cases of methamphetamine manufacture which are even comparable in terms of quantity. That puts you in an unenviable league all of your own.’

The judge did acknowledge, though, that there was evidence Harding answered to someone above him in the Head Hunters hierarchy. There was no hint in the High Court as to who that might be. But there was a clue in the transcripts of calls intercepted by police.

On learning the police had arrested his sons and seized 80 ounces of meth bound for 232 Marua Road, Harding had made a hasty phone call. He dialled the gang pad’s landline and asked to speak to Bird. He was told Bird happened to be out.

Everyone in the underworld knew William ‘Bird’ Hines. He sat at the very top of the Head Hunters hierarchy, revered by gang members as a godfather figure. Despite being in his 60s and riddled with health problems, he was still feared in the criminal fraternity. Bird was a hard man with a ruthless streak, as well as a crew of young troops keen to prove their loyalty. If the police were targeting Head Hunters, they didn’t get much bigger than Bird Hines.

In July 2015, the police launched a third consecutive investigation into the Head Hunters: Operation Sylvester (the cartoon cat always chasing Tweety Bird, get it?), with Detective Sergeant John Sowter again put in charge. Hines was placed under constant surveillance any time he left 232 Marua Road, where he was living, and after months of listening to Bird’s minions on intercepted phone calls, Sowter’s team slowly pieced together enough evidence to implicate him, too.

There was a major breakthrough when they discovered a storage locker (again, rented in someone else’s name) and broke into the van hidden away inside. They found 136 grams of meth, packaged for sale in ounce bags and surrounded by rice to keep it dry. There were also 9 kilograms of iodine and 33 litres of hypophosphorous acid, both commonly used in the meth-manufacturing process.

As for guns, there was enough firepower to start a war. They found:

a Springfield M1A semi-automatic rifle

a pair of Heckler & Koch military-style rifles

a Lapua tactical rifle

a Smith & Wesson pistol wrapped in a blue bandanna – with traces of Bird Hines’s DNA on the fabric.

The feared and revered gangster, then aged 64, was convicted of manufacturing at least 1 kilogram of methamphetamine, and sentenced to 18 and a half years in prison. At the High Court hearing in April 2017, Justice Mathew Downs made special mention of the ‘sinister nature’ of the firearms and drugs involved. ‘This careful packaging, the nature and collection of articles, and the rental of the unit on the same day as the manufacture of the methamphetamine imply this was the work of an organised criminal enterprise.

‘You led that enterprise,’ Justice Downs said to Hines. ‘And although you were careful to act from behind the scenes, I am sure you directed this offending . . . You sat atop an organisation which made a very large amount of methamphetamine and intended to make more.’

* * *

Operation Coin reviewed the files of all those previous investigations, looking for useful pieces of evidence to build their case against Wayne Doyle. While most of it was circumstantial, Detective Steve Peat noted drily that for someone who stated he was trying to stay out of trouble, Doyle was surrounded by a lot of people who were up to their necks in it.

But meth isn’t the only way to make money in gang circles. The other arm of the illicit Head Hunters enterprise was the underworld practice of ‘taxing’, in which gang members extort cash, drugs or other valuables from other criminals through violence or intimidation.

These standover tactics are reported to the police only on very rare occasions, as the victims are concerned about either retribution or exposing their own criminal behaviour. In one extreme case uncovered by Operation Ark, a criminal syndicate selling designer drugs that competed with ecstasy and other party pills was forced to pay $10,000 each week to the Head Hunters.

This was because a batch of the pills was stamped with ‘88’. The manufacturers thought the drugs would be popular with their Chinese customers, as the numeral 8 is associated with good luck. What they didn’t realise was that ‘88’ is also a number of which the Head Hunters claim ownership (H being the eighth letter in the alphabet).

Representatives of the gang made it clear there would be consequences for infringing on their brand, regardless of the original intention, unless the drug syndicate paid them $1 for every pill sold. This was later increased to a flat weekly fee of $10,000. A spreadsheet found later by police showed the syndicate wound up paying the Head Hunters nearly $466,000. It was a cost of business which the illicit drug empire could not afford to refuse.

Staff from Operation Coin reviewed thousands of documents from previous police investigations, although they were looking at the evidence through a different lens to the original detectives. While they were aiming to paint the bigger picture of the Head Hunters’ criminality (the common theme being money), the financial investigation was also looking for the smaller details about the gang’s hierarchy.

There were a few clues here that indicated Head Hunters were required to give ‘koha’ – commission of up to 20 per cent of their illicit earnings – back to the club. Being a member of a feared outlaw motorcycle gang helped them do business. Paying ‘koha’ was the price of membership.

There were numerous examples where Head Hunters, overheard in conversation or in messages intercepted in previous police investigations, talked about making payments to their boss, the ‘Chief’. Those communications were largely irrelevant in the original investigations, but significant to the circumstantial case against Wayne Doyle being woven together by Operation Coin.

Doyle himself was never heard in these bugged conversations, with a single exception. In January 2011, a Chinese drug supplier was kidnapped by two senior patched Head Hunters over a $190,000 debt. The pair then used him as bait to lure other drug dealers to meetings, so they in turn could be robbed by force. The gang members collected $290,000 in this fashion, telling their kidnapping victim the cash would be used to repay a loan they took from the ‘club’ to finance the drug deal.

While holding the victim against his will at the Takapuna Motor Lodge, one of the Head Hunters phoned a fellow member at 232 Marua Road. The police, who by this time had launched Operation Morepork to investigate the kidnapping, covertly intercepted the conversation.

A frustrated Wayne Doyle can be overheard in the background at 232 Marua Road, asking about the ‘koha’, then taking over the phone to give orders directly.


DOYLE: Where can we send someone to pick it up, bro?

HEAD HUNTER: Takapuna Motor Lodge.

DOYLE: Takapuna Motor Lodge. What unit?

HEAD HUNTER: Ummmm what’s our number? What’s the door number? . . . Number nineteen.

DOYLE: Number nineteen.



To the police listening in, there was no doubt who was in charge. The ‘Chief’ had spoken.

* * *

The police finally revealed the full strength of their hand in May 2020, nearly three years after Doyle’s properties had been restrained in the High Court, when Operation Coin officially took the next step in the proceedings and filed an application for permanent forfeiture of those frozen assets. In total, there were 33 affidavits from police officers, past and present, as well from the financial analysts and investigators from the Ministry of Social Development (who alleged that Doyle failed to declare substantial income and assets, and fraudulently claimed social welfare payments totalling $380,992.80 over 15 years), plus all the supporting appendices. All up, there were more than 9000 pages of evidence.

The trial was set down for September 2021 but Doyle’s legal team, led by Ron Mansfield KC, successfully argued that he needed more time to prepare for the complex case. A new hearing was scheduled for July 2022, although that date was also postponed because of ongoing legal arguments which went to the Court of Appeal. Finally, in October 2023 – six years after the assets were first restrained – the civil action Commissioner of Police v Wayne Stephen Doyle commenced in the High Court at Auckland.

The hearing stretched for four weeks, the longest ever under the CPRA law, with lawyer Mark Harborow calling witness after witness for the police. While the evidence was complex in many respects, the police case boiled down to a simple concept. Many Head Hunters had made money from their crimes, and a portion of those profits (labelled as ‘koha’, ‘donations’, ‘rent’ or ‘loans’) had filtered back to the gang as a commission. As the boss of the gang, the police alleged, Wayne Doyle had kept himself at arm’s length from those crimes but still received the financial benefit of the money flowing into the various entities he controlled.

‘He’ll never use the word president,’ said Detective Inspector Kevin McNaughton, formerly the officer in charge of the Motorcycle Gang Unit, giving evidence at the trial. ‘But we can all tell a leader from how they behave, and how people behave around them . . . I don’t think I’ve ever spoken to anyone who’s said Wayne Doyle wasn’t the leader of the Head Hunters. I’ve never heard anyone say he is not in charge: the chief, the boss, WD.’

No one except WD himself.

Giving evidence in his own defence, Doyle sat in the witness box and was cross-examined by Harborow for hours. The pair jousted back and forth, with Doyle conceding he was a senior member of the Head Hunters. But he adamantly denied any leadership role in the gang, official or otherwise, or receiving any dirty money because of that status. He was more of an elder statesman involved in the management of the club because of his mana – a voice of reason who could liaise with the police and rival gangs if necessary, his KC Mansfield said, not some sort of ‘Teflon Don’.

When confronted by any messages or recordings of Head Hunters that contradicted that position, Doyle would dismiss them as drug addicts, or empty boasts. ‘This guy is a lunatic,’ Doyle said of one patched member. ‘He’s ringing from prison and he’s talking all this crap to these young fellas who look up to him. He’s just making trouble. He’s making trouble for me today.’

Doyle also professed to despise methamphetamine, and the drug’s devastating impact on individuals and society, which is why members of the gang were banned from any involvement with it.

‘We want big, healthy, good human beings that look after their family, and stand their ground when they have to, and don’t make trouble,’ Doyle said. That statement obviously jarred with the fact that so many of his fellow senior Head Hunters – such as Bird Hines, whom Doyle described as a ‘unique, amazing sort of character’ – had made a lot of money from the drug trade.

‘How do you throw your friends out that have been beside you for years and years and years?’ said Doyle in response to Harborow’s cross-examination on his choice of friends. ‘You don’t just throw someone out because they get into trouble. You’ve got to stand by them.’

But there was one piece of evidence which encapsulated the essence of the police case that was very hard to explain away. And it wasn’t even part of the original Operation Coin investigation. Between May 2020 and July 2021 (after Doyle’s properties were restrained), the ANZ bank submitted three ‘suspicious activity’ reports in relation to one of Doyle’s accounts being used to help pay for his legal battle.

The police uncovered nearly $200,000 of funds which had been put into the trust accounts of law firms on behalf of Doyle. Many of the cash deposits were amounts less than the $10,000 threshold which triggers a red flag for the banks to report activity to the police. More than $72,000 had been transferred from a shell company based in Hong Kong, which the police managed to trace back to a convicted Chinese drug importer living in Auckland.

He also just happened to be a neighbour of the Head Hunters at 232 Marua Road.

Doyle needed a war chest to fight the case, and the police alleged these surreptitious funds were more proof of the influence and loyalty that he inspired within the Head Hunters. Once again, Harborow said, it showed Doyle was willing to accept money from people involved in the criminal underworld for his own benefit.

The Head Hunter was at a loss to explain any of it.


DOYLE: I’ve never met these people. It’s got nothing to do with me.

HARBOROW: Well, it’s got everything to do with you, because these are people who are giving you money for your legal expenses.

DOYLE: I do not know these people. I have never met these people in my life. It’s just a bad coincidence that this guy lives in Marua Road.

HARBOROW: A bad coincidence that he’s in Marua Road and he’s a drug dealer and he’s transferring money to your legal fighting fund?

DOYLE: Yes.



* * *

Written on the wall of the Head Hunters’ gang pad is a quote from the classic film The Godfather that says: ‘Real power can’t be given. It must be taken.’

On 27 August 2024, more than nine years after Operation Coin first began, Justice Peter Andrew took that power away, in a devastating, 154-page ruling on the landmark criminal proceeds case. The judge spent 10 months mulling the case law and reams of evidence, although noted that there should have been more witnesses – some would not set foot in the High Court for fear of reprisals from the Head Hunters.

Gangs are a complex social phenomenon, wrote Justice Andrew, and he accepted Doyle’s statement that the Head Hunters provided companionship, a source of identity and a sense of belonging to a community. While the judge believed Doyle provided pastoral care to younger gang members, he said it would be wrong to infer his interest in their welfare was simply as an innocent father figure.

That’s because as well as being a motorcycle club, the judge ruled that the Head Hunters was also an organised criminal group, with many of its members engaging in drug dealing and violent offending for profit.

‘The sheer volume of Head Hunters, including patched members, prospects and associates, convicted of very serious criminal offending in the last 20 years makes that abundantly clear,’ said Justice Andrew.

Despite assertions that he was a senior member of the gang because of his longevity, as opposed to being in charge, the judge rejected Doyle’s evidence as ‘implausible’. He stated, ‘Mr Doyle is obviously a strong and powerful personality who can and does intimidate others . . . The irresistible inference from all the evidence is that he sits at the pinnacle of the Head Hunters and is an extremely, if not the most, influential person in that organisation.’

As a result of his influential position, the judge found Doyle reaped a financial reward from the crimes committed by the gang’s members and laundered millions of dollars through the That Was Then This is Now charitable trust. ‘The evidence in this case traverses much of Mr Doyle’s adult life,’ wrote Justice Andrew. ‘For much of the last two decades, he has lived beyond the reach of the law; his attitude to the law appears to be one of cynical disregard.’

After nearly a decade of investigation and litigation by the police, Doyle was ordered to sell his five properties – including the Head Hunters pad at 232 Marua Road – to pay a profit forfeiture order of $14.8 million.

Another $275,000 cash found at the pad was also ordered to be forfeited. Mansfield KC immediately filed an application in the Court of Appeal, so it’s probable the case is not over yet.

Even though far larger sums of money have been forfeited under the Criminal Proceeds (Recovery) Act, Operation Coin is probably the most significant victory for the police simply because Doyle had been untouchable for so long. Not only did Doyle lose his family homes, but also the spiritual home of the Head Hunters: a staggering blow to a once swaggering outlaw motorcycle gang.

Real power can’t be given. It must be taken.








Chapter 2

Meth and death for sale at a pawn shop

METH WORKS. IT PROMISES euphoria and it delivers euphoria. Those sucking the wispy smoke that curls in the bowl of the glass pipe, the shards of crystal turning to vapour over a naked flame, experience a high unlike that from any other drug. It stimulates the reward centre in the brain, releasing dopamine in an intense rush that lasts for around a minute. The heart races, breathing quickens, the body sweats or shivers. For the next eight hours, maybe longer, meth users feel energised, enlightened, invincible, attractive and very, very awake. It’s mind-blowing and mind-opening.

This intense pleasure-rush is a joy that users wish would last forever. They want to do it all over again, and again. They want it more than anything. It’s little wonder that meth has been the drug of choice in New Zealand for more than two decades, commanding some of the highest prices in the world.

But meth never feels as good as the first time. The cycle of addiction means over time it does less and less, meaning users feel they need more and more. Most users have suffered some type of trauma in their lives; meth seems to offer an escape route from the shittiness of their day to day, but in fact it only piles on extra shittiness, in the shape of anxiety, aggression, paranoia, extreme weight loss, rotted teeth and exhaustion.

Not all addicts are the same, but many of their stories follow a similar, depressingly narrow path. The world of buying and selling meth is one which most people going about their lives in New Zealand would know very little about, where people are stuck in a morass of their own hopelessness, often surrounded by friends and family stuck in equally dire situations.

It’s a world governed by a different set of rules to normal society – almost a parallel universe in which utterly crazy events are just part and parcel of their day-to-day existence. It’s also a dangerous world, where erratic decisions often lead to problems escalating out of control, with chaotic and unintended consequences for guilty and innocent parties alike.

It’s a world that stays under the radar until someone goes too far and the police are called. In the summer of 2018, there was just such a series of unpredictable events, a chain reaction which ended with not one but two fatal shootings just six weeks apart at the same Tauranga pawn shop.

* * *

The Greerton Secondhand & Pawn Warehouse at 18 Wilrose Place (an address technically in the nearby suburb of Gate Pa) was a rust-coloured building on a dead-end street in an industrial part of town. Customers would visit the proprietor, ‘Uncle’ Stu Keepa, to flog their modest wares: antiques, furniture, machinery, tools, electronic goods and all other manner of bric-a-brac. One man’s trash is another man’s small profit margin. Keepa would take whatever could be fixed with a bit of spit and polish, then sell it off and come out a few bucks on top.

Keepa, who was in his 50s, lived in one of two bedrooms upstairs at 18 Wilrose Place. The other was occupied by a woman who can’t be identified (let’s call her Annette), while another boarder, David Kuka, lived in a room downstairs at the back of the shop.

The Greerton Secondhand & Pawn Warehouse also ran a little side hustle; it was well known in Tauranga’s seedy underbelly as a place to buy drugs. It even had a nickname: ‘The Trap’. Gang members would come and go from The Trap to visit Annette, who was selling meth, or Keepa’s son, who was doing the same.

Keepa himself wasn’t directly selling drugs. But as someone who had been in the pawn game for 20 years, he also knew a lot of different people. If those customers were looking to score drugs instead of a second-hand bargain, Keepa could steer them in the right direction.

So when a young woman named Kararaina Wihapi turned up at her cousin’s doorstep in the early hours of New Year’s Eve 2017 wanting $2000 worth of meth, the cousin (known as Lady Muck) reached out to Keepa. ‘Hey was just seeing if you was on, after a biggie though, got 2k. Any good or not?’ Lady Muck asked in a text message.

Keepa replied: ‘Okay my mate will go get it.’ It was 4am.

Keepa sent a driver to pick up Lady Muck’s flatmate, MJ, who wanted to buy weed, and Wihapi, who had the $2000 stashed in her bra. They were chauffeured to Greerton Secondhand & Pawn Warehouse. MJ introduced Wihapi to Keepa. She discussed getting a ‘quarter round one’ – a quarter of an ounce, or 7 grams of meth – and Keepa said his ‘bro was on the way’.

His ‘bro’ was Colin Jefferies-Smith, a 26-year-old who lived at home with his parents in nearby Greerton. Jefferies-Smith was a street-level drug dealer, mainly in cannabis but he had recently started dabbling in meth. Meth is a lucrative business, but like most businesses, only the fat cats at the top of the supply chain make any serious money. Jefferies-Smith was at the other end of the scale, slinging ‘dollar bags’ (0.1 of a gram for $100) or ‘quarter packs’ (¼ gram for $200) straight into the eager hands of consumers.

He wasn’t driving around Tauranga in a late-model Range Rover or Mercedes-Benz of the kind that the police regularly seize from successful drug dealers and gang members. His car was a beat-up silver Nissan Maxima, worth about $800, which his father had paid for just before Christmas. It wasn’t much, but the jalopy was all Jefferies-Smith had. It would end up costing a life.

This was because Colin Jefferies-Smith made the extremely poor decision to take Kararaina Wihapi’s $2000, then fail to deliver his end of the bargain. Over the next few hours, angry phone calls and text messages were flying around. Wihapi didn’t get the meth, or her money back. But she did get Jefferies-Smith’s silver Maxima. Someone staged an intervention: Lance Waite.

No one ever argued with Waite. Heavily tattooed, the 58-year-old was a senior member of the Mongrel Mob and held the position of sergeant-at-arms for the Notorious chapter. His job description was basically to serve as the chief bad-arse for the Mongrel Mob’s most bad-arse group.

He had been hanging around The Trap earlier that day, and was introduced to Kararaina Wihapi. The new acquaintances made a connection through common heritage – her uncle was also a Notorious Mobster – and Wihapi shared her misfortune at being $2000 out of pocket. Waite became her knight in shining armour.

By failing to stump up with the meth, Colin Jefferies-Smith owed Wihapi $2000 but the money had somehow vanished, most probably to pay an outstanding debt of his own. Once Waite became involved in the discussions, Jefferies-Smith was persuaded to hand over some cash, thought to be around $1200, a few ounces of cannabis and the keys to his Nissan Maxima.

The exchange was not down to Waite’s silky diplomacy skills. It was a vivid illustration of the shadowy underworld practice known as ‘taxing’, where criminals – most often gang members, who have the fear factor of the patch on their back – extort cash, drugs or valuables from other criminals.

There are different forms of ‘taxing’. Sometimes the ‘tax’ is actually a euphemism for robbery, plain and simple, where the strong just take what they want from the weak. Other times the ‘tax’ is in the form of the repayment of a debt – real, perceived or invented – while on other occasions the ‘tax’ is demanded as a form of protection money to allow the weaker criminal, say for example a drug dealer, to carry on operating on the gang’s territory.

On every occasion, the consequence of failing to pay the ‘tax’ is violence, painful and prolonged.

The criminal code of silence also means victims of ‘taxing’ are reluctant to make official complaints to police. More often, police learn about ‘taxing’ by talking to confidential informants or through hospital admissions, as a favoured tactic in recent years has been to shoot the taxee in the leg. The injury will leave the victim maimed, but alive. It’s not just beatings and gunshot wounds, though; victims get stabbed, have their kneecaps broken with baseball bats or, in one horrific case, a blow torch was used as a torture device.

Paying ‘tax’ is often seen as a cost of doing business in the underworld, and it seemed that, initially at least, Colin Jefferies-Smith had accepted the fate of his silver Nissan Maxima. It was being held as collateral until he could pay his dues – and penalty interest, no doubt – but that was supposedly the end of the matter: Lance Waite had given his word.

It seems Kararaina Wihapi didn’t get the memo.

The following day, New Year’s Day 2018, Wihapi and her cousin Lady Muck were hungry and decided to drive their new set of wheels to Pizza Hut in Greerton. Still pissed off about the loss of the $2000, and perhaps cocky because of the backing of her patched benefactor, Wihapi decided to pay Jefferies-Smith a visit.

The two women walked up the stairs to his parents’ house on Cameron Road, and called out to him through the open door. Jefferies-Smith was asleep on the couch in the lounge, but jumped up and came outside after being roused by his mother.

He said, ‘What’s going on?’

She said, ‘You owe [me]. Where’s my stuff?’

He said, ‘But I’ve already paid.’

The two women walked back to the silver Maxima parked in the driveway, with Jefferies-Smith close behind. He reached through the open door, snatched the keys out of the ignition and walked away briskly.

Wihapi and Lady Muck looked at each other. They knew they were going to be in trouble with Lance Waite. Not only had they gone behind the Mobster’s back to extort more money from Jefferies-Smith (which made Waite look like a liar), they had also lost the ability to drive the car.

Hungry and stressed, Lady Muck spent a frantic 10 minutes trying to hotwire the Maxima, fruitlessly, before making the rash decision to take out her frustrations on the stubborn ignition with a crowbar. Now even if they got the keys back from Jefferies-Smith, they couldn’t start the car.

Defeated, Lady Muck called Stewart Keepa and asked for a ride back to The Trap. When they got there, someone was waiting for them: a very grumpy gangster. Waite growled at the two women for throwing a spanner in the works, as he had already made a deal with Jefferies-Smith about the debt. Waite’s word was his bond, and the greedy and foolish actions of Wihapi and Lady Muck made it look like the Mongrel Mobster had gone back on it. He told the women that they owed him now, too.

Nevertheless, Waite couldn’t let Jefferies-Smith keep the car. The gangster couldn’t show weakness; he had to dominate the situation and show everyone who was the boss. So he went around to the Cameron Road address with an associate, and towed the Maxima back to The Trap, then called Jefferies-Smith demanding that the keys be returned.

A very unhappy Jefferies-Smith refused. He felt the debt had been cleared with the $1200 cash and four ounces of cannabis given to Waite, so his car should be returned.

Jefferies-Smith was getting desperate. Although worth only $800, the silver Nissan Maxima was his most valuable possession, and also the only way to keep his drug business afloat. Any hope of repaying his debt disappeared along with it.

He spent most of 2 January negotiating with Waite to get his car back, to no avail.

‘Fucking mutts, I want my car back,’ he said in a text message to a friend. ‘I paid the mutt, still no car, I’m about ready to start chopping the cunts up.’

Jefferies-Smith was friends with a man called Casino Williams, a senior Black Power member. The Mongrel Mob and Black Power gangs have been bitter rivals in New Zealand for as long as anyone can remember, with a bloody history of violence and murder across the country. Everyone knows Mongrel Mob and Black Power can’t stand each other but curiously, Casino Williams and Lance Waite had their own personal animus. The bad blood dated back to the 1980s when Waite, when he wasn’t in prison, was living at his family homestead near Paeroa.

The Hauraki Plains was Black Power territory, and Waite was pretty much the only Mobster for miles around. There was always tension whenever he came home, boiling over into confrontations when the two men crossed paths in town, with Waite – a few years older, more hardened than Williams – often getting the better of these exchanges.

So it’s not hard to imagine that three decades later, when Colin Jefferies-Smith was recounting his woes with Lance Waite, Casino Williams had a glint in his eye when he encouraged him to ‘take a stand and shoot the cunt’.

Williams even put a gun into his hands: a black, .22 calibre Ruger semi-automatic rifle.

* * *

Colin Jefferies-Smith made one final bid to bargain for his car, turning up at The Trap shortly before 6am on 3 January 2018.

The woman who lived upstairs at the second-hand shop, Annette, woke up around 5am to discover Lance Waite had fallen asleep in her room. He was sitting across the end of her bed, leaning against the wall.

The pair had been talking into the wee hours, with Waite telling her about how the deal with Jefferies-Smith had gone wrong. Waite was disappointed the two girls had tried to extort more money from Jefferies-Smith, Annette would later say in court, as that wasn’t the deal. However, Waite also believed Jefferies-Smith had not lived up to his end of the bargain.

‘He wasn’t yelling, or enraged or anything,’ Annette said. ‘He was just, you know, “Well, I’ve taken this weed and the money off Colin, and I think that’s fair.” To be honest, he’d actually had a cry on my shoulder that night, in the early hours that morning, saying how he was sick of being an arsehole and he wanted to change, so yeah, he wasn’t angry.’

She woke up to find Waite still in her room – but also Colin Jefferies-Smith standing outside The Trap.

Annette went downstairs at 5.52am to find out what he wanted, to which Jefferies-Smith said he wanted to pick up his car.

‘There was no anger, raised voices, no nothing, so I said “I don’t think Lance is gonna let that happen, but do you want me to see if he’s in a good mood, you know, see if he’ll talk to you about it?”’ Annette said.

Jefferies-Smith agreed, so she gave him a cigarette and he came upstairs to talk once more with Lance Waite. The Mobster was waiting for him, leaning back on a chair outside Annette’s room.

Colin asked if he could get his Maxima back, as he had paid back the cash, or if he could at least get the tools out of the car.

‘Lance basically shut him down and said, “I haven’t seen none of the money that you’ve paid. Whatever you’ve paid to those girls, that’s your fault. I told you the deal was done.” He basically told him to get out of his face ’cos he was starting to get pissed off.’

Annette said Jefferies-Smith seemed genuinely gutted, rather than angry, that he wasn’t going to get his car back. Her take on the situation was that Jefferies-Smith had paid back at least some of the debt he owed Wihapi, without realising that Lance Waite was the person he needed to pay.

The drug dealer went away with his tail between his legs, but came back just before 11am. By this time, Stewart Keepa had opened up the second-hand shop and customers were coming in to find a bargain.

Annette stayed in her bedroom on her phone, but Lance Waite left her to walk downstairs. She heard the door to Keepa’s room swing open, and a voice say, ‘Put my keys on the table, cunt.’

‘It all happened real fast – I looked up and I could see a gun,’ Annette said.

Lance sort of laughed, a mocking snigger, then replied: ‘Get fucked.’ He kept walking towards the stairs.

‘Then the gun went off,’ Annette said. ‘Shot once, shot twice. It wasn’t like Colin was eyeing him up for ages, just pwooff, pwooff, and then everyone went down the stairs.’

Stewart Keepa was outside the store, standing by a customer’s car for a cash sale. He was interrupted by Waite running outside as fast as he could, screaming ‘Fuck, fuck, fuck!’ Keepa shouted, ‘What’s wrong?’

The Mobster kept running down the driveway.

The customer, Michael Gedye, a Pākehā man in his 60s, heard two gunshots. He didn’t want to be the next victim and drove away, stopping at the end of the driveway to check on the heavily tattooed Waite.

‘I just said “Are you okay, mate?” and he said “Nah, I’ve been shot. Can you take me to hospital?”’ Gedye said later in court. ‘And I said “Yeah, jump in.”’

It’s a three-minute drive from Wilrose Place to the Tauranga Hospital. ‘He was starting to claw at the window and I said, “Oh, just hang on. We’ll be there soon.”’

At the hospital, Waite was shifted onto a stretcher to be wheeled into the emergency department, just as Colin Jefferies-Smith drove past the hospital on Cameron Road. A panicked Jefferies-Smith had pleaded with Keepa to drive him to the suburb of Bureta, where Casino Williams lived.

‘Let’s go, I gotta go, I gotta go,’ Jefferies-Smith said. When Keepa repeatedly asked his friend what had happened, he replied, ‘It’s better you don’t know.’

At Jefferies-Smith’s feet was a blue bag, or perhaps a blanket, covering a long object. Keepa thought he saw the gleam of a gun barrel, and as they drove past the hospital as Waite was being stretchered inside, Jefferies-Smith said: ‘I hope he dies.’

The pawn-shop owner was taken aback, but kept driving. Everything had now clicked into place.

He dropped Jefferies-Smith outside Williams’s home on Ngatai Road, just a stone’s throw from Tauranga Harbour, and that was the last he saw of him.

Soon after, Lance Waite was dead.

* * *

The following day, the Armed Offenders Squad raided Casino Williams’s home. Detectives found several illegal firearms hidden away, including the .22 Ruger used to shoot Waite.

Detective Sergeant Darryn Gabb locked his handcuffs on the wrists of a compliant Colin Jefferies-Smith, and took him back to the police station on Monmouth Street for an interview.

Most defence lawyers would advise their clients, especially those suspected of murder, against speaking with the police – and, certainly, not to talk to the police without a lawyer sitting beside them. But Jefferies-Smith waived his right to legal representation, and sang like a canary in not one but two recorded interviews with Gabb and Nigel Grey, another senior detective.

Gabb said, ‘All right, look, Colin, this is your bit, mate. This is where we’ll just ask you to, ahm, take us back to the start of yesterday, and, ahm, we’ll just roll through it from there. Okay? So you just tell us exactly what happened, from that morning, through until now. You just tell us, tell us whatever you like, mate.’

Jefferies-Smith replied, ‘I don’t know what to say without incriminating myself, mate, that’s all.’

Grey: ‘Well, I think it’s a bit hard to start from yesterday morning, ’cos there’s a bigger story to it, isn’t there, about what’s been going on with you and the family, isn’t there? So I think we probably need to hear about that first of all, eh? So you tell us what’s been going on, ’cos that’s . . . that’s pretty important as to what, why all this happened, eh? So if you can just start from what’s been going on, you know, and why this has all come to a head. So do you want to start with that, it might help us, eh?’

Jefferies-Smith: ‘Oh, this guy’s just been harassing me and my family, threatening them with violence. So I fucken just had enough, bro.’

Then he told them about the Nissan Maxima.

Grey: ‘So now he’s extorted money from you.’

‘Yeah.’

‘To get your car back, and he’s still got your car? So how much have you paid him?’

‘$1200 . . . fucken dick . . . can’t even move the fucken thing, it’s a nightmare. And he’s got the cheek to say to me that I’m not getting it back and shit like that.’

The subject turned to how Lance Waite allegedly escalated matters by pulling a shotgun on him and then threatened his mum.

Grey: ‘All right, Colin, I know it’s difficult for you but . . .’

Jefferies-Smith: ‘. . . just had enough, man, but I lost my car, then I got it back and it was all fucked up, I couldn’t even move it. That fella was still threatening my family. Said he was gonna kill my kid, rape my mum, you know. What would you do?’

Grey: ‘Look, I, I’m not judging you for this at all, Colin. I’m just trying to understand it and I think it’s important we understand what was going through your, you know, your head at the time . . .’

Jefferies-Smith: ‘I just couldn’t think of any other way to stop him, you know. All this carry-on, fucken . . . because I’ve seen it happen before. It just goes on and on, till you’ve got nothing left.’

Then they talked about the shootout at The Trap.

Jefferies-Smith: ‘He said I had until today to pay, or my family and that was gonna get it.’

Gabb: ‘And what happened next?’

‘Then I left.’

Grey: ‘Right. What happened before you left, though? Colin, it’s important you tell us what’s happened here, mate.’

‘When I left, I went and got something, I came back . . . said, I just wanted him to stop. ’Cos, you know, just feared for my family’s safety.’

‘Yes. So what did you do?’

‘Told him to stop. I chucked the keys on the table. He just laughed at me, “Ha ha, you won’t do it”, and went to walk off. I was so angry.’

Gabb asked, ‘What did that anger make you do?’

‘I was just so angry, bro, ’cos he threatened my family and that, my kid.’

Grey said, ‘I know, and this is what we need to understand, yeah?’

‘I shot him.’

Grey: ‘How many times did you shoot him?’

‘Twice.’

‘And where did you shoot him?’

‘In the back.’

‘In the back?’

‘Yeah.’

Regardless of whether or not his story was true, the Operation Skeiron team (as the homicide investigation led by Detective Senior Sergeant Craig Rawlinson was codenamed) still thought there was no more clear-cut case of murder than waiting behind a door, coming out with a .22 semi-automatic, making your demands, then shooting someone in the back. Twice.

Colin Jefferies-Smith was charged with murder. Nine months later, Casino Williams (who had given him a place to hide, a fresh set of clothes and a new SIM card for his phone, as well as coaching him on what to tell the police) was charged as an accessory after the fact.

The shooter had pretty much admitted everything – but was acquitted of murder at trial in the High Court at Rotorua the following year. His defence was that he acted in self-defence, that he took out Waite in a pre-emptive strike in fear of what the dangerous gang member would do. Jefferies-Smith claimed to believe that Lance Waite was heading downstairs at The Trap to retrieve his own firearm, a sawn-off shotgun, and was worried about what Waite might do to his family in retribution.

The problem with the self-defence argument, as Crown Solicitor Anna Pollett told the jury, was the complete absence of Waite’s shotgun – or any fear – in the trial’s evidence. ‘The text messages show what was in his [Jefferies-Smith’s] mind,’ she said. ‘No fears expressed for his mother, no fears expressed for his son, or himself. His only focus was getting his car back.’

While Waite was undoubtedly an intimidating figure, Pollett said this was irrelevant at the time Jefferies-Smith pulled the trigger. ‘The Crown does not say Lance Waite was a perfect citizen. But he, like anyone else, good or bad, in our society cannot have their life taken by another citizen. That is not how a civilised society works. You cannot just take someone’s life, even if they have wronged you.’

The jury disagreed. Possibly they felt threatened by the photographs of a tattooed and rather scary-looking gangster waved around by defence lawyer Mark Edgar. At any rate, they returned a verdict of guilt only for the lesser charge of manslaughter.

In turn, Justice Mark Woolford made it abundantly clear, in sentencing Jefferies-Smith to nine years in prison, that he thought the jury got it horribly wrong. The High Court judge flat-out rejected the two key planks of the defence: there was no shotgun, no threats to family.

‘I do accept that the deceased had earlier humiliated and threatened Mr Jefferies-Smith which prompted him to arm himself, but I do not accept that the deceased posed any immediate threat to Mr Jefferies-Smith,’ Justice Woolford said. ‘My assessment is that Mr Jefferies-Smith went to The Trap with a firearm and ammunition and threatened the deceased in order to get his car back. Mr Jefferies-Smith lost his temper when the deceased mocked him and told him that he would not use the gun.’

The judge tacked on another two years for the drug dealing, a total of eleven years in prison. Casino Williams was sentenced to just over six years for unlawful possession of firearms, being an accessory after the fact of manslaughter, and violence offences committed against his partner.

Despite the curious verdicts, Lance Waite’s death was an open-and-shut case. Certainly not a whodunnit like the next time the police were called to The Trap, just six weeks later.

* * *

David Kuka was a familiar face in downtown Tauranga, though shoppers would hear his voice before they saw him. Tall and rangy, with long, dark hair, the 52-year-old would walk the city streets with his fist raised to the sky, pointing to heaven. Wearing a leather vest with a cross on the back, Kuka would spend his weekend nights busking with his guitar and singing loudly about his saviour. He was a loud and proud Christian, a gentle soul who cared deeply about others, despite falling on hard times.

Kuka was sleeping in his car when he met Stewart Keepa, who was washing dishes at a dinner to feed the homeless of the city. Keepa offered him a spare room at The Trap. It wasn’t much but Kuka was grateful for a roof over his head.

In return, Kuka would help around the pawn shop on Wilrose Place. He’d keep the place tidy, and make a little money on the side selling his traditional Māori carvings.

So when Stewart Keepa came home late on a Sunday evening to find the front door slightly ajar, he instinctively felt something was amiss. It was 11 February 2018. Keepa had just ducked out to take his cousin to the supermarket. Worried that he didn’t have enough gas to make the trip, Keepa had borrowed Kuka’s car, a red Honda, and after dropping his cousin home, arrived back at Wilrose Place shortly after 10pm.

‘I heard this horrible breathing, gasping for air, coming from upstairs in the kitchen where I last saw David,’ Keepa said. ‘I called out his name, but all I could hear was gasping. I ran upstairs and there was David on the floor. I tried to wake him, to see what was wrong, but there was no response . . . no movement, no talking, nothing.’

David Kuka was lying on the floor, shirtless, in a pool of blood. He had been shot, twice: once in the head, once in the neck. It was an execution.

A homicide inquiry was soon underway, with Detective Sergeant Paul Barron put in charge of Operation Ubertas to solve the puzzle. Investigators often talk about the magic window, the first 48 hours after a crime has been committed. The 50 police staff working on the case moved quickly to gather evidence which might soon be lost: interviewing key witnesses who frequented The Trap, and securing text message and call data before it was deleted, as well as security-camera footage before files were overwritten.

There was no smoking gun, nothing that immediately identified the killer. There was, however, a lead that was too obvious to ignore – the death of Lance Waite. It seemed more than coincidence that two men were killed in the same building, just weeks apart. But what was the connection?

There was absolutely no suggestion whatsoever that Kuka was involved in Waite’s death. Although Kuka had once been a member of the rival Black Power gang, that was years ago, and in any event, the police had already arrested Waite’s killer. There was also no evidence that Kuka was involved in drug dealing at The Trap, just smoking a little bit of weed with Stewart Keepa every now and then.

Operation Ubertas was slowly able to develop a picture of what had happened in the days and weeks after Waite’s death, though it was murky and constantly changing. Drug dealers, addicts and gang members are unreliable and reluctant witnesses at the best of times, and at worst deliberately misleading or downright hostile.

Barron and his team spent a lot of time rattling cages in the criminal underworld, exerting pressure on people who wouldn’t normally cooperate with the police. Whatever they did manage to glean had to be corroborated by independent evidence, such as security-camera footage or phone data.

What did become clear was the Mongrel Mob were very angry about the slaying of Lance Waite, who was a senior member of the Notorious chapter. The day after his death, three carloads of patched Mobsters turned up at Wilrose Place.

They wanted Waite’s patch, a treasured possession in the gang world, but Stewart Keepa didn’t have it. The leather vest was at the Tauranga police station.

Keepa was told to get in the car. He was reluctant but complied, as he felt a refusal would lead to trouble. Of course, the police declined to hand over Waite’s patch, as it was evidence in a homicide investigation. Keepa was taken back to his shop, unharmed, but it was not the last time that the Mongrel Mob wanted to speak with him.

Soon after, he was invited to the home of the president of the gang’s Tauranga chapter, who lived nearby. He quizzed Keepa about what he knew about Waite’s shooting. While that meeting was calm, the next encounter was terrifying.

Keepa was woken by the sound of a V8 engine in the driveway outside The Trap, followed by footsteps, and the voices of two men calling out to him. They identified themselves as members of the Hastings Mongrel Mob and ordered Keepa to ‘open the fucking door’.

Three patched members barged in the front door, and Keepa backed away up the stairs towards the kitchen. One of the men stopped halfway up the stairs, while the other two followed Keepa into the kitchen and told him to sit down at the table.

One of the men was in his 40s, the other in his late 20s. The younger man was around 190 cm tall, with shoulder-length black hair and bulldog tattoos on his face.

‘He was the one intimidating me,’ Keepa would later tell a jury, ‘shooting questions and asking me who was here at the time of Lance’s shooting.’

Keepa told the Mobsters he was present, as well as Annette, who lived upstairs, and David Kuka out the back. The gang member told Keepa to write the names on a piece of paper, so he did.

‘He kept on carrying on, asking “Who else was there?” I tried my best but he wanted more names. I think I made up a couple of names to shut him up,’ Keepa said. ‘One thing really stuck with me, because he said “We want to know who else we should kill” . . . That really got to me, that scared me out of my wits.’

* * *

The detectives searching for David Kuka’s killer (or killers) spent hundreds, if not thousands of hours collecting, then trawling through, grainy security-camera footage for clues. Of particular interest was a silver Ford Falcon sedan (registration CLZ180), captured on CCTV heading towards Wilrose Place at 9.58pm on the night Kuka was killed, then leaving four minutes later.

Every investigation needs a lucky break, and Operation Ubertas got two in quick succession. The first came from a routine burglary in Rotorua, completely unrelated to the murder inquiry. The van used to carry away the stolen goods was traced back to a Mongrel Mob prospect, whom the police brought in for questioning about the burglary.

Turns out he had a bit more to get off his chest than a few stolen tools. The prospect, who cannot be identified, spent much of his time working as a mechanic at a semi-rural property on Merrick Road in the south Tauranga suburb of Pyes Pa, which was also the gang pad of the local Mongrel Mob Aotearoa chapter.

On the night that David Kuka was killed, a silver Ford Falcon with the registration plate CLZ180 turned up at the gang pad on Merrick Road. The prospect told the police that he, along with others, was instructed to wipe the car down and look for any ammunition. The following day, the prospect took the Ford Falcon to a different farm property – no doubt to hide the vehicle should police turn up with a warrant.

A few days later, the silver vehicle was delivered back to Merrick Road, where the prospect was told to strip the car for parts. Eventually, the car was taken to a scrap yard in Greerton, where it was crushed, the prospect said. The person who ordered the destruction of the silver Ford Falcon was none other than Adrian Rewiri, the captain of the Mongrel Mob Aotearoa chapter in Tauranga.

The gang prospect’s story provided a brand-new line of inquiry for Operation Ubertas, shortly before the investigation made a second crucial breakthrough.

In the early days of the investigation, detectives had heard the nickname of a potential Mongrel Mob suspect: ‘Luke Dog from down the line’. No one knew the real name at first, until Barron decided to share this tightly held information among the wider Operation Ubertas team. A police officer working in Taupō knew ‘Luke Dog’ as Luke Belmont, a captain in the gang’s Notorious chapter, who lived in Raetihi, a small town south of the lake near Ohakune. He had attended Lance Waite’s tangi in the Hawke’s Bay, and phone records showed he had visited Tauranga twice in the weeks leading up to David Kuka’s death.

He also happened to be in a relationship with a close relative of Adrian Rewiri, so there was also a loose connection to the Mongrel Mob Aotearoa chapter. The Taupō officer knew, too, that Belmont drove a silver Ford Falcon, similar to the vehicle seen near the Kuka murder scene, but with a red bonnet. This gave the inquiry team another avenue to explore.

On the day of the murder, the distinctive vehicle was captured on CCTV footage at a petrol station just outside Taupō. It was then filmed travelling through Rotorua around the time when phone records showed Belmont called another member of Mongrel Mob Notorious who lived nearby. His name was Dane Mark Pukepuke, and their conversation lasted three minutes.

Belmont’s cell phone stopped polling in Rotorua that day, but his red-bonneted car was filmed driving through Te Puke and was later captured on CCTV footage turning off Cameron Road, the main arterial route in Tauranga, and driving past the address of The Trap in Gate Pa. The car was seen travelling through Greerton at 8.22pm, then arriving at the Gate Pa shopping centre, near the Marble Bar, 10 minutes later.

Also seen in the carpark, and recorded on CCTV, was a silver Ford Falcon. It was the same car that the police already had footage of driving to and from The Trap shortly before Stewart Keepa found David Kuka lying in a pool of blood. It was the same car that the Mongrel Mob prospect said he was instructed to strip down and scrap.

It was the murder car, registration plate CLZ180.

Several days earlier, this silver Ford Falcon had come into the possession of Tauranga resident Kingi Tokona, after someone had crashed it. The police discovered there had been a discussion between Tokona and Maru Wright, a member of Mongrel Mob Aotearoa, about his captain Adrian Rewiri offering to take the car off his hands.

At 6.13pm (when Pukepuke and Belmont’s car were still at the gang pad at Merrick Road), Tokona sent a text message to Rewiri asking whether he still wanted the CLZ180 Ford Falcon. Rewiri called him back at 8.08pm, shortly before Pukepuke travelled to the Marble Bar carpark in Belmont’s car.

CCTV footage showed both Ford Falcon vehicles leave the Marble Bar at 8.38pm, then travel in convoy back down Cameron Road back towards Pyes Pa. At 9.13pm both vehicles left Pyes Pa and headed towards Welcome Bay, arriving at 9.18pm.

It’s at this point, the police believed, that Maru Wright handed over the CLZ180 Ford Falcon to Dane Pukepuke. The CLZ180 Falcon then travelled from Welcome Bay to Courtney Road (close to The Trap), where it was seen on CCTV cameras at 9.58pm, then drove away at 10.02pm.

Four minutes was all it took for David Kuka to be shot in his home.

The CLZ180 Falcon was back in Welcome Bay by 10.36pm, then was seen heading towards Oropi Road, before it was taken to the Merrick Road pad for dismantling. Less than an hour later, Belmont’s red-bonnet Ford Falcon was seen travelling through Welcome Bay and then Te Puke.

At 12.30am, the police pulled over Belmont’s car in Rotorua in a routine traffic stop. Belmont was driving but Dane Pukepuke was no longer in the car.

By piecing together all the CCTV and phone-data evidence in a chronological timeline, the police devised a theory of what had happened. Luke Belmont, enraged by the shooting of his Notorious chapter brother Lance Waite, was the chief instigator of avenging his death. He made arrangements to pick up Dane Pukepuke in Rotorua, as well as obtain a firearm from another Mongrel Mobster. The murder plot included fellow Mobsters Adrian Rewiri and Maru Wright in Tauranga, who were to find another, less distinctive vehicle, for use as a getaway car – and then destroy the evidence.

There was still no ‘smoking gun’. But pulling together all the various strands of evidence – including the ‘kill list’ of names that Stewart Keepa was forced to write down, which police eventually found at Belmont’s mother’s house – there was a strong circumstantial case.

All four men were charged with murder, at different times, in late 2020, early 2021 and the middle of 2022. Pukepuke pleaded guilty to murder at his very first appearance in court, which the police saw as a sign that he was taking the rap for the others. The remaining trio resolutely maintained their innocence at a trial in the High Court at Rotorua in September 2023.

Belmont’s lawyer Bill Nabney argued that while there was incontrovertible proof that Belmont’s distinctive red-bonneted Ford Falcon was in Tauranga on the night of the murder, there was no evidence his client was inside it. Representing Adrian Rewiri, barrister Quentin Duff said his client acted out of ignorance and had no knowledge of any murder plot.

Similar arguments were made for Maru Wright. ‘Not involved, wasn’t there, he didn’t know,’ defence lawyer James Greenland said.

Despite the many strands of evidence which Operation Ubertas had woven together, there was one glaring piece missing at the trial. No one would say ‘Luke Dog’ Belmont was in Tauranga on the night of the shooting.

The gang prospect (the one ordered by Adrian Rewiri to strip down the silver Ford Falcon, the murder car, at the Merrick Road pad) came pretty close. In giving evidence to the jury, the prospect said the Mobster who drove the Falcon was a ‘fair skinned Maori’, tall and of muscular build, in his 30s, wearing a camouflage trench coat and rugby shorts, with Mongrel Mob tattoos across his lower face (known in gang circles as a foul mask).

Looking at Luke Belmont sitting in the dock with a smirk on his face, it was a fairly accurate description of ‘Luke Dog’ (who was also wearing a camouflage coat and shorts on the CCTV footage in Taupō earlier that day).

However, the gang prospect never heard the Mobster’s name, and he was not able to pick out Belmont from a police photo montage.

The circumstantial case was strong, but not strong enough. At the end of the month-long trial, the jury must have agreed there was reasonable doubt as to their guilt. The trio were acquitted of murder, although Rewiri was convicted of being an accessory after the fact.

* * *

In December 2023, nearly six years after David Kuka was killed, someone was finally held to account for his murder.

Dane Mark Pukepuke appeared for sentencing in the High Court at Rotorua, where his defence lawyer Scott McColgan presented psychological and cultural reports that drew a straight line between his client’s dysfunctional upbringing and the dire situation he currently found himself in.

Somewhat predictably – which perhaps makes it even more tragic – the story of Pukepuke’s life is all too common among young men who join gangs and commit terrible atrocities. His childhood was filled with rejection and family disconnection. His parents were absent from his life, so Pukepuke was largely raised by his grandparents, although he suffered abuse at the hands of other relatives.

This trauma led to a lifetime of severe addiction to drugs, which contributed to his mental health deteriorating to the point where he was admitted to hospital in 1991. He was diagnosed as suffering from drug-induced psychosis and bipolar disorder.

After being released from hospital, Pukepuke’s criminal record for different criminal offences escalated to a brutal assault and rape of a woman, for which he was sentenced in 1993 to nearly 12 years in prison. During this lag, he started smoking methamphetamine and his consumption of the drug only increased following his eventual release.

Between 2002 and 2016, Pukepuke served several shorter lags in prison for drugs, dishonesty and violent offending, and his reliance on methamphetamine continued unabated until he shot David Kuka.

The only constant in his life had been his 30-year membership of the Mongrel Mob.

‘You were exposed to gang culture from an early age and ultimately found a sense of purpose and identity in the Mongrel Mob. These were aspects of your life that had been lacking until you became associated with the gang,’ Justice Graham Lang said. ‘This led you to develop a deep sense of loyalty to the Mongrel Mob, a factor that is obviously prominent in the present offending.’

Now, at the age of 56, Pukepuke was facing a sentence of life imprisonment.

One of the key decisions the judge had to make was whether Pukepuke, despite the acquittals of his codefendants, had committed murder as a premeditated act of revenge for Lance Waite’s death. After hearing all the evidence at the trial, and considering the reliability of various witnesses, Justice Lang believed he had a fair idea of what had taken place.

It was not possible, the High Court judge said, to be sure that Pukepuke targeted David Kuka instead of any other resident of Wilrose Place, even though his name was on the list written by Stewart Keepa. But Justice Lang was certain that Pukepuke decided to travel to Tauranga to shoot an occupant of the address where Waite had been shot and killed. ‘He did so as an act of retribution on the gang’s behalf.’

Then the judge went a bit further. ‘It is probable, but I cannot be satisfied beyond reasonable doubt, that other more senior members of the gang encouraged or instructed Mr Pukepuke to carry out this act.’ That is a code phrase, in legal jargon, hinting that the judge believed Luke Belmont should have been in the dock alongside Pukepuke.

Every murderer receives a mandatory sentence of life imprisonment, unless there are circumstances (very rare) for which such a punishment is deemed ‘manifestly excessive’, so often the only issue is how long the killer must serve before being eligible to apply for parole.

The premeditation of the gang-revenge shooting was an aggravating feature of the case, Justice Lang said in choosing a starting point of 17 years. This was reduced to 15 years on account of Pukepuke’s guilty plea, as well as his traumatic childhood which led him to join the ranks of the Mongrel Mob.

Of course, no sentence is ever long enough for the family of a murder victim. It changes nothing. Turning to Kuka’s family sitting in the courtroom, Justice Lang said their loved one was an innocent party who was ‘simply in the wrong place at the wrong time’.

‘Nothing I can do today can bring your loved one back,’ the senior judge said. ‘The most I can hope is that . . . this particular chapter in your journey has closed. It has been a devastating event for you.’

* * *

There was a disturbing subplot which could only be reported after the trial ended. What the jury didn’t know was that ‘Age Dog’, Adrian Rewiri, was already serving a long prison sentence.

During the course of Operation Ubertas, when the police were looking under every rock, detectives intercepted numerous phone calls and text messages which showed Rewiri was selling a lot of drugs: cannabis, meth and GBL (gamma-butyrolactone or ‘fantasy’). The evidence was so overwhelming that Rewiri had little choice but to admit every single charge – except the most serious one.

Police found 50 grams of meth inside a car in which Rewiri and a Mongrel Mob prospect were travelling. Both were arrested and charged with possession of methamphetamine for supply. The prospect soon pleaded guilty to the serious charge – despite being completely innocent.

What had transpired, it later emerged, was that after being arrested, Rewiri and the prospect were remanded in custody together at Waikeria Prison. Rewiri, the captain of the Aotearoa chapter, was the senior member and threatened, coerced and bullied the prospect into taking the rap for the 50 grams of meth. In case he needed any more encouragement, the prospect was given a prison yard hiding by another Mob associate.

The prospect, a young man called Eli Johnson, then spilled his guts to the police, gave evidence in court, and Rewiri was convicted of perverting the course of justice.

‘You used your seniority in the Mongrel Mob, your physical prowess and your mana within the prison to take advantage of someone, who I saw in evidence and considered to be definitely physically your lesser and in my view mentally frail, to keep you out of trouble,’ Judge Paul Mabey said at Rewiri’s sentencing hearing in June 2021.

‘A man who was clearly innocent pleaded guilty to an imprisonable offence because you forced him to.’

Rewiri was sentenced to eight years in prison, which was extended by nine months after he was convicted of being an accessory after the fact to David Kuka’s murder.

A year after giving evidence against his former boss, Eli Johnson was dead: stabbed to death by a pair of Mongrel Mobsters.

A message had been sent.








Chapter 3

The cartel moves into the neighbourhood

THERE WAS SOMETHING ABOUT the passenger on Flight QR920 that didn’t seem quite right. Uziel Saab Acosta, 30, was a Mexican citizen who had flown from Heathrow in London to Auckland, with a layover in Doha, on 2 May 2018. The trip to New Zealand was his first. His return flight was booked for 5 May. Long way to fly for just a few days on the ground in Godzone. Barely enough time to register the Sky Tower. Well, maybe it was just a quick business trip. But there was also the short notice with which Acosta decided to fly to the other side of the world.

The paperwork linked to Acosta’s travel showed that he booked his tickets through a travel company in Brussels, Belgium, just a few days before boarding the flight. Again, there could be an innocent explanation. People have done crazier things on a whim. But it all seemed a little odd for the Customs officers and, on arrival in Auckland, Acosta was asked if they could search his luggage.

He had two suitcases. Both were Samsonite, one large and one small. Both had been checked-in with Qatar Airways. Underneath the zipped lining in the base of the larger suitcase, a Customs officer found a black vinyl packet. He removed it from the suitcase and cut it open. This revealed two vacuum-sealed bags of white powder. An identical concealment was found in the other suitcase.

The Customs officer then removed a small sample of the white powder and tested it with a Narcotics Identification Kit (NIK). The test indicated the presence of methamphetamine.

This was going to be much harder for Acosta to explain than some slightly suspicious travel bookings.

Acosta candidly admitted the following information:

a) He was given the two suitcases in Cancún, Mexico to give to someone in New Zealand;

b) He was given US$5000 to book his own flights and accommodation;

c) He was told he would be paid US$10,000 upon his return to Mexico;

d) He knew something illegal was concealed in the suitcases but he did not know what;

e) He knew the concealment was 3–4 kilograms.

f) He was told to contact his handler via BlackBerry Messenger once he got settled in a hotel;

g) Someone would come to the hotel to collect the suitcases; and

h) He was to wait for further instructions.

The guy had given them almost half the alphabet. In return, Acosta was advised of his rights under the New Zealand Bill of Rights Act 1990, but he declined to speak with a lawyer.

Subsequent analysis by Environmental Science and Research (ESR) showed that the white powder in the suitcases weighed 3.9 kilograms in total, and was methamphetamine with a purity of 80 per cent. Acosta pleaded guilty to importing a Class A drug at the first opportunity, and was sentenced at the Manukau District Court to seven years and three months in prison.

It was a good catch at the border by Customs but it was routine, similar to dozens each year where naïve (or wilfully blind) drug mules are stopped at Auckland International Airport. There was nothing special or unusual about Uziel Saab Acosta – other than that hindsight shows he was part of an emerging trend of methamphetamine coming to New Zealand from Mexico.

* * *

For as long as anyone could remember, the vast majority of meth smuggled into New Zealand had come from Asian countries, predominantly China, where the raw ingredients were readily available, the labour cheap and law enforcement would turn a blind eye. These international Asian crime syndicates worked hand-in-glove with criminals living in New Zealand, often motorcycle gang members, to handle local distribution.

That was the modus operandi for many years. But around 2016, Customs and police saw a small but persistent upswing in drug shipments coming from the United States and Canada. But the original source of the drugs was Mexico.

The growing threat was outlined clearly in a Customs intelligence briefing written in 2020 and later released to me under the Official Information Act.

‘Mexican cartels have been identified targeting New Zealand and collaborating with local organised crime groups to facilitate the importation of illicit drugs,’ according to the briefing. ‘Since 2016, the Cartel Jalisco New Generation (CJNG) [cartel] have been linked to at least nine NZCS [New Zealand Customs Service] and/or NOCG [National Organised Crime Group] investigations, and one operation in 2018 was linked to the Sinaloa cartel.

‘The majority of CJNG linked investigations undertaken in New Zealand have involved Mexican or United States nationals travelling to New Zealand to receive, store or oversee the imports . . . it is almost certain that Mexican OCG [organised crime groups] will continue to export illicit drugs to New Zealand using a diverse range of methodologies.’

The Sinaloa Cartel is considered one of the most dangerous criminal syndicates in the world, responsible for smuggling hundreds of tonnes of drugs at a time, and carrying out thousands of murders over the decades since El Chapo came to power. And CJNG was supposedly even worse.

CJNG was formed in 2011 as a splinter group of the Sinaloa Cartel but rapidly expanded in size and influence to match, if not eclipse, its parent group as the most powerful cartel in Mexico. By 2018, CJNG was ranked in the top five most dangerous transnational criminal organisations in the world, according to the US Department of Justice.

But what would Mexican cartels want with a little country at the bottom of the South Pacific Ocean? As always when it comes to organised crime, the answer is money.

For nearly 20 years, New Zealanders had paid around $100 for a ‘point’ (0.1 grams) of meth. It’s one of the highest retail prices in the world. And the cartels had taken notice. Meth is dirt cheap in Mexico, where the cartels can pump out tonnes of the stuff in commercial ‘super labs’.

At a wholesale level, 1 kilogram of methamphetamine might fetch NZ$1000 in Mexico, and be worth NZ$5000 when smuggled across the border into the United States. In New Zealand it’s worth anywhere between NZ$80,000 and $160,000 depending on market forces.

Despite the growing cache of intelligence and evidence, which police and Customs were certain of, it still seemed a little far-fetched that such dangerous organisations (which most Kiwis had only heard of because of the Netflix series Narcos) were present in little old New Zealand.

But there must have been something to it. Because it wasn’t long before the Drug Enforcement Administration and the Federal Bureau of Investigation, also the stars of countless movies and TV shows, were also opening branch offices in Wellington.

Organised crime is global, so to have any chance of combating the threat, so too must law enforcement agencies work together across borders.

‘If you were to ask any significant trafficker what is the best market for meth and coke in the world, they would say Australia and New Zealand,’ Kevin Merkel, the DEA attaché for Australia, New Zealand and the Pacific Islands, once told me. ‘The same people that are pumping drugs out to the United States are the same ones that are pumping out drugs here. If they see potential to make more money, they’re going to do it.’

Uziel Saab Acosta was among the first to be caught in New Zealand, and the Parole Board took the first opportunity to kick him out of the country. He was a low-security inmate, was well-behaved in prison, successfully completed several drug-treatment programmes and, crucially, was to be deported as soon as he was released from prison.

Acosta was released on parole in October 2020, taken back to Mexico and barred from ever returning to New Zealand.

End of story – except it was only a kind of beginning. This wasn’t the last time drug squad detectives in Auckland would hear his name.

* * *

In 2019, the National Organised Crime Group had two ‘persons of interest’, which is how the police refer to shady characters under surveillance. Adam Tony Forsyth and Sean Leslie Cooney, who both lived in Perth, had made several trips from Australia to New Zealand over the course of the year, and were known to have close connections with heavy criminals on both sides of the Tasman.

On their next visit to Auckland, in September 2019, Detective Sergeant Steve Matheson was put in charge of a surveillance phase to see what the pair got up to. Quite a bit of trouble, as it turned out. Cooney and Forsyth were followed down to Rotorua, where they hired a trailer from a petrol station, then went to Bunnings where they bought padlocks, tarpaulins and ropes. The duo drove to a residential house in Rotorua, where they were observed collecting 12 boxes with the help of a man living there. The boxes were loaded into the trailer, covered with the tarpaulins and secured with ropes and padlocks.

Cooney and Forsyth then high-tailed it to Hamilton, where they parked the trailer behind the house where they were staying. Safety first – you wouldn’t want anyone driving past to get any ideas about taking off with a fully-laden trailer. Not that Matheson needed an invitation. Operation Ali raided the place the following morning, locking up Cooney and Forsyth, and opening the 12 boxes on the trailer. Inside were 210 parcels, heavily bound with plastic and tape, each weighing 1 kilogram. Every single one was filled with crystalline shards of methamphetamine, like broken glass: 210 kilograms of ‘ice’, as the Australians call meth.

In a stunning turn of events, the meth was packaged in identical fashion – and police don’t use the description ‘identical’ lightly – to 193 kilograms found in a completely separate investigation in Auckland a few months earlier, Operation Essex.

These two enormous drug caches were significant in their own right. Now it seemed that an even larger shipment had been smuggled into New Zealand at some point: at least 400 kilograms, split into two consignments for safekeeping.

The obvious next step for the detectives was to work out how the hell all these drugs got into the country. The suspects in Operation Essex were English; in Operation Ali, Australian.

Tasks were divided among two different squads, with Detective Sergeant Steve Matheson sticking with the Australian lead.

Another senior figure from the Perth-based crime group that Cooney and Forsyth worked for had also turned up in New Zealand, so it was a reasonable assumption that he might have been behind the motherlode import of meth. The Aussie was placed under surveillance and was seen meeting with someone who was completely unknown to NOCG, but was soon identified as Tangaroa Demant.

He was someone at home on the water – a commercial skipper and fisherman – and therefore the perfect suspect to help an organised crime syndicate sneak a boatload of meth into the country.

It turned out that neither the Australian nor Demant was involved in the Operation Essex-Ali import. But what could have been a dead end led Matheson’s team in another direction entirely: a long, winding and frustrating rabbit-hole of an investigation that could be traced all the way back to Mexico and the feared CJNG cartel.

* * *

Tangaroa David Demant was from Omaio, a tiny coastal township in the eastern Bay of Plenty, about 60 kilometres east of Ōpōtiki. Omaio is about as isolated as it gets. Demant had lived there for his entire life. It was where he married his wife of 30 years, and where the couple raised their six children (one of whom went on to be named the best rugby player in the world and steered her team to a Rugby World Cup on home soil).

He worked hard to provide for his family, taking over his father’s fishing business catching crayfish and exporting the seafood delicacy to China for sale. Demant was also a pillar of the community: the chairman of the board of trustees at Omaio School and the nearby marae, as well as the manager of the local kapa haka group.

Everything was going right for Demant – until it went horribly wrong. He lost about $1 million in poor investments, which in turn resulted in his losing the family business, the family home (and three other properties they had accumulated), and eventually his family.

He separated from his wife, and his relationships with his children also broke down. The final straw was having his boat seized by the Ministry of Fisheries, and Demant was left unable to work. The 60-year-old had to move back home with his parents.

Demant was crippled with an overwhelming sense of embarrassment and failure, his life turned completely upside down. Like so many other people who have hit rock bottom, Demant turned to drugs and alcohol to ease the pain. He chose methamphetamine. The ‘wonder drug’ also seemed to offer a way out of his financial crisis.

It was easy money, too tempting for Demant to refuse. His ascension from simply consuming meth to becoming a crucial cog in the supply chain from overseas was quick, and this is how Demant first came to the attention of the police, when he was spotted meeting with the senior organised crime figure from Australia.

In September 2020, Detective Sergeant Steve Matheson was put in charge of Operation Tarpon. He viewed Demant, an experienced seaman, as a prime suspect in the smuggling of the 210 kilograms of meth found in Hamilton.

The obvious question to ask is how a 60-year-old family man with just a handful of fishing offences on his rap sheet could make such influential international criminal connections so quickly. No one knows for sure, but Operation Tarpon came to believe that a nephew of Demant’s, a senior patched member of the Head Hunters motorcycle gang serving a long sentence for supplying meth, arranged the introduction. Demant had recently visited the younger man a couple of times in Waikeria Prison, where he was serving his lag with several other inmates who would soon feature in Operation Tarpon’s surveillance.

Coincidence? Maybe. But most detectives don’t believe in coincidences.

Demant was kept under close watch. It eventually became clear that he had nothing to do with the Australians and the 210-kilo meth haul in Hamilton, but there was something curious going on that warranted further investigation.

He was living on a yacht called Good Times, moored in Whangaroa Harbour, a remote inlet on the east coast of Northland, while telling his friends and family that he was sailing overseas. It was clearly a cover story. Demant was actually using that time in self-imposed exile to make contact with international drug suppliers, according to conversations intercepted by Operation Tarpon, and hatch plans about a number of different smuggling schemes.

In particular, he was in regular contact with someone working for a Mexican cartel. Demant even made plans to travel to Mexico for an in-person meeting to take place (in the middle of the Covid-19 pandemic, which had enveloped the entire world) – even going so far as to book a slot in quarantine facilities for his return home.

He never did go ahead with the trip. But his drug business really took off when a violent gang member was released from Waikeria Prison towards the end of 2020. In 2015, Tama Waitai (also known by the surname Maney) had been sentenced to 10 years and 9 months’ imprisonment for a brutal home invasion in which the victim lost an eye.

Despite having what the Parole Board accurately described as an ‘appalling record’, the Filthy Few gang member was released in November 2020 to live in Te Kaha (just 10 minutes up the road from Demant’s hometown of Omaio) with a number of strict conditions. As well as having grown up in the same neck of the woods, police suspected there was another connection between Waitai and Demant: Demant’s Head Hunter nephew was in the same prison block at the same time as Waitai.

Despite the strict parole conditions, on leaving prison Waitai almost immediately linked up with Demant and joined in the conversations with the Mexican cartel. Those communications took place on encrypted devices which the police are unable to intercept, although the criminal tradecraft of the Bay of Plenty duo slipped when they talked to each other by cell phone.

During one of those phone calls, on 31 January 2021, Demant and Waitai recounted their separate conversations with the Mexicans, in which they discussed importing a very large quantity of cocaine into New Zealand. Detective Sergeant Steve Matheson’s ears pricked up when the police heard the details of the plan – 200 ‘keys’ (kilograms) hidden inside a shipping container. If successful, the proposed import would have dwarfed the previous New Zealand record of 46 kilograms of cocaine, smuggled inside a diamante-encrusted horse head.

Demant: We’ll have a good little fucken earner there, brother.

Waitai: Yeah yeah yeah yeah.

That’s a lot of yeahs. It was a lot of drugs.

The shipping container would be loaded onto a commercial vessel bound for the Port of Tauranga, then offloaded onto the wharves and stacked alongside thousands of other containers. Then came the genius part of the plan. Before anyone at Customs even had a chance to get suspicious and inspect the container, someone who worked at the port would remove the cocaine.

It was an utterly brazen example of what Customs and the National Organised Crime Group had been warning of for several years: corruption. For a long time, New Zealand has had a reputation for being largely free of corruption, but since 2019, law enforcement bodies have detected a number of disturbing incidents, referred to as ‘insider threats’.

There had been a heist of a container simply driven out the gates at the Port of Auckland and the arrest of an Auckland constable for leaking police intelligence, as well as a group of Air New Zealand baggage-handlers who were charged with bypassing border-security checks to import meth (we’ll come back to this in Chapter 8).

‘This kind of corruption is not unheard of internationally but New Zealand has been isolated from it for a long time,’ the head of Customs investigations, Bruce Berry, told me in an interview in 2020. ‘Now, we’ve been thrust into this space very quickly with the arrival of the “501s” [deportees from Australian gangs] with their greater sophistication and international connections. It’s a scary story.’

Operation Tarpon could now add the name Maurice Oliver Swinton to the growing list of ‘insider threats’.

The 44-year-old had also spent time with Waitai in prison, but was now working as a stevedore at the Port of Tauranga. In a conversation intercepted by police, Swinton was caught talking to a friend about his role in the cocaine conspiracy. It was going to be a simple job: ‘just pick up, go to smoko, and go home’. He would be paid $250,000 and given a kilogram of cocaine for his efforts, Swinton said.

There was just one problem. Swinton could access only the eastern side of the port, at Mount Maunganui, but some vessels would dock on the other side of Tauranga Harbour, at Sulphur Point. Undeterred, Demant and Waitai encouraged Swinton to get a job at the Sulphur Point docks, too.

They also embarked on a backup plan. Waitai approached Ryan Walsh, a commercial diver who also happened to be in a relationship with the gangster’s sister. Walsh had indicated he knew people who worked at the port, and in three conversations with Demant and Waitai – to which the police were listening – agreed to approach them about the cocaine plot.

Walsh: I was talking to my workmate . . . He’s got a bro on the port. He’s got a couple.

Demant: Oh yeah.

Walsh: On the container side, and he reckons one of them will definitely be keen . . . so he’s sussing him out . . . He said that things go wrong all the time there, and containers that get put in the wrong place.

Demant: Yeah, so it’s easy to do shit, eh.

In early March 2021, Demant called Swinton and said the shipment would arrive at the end of the month. It never did. Swinton was told to ‘stand down’; Demant explained he hadn’t spoken to the Mexicans for several days, as he was having problems with his ‘other phone’, as he referred to his encrypted device.

The stop-start wait for a shipping container filled with drugs was deeply frustrating for Demant, but also for Operation Tarpon.

Matheson could keep going for a bit longer, in the optimistic hope that the mythical 200-kilo cocaine shipment would turn up and the police could catch them all red-handed. But even if that didn’t eventuate, Operation Tarpon had gathered more than enough evidence to prove a drug conspiracy charge against Demant and the others, as well as their distribution of other drugs imported into New Zealand by the Mexican cartel.

* * *

Angel Gabriel Gavito Alvarado was their man on the ground, and he lived in perhaps the last place anyone would suspect a Mexican cartel operative to be hiding out: the sleepy seaside village of Ōmokoroa, about 20 kilometres west of Tauranga. His job was to coordinate the cartel’s activities in New Zealand, including the importation and delivery of drugs and, most importantly, sending money back overseas.

On 14 January 2021, Gavito Alvarado and Tama Waitai were seen meeting in the carpark of the McDonald’s in Fairy Springs Road, Rotorua (why does almost every drug investigation end up at the Golden Arches?), where Waitai handed him a package. The police believed it was cash for a small consignment of cocaine from Guatemala that had been couriered to Rotorua for Waitai, labelled as a ‘power steering pump’.

The following day, Gavito Alvarado deposited $20,600 cash into his Westpac bank account, then transferred the money to an overseas bank account. The recipient? The wife of Uziel Saab Acosta, the Mexican national who had previously been caught trying to smuggle 3.9 kilograms of meth into the country. Saab Acosta had been deported back to Mexico a few months earlier, after being released by the Parole Board – but not before he had made some new friends behind bars.

Everyone knows that prison is a finishing school for criminals, where inmates teach each other how not to get caught next time, as well as a networking seminar to help them conduct business once they get out. Saab Acosta’s connection to Mexican organised crime made him exotic and very popular inside Waikeria Prison, where he spent time with none other than Tama Waitai and Maurice Swinton. Detectives would later find his contact details on the phones of both Operation Tarpon targets.

If there was any scepticism about the bona fides of Demant’s Mexican drug pipeline, the discovery of a connection to Saab Acosta, and the ongoing delivery of cocaine and methamphetamine, proved it was the real deal.

A few weeks later, on 12 February 2021, Demant called Tama Waitai and said Gavito Alvarado had something for them to pick up in Auckland in a couple of days.

‘They got me some liquid on. They got a couple of kilos of liquid for me,’ said Demant, ‘but meth eh, bro, meth.’

Gavito Alvaraz couldn’t be there in person, but would send someone else in his stead. The plan was for Demant to then take the meth to Waitai in Rotorua.

Waitai quickly agreed to the deal: ‘It’s selling like fucken hot cakes.’

Two days later, Demant parked in SkyCity casino’s carpark at 9.36am and walked to a bus stop on Victoria Street West, next to the SkyTower, where he sat down. At 9.56am, a Mexican citizen (who worked at the nearby Mr Taco takeaways) turned up at another bus stop across the street, carrying a white bucket. He sat down and placed the bucket between his feet.

Police surveillance teams watched as Demant crossed the road and sat down beside him. Within a few seconds, the Mexican national walked away – and left the bucket behind.

Demant took the bucket – filled with liquid methamphetamine – and drove to Rotorua, where he met Tama Waitai. In turn, Waitai took the meth solution to Jeffrey Gear, the president of the Rotorua chapter of the Filthy Few gang.

Together, the pair tried to extract the methamphetamine from the liquid and recrystallise the drug through a chemical process. They clearly had some trouble. In a series of phone calls intercepted by police, Waitai and Gear described to Demant the process they had used and the difficulties they had encountered.

Eventually they gave up. On a later date, Demant called Waitai and asked if Gear needed ephedrine, which is the key precursor ingredient needed to cook meth.

Demant was in the middle of a deal to obtain 20 kilograms of ephedrine. The trio discussed whether they had enough of the other chemicals necessary to manufacture the drug, to which Gear responded they just needed ‘water’. The term ‘water’ is slang in the criminal fraternity for hypophosphorous acid, another crucial ingredient in methamphetamine manufacturing.

In an intercepted call on 25 February 2021, Gear said he had enough ‘water’ to utilise one-quarter of the 20 kilograms of ephedrine that Demant was negotiating to buy. They all agreed to go ahead with the deal.

Shortly after, the police made a pragmatic decision to end Operation Tarpon. Covert investigations are expensive, resource intensive and time consuming, so the police couldn’t justify running an open-ended investigation just in case the 200 kilograms of cocaine turned up.

Instead, in late April 2021 they made a pre-emptive strike, and the police issued a press release to announce that eight men had been arrested following an eight-month investigation. This was the first time that a drug syndicate in New Zealand was linked publicly to a Mexican cartel.

All but one of the men admitted the various charges laid against them. Only Ryan Walsh, who was facing a single charge of conspiracy to import cocaine, pleaded not guilty, and gave evidence in his own defence during a trial in the High Court at Rotorua in February 2023.

While the 28-year-old admitted that his voice could be heard in the three intercepted phone calls with Demant and Waitai, Walsh said that he ‘had no clue’ the plan was to smuggle drugs into the country. He lied about having contacts at the port, Walsh said, in order to impress his girlfriend’s brother, Tama Waitai. Then he kept lying, Walsh said, because he felt intimidated.

‘I was making it up, I just wanted to fit in. Then I ended up in deeper water, so I kept making it up to stall them. I was out over my head.’

In truth, they were all in over their heads, and very likely would have drowned if the cocaine shipment had arrived. Importing a Class A drug carries a maximum sentence of life imprisonment, and 200 kilograms of it would have put Demant and his crew near the very top of the sentencing band. But, because the shipment never came, they were convicted of conspiracy to import a Class A drug – a less serious charge for which 14 years is the longest possible sentence.

So Tangaroa Demant and the others could count themselves lucky that the Mexicans never came through. Some were luckier than others. A judge even told Ryan Walsh that. The jury found the 28-year-old guilty of the charge, but he was discharged without conviction.

‘You tell me you worked hard to break the cycle of drug abuse and gang culture that you were brought up in, and now you feel like a complete failure,’ Justice Matthew Palmer told Walsh in March 2023. ‘You can make your future life what you will . . . your counsel will tell you that you are relatively lucky to get this rare chance. You will not get a second one.’

Maurice Swinton, the ‘inside man’ at the Port of Tauranga, was sentenced to two years and nine months’ imprisonment, while Tama Waitai was sent back inside for another five years and six months.

Tangaroa Demant’s defence lawyer argued that his client had a ‘boastful and delusional manner of behaving and speaking’, and that there was no realistic prospect of importing 200 kilograms of cocaine into New Zealand.

There is no doubt Demant was delusional; police overheard the skipper suggest to Waitai that they wouldn’t pay the Mexicans for the drugs. Perhaps he hadn’t watched enough Narcos on Netflix to see what happens to people who rip off Mexican cartels. While Demant was clearly talking a lot of shit, Justice Mark Woolford did not believe the conspiracy was mere exaggeration on his behalf.

Demant was the leader, the judge said, the one who clearly went to great lengths over several months to plan the importation: working out on which side of the port the boat would dock, exactly where the container would be offloaded, the recruitment of port staff.

The only reason the plan failed to come to fruition, Justice Woolford said, was because of matters at the Mexican end of the operation. As well as suffering a ‘very significant fall from grace’ in the eyes of his family and community, Demant was sentenced to seven years and two months in prison.

Jeffrey Gear, the president of the Filthy Few in Rotorua, managed to get home detention on the meth-cooking charges after completing every single drug-rehab programme available. Apparently Gear also turned his back on the gang and handed in his patch, which was another factor in Justice Palmer again showing mercy in his rulings.

As for Angel Gavito Alvarado, the man on the ground for the Mexican cartel, he was sentenced to three years and eight months in prison. The lag started in November 2022, but his parole was fast-tracked so he could be deported back to Mexico just three months later.

And just like his fellow countryman Uziel Saab Acosta, Gavito Alvarado was barred from ever returning to New Zealand. Let’s see if it makes any difference.

* * *

After the Operation Tarpon court hearings were concluded, Detective Inspector Albie Alexander confirmed that intelligence suggested the drugs were coming from the Cartel Jalisco New Generation. This was the first public acknowledgement from law enforcement in New Zealand that CJNG, one of the world’s most dangerous criminal organisations, had established business interests here.

It would be the first of many. Another Customs intelligence briefing revealed New Zealand was involved in a joint operation with the US Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) to target a high-ranking member of CJNG. The international investigation led to 11 criminal arrests, including a 39-year-old woman from the United States who was acting as a drug ‘catcher’ in Auckland, as well as the seizure of 76 kilos of meth and 3 kilos of cocaine.

The intel briefing offered a glimpse into how New Zealand was pulling its weight in the global fight against organised crime, working across borders with partner agencies in the same way that drug syndicates operate. But there was another intriguing detail.

The senior CJNG member who was caught moving large amounts of drugs into the United States and New Zealand was not in Mexico at the time of his arrest, but in Romania. In fact, it was balaclava-clad Poliţia who arrested the Mexican mobster, clearly at the behest of the DEA, and then extradited him back to the US to stand trial.

It was a curious tidbit that foreshadowed an even crazier story about a coterie of infamous Kiwi crooks, the president of the Hells Angels in Bucharest, an undercover DEA sting, a trial in Texas and a prison suicide.








Chapter 4

A shallow grave on the side of the road

TRYING TO BUST GANGS is very exciting police work. And it’s thrilling to get a taste of the big-time and work with the DEA to chase down Mexican cartels. The only problem is that other threats can fly under the radar. There are finite police resources in New Zealand, and the intense focus on outlaw gangs in recent years has meant another key player in the global drug-trade has attracted a lot less heat: Asian organised crime.

When methamphetamine became popular in the late 1990s and early 2000s, relatively small-time Asian crooks based in New Zealand suddenly became true power-brokers in the criminal underworld. Essential ingredients of meth, such as pseudoephedrine, were freely and legally available in China. This vital pipeline of easily purchased drugs made Asian organised crime figures increasingly influential in their new home of New Zealand. The syndicates were among the first to recognise the fortunes to be made from methamphetamine, and they forged business relationships with gangs in Auckland such as the feared Head Hunters. The Asian groups would smuggle the pseudoephedrine or ephedrine from China into the country and supply senior gang members, who in turn would arrange for the drugs to be ‘cooked’ into meth and sold around the country.

They didn’t care what colours the gang members were wearing, they would work with anyone. It was just business, and these groups acted as the ultimate middlemen. It was a lucrative model which worked well for years, with a slight tweak when the Asian syndicates realised that more money could be made by manufacturing the meth themselves, often in ‘super labs’ in China. The finished product was exported in bulk around the world, including to New Zealand, where it was again sold to the same gangs who controlled the market (but who no longer needed to take the risk of manufacturing) and to other drug dealers for distribution.

There was a period of time in the 2000s where nearly every significant drug bust in Auckland was linked to Asian organised crime bosses, who spent most of their time rubbing shoulders with each other in the VIP lounge at SkyCity casino while they gambled millions of dollars. The biggest of these cases was the mind-blowing Operation Major in 2006, when detectives found 95 kilograms of meth hidden inside buckets of green paint, as well as 154 kilograms of pseudoephedrine. In an era when finding even 1 kilo of meth was a big deal, the record-breaking discovery of such an enormous cache was eye-opening, illustrating the scale and sophistication of the drug trade in New Zealand.

By the mid-2010s, a crackdown on super labs by the Chinese government shifted the problem across the border to the Golden Triangle, around 950,000 square kilometres of jungle that overlaps the mountainous borders of three countries: Myanmar, Thailand and Laos. Protected by militia groups, the area became the meth production capital of the world, with the added bonus of easy trafficking routes into neighbouring countries, and then far beyond.

By the end of the decade, the Asia-Pacific region was awash with meth. The street price was as cheap as it had ever been, despite significant and ongoing busts in Thailand, Myanmar, South Korea, Malaysia, Taiwan, Japan, Hong Kong, Vietnam, Bangladesh and China.

At least 120 tonnes of meth was seized by law enforcement in those countries in 2018 alone, often concealed inside green or gold packets of tea bags – the trademark or calling card of the dominant Asian drug syndicate known as The Company, or Sam Gor. ‘Tea bag’, as it came to be known, would soon be cropping up in investigations in New Zealand, too.

There is no doubt the arrival of the likes of the Comanchero gang disrupted the market here, as they had the global links to import drugs from Asia, or Mexico, in previously unimaginable quantities. To turn a business phrase, the Comos could cut out the middleman. But as the police tied themselves up in knots chasing the Comancheros, and every other club wearing a patch, Asian organised crime groups just quietly went about their business.

These crooks were hiding in plain sight. Although not nearly as intimidating as motorcycle gangs at first glance, don’t be fooled by appearances. When there’s money to be made, Asian organised crime figures are every bit as coldblooded and ruthless as their patched business partners in the gang world.

Exhibit A: the grave in the Desert Road where a man called Ricky Wang was dumped, after his body had been set in concrete.

* * *

The Asian Crime Unit is a squad of detectives based in the Auckland headquarters of the National Organised Crime Group. The team has existed in some shape or form for 20 years or so, and was established in the early days of the methamphetamine boom when police realised they needed to pay special attention to these emerging power-brokers.

Intel is the lifeblood of any successful investigation, and the Asian Crime Unit (often staffed with several Mandarin speakers) had developed the useful knack of cultivating criminal informants. Under the direction of Detective Sergeant Pete Reynolds in 2017, the team didn’t just gather tips from shadowy sources to build an intelligence picture of the Asian underworld, or tap into their network of ‘fizzes’, or criminal informants, for a crucial bit of info to help another squad. Their modus operandi was to find their own targets, and instead of spending months on long-term covert investigations would hit the syndicates fast and hard with search warrants.

Hopefully, the intel would be accurate and the team would find incriminating evidence: drugs, cash, firearms. The subsequent prosecutions could be used as leverage with those facing serious criminal charges, who under pressure might want to ‘assist police’ to ingratiate themselves. By rattling cages in this fashion, the Asian Crime Unit was cultivating fresh informants, finding new targets to hit, then starting a new job: rinse and repeat.

That’s how Operation Stunsail began in early 2018. On 17 January 2018, police executed a search warrant at a rental property on Invermay Avenue in Sandringham, a gentrified suburb in Auckland. Officers from the Clandestine Laboratory Team and scientists from Environmental Science and Research (ESR) found the following items: iodine, caustic soda, hypophosphorous acid, hydrochloric acid, acetone, glass beakers, a heating element and a pH meter and strips, as well as a condenser.

It was a shopping list of ingredients and equipment to manufacture methamphetamine.

In fact, it was the biggest clan lab found in New Zealand for the past five years. The police also found two men at the address, Zhicheng ‘Michael’ Gu and Yan Long ‘Tony’ Piao, who were caught red-handed in the middle of cooking a fresh batch. It was Tony Piao’s name on the rental agreement for the Invermay Avenue property, although he lived on the North Shore with his wife and two children.

That same day, Operation Stunsail went through the door of another house, on Dexter Avenue in nearby Mount Eden. Inside was another meth lab of a similar size to the one found at Invermay Avenue, along with 2 kilos of methamphetamine which was still drying after the cooking process. Police also found three pistols, a military-style semi-automatic rifle (which looked like a knockoff AK-47), and $100,000.

A third property, an apartment on Gore Street in downtown Auckland, was also raided. After the meth was cooked in the clan labs, the Gore Street address was where the drugs were weighed and packaged in ziplock bags for sale. The syndicate was supplying meth and ephedrine to all the usual suspects: gangs like the Head Hunters, Black Power and the King Cobras.

The investigation identified a third man, Gaoxiang ‘Gordon’ Yu, who had purchased more than 50 items on TradeMe (where else?) which appeared innocent when viewed in isolation. But when everything was pieced together – glassware, condensers, thermometers and funnels – Gordon Yu was essentially the equipment manager of the methcooking ring. He was arrested three days later at Auckland International Airport, trying to board a flight to China.

But there was another target who did manage to elude Operation Stunsail: a mysterious individual known as Brother Six.

Detective Sergeant Pete Reynolds didn’t even know his true identity at this stage, although everything pointed to Brother Six as the boss of the drug syndicate. All the police had to go on was a passport photograph and his account name on WeChat, the Chinese encrypted messaging service.

Eventually, Brother Six was identified as Jianqi ‘Leo’ Zhao, and an arrest warrant was issued in April 2018. After evading capture the first time, Brother Six had regrouped and carried on dealing drugs with a new criminal enterprise.

This group became the target of a second investigation, Operation Pampeno, which discovered Brother Six was orchestrating the importation of ephedrine into New Zealand, then arranging for it to be manufactured into meth at yet another rental property, in Penrose.

This time, Brother Six was tracked down by police and arrested by the Armed Offenders Squad in November 2018, while trying to escape onto the roof of a motel on Great North Road in New Lynn. He was carrying a pistol in a shoulder bag, and police found drugs and cash in the motel room. Two of his minions were caught driving a car with 1.5 kilos of meth, another kilo of ephedrine and $100,000 stashed in the boot.

Everyone caught in the twin investigations pleaded guilty to various drug and firearms offences, leading to prison sentences for the main offenders: Brother Six, Tony Piao, Michael Gu as well as Gordon Yu.

In all likelihood, they would have spent their days inside making new criminal acquaintances, scheming about their next crooked money-making scheme, then been deported back to China once released by the Parole Board.

That’s where this story would have ended. Except that Detective Roy Yu was invited to a meeting in prison.

Without that secret conversation, Brother Six would have gotten away with murder.

* * *

Born in China and a native Mandarin speaker, Wei ‘Roy’ Yu was a natural choice to join the Asian Crime Unit, and was a key member of the Stunsail and Pampeno investigations. He was at the Invermay Avenue address when Tony Piao and Michael Gu were arrested, and later tried to have a quiet chat with them at the Avondale police station.

The detective didn’t get far but, out of the blue, Piao dropped the name of Baochang ‘Ricky’ Wang.

Yu was familiar with Ricky Wang, who was on the periphery of an earlier NOCG investigation. His name also had cropped up during Operation Stunsail as a suspected meth cook.

But Ricky Wang was a ghost; he never showed up in any of the months of surveillance, and the rumour was he owed someone money and had done a bunk to Australia. Yet now, apropos of nothing, Tony Piao was telling a police officer that Ricky Wang was scared, and on the run.

It was a random comment, vague, seemingly irrelevant, and the conversation petered out. Detective Roy Yu forgot all about the name Ricky Wang until he walked inside Waikeria Prison on 15 October 2019.

He had received a string of text messages from the wife of Tony Piao, who was in the middle of his prison sentence for the drug offences. Piao wanted to share something, his wife said, and even though Yu had left the Asian Crime Unit to take promotion elsewhere in the police, he agreed to meet with Piao in prison. He assumed the meth cook wanted to pass on some information about other Asian crooks, so Yu brought along his old boss, Detective Sergeant Pete Reynolds, just in case.

The pair could never have dreamed what Tony Piao was about to tell them.

The following conversation is an abridged excerpt from Yu’s notebook:


YU: So your wife told me that you have something important that you wanted to tell me, what is it?

PIAO: Oh, I wanted to tell you about this murder that happened about a year and a half ago, around the same time I was arrested.

YU: Are police aware of the murder and were you there when this happened?

PIAO: No, police don’t know about this one and I was there when it happened, and I also helped transport the body . . . I felt that I had no other options.

YU: Tell me a bit more about what actually happened?

PIAO: It was Bao Chang [Ricky] Wang, and he was killed by Jianqi Zhao [Brother Six] and Michael Gu.

YU: Where did this happen?

PIAO: The killing happened in Massey, West Auckland. Then we took the body to Taupo and disposed of it somewhere near the Desert Rd.

YU: Why did they kill him?

PIAO: It was over a drug deal. I think Wang took some drugs from Zhao without paying. Wang also managed to get in touch with Zhao’s boss in China and wanted to replace Zhao as the man on the ground in New Zealand.

YU: Who actually did the killing?

PIAO: That was Michael, he stabbed Ricky, like, over three times. I saw his dead body. After the murder I was asked to take some money to Ricky Wang’s exwife, and to lie to her that Wang had gone back to China.



* * *

Yu and Reynolds were dumbstruck. Piao then told the detectives that he needed at least two hours to tell the full story.

There definitely wasn’t time for that now. The officers were already nervous about meeting Piao inside prison, let alone in an office room visible to anyone walking inside the main building at Waikeria – not just Corrections staff, but other inmates as well. In fact, Brother Six, Michael Gu and Gordon Yu were playing basketball in the prison yard right outside. The trio were so close that if they leaned against the wall, they could probably have heard Tony Piao’s confession implicating them in a murder. Not ideal, so Reynolds and Yu cut the meeting short.

If they were going to get to the bottom of Ricky Wang’s disappearance, the police would have to get Tony Piao out of prison. For his own safety, they arranged for Piao to be transferred to Tongariro Prison under the pretext that co-offenders from the same drug syndicate should not be associating as inmates.

The new prison also happened to be close to where Ricky Wang was supposedly buried. Three weeks after Piao’s shocking disclosure, 5 November 2019, the police arranged for him to be temporarily released from prison, with a cover story. Instead, Reynolds and Yu took the inmate to an Airbnb rental in nearby Tūrangi, and interviewed him for about four hours, to drag out as many details as possible.

* * *

Born in China in 1982, Tony Piao came to New Zealand as a 20-year-old international student to study telecommunication engineering at Massey University in Wellington. After building a life for himself in Auckland, with a wife and his own business, he met Ricky Wang in 2015 through playing an online game called League of Legends. Wang’s marriage broke up around that time, and he moved into the spare room at Piao’s home in Schnapper Rock on the North Shore.

At that time, Piao was running a tiling shop in Rosedale and developing properties for sale. He was doing pretty well for himself, and didn’t hesitate when his friend Wang asked to borrow $300,000.

He wasn’t entirely sure what line of work Wang was in, but he always seemed to have plenty of money. Wang told him that an employee had stolen a customer’s money, and he needed the $300,000 to reimburse the customer or he would get in trouble.

Expecting to be repaid within a fortnight, Piao loaned Wang the money. But Wang never repaid the debt and, one day in 2017, he moved out of the Schnapper Rock address without warning.

He kept making excuses about the money he owed Piao, who went broke when he had to default on the purchase of the sections he wanted to develop into housing. Piao sold the tile shop cheaply, and bought a seedy massage parlour in West Auckland instead. Some of the regular brothel customers knew Ricky Wang too, and that’s how Piao met Brother Six, and later through him Michael Gu and Gordon Yu (it will be no surprise to learn the sex trade and drug dealing go hand in hand).

Piao was still chasing the $300,000 debt, and asked Brother Six what he knew about Ricky. Brother Six told him that Ricky was a meth cook, who worked as a subcontractor to his drug-dealing syndicate. Brother Six was the boss, and Gordon Yu was his right-hand man.

Nicknamed ‘Fatty’, Gordon was a big guy (weighing 130 kilos and 193 centimetres tall) who acted as the syndicate’s enforcer. He also spoke English well, so was the perfect marketing manager to find new customers, and was the point of contact to sell drugs to the gangs and collect the cash.

Michael Gu had technical smarts. He was the ‘head of the kitchens’, who could cook very high-quality methamphetamine from the ephedrine that Brother Six smuggled into New Zealand. There were three ‘clan labs’: Invermay Avenue and Dexter Avenue, which were later busted in Operation Stunsail, and a third at McWhirters Farm Lane in Massey, which the police never found.

In an Airbnb somewhere in Tūrangi, detectives Pete Reynolds and Roy Yu listened intently as Tony Piao explained the hierarchy and dynamics of the drug syndicate. Everything made sense to them, as it fitted with the Operation Stunsail evidence.

Then Piao told the detectives about getting a WeChat message from Brother Six in the dead of the night, sometime in the middle of August 2017. Piao had been asleep but Brother Six summoned him to meet at the Crowne Plaza hotel in downtown Auckland, right away.

They met in the hotel lobby, then took the elevator to the room where Brother Six was staying. When they were alone, Brother Six got straight into it, saying: ‘We had to get rid of Daeao’ (one of Ricky’s nicknames).

‘Get rid of Ricky, what does that mean?’ Piao asked.

‘We killed Ricky,’ Brother Six calmly clarified.

He explained that Ricky was a ‘bad man’ who had betrayed the syndicate and was plotting to usurp Brother Six as the boss of the drug syndicate on the ground in Auckland.

‘I just wanted to protect myself,’ Piao recalled Brother Six telling him. ‘If I don’t do anything, I will be the one who will be killed.’

To create a cover story, Brother Six explained, Piao needed to convince Ricky’s estranged wife that her husband had run off to Australia with a prostitute, following a clan lab explosion at his apartment that had made him a police target. He would also give the wife $10,000 as a gift. Then Brother Six opened his green bag, took out a black pistol with a long silencer, and placed the gun on the coffee table in front of him.

The barrel was pointing at Piao.

Brother Six then made a phone call, and two other young Chinese men turned up at the hotel room. Just before dawn, he asked Piao to drive him to West Auckland and gave him directions en route. They parked on the driveway of a residential home on McWhirters Farm Lane, which the syndicate had used as a clan lab to manufacture meth.

Brother Six led Piao inside the house, pointed his finger and said, ‘Daeao is over there.’

A shocked Piao turned and saw Ricky’s corpse on the dining-room floor. He was on top of a large plastic bag or cover, face up with his eyes half-closed. He was wearing blue jeans, a grey sweater with a zip, one sneaker was missing, and his glasses were broken. Everything was soaked in blood, especially Ricky’s arms and torso.

Piao also noticed that Ricky’s body was bound with strong packing tape and ropes. Beside the body was a broken metal chair.

It was a disturbing sight. Tony Piao realised with growing fear what he was getting himself into, and was struck by the realisation that there was no backing out.

He drove Brother Six to a Chinese restaurant, where the crime boss gave the owner $5000, in cash, to borrow a van. They’d return the vehicle, but Brother Six advised him to then sell or destroy it. Nothing foreboding about that.

They went back to the McWhirters Farm Lane house, where Michael Gu was busy mopping up the bloodied crime scene. Other people arrived with cleaning supplies such as plastic gloves, bleach, brooms and boiler suits. They had been instructed to buy these items separately, in small quantities, so as not to raise suspicion.

On a trip to Mitre 10 to get more supplies, including several bags of concrete, Michael Gu confessed to Piao – whom he referred to as Brothel Boss – that he had killed Ricky by stabbing him with a large knife. Gu later showed him the murder weapon, which Piao described as a military dagger, with a thick, sharp blade about 25 centimetres long.

Brother Six took no part in the actual murder, Gu told Piao, but was the one who ordered his death.

Later, a rattled Tony Piao covertly took a picture of Brother Six standing next to black rubbish bags filled with bloody rags. He wanted proof of what had happened to Ricky Wang, just in case something happened to him, too.

The incriminating rubbish was dumped in a skip at a construction site where one of Brother Six’s minions worked. But they still had to get rid of Ricky’s body, which was in an ice-filled tub in the bathroom.

They moved the corpse into a freezer in the garage. In doing so, Michael Gu cut his finger and a drop of blood splashed onto Ricky’s clothes, so they had to strip the corpse naked to remove the DNA evidence.

After a long discussion in which the group debated what the hell they were going to do, Brother Six asked Piao if he had any ideas. Figuring that he would be safer if it appeared he was committed to the murder cover-up, Piao suggested a remote area south of Taupō which he had driven through on a previous road trip. The Desert Road would be a perfect place to bury someone you never wanted found.

Ricky’s body, still inside the freezer, was loaded into the back of the van. He had been dead for about a week by this stage, Piao told the detectives.

Two other syndicate minions, Yuzhen ‘Clive’ Zhang and someone known as Kang Kang, drove ahead in a BMW 3 Series sedan. Their job was to scout somewhere to dispose of the corpse in the Rangipo area, just south of Tūrangi on State Highway 1, and dig a grave. They left Auckland in the late afternoon, and were followed later by Michael Gu and Gordon ‘Fatty’ Yu in a Lexus.

Their job was to drive over the speed limit. If the Lexus was caught speeding by police, getting a ticket would be a handy decoy for Tony Piao, who was driving the van behind them, to safely trundle past with a corpse in the back. That was the logic of a bunch of fried meth addicts, anyway. Brother Six stayed behind in Auckland and fired off instructions in encrypted WeChat messages.

Tony Piao left Auckland in the early hours of the morning and drove through the night without stopping. It stunk inside the van, as the corpse had started to decompose, so Piao was forced to drive with the windows down to cope with the stench. He arrived in Rangipo just before dawn.

Waiting for him a few hundred metres down a remote road, a left-hand turn just off State Highway 1, were the four other syndicate members. Using torches to illuminate their work, they had already dug a shallow grave; barely 10 metres from the road, and only just concealed from any passing cars by scrubby alpine shrubs.

Other than being far too close to the road, it was a pretty good spot. Roughly halfway between Tūrangi and Waiouru, the road was in the shadow of the volcanic Mount Ngauruhoe and on the eastern edge of the Tongariro National Park.

With the sun rising, the five men carried the freezer over a ditch, through the scrub, and unceremoniously dumped Ricky Wang’s naked body into the grave.

Bags of ready-mix concrete were then poured into the hole, before Michael Gu used a shovel to backfill the grave with dirt and gravel. They had done a terrible job. Piao could still see Ricky’s hand protruding from the earth, which they half-heartedly tried to cover up.

The men carried the freezer back to the van, then drove back to Auckland in the three vehicles.

However, Brother Six wasn’t happy. He thought the grave was too shallow, so he sent four underlings straight back to exhume the body (an eight-hour round trip) and put Ricky’s remains in a deeper grave nearby.

Tony Piao stayed in Auckland. He was too tired to drive – he had almost crashed twice on the way back to Auckland because of sleep deprivation – so he remained with Brother Six to smoke meth and work on the next stage of the cover-up.

Because of his background in construction, Piao had some useful skills. He helped remove the laminated wood flooring at the murder scene in McWhirters Farm Lane, destroying any DNA evidence which might have seeped through. He then spent days renovating Ricky Wang’s apartment near Karangahape Road and removing all traces of the meth clan lab which he was running there.

Tony Piao was really, really deep now. Helping cover up a callous murder meant he was right inside Brother Six’s inner circle. Over the next six months, he became a trusted employee in the drug syndicate until he was busted cooking meth in Operation Stunsail in January 2018.

Apart from vaguely dropping Ricky Wang’s name to Detective Roy Yu, he had kept his mouth shut. But it ate away at his soul to sit in a prison cell with a secret as dark as burying someone in the middle of nowhere. He literally couldn’t sleep at night.

In a stunning confessional interview, Tony Piao had unburdened himself to Yu and Detective Sergeant Pete Reynolds – but there was a significant problem. It’s hard to prove a murder without a body.

The detectives jumped in their car with Piao and headed south from Tūrangi, which was the last place he could remember driving through with the van. They spent the rest of the day driving along the eastern edge of Tongariro National Park, up and down roads coming off State Highway 1, in a bid to jog his memory. But try as he might, Piao simply could not remember.

To be fair, anyone who had driven through the night from Auckland, fried on meth, would struggle to pinpoint the right spot in a vast expanse of wilderness more than two years after the fact. It was a needle in a haystack.

Eventually, Reynolds and Yu gave up. They were running out of time to get Piao back to prison without raising the alarm, so Reynolds had to put his foot down on the accelerator. He was making good time until his passengers asked him to stop after a particularly windy stretch of road to spew.

They didn’t find Ricky, but the detectives believed Tony’s story. Why otherwise would someone implicate themselves in a murder when there was no real benefit to be gained? Tony Piao was nearly eligible for parole, and there was no guarantee of immunity from prosecution in relation to covering up the murder.

On top of that, Ricky had not been seen or heard from for more than two years. The rumour during Operation Stunsail was that he had fled to Australia.

According to Tony Piao, though, that was the cover story conjured up by Brother Six to fool Ricky’s wife. Border records from Customs showed that Ricky Wang had never left the country. He should still be in New Zealand, but there were also no digital footprints – such as bank transactions – to indicate that he was alive.

Reynolds and Yu were convinced Ricky Wang was dead, and Brother Six was behind his murder. However, investigating homicides was not the forte of the National Organised Crime Group – they specialised in locking up drug dealers and money launderers, not killers.

The pair of detectives pulled together a case file which outlined the background, who they believed was involved, a timeline of events, and the properties and vehicles used, as well as Tony Piao’s statement. On 19 December 2019, they handed over the investigation, known as Operation Quattro, to Detective Sergeant Murray Free and Detective Inspector Kevin McNaughton, who were senior detectives in the Waitemata CIB, which had jurisdiction over any major crimes committed in West Auckland. It was now up to them to find out what happened to Ricky Wang.

* * *

Trust no one, test everything. It’s a mantra of good investigators everywhere, and Murray Free was one of the most experienced in Auckland. The story told by Tony Piao was a great start but it had to be corroborated without alerting those believed to be involved in the murder conspiracy. Easier said than done, especially when the crucial witness was locked up in prison.

If word leaked out, there could be serious consequences for Tony Piao. He was moved into solitary confinement for his own safety.

There was an alternative scenario that Free and McNaughton also had to consider: that Piao was a liar. Perhaps he was downplaying his involvement – perhaps he was the one who actually killed Ricky, and was now trying to sneakily distance himself from the murder? Admitting the bare minimum of criminal culpability while pointing the finger at others is a tactic that has been tried before. After all, Piao had in fact benefited from Ricky’s death, as he took his place as a meth cook for the syndicate.

On the other hand, it seemed unlikely that he was the killer, given the police had no idea that Ricky Wang was missing – let alone dead – before Tony Piao volunteered the information. But until proven otherwise, Free and McNaughton had to treat him as a witness and a suspect. Trust no one, test everything.

With all the main suspects already inside prison following Operation Stunsail, the homicide inquiry team did have the unique advantage of already having access to their phones. Now, anyone who has watched a true crime show will understand that modern smartphones are like carrying around a tracking device. The GPS data they gather is invaluable to police investigations in order to prove someone’s movements.

Being a forensically aware drug dealer, Brother Six knew this well, but he also needed to be able to communicate with Tony Piao and the others travelling to the Desert Road to bury Ricky Wang. So he bought them new, unregistered ‘burner’ phones with prepaid SIM cards for the sole purpose of the road trip, which he collected and destroyed on their return. Completely untraceable.

No phones, no GPS coordinates, no way to confirm the travel movements described by Tony Piao.

Except . . . there was. While the burial crew took clean ‘burner’ phones for the trip, Tony Piao used Google Maps on his new phone to navigate his way from Auckland to Rangipo. In doing so, Piao logged into his Google account – without thinking – which automatically uploaded all the GPS coordinates of his movements to cloud storage.

That meant it didn’t matter that the SIM card or even the physical phone that Piao had carried on the trip was destroyed, because his movements were logged on his Google account – the existence of which was discovered by the homicide inquiry team while analysing his old Huawei phone, which had previously been seized in Operation Stunsail.

All Operation Quattro needed was his password to unlock the account. Tony Piao gave them a password, but it didn’t work. Bad memory, perhaps? Lots of people can’t remember passwords to discarded social media accounts, or even their bank accounts, for that matter. Or perhaps Piao was being deliberately forgetful? If the police couldn’t find the body, then the investigation would fizzle out eventually.

It wasn’t just forgetting the Google password that raised alarm bells. Free and McNaughton began to suspect that Tony Piao hadn’t been entirely truthful in his original statement to Pete Reynolds and Roy Yu.

In quietly rattling some cages in the Asian underworld, the Operation Quattro detectives had heard whispers that Gordon ‘Fatty’ Yu – the drug syndicate enforcer – was far more involved in the death of Ricky Wang than Piao had let on. According to the new information, Yu had held Ricky Wang down as Michael Gu plunged the knife into his torso again, and again, and again.

Piao had made no mention of this important detail during his original interview. Throw in the memory blank on the password, and the police had the nagging feeling that Tony Piao had ‘buyer’s remorse’. Fearful for the safety of himself and his family, it seemed Piao regretted being so forthcoming with Reynolds and Yu and was trying to wriggle his way out.

If the police couldn’t get into his Google account, they would struggle to find Ricky’s body, and perhaps this horrible nightmare would never come to light. That’s what the homicide inquiry team suspected Piao was thinking.

If true, he badly underestimated the resourcefulness of the detectives.

Forensic analysis of the Huawei phone led the police to eventually extracting Piao’s Google password. This was the breakthrough they needed to find Ricky Wang’s body, and crack the case. The detectives waited with bated breath as the password was entered into the Google account, only to be thwarted by a notification for two-factor authentication.

To stop hackers (or the police investigating a murder), anyone trying to access a Google account needs the password but also the security code sent to a nominated cell phone number. You know the drill. While police had Piao’s physical Huawei handset, his previous cell phone number was reassigned to a new owner.

As luck would have it, the number was an unregistered prepaid account. Completely untraceable. McNaughton and Free were stuck, but they desperately needed the Google data.

There was only one thing to do: cold-call the number. The mystery owner answered, but the detective ended the phone call abruptly when he thought he heard a Chinese accent.

The second time, a different detective called. He ordered the anonymous voice to visit the North Shore police station pronto. The answer was that that wasn’t really possible, because he was a sharemilker in Alexandra. Narrowed the field a little.

Third time was a charm for Detective Sergeant Murray Free, though, a wily campaigner who managed to keep the conversation going long enough to strike up a rapport. Turns out they both knew the same detective working in Dunedin. Small world. The sharemilker from Alexandra was encouraged to call the mutual acquaintance, who confirmed Free’s bona fides. In the next conversation, they kept the sharemilker on the line to get the security code after entering the Google password . . . and bingo, the police now had access to eight years of Tony Piao’s data.

It was a treasure trove of evidence. Not only did the 5000 GPS coordinates mostly corroborate Piao’s recollection of his travel movements, the data also pinpointed a potential location for Ricky Wang’s grave.

Instead of looking for a needle in the haystack, the police could focus on a specific location in Tongariro National Park about 400 metres down Rangipo Intake Road, off State Highway 1. The GPS coordinates indicated Tony Piao’s phone stayed in that location for about 40 minutes in the early hours of 22 August 2017.

The spot was pretty much as Piao had described to Detective Sergeant Pete Reynolds; in fact, they had driven down that very same stretch of road together. Piao was adamant it wasn’t the ‘right’ road at the time, as he remembered the surface being bumpier, like a gravel road.

Perhaps the difference was that Reynolds had avoided all the potholes in the asphalt, while Piao likely drove straight through them in the middle of the night. Regardless, the search field had narrowed right down. If Tony Piao was telling the truth, Ricky Wang’s remains would be buried somewhere near the road on this desolate plain.

* * *

On 23 March 2020, police search teams and ESR scientists descended on Rangipo Intake Road and started digging. A few days earlier, a local detective had undertaken a reconnaissance trip and put a drone up in the sky near the GPS coordinates from Tony Piao’s visit nearly three years earlier. The drone’s camera picked up a sandy bare patch of earth, with less vegetation than the surrounding area. It was as good a spot to start as any, and by 8.56am they were underway.

The excavation was separated into three forensic zones: ‘hot’, where the actual digging took place; ‘warm’, where the dirt was processed for evidence, and ‘cold’, where the search team could rest in a caravan without needing to take the same forensic care.

The ‘hot’ zone was divided with string into a grid of nine squares. A searcher would carefully remove the soil in each square, in layers 100 millimetres deep at a time. The dirt would be scooped into buckets and carried to the ‘warm’ zone, where it was sifted and searched on tables set up inside a tent. Anything of interest would be bagged and tagged as evidence. Once the grid had been searched once, the process would be repeated, with another 100-millimetre layer removed, and so on.

Around 3pm, six hours after they started, the police found their first clues: a piece of rope (which looked very similar to the one visible in the covert photograph of Brother Six taken at the murder scene by Piao), and what appeared to be a chunk of concrete. When the searchers stood back and looked at the entire grid, a pattern seemed to be emerging, too. Dirt in some sections of the dig zone was easier to remove, like it had been disturbed previously. Two rectangular shapes could be seen, although one appeared smaller and shallower than the other.

By 6.20pm, the police had found the first signs of human skeletal remains in the bigger rectangle, but halted the excavation about an hour later because of the fading light. A tarpaulin was stretched over the grid zone to protect the dig from the weather, and two officers were stationed as scene guards overnight.

The search resumed at 7am the next day, and it wasn’t long until an entire skeleton was exposed, with one side covered in concrete.

You might recall that, according to Tony Piao, Brother Six sent the clean-up crew back to shift Ricky Wang’s body into a deeper grave. Looking at the grid zone, it appeared they had dug a deeper hole right next to the original grave and simply rolled Ricky Wang’s body – which had been covered in concrete – straight in.

Although fragile, the skeleton was largely intact. The police were able to extract the remains by sliding a piece of wood under the bones and lifting the skeleton out of the hole. DNA testing confirmed it was Ricky Wang.

* * *

It was an incredible breakthrough for Operation Quattro, given it was the first piece of evidence to confirm that Wang was dead – although it was tempered by a new hurdle for the investigation team. During the Desert Road dig, Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern announced that New Zealand would be placed into a nationwide lockdown because of the Covid-19 pandemic sweeping the globe. Everyone had to stay home, and everything shut down, except for essential work.

Even within the police, only a few people knew about the investigation. While the detectives were able to keep working on the homicide in an otherwise unused police station, the case became a race against time. This was because Brother Six and his minions were soon due to be released from prison on the Operation Stunsail convictions, and deported back to China. If that happened, Ricky Wang’s killers would never face justice for his death, because New Zealand does not have an extradition treaty with China.

So the clock was ticking to gather enough evidence to lay charges against Brother Six and the rest of his syndicate. The deadline was so tight that, if one of the detectives caught Covid and everyone was sent home to isolate, they would probably run out of time to solve the murder.

Complicating matters was that the prisons were closed to all visitors – including the police – until the country came out of lockdown. That meant the investigation team couldn’t reinterview Tony Piao, who was still their crucial witness, and grill him about the discrepancies in his original story.

In his first interview with Reynolds and Yu, Piao said there was a period of about seven days between Ricky Wang’s death and his burial. During that time, Piao said, he was effectively a prisoner of Brother Six, driving him around Auckland.

According to the GPS data on his Google account, however, Tony Piao first visited the McWhirters Farm Lane house (where he saw Ricky’s corpse) at 6.30am on 20 August 2017. He arrived at Rangipo Intake Road at 6.06am on 22 August. So that was a window of two days, not seven.

While the GPS coordinates led to Ricky Wang’s body and confirmed the final outcome of Piao’s story, the location data also undermined aspects of his version of events. The data also showed Piao took other trips, including to Wang’s apartment, that he hadn’t mentioned previously.

In McNaughton’s mind, that again raised the possibility that Piao was lying: lying about where Ricky Wang was killed, or maybe lying about who did what. Ultimately, those doubts meant Tony Piao could not be granted immunity from prosecution.

As soon as the lockdown restrictions were lifted, Piao was charged with being an accessory after the fact to murder on 12 May 2020, and then interviewed at the North Shore police station over the course of three days.

He came clean about Gordon ‘Fatty’ Yu’s involvement in the murder, and gave other details about his movements. This included a previously undisclosed trip in the van to the Coromandel Peninsula, with Ricky Wang’s body in the back, covered with old carpets.

Before Piao had the bright idea of visiting the desolate Desert Road area, the syndicate had been panicking. Brother Six sent Piao and Michael Gu to the Coromandel to find a potential site to dump the body, possibly by throwing it off a cliff. The pair went as far as Whangapoua on the eastern coast of the peninsula but couldn’t find a suitable spot where they thought Ricky would remain hidden.

After driving around for hours and unable to decide what to do, they called Brother Six, who ordered them to return to the McWhirters Farm Lane property immediately.

This second road trip was corroborated by the GPS data on Piao’s Google account. Other parts of his second interview were also backed up by the Google account data. In terms of the other discrepancies from the original statement, Piao’s explanation was that he was genuinely confused, frightened or couldn’t remember. Given the amount of meth everyone was smoking, that had the ring of truth.

Asked why he had downplayed what he had heard about Gordon Yu’s involvement in the murder, Piao said he was ‘really, really, really, really shit-scared of Gordon’ because of his size, aggression and links to gangs. He feared his family could be killed with just one phone call.

There was now enough evidence, Detective Sergeant Murray Free and Detective Inspector McNaughton believed, to charge Jianqi ‘Brother Six’ Zhao and Zhicheng ‘Michael’ Gu with murder.

There was not enough, however, to lay a murder charge against Gaoxiang ‘Gordon’ Yu. While Zhao and Gu had confessed the murder to Piao, they were the only ones who could say Yu was also involved, and both refused to be interviewed by police. But Gordon Yu had never admitted anything to Piao directly, which meant that Piao’s statement was only ‘hearsay’ evidence in terms of Yu’s culpability – only Zhao and Gu could implicate him directly.

For now, Gordon Yu was charged with being an accessory after the fact, along with Yuzhen ‘Clive’ Zhang, who helped bury the body.

Both pleaded guilty to that lesser charge, as did Tony Piao. He was sentenced to an extra 14 months in prison, Yu got another 19 months, and Clive Zhang (who wasn’t part of the drug-dealing syndicate) received a more lenient sentence of home detention for six months.

That left Brother Six and Michael Gu to stand trial for murder in the High Court at Auckland in July 2021.

Crown prosecutor David Johnstone outlined the grim details of the case in his opening statement, while the Queen’s Counsels representing the accused – Ron Mansfield for Zhao and Julie-Anne Kincade for Gu – immediately painted Tony Piao as a liar. He had pointed the finger at their clients for his own gain, and no doubt the experienced defence lawyers were planning to make mincemeat of Piao’s changing stories and inconsistencies.

Then something curious happened. In giving evidence, the wife of Ricky Wang blurted out that someone else told her that Brother Six had arranged for her husband to be stabbed. She referred to this person only as Young Master. Sitting at the back of the courtroom, Detective Inspector Kevin McNaughton and Detective Sergeant Murray Free pondered who this potential witness might be.

Given the seriousness of the situation, the trial went on a break as the Operation Quattro team tried to find Young Master. The detectives soon worked out that he also went by the online gaming handle of ‘Archer’, so they tracked him down and interviewed him. According to Archer, his friend Brother Six had admitted to killing Ricky Wang. He reluctantly agreed to be a witness – after being served with a court order – and the police presented his signed statement to the defence lawyers.

This was a problem because, in good faith, they had opened their case on the grounds that there was only one witness – and he was a liar. Now there were two witnesses, so the landscape of the case had shifted significantly. A decision was made to abort the High Court hearing so as not to prejudice the rights of Brother Six and Michael Gu to a fair trial.

Being a gambling man, Brother Six realised the second witness statement shifted his odds of winning. There was one card he could play, though.

It’s a dog-eat-dog world, so Brother Six cut a deal with the police. He would plead guilty to murder and give evidence at the second trial – not only against his co-accused Michael Gu, but Gordon Yu, too.

It was remarkable timing. Yu had just finished his prison sentence for being an accessory to Ricky Wang’s murder and was about to be deported back to China. He was sitting in the custody cells at Auckland police station about to be escorted home the next day – literally 12 hours from freedom – when he was arrested again. Armed with Brother Six’s witness statement, the police were finally about to charge Gordon Yu with murder.

There was only one thing to do. In a legal game of last man standing, Yu pleaded guilty to murder, but also gave a witness statement stating Michael Gu was the one who stabbed Ricky Wang to death.

Ordinarily, the sentence for murder in New Zealand is life imprisonment, so the only question was how many years Brother Six would spend behind bars before being eligible to apply for parole. In legal terms, this is known as the minimum period of imprisonment (MPI). Because of his cooperation with police, Brother Six received a four-year discount which reduced his MPI to 12 years 3 months.

But Yu, now 26, received a far more lenient punishment. Justice Simon Moore agreed with Yu’s lawyer, Nick Chisnall, King’s Counsel (the senior rank in the law profession changed from Queen’s Counsel following the death of Elizabeth II in 2022), that a life sentence would be manifestly unjust when taking into consideration his less culpable role. ‘You did not play a principal role in the offending,’ Justice Moore said. ‘Your role was nonetheless instrumental.’

Considering the 19 months that Yu had already spent in prison for the accessory conviction, the additional time he had spent in custody while the murder charge was pending, and his cooperation with police, Justice Moore said the sentencing was the most difficult he had encountered in terms of legal technicalities.

Instead of life imprisonment, the experienced High Court judge settled on a term of 15 years, of which Yu had to serve eight before being able to apply for parole.

That just left Zhicheng ‘Michael’ Gu as the last man standing.

* * *

The second trial began in the High Court at Auckland on 7 June 2023. Justice Moore was presiding over the case, with Julie-Anne Kincade KC returning as lead defence counsel. Matthew Nathan ran the prosecution for the Crown, and in his opening statement to the jurors laid out the labyrinthine efforts that led to Gu sitting in the dock accused of murder.

The prosecutor compared the careful exhumation of Wang’s remains over three days, as layers of soil and earth were ‘slowly brushed away to reveal more and more of what was underneath’, to the meticulous police investigation.

‘It’s a fitting analogy or metaphor for this case,’ said Nathan. ‘It’s a story of how police over three years . . . carefully, methodically and effectively investigated the disappearance and then the murder of Ricky Wang.’

It was like the plot to a Tarantino movie, made even more incredible as every other person prosecuted over the death, and disposal, gave evidence at the trial about their involvement. Tony Piao repeated his story, backed up by Yuzhen ‘Clive’ Zhang who helped bury the body near the Desert Road, as well as Gaoxiang ‘Gordon’ Yu, who admitted holding down Ricky Zhang as he was stabbed. He made the memorable confession of wrapping a towel around Ricky’s head to muffle his screams as the life drained out of him.

But the star witness, undoubtedly, was Jianqi ‘Brother Six’ Zhao. It is difficult to recall another case in New Zealand where a crime boss has spoken so matter-of-factly about his illicit enterprise, not to mention ordering the grisly death of an underling.

The Chinese national had a humble beginning when he came to New Zealand near the end of 2014. He entered the country on a visitor’s visa, soon becoming an overstayer, and lodged with other recent immigrants at an Auckland homestay.

He did have one advantage: his ‘American boss’. A fellow Chinese citizen who once lived in New Zealand, the ‘American boss’ had since moved to the United States, where he orchestrated a steady stream of ephedrine to be smuggled into Auckland. Brother Six was his man on the ground.

‘I don’t know any of the clients. I only do what I was asked to do,’ he told the jury. ‘I don’t have any residency. I’m in New Zealand, no English, I don’t drive a car. So I just asked people to help me.’

One of those people was Michael Gu, an international student living at the same homestay accommodation who offered to drive Brother Six around Auckland to meet with ephedrine buyers. Another was Gordon Yu, who had a better grasp of the English language.

Soon, Gu was promoted from driver to fledgling syndicate member. He handled the responsibility of receiving the ephedrine parcels, while Yu was in charge of dealing with their customers – described by Brother Six as ‘Westerner’ motorcycle gangs.

A kilogram of ephedrine sold for roughly $80,000, and Brother Six estimated he made up to $8000–10,000 profit on each. It was good money, and they were the biggest suppliers of ephedrine in Auckland at the time. But far more money could be made from converting the ephedrine into methamphetamine.

Brother Six broke it down for the jury. He explained that 1 kilogram of ephedrine could produce 400–800 grams of meth, depending on the skill of the cook. At that time, 1 kilogram of the finished product would have been worth around $150,000 at a wholesale price. Even more money could be made by selling ounces (28.3 grams) for $5000– 7000 each. For that reason, the syndicate decided to keep supplying ephedrine to their clientele, but also diversify their revenue stream by moving ounces of meth as well.

They needed someone who knew how to cook, so Ricky Wang was brought into the fold. Brother Six had first met him about a year after first arriving in New Zealand. Wang knew the identity of the ‘American Boss’ and had wanted to buy ephedrine directly from him, but was directed to deal with Brother Six instead. As well as buying ephedrine to independently cook meth, Ricky Wang also used his businesses to launder Brother Six’s drug money.

He was someone that Brother Six thought he could trust, so Ricky was hired in 2017 as a subcontractor to manufacture meth in his own laboratory.

‘Some of it he sold himself, some portion of it he’ll sell to me and some of it would be sold to my clients,’ was how Brother Six explained the business arrangement.

That same year, Ricky Wang taught Michael Gu the intricacies of how to manufacture meth, although the apprentice soon surpassed the skills of the master (who was smoking too much of his own product). The business relationship soon went sideways, with Ricky indebted to Brother Six to the tune of $500,000.

Ricky often claimed that batches of meth had been ruined during the volatile production process, and had to be thrown out. This was costing Brother Six money. It was true that Ricky was getting sloppy, but Brother Six also believed Ricky was lying about how much meth was botched, and was in fact selling meth cheaply on the side. It is never wise for subcontractors to rip off the boss, especially in the paranoid world of the drug trade.

‘He had some things that really disappointed me,’ Brother Six told the jury. ‘He’s taken too many drugs – I think his brain was probably damaged from so many drugs.’

Then, Brother Six caught wind of a rumour that Ricky Wang planned to double-cross him with the muscle of an Auckland gang. According to Gordon Yu, who had strong ties in the gang world, Ricky Wang planned to help a gang kidnap Brother Six and force him to reveal the exact location of a warehouse where the valuable ephedrine was stockpiled. Then, they would kill Brother Six.

At first, Brother Six dismissed the plot – people often talk nonsense when high – but arranged to meet with Yu’s source, a gang member, out of an abundance of caution.

‘I asked him how did he know about it?’ Brother Six told the jury. ‘He said his boss told him. And then he said his boss knew that my warehouse is in Blockhouse Bay.’

Brother Six was shocked. The warehouse was a closely guarded secret. Only he knew the exact address, and only a trusted few knew the warehouse was somewhere in Blockhouse Bay. Ricky Wang was one of those in the inner circle.

‘I was quite frightened,’ said Brother Six, who convened a war meeting with Gordon Yu, Michael Gu and Kang Kang at the McWhirters Farm Lane clan lab.

He briefly considered returning home to China, but the others convinced him to stay. The drug syndicate was only just up and running in Auckland, and if Brother Six left, the ephedrine would dry up. The crew kept brainstorming but kept circling back to one persistent thought.

‘We thought there would be no other better ideas,’ Brother Six told the jury.

Better than what? asked the prosecutor Matthew Nathan. ‘Better than killing,’ replied Brother Six matter-of-factly. ‘Of course, we would need to ask him and confirm with him first. So we said we would tie him up and ask him whether that was true or not.’

They hatched a plan. Although Brother Six had cut ties with Ricky, the meth cook had been pestering him to borrow some glassware equipment for his laboratory. Brother Six had been making excuses to fob him off, but in order to lure him to the McWhirters Farm Lane address, he pretended to acquiesce to the favour. On the evening of 19 August 2017, Brother Six met with Ricky and his girlfriend at a Chinese seafood restaurant in the Auckland CBD, before inviting the couple back to the Massey clan lab to borrow the gear.

The trio drove in Ricky’s white Audi, and parked down the street from the clan lab (as part of their routine to avoid surveillance by police or rivals). Ricky’s girlfriend was told to wait in the car.

Ricky followed Brother Six into the house, and began to walk over to the glassware in the dining room. At that point, Gordon Yu, Michael Gu and Kang Kang emerged from a bedroom off the adjacent hallway. Gordon was holding a gun, Michael had a knife.

They forced him to sit down on a chair, binding his arms and legs to it, before the interrogation began. Kang Kang went outside to act as a lookout, in case Ricky’s girlfriend came looking for him.

At first, Ricky thought it was a joke.

‘He was shocked, asked, “What’s happening?”’ Brother Six told the jury. ‘I just asked him whether he was going to kidnap me, kill me and take my warehouse . . . I remember Gordon’s gun was pointing at the back of his head.’

Ricky denied it, but Brother Six asked him to explain why ‘these Westerners, gang members know the whereabouts of my warehouse’. ‘Then he was very angry and said, “You believe what the Westerners said and not believe me.”’

Brother Six didn’t believe him. Worried that Ricky’s girlfriend would raise the alarm soon, he said he would drive her home.

‘Do I need to go with the plan?’ Michael Gu asked his boss as he walked out the front door.

‘I said “okay”,’ Brother Six told the jury. Nothing else needed to be said.

* * *

To cover their tracks, Brother Six told Ricky’s girlfriend about the kidnapping plot and that Ricky was being detained, for now, to give some answers. If the rumours were true, Brother Six said, he suggested that Ricky would need to move back to China. And it wouldn’t be a bad idea for her to leave, too.

A few hours later, Brother Six and Kang Kang returned to McWhirters Farm Lane to find Ricky on the floor, dead. The clan lab was now a murder scene.

Gordon Yu and Michael Gu explained what happened. While tied to the chair, Ricky had asked for meth – perhaps knowing what was coming his way – so they held a glass pipe to his mouth to inhale. Gu gave Yu the signal. As planned, Yu went into the kitchen and returned with a towel. He walked behind Ricky and covered his mouth, to muffle any sounds. Gu began to stab Ricky in the chest and abdomen. Somehow, Wang managed to break free and grabbed Gu’s wrists, causing both men to fall to the ground. Gu overpowered his victim, then stabbed him another five or six times in the chest. He died almost immediately.

‘When he was being stabbed he, like, screamed “fuck you”,’ said Brother Six.

It was Brother Six who gave the green light for murder, but he was adamant it was Michael Gu who carried out the orders like a good soldier.

In cross-examination, Julie-Anne Kincade KC tried hard to paint Brother Six, and the other witnesses, as liars who turned on her client, Michael Gu, to receive discounted prison sentences. Michael Gu wasn’t even in Auckland at the time, she said, as he was on honeymoon in Northland.

Even though there were holes in their memories, self-serving omissions or outright lies, as well as meth-induced confusion, the overall picture painted by the witnesses (admittedly a bunch of drug-dealing crooks looking out for themselves) was still overwhelming. They were all singing from the same song sheet, which ended with Michael Gu violently stabbing Ricky Wang with a large knife.

After 10 hours of deliberations, the jury found him guilty. The 31-year-old wept at the verdict.

On 9 August 2023, nearly six years after Ricky’s gruesome end, Gu was sentenced to life imprisonment. He must serve at least 13 years and 8 months before being eligible for parole, according to the ruling of Justice Moore who noted that, if and when Gu was eventually released, he would likely be deported to China.

Gu maintained his innocence, and later lodged an application with the Court of Appeal to overturn the conviction.

While Gu never expressed any remorse, Brother Six – someone with a ruthless reputation, who had earned the respect of some of the most violent gangs in Auckland – revealed a softer side.

‘I do think about [Ricky]. His parents and his children must be heartbroken, but I didn’t consider all this on the night. I regret it,’ said Brother Six.

‘If I could go back to that night, I wouldn’t do it. I would go back to China. But I was too scared that night. I shouldn’t have done it. I was only thinking, “I hope I get away with it.”’








Chapter 5

All because of a shitty old bus

MARK BREINGAN WAS SITTING down to eat a classic New Zealand dinner, a feast of champions, hot and simple and always hitting the spot: toasted sandwiches. ‘There’s someone coming down the driveway,’ his fiancée, Lisa Mercer, shouted.

Breingan looked at the CCTV monitor and saw an unfamiliar car. It was 9.58pm. The day had started off really badly and now it was to get even worse.

Breingan grabbed a 12-gauge shotgun, switched on a floodlight and went outside. The car had stopped outside the gate at the end of the driveway. A man in the passenger seat got out of the vehicle.

‘Leave, fuck off,’ Breingan yelled. ‘I don’t want any more of what happened today.’

He was standing behind a shipping container, and as he moved closer to the corner, to get a clear line of sight to the gate, he threatened to shoot. The gate was about 20 metres away.

‘Leave, or I’ll shoot,’ Breingan shouted.

They didn’t leave.

‘Leave, or I’ll shoot,’ Breingan shouted again.

They didn’t leave.

‘Leave, or I’ll shoot,’ Breingan shouted one more time.

They didn’t leave. Illuminated by the car’s headlights and a security light on the house, the man who got out of the car stood by the gate and waved at the security camera. He was unarmed. He made no attempt to open the gate or enter the property.

‘It’s Jar,’ he said. ‘It’s Jar.’

They were his last words. Breingan shot him. Later, to Detective Joel Potaka, Breingan said, ‘They weren’t fucking off. They were trying to get in. They were only there for one thing and it wasn’t good. I fired a shot at the car. It took off. I heard a groaning and thought “fuck’s sake, I hit someone”.’

He ran inside and told Lisa Mercer to call 111, then grabbed a torch and ran back to the gate. The man he had shot was prone on the ground, breathing and groaning but not responding to questions.

‘When I rolled him over, I could see something on his belly that looked like holes,’ Breingan told Potaka. ‘There wasn’t much blood, so I thought he must be bleeding internally.’

The day had started with Breingan being beaten to a pulp by Rebels gang members, and ended with his being charged with murder. The man who was shot was called Jamin Harrison. Told that Harrison had died from his injuries, Breingan said, ‘Oh shit, that’s no good.’ And then: ‘Fucken shit day, all right.’

All because of a derelict caravan and a shitty old bus.

* * *

Long before the 501 deportees turned the Kiwi gang scene upside down with the arrival of the Comancheros and the Mongols, Australia exported another outlaw motorcycle club to these shores. The Rebels were founded in Brisbane in 1969, and quickly grew to become the biggest gang in Australia. At their peak, the Rebels were estimated to have 1000 members across 70 chapters in Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria and Western Australia, which allowed them to hold their own against the likes of international gangs like the Hells Angels.

Under the leadership of national president Alex Vella, the Rebels also expanded overseas and, in the boldest move seen in the New Zealand gang scene for decades, attempted to establish a presence in Aotearoa. This was possible because some expat Kiwis living in Australia had risen to senior leadership positions in the Rebels, but still had strong familial ties to their homeland. While Australian gangsters with long criminal records could be denied entry to New Zealand, these Rebels could return home on their Kiwi passports with ease.

Among the relatives they visited in New Zealand were a contingent of patched members of the Tribesmen gang. Once a strong motorcycle club, the Tribesmen were among the first gangs in New Zealand to manufacture and distribute methamphetamine in the late 1990s. However, by the early 2000s, too many members had sampled too much of their own product and the Tribesmen were mockingly referred to as the ‘Friedsmen’.

Now a second-tier player in the gang scene, the Tribesmen were unable to match the financial might and muscle of the Hells Angels and their allies, the Head Hunters, who controlled the meth trade with an iron grip. That was the carrot dangled by the expat Rebels to their cousins in the Tribesmen – the opportunity to compete with the big boys once more.

By late 2010, a small number of Tribesmen had ‘patched over’ – literally switched their leather vests – to wear the insignia of the Rebels: a cap-wearing skull over a Confederate flag.

Watching closely were the New Zealand Police. ‘Rebels not welcome here’ shouted the press release in February 2011, as police promised to halt the expansion of the gang before it gained a foothold.

Four patched Rebels were arrested in Operation Stamp for ‘peddling misery in our communities’, Detective Inspector Chris Bensemann said in the press release, as part of a syndicate supplying meth across the North Island. Police had seized 36 vehicles (including a Hummer and Harley-Davidson motorcycles), drugs, guns and $400,000 cash.

‘The majority of people involved in producing and dealing methamphetamine are drawing [social welfare] benefits and squeezing the taxpayer dry while making amounts of money that many people can only dream of,’ Bensemann said. ‘If you think you want to join gangs, be involved in methamphetamine and organised crime – it will be your downfall.’

The police had it all wrong though, according to the Rebels themselves. The Rebels weren’t here to cause trouble, said a spokesman for the Northland chapter based in Whangārei, but to help troubled youth and rehabilitate other gang members who had joined them.

‘We are here to make friends with the community and that won’t happen by dealing drugs. It’s not a gang. We are motorcycle enthusiasts and we don’t have any involvement in meth,’ a Rebels spokesman, who called himself Guru, told the Northern Advocate newspaper. ‘We know what it’s done to our community . . . it’s a killer.’

A dozen or so Tribesmen had joined the Rebels in Northland to be free of drugs and break the cycle of going to prison, said Guru.

‘We want to be known as tough but fair and not bad,’ Guru said in the 2011 interview with the local rag. ‘We all have hearts. We are up and running, and we are going to stay up and running because we are doing good things.’

Three months later, Guru was up and running from a routine traffic stop in Whangārei and straight into a mangrove swamp. The police officers who tracked him down also found small bags of meth scattered around the mud, as Guru tried in vain to distance himself from the drug.

So much for the Rebels being a drug-free club. There was slightly over 14 grams of methamphetamine, enough to charge Guru with possession of a Class A drug for supply. There was also $16,280 cash inside the car.

Guru’s real name was Bernard Simon Monk, a hairdresser by trade, and he pleaded not guilty to the charges. Monk didn’t deny that the methamphetamine was his. But his legal defence was that the drugs were for his own personal use, rather than commercial supply.

In giving evidence at the High Court trial, Monk said he was so heavily addicted to meth, smoking up to 3.5 grams every week at a cost of $2000, that he no longer had a grasp on reality. That was no doubt true, but the jury found him guilty nonetheless. Perhaps they were convinced by the digital scales and small ziplock bags that the police also found in Monk’s possession – necessary items for a drug dealer needing to divvy up meth for resale.

In April 2013, the judge gave Monk, now 33, a lecture about the evils of methamphetamine and sentenced him to five and a half years in prison.

‘He is a person with a lot of talent but he has been riddled with drug addiction from an early age,’ Monk’s lawyer Catherine Cull said at the hearing. ‘He wants to move on.’

* * *

It was Monk’s first time in prison. The incarceration forced him to reflect on his life, according to a letter he wrote to the Parole Board in which he claimed to be a changed man. He planned to move away from the Rebels in Northland and live in the Bay of Plenty instead.

‘Mr Monk asked the Board to take him at his word that his Christian beliefs and changes in values would keep him free of further offending,’ the Parole Board wrote in August 2014, noting that the Rebel claimed to have cut ties with the gang.

Monk’s word alone was not enough for the Parole Board. He was refused an early release and was challenged to provide evidence of his purported change. He continued to be a model inmate, with no misconduct reports in prison, and completed a drug-treatment programme. Monk remained classified as a minimum security prisoner, and worked in a trusted position in the prison nursery, so the Parole Board felt he had proven himself when he next appeared before them.

In September 2015, the 36-year-old was released to the address of a supporter who lived near Tauranga, with a number of strict conditions imposed until his sentence officially ended in 2018. Perhaps somewhat surprisingly, Monk was not prohibited from associating with gang members.

‘This is not because we think that he should,’ the Parole Board wrote. ‘He assured us that he has handed back his patch and severed all ties with the gang.’

Instead of stopping Monk from having contact with any gang member, which might be difficult to enforce, the Parole Board believed it was preferable for his probation officer to prevent him associating with specific individuals.

For a while, it seems that Monk did genuinely try to move in a new direction. He lived with a supportive family, joined a local church and was even baptised in the waters of Tauranga Moana. But like so many people who come out of prison, especially those battling with long-term addiction issues, Monk wasn’t able to break free completely. Within a few years, he had slipped back into old habits and straight back on the radar of police.

In February 2019, the Tauranga branch of the National Organised Crime Group started a covert investigation into the commercial supply of methamphetamine in the Bay of Plenty. Detective Sergeant Nigel Grey was in charge of the squad which, in response to the growing threat of organised crime in the region, was the first NOCG team to be established outside of Auckland and Wellington.

A veteran investigator in the criminal underworld of the Bay of Plenty, Grey had an uncanny ability to cultivate a vast network of ‘fizzes’ who for one or another reason felt they needed to unburden themselves to him. Reliable and up-to-date intel is the genesis of most covert investigations, and Grey’s team were hearing that Bernie Monk was moving a lot of methamphetamine around town.

One of their first investigations, Operation Abbey, was to target the now 40-year-old who, despite his assertions to the Parole Board, was still a fully fledged member of the Rebels at the time. The police planted a listening device in Monk’s home and also bugged his phone calls, which revealed Monk was supplying drugs to his criminal associates, some who were selling on his behalf.

Although he was obviously fried in most of the intercepted conversations, Monk also showed a certain intelligence and that he had the charisma to draw people into his orbit and schmooze them.

He was also paranoid and had access to firearms, which made Monk a dangerous companion to those around him.

The investigation discovered that Monk was buying meth in bulk from a supplier in Horowhenua, which led to Grey’s team working with the police organised crime unit, led by Detective Senior Sergeant Karen Heald, down in Palmerston North.

Local police had been trying to nail a commercial dealer named Gary O’Connell for years without any luck, but the surveillance on Monk provided an invaluable new lead for the Central district to build into a strong case. O’Connell was convicted of running a meth ring which made $4 million in just five years, and sentenced to nine years in prison.

Grey also suspected that Monk also bought meth from a mysterious supplier in the Kaimai Ranges.

* * *

Drugs were scattered all through Bernie Monk’s house when police raided the Parkvale property in June 2019. There was 29 grams of methamphetamine inside a plastic container placed on a set of drawers in the master bedroom, with another 85 millilitres of liquid meth in a bottle beside some needles (meth can also be injected).

Stuffed down the back of the couch in the lounge was another 32 grams in a plastic bag, along with 15 grams in a plastic container similar to the one found in the bedroom. Down the hallway, in a chilly bin, was a large bag of cannabis and a plastic scoop. The bag weighed 232 grams, with another 65 grams of weed found in another room.

There were also the familiar tools of the drug-dealing trade: CCTV cameras, a police scanner, electronic scales, plastic bags and glass pipes.

Monk immediately confessed that he sold drugs to ‘pay some bills’ and support his own heavy addiction, which to be fair was a claim that was corroborated by the private conversations intercepted by police. The evidence gathered showed his drug dealing was not as widespread as first suspected, at least not at the time of his arrest. Operation Abbey did however uncover something even worse: Monk’s violent behaviour towards his girlfriend.

The pair had been in a volatile relationship for about three years, punctuated by episodes of violence, until Monk finally went too far. Always jealous and paranoid, Monk’s obsession boiled over one evening in April 2019 when he arrived at her apartment in Mount Maunganui and let himself in. His girlfriend wasn’t home (she was next door visiting her elderly neighbours) but Monk assumed the worst when she arrived back, and started questioning her about where she had been. His shouting soon escalated into shoving and pushing her around.

Angry and unsure of what might happen, the woman hit him over the head with a half-full bottle of vodka. The blow shattered Monk’s eye socket. In a rage, he grabbed the woman, who was much smaller than him, by the hair and threw her to the ground.

In an absolute rage, he stomped and kicked her between six and eight times, then punched her in the face at least four times. Monk then grabbed her by the throat, squeezing so hard she could feel his fingernails digging into her skin. ‘The strangulation lasted a few minutes and the complainant thought she was going to die,’ according to the police summary of the evidence.

The entire ordeal lasted around three hours, until Monk left around 2.30am, only to return 45 minutes later to tap on the window. She refused to let him in, but Monk pushed his way inside, professing his love for her and wanting a cuddle. When she refused, he pulled all her clothes from the wardrobe and tossed them around the bedroom, before finally leaving again.

As a result of the prolonged assault, his girlfriend suffered bruises to her chest, a swollen face and lip, a torn and bleeding ear, a black eye and red marks on her neck.

The victim obtained a protection order from the Tauranga Family Court, but Monk breached the order repeatedly by sending emails in which he told his girlfriend he loved her and wanted to talk about their relationship. After he was arrested in May 2019 and charged with assaulting his partner and breaching the protection order, Monk made ‘numerous and persistent requests’ to dissuade her from giving evidence in court.

‘He offered her money on around eight occasions, including one instance where he offered her $25,000 for her not to attend court,’ according to the summary of facts. ‘The defendant’s efforts to dissuade the complainant from attending court also included the defendant requesting the complainant to say the assault was less serious, asking her to help him get off the charges and telling her that he would kill himself if she went to court.’

Monk pleaded guilty to charges of male assaults female, assault with intent to injure, injuring with intent, strangulation, breach of a protection order, possession of methamphetamine for supply, supply of methamphetamine, possession of cannabis for sale, and attempting to pervert the course of justice. At a sentencing hearing in the Tauranga District Court in January 2022, defence lawyer Scott McColgan said Monk’s attempt to pervert the course of justice was ‘not Machiavellian or threatening’.

‘He was drug-addled, depressed and losing the only form of stability in his life – their relationship,’ McColgan said. ‘He was begging her to not go through with [the court case] as he knew it would be the death knell for their relationship. “Please don’t do this; if you do, I’ll kill myself.”’

While Judge Louis Bidois accepted a psychologist’s report that said there was a direct link between Monk’s dysfunctional childhood and addiction and his criminal offending, he drew the line at the suggestion that Monk was provoked into the assault, and sentenced him to three years and ten months in prison.

‘He’s a big boy,’ Judge Bidois said. ‘Two wrongs don’t make a right.’

* * *

Although he wasn’t the Pablo Escobar of the Bay of Plenty that the police suspected him to be, Monk did lead Operation Abbey to a rather unusual discovery in the bush. Surveillance and polling data from Monk’s cell phone indicated he was a frequent visitor to Mark Breingan, who lived at McLaren Falls, on the eastern side of the Kaimai Ranges, about 20 minutes from Tauranga. The friends had a shared passion for table tennis, and after playing a few games, Monk would often stay for dinner with Breingan and his partner, Lisa Mercer.

Breingan ran a firewood business from the rural property, but the police suspected he was supplying another product as well. A few weeks after Monk was arrested, police executed a search warrant at Breingan’s property and found $22,585 in cash and 15 grams of cannabis.

During a mammoth two-day search, detectives climbed over a boundary fence and into the neighbouring property, clambering down a steep track to find a makeshift tent covered in camouflage netting. If anyone had stumbled across the crude shelter, at first glance they might have thought it was a hut built by adventurous kids, or perhaps hunters staying overnight.

But inside the shanty was an odd assortment of miscellaneous items: a six-burner barbecue, a 9-kilo gas cylinder, plastic buckets, frying pans, cutlery and rubbish bags, all scattered across terraced steps hewn from the earth.

Curiously, there was also a hose siphoning water from a natural underground spring, as well as an enormous metal cylinder. It was a reaction vessel, which detectives searching the remote property in June 2019 immediately recognised as a crucial piece of equipment used to cook methamphetamine. The welded cylinder was so heavy that police needed a helicopter to winch it out of the bush. At the time, the clandestine laboratory was one of the largest ever found in New Zealand.

Also concealed in the undergrowth, on the other side of Breingan’s boundary, were 14 kilograms of dried cannabis (wrapped in black bin bags and sealed in buckets) and $120,000 cash in a suitcase.

Mark Breingan and Lisa Mercer were arrested and charged with possession of equipment and materials to manufacture methamphetamine, manufacturing the Class A drug, and possession of cannabis for sale.

If convicted, the couple were looking at a long spell in prison. They were bailed to an address in Te Awamutu, about an hour and a half’s drive from Tauranga, where they were electronically monitored with ankle bracelets.

Later that year, Breingan wanted his bail conditions changed so they could return to their McLaren Falls home and work on the firewood business. Judge David Cameron declined the application in the Tauranga District Court, on the grounds that Breingan returning to the scene of the drug-making allegations would only increase the likelihood of reoffending. The remoteness of the property would also make it difficult for police to monitor Breingan, Judge Cameron reasoned, and allow him to re-establish contact with any criminal associates he had in the region.

Through his defence lawyer Maria Pecotic, Breingan tried again to move home. Pecotic appealed the bail ruling to the High Court, where she argued there was very little direct evidence linking her client to the drug manufacture for which he had been charged.

Nothing was found on his property. The meth lab was found on a neighbouring block of land which could be accessed from Breingan’s home, but also two other adjacent properties.

There was no DNA evidence that linked Breingan to the lab, although there was cutlery and a frying pan that the police alleged came from matching sets found in his kitchen.

There was an innocent explanation for the $22,000 found in the McLaren Falls home, Pecotic said, as her client ran a business selling firewood for cash.

Her client had no significant criminal history, with his only drug-related conviction being for possession of a cannabis plant in 2010, for which Breingan was fined $250.

As for criminal associates, Pecotic pointed out that the police had not identified any drug associates other than Bernard Monk, whose arrest had sparked the search of Breingan’s property in the first place. Monk himself was in custody on the drug and assault charges, so Pecotic submitted that the friends could not meet in any event.

Taking all these matters into account, and the fact that Breingan’s movements could still be restricted on the property because of the ankle bracelet, Justice Grant Powell granted the bail variation.

It was a small win for Breingan and Lisa Mercer. They would come to regret it.

* * *

On a Monday morning in late January 2021, Breingan was at home splitting firewood with his nephew, while Mercer was inside their sleep-out a short distance away.

Unannounced, two cars arrived in a convoy just before 11am: a black BMW and a grey Holden Commodore. There were two women in the Commodore, while a group of large men emerged from the black BMW.

One of the men approached Mercer and grabbed her by the hair, before punching her face and body. He demanded that she hand over cash, and began looking through drawers. He snatched her iPhone before kneeing her in the face.

The others in the BMW walked over to Breingan, and told him that he ‘owed them’. Someone struck him from behind, then the pack took turns punching him in the face, head and chest.

Breingan was knocked to the ground and unable to get back up. They kept beating him as he cried out for help.

The assailants were linked to the Rebels motorcycle gang – either former or current members – and had turned up at the behest of Bernie Monk, to retrieve his vehicles. Monk had stored a caravan and a bus at Breingan’s place at McLaren Falls, but for some unknown reason, the vehicles were not returned to Monk when his sister had previously tried to get them back.

She had been chased off with a shovel that day, but had returned in the grey Commodore today with some backup from her brother’s friends, the Rebels.

The caravan was not there, so Breingan invited the men to take the bus, which was in a state of disrepair. Although he was a skilled mechanic he was unable to get it started, so the gangsters started hitting him with a baseball bat and golf clubs.

He was surrounded by four or five men, who struck him in the head about nine times and stabbed him through the shoulder with a piece of reinforcing iron.

‘It was fucking brutal,’ Breingan said in court later.

Orchard workers at a neighbour’s property heard the commotion and came over to investigate, but were scared off.

The beating eventually came to an end, with the gang associates smashing the hard drives that stored the security-camera footage of the property and driving off in a van owned by Breingan.

Before the gang left, Breingan, who was covered in blood, was warned they would be back the next day.

Two police officers arrived at around 11.30am after concerned neighbours called 111, but Breingan was uncooperative.

‘You guys just make it worse, it’s your fault they came here. If they come back, I’ll be sorting it. If you guys can’t sort it out, I’ll be using my channels,’ Breingan told the pair of constables. ‘Lucky they ran out of puff or they might have killed me. They will be back later. Mark my words, they will be back later, and I will have to handle it.’

The police suggested Breingan and Mercer should leave the property for their own safety, although Breingan was adamant he wanted to stay. Eventually, St John ambulance staff persuaded Breingan to let them take him to Tauranga Hospital for treatment.

He had suffered wounds all over his body, including a deep cut to his scalp, a broken nose, eye socket and cheekbone, two puncture wounds to his stomach, three broken ribs and two fractured vertebrae. Despite these serious injuries, not to mention the psychological damage he had suffered, Breingan discharged himself from hospital.

He came home to find a friend had dropped off a new hard drive for his security camera system, as well as two shotguns and some ammunition. If the Rebels came back, he was going to handle it.

* * *

And so we return to the scene of Breingan sitting down to eat his toasted sandwiches when he was rudely interrupted by a car pulling up outside his front gate.

After the hiding he had received at the hands of the Rebels earlier that day, he wasn’t taking any chances. He fired a single shot in the direction of the car. Of the nine metal pellets discharged from the 12-gauge shotgun shell, seven struck Jamin Harrison.

The 30-year-old was a father of two and worked on construction sites around Tauranga. At one point, he had been a patched member of the Rebels – although his mother said he had left the gang – and he was also a close friend of Bernie Monk.

Breingan had actually met Jar Harrison twice before: once with Monk at the McLaren Falls property, and the second time in prison. So when Harrison turned up unannounced late at night, albeit acting in a friendly fashion, Breingan assumed the worst. He decided to shoot first, ask questions later. After realising he had hit someone, Breingan urged his partner to call 111 and tried to administer first aid, to no avail.

Now Harrison was dead. Breingan was charged with murder and the prosecution case seemed straightforward. Even Breingan admitted the security-camera footage, which captured the entire episode, ‘does not look good’.

His first trial in the High Court at Rotorua in 2023 resulted in a hung jury (which means the jurors could not agree unanimously on the verdict), but a second trial in February 2024 ended with Breingan being acquitted of the murder charge.

The Crown had argued that even if Breingan did not mean to kill Jamin Harrison, he did mean to cause him a very serious injury, and knew there was a risk that Harrison might be killed.

Defence lawyers David Niven and Phil Hamlin countered that Breingan only fired a warning shot in self-defence, believing that a Rebels gang member, or several, had returned to the McLaren Falls property to ‘finish him off’. They called Dr Caleb Armstrong, a forensic psychologist, to give expert evidence as to their client’s state of mind.

In Armstrong’s opinion, at the time Breingan fired the shotgun, he was experiencing an acute stress disorder, because of the bashing he had received earlier that day. Such a disorder can affect perception by altering someone’s sense of reality, as well as impairing their judgment and processing ability. Essentially, it primes an individual’s nervous system to overreact.

That raised the possibility that although Harrison was unarmed and did not pose a threat, Breingan genuinely believed there was a real threat, because of the combination of the physical and psychological injuries he had suffered.

The not-guilty verdict on the murder charge meant the jury accepted Breingan had acted in self-defence, as defined by law.

However, he wasn’t off the hook completely. Breingan did not have a firearms licence, and deliberately firing the gun was an unlawful act. The majority of the jury (ten to one, with another juror dismissed during the trial) were satisfied beyond reasonable doubt that discharging the weapon in the direction of Jamin Harrison, in the dark and at relatively close range, was not reasonable, even in the circumstances that Breingan mistakenly believed existed.

In other words, although he acted in self-defence, the jury believed those actions were excessive, and found Breingan guilty of Harrison’s manslaughter instead.

That was the factual basis on which Justice Tracey Walker sentenced the 55-year-old in June 2024, which she compared to other similar manslaughter cases and started with six years and three months in prison. This was reduced because Breingan had in fact offered to plead guilty to manslaughter, which showed a willingness to accept responsibility for Harrison’s death, and the remorse he had shown.

‘He has a family, he is someone’s son, and I did that,’ Breingan told a report writer for the court. ‘I just wanted them to go away.’

Justice Walker accepted his remorse was genuine, not simply regret at his own circumstances, and further discounted the prison time because of Breingan’s acute stress disorder at the time of the shooting and the impact of a custodial sentence on his chances of rehabilitation. This led to a final sentence of three years and nine months in prison for killing Jamin Harrison. Given Breingan had been in custody since January 2021 – nearly three and a half years – he would soon walk free.

The manslaughter sentencing concluded nearly five years of intertwined court cases, all of which were covered by wide-ranging suppression orders to protect Breingan’s right to a fair trial. The jury in the murder trial didn’t know he was also facing charges of manufacturing methamphetamine, while the jury in his methamphetamine case didn’t know that Breingan had been convicted of manslaughter.

As it happened, the charge of manufacturing methamphetamine was dismissed by Judge Melinda Mason because of a ‘technical chemical argument’, as there was a lack of evidence of a particular chemical which needed to be present to prove manufacture had taken place.

The Crown’s position was the jury could infer the missing chemical had simply been consumed in the cooking process, as there was an empty container that contained traces of it. But Judge Mason wasn’t convinced, and the most serious charge faced by Breingan and Mercer, which carries a maximum penalty of life imprisonment, was thrown out before the jury could even consider it.

The defence case was that Bernie Monk and another gang member had set up the clandestine lab in the bush without the knowledge of Mark Breingan or Mercer – a theory which the Crown rubbished because of the risk of Monk getting caught and the circumstantial evidence pointing to the couple who lived there. But Monk, with his long history of drug supply – although not manufacture, it must be noted – was a useful scapegoat.

The jury acquitted Breingan of manufacturing pseudoephedrine (an important ingredient in cooking meth), leading him to break down in tears, but could not reach a decision on the charges of possessing methamphetamine lab equipment, or the cannabis. Another hung jury raised the prospect of yet another trial, until October 2024 when the Crown decided against pursuing the remaining charges.

* * *

The conclusion of Breingan’s final case meant the wide-ranging suppression orders across the trio of intertwined criminal trials could be lifted, and the full story told.

The man who started everything, Bernard ‘Guru’ Monk, was convicted of aggravated burglary in 2022, and sentenced to serve an additional six years and three months in prison on top of the time given to him for selling drugs and assaulting his girlfriend – a total of more than 10 years inside.

‘But for Mr Monk’s instrumental role, it is self-evident this aggravated burglary would not have taken place,’ said Justice Simon Moore at the sentencing in the High Court at Rotorua.

‘He was the organiser. It was his property he wanted returned. He directed his co-offenders to go there to get his property back. I am satisfied that he directed them to use violence or at least expected that violence would occur. He must be held accountable for the harm he instructed them to cause.’

The victim-impact statements written by Breingan and Mercer for the hearing made for ‘disturbing reading’, Justice Moore said.

‘The attack came out of the blue. It was completely unexpected. The assailants were strangers to the victims. The physical injuries caused may well have lifelong implications for both [victims], particularly the injuries which cannot be seen. The mental trauma will, all but inevitably, be chronic and long-lasting. Apart from the physical injuries, [Breingan] has long-term neurological deficits which affect his daily life,’ said Justice Moore. ‘His life has been changed forever.’

For his part, Monk was adamant he never ordered, or intended for, his Rebels gang associates to inflict violence on his former table tennis mate.

‘I did it to retrieve my property and that was it. No violence . . . I feel terrible,’ Monk told the jury at his trial.

They didn’t believe him, but in an earlier interview with the police, Monk was able to shed some light as to why Jamin Harrison was visiting McLaren Falls late at night.

On hearing about the violence meted out to Breingan and Mercer earlier that day, Monk said he took three Lorazepam tablets (used to treat anxiety) and drank a copious amount of whisky. The cocktail put Monk into a stupor, and he was later shocked to learn that his friend had been shot at the McLaren Falls property.

‘I thought “what the fuck was he doing up there?”’ Monk told the police.

Turns out, an incoherent Monk was overheard calling Harrison to persuade him to visit Breingan on his behalf so they could smooth everything out.

Although he apparently couldn’t remember the conversation, Monk wanted Harrison to pass a phone to Breingan so they could talk about what had happened.

‘Something has happened here and it is sad,’ Monk said to a detective in Auckland, about the violence meted out to Breingan. ‘It made me feel terrible, like I wanted to talk to Mark.

‘I wanted my caravan back. I asked Jamin to go up. They knew each other. Jamin had bought firewood off him and there was a relationship.

‘If I hadn’t made that phone call, Jamin potentially would still be alive. There is a lot of guilt. Now my mate is fucken dead.

‘All over a fucken caravan.’








Chapter 6

Reeling in the big fish

AMERICAN AUTHOR Hunter S. Thompson is mostly remembered for his 1971 gonzo classic Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, a wildly entertaining and wildly pointless book about taking hallucinogenic drugs and thinking hallucinogenic thoughts. It’s a book for hipsters, for the Johnny Depps of the world, white rebels wanting to live out male fantasies of life on the road without women, children or taxes.

But Thompson was also a first-rate journalist. He did the hard work. He got inside a story. He did it best of all in his first book, in 1967, Hell’s Angels. No other book has told it like it is about a motorcycle gang.

Thompson wrote, ‘In any gathering of Hell’s Angels, from five to a possible hundred and fifty, there is no doubt who is running the show: Ralph “Sonny” Barger, the Maximum Leader, a six-foot, 170-pound warehouseman from East Oakland, the coolest head in the lot, and a tough, quick-thinking dealer when any action starts. By turns he is a fanatic, a philosopher, a brawler, a shrewd compromiser and a final arbitrator. To the Oakland Angels he is Ralph. Everybody else calls him Sonny . . . although when the party gets wild and loose he answers to names such as Prez, Papa and Daddy. Barger’s word goes unquestioned, although many of the others could take him in two minutes if it ever came to a fight. But it never does. He rarely raises his voice – except in a rumble with outsiders. Any dissenters in the ranks are handled quietly at the regular Friday-night meetings, or they simply fade out of the picture and change their life pattern so as never again to cross paths with any group of Angels.’

There is something very admiring in Thompson’s account of Sonny Barger. Easy to see why: under his leadership, the Hells Angels became the largest outlaw motorcycle club in the world. At last count, there were more than 6000 patched members of 467 charters in 59 countries, making the iconic ‘Death Head’ insignia (a winged skull wearing a helmet) the most recognised gang patch in the world.

Even now they are the outfit that first comes to mind when many people think of motorcycle gangs. Hells Angels seeped into the public consciousness a long time ago and established the first notions of lawless, anti-social barbarians on bikes. Bad-arses who ride around without a care in the world, wearing heavy leather boots and distinctive colours which mark them as exclusive, a band of brothers bound by loyalty, the life of the party, drinking and drug-taking and fighting and fucking their way around town.

A romantic notion of outlaw motorcycle gangs as free-spirited counter-cultural rebels was cultivated in the 1960s but really they were always a bunch of violent nihilists. For a long time their role in society was as pointless as Hunter S. Thompson’s gonzo journalism.

But that changed. Gangs like the Hells Angels eventually found a purpose: money. Outlaw motorcycle gangs became major players in organised crime, replete with guns, drugs, corruption and cold-blooded murders. Mix it all together and that’s the plot of the hit television show Sons of Anarchy, a fictional US drama series that was no doubt inspired by true events, and gained a cult following around the world (police even found DVD sets in the homes of certain gang pads in New Zealand).

Such gangs have taken to referring to themselves as ‘One Percenters’, in response to the head of the American Motorcycle Association who was quoted in 1960 saying that 99 per cent of their members were law-abiding citizens. The ‘One Percenter’ tag became a badge of dishonour, literally, and perhaps no outlaw motorcycle club epitomises the definition like the Hells Angels.

Believed to be named after a squadron of fighter pilots who flew in World War II, the Hells Angels officially started in California in 1950 and soon spread across the United States, then around the world. Fun fact: the New Zealand chapter of the Hells Angels established in Auckland in 1961 is believed to be the first outside of the United States to be given official charter status.

A decade later, a film crew followed them around and produced a 27-minute documentary, called If You’re In It, You’re In It To The Limit – Bikies, which was promptly banned on release in 1972. Viewed now, the black-and-white footage of scruffy ruffians riding their motorcycles without helmets, drinking quart bottles of beer, smoking durries and boasting of beating people up is almost quaint.

‘Some people join the army, some people join the Salvation Army, some people join bowling clubs, some people join tennis clubs . . . I joined the Hells Angels,’ one long-haired member said on camera. Of the police who had raised concerns about their behaviour, the Hells Angel said: ‘They hate to see someone really enjoying themselves, they really do.’

But by the 1990s, the Angels were rumoured to have been the first to manufacture meth in New Zealand, as they were supposedly taught the scientific recipe by their US brothers. There was a lot of money to be made, and the ‘81s’ – H being the eighth letter of the alphabet, A being the first – soon had a reputation for being savvy and risk-averse.

In fact, the conviction of one influential member in the 1990s (who we’ll call Mr 81), for conspiracy to manufacture methamphetamine and money laundering, was one of the rare occasions when an Angel has been caught in the illicit trade.

Trusted internationally by the club, Mr 81 was a regular visitor to the Hells Angel world HQ, based in California’s San Fernando Valley. When police raided Mr 81’s property, police found over $100,000 in cash, a recipe for methamphetamine as well as a sizeable amount of the drug. There were other items of interest: brochures on counter-surveillance, military-standard night-vision goggles, counter-surveillance photographs of police officers, and a restricted police document about a rival gang.

Frankly, it was an eye-opening haul which revealed the gang’s sophistication was far beyond what the police had previously encountered. Mr 81 was acquitted on the more serious charges of manufacturing meth, but sentenced to eight years in prison on the drug conspiracy and money-laundering offences. Taking down such a big fish reinforced the belief held by law enforcement that the Hells Angels were an organised criminal network which spanned the globe.

But in the years to come, arrests of Angels in New Zealand for serious drug offending were few and far between. Their allies in the Head Hunters got absolutely hammered between 2010 and 2020 for manufacturing and supplying meth, while nearly every other gang was targeted by the police in successful busts. Then when the game changed to smuggling hundreds of kilograms of meth through the border, it was the Australian interlopers like the Comancheros and Mongols who became the focus of attention. Meanwhile, the gang with the winged skull on their vests seemed to be flying under the radar in New Zealand.

That all changed when nearly $2.4 million cash was found in a West Auckland storage unit.

* * *

In August 2021, the Australian Border Force inspected a rotary separator which had been airfreighted from the Philippines. It’s a large, heavy, drum-shaped piece of industrial machinery, usually used in agriculture to separate waste into liquid and solid. This one had been put to other uses, however. The ABF found 556 kilograms of high-quality methamphetamine concealed inside the separator, and as part of their investigation suggested that their Kiwi counterparts across the ditch should keep an eye out for any similar shipments. New Zealand and Australia are among the most lucrative drug markets in the world, and as such are often targeted by the same criminal syndicates looking to make super-profits. As the name suggests, transnational organised crime works seamlessly across borders, so it makes sense for law enforcement agencies to work together, too.

After the ABF tip-off, a review of New Zealand Customs records revealed that the same exporter in the Philippines had also air-freighted an identical rotary separator to New Zealand. Identifying a suspected importation of a potentially large amount of drugs was good news. The bad news was that the rotary separator sent to New Zealand had been delivered to its destination in Auckland – two months earlier!

Detective Sergeant Steve Matheson must have groaned when the file landed on his desk. The investigation, called Operation Samson, was behind the eight ball before they’d even started. With the import having already cleared Customs, there was no opportunity to run a ‘controlled delivery’ to follow the rotary separator and catch the intended recipient red-handed.

And with two months having already passed, the chance of any drugs still being in the possession of the intended recipient was low. Meth sells like hot cakes in New Zealand – it would have flown off the shelves and been distributed far and wide around the country by this time. That’s if there was any meth smuggled inside the machinery, or any drugs for that matter, in the first place. There was zero evidence at this stage: just a highly suspicious set of circumstances which, if the hunches of the police were correct, meant that half a tonne of methamphetamine was already wreaking havoc in the community.

There was one lead for Operation Samson to pursue. On 17 June 2021, the rotary separator had been delivered to a steel fabrication business in the West Auckland suburb of Te Atatu. The contact person on the invoice was listed as ‘John Adams’, although nobody by that name worked at the fabrication company.

The contact phone number and email address on the invoice, which had been used by the shipping agent to liaise with ‘John Adams’, were also untraceable burner accounts. When the agent asked for $10,000 to cover shipping duties and taxes on the importation, ‘John Adams’ paid in cash, leaving the entire amount in the agent’s letterbox. Nothing suspicious about that . . .

So with all these false clues, there was nothing to actually tie the rotary separator to the Te Atatu metal workshop. Except for one little detail in the police intelligence system. The owner of the steel fabrication business had done some work at the pad of the Hells Angels’ Nomads chapter in Silverdale, north of Auckland. As he was leaving the address, a police officer who happened to be outside noted that he appeared to be very friendly with a patched member of the gang called Brandon St John Cole.

That was the extent of the intel note which was duly recorded in the police National Intelligence Application (NIA). It wasn’t much of a lead, just a little red flag, but it was something to start with.

Operation Samson started focusing on Brandon Cole, to build up an intelligence picture of the Hells Angel. One little nugget of information was that on 2 July 2021, around two weeks after the suspected importation of meth, Cole and his father travelled to Cambridge in the Waikato to buy a Ford Ranger ute. The younger Cole handed over a brown paper bag with $50,000 cash inside. The money was in five bundles of $10,000, each made up of $50 notes held together with rubber bands.

To hide the true ownership of the ute, the Ford Ranger was then registered in the name of Cole’s brother-in-law. Cole got a new number plate, too: OGBOSS (OG being shorthand for Original Gangster). Flashing cash around is hardly subtle. It confirmed that Cole had unexplained wealth, but it was hardly bulletproof evidence of drug dealing.

Ironically, it was ‘OGBOSS’ which finally gave the National Organised Crime Group the breakthrough they desperately needed. For months, the detectives had intercepted Brandon Cole’s phone calls, as well as conversations picked up on a listening device planted inside the Ford Ranger, without success.

Cole was usually smart enough to keep his mouth shut. But there was one little slip in July 2022, when his father called his phone and asked where he was.

When Cole replied that he was at ‘the unit’, the elder Cole chastised his son for driving there in his own car. Don’t worry, Cole replied, as ‘OGBOSS’ was not registered in his name.

What the bugged conversation told Detective Sergeant Steve Matheson was that there was something in ‘the unit’ which the Cole family didn’t want anybody to know about.

Thanks to the GPS tracking device planted in ‘OGBOSS’, the police now knew exactly where to look. On 8 July 2022, a covert search warrant was executed on Unit 7 at Cheap Storage Kumeu – essentially a locked shipping container inside a fenced yard – which was rented in the name of Cole’s father.

Matheson was hoping to find drugs inside, something which pointed to Cole’s involvement in the suspected importation inside the rotary separator a little more than 12 months earlier. He had to settle for the second largest pile of cash ever seized by New Zealand police. There were bags of the stuff – neat bundles of $50 and $100 notes, which tallied up to an incredible $2,398,000.

The total was just shy of the $2,453,879 found in a downtown Auckland money shop during an investigation into an Asian organised crime syndicate way back in 2006, but this stash of cash was easily the biggest found since then.

There was one problem. Shitloads of money hidden in a storage unit, while incredibly suspicious, is still not evidence of importing drugs. Matheson had an important decision to make. Take the money and risk blowing the cover of Operation Samson before the covert investigation was ready? Or leave nearly $2.4 million in the hands of an outlaw motorcycle group, which could then potentially disappear into the underworld?

Reminiscent of the tough calls made on the classic Kiwi TV game show It’s in the Bag, Matheson decided to take the money. It was simply too much to leave behind.

While it didn’t prove that Cole had imported drugs, it was solid evidence of money laundering. Finally, Operation Samson had something concrete on which to build a criminal prosecution against the Hells Angel.

In any event, the visitor logs at the storage unit showed that Cole only visited once or twice a month. As he’d been there only a few days previously, Matheson figured the police had a wee bit of time before Cole discovered the $2.4 million was gone, which would have ended the investigation prematurely.

Wrong! The covert search warrant at Cheap Storage Kumeu had been executed under the cover of darkness. The police were in the process of packing up to leave when Matheson received a phone call around 7am. It was the owner of the storage units, panicking because Brandon Cole was at the gate, wanting to get in (his access had been cancelled at the request of the police). Another groan from Matheson. He had no choice but to push the button and bring Operation Samson to an early conclusion – right now.

The police arrested Brandon Cole and charged him with money laundering, while executing search warrants at his house, the ‘OGBOSS’ Ford Ranger and other properties identified during the investigation. The more the police looked, the more they found. There was $49,950 in Cole’s home, another $33,745 at his father’s place.

Far more incriminating was a piece of paper inside Cole’s wallet. It was a handwritten note recording the consignment details for the importation of the rotary separator, including the delivery address, the Customs client code and the name of the steel fabrication company, as well as the name ‘John Adams’.

At last, the police had something to tie Brandon Cole to the elusive rotary separator.

But there was still nothing to prove that drugs of any kind were concealed inside the separator . . . until Operation Samson found paperwork during the search warrants that showed Cole’s father had rented another unit in Silverdale. Six days later, the police executed another search warrant, at the Titan Place address. That was where the rotary separator had been transported to on the back of a truck, after it was dropped off at the steel fabrication business.

While the police didn’t find the rotary separator, the place was absolutely coated in methamphetamine. Concealed behind a false wall inside the unit were two large storage bins, which tested positive for large amounts of crystal methamphetamine residue. Digital scales, plastic scoops, used disposable gloves and ziplock plastic bags were also found at the address. All tested positive for the drug.

There was no doubt that the Titan Place unit was where the rotary separator had been dismantled, the meth pulled out and then repackaged for distribution. The rotary separator was nowhere to be seen, and the actual packaged drugs were long gone. So how could the police prove the large amount of drugs existed?

Up a flight of stairs on a mezzanine floor in the unit, detectives found a black duffel bag which contained half a dozen plastic bags, which were numbered, and some kind of fragments of rubble. The highest number on the bags was 451. So what?

What was significant about the discovery was that the bags and the rubble were identical to the samples the ABF had found inside the rotary separator inspected in Australia. The Australian bags were numbered from 1 to 556, each weighing 1 kilogram, adding up to 556 kilos of meth.

While Operation Samson only found a handful of empty bags, the one marked 451 suggested very strongly that at least 451 kilograms of meth had been hidden inside the rotary separator sent to New Zealand.

As well as money laundering, the police now had enough to charge Brandon Cole with importing and supplying a Class A drug.

On the eve of his High Court trial in August 2024, Cole pleaded guilty to all charges and a few months later was sentenced to 22 years in prison. He must serve 10 before being eligible to apply for parole. Justice Andrew Becroft said the 451 kilograms of methamphetamine was the largest shipment to be successfully imported into New Zealand.

‘You do not need me to tell you that methamphetamine is an insidious, pernicious and corrosive drug. It can and does destroy lives and families,’ Justice Becroft told Cole. ‘The drugs, the subject of this charge, and already distributed, will by now have caused incalculable social and economic harm and misery throughout New Zealand. The destructive ripple effect of this massive importation and distribution is probably still being felt today.’

* * *

Putting aside the sentence and the enormous amount of meth, Operation Samson was significant because it showed that the Hells Angels were still heavy-hitters in the New Zealand drug world. But there was a telling paragraph in the summary of the police case that Brandon Cole pleaded guilty to. ‘The sale of the methamphetamine generated a significant amount of cash for Cole . . . and others involved in the import and supply,’ the summary of facts said, ‘including those above him in the operation who have not been identified.’

A member of the Nomads chapter of the gang, Cole was just a cog in the ‘Big Red Machine’, as the Hells Angels like to call themselves. His arrest did little to slow them down.

Just a few months later, in November 2022, Customs and police discovered 190 kilograms of cocaine concealed inside the pipes of a large boiler machine imported from Ecuador. It was the largest ever shipment of cocaine smuggled through New Zealand’s border, by some distance, and among the seven people arrested in Operation Depot was another member of the Hells Angels Nomads.








Chapter 7

Airing dirty laundry

TO FOLLOW THE MONEY in organised crime is to follow the laundry. Money laundering is key to the success of the black-market trade in methamphetamine and other drugs. Ruthlessness, viciousness, and the threat or promise of death are all very well but money laundering is arguably the most vital link in the chain that leads to untold wealth for the chief executives of drug-running in New Zealand.

Nearly everyone in the criminal underworld has come from nothing. They are often born into abject poverty and grow up on the margins of society, with no hope and very few realistic options. It’s survival of the fittest, and those who claw their way to the top in organised crime can make fabulous amounts of money. Other than living a life of complete paranoia, the only taxes to pay are lengthy spells in prison. Or perhaps maiming. Or death.

They find quick and efficient ways to distance themselves from the illegal product they’re importing and distributing, thereby insulating themselves from prosecution, but it takes special effort to distance themselves from the ill-gotten fruits of their labour. There are only so many luxury cars someone can purchase before suspicions are raised, and the unexplained wealth is frozen under the Criminal Proceeds (Recovery) Act.

Like any business, organised crime groups must be able to move money around, especially overseas, in order to pay their bills or keep their profits out of reach of the police. Doing this outside of traditional banking systems, which will report any suspicious transactions to the authorities, requires a particular expertise. For years, members of this shadowy industry have avoided close scrutiny, but a recent shift in focus has exposed the crucial role played by these mercenaries for hire: professional money launderers.

* * *

On 18 August 2019, a sea freight container arrived in Auckland from Bangkok on a commercial vessel. The import was declared as comprising 60 electric motors, with a gross weight of nearly 25 tonnes. On closer inspection, Customs found 469 kilograms of methamphetamine hidden inside the motors.

To conduct a controlled delivery, Customs replaced most of the drugs with a placebo and released the consignment for delivery to a remote rural address in Mangatāwhiri, south of Auckland.

At the time, Operation Manta was the largest border seizure of drugs in New Zealand history, and the investigation led to the arrests of a ‘shore party’ working for a Canadian organised crime group. The-Hoang Thai, a Canadian national, was sentenced to 20 years and 6 months in prison for the record-breaking importation, while New Zealander Isaiah Te Hira was sentenced to 16 years and 9 months. Another Canadian, Harpreet Lidder, was sentenced to nine years and three months after police found 15 kilograms of meth, 2 kilograms of MDMA and $57,000 in his Auckland apartment. The discovery of such an enormous amount of meth was a sign of things to come, as over the next five years law enforcement struggled with sophisticated crime syndicates flooding the country with drugs.

While stopping 469 kilos of methamphetamine from hitting the streets was to be celebrated, Operation Manta also looked backwards at how the Canadian crime group was operating in New Zealand. Five earlier shipments were linked to the syndicate, dating back to July 2018, with most – if not all – believed to have contained drugs. The investigation identified two other Canadian nationals who had flown into the country to receive a previous shipment, but they had already left New Zealand.

There was something else which required attention. Detectives from the National Organised Crime Group discovered text messages which indicated the two Canadians were providing large sums of cash, as much as $500,000 at a time, to someone in New Zealand called ‘Tom’.

Detective Sergeant Andy Stevenson was put in charge of a new investigation, Operation Worthington, to identify ‘Tom’ and unravel what appeared to be a professional money-laundering service. Police obtained the call data for the phone used by ‘Tom’ and identified the user as Tianling Zheng, who was running a group involved in cash exchanges with clients who were unknown to them.

These transactions were conducted using a token system. In ‘money drops’, a token is usually a picture or message of a serial number of a bank note. The serial number is sent to both parties, from a third party often based overseas, and used as a passcode before the money is handed over to a stranger. These ‘money drops’ often take place in public spaces, such as carparks. So partial registration plate numbers and descriptions of the vehicles are also shared when the meetings are arranged. The money-laundering syndicate then placed the dirty cash into the financial system through bank accounts controlled by a multitude of associates.

Zheng’s group often used several different organisers and drivers to complete the cash pick-ups. In total, Operation Worthington identified 66 ‘money drops’ completed by the syndicate, and while the detectives were only able to attribute a dollar value to half of those transactions, the total was still in excess of $10 million. The covert investigation ended in June 2021 with 21 people charged with money laundering and drugs offences, with police also seizing $10 million of assets.

However, the alleged ringleader was not among those arrested. Tianling Zheng left New Zealand during the investigation and did not return, although his two main lieutenants, Lezhang Tang and Zhaobin Peng, both received prison sentences (three years, five months and three years, eight months respectively) in 2024.

The success of Operation Worthington was more than just dismantling a money-laundering syndicate. By watching the live ‘money drops’, the investigation was also able to identify previously unknown drug dealers who were using Zheng’s cash exchange services.

One of those dodgy clients was Aisake Feleti, who was seen handing over a large bag in a supermarket carpark. This opportunistic discovery then led police to uncover how different criminal groups used networks of corrupt Auckland Airport baggage handlers to import hundreds of kilograms of meth into the country (we’ll come back to that in the next chapter.)

But Operation Worthington had been a raging success, and an example of the type of investigation that the New Zealand Police had not previously been very interested in. In fact, the Financial Action Task Force (FATF), a global body which audits the anti-money-laundering performance of member countries, had been highly critical of New Zealand’s poor rate of prosecution in a 2012 report. Investigations into financial affairs were more likely to support asset-recovery cases (such as Operation Coin, as detailed in Chapter 1), or focus on the crime generating the funds to be laundered – usually drug importing and distribution.

As a result, there had been a lack of attention on identifying ‘high risk’ money-laundering targets such as crooked lawyers and accountants, who help criminals hide their money through companies and trusts, or money remittance firms taking dirty cash and wiring funds overseas. These so-called ‘third party’ launderers are not involved in making money through criminal activity – most often drug dealing in New Zealand – but are engaged as contractors solely to get the dirty cash out of the country.

With the earlier FATF rebuke ringing in their ears, the police established specialist money-laundering teams and put an uncompromising cop in charge. Detective Inspector Lloyd Schmid would be the first to admit that he wouldn’t know his way around an accounting spreadsheet. He was old-school. But with decades of experience investigating gangs and drug dealers, Schmid had forged a reputation for working hard and getting things done.

He shoulder-tapped a number of fellow NOCG veterans, including Detective Senior Sergeant Andrew Dunhill, who had been in the trenches with him for years, investigating drug dealers. Instead of reconstructing the financial transactions through forensic accounting alone, Schmid’s new money-laundering teams also used techniques more commonly found in covert operations in their previous roles: hidden cameras, physical surveillance, tracking devices and the interception of private conversations.

One of their first targets was a Bitcoin dealer called Xiao Yu Lu. Better known as Shaun, Lu had first come to the attention of law enforcement as a peripheral figure in an earlier investigation. In August 2018, Customs had a suspected drug dealer from Christchurch, Preston Radford, under surveillance. On two occasions that month, Radford was seen meeting someone in a black Mercedes-Benz in the carpark of the Half Moon Bay marina in the eastern suburbs of Auckland. At the second rendezvous, Radford was carrying a cardboard box, which he gave to the driver, Shaun Lu. There was around $100,000 inside the box.

Lu kept the cash, which he knew was dirty, in exchange for Bitcoin, a cryptocurrency from which investment speculators had made small fortunes. Bitcoin was also very popular with drug dealers because of its perceived anonymity.

At that point, Customs had their hands full with Radford, and his boss Sami Zagros who was importing 14 kilograms of methamphetamine and MDMA into the country (and who were sentenced to six and sixteen years in prison respectively). They were too busy to investigate Shaun Lu, but the 40-yearold was exactly the kind of crook that the money-laundering team existed for.

Operation Brookings started in January 2020, and at the centre of the inquiry was an unregistered Bitcoin trading operation controlled by Lu, which he advertised online. He also provided a money remittance service, sending money to China, essentially as a broker for other established money remitters. (We’ll come back to them later, in Chapter 11.)

Over five years, he made more than 3000 Bitcoin sales and more than $18 million flowed through his accounts. While his business had legitimate customers, Lu also handled large sums of cash which he knew to be – or was reckless about being – the profits of crime.

He was willing to turn a blind eye to the source of these funds in return for a 15 per cent commission on average. During the live phase of Operation Brookings, the police were able to prove that Lu laundered at least $300,000 on behalf of drug dealers.

One of those criminal customers was a young woman from Invercargill. In May 2020, she drove to Christchurch to meet Shaun Lu, who had flown down from Auckland, in the airport carpark.

A police surveillance team filmed as the 23-year-old woman handed a black Countdown supermarket shopping bag to Lu, then immediately left. The young woman was later identified as the member of a significant drug-dealing family. The following day, Lu and his business partner drove back to Auckland in a rental car, boarding the Cook Strait ferry at Picton.

Police took the opportunity to covertly break into the rental car. Inside Lu’s backpack were bundles of $20 and $50 notes, held together with tape or rubber bands. There was about $100,000 in cash. When the police stopped him in Tokoroa, Lu’s explanation was that he was a part-time car dealer and had just returned from selling a motorcycle in Wellington. Yeah, right.

While not all of Lu’s customers were criminals, because he was not registered to provide financial services all the money Lu made from Bitcoin sales and money remittance services was unlawful. It was a little over $5 million across five years. He laundered the cash through the purchase of luxury cars – including a $421,000 Lamborghini Huracán – properties and motorcycles, as well as the transfer of funds to China.

These assets were often registered in the names of other people in an attempt to disguise the true ownership, and purchased with multiple deposits from various bank accounts. In the case of the Lamborghini, Lu made 29 payments from different accounts. Nothing suspicious about that!

When Operation Brookings ended in October 2020, police found nearly $275,000 cash in a safe concealed in the floor of his home. Police also restrained three properties worth $2,245,000 and 11 vehicles, including the Lambo, valued at $1,425,000. When interviewed by police, Lu claimed his wealth came from selling Bitcoin, loans from his family in China, and working as a painter.

He was charged with 18 counts of money laundering, eventually pleaded guilty and was sentenced to a grand total of 12 months’ home detention. A very lenient sentence for helping drug dealers wash their dirty money, perhaps, but shortly before his arrest Lu had led the money-laundering team straight to the door of an even bigger target.

* * *

In September 2020, Lu was spotted with a Colombian citizen who was suspected of dealing cocaine in Auckland and Christchurch. Immediately after the meeting, Lu dropped $250,000 cash to a man called Daniel Hu. The 49-yearold soon became the target of a new inquiry, Operation Martinez, because of a burgeoning empire he controlled from a humble office on Queen Street in downtown Auckland.

It was clear that Hu oversaw the Wanda Group, a network of foreign exchange and money transfer businesses, although curiously he wasn’t listed as a director or shareholder. Hu ran his businesses from the shadows, using multiple aliases and low-paid proxies to maintain a façade of compliance with New Zealand’s anti-money-laundering legislation and avoid scrutiny from financial authorities.

Typically, it was Hu’s job to take cash from clients and arrange for funds to be transferred to offshore bank accounts nominated by the client. At best, Hu was reckless about the true source of the money. Surveillance during Operation Martinez showed Hu meeting furtively with criminals, often in carparks at night-time, where he was handed large sums of cash. One exchange with an illegal cigarette importer involved more than $500,000, according to footage captured by a hidden camera planted in Wanda Group’s cash-counting room.

Hu’s lieutenant was Musabayoufu Fuati. His job was to arrange for the unexplained cash to be deposited into the legitimate banking system, without raising suspicion.

Between January 2018 and November 2020, a network of a dozen ‘third party depositors’ – often young or vulnerable individuals hired as money mules – deposited a staggering total of $123,455,400 in cash into about 400 bank accounts. They would be paid $100 for every $100,000 deposited.

Those accounts were often in the names of aliases – for example, Hu had passports in different names from China, Antigua and Barbuda, and Mexico – or in the names of other individuals who let the Wanda Group use them. Those who lent their names would be paid $200 for every $100,000 deposited. Hu was paid a lot more: he took a cut of 10 to 20 per cent of the dodgy funds sent overseas.

Hu had been born in poverty in China, but moving money overseas made him rich. When Hu and Fuati were arrested in November 2020, police restrained $5 million worth of property in Auckland, eight luxury vehicles valued at nearly $1 million, $340,000 cash and nearly $1.5 million in bank funds.

Nearly three years later, Fuati pleaded guilty to structuring a transaction – an offence under New Zealand’s anti-money-laundering laws. Hu – also known as Jun Jin – pleaded guilty to the same offence. But he also admitted four charges of criminal money-laundering.

The money-laundering convictions for Hu covered $200,000 of ill-gotten gains from the supply of meth, $118,000 from invoice fraud and more than $600,000 netted from the sale of illegal cigarettes. The structuring charge for both men covered the $123 million of cash deposits made by their network of ‘money mules’.

Their punishment? Hu received a sentence of nine months on home detention, while Fuati was on an ankle bracelet for just two months. First the slap on the wrist for Shaun Lu, and now one for Daniel Hu and friends.

While the police never comment publicly on judicial decisions (partly because of the risk of contempt of court), their displeasure was laid bare in a 2023 briefing to the incoming Police Minister, Mark Mitchell. Their recent investigations, Operation Brookings and Operation Martinez, had exposed a number of ‘challenges’ to investigating money laundering, police brass told Mitchell (a senior minister of the National Party which had run a ‘tough on crime’ campaign in the recent election).

According to the Mitchell briefing, the first problem was that detectives are being asked not only to prove that money laundering has occurred, but also the nature of the predicate offending – the crime that generated the cash, most often drug dealing.

‘This means Police Money Laundering Teams must divert focus to investigating predicate offending, which can be challenging and unnecessarily extends the length of investigations,’ the briefing said. ‘There are opportunities to make it clear in legislation that evidence of predicate offending is not required and that the circumstances of how the money is being dealt with can be sufficient to prove the offence.’

Currently, money laundering falls under two different laws: the Crimes Act and the Anti-Money Laundering and Countering Financing of Terrorism (AML/CFT) Act. Under the AML/CFT, where the police need to prove only that the suspect has handled the money in an illegal manner (such as the ‘structuring’ of many cash deposits), the maximum penalty is two years in prison.

Under the Crimes Act, where the police also need to prove the predicate offending, the maximum penalty for money laundering is seven years in prison.

The police believed these sentences were outdated, and suggested New Zealand should follow Australia’s lead. Australia has a tiered approach to the sentencing of money launderers depending on the circumstances, such as the offender’s role and the quantity of cash, which is similar to how New Zealand deals with methamphetamine offending.

The more money laundered in Australia, the longer the sentence. An unwitting money mule at the bottom of the chain is treated far more leniently than the mastermind pulling the strings. The maximum penalty in Australia (for someone who knowingly launders more than $10 million) is life imprisonment.

‘New Zealand has also become out of step with other comparable jurisdictions in relation to the seriousness of money laundering as an offence,’ the briefing to Mitchell said. ‘A penalty of home detention recently imposed in New Zealand for a case involving $123 million is an example of the potential for stronger deterrence from engaging in such offending.’

Translation: these sentences are piss-weak. The National Party had made a big song and dance about banning gang patches, but here was a solution to a glaring problem that would have a far greater impact in tackling organised crime.

Operation Brookings, and its sequel investigation Operation Martinez, might have fizzled at sentencing. But they were merely the warmup for the third and final act in the trilogy, which would end with a bang.

* * *

Daniel Hu had become a target after he was spotted taking $250,000 cash from Shaun Lu, the Lamborghini-driving Bitcoin dealer. The next money-laundering target was found when police surveillance teams followed Lu to another money remittance and foreign exchange business in Auckland, which traded as Lidong, on Kent Street in Newmarket. Lidong already had a terrible reputation for dodginess. The business’s corporate entity, Qian Duoduo Ltd, was fined $356,000 in 2018 after failing to meet its reporting obligations under the anti-money-laundering laws.

An audit by the Department of Internal Affairs, which regulates financial institutions under the AML/CFT legislation, found breaches dating back five years. Among the DIA findings was that, between September 2014 and May 2015, Qian Duoduo Ltd did not conduct the proper due diligence on 1327 transactions totalling $136 million which flowed through its accounts.

Nor did Qian Duoduo Ltd keep adequate records for those customers, which means that even if the staff wanted to report a suspicious transaction to authorities, they had no way of doing so. A cynic might think that such ignorance bordered on being wilfully blind.

The sole director and shareholder of Qian Duoduo Ltd was Ye ‘Cathay’ Hua. She was a 55-year-old churchgoer who lived in a St Heliers mansion, and had never had a criminal conviction in her life. It was Hua who was seen meeting with Shaun Lu, and in July 2020 she became the target of Operation Ida, a third connected investigation by the money-laundering team.

Again, Detective Inspector Lloyd Schmid’s teams used a combination of surveillance, hidden cameras and tracking devices, as well as bugged conversations, to start building a case. A covert camera captured all the comings and goings from the business, which was useful in identifying the wider network of criminals frequenting the Lidong premises.

There were 4885 conversations intercepted over an eight-month period, including one in February 2021 where Hua seemingly confirmed the $200,000 cash she was counting was the proceeds of crime. ‘Only the money is from drug dealings . . . money is very clean, also tidy, isn’t it?’ Hua was recorded as saying.

That same month, at the request of the police, officials from the DIA conducted a site visit at Lidong using powers granted to them under the AML/CFT law. The unannounced inspection confirmed that a large number of transactions, which the police knew had taken place because of surveillance, had not been recorded in Lidong’s accounts.

History was repeating itself at Lidong, but instead of showing contrition, or even a bit of remorse, Hua sent a lengthy email to Police National Headquarters.

‘We are not in business to give the NZ Government help fighting crime. It is your job to prevent crime and to prevent criminals making money that they may try to launder through our business. If a criminal tries to launder funds through us, it is only because the police failed to stop them from committing the crime.’

Okay, then. Tell that to the judge.

In March 2021, police terminated Operation Ida with raids across Auckland, and Cathay Hua was among those arrested. The police also restrained three homes including Hua’s St Heliers mansion, worth more than $10 million, and another $2 million in bank accounts, cash and Bitcoin cryptocurrency. ‘These investigations focused on the activities of semi-legitimate businesses that we allege were engaged in a staggering amount of money laundering,’ Schmid said in a press release about the raids.

Money laundering was not a victimless crime, Schmid warned, as the vast funds being laundered were helping to settle payment for smuggling drugs into New Zealand. ‘This serves as a warning to offshore drug dealers and organised crime groups that police are no longer just targeting the importation of the drugs, but increasingly we will be targeting the money trail which funds it as well.’

The most incriminating evidence against Cathay Hua, however, came from her own phones and computers seized during the search warrants at her home. Forensic analysts were able to extract encrypted chat threads on the Threema and WeChat apps in which Hua corresponded with Harry Whitehead and other members of his drug syndicate.

Also known as Xavier Valent, after changing his name by deed poll, Whitehead lived a global jet-setting lifestyle funded by the hundreds of kilograms of meth, cocaine and MDMA he sent back to his home country. The party came crashing down when Whitehead was targeted in Operation Mystic, as detailed in Chapter 10 of Gangster’s Paradise, and he was arrested in Italy then extradited back to New Zealand in October 2020. Whitehead was eventually convicted on 85 charges and became only the third person in New Zealand to be sentenced to life imprisonment for drug offences.

It was terrible timing for Cathay Hua, as she was the one laundering Whitehead’s drug money and sending the funds overseas. He would tell Hua when to expect his workers to arrive at Lidong’s office on Kent Street with cash, and referred to the premises as the ‘money shop’ and Hua as the ‘Newmarket money lady’.

One of those associates turned into the Crown’s star witness at Hua’s trial in the Auckland District Court in July 2023, after he was given immunity from prosecution for money laundering and a reduced sentence on the drugs charges he admitted. The secret witness said Whitehead’s drug syndicate was a lucrative business, estimating $200,000 was raked in even on ‘slow’ weeks. ‘On a good week, anywhere from $800,000 to $1 million,’ the witness said in evidence.

And all of that cash was going to Lidong, then transferred overseas.

Analysis of the transactions by Detective Sergeant Anna Henson, the officer in charge of Operation Ida, showed most of the money went to accounts linked to Whitehead in China, but also to Macedonia, Germany, Armenia, Turkey, Russia, Nigeria and the United Kingdom. There was also about $8 million in Bitcoin purchases. In total, the police estimated Cathay Hua moved $26,556,565 for Whitehead over a three-year period.

This was disputed by Hua’s defence lawyer, David Jones KC, who estimated it was more like $10 million.

The Crown case was that Hua was, at best, reckless as to the origin of the cash and failed to follow anti-money-laundering rules. She must have known where it was coming from!

In response, Jones said his client had many legitimate customers but had become a victim of her own trusting nature – naïve and gullible, even – and been exploited by deceitful drug dealers. Poor Cathay!

The jury was not persuaded of her innocent naivety, however, and convicted the 58-year-old of 15 money-laundering charges. Unlike Shaun Lu and Daniel Hu, however, there was no doubt Cathay Hua was going to prison.

The case was without comparison in New Zealand, prosecutor Sam McMullan stated, and by value was ‘many magnitudes more serious’ than any other that had previously been before the courts.

In the estimation of Judge David Sharp, Hua’s offending was not as high as the police calculated (as she had been acquitted on four charges), but not as low as the defence wanted. He went down the middle, landing on $18 million, but it really didn’t make a lick of difference to the outcome. Hua was jailed for seven and a half years (more than the maximum penalty for a single count of money laundering) – by far the longest prison sentence for the crime in New Zealand.

‘On any appreciation, this is an extreme case of money laundering,’ said Judge Sharp.

Now all that remained was to see if Hua could keep any of the wealth – the St Heliers mansion, the fleet of expensive cars, the $300,000 of jewellery – she had accumulated through a business which in part had been funded by drug profits.

Perhaps her church minister should have reminded her of the well-known Bible verse from the New Testament: ‘For the love of money is the root of all evil; which while some coveted after, they have erred from the faith, and pierced themselves with many sorrows.’








Chapter 8

Surrounded by turkeys

ONCE WERE INCORRUPTIBLE. That’s how New Zealanders used to think of themselves: that we were honest folk, straight up, from just about the least corrupt country in the world. There were a few dodgy political donation scandals and the odd bribery case to secure a fat contract, but even our biggest grifters were small change.

But that innocent naivety has started to sound like ignorance, or even a complacent arrogance. In the last five years or so, there have been a number of disturbing incidents where workers in ports and airports have been paid by organised crime syndicates to circumvent border security, allowing them to import drugs into the country with alarming ease.

Law enforcement call these individuals ‘insider threats’, although the criminal underworld calls them ‘doors’ (as in, an entrance through the invisible wall of the border).

‘Whether it’s passengers or cargo, organised crime is incredibly agile and always looking for ways to exploit chinks in the armour,’ the head of Customs investigations Bruce Berry once told me. ‘Internationally, insider threats have been around as long as trading posts . . . New Zealand has been isolated from it for a long time. But as New Zealand is such an attractive market now, we’re starting to see sophisticated criminal techniques being applied here.’

Sophisticated but also incredibly simple. So simple that there was not one but two networks of corrupt baggage handlers working at Auckland International Airport, slipping hundreds of kilograms of drugs into the country undetected.

And they might have stayed under the radar, too, had the police not had a very lucky break.

* * *

A silver Hyundai SUV pulled into the carpark of the Countdown supermarket in Onehunga and parked right beside a blue Nissan Skyline. The driver of the Hyundai grabbed a bag out of his car, placed it in the front passenger seat of the Skyline, then both vehicles left abruptly.

The encounter at 11am on 20 March 2021 was brief – less than a minute – but a detective watching the odd interaction suspected he knew what had happened. The Skyline driver worked for a money-laundering syndicate under investigation by Operation Worthington (as discussed in the previous chapter), and the carpark meeting was a suspected ‘money drop’. Inside the bag, police later discovered, was nearly $1.2 million.

Identifying the Hyundai driver became a priority for the detectives. It turned out his name was Aisake Feleti, a once-promising league player who would be arrested just a few months later, in June 2021.

The covert inquiry had already gathered more than enough evidence to lay 200 charges of money laundering and drug dealing, with police also seizing more than $10 million of assets. But police forensic analysts also managed to digitally break into Feleti’s cell phone, and the detectives scrolling through his messages could not believe their luck.

They could read everything he sent and received on Threema, an encrypted app popular with organised crime figures because police cannot intercept the communications live. Feleti had made a big mistake: he forgot to delete his Threema messages, which stretched back for months and outlined his involvement in the drug world in excruciating detail.

Because the messages were encrypted, Feleti did not bother to use code when discussing the sale and purchase of methamphetamine with his United States-based supplier, known as ‘Wiseman’. In his phone were thousands of messages, accompanied by photographs and videos of packaged drugs and cash.

That’s how the police learned there was $1,198,600 in the bag that Feleti gave to the money launderer in the carpark.

The Threema messages also revealed how Feleti was smuggling drugs into New Zealand without being caught. He had an ‘insider’ at Auckland International Airport who could manipulate the transfer of luggage from international flights so that bags were never screened by Customs. The simple, but ingenious, plan worked like this.

Feleti’s supplier in the United States, Wiseman, would arrange for methamphetamine, packed inside luggage, to be stashed in the bulk hold of the plane in Los Angeles. Once the flight landed in Auckland, baggage handlers would find the correct bag and remove it from the airport without going through security.

The ‘rip on, rip off’ tactic is common throughout the world, and relies on organised crime syndicates having trusted insiders, a ‘door’, working at the border. The person pulling all the strings at Auckland International Airport on behalf of Feleti, according to the Threema messages, was a person already familiar to the Operation Worthington investigators.

He was a senior Air New Zealand baggage handler who had been arrested a year earlier for using an identical modus operandi, as readers of Gangster’s Paradise might remember (suppression orders meant he could be referred to only as Preacher then). Preacher was uncovered only because of an idiotic error made by the drug mule on a failed import attempt in May 2020.

Romney Fukofuka, an aspiring musician with the stage name Konecs, was able to travel to Los Angeles during New Zealand’s strictest Covid-19 lockdown because he had a US passport. On the return trip to Auckland, Fukofuka was supposed to leave his suitcase – with 19 kilograms of meth inside – at the door of the flight NZ1 to be stored with other large items, like prams, in the bulk hold underneath the plane. Once the plane landed in Auckland, the Air New Zealand baggage handlers would find the bag in the bulk hold – identified through a photo sent by an encrypted Ciphr phone – and remove it from the airport without it going through security.

But Fukofuka freaked out. ‘I was high and there was a lot going on in my head. I thought people were watching me. There was a cop standing around. I was scared and didn’t want to go to jail in the States,’ Fukofuka told me. ‘So I panicked and took it on the plane with me.’

Fukofuka took his seat on the plane and, under the username KingofHELL, sent the following encrypted messages to the Air New Zealand baggage handler with the username Preacher who, despite not being rostered to work, drove into the Air New Zealand staff carpark at 3.58am.


KINGOFHELL: Toko [Bro] man I made a mistake.

KINGOFHELL: Toko I carry the kato [bag] with me on board instead of putting at bulk.

PREACHER: Toko fuck man.



Plan B was hastily made. Once he disembarked flight NZ1 at Auckland International Airport and cleared the immigration line, Fukofuka was supposed to put the drug-laden suitcase back onto the luggage carousel.

Once the bag went back through to the loading zone, Preacher’s crew of Air New Zealand baggage handlers could safely remove it from the airport, as in the original plan.

However, after clearing immigration, Fukofuka went into the toilets and sent messages to his partner.


6.09am: I’m fucked

6.09am: I’m in toilet

6.09am: Heaps of cops



As he exited the toilets to put the suitcase onto the luggage conveyor belt, an officer from Customs asked Fukofuka to please come with him to the search area.

The suitcase was opened. Nothing was inside except two plastic bags weighing a total of 19.4 kilograms, which testing later confirmed as methamphetamine with a purity of 80 per cent.

‘I tried to say “I thought it was shoes”,’ Fukofuka told me, ‘but I knew I was fucked.’

Fukofuka was arrested, and the subsequent investigation, Operation Santana, led to five Air New Zealand baggage handlers, including Preacher, being charged with various drug-importing offences.

Preacher’s real name was Sese Vimahi, a church-going youth leader who was soon released on bail. But instead of cleaning up his act, Vimahi brazenly used his freedom to carry on smuggling drugs for Aisake Feleti using an identical modus operandi, according to the Threema messages uncovered by Operation Worthington.

Now in the hands of the police, the encrypted messages were so blatant. There were thousands for the police to comb through, and here’s just one example:

‘I got 9 in the bag for the next one toko,’ Wiseman wrote to Feleti on 16 February 2021. He followed up with photos of three vacuum-sealed plastic bags of white crystals on a bathroom vanity, then of the drugs placed inside a grey backpack.

The message about ‘9 in the bag’ clearly meant 9 kilograms of methamphetamine, with Feleti telling Wiseman that each kilogram will sell for between $175,000 and $180,000.

He also told Wiseman that Vimahi had visited the airport crew and they wanted to keep 2 kilograms as their fee for assisting with the importation. Vimahi was a blood cousin, Feleti explained to Wiseman, and could be trusted as he was not a gangster but a ‘kurupt Churchie man’.

Over the next few weeks, Wiseman and Feleti kept making arrangements for the drug import, which eventually landed in Auckland at 7.19am on flight NZ5 from Los Angeles on 4 March 2021. The grey backpack was removed from the airport by a crew of Air New Zealand baggage handlers, unidentified at this stage, and at 8.58am Feleti advised Wiseman that the meth had been safely delivered.

A little over a week later, Feleti sent Wiseman a video of a large amount of cash inside a duffel bag: $1,130,000. Some customers had yet to pay, Feleti informed Wiseman, but he would send the cash overseas as soon as possible.

It was the same bag of cash that Feleti would be seen handing to the Asian money launderer in the supermarket carpark in a week’s time.

The Threema messages on Feleti’s phone were an absolute treasure trove of evidence, which gave the police chapter and verse on how the syndicate was still able to operate.

These messages triggered a new investigation, Operation Selena, which revealed that Sese Vimahi, despite losing his job, still retained close ties to a number of Air New Zealand baggage handlers who worked at the airport. This was because the baggage handlers caught because of Romney Fukofuka’s bungling was a crew hastily cobbled together as Vimahi’s ‘A Team’ had been unavailable.

The police had been unable to identify them at the time, but the Threema messages revealed Puapii Mokotua, Soane Mataele and Misipele Tofilau were directed by Vimahi – whom they referred to as ‘Tongan Pablo’ – to pick up several meth imports, of at least 10 kilograms each, in baggage stowed on flights from LAX in February and March 2021.

They split $200,000 for each successful job, but the cost of having a ‘door’ into New Zealand was more than worth it for Feleti: he was happy to make $30,000 to $40,000 profit on each kilogram sold.

And while he was easily able to import drugs by air, Operation Selena discovered Feleti was also able to get drugs by sea.

* * *

The Threema chats showed he was in regular contact with Ronnie Kivalu, who ran a business importing food from Tonga, called R&J Pacific Ltd. Looking back at the encrypted messages, it was clear to the police that Kivalu had arranged for 7 kilos of methamphetamine to be concealed among frozen produce in a shipping container which departed Tonga in late March 2021.

When the shipping container was offloaded at the Port of Auckland in April, Kivalu messaged Feleti to say the meth was almost ready to be picked up (‘Morning yup latest tomorrow [fingers crossed emoji]’) and to bring plastic ziplock bags for packaging. However, a few weeks later, Feleti messaged Kivalu to explain that the Tribesmen motorcycle gang had complained about the poor quality of the drugs, which was making them hard to sell.

The emergence of another source of methamphetamine, by sea, was a lead that could not be ignored. So while maintaining the surveillance of Sese Vimahi and the Air New Zealand crew, a separate phase of the inquiry, Operation Schrute, was set up to focus on Ronnie Kivalu.

Any freight consignments by R&J Pacific Ltd were flagged with Customs, an action which paid off immediately with the next shipment aboard the Liloa II, which docked at Auckland on 30 July 2021. Among the 477 bags of frozen cassava, taro and kava powder was a single white vinyl sack, which raised the suspicions of Customs officials.

Inside the sack were two black duffel bags, both padlocked, filled with plastic ziplock bags wrapped in white electrical tape. Inside were ice-like crystals which testing confirmed to be meth. The total weight was nearly 30 kilograms.

While Kivalu’s fingerprints were metaphorically all over the methamphetamine, more evidence was needed to prove his involvement, however.

The Operation Schrute detectives made a strategic decision to do a ‘controlled delivery’ of the shipment, where the bags were carefully repacked with rock salt (a placebo replacement) and delivered to their destination as if nothing had been found. Watching patiently could lead to Kivalu being caught red-handed, not to mention anyone else he was working with.

On 6 August 2021, the container was transported to a freight-forwarding company called EIF International Ltd, an import broker used by R&J Pacific Ltd. One of the storemen there was a man called Nooroa Rairi, who was responsible for the oversight of the EIF warehouse in Wiri on a day-to-day basis. He was also accredited with the Ministry of Primary Industries, which checks imports of food for pests or diseases, and was in charge of unpacking shipping containers for inspection.

Three days later, at 5.01pm, Rairi quietly removed the white vinyl sack from the container at EIF, put it in the back of his car and drove home to a property in Windrush Close, Mangere. About two hours later, undercover surveillance staff watched as a silver Volkswagen Golf arrived at the same address. The driver was Ralph Vuletic, who had previously made headlines as a high-flying property developer convicted of Serious Fraud Office charges nearly a decade earlier.

Vuletic was seen taking two duffel bags to a storage lockup in West Auckland. He then returned the next day to retrieve the bags and took them to Kivalu’s house in Mount Wellington.

A few hours later, police raided the property. Officers found disposable gloves, electronic scales and a large amount of ziplock bags in the garage, along with the 30 kilograms of drug placebo.

Kivalu was arrested but two other men managed to escape by jumping over the back fence. The pair were tracked down and identified as the Iuvale twins, Nigel and Tony, who were patched members of the King Cobra gang. Before they had been interrupted, the brothers and Kivalu had been busy breaking down the methamphetamine into smaller amounts for resale.

Back at Vuletic’s storage unit, police found 5 kilograms of meth in gold Chinese tea packets – a signature of Sam Gor, an organised crime syndicate in Asia which dominates the global drug trade. Another kilogram of meth was found in Vuletic’s home, along with a pistol.

Although it was a side hustle to the main investigation, Operation Schrute was a success in its own right.

The investigation had locked up two senior members of an influential Auckland gang, quickly uncovered Ronnie Kivalu’s drug-smuggling route, but most importantly uncovered ‘insider threats’ working unseen at the borders of both New Zealand and Tonga.

Nooroa Rairi was not a hardened criminal (he was to be paid $30,000 for his assistance), and was the first to admit everything. At the other end, in Tonga, Kama Manulevu was identified as the person who, acting on Ronnie Kivalu’s instructions, was able to hide the 30 kilograms of methamphetamine among the frozen vegetables. The 45-yearold became the first person in Tonga to be sentenced to a mandatory life imprisonment under tough new drugs laws.

But the job wasn’t finished yet. The sudden appearance of the Iuvale twins in Operation Schrute was most intriguing to Detective Senior Sergeant Jason Hunt and Detective Sergeant Scott Foster, the officers running Operation Selena. They would soon be the focus of a third phase of the investigation which, again with a little luck, stumbled across a completely different crew of corrupt Air New Zealand baggage handlers.

* * *

While building their case against Sese Vimahi’s network at Auckland International Airport, police intercepted a series of phone calls about a flight from Los Angeles landing on 2 August 2021. A backpack holding 5 kilograms of meth was onboard, so the ‘A Team’ of Mataele, Mokotua and Tofilau made plans to get the illicit luggage out of the airport, just like they had done so many times before.

However, unbeknown to the trio – and police – another Air New Zealand baggage handler nearly beat them to the punch.

Although he wasn’t rostered to work that day, Martin Pritchard tried to uplift the backpack from the plane on the pretext that the luggage needed to be transferred to a domestic flight. Recognising that Pritchard was not authorised to be there, another Air New Zealand staff member asked him to leave and reported their suspicions to management.

He was immediately suspended, but the unexpected appearance of another dodgy baggage handler, who was not previously on the radar of Operation Selena, required further investigation.

A third phase of the inquiry was opened, which uncovered a rival crew of Air New Zealand baggage handlers smuggling drugs into the country, completely independently of Vimahi’s network.

Analysis of Pritchard’s phone records identified the ringleader of the baggage handlers as Matangi Piukana, who was passing on instructions to Pritchard and other members of their group. Working backwards, detectives were also able to pinpoint several previous successful importations of drugs, on a commercial scale far larger than what could fit in a backpack. One of these, on 31 July 2021, was 118 kilograms of methamphetamine stowed in a Malaysian Airlines flight from Kuala Lumpur.

Security cameras at the airport captured Pritchard driving an Air New Zealand van from the domestic side of the airport, where he worked, over to the international tarmac. He parked underneath the rear wing of the plane, then picked up three boxes which had been unloaded by another baggage handler, Tungane Manuel. Pritchard put the boxes in the van, then drove to where his late-model Audi was parked, and transferred the boxes of methamphetamine into the back of his car. The drugs were then supplied to an unidentified dealer.

By cross-referencing intercepted messages, flight manifests and security-camera footage at the airport, Operation Selena was able to work out there had been at least two other earlier drug imports which had used an identical smuggling method.

The ongoing surveillance on Matangi Piukana, who was regularly heard talking about ‘the usos’ (brothers), eventually led police full circle, right back to Nigel Iuvale.

The King Cobra had been arrested on the Operation Schrute charges, but by September had been released on bail with an ankle bracelet. Iuvale was, however, allowed to leave the address to buy groceries.

It was on one of those approved shopping trips, on 10 October 2021, at the Gilmours supermarket in Mount Roskill, that the King Cobra was seen with Piukana, who by that stage the police believed was a prolific drug importer. They spent 45 minutes together, loading up their trolleys in the aisles and talking. No one could hear their conversation, but the significance of the meeting soon became clear.

Three minutes after the friends went their separate ways, Piukana called Tungane Manuel to discuss his work roster. He asked Manuel if he wanted to come ‘pick it up’, meaning a $26,000 payment, before providing his home address.

Over the coming days, Piukana also contacted two other baggage handlers – his brother Kimela and Tokofa Toroma – to discuss an impending shipment from Malaysia.

A week later, Matangi Piukana called Manuel to confirm ‘so Saturday’s a green light’ for the Malaysian Airways flight to arrive. Piukana asked Manuel to confirm, when he got back to work, what time the flight would be landing. Manuel thought MH145 normally arrived between 1 and 2pm.

On the morning of 23 October 2021, the four baggage handlers started their shifts at Auckland International Airport. At 6.42am, Manuel messaged Matangi Piukana to say: ‘Kuz. 82. Across from gate 2’. This was the location of where flight MH145 was scheduled to park upon arrival.

Four hours later, Piukana messaged Manuel to ‘cancel’, and to call when he was free. In a subsequent phone call, he told Manuel that ‘it didn’t make it on’. What the baggage handlers didn’t know yet was that Malaysian police had examined MH145 before departure and located a ‘commercial quantity’ of methamphetamine (reported in the local media as 200 kilograms) concealed within bags of Chinese tea wrapped in green or gold foil. Of note to Operation Selena, the Malaysian meth was packaged identically as the 5 kilos discovered in Ralph Vuletic’s storage locker two months earlier.

The following month, police raided 20 addresses in Auckland, arrested 24 people and seized more than $500,000 in cash. The most significant pieces of new evidence discovered during these search warrants, however, were not drugs, guns or cash but some innocent messages found on the iPhone belonging to Nigel Iuvale’s new girlfriend (more on this shortly).

Police and Customs said the investigation had exposed how organised crime recruited ‘insiders’ in the supply chain, in order to circumvent security and border processes.

‘Businesses know what their normal looks like – by reporting suspect shipments, situations or interactions to Customs they can help to build further intelligence and stop cross-border crimes,’ said Bruce Berry, Customs’ intelligence manager. ‘We continue to work closely with industry, including across airports and ports, who have been very cooperative with such investigations.’

Air New Zealand had ‘zero tolerance’ for such offending, said Captain David Morgan, the airline’s chief operational integrity and safety officer. ‘Organised crime impacts many parts of the community and we don’t want it in our workplace. We will continue to work closely with Police, Customs and other relevant agencies to help stamp it out.’

* * *

More than two years later, as their trials grew closer, nearly all of the defendants started to plead guilty to the various criminal charges they faced.

The Iuvale twins, Nigel and Tony, did not. The King Cobras went to trial earlier for Operation Schrute, where they were acquitted of importing 30 kilograms of meth with Ronnie Kivalu. The brothers did, however, plead guilty to possession of those same drugs for supply and were remanded in custody. The fact of that conviction was given as evidence against Nigel Iuvale in a second trial in the High Court at Auckland in July 2023.

Iuvale had pleaded not guilty to possession of methamphetamine for supply, as well as conspiring to import the Class A drug from Malaysia with Tungane Manuel. The baggage handler also denied smuggling two other massive shipments of meth, weighing 113 kilos and 118 kilos respectively.

The case against Iuvale was a circumstantial one, with defence lawyer Marie Taylor-Cyphers arguing there was no direct evidence of her client’s involvement: ‘. . . the Crown case is one big inference – one big guessing game. A great story, to be sure, but not one supported by evidence.’

In closing the Crown case, prosecutor Matthew Nathan said the jury could be sure of Iuvale’s guilt by weaving all the strands of evidence together. He pointed to encrypted Threema messages lifted from the phone of another defendant, Rhys Tualevao, in which someone using the handle ‘L1nk3d’ on the Threema app gave instructions on where to deliver drugs.

‘Neph, can you send me photos of your lot please in the open. Photos in the lighting please?’ L1nk3d asked Tualevao. ‘And one photo of each batch up close.’

The younger man dutifully obliged, sending photos of the bagged-up methamphetamine as if it was nothing more than checking a grocery order was complete.

Soon after, L1nk3d told Tualevao to expect a visitor soon.

‘Got somebody else picking up one please. He will park up at Deborah,’ L1nk3d wrote, meaning a cul-de-sac in Mangere. ‘He’s there uso [bro], on Deborah, silver VW.’

When Tualevao said he couldn’t see anyone on Deborah Place, and with time ticking away, an exasperated L1nk3d said: ‘Opposite the olds. Silver Golf! Just chuck to him, he going to do a drop.’

Tualevao still wasn’t sure.

‘Who is that guy, uncle? Looks like a pig,’ his younger relative said, using the pejorative slang for a police officer.

‘That’s my right hand,’ L1nk3d replied. ‘He’s been with me from day one.’

The driver in the silver Volkswagen was of course Ralph Vuletic, who had been caught earlier in Operation Schrute, and the Crown alleged that L1nk3d was Nigel Iuvale. The King Cobra’s parents (whom he referred to as ‘the olds’) lived across the road from the rendezvous point on Deborah Place.

The L1nk3d username on the Threema chat was very similar to another handle, ‘L1nkag3’, which police had come across in a different encrypted app called Wickr.

Messages between the Piukana brothers, Matangi and Kimela, in January 2021 had talked about testing the Air New Zealand smuggling method with a dummy run of an empty duffel bag. Everything had to be checked with L1nkag3 though, the Piukana brothers discussed, as he was in charge.

While L1nkag3 was anonymous on the Wickr chats, the police were later able to prove that it was Nigel Iuvale. This was because of innocuous messages between Iuvale and his new girlfriend, which Operation Selena found on her iPhone during the search warrants, in which she referred to him as L1nkag3. The conversation included photos of him and his children.

So Nigel Iuvale was L1nkag3, and L1nkag3 was also L1nk3d, the Crown alleged at the High Court trial.

While the King Cobra was cautious and surveillance-savvy, relying on encrypted apps and face-to-face meetings, Matthew Nathan suggested to the jury that Iuvale was let down by the people working for him.

‘It’s hard to soar like an eagle when you’re surrounded by turkeys,’ said Nathan.

Nigel Iuvale and Tungane Manuel were convicted on all charges at the end of the trial, and sentenced in the High Court in November 2024. Most of the other targets of the investigation, major and minor, had already learned their fate in earlier hearings.

Sentences for serious drug offending in New Zealand are governed by a guideline judgment called Berkland v R, issued by the Supreme Court in December 2022, which sets out the parameters for judges across the country to consider.

The quantity of drugs used to be the most important factor at drug sentencing. This led to outcomes where hefty sentences were imposed – the maximum for the most serious meth offending is life imprisonment – simply because someone was caught with a large quantity of drugs, regardless of whether they were a mastermind or minion.

The interpretation of the law was clarified in 2019 by the Court of Appeal in Zhang v R, so judges could consider the role of a defendant (for example, were they in charge and receiving the most financial benefit?), then further refined in Berkland.

This has led to lower sentences for those at the bottom of the supply chain, such the Air New Zealand baggage handlers Mokotua (seven years), Mataele (six years, six months) and Tofilau (12 months’ home detention), who were catching 9 kilogram backpacks for Sese Vimahi.

Other baggage handlers caught moving hundreds of kilograms got much longer prison stints, such as Tungane Manuel (11 years 6 months) and Martin Julian Pritchard (12 years 6 months), as did those with more influential roles like Tony Iuvale (9 years 10 months), Ralph Vuletic (10 years), Ronnie Kivalu (14 years) and Aisake Feleti (14 years 9 months).

The ‘head of the snake’, as the Crown described him (no idea if this was an intentional pun), was Nigel Iuvale, the patched King Cobra.

Justice Michele Wilkinson-Smith had sentenced numerous other Operation Selena defendants, with little choice but to impose long prison sentences because of the enormous scale of the drug syndicate. ‘I have not enjoyed that experience,’ she told Iuvale at his sentence hearing in November 2024. ‘That corruption . . . can be laid in part at your door.’

She then imposed a whopping 18-year term of imprisonment.

‘You were very much a major player in significant commercial drug dealing . . . it is apparent to me [that] you are a very intelligent man, Mr Iuvale. You could have offered a lot more to society.’

That left ‘Tongan Pablo’ as the last man standing. The first of the Air New Zealand baggage handlers to be caught, way back in October 2020 and again in December 2021, Sese Vimahi was the last to be sentenced.

He had previously been sentenced to 14 years and 7 months in prison for the first set of charges, but in February 2025 he had to be re-sentenced to take all of his offending into account. Judge Belinda Sellars tacked on another two years and eight months – a total of 17 years and 3 months in prison.

The case had now come full circle for Scott Foster and Jason Hunt, the senior detectives running Operation Selena. It had been an eye-opening experience even for the experienced investigators.

There had long been rumours about corruption at Auckland International Airport, but neither of them could believe the scale of what the investigation had uncovered, or the ridiculous ease with which the drug syndicates had been able to circumvent border security. It was so simple that it was genius. With hindsight, it had clearly been going on at Auckland International Airport for years.

The investigation could be considered a success because the detectives had managed to push past the baggage handlers, who were really just pawns acting out of greed or desperation, and into the ‘management team’ of competing organised crime groups. In particular, nailing Nigel Iuvale had made all the hard work worthwhile. If they hadn’t, the King Cobra would have simply started again with a new team of underlings.

Saying that, the National Organised Crime Group wasn’t so foolish to think that they’d rooted out all the bad apples at the airport; they knew there were other ‘doors’ into the country which they hadn’t yet identified. It wasn’t long before another insider threat at Auckland International Airport was exposed through New Zealand’s biggest meth bust.








Chapter 9

The truth about gangs

WHENEVER I SPEAK IN public about the topic of organised crime in New Zealand, I’m inevitably asked a version of the same question. After spending an hour, give or take, utterly depressing everyone in the room by explaining the evolution and escalation of the drug trade – essentially a boiled-down précis of Gangland and Gangster’s Paradise – someone will ask, ‘How can we solve this problem?’ That’s the thing about Kiwis: most are decent and care about the society we live in. If there’s a problem, we want to fix it.

Everyone in the room then looks at me expectantly for the answer, waiting for a pearl of wisdom. It’s always a long wait. Most audiences are still waiting. I usually spend the next minute or so rambling about the necessity of hardline law enforcement on the supply of drugs being balanced with addressing the underlying intergenerational social issues that drive the demand for them.

Stripping away the word salad, the short answer is: ‘I don’t know.’ It’s a question that far smarter minds have struggled to grapple with, for these are complicated and intertwined issues that have plagued successive governments for decades. Unemployment. Cold homes which make kids sick. No food in the house. Violence. Sexual abuse. Depression. Suicide. Binge drinking and drug taking. It’s all interconnected. Most people I’ve interviewed in the criminal world believe that their drug addiction is rooted in trauma of some description; they started by simply numbing the pain, then got trapped in a vicious cycle.

There is no doubt that gangs control the drug trade in New Zealand to varying degrees, from the importation or manufacture of product through to wholesale and street-level distribution. Many different police investigations over the past 30 years show that gangs of all different colours have profited from peddling this poison, along with being involved in the associated violence of standovers and turf wars.

But the trauma which fuels the demand for drugs – getting high to escape the hopelessness of their lives – is often the same as what led young men to join gangs. One only has to skim through the Royal Commission of Inquiry into Abuse in Care, which heard nearly 3000 survivor accounts during a five-year investigation, to gain an insight into the genesis of the first gangs in New Zealand.

On the advice of social workers, many of these young men were removed from their dysfunctional family homes as children and placed in the care of the state, such as borstals or the infamous ‘boys’ homes’ of Epuni, Weymouth or Ōwairaka, or faith-based institutions. Out of the frying pan and into the fire.

Many were subjected to ongoing physical and sexual violence, hidings and rape, often at the hands of other children in care, with the adults either actively encouraging the abuse, participating themselves or turning a blind eye. ‘We were used as entertainment for guards,’ one gang member told the Royal Commission. ‘Put in the boxing rings . . . and we had to [fight] until the [other] boy’s blood was drawn but it didn’t stop there. The boys were knocked out. To [the guards] it was a good thing. Didn’t make me feel good.’

Joining a gang was a defence mechanism. There was strength in numbers, and they had to stick together to survive. They also soon figured out that while violence was a problem, it was also a solution.

Violence transformed them from powerless to powerful. ‘I [went] from being the one that was targeted and vulnerable to [the one] dishing out shit to other people,’ as one gang member told the Royal Commission.

Robbed of meaningful relationships, survivors of state care turned to gangs for solidarity, a community of people who understood what it was like to be an outsider. There was a sense of belonging, or brotherhood.

The anecdotes heard by the Royal Commission of Inquiry were backed up by a 131-page academic report produced by Dame Juliet Gerrard, the chief science advisor to Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern. The foreword for ‘Toward an understanding of Aotearoa New Zealand’s adult gang environment’ explicitly states that this report did not offer short-term solutions, or even recommend specific policy advice.

‘There are no quick fixes. Reducing gang harm will require addressing underlying societal issues which have been well documented but unsolved: inequity, intergenerational trauma, housing, family violence, etc, all of which serve to narrow the choices of those in society who experience complex and inter-connected stressors,’ Dame Juliet wrote. ‘Protective factors that reduce the chance of a young person being involved in a gang include strong ties to family, school, and community.’

Honestly, it’s a good piece of research but reading it made me feel better about my rambling answer to the same question.

The foreword concludes with the following paragraph:

‘Developing and implementing public health policies on family harm, youth offending, drug harm reduction, as well as trauma-informed frameworks at a community level, are needed if we are to really change things. And doing so necessitates the inclusion of additional voices alongside law enforcement to address gang-associated harms. A public health approach does not come at the expense of enforcement. However, we can’t and won’t arrest ourselves out of the “gang problem”.’

* * *

The Mongrel Mob is New Zealand’s largest gang. It has an estimated 2500 members, about twice the size of Black Power, the Mob’s fiercest rival. Its beginnings appear to be traced back to Hawke’s Bay in the late 1960s. Most members were Māori and poor, raised in broken homes or taken away into state care, where they were often abused.

These so-called ‘boys’ homes’ were essentially prisons and, for many, became the first stop in a life behind a barbed wire fence. No wonder they lashed out.

The Mongrel Mob adopted the Nazi swastika and ‘Sieg Heil’ salute as their own – not because the mostly Māori or Pasifika Mobsters had any love for white supremacists, but because these things were offensive, a calculated ‘fuck you’ to society.

By the 1980s, the Mongrel Mob had started to spread across the country and forge a reputation for violence. Their lawlessness and extreme anti-social behaviour was a state of mind that members referred to as ‘Mongrelism’, and it was a psyche that would lead to some of New Zealand’s most notorious acts of physical and sexual violence. The Mob spread far and wide across New Zealand, with around 30 or so disparate chapters or factions loosely bound together under the banner of the British bulldog on the patch.

But the Hawke’s Bay remains the spiritual home of the Mongrel Mob, in particular the Notorious chapter. The Hawke’s Bay, and the nearby East Coast, also have some of the highest rates of methamphetamine use in the country. This is not a coincidence.

Hopelessness permeates gang life. Many turn to drugs to self-medicate, which in turn exacerbates the risk of poor health outcomes, including suicide and self-harm. Seven members of the Mongrel Mob died by suicide in the Hawke’s Bay across an 18-month period in 2018 and 2019, or 18 per cent of all self-inflicted deaths across the region in that time.

That shocking statistic underpinned a proposal for taxpayer funding in September 2020 to expand a meth rehabilitation initiative called Kahukura. This name means ‘red cloak’, a term used for a warrior, acknowledging his leadership role within his whānau, hapū and iwi.

Kahukura was to be delivered by H2R (Hard to Reach) Ltd, which was the brainchild of a bloke called Harry Tam. Tam was an honorary lifetime member of the Mongrel Mob, someone who had spent decades working with gang communities and consulting at senior levels in government policy development.

The marae-based programme would invite 10 Mongrel Mobsters and their whānau to participate for 10 weeks, repeated three times each year, with onsite drug and trauma counselling provided by a qualified clinician.

‘Police raids earlier this year have disrupted the supply of methamphetamine in this community. However, due to ongoing addiction, the demand from community members for this initiative remains high,’ the funding proposal said. ‘The Notorious chapter of the Mongrel Mob in the Hawke’s Bay has strong leadership that recognises the hurt that methamphetamine has caused their community and is motivated to support members to address their addictions. Given the flow of meth in the ecology of these communities, reducing demand will reduce supply.’

The Kahukura programme was supported by a senior member of the police (albeit one who did not work in the region), local iwi, the Ministry of Social Development, the Ministry of Health and the Salvation Army.

Given their experiences, gang whānau don’t trust the state and wouldn’t normally engage with traditional addiction counselling services. But they did trust Harry Tam, because he was one of them.

The Kahukura initiative applied to the Ministry of Justice (MOJ) for funding out of the Proceeds of Crime Fund; money which had been stripped from drug dealers and other crooks under the Criminal Proceeds (Recovery) Act. Twice each year, the MOJ reviews funding proposals to expand drug treatment services, or for initiatives to fight organised crime and address mental-health issues or other crime-related harm in the community.

In January 2021, the review panel unanimously approved $2.75 million of funding for the Kahukura programme, to be paid over the next three financial years, although it did raise a red flag about potential risk given the proposal was in partnership with ‘people actively involved with gangs’.

‘The panel recognises that funding gangs is controversial but sees a strong gap and need to be addressed through the programmes,’ the MOJ noted in the recommendation delivered to then Prime Minister Jacinda Ardern. ‘The programmes will support gang members to build stronger connections to support services and provide opportunities for change.’

After seeking reassurance that the New Zealand Police did indeed support Kahukura, Ardern signed off on the deal. The problem was the Prime Minister’s officials didn’t consult with detectives battling organised crime on the ground in Hawke’s Bay. All hell broke loose after the Hawke’s Bay Today newspaper broke a front-page story about the $2.75 million funding decision on 12 July 2021.

Earlier that week, a pōwhiri had been held at the Tapairu marae in Waipawa to launch the rehab programme. The invitations had been signed off by Sonny Smith, the national president of the Notorious chapter.

In a classic local-rag tactic, Hawke’s Bay Today sought comment from the mayor. ‘Meth is a scourge in our communities and anything which will remove its influence from our families is important,’ said Alex Walker, the mayor of Central Hawke’s Bay.

In her next breath, she acknowledged the elephant in the room by pointing out the funding would not be ‘well received’ by the community. ‘I hope the funders have their eyes wide open.’

The story ignited a firestorm of predictable outrage from the usual suspects in politics, with Ardern immediately on the back foot defending her decision.

But it wasn’t the barbs from the National Party that hurt Ardern, but the police officers who went public with their concerns. In a letter to the Police Association magazine, Detective Sergeant Mark Moorhouse said he needed to ‘call BS’ on the claims that Kahukura had been supported by local police.

‘My gang-focus staff have for the past two years fought tooth-and-nail to confront the violence and insidious harm the Mongrel Mob, in particular, have unleashed in our community,’ Moorhouse wrote. ‘I have seen no evidence from any gang, or their leaders, that they wish to distance themselves from the wealth they are generating from peddling this poison . . . there must be a better way.’

The president of the Police Association, Chris Cahill, dialled up the criticism even more in a press release to a hungry media.

‘Association members are clearly angry that police hierarchy and the Ministry of Health consider a gang such as Notorious Mongrel Mob, which is responsible for the majority of meth dealing in central Hawke’s Bay, should now be trusted stewards of millions of dollars to fix a problem they are instrumental in creating,’ Cahill said. ‘It is difficult to understand how those who promote the need for drug rehabilitation seem blind to the dreadful optics of this Mongrel Mob scenario.’

One officer went so far as to describe the $2.75 million in funding for Kahukura as the ‘most successful money laundering scheme’ he’d ever heard of, said Cahill.

That’s because just a few months earlier, in Operation Dusk, the police had seized about $2 million worth of assets from an up-and-coming leader in the Notorious chapter.

* * *

Joseph John Morrell, 34, had five children, 69 criminal convictions and a modest income. Yet somehow he had also managed to accumulate about $2m in assets.

Also known as ‘Triple J’, Morrell was the ‘captain’ of the Hawke’s Bay chapter of Mongrel Mob Notorious. The police did not believe that to be a coincidence, and launched Operation Dusk in January 2020 to investigate his financial affairs.

Tax records showed Morrell had declared an average annual income of $35,000 over the previous six years, although a forensic analysis of his bank accounts showed cash deposits of $233,402 over that time.

Police also identified $185,148 in cash spending, although detectives believed the total was likely to be higher. This included a 12-day family holiday to French Polynesia in January 2020, the $32,678 bill for which was paid in bundles of cash. On the Morrell family’s return home, Customs searched their luggage and found $13,500 in cash that had not been declared.

Another family trip, to Taupō in May 2020, was also paid for in cash, including skydiving ($3860), hotel accommodation ($5600) and a 4WD excursion ($1163).

As well as the significant amounts of cash, Morrell and his wife were able to purchase five residential properties in Hawke’s Bay. One was the home where they lived with their five children, and four others were rentals. They collected $151,000 in rent payments over four years, although this income was not declared to Inland Revenue. All the properties had been extensively renovated, which again had been paid for in cash.

Morrell also had a fleet of cars, including vintage Fords, which are prized by the Mongrel Mob, and a trio of expensive Harley-Davidson motorcycles. Most of these vehicles were registered in the names of family – including his teenage son, who didn’t have a driver’s licence at the time – and friends, in order to distance Morrell from his ill-gotten gains.

‘[Morrell and his wife] are living an extravagant lifestyle that is well outside what their declared income should allow them to enjoy,’ Detective Sam Buckley wrote in an affidavit to the High Court. ‘This demonstrates his access to a significant “unknown” source of cash, which . . . supports a belief that this cash is derived from crime.’

Buckley, the officer in charge of the financial investigation, put this down to Morrell’s position in the Mob.

‘Members and associates of this gang are responsible for the wholesale distribution of methamphetamine across the Hawke’s Bay,’ Buckley said. ‘As a senior member of a hierarchical organisation, I believe [Morrell] will be aware of the proceeds of this offending, assisting in its facilitation and gaining benefit from it.’

The detective outlined a series of recent police raids on the drug trade which involved the Notorious chapter. This included Operation Lariat, in which 13 people, including a patched Notorious member, were convicted on a range of drug-dealing and firearms offences.

The ringleader of this particular drug syndicate was Shane Tamihana, also a professional poker player, who was jailed for 13 years. Surveillance photos showed Tamihana wearing Notorious-branded supporters’ clothing, and that he was in contact with Morrell during this time.

Buckley also referenced Operation Casino, which led to 22 people being charged with drug-dealing and firearms offences in 2020. Among them was senior Mongrel Mob member Laki Sulusi, who died from natural causes in 2021, a few months after his arrest.

Sulusi’s $500,000 home in Napier and six classic cars were also restrained by police in a separate case. One of those cars, a 1963 Ford Galaxie, was registered in Morrell’s name.

The pair were in regular contact leading up to their arrests, Buckley said in his affidavit.

The detective also named four other patched Notorious members who had been dealing methamphetamine during that period. One of those was Poutawa ‘Puk’ Kireka, who had previously made news headlines for complaining that his full face ‘foul mask’ tattoo had made it hard to find a job.

‘These investigations confirm that the membership of the chapter that [Morrell] leads have been involved in drug dealing at the most serious level,’ Buckley said.

He believed it was ‘not a coincidence’ that the Mongrel Mob Notorious boss had been able to accrue $2 million worth of assets, despite having such a modest income. ‘Police observations have identified clandestine behaviours consistent with criminal activities, and it has been evidenced that [Morrell] has a disposition and propensity to disguise and conceal his wealth,’ Buckley said in his affidavit.

‘The combination of excessive and unexplained cash availability, when combined with his past criminal disposition and current behaviours, support grounds for belief that [Morrell] is actively involved in serious crime, likely to be drug dealing and money laundering.’

In May 2021, Operation Dusk ended with Morrell’s assets restrained under the Criminal Proceeds (Recovery) Act. A few weeks later, Morrell was found dead in circumstances that a coroner later determined was suicide.

The cycle of hopelessness that had inspired the now-maligned Kahukura programme, which officially opened just a few weeks later, had claimed another victim. But another Mongrel Mob Notorious leader caught up in Operation Dusk would suffer an even more violent end.

* * *

Danny Eliu, a senior Mobster who lived in Auckland, was in regular contact with ‘Triple J’ Morrell. In April 2020, nearly $230,000 was found in Eliu’s car by police investigating the distribution of meth across Hawke’s Bay. On the same day, police raided the Hastings home of another Mongrel Mob member, Ernie O’Neal Paul, and seized a further $26,755 in cash, along with two Harley-Davidsons.

Phone calls intercepted by police indicated the pair agreed to a purchase price of $230,000 for 2 kilograms of meth, plus a ‘delivery fee’ of $20,000 for Eliu to bring the drugs down to Hastings. This was because Paul was serving a sentence of home detention for his part in a gang-related assault in prison.

The discovery bolstered the asset forfeiture case against Morrell. Eliu pleaded guilty to two charges of conspiracy to deal methamphetamine, and four charges of supplying the Class A drug.

Like Morrell, Eliu was a fellow ‘captain’ in the Notorious wing of the Mongrel Mob. He was also no stranger to the criminal justice system. The most striking offence on Eliu’s rap sheet was his involvement in a particularly vicious attack on someone suspected of being a ‘nark’ or police informant – perhaps the worst name a criminal can be labelled with.

Eliu was friends with Mossy Hines, son of the legendary Head Hunter William ‘Bird’ Hines. Like his father before him, Mossy Hines was a member of the outlaw motorcycle gang, and an absolute behemoth of a man with a cruel streak. No one crossed Mossy Hines and got away with it.

In 2006, Hines was charged with unlawful possession of a loaded revolver, which was found inside a bag beside a table he was sitting at with some other people. The charge was later dropped, after Hines had already spent two months in custody. He believed a particular associate had tipped off the police – wrongly, as it happened – and was out for utu.

A few months later, in August 2006, Danny Eliu saw the suspected nark on Great South Road in Otahuhu and recognised an opportunity. Knowing that his mate Hines wanted to punish this person, Eliu lured the unsuspecting victim into the car with the promise of cannabis.

Out of earshot, Eliu called the gigantic Head Hunter to tell him the good news, then drove around to Hines’s home. He frogmarched the victim across the driveway into Hines’s garage, shoved him onto the couch, punched him then forced him to his knees.

Hines turned up, ominously announcing his intention that real violence was about to be meted out in revenge.

He pulled out a Stanley knife and sharpened the blade on the concrete floor, before slashing at the victim in an upward sweeping motion. His face was sliced from jawline to hairline, narrowly missing his mouth, nose and eyes. Bleeding profusely, the terrified victim tried to escape out the side door. Eliu grabbed him, then subdued him with a flurry of punches. Hines slashed the Stanley knife again, this time aiming for the victim’s neck. He blocked the attack by raising his forearm. His neck was saved, but the blade almost completely severed the triceps muscle on his upper arm.

At this point, Eliu and Hines realised their victim might die. The pair tried to stem the bleeding, and arranged for the victim to be dropped off at a medical centre in Mount Wellington for treatment.

The two gangsters were later arrested and convicted of wounding with intent to cause grievous bodily harm, and sentenced to prison for 11 and 12 years respectively.

Eliu did his time for the ferocious attack, but was facing another lengthy spell inside after pleading guilty to the meth charges laid after Operation Dusk. Ahead of the sentencing, he was granted bail to the Grace Foundation, a Christian charitable foundation which provides accommodation, te ao Māori and Pasifika education programmes, as well as rehabilitation services for released prisoners.

Run by boxer David Letele, himself a former Mongrel Mob president, the Grace Foundation was often the only place that could, or would, take in someone like Eliu.

On Saturday, 17 December 2022, Eliu was supposed to graduate from a drug counselling course (completing such a programme is advantageous at sentence hearings) offered by the Grace Foundation. The ceremony was to be held after a service at the Seventh Day Adventist Church in Papatoetoe. Because it was the last Saturday service of the year, a Christmas lunch had been arranged for both Grace Foundation members and other churchgoers.

About 200 people, including children, were mixing and mingling on the lawn outside the church while sharing a barbecue meal.

That’s when Danny Eliu, also known as Sa Dan Notorious, the president of the Mongrel Mob in Auckland, was gunned down in front of all of them.

* * *

Every criminal case before the courts includes a document known as the police ‘summary of facts’. In truth, the first draft given to the defence lawyers should be called the police ‘summary of allegations’, because nothing is proven to be a fact at such an early stage. But once a defendant pleads guilty, and signs off on the summary of facts (often after negotiations between the Crown and defence lawyers), it becomes the established truth – or at least the best possible version of the truth.

Once a guilty plea is entered, a copy of the summary of facts is also the first thing that any court reporter worth their salt will ask the judge for. That’s because the document sets out all the juicy details of the case, which until this point have not been able to be published for fear of jeopardising the defendant’s right to a fair trial. The document is almost a kind of ‘crime journalism’ in itself, including essentials such as names, places and dates, and court reporters will madly bash out those details on their keyboards in a furious race to scoop their competitors.

On 10 April 2024, the man accused of murdering Danny Eliu pleaded guilty to the charge in the High Court at Auckland. The two-page summary of facts was released to the media, and it’s worth republishing in full.


King v Richard Thomas Tahitahi, defendant.

OFFENCE: Murder.

PENALTY: Life imprisonment.



The King is very busy in Commonwealth law. All crimes are considered to have been committed against the King (following the death of Queen Elizabeth in September 2022), and the royal title is a constant feature in every district and high court across New Zealand. He is represented by prosecutors for the Crown.


	The defendant is Thomas Tahitahi. On 23 November 2022, he was released from prison on parole. He is a patched member of the Head Hunters.

	The deceased is Daniel Eliu (also known as ‘Sa-Dan’). He is the president of the Notorious chapter of the Mongrel Mob.



These two paragraphs caused a lot of consternation in the gang world when the Herald published these details. A member of the Head Hunters turned up unannounced at the Herald newsroom in Auckland demanding a correction, while the partner of another member spent a considerable amount of time on the phone trying to convince an editor to do the same. They argued that Tahitahi was not a patched member of the Head Hunters – he was just an associate or prospect that had never been promoted into the inner sanctum of the outlaw motorcycle club.

By reporting that Tahitahi was indeed a fully fledged Head Hunter, the gang members reasonably argued the media risked stoking a war with the Mongrel Mob. The problem was that the Herald couldn’t change the story on their word alone. When questioned, the police stood by the summary of facts, which Tahitahi himself had signed off: he clearly believed that he was a member of the Head Hunters. It was very difficult to get to the bottom of, although interestingly Tahitahi (no doubt after some persuasion) later said he had indeed left the gang.

In any event, the spectre of a war between the Head Hunters and the Mongrel Mob never materialised. Just because someone kills a member of a rival gang doesn’t necessarily mean the violence will devolve into tit-for-tat retribution. That kind of conflict needs to be sanctioned by the gang’s leadership, which makes it a ‘club issue’, in which everyone is expected to participate. At times, the feud is of a personal nature between two individuals and their respective gangs decide against escalating matters.

On a side note, it’s worth clarifying that Eliu was the president, or ‘captain’, of the Notorious chapter in Auckland, a similar position to Joseph Morrell who was the ‘captain’ of the Hawke’s Bay chapter. Neither was the national president of the gang; that was Sonny Smith, who lived in the Hawke’s Bay.

Another tidbit: Tahitahi had been out of prison for less than a month when he killed Eliu.


	On Saturday 17th December 2022, the Grace Foundation held their regular church service at Puhinui Seventh Day Adventist Church . . . it was the last service for the year, so a Christmas lunch was scheduled afterwards to start at noon for both the Grace Foundation members and other churchgoers.

	About 200 people, including children, came to the event, as well as the deceased Mr Eliu. Mr Eliu was supposed to graduate from one of the Grace Foundation programmes that day.



All of this had been widely reported at the time of Eliu’s death. The scene had been set; what came next built the suspense.


	At approximately 8.46am, the defendant drove a 2006 Mercedes-Benz S500 motor vehicle, registration JRH538, from his home in Massey to the Point England area. He picked up an unknown individual in this area.

	At approximately 9.23am, the defendant and the unknown individual left Point England to drive to Puhinui Road. The defendant was now the passenger of the Mercedes-Benz and the unknown person was driving the vehicle.

	Between 9.51 and 9.54am, the vehicle repeatedly drove up and down Puhinui Road, in front of the driveway to the church, scoping out the area. The defendant was dropped off along Puhinui Road and walked to the church. Meanwhile, the unknown driver of the vehicle drove to Edorvale Avenue (which is off Puhinui Road and approximately 300 metres walk from the church) and parked there.

	At approximately 9.55am, the defendant walked down the driveway of the church and through the carpark. He was wearing a blue hoodie with the hood pulled up and sunglasses. However, his face was otherwise clearly visible. He also wore grey shorts and grey and black two-toned sneakers. Over his shoulder he held a black jacket with a semi-automatic .22 firearm concealed within it.



The fact Tahitahi was carrying a firearm only became obvious after what happened next.


	The defendant milled around the carpark for a few minutes before strolling around to the front lawn where a number of people had gathered for the barbecue. He walked right up to the deceased and stood less than a metre behind him. With the gun still partially concealed in the black jacket, and in the midst of several bystanders, he shot the deceased six times in quick succession – twice in the back of each leg (with the bullets going through each leg and exiting through the calf), and then four times in the back comprising:

	a shot passing into the right upper back/shoulder through the scapular bone and stopping near the clavicle; and

	a shot into the left upper back, [which] passed through the rib cage, through the left lung, aorta, oesophagus and right main bronchus causing massive bleeding (2.9 litres) into the left chest cavity; and

	a shot entering the right lower back, through the back of the abdomen and through the stomach, terminating under the liver; and

	a shot into the lower left back stopping near the vertebrae.




	The fatal shot was through the aorta (which alone would have killed the deceased). The blood loss associated with the other wounds contributed to his death. Mr Eliu was given first aid at the scene but died there, shortly after paramedics arrived.

	The defendant ran away, back the way he came and to the parked Mercedes-Benz waiting on Edorvale Avenue. CCTV footage also captures the defendant running back along Puhinui Road towards Edorvale Avenue at 9.59–10am. A number of individuals who were standing close to the deceased when he was shot ran after the defendant. One chased him back to Edorvale Avenue and saw him get back into the front passenger seat of the Mercedes-Benz.

	The vehicle did a U-turn and drove off at speed directly back to Point England, arriving there at approximately 10.40am.

	The defendant was identified as a result of CCTV footage which showed him using the Mercedes-Benz on 13 December and 16 December 2022 at Westgate shopping centre. On both occasions, he had a distinctive scar on his shin – the same scar can be seen on the shin of the shooter on 17 December 2022. When arrested on 27 December 2022, he still had the same scar. The defendant also wore the same shoes on 16 December 2022 at Westgate, as he wore to commit the shooting. Polling data from his phone also mirrors the movements of the Mercedez-Benz on the morning of the shooting.

	When spoken to by Police, the defendant declined to make a statement.

	He has previously appeared before the Court, including for several firearm-related offences.



* * *

Danny Eliu was shot in the back of each leg, causing him to fall forward onto the ground, then shot another four times in the back while he lay defenceless. Six bullets in four seconds.

It was a well-planned and targeted shooting – an execution or assassination, in other words, which is precisely what Crown prosecutor Anna Devathasan said at Tahitahi’s sentencing in the High Court at Auckland.

‘This has all the hallmarks of a deliberate hit,’ said Devathasan.

In response, Tahitahi tried to claim he didn’t mean to kill Eliu, but Justice Simon Moore wasn’t having a bar of it.

‘That is nonsense,’ said the experienced criminal judge. ‘The injuries and where they were on Mr Eliu’s body put lie to that.

‘The first two shots went into Mr Eliu’s legs. I accept that these were not intended to be fatal. It seems likely that they were fired to incapacitate your victim. But the four shots which followed went into Mr Eliu’s back, a fact which plainly conveys what you were intending.’

A murder conviction carries a mandatory life sentence, but a defendant is normally eligible to apply to the Parole Board after 10 years. That is, unless the slaying is so terrible that a judge can decide a murderer must serve 17 years inside before seeking early release on parole.

There are a number of different criteria which can convince a judge to impose the harsher sentence and, in this case, Devathasan said Tahitahi’s offending was made worse by two aggravating factors: premeditation and callousness.

Justice Moore agreed. He compared the calculated planning to that seen in R v Pukepuke (the execution of David Kuka, as detailed earlier in Chapter 2) and said callousness was defined as having an insensitive or cruel disregard for others.

‘That is precisely what you exhibited to a heightened degree when you shot Mr Eliu . . . this was a professional, execution-style killing,’ Justice Moore said.

‘You did so at a venue where young children were present with their families. You did so with people nearby. The mortal risks to others were obvious. You did this at a time when a community should have been able to come together in celebration and to feel safe.’

While offering discounts on the sentence for the 42-yearold’s admission of guilt and Tahitahi’s troubled background, where he was abused by family members and in state care, Justice Moore did impose a minimum non-parole period of 17 years.

While Danny Eliu was a notorious gangster with a long criminal record, nothing is ever black and white. Members of his family spoke at the court hearing to describe him as a kind and generous person who was always looking out for others. The cowardly shooting of their father, and brother, had devastated their family and would have an ongoing ‘ripple effect’ for generations.

‘If I were being honest, I know my father was not perfect,’ said one of Eliu’s three sons. ‘I do know he was on his way back to find solace with those he loved. Me and my brothers.’

Describing himself as a follower of Christ, the son expressed no ill feelings towards Tahitahi but said he wanted to meet in the future to ask a simple question – why?

‘What justified the price of blood on your hands? What motivated you? . . . I am curious.’

It was a very good question, which was not answered honestly by Tahitahi.

Leading up to a sentencing hearing, defendants are interviewed to assess their level of risk and remorse, as well as their chances of rehabilitation, and these reports are provided to the judge. In one of these interviews, Tahitahi said he disliked Eliu because they had once shared a cell in prison. During that time, Tahitahi claimed that Eliu sexually assaulted him. He also claimed that, two decades earlier, Eliu had once kidnapped his sister to rape her.

Prison records confirmed that Tahitahi and Eliu had been in Spring Hill Prison at the same time for 145 days between 2008 and 2009, but they never shared a cell. No personal conflict or tension between the two was recorded on their prison files either.

Justice Moore didn’t believe the story, nor that Eliu had raped Tahitahi’s sister. There was no complaint to police at the time of the alleged rape, and while Tahitahi’s sister and mother now confirmed the accusation, Justice Moore said the context in which their corroboration was given did not give him confidence. ‘There are also obvious motives to lie in making these claims.’

Tahitahi also denied that the shooting of Eliu was gang-related, and said that he had left the Head Hunters in 2015. This was contradicted by a form he completed on leaving prison in November 2022 which listed his membership of the gang as ‘active’.

After the shooting, there was also an intercepted phone call in which Tahitahi was heard talking to an unidentified male. On the topic of the unknown getaway driver, Tahitahi said ‘whoever’ that was, ‘they should give that motherfucker a patch.’

None of this evidence cleared up why Thomas Tahitahi wanted to shoot Danny Eliu in such a cold-blooded fashion. It really did seem like Tahitahi was sending a message.

There was, however, one little hint about Tahitahi’s potential motivation that was brushed over lightly at the High Court hearing. In an interview with the report writer, Tahitahi said that Eliu had threatened someone who was ‘very important’ to him. Not long after, Tahitahi killed Eliu.

That person was not identified publicly. But it was well-known in the criminal underworld that Danny Eliu had been in an on-again, off-again relationship with a woman who just happened to be the sister of his old mate, Mossy Hines.

She was also the caregiver of their father, William ‘Bird’ Hines, the revered godfather of the Head Hunters. Seriously ill with Type 2 diabetes, which had resulted in limb amputation, as well as heart disease and end-stage renal failure, which required dialysis every second day, Hines did not have long to live. The 70-year-old had been released early from prison (he was serving 17 years for running a meth ring) on compassionate grounds in December 2022.

The relationship between Eliu and Hines’s daughter was over by this time, but it seems that Eliu struggled to accept that she had moved on. The situation turned toxic, and Eliu made a number of scary threats against his former partner, as well as the safety of her ailing father.

Perhaps it’s just a coincidence that Eliu was shot dead a few weeks later?

Detectives don’t believe in coincidences, but the truth may never be known. Less than a year after being released, ‘Bird’ Hines had succumbed to his failing health. The funeral for the OG (Original Gangster) was one of the largest for a gang member ever seen in New Zealand, with hundreds of patched members making the pilgrimage to his gravesite near Foxton.

The esteem in which Hines was held in the Head Hunter community is illustrated by a sign in the East chapter’s pad at 232 Marua Road which simply states: ‘In Bird We Trust.’

He inspired loyalty. Perhaps even the kind of loyalty which means no one threatens Bird Hines and gets away with it.








Chapter 10

The inmate, the undercover agent, and a DEA bust in Romania

LET US GO DIRECTLY to prison. Block 3C of the Auckland South Corrections Facility (ASCF), a private prison operated by Serco, to be exact.

Block 3C is a self-care residential-style unit for low-security prisoners nearing release. Up to six inmates share accommodation in almost a flatting-type situation, with a common kitchen and lounge area. The aim is to develop each prisoner’s independent living skills. Unlike most prison cells, the bedroom doors are not locked.

In the early hours of 7 June 2021, Linh Hoang, an inmate in Block 3C, was abruptly woken by loud noise in the room next door. He heard the bang at precisely 3.15am. Hoang, who had been jailed for importing meth from Canada in 2012, was to be released from prison the very next day.

Then he heard another loud bang, just moments after the first. This time Hoang rushed to the bedroom next door. The door was wide open and the light was on.

Lying on the floor, face up, was his neighbour, Wen Hui Cui. Blood was seeping across the floor.

Hoang yelled out to the other inmates for help, and pulled Cui into the hallway by his shoulders. There were cuts on both wrists, as well as a deep wound to his groin. Hoang applied pressure to the grievous injuries until help arrived and paramedics took Cui to Middlemore Hospital, but he died within hours.

There was no widespread outpouring of grief for the 40-year-old. He was serving a life sentence for gruesomely killing his ex-girlfriend and her friend, in a frenzied knife attack on Auckland’s North Shore in 2003. He was charged with two counts of murder and one of attempted murder, at a High Court jury trial in which the crime scene was described, perhaps somewhat insensitively but unfortunately quite accurately, as an abattoir.

Cui, 21, was a Chinese national studying business at Massey University in Albany and was besotted with Bin ‘Ruby’ Lin, also 21, who was studying tourism. She ended their relationship, so Cui ended her life. He cut Ruby’s throat from ear to ear when she came around to his flat to retrieve some of her belongings, then walked outside and without warning stabbed two of her waiting friends. One lived, one died.

Cui’s legal team fancifully claimed the two men knifed by their client were members of the feared 14K triad who attacked first, so their client acted in self-defence. They also claimed that Cui was goaded by Ruby because she told him he had a ‘small dick’ (the defence of provocation had yet to be abolished by Parliament, following public outcry over a similarly heinous case). Both lame excuses were rejected by the jury and he was sentenced to serve at least 19 years in prison before being eligible for parole.

Cui was coming to the end of that 19-year period, and in all likelihood would have been released by the Parole Board at his first appearance, scheduled for April 2022. The double killer would have been escorted from prison straight to Auckland International Airport, and immediately deported on the next flight back to China. No point spending $150,000 of taxpayers’ money each year to keep someone in prison when they can be someone else’s problem.

In less than a year, Wen Hui Cui would have been a free man – which made his death all the more curious.

The police turned up at the blood-soaked scene but soon determined there were no suspicious circumstances, or evidence that indicated he died at the hand of someone else. But in New Zealand, only a coroner can make a formal ruling of suicide. So all the evidence gathered by the police, as well as an incident report by Serco and an independent inquiry by Corrections, was bundled up and put on the desk of coroner Tracey Fitzgibbon.

In her formal findings, released in February 2024, Fitzgibbon wrote that Cui had minimal engagement with medical staff, mostly to do with poor dental health and occasional muscular pain, during the course of his long imprisonment. However, in recent months he had persistently asked for sleeping pills to help him cope with insomnia.

‘Although Wen Hui raised issues about anxiety and sleeping, there was never any disclosure of suicidal thoughts from Wen Hui, or behaviour which suggested he was mentally unwell,’ Fitzgibbon wrote. ‘Of significance; on May 26, 2021, he told a nurse he was feeling better and no longer needed any mental health support . . . Wen Hui denied thoughts of self-harm and said he knew how to contact mental health [services] if needed. After this date, there is no further record of Wen Hui seeking help or behaving in a way that would suggest he was unwell.’

Fitzgibbon ruled Cui’s death was by suicide, but the 11-page decision sheds no light on the reason why he felt so depressed and anxious that he decided to end his life. But the coroner didn’t know something which was relevant to his deteriorating state of mind: Wen Hui Cui had been caught up in a conspiracy to import 400 kilograms of cocaine into New Zealand.

What unfolded from there was a scarcely believable yarn in which the United States tried to extradite an incorrigible con artist from Auckland to Texas, the president of the Bucharest chapter of the Hells Angels tried to hire a hitman, and a pair of notorious Kiwi criminals went on the run in Europe.

* * *

‘Hi. I’m Lee’s friend.’ The message from someone calling themselves ‘Dmted’ was sent on Wickr, an encrypted messaging service favoured by criminals because law enforcement cannot intercept any communications.

Being friends with Lee clearly meant something.

‘Buen dia amigo’ [good morning, pal] was the warm response from someone who went by the username ‘Kukui’.

Dmted wasted no time in getting down to brass tacks. ‘Good to talk to you. My man Mr Lee told me we can make good business together.’

This time the response was lukewarm. ‘First of all, Lee has been talking about several people,’ Kukui wrote back. ‘Which friend is this?’

‘This one is Asian,’ Dmted said. ‘When you talk to him, just say “it’s DD”. He will know.’

Dmted tried to reassure his new online acquaintance that, if given the opportunity to work together, he could be trusted. ‘We keep our circle tight. Don’t want to get caught up with other people’s problems. This game is too dangerous for too many people and too many deals.’

Kukui didn’t seem impressed with being told how to suck eggs. ‘Let me be very clear,’ Kukui wrote. ‘I have been in this business a very long time. I work a certain way and I am very clear and particular on who I work with, and how I work. I typically have people to manage meeting new people, but I owe Lee a favour. As a man of my word, I will personally make sure I take care of his friends.’

He asked what their mutual friend had told him, and Dmted (perhaps realising he had been a tad presumptive in the previous message) was quick to show his deference.

‘Lee told me you are a highly respected person. You are a big boss in Mexico. And you and Lee have a very good business relationship, as well as a personal bond.’

He went on to say that, with Kukui’s assistance, Lee believed they could import 100 kilograms of cocaine into New Zealand, purchased for $5000 per kilogram, as a 50/50 partnership. Each kilogram would sell for $100,000, raising a total of $10 million to be split evenly. The plan was to sell Kukui’s half of the cocaine in New Zealand, Dmted explained, and send the drug money back to him in a few months’ time.

Oh, now Kukui remembered who Dmtd was. Is this Chuy? he asked.

Yes, Dmted reluctantly confirmed in the encrypted messages. Chuy (perhaps better spelled phonetically as Chewy) was what Wen Hui Cui was universally known as in New Zealand’s criminal underworld.

Smartphones are often smuggled into prison (most easily if you know the right guard), where they are among the most sought-after items of contraband, along with drugs and cigarettes. What better way for Cui to whittle away his long sentence than by networking with fellow criminals, and using cell-phone technology to import 100 kilograms of cocaine into the country?

Kukui explained to the incarcerated double killer that he ran his business out of Texas – a ‘small office’, for operational security – but had recently expanded into Europe, and also had a reliable supplier in Peru.

He asked a lot of questions. Would the cocaine go to Australia or New Zealand? Would Cui’s business receive the shipment directly, or would it go to a warehouse? Was there a ‘cover load’ in place, or would the drugs need to be concealed inside the shipping container? Did Cui want the 100 kilos in one haul, or broken up into smaller consignments?

Cui said he would have to discuss these details with his ‘brother’, someone he referred to as Angel, and come back to Kukui with a plan. But while sounding each other out, the parties were able to agree on one very important detail: ‘old school’ was how Kukui described himself, and he insisted any final negotiations on the deal would have to be hashed out face-to-face.

Cui concurred wholeheartedly, although he knew he wouldn’t be attending in person. It was May 2020 and he had at least another two years to spend in prison for viciously stabbing two people to death. In his place, Angel would meet with Kukui in person, as soon as the travel restrictions in place to curb the spread of Covid-19 were lifted. The entire planet was in the early throes of the pandemic, and New Zealand had only just come out of a strict lockdown which had kept most people in their homes.

The next step would be for Angel to get in touch with Kukui directly and keep talks going.

‘Good night my friend,’ Cui wrote. ‘We will do good business together.’

Kukui replied: ‘In time, yes’.

* * *

‘Hi bro, I’m Lee’s friend. Dmted [Cui] said he sent you a message and to get in touch direct because of the time difference,’ ‘Angelo3333’ wrote on Wickr. ‘Hopefully catch up soon.’

Kukui wrote back ‘Buen dia’, although Angelo3333 clearly didn’t take Spanish classes at school.

‘I don’t understand bro,’ he admitted in the next message, to which Kukui simply answered ‘Hello’.

‘Okay cool, just let me know when you want to make contact, or how you want things to go,’ Angelo3333 replied.

‘Thank you and we will be in touch,’ Kukui responded, with a somewhat dismissive air.

Angelo3333 was a proud member of the Hells Angels, which operates from its imposing headquarters behind a stone wall in the upmarket suburb of Mount Eden. His real name was Murray Michael Matthews, though everyone called him Mars. Over the coming weeks and months, the 30-year-old Mars took over from Cui (who could use his phone only at night, for fear of getting caught by prison staff) as the lead negotiator with Kukui to arrange the cocaine shipment.

The exchange of messages shows Mars never hesitated to share what he knew about the criminal underworld in New Zealand. He seemed eager to please. After all, he was talking with a large-scale drug supplier in the United States, whose product could help Matthews make a small fortune.

Kukui sent him a photograph of high-quality methamphetamine crystals, which looked almost like ice, and asked how the drugs compared to what was available in New Zealand.

‘Yeah wow, we get similar stuff here. Looks good . . . there’s a shortage of it [at the moment],’ Mars replied.

Did a shortage mean ‘completely dry or shit product?’ Kukui prodded.

‘Completely dry,’ Mars said. ‘I know the market and no one has anything at the moment.’

If meth was in such short supply, Kukui asked how much 1 kilogram would fetch.

Between $120,000 and $140,000, Mars replied, which was far less than the previous price of $180,000 to $200,000. He blamed a large-scale overseas importer for driving prices down by selling at between $80,000 and $100,000 a kilogram. ‘The last lot came cheap . . . so it fucked all the prices up.’

Kukui expressed disbelief that someone could display such poor business acumen by flooding the market with cheap drugs.

‘It’s fucked here, bro,’ Mars said. ‘We have too many gangs here and heaps of Asian imports that keep sending the shit to these clowns. When we get some consistency [of supply] I will have everyone fall under us as long as the price is fair, and the product is good, they won’t need to go elsewhere.’

In sympathy, Kukui responded: ‘I immediately got a headache reading this.’

Was it rival gangs or the police that caused the most problems, Kukui asked?

‘It’s both,’ the Hells Angel said, complaining that other gangs had established themselves in New Zealand after members were deported from Australia. ‘Because of this, the pigs [police] have knuckled down on the gangs. There is a respect thing here where most gangs work together but no one I know out of the lot of us has had a consistent line of work [drugs] . . . I have sleepless nights thinking about it.’

Some of the other gangs had ‘doors’ – corrupt insiders who could smuggle drugs through the border – said Mars, which was a problem because they sold at whatever price suited them. ‘But I can get each gang onside [to agree on prices] if it’s all worthwhile . . . everyone will comply if we can provide a good product at the set [price] so everyone eats, all will be happy.’

The Hells Angels had an ‘issue’ with only one rival gang, Mars added.

‘We have a policy of fight, shoot or stab on sight because they kill our brothers around the world. But they have just set up [here] and the pigs have been hitting them hard.’

He didn’t name the rival gang, but he was almost certainly referring to the Mongols Motorcycle Club. The bitter feud between the Mongols and the Hells Angels goes back decades to their founding days in California, and carries on to this day in whatever territory the rival gangs cross paths.

At the time of Mars’s messages to Kukui, the Mongols had just opened a chapter in New Zealand. In return, the police, through Operation Silk, had just arrested the new gang’s entire hierarchy on drugs and firearms charges (as detailed in Gangster’s Paradise). Hence Mars description of the ‘pigs . . . hitting them hard’.

Their conversation turned to whether New Zealand police were corrupt.

‘They’re pretty firm here,’ Mars said. ‘I’ve only ever met a handful of crooked pigs that we had on payroll, that’s one thing I’ve always struggled with.’

The exchange of encrypted messages gave a fascinating peek at the inner workings of the gang world and drug trade, but eventually the conversation shifted back to business. By 4 June 2020, Mars had agreed to double the cocaine shipment from 100 kilograms to 200, but also to drop the sale price to $80,000 per kilo in order to move the product faster.

Even so, that would generate $16 million in cash for drugs that had cost them $1 million – not a bad return on investment by anyone’s standards.

‘I like the confidence in your distribution ability. You remind me of me LOL,’ Kukui told Mars. ‘I think we will get along well.’

As a sign of good faith, Cui and Mars also arranged for NZ$50,000 to be transferred into a Texas-based bank account as a down-payment on the enormous drug haul. Their financial backer was someone called ‘Rush’, but his real name was Marc Patrick Johnson. If Kukui thought he was ‘old school’, Johnson would have been his principal.

He was one of the first ever meth cooks in New Zealand, a pioneer of the drug trade with a back-story somewhat reminiscent of Walter White in Breaking Bad. With a university degree in chemistry and years of experience working in laboratories in the United Kingdom, Johnson returned to New Zealand in the 1990s and started an event lighting business in the nightclub scene. His drug addiction intertwined with his business interests, however, leading to bankruptcy. So Johnson put his chemistry skills to work in the difficult art of manufacturing methamphetamine, a relatively new and extremely popular drug.

In 2001 he was convicted in two separate trials of attempting to manufacture and conspiring to manufacture meth, which was then only a Class B drug. He was sentenced to three and three and a half years in prison, respectively. ‘What saddens me is that you are a person of intellect and ability, and you have displayed a commitment in obtaining your qualifications,’ the sentencing judge told Johnson. ‘It is a matter for you, but let me say this to you, there is no future in being involved in the manufacture of drugs. All that will happen to you is that you will spend a lifetime in prison and you will know that all those individuals who consistently become involved in the narcotic scene, whether by way of manufacture, supply or importation, eventually end up serving very, very lengthy terms of imprisonment. It would be sad to see a person of your talents and ability end up like that.’

The negative social effects of methamphetamine were belatedly recognised by Parliament in 2003 when the stimulant was reclassified to a Class A drug, meaning importing or manufacturing meth now carried a maximum penalty of life imprisonment. By this stage, methamphetamine was now entrenched as the drug of choice in New Zealand. And it seems Johnson was unable to shake his own addiction issues.

Only a few years passed before he was back before the courts, jailed in 2007 for one year and nine months for possession of equipment to manufacture methamphetamine.

The following year, the now 42-year-old Johnson was convicted of conspiracy to manufacture and supply methamphetamine in a Nelson drug ring. ‘You describe yourself as living “week by week” and being “lost in a maze of meth”, and on a “downhill run” at the time of your offending,’ Justice Lynton Stevens told Johnson in 2008. ‘You state that you are “appalled with the whole thing”. And so you should be, because this is a nefarious drug, the effects of which are pernicious, not just for you, but for the whole of society.’

Justice Stevens said he would give Johnson ‘one last chance’ on account of his early guilty pleas, and attempts to turn his life around, so gave him a generous sentence of two years, ten months.

Just four years later, Johnson was arrested for running a laboratory making a different sort of drug altogether: gamma-butyrolactone or GBL. Better known as fantasy, the Class B drug was first popular in the United Kingdom nightclub scene, but has recently become easier to find in New Zealand, where its referred to as ‘rinse’ or ‘wazz’. GBL also has a more sinister nickname – ‘coma in a bottle’ – as a so-called ‘date rape’ drug. Due to its liquid form, GBL can easily be slipped into someone’s drink to make them an easier, stupefied target for sexual assault.

The now 47-year-old Johnson was convicted of making GBL and sent to prison yet again, this time for four years and three months. He was released by the Parole Board in 2015 and the three-person panel urged Johnson to ‘use the intelligence he undoubtedly has’.

With dual British citizenship, Johnson told the Parole Board he wanted to complete a fluid engineering course in the United Kingdom in order to become a ‘mud doctor’ in the drilling industry. Johnson was determined not to return to prison, noted the Parole Board. Yet here he was, just five years later, investing $50,000 into a scheme to import 200 kilograms of cocaine into New Zealand.

It was now time to take the next step. With Cui still in prison, it was up to Murray ‘Mars’ Matthews and Marc Johnson to meet with Kukui face-to-face and negotiate the finer details of the deal. On 19 July 2020, the pair flew to Bucharest, the capital of Romania and Kukui’s new base of operations in Europe. Two days later, the pair met Kukui and his right-hand man Andrei at a restaurant for dinner.

Kukui: How was the flight?

Mars: Fucking crazy, bro.

Kukui: Well goddamn, how fucking tall are you? [The Hells Angel is 6 feet 11 inches or 2.1 metres tall.]

‘I really appreciate the fact you came . . . being seven foot tall, stuffing yourself in a tin can . . . hurtling through space to get over here,’ Kukui said. ‘I really do appreciate that. Because there comes a point where you have to meet people, straight up.’

Everyone ordered a drink, sat back and relaxed as they scanned the menu. Kukui regaled the New Zealanders about how he owed Lee a favour, which explained why he agreed for Cui to be introduced to him and the current business deal on the table.

Lee and Cui were in prison together, Mars and Johnson explained, which is also how they knew Cui.

Mars: Me and Cui . . . we’re pretty tight, you know, from our little . . . vacation together.

The initial awkwardness of strangers meeting for the first time soon passed, and the conversation now flowed easily. Kukui was quick to joke and laugh, often at the expense of the others, but would switch tack back to serious businessman at a moment’s notice.

In one breath he would ask them to rate the Romanian women they had met at the bars the night before (very beautiful), and how the 54-year-old Johnson would need Viagra to keep up with them, while in the next he peppered the Kiwis with questions about the logistics of the drug shipment and distribution and, most importantly, how he would be paid.

Kukui was bullish, with a confidence that went way past arrogance, and was at times outright dismissive of some of Johnson’s ideas. But Mars and Johnson didn’t take offence, at least not outwardly, because their host was being extremely generous. Not just with food and drink at the restaurant, but the wholesale price of $5000 per kilogram that Kukui was able to procure from his supplier.

The only problem was that Kukui now wanted to import 500 kilograms of cocaine into New Zealand – more than double the 200 kilos they had agreed on before the New Zealanders had flown to Romania. It would easily be the largest shipment of cocaine landed into the country at that time, and all of a sudden Mars and Johnson were not so sure of themselves.


MARS: My whole thing was meth.

JOHNSON: Maybe we need to stick with [the 200 kilos], if we can.

KUKUI: I’m listening, I’m just going to get you another drink.

MARS: Our main product in New Zealand is meth. I can move meth, I can move meth [snaps his fingers] like that. Fuck, it’ll be gone.

JOHNSON: But this is a new market.

MARS: So the timeframe of how I can move meth, and the timeframe of how fast I can move the coke, is completely different. So 200 kilograms is feasible, 500 kilograms is not.



Kukui mused on this; even 200 kilograms was small beer to him. Together they ran through the numbers and eventually, the trio compromised on bringing in 400 kilograms. To sweeten the deal, Kukui offered to loan them $200,000 upfront so they could confirm the order with his supplier. Mars and Johnson would just have to pay him back, as well as his share of the profits, within five months, once the cocaine had been distributed.

‘Is that fair?’ asked Kukui.

‘That’s very fucking fair,’ Johnson responded.

The plan went like this: Mars and Johnson would need to transfer NZ$1 million to Kukui for their half of the drugs. He was adamant the funds had to be wired to Texas.

Kukui would then arrange for the cocaine to be smuggled from Peru to a factory in Texas, where his team would fabricate industrial machinery to conceal the drugs, which would then be exported to Romania, then finally New Zealand. At their end, Mars and Johnson would organise for an appropriate business to order the industrial machinery (without raising the eyebrows of border officials) and a warehouse to receive the shipment.

Once the drugs were sold, Cui’s role was to use his connections to launder Kukui’s share of the cash back to Texas. If each kilogram of cocaine went for $80,000, the total revenue would be a staggering $32 million. They would all be filthy rich.

‘All right, let’s do some business,’ Kukui cheered triumphantly as the new partnership raised their glasses. ‘This is a relationship. We’re getting married. We’re not dating. I’m not here to fuck you.’

* * *

While in Romania, and as a favour to Murray ‘Mars’ Matthews, Kukui agreed to be contacted by one of the gangsters’ ‘brothers’. His name was Marius Lazar, the president of the Romanian chapter of the Hells Angels and based in Bucharest, and he wanted an extra 10 kilos of cocaine to be added to the order.

No problem, Kukui said. Lazar also wanted Kukui to arrange for the murder of a rival gang member. No problem, Kukui said. His organisation was well versed in what he called ‘sleep projects’.

All that was needed for the 400-kilo deal to go ahead was payment upfront. As a result of the ongoing negotiations, the Kiwi contingent arranged for US$629,000 (around NZ$1 million) to be paid into Kukui’s Texas bank account.

On 16 September 2020, yet another notorious crook was introduced into the conspiracy. Mars messaged Kukui on Wickr to provide him with the details of the broker who would receive the cocaine shipment on behalf of the Hells Angels upon its arrival in New Zealand.

The broker went by ‘Doc’ but his real name was Miles John McKelvy.

Like his friend Marc Johnson, McKelvy had a long criminal history that stretched back 20 years. Way back in 2004, McKelvy was arrested after a long-running fraud investigation in the Waikato and Bay of Plenty, codenamed Operation Allsorts, that led to 25 people being convicted for their parts in scams totalling $6.4 million.

He was described as the ‘chief executive’ of a group that included crooked lawyers, accountants and property valuers, using his position as a mortgage broker in Hamilton to attract and identify potential victims. He sat then at the pinnacle of a sophisticated mortgage fraud which scammed millions of dollars from vulnerable low-income home buyers.

One of McKelvy’s schemes involved lending money to lower-income families in return for them signing over their homes into what they believed was a family trust. McKelvy then raised mortgages against the homes without telling the owners. Another victim was an elderly widow suffering from cancer, one of many who lost their homes because of the scheme orchestrated by McKelvy.

In total, he was individually responsible for ripping off $1.4 million.

Justice Heath described the fraud as ‘predatory’, ‘insidious’, ‘recidivist’ and ‘amoral’.

‘You preyed on the ill, the elderly and the commercially naive. In one case you defrauded a widow of her home, notwithstanding the fact that you knew the family and she was ill with cancer at the time,’ said Justice Heath. ‘They are the stories of some, but by no means all, of your victims . . . they do provide an insight into the level of amoral conduct to which you were prepared to sink in order to gain financial benefits for yourself.’

McKelvy was bankrupted for the second time after Operation Allsorts and Justice Heath denied his application to be discharged from bankruptcy, meaning he couldn’t run any companies, in 2010. In refusing to discharge McKelvy, Justice Heath described his conduct as ‘predatory’ and ‘primarily designed to relieve truly vulnerable members of society of what little assets they had’.

‘The appalling and amoral conduct in which Mr McKelvy engaged is, in itself, a good reason not to allow him to be discharged from bankruptcy at this stage.’

He was, however, released from prison that same year, and five years later was discharged from bankruptcy despite a judge finding McKelvy ‘remains a genuine risk to the community’. By then, McKelvy had moved to Auckland and was ‘well regarded’ by his employer, although one might suspect that working in machine maintenance could be a useful cover for importing drugs.

Between October 2014 and October 2015, the Customs Service seized six importations of GBL. The total of 81 litres found by Customs in Operation Leopard was worth around $354,000, while a further four shipments of unknown quantity slipped through.

When stopped by Customs at the airport and interviewed, McKelvy cooperated with officials and explained he had imported the product as a cleaning agent. He maintained this explanation in the disputed facts hearing in front of Judge Soana Moala in 2017, giving evidence that the cleaning chemicals used at Envirowaste, where he worked, were toxic and burned skin. So he searched online to find a safer product, and in a trial test successfully cleaned a truck without wearing any protective gear. McKelvy said he didn’t realise the ‘wonder cleaning’ product contained GBL.

While he is correct that GBL is a miracle cleaning agent, McKelvy’s innocent explanation was completely rejected by Judge Moala in favour of the other evidence. ‘It is a weak attempt to legitimise what was clearly an illegal importation of GBL,’ she wrote.

Emails and text messages made it clear McKelvy was discussing GBL, the drug, without any mention of it being an industrial cleaning agent. In fact, in some correspondence McKelvy asked for the GBL labels to be removed from the plastic containers.

‘There is overwhelming evidence that he knew it was GBL, and that it was illegal to bring it into New Zealand,’ said Judge Moala. ‘He knew he had to disguise it so that it can get through Customs.’

Judge Moala also described as ‘ludicrous’ McKelvy’s evidence that the product he imported was safer than the cleaning agents used at Envirowaste. ‘The expert evidence is that GBL is a hazardous and toxic substance that can cause serious harm to anyone who uses it without protective gear. It is my view that Mr McKelvy used his employment with Envirowaste as a convenient cover for his illegal importation of GBL. The financial gain from GBL is not its use as a cleaning product but from selling [it] as a recreational drug.’

She sentenced McKelvy to five years and two months in prison, which McKelvy later appealed as excessive. ‘We disagree,’ wrote the Court of Appeal in dismissing the application.

He was eventually released and in September 2020, at the age of 62, McKelvy was looking for one more pay day.

Six days after his Hells Angels friend Murray ‘Mars’ Matthews passed his details to Kukui, the US-based drug supplier got in touch with McKelvy on Wickr. In the course of their conversation, Kukui queried what McKelvy knew about the illicit enterprise he was getting himself into.

‘There is a container coming and I’m to arrange a freight forwarder to receive it and an address for it to be dropped to . . . then once it passes clearance, I arrange with Marc [Johnson] and Angelo [Matthews] to pick up,’ McKelvy said. ‘And when finished, I get paid.’

The shipment of a power generator was to be forwarded to a farm in New Zealand, though Kukui pressed McKelvy to make sure he was aware the machinery actually contained 400 kilograms of pure Peruvian cocaine.

‘Yes I’m very clear but this will work if we get the paperwork bang on,’ McKelvy replied.

The two went on to discuss the purity of the cocaine, its origin, production in Peru and sale potential in New Zealand, with McKelvy stating: ‘I have been told by Marc [Johnson] that it’s the best . . . that’s what everyone wants here, screaming for it’ and ‘I have been told your product can go through a [Customs scanner] and pass. I have been told the [sniffer] dogs can’t smell it.’

Kukui asked if this was McKelvy’s ‘first time doing this’, explaining that it was important for him to be confident that his million-dollar investment was in good hands. Somewhat defensively, McKelvy was quick to volunteer that he and Marc Johnson had ‘brought in lots from China for many years’, both methamphetamine and the precursor chemicals needed to ‘make crystal’.

His knowledgeable answers seemed to satisfy Kukui, so they agreed to proceed with the plan – until a big problem emerged at the eleventh hour.

* * *

On 7 October 2020, Kukui messaged Cui, Matthews, Johnson and Marius Lazar, saying that they needed to meet in person in Romania, urgently. He explained that the US$629,000 the Kiwi conspirators had wired to Texas in August as payment for the cocaine had been frozen by the bank.

With the prospect of losing the nearly $1 million they had already invested, not to mention 400 kilograms of cocaine slipping through their fingers, Mars and Johnson immediately booked flights to Bucharest. They also needed to come up with more cash for the purchase, fast.

A few weeks later, on 17 November, they met with Kukui, his right-hand man Andrei and Lazar in Bucharest. After exchanging pleasantries about the trip around the world, the giant Hells Angel decided to get the bad news out of the way first.


MARS: We are having a situation here. Today was the deadline for us [for payment] and it hasn’t worked out as planned, okay? So . . . we are having to . . .

JOHNSON: Plan B?

MARS: Plan B.

KUKUI: Okay, what’s Plan B?



As they had been unable to gather enough bank funds, the Kiwis asked if they could pay with Bitcoin, the digital cryptocurrency. Miles McKelvy was on ‘standby’ to make the transfer, Mars and Johnson explained in a bid to persuade the reluctant drug trafficker.

After making a quick call to a member of his team, Kukui agreed, then provided the details of the Bitcoin ‘wallet’ that he wanted McKelvy to transfer the cryptocurrency into. The parties agreed to meet again the next day, to go over the plan one last time and iron out any wrinkles.

‘This business is . . . it’s about problem-solving. It’s all it is, problem-solving,’ Kukui reassured them. ‘Anybody that says differently, they’re either not working or they’re lying, right?

‘You guys want some food?’

The next day, Kukui met with Mars and Johnson, but Marius Lazar was nowhere to be seen.

‘That’s not how we do business,’ Kukui said, as Mars tried to placate him. ‘You introduced me to Mario [Marius]. You vouched for Mario. He’s been late to everything that we’ve done, correct me if I’m wrong.’

He calmed down quickly, and the trio ran through the deal again. There would be 400 kilograms of cocaine inside the generator, to be sold at $80,000 a kilogram, with the Kiwis needing to pay Kukui’s 50 per cent share within five months.


KUKUI: Are you selling in bulk? Because you and I talked about getting in other gangs so that you can use your power and influence to . . .

MARS: We control the whole market. We control the whole market.



Lazar still hadn’t arrived, so the trio talked about visiting the Hells Angels’ clubhouse in Bucharest to find him. Andrei interrupted the conversation to remind Kukui he was supposed to be in another business meeting with ‘the Spanish’, but it shouldn’t take more than five or ten minutes.

‘I’ll be right back,’ Kukui promised his guests.

Not long after he left the room, armed officers from the Romanian National Police burst through the doors to grab the stunned New Zealanders. The entire arrest was captured in dramatic footage recorded on a drone-mounted thermal-image camera, and published online by Romanian authorities in a press release. Two luxury cars and 12 motorcycles were seized in the coordinated raids on eight properties, including the Hells Angels pad, along with US$200,000 cash, a gun, and 100 grams of cocaine.

By far the most interesting detail in the Romanian press release was that the raids came at the request of the Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA), and that the United States would seek the extradition of the two New Zealanders and Marius Lazar to stand trial in Texas.

The entire narrative was an undercover sting. Kukui was not a commercial-scale drug trafficker but a DEA special agent from Texas. His name was Christopher Diaz, and he kept the pretence going with Wen Hui Cui, who was still in prison back in Auckland.

Kukui said he was worried about the sudden disappearance of their business partners but even more concerned that he was still owed money for the cocaine. Cui reassured him that ‘Doc’ was working on getting the money, and was still communicating with their money-laundering intermediary in Hong Kong.

The double-murderer was reluctant to approach anyone else for cash, for fear of getting caught. ‘Our circle is small. Other than me, Rush [Johnson], Angel [Mars Matthews], and Doc [McKelvy] no other people know what we’re doing.’

A few days later, Miles McKelvy was arrested in Auckland by detectives in the National Organised Crime Group on behalf of their friends in the DEA, following a request made through diplomatic channels. The DEA wanted to extradite him to Texas to stand trial with his alleged co-conspirators. Although the cocaine did not exist, legally it didn’t matter. For someone to be convicted of a drug conspiracy, prosecutors need only prove that there was an agreement to import the drugs.

The extradition application, United States of America v Miles John McKelvy, set in train a legal process that would drag on for years. The first hearing in the Auckland District Court was spread across three dates in August and September 2022, as well as February 2023.

For someone to be eligible for surrender under the Extradition Act, the charges they face in the foreign jurisdiction must have an equivalent offence under New Zealand law, with a penalty of at least 12 months’ imprisonment (in both countries) if convicted. The arguments mostly centred around the legal definitions of an ‘extraditable offence’, with defence lawyer Ron Mansfield KC arguing that the final destination of the cocaine was New Zealand. Therefore the drugs would not actually be imported into the United States, Mansfield said, but simply be in transit. Essentially, Mansfield was suggesting that if any country was to prosecute his client it should be New Zealand and not Uncle Sam.

But Judge Peter Winter wasn’t interested in technical arguments.

‘I assess the evidence as being highly compelling and incriminating of Mr McKelvy’s involvement in the conspiracy,’ Judge Winter wrote in his May 2023 judgment, which ordered McKelvy’s surrender. ‘For completeness, I note that [McKelvy] has not challenged the reliability of the evidence, other than questioning whether the undercover agent was based in the United States at the material times.’

With so much at stake for McKelvy, the ruling was inevitably appealed to the High Court in December 2023, but dismissed a fortnight later by Justice Christine Gordon. The extradition is likely to go to the Court of Appeal, and then the Supreme Court before being put before the Justice Minister for final sign-off. Anyone who has followed the labyrinthine attempts to extradite Kim Dotcom to the United States will know that it could be years before Miles McKelvy sets foot in a Texas courtroom.

The New Zealand judicial system is far slower than that in Romania, from where Marius Lazar was extradited to Texas in February 2023 and convicted nine months later of drug conspiracy, importing cocaine and conspiracy to murder. In January 2025, the president of the Hells Angels in Bucharest was sentenced to 25 years in a federal prison. No wonder McKelvy wants to stay in New Zealand.

Ironically, the two men who put Lazar and McKelvy in such jeopardy are walking free. In December 2022, shortly before they were due to be extradited to the United States, Murray ‘Mars’ Matthews and Marc Johnson somehow managed to convince a Romanian judge to release them on bail.

Of course, the duo absconded. They haven’t been seen since, but with their criminal connections, access to money and Europe’s porous borders, they could be anywhere in the world.








Chapter 11

If you ain’t first, you’re last

ONE OF THE FIRST things drummed into every rookie hack entering the once-hallowed halls of journalism (halls which are largely deserted these days) is the need to break a story. All journos are governed by a single anxious demand: ‘What’s new?’ Bring a cracking yarn or two to pitch at the morning news meetings, or you will be doomed to the worst possible fate: assigned any old idea an editor has dreamed up to generate clicks on the website.

Journos are competitive creatures. We’re stressed, we’re restless, we’re chased by our inner demons even harder than we’re pursued by our rivals. It’s in our DNA, and in a digital world where news is published 24/7, the pressure to come up with scoops to attract an audience (and subscribers) is greater than ever. In the immortal words of fictional racing driver Ricky Bobby in the cult movie Talladega Nights, ‘If you ain’t first, you’re last’.

Which is why on Wednesday, 2 March 2022, I was frantically calling every single detective I knew in the National Organised Crime Group (NOCG) – even the ones who don’t take my calls. The reason for my growing anxiety was that I’d heard a vague whisper that something big had happened. A big seizure of methamphetamine. Perhaps the biggest ever.

The last time something like this had happened, I was overseas and reading the first stories, enviously, about the 501 kilograms of methamphetamine that had washed up on the shores of Ninety Mile Beach in 2016. The record drug bust was a mind-boggling discovery, and a watershed moment which changed everything about what we thought we knew about organised crime in New Zealand. (You might have read about Operation Frontia in my first book, Gangland. You may even have read about it there first, which would give me no end of satisfaction.)

Six years later, and I had an inkling that the drug-bust record was about to be broken. The fear of missing out – worse, being scooped by some other anxious hack – was urging me to act, to do something, anything. I needed details, facts, corroboration. No one answered their phone or returned messages, which indicated two things: 1. Everyone was really busy; and 2. no one wanted to be caught dead talking to a journalist about a sensitive topic.

We dug up the charge sheets laid in the Manukau District Court and found six people had been arrested on drug-importing charges the previous day. Eventually, we had enough sources saying the same thing: police had stopped more than 600 kilograms of meth at the border.

The seizure was a new record but we still didn’t have the magic number – the exact weight – so in a last-ditch effort, I went straight to the top. Detective Superintendent Greg Williams had been in charge of NOCG since 2018 and from past interviews and press conferences, I knew that he was passionate about policing organised crime and loved to talk about the wins his teams had chalked up.

‘I can’t talk about that,’ Williams laughed down the phone, not unkindly.

He then explained that a press release would be issued shortly by Police National Headquarters in the name of Andrew Coster, the Commissioner of Police. There is nothing more deflating as a journalist than to be defeated by a press release, an often bland description of events, filled with carefully crafted quotes sent simultaneously to the inboxes of every single newsroom in the country, regardless of whether they knew (or even cared) about the yarn you were chasing.

And so there was no way that Williams was going to cut across his boss and provide any juicy details ahead of schedule. But, significantly, neither did he contest or pour cold water on the 600-kilogram figure.

There was also no way that my bosses at the Herald would be happy about letting a genuine scoop slip through my fingers. If you ain’t first, you’re . . . so we published what we knew to be true: that six men had been arrested over a drug shipment believed to be in excess of 600 kilograms. We left out anything we were unsure about. Just the facts: they always tell a good story.

At 4.09pm that day, about six hours after we broke the story online, the following press release landed in my inbox. I’ve highlighted in bold the words that caught my attention.


An operation investigating the importation of methamphetamine into New Zealand has seen the largest ever interception of the illicit drug at our border.

New Zealand Police, with the assistance of Customs, intercepted a shipment of 613 kilograms of methamphetamine arriving through Auckland Airport last Thursday.

This interception has a retail value of more than $245 million.

Commissioner of Police Andrew Coster says the National Organised Crime Group had been investigating a criminal syndicate’s alleged involvement in importing controlled Class A drugs into New Zealand.

Investigators, as part of Operation Weirton, made further enquiries into the intercepted shipment over recent days.

Several search warrants were terminated across south Auckland late yesterday.

Six people, aged between 27 and 36, were arrested with some of those having links to the Comanchero Motorcycle Gang.

All are facing serious drugs charges in the Manukau District Court relating to the importation and supply of methamphetamine, along with money laundering offences.

Commissioner Coster says the interception of methamphetamine as part of Operation Weirton is the largest ever at New Zealand’s border.

‘This seizure of more than half a tonne is a significant result by our National Organised Crime Group to combat the harm methamphetamine causes to our communities.

‘Had this shipment been distributed across New Zealand it would have caused immense harm to the vulnerable communities these criminal groups were preying upon.

‘Police estimate this seizure would have caused more than half a billion dollars’ worth of social harm, according to drug harm index figures.

‘Had we not made this seizure, those communities would have continued to suffer, and the individuals involved in this offending would continue to profit from the destruction with no regard for those they have affected.’



If I’m honest, I breathed a small sigh of relief. No matter how confident a reporter is in the information provided by reliable sources, it’s always a nervous wait until an on-the-record confirmation is made.

The discovery of 613 kilograms of meth had smashed the previous record, but after the initial shock subsided, the enormous number wasn’t the most interesting part of the press release. What caught my attention was that members and associates of the Comanchero motorcycle gang were alleged to be involved.

The outlaw motorcycle gang from Australia had established a foothold in New Zealand after key members had been deported as ‘501s’ and disrupted the gang landscape in a radical way.

The Comos were public enemy number one in the eyes of the police, who had spent considerable time and energy pursuing a very elusive quarry. Just the year before, in 2021, nearly the entire leadership of the Comancheros had been imprisoned for money laundering following Operation Nova (as detailed in Gangland and Gangster’s Paradise) but had struggled to pin any major drug convictions on them. The dirty cash and flash cars had to come from somewhere. But there’s a difference between the police knowing something to be true, and proving it.

What was so intriguing about Operation Weirton was that it was the first time the Comancheros, regarded as having better criminal tradecraft than most, had been caught with their hands on the drugs. I figured that I might learn something new about the gang, and how they were operating, and decided to follow the case through the courts.

It turned out that the Comancheros were not even the intended target when Operation Weirton had started nearly two years earlier. Instead, a businessman with freight-forwarding expertise and links to the Mongrel Mob had been under intense surveillance ever since DEA agents spotted his girlfriend dropping off cash for a Colombian drug cartel. The plot had thickened, and widened, and now introduced the most exotic country in world drug-running: Colombia.

* * *

In August 2020, agents for the DEA asked the New Zealand Police for a favour. The DEA was investigating a money-laundering organisation that collected drug profits from around the world, then laundered the dirty cash on behalf of the drug syndicates.

This is how it worked. The syndicates, based in source countries such as Colombia and Mexico, use illicit ‘money brokers’ to collect the proceeds from the sale of drugs in countries in which their products have been distributed. The money brokers place ‘contracts’ out to money launderers throughout the United States to collect the drug money, which is then laundered and repatriated to the drug syndicates. The illicit contracts are for a specific amount, and the launderers who accept the contracts charge a commission for their services, which is a percentage of the total amount. To ensure the right person is picking up the cash, members of the money-laundering and drug-supply syndicates exchange the serial number of specific dollar bills, like a security password. It’s a sophisticated methodology, but not immune to being compromised by undercover DEA agents posing as money launderers.

One of those DEA agents had accepted a contract to pick up and launder $700,000 in New Zealand dollars. The contract had been placed by a Colombia-based money broker, and the undercover agent was given a serial number for a bill and a phone number.

He called the number to arrange the cash pick-up, and spoke to someone later identified as Jean Pierre Castro-Novoa, a 26-year-old from Connecticut in the United States. They exchanged the serial number, then agreed on a time and place for the transfer to take place in March 2019.

After the $700,000 was picked up in New Zealand, DEA investigators wired the money to various bank accounts provided by the money-laundering organisation that Castro-Novoa worked for. Over the coming months, the undercover agent and Castro-Novoa kept in touch by phone using the encrypted WhatsApp messaging service.

The following year, in July 2020, Castro-Novoa notified the DEA agent about another large money drop in New Zealand. The pair had numerous conversations to arrange the money exchange at Auckland International Airport in August 2020.

Castro-Novoa advised he would send an associate with the drug money, and as part of the sting, the DEA arranged for an undercover officer from the New Zealand Police to accept the dirty money.

An attractive woman with bleached blonde hair, hidden by a hoodie, drove a Mercedes-Benz G-Wagen to the meeting at the McDonald’s carpark near Auckland airport. She exchanged the correct serial number from a $5 bill with the undercover officer in the carpark, and handed over a duffel bag filled with $150,090. All of this was caught on camera.

After the pick-up, Castro-Novoa met with the DEA agent in Connecticut and told him the money would be used to purchase a stolen Lamborghini Urus. The blonde woman in Auckland, Castro-Novoa confided, sold methamphetamine for him in Australia, which was sourced from Thailand.

The DEA continued their investigation into the money-laundering syndicate, and eventually charged Castro-Novoa with money laundering and supplying cocaine. He pleaded guilty in a Boston courtroom, and was sentenced in November 2023 to eight years in prison.

The $150,090 cash drop by the blonde woman warranted only a brief mention in the prosecution of Castro-Novoa in the United States, but kickstarted a dormant investigation back in Auckland. She was in a new relationship with someone called Daniel Aperahama Hannett, who had very recently been on the radar of the NOCG as a suspected drug importer. Hannett had history and experience in the freight-forwarding industry, including years of running his own business, NZ Global Logistics.

A year before the DEA sting, in January 2019, a consignment of water coolers was released from a secure facility at the airport before Customs officials could inspect them. Once the mistake was realised, the subsequent investigation discovered the individual who had collected the water coolers had handed over what looked like legitimate release papers. But the documents were forged.

The deception took on a more sinister hue in light of Chinese police finding 95 kilograms of drugs inside a similar consignment of water coolers to be exported to New Zealand around the same time. Only someone with a detailed knowledge of international shipping logistics could have pulled it off; Hannett became a suspect due to his friendship with the man who collected the water coolers.

The investigation fizzled out when Hannett’s associate moved overseas, although he soon cropped up again in the middle of another covert investigation.

Two crooks from the previous chapter – Marc Johnson and Miles McKelvy – were under surveillance before their arrests in November 2020 for conspiring to import 400 kilograms of cocaine into the country. A certain someone was seen with them. In the months before the DEA sting came crashing down around them, Daniel Hannett was seen talking with Johnson outside a petrol station for 20 minutes on one occasion, and visiting McKelvy at his Auckland home on another.

Just completely innocent meetings with some unsavoury characters, perhaps. Yeah right. Hannett had no criminal history to speak of, and there was no evidence that he was involved in the 400-kilo drug plot – but detectives don’t believe in coincidences.

When his new girlfriend dropped off $150,000 to a purported money-launderer to send to South America, it was the excuse the NOCG needed to look into Hannett as a suspected drug importer. The 36-year-old certainly fitted the bill: intelligent, with criminal affiliations and a lot of unexplained wealth.

Operation Weirton went to work immediately.

* * *

It’s fair to say that the investigation went nowhere fast. Months of surveillance picked up precisely zero talk about drugs, although there were tidbits of information that stoked the suspicion of police.

While he didn’t have a criminal record, Hannett was the president of the Mongrel Mob Genesis chapter in Auckland. He was also the only member, which was somewhat odd.

The Genesis chapter existed under the umbrella of the Waikato Mongrel Mob Kingdom, which had expanded through the leadership of Sonny Fatu over the past few years. Fatu was a patched Mongrel Mob member for 33 years, with a conviction for manslaughter for a horrific beating.

Fatu went public to explain that his chapter walked away from the gang’s national council in 2018 to forge a new kaupapa (founding charter), based on empowering those marginalised by mainstream society. As well as holding meetings where victims of family violence, sexual abuse, and drug and alcohol addiction could share their stories, the Kingdom captured headlines for hosting community events, partnering with the Waikato DHB for health clinics, establishing a separate all-female chapter, guarding a Hamilton mosque after the 15 March 2019 Christchurch terror attacks, and banning the offensive ‘sieg heil’ greeting long used by Mobsters.

Unsurprisingly, the New Zealand police were sceptical, and an interconnected series of covert investigations in 2020 led to the arrests of several senior members of the Mongrel Mob Kingdom in 2020 for money laundering or drug dealing across the Waikato.

One of those was Mark ‘Griff’ Griffiths, who identified himself as the second-in-charge of the chapter, and often deputised for Fatu to give interviews to the media to promote the positive changes within the gang. ‘We understand a lot of the fellas who join an organisation [like the Mongrel Mob], the majority are broken people, coming from broken dreams, broken promises and broken households,’ Griffiths told me in 2019. ‘So they’re used to living the lifestyle . . . we call it the Once Were Warriors lifestyle. They know the difference between doing dumb things and doing the right thing. So now it’s about getting them into the habit of doing good, positive and constructive things.’

Not long after that interview, the Mobster was targeted in a home-invasion assassination attempt by a rival gang. Griff survived unscathed but there were innocent victims: his daughter grievously injured, and her boyfriend shot dead.

A year later, Griff was arrested for importing and distributing drugs, and was later sentenced to 10 years in prison. So much for being positive and constructive.

It’s important to note that Fatu was never charged with any crime. But detectives in Operation Weirton couldn’t help but look sideways at the close relationship between Fatu and Daniel Hannett, especially during the 2021 Covid-19 lockdown of Auckland.

The Mongrel Mob leader was granted an ‘essential worker’ exemption to travel in and out of Auckland, as the gang was helping health workers reach whānau in Manukau in efforts to curb the outbreak of the Delta strain. Hannett was right with him. More than $50,000 of taxpayers’ money was paid into a bank account controlled by Hannett, who was a trustee (along with Fatu) of a hastily formed charity contracted by health services as a proxy for the Mongrel Mob.

This is not to suggest the payment was illegitimate, or even wrong in principle. But it showed that Hannett was the money man in the Mongrel Mob Kingdom.

By that point of the investigation, police estimated Hannett was worth around $12 million: he owned three properties, valuable artworks and a fleet of 22 expensive vehicles (including a Ferrari and a Lamborghini) that he’d race at the track at Hampton Downs.

And just like the Mongrel Mob charitable trust, Hannett was able to use his knowledge, finances and business structures to coat everything with a veneer of respectability. He had invested in legitimate money-making enterprises including a pet-food company, a nightclub in Malaysia and a high-end escort agency in downtown Auckland.

They were ‘straight’ businesses, which Hannett hoped would eventually allow him to walk away from the drug-importing game unscathed. ‘If the police ever look at my bank accounts,’ Hannett said in a conversation intercepted by police in 2021, ‘there would be nothing suspicious. If they look into me now, everything’s covered bro, there’s nothing. Like, they’re never gonna expect it’s drugs. What are they gonna do, there’s no proof I did anything, so it will just be a guess. What you gonna do? Pull me up just because that person said I did something six years ago, five years ago? Whatever.’

A very suspicious comment to make, as no one legitimate would ever need to boast about how clean their finances would look to police. But it still wasn’t enough evidence for Operation Weirton to prove anything.

Hannett was wrong about one thing, though. His finances weren’t entirely above suspicion, and Operation Weirton was looking very closely at one very odd property transaction.

* * *

On 3 October 2019, Hannett purchased a modest three-bedroom, one-bathroom home near Warkworth, a rural village north of Auckland, for $1.1 million. Settlement was drawn out over 28 transactions, many of them from money remitters (remember this illustrious industry from Chapter 7). That was suspicious in and of itself, but what came next was a screaming red flag.

Ten months later, just as New Zealand was coming out of the first Covid-19 lockdowns, Hannett sold the property for $5 million to a registered health company with a sole director and shareholder. Everyone knows Auckland house prices are criminal, but a $3.9 million bump in less than a year was too good to be true.

Then, less than a year later, the new owner then relisted the Warkworth property for sale in June 2021.

That’s not unusual; people flip houses all the time. What was strange was what the police overheard the owner tell a close associate of Hannett. In an intercepted phone call, he said he was attempting to make any sale look legitimate to ‘fall under the radar’ because, ‘lately . . . [the police are] catching everybody’.

If that was his intention, he utterly failed. He accepted an offer of just $1.6 million, which on the surface looked like an incredible loss of $3.4 million.

None of these transactions made any sense, and Detective Sergeant Elliot Western, who was running Operation Weirton under the watchful eye of Detective Senior Sergeant John Brunton, spent a considerable amount of time unpicking what the hell was going on.

It was an elaborate form of money laundering. The sale price of $5 million was clearly grossly inflated. Several months before Hannett sold the Warkworth property, Western learned, Hannett arranged for $5 million in cash to be delivered to the prospective buyer.

The money was packed inside sealed plastic bags – enough to fill 12 large gym bags – and stored at the buyer’s house. Every two or three days someone would visit the buyer, take a portion of the money, and deposit the funds into the bank account of his health company.

Around 600 deposits were made over the course of several months, so as not to raise red flags with the bank, which is required to report suspicious transactions to the police.

The sale and purchase agreement was signed on 11 August 2020, and settlement took place the same day. Hannett now had $5 million in his bank account, effectively disguised as a legitimate property sale.

He also retained effective control over the Warkworth property, collecting rent and dealing with complaints from the tenants, until the health company director sold the property on his behalf for $1.6 million in December 2021. That was enough to recoup Hannett’s initial investment of $1.1 million, with a tidy $500,000 capital gain to boot.

Finally, a lucky break for Operation Weirton. Auckland had been in various stages of Covid-19 lockdown for four months by the end of 2021, which had – as well as driving an entire city mad – become incredibly frustrating for the investigation. No one could travel in or out of the city, which hampered criminal activity but also police surveillance teams: it’s hard to covertly follow someone when the roads are empty.

There was still no drug talk on the wire to incriminate Hannett of importing, either. Chasing Hannett had become a war of attrition, a real grind. So unravelling the $5 million sale as a money-laundering transaction was the smoking gun that Operation Weirton needed to keep moving forward.

When travel restrictions in Auckland were lifted in December 2021, residents could start living their lives again. Hannett used his new-found freedom to meet someone the detectives in the NOCG knew very, very well.

* * *

For nearly an hour, Hannett stood in the carpark of the Metro Park hockey field in Millwater, north of Auckland near Silverdale, chatting with an imposing figure. It was 28 January 2022, the height of summer, and Hannett’s companion was wearing a blue bucket hat, sunglasses, a white Chicago Bulls T-shirt, white sneakers, and Stubbies over the top of his running tights.

We can’t identify this influential Comanchero right now because of ongoing legal proceedings, but he was a very familiar face to detectives in the National Organised Crime Group; police having seized luxury cars from his home in June 2020. When that happened, he had reportedly said: ‘I’ll just have an even better car next time.’

But what were they talking about? Operation Weirton was unable to record their conversation, and Hannett was far too cautious to talk about business over the phone. However, he had recently purchased a palatial home in Karaka, south of Auckland, for $3.5 million.

The night before Hannett moved into his new digs, the police took the opportunity to enter the empty house and bug the whole place. It paid off when they caught an unguarded conversation in which Hannett talked about the Comancheros wanting a favour.


FRIEND: What do they want you to do?

HANNETT: They want me to smuggle shit in for them.

FRIEND: How much?

HANNETT: 200 keys [kilograms].

FRIEND: Jesus. Why did you even entertain that idea though?

HANNETT: Why?

FRIEND: Yeah.

HANNETT: Well bro because . . .

FRIEND: You didn’t even do it with me when I was asking for . . .

HANNETT: And I’m not doing anything anyway.

FRIEND: Yeah exactly. You didn’t entertain it with me, so why do you entertain the idea with . . .

HANNETT: I thought I could help Shane in this situation because . . . Well, I just tried to help him.



He was talking about a friend of his, who happened to also be Hannett’s partner’s ex. Shane had once been a member of the King Cobra gang, but had recently tried to curry favour with the Comancheros.

To the detectives in Operation Weirton, it sounded like Shane had made promises to the Comancheros which he could not keep, and now Hannett was being leaned on to keep his friend out of trouble.

The stakes were high, for everyone involved. There were also vague references to Malaysia and money in subsequent bugged conversations, and the police got the impression that the planned importation of ‘200 keys’ could happen at any time. An incredible opportunity of catching a bunch of crooks red-handed with a massive amount of drugs was tantalisingly close; the police just had precisely zero information on when that might occur.

The potential risk of missing the drug shipment was high, so Operation Weirton cast a wide net. Every day, Detective Sergeant Elliot Western, lead investigator Detective Logan Pene and the rest of the team worked closely with analysts from Customs to take a long, hard look at MH145, the daily flight from Kuala Lumpur to Auckland.

They pored over the manifests provided in advance Malaysian Airlines, seeking to find any clue which might raise a red flag – and then double-checking their suspicions.

It wasn’t just scouring the MH145 paperwork each day, either. In the event that the shipment was identified, NOCG and Customs had to be ready to pounce with a controlled delivery of the drugs to their final, but ultimately unknown, destination.

Potentially hundreds of staff had to be available at short notice to ‘crunch’ the job (as police describe the climax of investigations), which are always fluid situations and a logistical nightmare for police brass to coordinate.

For weeks, there was nothing. The days were long and the pressure was mounting, with doubts growing in the back of the detectives’ minds: what if they’d missed it? Then, finally, they got a sniff of something odd. A pallet of 382 rolls of ‘edge taping’ (the material used to finish the drawers and doors of cabinets) looked kosher, except the contact email for the consignment was a Gmail address. The purported importer, Arno Ltd, was a legitimate business: the company had previously imported edge taping into the country. However, the company had not operated for two years.

Someone with knowledge of Arno Ltd, and importing procedures, had hijacked the company’s identity as a façade. The pallet was listed as 27 boxes, each weighing around 23 kilos to a total of 623 kilos, which was shrink-wrapped in plastic.

On arrival at Auckland International Airport on 24 February 2024, the pallet was taken to the Menzies Aviation warehouse, where large freight is stored until it’s been cleared for release by Customs.

Operation Weirton arranged for a forklift to accidentally-on-purpose pierce the plastic covering, so a sniffer dog could poke its nose in the hole. The dog’s enthusiasm was exceeded only by the excitement of the detectives watching.

The pallet was quietly moved into a secure Customs facility nearby, where it was quickly picked apart. Each box contained 22 or 23 square-shaped parcels wrapped in tinfoil. Underneath the tinfoil was another layer of packaging, for green tea. Inside each of these was a vacuum-sealed plastic package containing approximately 1 kilogram of methamphetamine.

Forget the ‘200 keys’ that Hannett mentioned: this was a staggering 613 kilograms laid out on the concrete floor – easily the biggest meth bust in New Zealand history.

The significance of the discovery wasn’t lost on anyone, but there was still a lot of work that needed to be done. The next step was for Customs to swap the meth with a placebo, a material of similar appearance and consistency, in order to carry out the deception of a controlled delivery. For evidential purposes required by law, just 10 grams of real methamphetamine is left in the consignment. For good measure, the police threw in some GPS trackers and listening devices.

Everything was then expertly repackaged exactly as it was found, as not to arouse the paranoia of the intended recipients, then taken back to the Menzies warehouse for collection.

Meanwhile that same day, Hannett purporting to be the director of Arno Ltd emailed Abba Logistics, a customs broker involved in the storage and clearance of imported goods, which was handling the pallet of ‘edge taping’. He had ‘been waiting weeks for this shipment’ and was hoping to collect from Abba Logistics the next day. In response, the customs broker advised that the paperwork had been completed for clearance and sent an invoice for payment.

The bank account used to pay the Customs fees belonged to a Comanchero associate.

A few days later, just before lunchtime on Tuesday, 1 March 2022, Abba Logistics emailed back to advise the consignment was available for pick-up that afternoon. On behalf of Arno Ltd, Hannett responded at 1.14pm: ‘We have our own truck so will collect ourselves this afternoon.’

Now it was a matter of waiting and watching to see who would collect the precious cargo.

* * *

At 2.25pm, two young men wearing brand-new hi-viz jackets turned up in a rental truck. The pair handed over the necessary paperwork (and their driver’s licences) to the warehouse manager, who was accompanied by an undercover police officer with a clipboard. He relayed their identities back to NOCG headquarters in Greenlane as they loaded the 27 boxes onto the back of the truck.

A police surveillance team followed them to an address in Weymouth, in South Auckland, where two other men were waiting. Five of the 27 boxes were shifted into the back of a black ute parked at the address. Interestingly, the ute was registered to a relative of a patched member of the Comancheros – who we’ll call ‘Mr CMC’ for legal reasons.

The pair who had picked up the 27 boxes from the airport in the rental truck then switched vehicles to drive the black ute, which the police tailed to a house in Papatoetoe, where they were greeted by Mr CMC. The five boxes were thrown over his fence, before the ute drove away.

Meanwhile, a second surveillance team watched as the rental truck, with the remaining 22 boxes, was driven to an industrial area in Manurewa followed closely by a white Hyundai iLoad van. The vehicles went down a long driveway behind a commercial premises, where both parked and the two drivers started transferring the boxes from the truck to the van.

It was during this manual labour, at 3.24pm, that police intercepted a conversation in which the pair spoke about the boxes being heavier than 20 kilograms. They also joked about how an unknown person had told them they could take 10 kilograms for themselves, and if they got caught, they would ‘probably go on the news’.

Yeah, probably.

Police terminated Operation Weirton shortly after. The two men shifting the drug-laden boxes at the commercial premises in Manurewa were caught red-handed with 17 in the back of the van, one dropped on the driveway and four stacked in the rental truck. The other two men in the black ute were picked up shortly after leaving Mr CMC’s place in Papatoetoe. Mr CMC, who is quite a solid chap, tried to run away but only managed to get a few streets before getting caught.

As well as the five boxes from the import, police found quite a bit of meth in Mr CMC’s home: 70.3 grams in a New World shopping bag, 241 grams in a Nike shoebox and 138 grams in a glass dish.

Hannett was under surveillance, too. At 5.30pm, he was stopped by police driving in Karaka with his partner and child. In the footwell of this car, police located three cell phones. One of them had the number given for the pallet consignment.

There was also a laptop on which police found all the documentation sent to Abba Logistics for the shipment of ‘edge taping’. The digital evidence proved that it was Hannett who had purported to be the director of Arno Ltd, right down to a forged signature.

His fingerprints were metaphorically all over the import of 613 kilograms of Class A drugs. It was game over.

Back at Hannett’s $3.5 million lifestyle block in Karaka, police found two firearms – a .455 Webley revolver and a 9-millimetre pistol – with about 50 rounds of ammunition for each.

The Asset Recovery Unit restrained the home under the Criminal Proceeds (Recovery) Act, as well as three other properties owned by Hannett in Papakura, Henderson and Pukehina in the Bay of Plenty. They also seized $1 million in a bank account destined for Malaysia, for which Hannett was charged with money laundering, along with his prized collection of cars. Among the frozen fleet of vehicles were five high-powered Nissan Skylines, a few other boy-racer cars, a red Ferrari, a Lamborghini Huracán, a couple of Harley-Davidson motorcycles, and a 1968 Dodge Charger valued at $185,000.

They took pretty much everything that Hannett owned, including the four paintings in the Fishbomb series by legendary father-and-son Kiwi artists Otis and Dick Frizzell.

For someone who was planning on getting out of the game soon, Hannett was left to rue his decision to assist the Comancheros. As for the senior Comanchero seen meeting with Hannett in Millwater, he was arrested a few months later and charged with conspiracy to import the 613 kilograms. But the Crown later had to withdraw the charge for lack of evidence. There was nothing directly tying the Comanchero leader to the import, even if Hannett was overheard on the wire saying the gang was pressuring him. There was nothing else to corroborate those intercepted comments, and there wouldn’t be unless Hannett cooperated with police. He was never going to do that. The Comanchero leader walked away scot-free although his minions pleaded guilty to various methamphetamine offences including possession of the drug for supply.

But it was Hannett who had no choice but to take the fall. In the middle of April 2025, the 39-year-old appeared in the High Court at Auckland and pleaded guilty to importing a Class-A drug, two counts of money laundering, a representative charge of unlawful possession of firearms and ammunition, as well as a small amount of MDMA. He did not seek continued bail and was taken into custody, as a lengthy term of imprisonment would be inevitable at his eventual sentencing later in the year. For obvious reasons, High Court judges tend to frown upon anyone bringing in 613 kilograms of meth – even if the drugs weren’t his to sell.

The downfall of Dan Hannett was complete. He had amassed millions of dollars in wealth by exploiting his freight-forwarding expertise to circumvent border security, thereby facilitating the smuggling of large amounts of drugs by organised crime groups – probably for many years. Now it was all gone, and Hannett will spend many of his best years in prison.

He was an intelligent guy who loved his family, though his loyalty to a friend meant he got caught when the Comancheros made Hannett an offer he simply couldn’t refuse.

There’s a saying among detectives who investigate organised crime, which goes along these lines: Criminals need to be lucky every day to avoid getting caught. Police only have to get lucky once.

But you make your own luck, and Operation Weirton was a significant win for the police. A shipment of 613 kilograms of meth showed New Zealand had been ushered into a new era of organised crime. The investigation team would have enjoyed the bragging rights of being involved in New Zealand’s biggest drug bust.

It didn’t last long. They held the record for a week.








Epilogue

BY THE TIME THIS book is published, around nine months will have passed since the Gangs Act legislation came into force on 21 November 2024. The law attracted headlines for the banning of gang patches and insignia being displayed in public. The Gangs Act also gave the police new powers to issue dispersal notices to those who are disrupting the public (say, a large convoy of motorcycles), as well as seeking ‘non-consorting’ orders from a judge to prevent specific gang members from associating with one another for up to three years.

Will the new ‘anti-gang’ laws make any difference? Most members of the public will welcome the move to ban patches in public, which can be intimidating, so they will feel safer. The legislation will certainly give the police more tools to keep on top of ‘overt’ offending, and make life more difficult for the run-of-the-mill gangster.

Gang members don’t like the new patch ban, predictably. Their sentiment can be summed up by this social media message posted by a motorcycle-loving Head Hunter, which pithily stated: ‘Riding without your patch is like having sex with a condom. A waste of fucking time’. Crude, but he gets his point across.

But the reality is that the Gangs Act is unlikely to have a significant impact on the ‘covert’ offending committed by some gang members, as well as other organised crime figures, as described in this book. Then again, what would? Because the supply of drugs is endless despite the very best efforts of the New Zealand Police and Customs. And there has been a lot of success stories lately including the capture of Murray Michael Matthews, the Hells Angel caught in the undercover DEA sting in Romania, who had been on the run for several years. The giant Kiwi gangster was arrested by Spanish police in March 2025 and now faces extradition to the United States to stand trial in Texas. The long arm of the law stretches further than ever.

But despite those success stories, and more drugs being seized in New Zealand than ever before, the consumption of methamphetamine more than doubled in 2024 to the highest levels ever recorded in the national wastewater testing. Just over 15 kilograms was being detected each week in June 2024, which was around the historical average. But for the next six months, weekly consumption exceeded 29 kilograms and peaked at 30 kilograms in October.

The spike was ‘dire’ and showed that law enforcement in New Zealand were ‘swimming against the tide’ despite their best efforts, according to a ministerial advisory group appointed by Cabinet in February 2025.

‘Availability of methamphetamine is one indicator that organised crime is thriving in New Zealand. This is sadly having a devastating impact on the lives of many New Zealanders,’ the panel of experts wrote in their first report in March 2025.

Chaired by Steve Symon, a veteran prosecutor for the Crown, the advisory group reports to Casey Costello, the Customs Minister and Associate Police Minister.

Other members include former senior police officers John Tims and Craig Hamilton, sociologist and gang researcher Dr Jarrod Gilbert, and Owen Loeffellechner, a banking security expert.

‘New Zealand is losing the fight against transnational, serious, organised crime. This is not from a lack of will. The people involved, and the agencies they work for, are dedicated and passionate . . . but current activities are not keeping pace with the accelerated growth of organised crime,’ according to the group’s March report.

‘Successive Governments have set ambitious targets. There have been endless reports, committees, sub-committees, and working groups talking about these strategies. Despite these efforts, organised crime is worse than ever and continues to grow.’

The ministerial advisory group noted that Costello wants a ‘step change’ in the way government law enforcement and regulatory agencies work, individually and together, to ‘detect, deter, and dismantle’ organised crime groups. ‘It will take new ways of thinking, and bold changes, to alter the course for New Zealand.’

Since first convening in late February, members of the expert panel have met with government agencies, such as Inland Revenue, the Serious Fraud Office and the Ministry of Business, Innovation and Employment. They also met with representatives from banks and other private stakeholders such as New Zealand Post, Auckland Airport, rehab clinic Odyssey House, the Salvation Army and gang members.

Consistent themes raised in the discussions were concerns about corruption of trusted’ positions within organisations, as well as violence and intimidation.

Most government agencies recognised they ‘can do more’ to combat organised crime, while the private sector believed it could play a key role but felt excluded from the Government’s strategy.

‘Everyone said information sharing is a critical problem,’ the advisory group wrote in the March report to Costello. ‘Information sharing between government agencies is deficient. In some cases, that is because there are specific legislative barriers. In others, the willingness to share information proactively is due to the culture of organisations. ‘We need to have a mature conversation about the privacy settings which balances the need to combat organised crime effectively, without compromising individual privacy interests.’

As well as improving the sharing of information between agencies, the advisory group said the Government must focus on the financing of organised crime. While the current anti-money laundering system provided a reasonable framework, the ministerial advisory group said it could be made stronger.

‘Organised crime is all about money. Therefore, organised crime’s biggest vulnerability is money. Like any business, removing cashflow and other financial resources means it will fail.

‘This requires much stronger involvement of a wider range of regulatory agencies and private sector players such as banks and other financial institutions.’

Every month until September 2025, the ministerial advisory group will publish a report to focus on different problems but also make bold recommendations for practical solutions.

The warning in their first report was stark: ‘New Zealand needs to act, and act with urgency’.

On the other side of the economic equation, we’re also not doing a particularly good job tackling the demand for drugs, either. Counselling and rehab centres are jam-packed, and waiting lists are long. There’s also not enough funding or resources for treatment programmes in rural towns, the very places which are disproportionately impacted by the social harm of meth. Those in frontline addiction and health services say much more is needed – and urgently – to help curb the seemingly insatiable appetite for methamphetamine.

It’s all very depressing. Which is why I want to conclude this book trilogy with a story of hope.

About a month after Gangster’s Paradise was published in October 2023, I received a phone call from a woman called Camille Keyte. To be honest, her name did not ring a bell, although it should have. Camille was mentioned briefly in the book as a low-level dealer for a drug syndicate controlled by a senior member of the Waikato Mongrel Mob and his wife. She was getting in touch to express her disappointment, very gently, at being identified in Gangster’s Paradise, because she wasn’t the same person who was arrested in November 2020.

I understood her point of view, although I explained that the principle of open justice means that criminal proceedings in court can be (and should be) publicly reported unless suppression orders are in place. She understood my point of view, too. I still felt a pang of guilt though, as I never want to humiliate anyone in my work.

The conversation was cordial, and as it kept going, it naturally turned to how Camille had turned her life around. She was now employed as a peer support worker in the Waikato, helping recovering addicts to ‘learn how to live again’, and it was quite a tale.

As a jaded old newspaper hack who has heard it all over a 20-year career in the media, I was initially a little cynical. But we agreed to meet at her parents’ home and talk again, and if that went well, Camille would consider sharing her story publicly. Journalism is all about trust, and I was stoked that Camille invited myself and Herald videographer Mike Scott back for a sit-down interview.

It was a revelation. Among all the doom and gloom, Camille Keyte was a shining beacon of hope. She made it out the other side. And there are hundreds of Camilles dotted around the country, doing their absolute best to support those recovering from addiction.

It’s often a thankless task, and at times must seem hopeless, too. They need as much funding and resources as possible to keep going. Because the answer to New Zealand’s meth crisis will not be a government programme rolled out uniformly across the country. There’s no silver bullet, or a ‘one size fits all’ solution. The answers lie within our communities, and will be different in every one.

Her compelling tale was the lead story in the Herald in May 2024, and is republished here in full:

Camille Keyte scrolls through her phone and stops on a haunting image.

The woman on the screen looks as though her entire world has been turned upside down. Blotchy skin and sunken eyes, with dark rings under them, staring listlessly into the camera.

‘That’s my mugshot,’ Keyte says.

‘Just look at those eyes. I look sad, miserable. I remember thinking “I look okay” but everything is just so distorted. You don’t see that until you get clean.’

It was November 2020. She was addicted to meth, stuck in a toxic relationship, and had just been arrested for dealing drugs for a senior member of the Waikato Mongrel Mob.

Life doesn’t get much more hopeless than that.

But a little over three years later, vivacious and with a contagious laugh, Keyte is barely recognisable from the woman in the mugshot.

That’s because, in so many ways, the 33-year-old is a completely different person.

Instead of selling drugs to feed her own habit, Keyte is now employed as a peer-support worker to walk alongside addicts through their recovery journeys.

‘I have a PhD in addiction, right. I know the manipulation. I know the ways and means that we have to survive. And it’s very valuable because you can connect to people and relate to their suffering and their struggles,’ Keyte says.

‘And the best way I can put it, is that if you can chase your recovery just as hard as you chased your drugs, miracles happen.

‘I never ever dreamed that I’d be where I am today. No longer causing harm. Helping people.’

* * *

Camille Keyte was born overseas but raised in Waikato by a supportive and loving family.

Life was normal, and moving into her teenage years, even her rebellious vices would not surprise most parents: chasing boys, drinking too much cheap booze at parties, puffing on cigarettes.

Reflecting on her formative years, Keyte believes she was already showing signs of addictive behaviour, even before she started smoking meth.

‘When I start something, I’m all in – or not at all. I started smoking cigarettes when I was 12 because I thought it was cool, but I’d just keep chasing that dopamine hit,’ Keyte says.

‘I started smoking cannabis when I was 14. But it was heavy. It was never just one or two joints.’

That same year, she tried methamphetamine and a 15-year battle with the drug began.

Looking back at how her addiction began, Keyte says the separation of her parents affected her more than she realised.

Even more traumatic was being sexually assaulted at the age of 13.

‘I tried it once and yeah . . . that made a lot of the pain go away. Yeah. And so I continued to use it as often as I could, to numb my emotions,’ Keyte says.

As a 15-year-old, she started drug and alcohol counselling but wasn’t able to stop using meth until, at the age of 21, she fell pregnant.

The birth of her daughter, with all the routine and responsibilities of being a parent, kept her clean for the next five years.

She threw herself into physical exercise, in particular the strict regimen of body building, in pursuit of the perfect figure.

A hairdresser by profession, Keyte had started her own salon and was working long hours to get the business up and running.

With a laugh, she recalls a particular appointment which illustrated her twin obsessions.

‘I put a hair colour on the client and knew she had 45 minutes to process. I also knew that I needed to burn 400 calories. So I left the client in the salon, went for a run, and returned all sweaty to rinse off their hair. That’s nuts.’

While some would see that dedication to work and fitness as healthy, Keyte believes the compulsiveness became harmful – it was her addictive behaviour playing out in a different forum.

It was another traumatic experience that led her back to drugs.

Burning the candle at both ends, one day Keyte had a seizure in the middle of her salon and was paralysed down the right-hand side of her body for a fortnight.

The 26-year-old had a bleed in her brain, caused by a tumour.

While the tumour was not cancer, doctors told Keyte that anything which pushed her blood pressure too high could trigger another brain bleed – which could be fatal next time.

She wasn’t allowed to exercise at the gym on medical grounds, and had to cut back her hairdressing hours. Her emotional state became more fragile when the relationship with her partner ended.

‘When something you are addicted to is taken away, of course you’re going to throw a tanty,’ Keyte says.

‘My life just fell apart because I didn’t know who I was anymore . . . it all spiralled out of control from there.’

To cope with the stress and pain, Keyte started using methamphetamine again. Just socially at parties every second weekend or so, at first. Within six months, she was smoking every day.

During the previous five years of sobriety, along with work and exercise, Keyte says she was also addicted to relationships.

Always having a boyfriend or partner was another harmful obsession, Keyte says, but coupled with an insatiable appetite for meth she was now ‘chasing after the bad boys’.

One in particular was enmeshed in the gang world, and it wasn’t long before Keyte started dealing drugs with him to fund their own expensive habits.

‘You learn pretty fast in that world and how to make money. I was so heavy in my addiction, and I got deeper and deeper in these organisations,’ Keyte says.

‘There were so many dangerous situations. I had my car stolen. I was kidnapped. I was sold to a meth cook. Someone got killed. It was really scary shit.

‘I thought I was safe, that I was protected, in those environments with guns and drugs and violence. I had a sense of security, that’s how distorted my thinking was. The complete opposite is true . . . you’re just as disposable as the next person.’

* * *

Camille Keyte won’t talk about who she worked with in the criminal underworld, for despite leaving that life behind, there is always that lingering fear of retribution for perceived ‘narking’.

She also doesn’t need to reveal anything. The inner workings of the drug ring she was involved with is laid out, chapter and verse, in court documents obtained by the Herald.

Keyte was a street-level dealer of methamphetamine, supplying the drugs to customers on behalf of her ‘boss’, according to phone communications intercepted by police.

That was Sharon Marfell, herself a prolific drug dealer, whose partner was Mark Griffiths – a senior member of the Waikato Mongrel Mob.

The couple was the main target of a covert investigation, Operation Oakville, as detectives in the Waikato police believed ‘Griff’ oversaw a criminal network moving drugs around the country.

Marfell was flat-out dealing most nights, from 12am until the wee hours of the morning, with text messages indicating a gram of meth cost as little as $400.

She also supplied larger amounts to other members of Griffiths’ dealing network, for on-sale, as well as GBL, a Class B drug.

But in the early stages of the investigation, there was nothing to prove where the drugs were coming from, or more importantly, the role of Griffiths.

Nearly all of his communications were through encrypted phone applications like WhatsApp, Wickr, Signal and Facebook Messenger.

And in text messages or phone calls which the police were able to intercept, Griffiths was careful to never talk about drugs.

That is until 12 October 2020, when everyone panicked.

A parcel had been sent from the United States to a Hamilton address, arranged by Griffiths, with written instructions for the DHL courier to leave the parcel at the door if no one was home.

For whatever reason, the courier driver paid no attention.

The intended recipient, a man in his 70s whose son was an international drug dealer, received a text message from DHL advising that the delivery was unsuccessful.

Flustered by the missing package, the pensioner contacted Griffiths, who instructed him to call the DHL depot and authorise one of his drug dealers to pick it up on his behalf.

That task was given to Keyte, but Operation Oakville beat her to the punch.

The investigators managed to get an urgent search warrant signed by a judge and uplifted the parcel, which was still in the courier van.

Hidden inside printer toner cartridges was 2 kilograms of methamphetamine.

For the next week, Keyte (under the supervision of Marfell, who was keeping Griffiths updated) made several attempts to uplift the package from DHL headquarters, without success.

The drug dealers gave up when DHL confirmed it no longer had the package.

Finally, the detectives had something to implicate ‘Griff’ in serious drug offending. A few months later, Operation Oakville caught him and Marfell red-handed with five ounces of meth biffed from the car they were driving.

Back at the couple’s home in Te Kowhai was more evidence of their lucrative enterprise: nine bottles of gamma-butyrolactone (GBL), each holding 1 litre of the clear liquid, worth about $5000 each.

Analysis by a forensic accountant for the police Asset Recovery team has revealed over a nearly four-year period, January 2017 to November 2020, the couple had access to at least $713,441.96 from an unknown source.

Marfell and Griffiths eventually pleaded guilty to numerous drug-dealing charges and each received long prison sentences.

Camille Keyte went on the run when Marfell and Griffiths were arrested, but handed herself into custody at the Hamilton station a week later. That’s when the police mugshot of Keyte was taken, sad and miserable, her sunken eyes staring into the camera.

She was put under suicide watch in the cells, wearing nothing but a padded jacket (not even a hair tie) and sleeping on a thin mattress. Keyte had hit rock bottom.

‘I was in a pretty bad state of psychosis and withdrawal coming down off a lot of drugs,’ Keyte says.

‘I felt desperate. I got to that point where I was ready and willing to do whatever it took to change my life. And the only person I wanted to talk to was my mum.

‘I just begged her for another chance.’

That was 30 November 2020. A week later, Keyte was released on bail to live at her mother’s home in Matamata under strict court-imposed conditions.

After three years of living in a drug-fuelled state surrounded by gangs and guns, the now 29-year-old struggled to adjust to a sober reality.

‘I can remember, on day four, being at home rolling around on the bed crying because I had no idea how to be normal. How to eat well, how to sleep, when to shower or what to wear.

‘Addiction rules your life and so when you’re in recovery, you don’t know what to do. I had to learn how to live again, literally.’

She attended the Hanmer Clinic, a rehabilitation centre in Tauranga, and signed up to a 12-step fellowship to help guide her recovery.

At first, she admits, this was a box-ticking exercise to appease the court process. After three months of keeping clean of drugs and alcohol, Keyte realised she could do it.

She ended up throwing herself into her addiction recovery with the same fervour of her previous drug dealing, with the support of her family, an empathetic probation officer and professional therapists.

‘The opposite of addiction is connection,’ Keyte says, ‘and I surrounded myself with the best people. Everything just started to change my perception, like I was rewiring my brain.

‘Because I’m an addict, I want things to happen yesterday. If there was a magic pill to solve things, I’d take 10 of them, you know. But I just had to work hard and trust the process.’

That faith was put to the test on 13 May 2022 when she was standing in the dock of the High Court at Hamilton for sentencing.

She had pleaded guilty to supplying methamphetamine, as well as offering to supply the Class A drug, supplying GBL and participating in an organised criminal group.

They are serious charges which would often end with a term of imprisonment; an outcome that Keyte had prepared herself for.

Justice Christine Gordon outlined the details of her crimes, followed by all the steps the former drug dealer had taken to turn her life around.

The monitoring report provided to the judge was ‘overwhelmingly positive’, and Justice Gordon made specific mention of letters written by Keyte’s parents and her peers in the recovery groups she joined.

‘The common themes in the letters of support from your peers are respect and admiration for your commitment to making a complete recovery from addiction and transforming your life,’ Justice Gordon said.

‘You are described as warm, kind, open, honest and willing to be better. Exceptional, dependable, compassionate, inspiring, dedicated, selfless, indispensable, loved and valued, and a pillar of strength.

‘Ms Keyte, it is frankly not common to read such a positive [pre-sentence] report in the context of drug offending.’

Instead of several years in prison, Keyte was sentenced to six months of community detention with an additional two years of supervision.

‘The reports and letters before me show that you are capable of leaving your addiction and offending behind you,’ Justice Gordon said.

‘You are fortunate to have such a resilient and caring whānau. Their support has made a significant difference to the Court’s decision today.’

It wasn’t until the very end of the hearing that Keyte realised she would walk free from the courtroom.

Relief turned to reflection.

‘The gallery was full of these beautiful women from recovery, as well as my family. I had had to learn how to be honest, not only with other people, but honest with myself,’ Keyte says.

‘It’s like having to look at the parts of yourself that are ugly. Not only face them but take responsibility for them. That takes humility.’

* * *

Camille Keyte scrolls through her phone again. This time she brings up a 10-second video clip.

The camera pans to an oblivious Keyte, seated at a table with her colleagues at an awards dinner for the Addiction Practitioners’ Association of Aotearoa New Zealand annual conference last year.

‘Clap for your mates, it’s a special moment,’ the MC says. ‘The first winner is Camille Keyte’.

The table erupts in cheers, as a stunned Keyte stands to her feet to receive the award for excellence in peer support.

‘Crazy, eh,’ Keyte grins.

She had been nominated for her work as a peer support worker at CareNZ in 2023, an addiction treatment service in the Waikato where Keyte had previously received counselling during her own rehab.

After putting the court process behind her, and being clean for two years, Keyte considered returning to hairdressing. That was all she had known, but even cutting her family’s hair at home triggered negative feelings.

Her own peer support worker suggested she complete some training in the field, just to try it, before CareNZ offered her a part-time position.

The hope that Keyte brings is ‘immeasurable’, says Rachel Shaw, the clinical manager for CareNZ in south Waikato.

‘From her own lived experience that she shares, coming to us as a client to where she is now, brings hope to other clients. But also her energy, her enthusiasm and her heart for everyone she meets . . . she’s amazing.’

Keyte works out of clinics in Putaruru, Tokoroa and Matamata, supporting recovering addicts to ‘learn how to live again’ – just like others helped her.

As well as organising and facilitating drug treatment programmes, she helps clients re-establish routine in their lives, such as taking them to medical appointments, shopping for groceries or even just a walk in the park.

It sounds simple, but Keyte says having someone to talk with – someone who knows exactly what they’re going through – can be the difference between success and failure in recovery.

‘When there is someone there for you, walking beside you, you realise “I’m not alone . . . I don’t have to do this on my own”,’ Keyte says.

‘Because every time I did it on my own, I failed, flat out, because I thought I knew best.’

It’s more than a job for Keyte, it’s a calling.

Not only has she turned her life around, rebuilding connections with her parents and children, Keyte now feels she is helping the vulnerable people that she once harmed.

And there’s a lot of work to be done, particularly in poorer rural communities awash with alcohol, methamphetamine and other drugs.

What’s her advice to families watching their loved ones stuck in addiction?

‘You can’t enable them. You have to let them hit rock bottom . . . those in active addiction need to decide “I’ve had enough” and they put the shovel down,’ Keyte says.

‘Once they’re on the other side, and show some commitment, then come back and walk beside them. So they’re not alone.

‘But families have to realise they can’t save addicts. We have to save ourselves.’
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[image: Police officers interact with Wayne Doyle wearing a grey “Head-Hunter New Zealand” T-shirt in front of a parked vehicle. Wayne has close-cropped hair and beard with tattoos on his neck.]
Wayne Doyle speaks with a police officer as a search warrant is executed at the Head Hunters’ pad at 232 Marua Road, Ellerslie, in September 2017. Peter Meecham/New Zealand Herald



[image: Dimly lit room with multiple leather couches and a wall of televisions displaying mostly security camera images. Decor includes framed photographs and memorabilia. Walls feature graffiti-style art with black and white portraits. Atmosphere is dark and eclectic.]
Inside the infamous Head Hunters’ Ellerslie pad in November 2023. Jason Dorday/New Zealand Herald





[image: Man with curly hair and a plaid shirt stands smiling next to an intricately carved wooden pouwhenua.]
David Kuka was a gifted carver and a familiar face on the streets of downtown Tauranga before his death in February 2018. Supplied/NZ Police



[image: Three men with distinct facial expressions stand inside a courtroom. The person on the left has prominent facial tattoos and wears a black shirt. The individual in the center has a shaved head, a neutral expression, and wears a white shirt. The person on the right also has head and neck tattoos, a shaved head, and wears a dark shirt. Wood-paneled walls are visible in the background.]
The Mongrel Mob trio of William Belmont, Maru Michael Wright and Adrian John Rewiri were acquitted of the murder of David Kuka after a trial in the High Court at Rotorua in 2023. Andrew Warner/Rotorua Daily Post





[image: Passport-style photo of a round-faced young Asian man wearing rimless glasses.]
Ricky Wang was a meth cook who was murdered by an Asian organised crime syndicate in 2017. Supplied/NZ Police



[image: A messy living room showing an Asian man dressed entirely in black standing with a phone. The foreground features a glass table covered with various objects, including fast-food cups, snack containers, cigarette packs, and a can. In the background, bin bags and scattered items can be seen.]
Crime boss Jianqi ‘Brother Six’ Zhao at the Auckland property where Ricky Wang was murdered. The photograph was covertly taken by one of his associates who later cooperated with the police. Supplied/NZ Police



[image: Distant snow-capped mountain with expansive shrub-covered flatlands in the foreground, viewed from a helicopter above. A road with some parked vehicles cuts through the landscape. Just off the road there is a forensic investigation tent.]
The remains of Ricky Wang’s body were found by police in a shallow grave by the side of Rangipo Intake Road in Tongariro National Park, a remote region in the central North Island. Supplied/NZ Police





[image: A middle-aged man wearing a blue shirt, headphones around his neck and glasses stands against a wooden and white wall background, evidently in a court room.]
Mark Breingan in the Tauranga District Court in 2024. Over the course of three separate trials, Breingan gave evidence as the victim of a home invasion, was acquitted of serious methamphetamine charges, and convicted of manslaughter. Hannah Bartlett/NZME



[image: A red helicopter flying above a dense forest under a cloudy sky. Attached to the helicopter via a long cable is a large cylindrical metal object.]
In 2019, a helicopter was required to airlift a heavy reaction vessel from a clandestine meth lab hidden deep in the Kaimai Ranges. Supplied/NZ Police





[image: About a dozen motorcycles and six cars are parked indoors, with a prominent three-wheeled motorcycle at the centre. Viewed from above.]
The haul of motorcycles and vehicles seized from members and associates of the Hells Angels in 2022 following Operation Samson. Supplied/NZ Police



[image: Large electrical motors are displayed on wooden pallets in a warehouse. Some of the motors have been partially disassembled revealing what appears to be plastic packaging inside. Workers in reflective vests can be seen in the background.]
Customs officers found 469 kilograms of methamphetamine hidden inside dozens of electric motors imported from Thailand. The huge meth bust led to police uncovering a wider money laundering syndicate. Supplied/NZ Customs





[image: Middle-aged woman wearing a hat and sunglasses, holding a smartphone, walks by a textured stone wall.]
Ye ‘Cathay’ Hua outside the Auckland District Court in December 2023. Hua was given the longest-ever sentence for money laundering in New Zealand history. Jason Oxenham/New Zealand Herald



[image: Open duffel bag containing stacks of 20 New Zealand dollar bills and a black handgun on top.]
Operation Selena uncovered a vast network of corrupt baggage handlers smuggling drugs through Auckland International Airport. One had stashed a bag containing a replica handgun and around $300,000 in cash at a relative’s house. Supplied/NZ Police





[image: Airplane parked at an airport gate with ground support vehicles nearby, including a service van and luggage carts, under a cloudy sky. Vision appears to come from an airport-monitoring video camera.]
Police trawled through security-camera records to find footage of baggage handlers working at Auckland International Airport unloading methamphetamine from an arriving Malaysian Airlines flight. Supplied/NZ Police



[image: Thomas Tahitahi, wearing a green jumper, in the dock in a courtroom. He appears to be facing and smiling to someone out of frame.]
Thomas Tahitahi at the High Court at Auckland after being charged with the murder of Mongrel Mob leader Daniel Eliu shortly before Christmas 2022. Jason Oxenham/New Zealand Herald





[image: A red sports car is loaded on a yellow flatbed tow truck on a tree-lined road.]
This Lamborghini was among the fleet of expensive cars seized from Daniel Hannett following his arrest for importing 613 kilograms of methamphetamine for the Comancheros motorcycle gang. Supplied/NZ Police



[image: Bags of white powdery substance arranged in rows, each numbered, on a concrete floor; a small sign reads “Weirton 01-02.”]
Operation Weirton stopped 613 kilograms of methamphetamine at Auckland International Airport in February 2022, which was the largest drug bust in New Zealand history at the time. Supplied/NZ Police
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New Zealand is now one of the most lucrative illicit drug markets in the world. Organised crime is about making money. It’s a business. But over the past 20 years, the dealers have graduated from motorcycle gangs to Asian crime syndicates and now the most dangerous drug lords in the world – the Mexican cartels.

In Gangland, Jared Savage shines a light into New Zealand’s rising underworld of organised crime and violent gangs.

The brutal execution of a husband-and-wife; the undercover cop who infiltrated a casino VIP lounge; the midnight fishing trip which led to the country’s biggest cocaine bust; the gangster who shot his best friend in a motorcycle shop: these stories go behind the headlines and open the door to an invisible world – a world where millions of dollars are made, life is cheap, and allegiances change like the flick of a switch.

‘The best true-crime book of the year by a long stretch.’

– Steve Braunias, Newsroom

‘A series of rip-snorting yarns about gangs, drugs, fancy cars, wads of cash, violence, and guns – Aotearoa New Zealand style.’

– Simon Bridges
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Gangster’s Paradise is about drugs, guns, gangs and money. Lots of money.

A gang which took over a small rural town. A police officer shot and killed in a routine traffic stop. A port-worker who helped a gang whisk a shipping container off a wharf in the middle of the night. A crew of corrupt baggage handlers smuggling meth into the country during Covid lockdowns. A shooting inside a 5-star hotel in broad daylight. Turf wars, retaliation, and retribution: new gangs like the Mongols and Comancheros have brought with them better connections with international syndicates, challenging the established gangs like the Head Hunters – so dominant for many years – who have had to up their game in response.

Jared Savage’s bestselling book Gangland was about the evolution of gangs in New Zealand. Gangster’s Paradise is about the deadly escalation.
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