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Topic 002: Drug Trafficking 
 

Introduction 

As defined by the United Nations Office of Drug and Crime, drug trafficking is a 

global illicit trade involving the cultivation, manufacture, distribution and sale of substances 

that are subject to drug prohibition laws.  Currently, the annual global drugs trade is worth 1

around $435 billion a year,  with an estimated total of 246 million people or 1 out of every 2

20 people between the ages of 15 and 64 years recorded using an illicit drug in 2013.  3

According to the United Nations 2015 World Drug Report, despite attempts by the UN to 

combat drug trafficking, illicit drug use has remained stable and is growing with the world’s 

increasing population.   4

The magnitude of this problem becomes more apparent when considering that more 

than 1 out of every 10 drug users is a problem drug user, meaning they suffer from drug use 

disorders or drug dependence. Almost one half of those problem drug users inject drugs, 

and an estimated 1.65 million of those who inject drugs were living with HIV in 2013. Only 

1 out of every 6 problem drug users in the world has access to treatment and the annual 

number of drug-related deaths (an estimated 187,100 in 2013) has remained consistent over 

1 "Drug Trafficking – Introduction," United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/drug-trafficking/.  
2 Holly Ellyatt, "Global Drugs Trade 'as Strong as Ever' as Fight Fails." CNBC, 2013, http://www.cnbc.com/id/100957882.  
3 World Drug Report, United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2015.  
4 Ibid.  
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the past several years. Drug users continue to lose their lives prematurely, often as a result of 

overdose, even though their deaths can be prevented.  

In 1998, the United Nations General Assembly Special Session (UNGASS) on Drugs 

met under the slogan “A drug free world – we can do it!”  The notion of a drug free world 5

has since been accepted as entirely unrealistic and some world leaders are considering new 

approaches in light of failed prohibitionist practices of the past.  Latin American 6

governments in particular have shifted direction in favour of the decriminalization of drug 

use, while other governments, notably the Russian and Chinese, maintain their 

zero-tolerance policies.  It is clear that a different approach to combatting drug use and drug 7

trade is necessary, but the difficulty lies in deciding the method of control. 

 

Previous and Current Drug Control Measures 

There are three major international drug control treaties: the Single Convention on 

Narcotic Drugs of 1961; the Convention on Psychotropic Substances of 1971; and the 

United Nations Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic 

Substances of 1988. The main focuses of the first two treaties are classifying control 

measures in order to ensure the availability of narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances 

for medical and scientific purposes, and to prevent their diversion into illicit channels.  The 8

1988 Convention extended the control regime to precursors, and focused on establishing 

measures to combat illicit drug trafficking and related money laundering.  The three treaties 9

are complementary and also grant functions to the Commission of Narcotic Drugs (CND) 

and the International Narcotics Control Board (INCB).  10

The CND was established by the Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) 

resolution 9(1) in 1946 to assist the ECOSOC in supervising the application of the 

5 Hannah Hetzer and Suchitra Rajagopalan, "The War on Drugs Is Taking Center Stage at the United Nations," Alternet, 2016, 
http://www.alternet.org/news-amp-politics/war-drugs-taking-center-stage-united-nations.  
6 Ibid.  
7 Holly Ellyatt, "Global Drugs Trade.” 
8 "Drug Trafficking – Legal Framework" United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime.  
9 Ibid.  
10 Ibid.  
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international drug control treaties.  It is composed of 53 Member States elected by the 11

ECOSOC for a four-year term and is the central policy-making body on drug-related 

matters, including the monitoring of the global trends of illicit drug trafficking and abuse.   12

The INCB was established in 1968 as an independent and quasi- judicial monitoring 

body for the implementation of the United Nations international drug control conventions.  13

It consists of 13 members, elected for a five-year term by the ECOSOC on the basis of their 

competence, who are responsible for monitoring the implementation of the conventions.  14

Among other responsibilities, it also gathers information on illicit trafficking and submits an 

annual report on developments in the world situation to the CND and ECOSOC.  15

Additionally, many governments have taken it upon themselves to introduce 

measures to curb drug trafficking and usage in their own regions. These measures have led 

to mass incarceration for drug offenses in the United States, hundreds of thousands killed in 

drug war violence in Latin America, environments and livelihoods destroyed in forced crop 

eradication, and thousands executed for drug offenses.  Despite all this, neither drug use 16

nor supply has diminished and there is still insufficient access to treatment for drug users.  17

 

Regional Areas of Concern  18

 

Afghanistan 

Afghanistan currently dominates the global opium market producing 90% of global 

supply. About a third of the heroin produced in Afghanistan is transported to Europe via the 

Balkan route, while a quarter is trafficked north to Central Asia and the Russian Federation 

11 “Commissions of Narcotic Drugs" United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 
12 "Drug Trafficking – Legal Framework" United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 
13 "Mandate and Functions." International Narcotics Control Board. http://www.incb.org/incb/en/about/mandate-functions.html.  
14 "Drug Trafficking – Legal Framework" United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 
15 Ibid.  
16 Hetzer and Rajagopalan, "The War on Drugs.” 
17 Ibid.  
18 All of the information in the following case studies is from the United Nations Office of Drugs and Crime (UNODC) unless 
otherwise specified. "Drug Trafficking" United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. 
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along the northern route. Afghan heroin is also meeting the rapidly growing Asian demand, 

trafficking approximately 15-20 metric tons to China and 35 metric tons to other South and 

South-East Asian countries. Another 35 metric tons are allegedly shipped to Africa.  

Every year, approximately 375 tons of heroin are transported from Afghanistan to 

the rest of world. The three major trafficking routes are through Pakistan, where 

approximately 160 tons of heroin was trafficked through in 2009, generating an estimated 

$650 million; into Iran towards Turkey and Western Europe, where 115 tons was estimated; 

and to the north through the Central Asian States to the Russian Federation, which carried 

an estimated 90 tons of heroin. Afghanistan is also beginning to rival Morocco in the 

production of cannabis. All of Afghanistan’s neighbours have reported increases in cannabis 

seizures and cannabis production has been reported in 20 of Afghanistan’s 33 provinces. 

The UNODC has made a number of efforts in Afghanistan, but its established smuggling 

networks, widespread insecurity and drug-based economy make it an ideal player in the 

global market and a very difficult place to combat drug production. 

 

Central America 

Columbia, Peru and the Plurinational State of Bolivia are the primary source 

countries of cocaine. While some 70% of the cocaine leave Columbia via the Pacific, much 

of it is typically transported from Columbia to Mexico or Central America by sea and then 

onwards by land to the United States and Canada. It’s estimated that approximately 90% of 

the cocaine entering the United States is transported through Central America.  

As a result of this established drug route, the countries of the region have suffered 

various consequences of cartel activity and U.S.-led eradication efforts. In production 

countries, this ranges from forced eradication of coca crops to the funding of guerrilla 

insurgent groups.  In both production and trafficking areas, there have been increases in 19

violence and corruption largely believed to be the result of powerful organized crimes 

19 "Drug Trafficking in Latin America," Drug Policy, http://www.drugpolicy.org/drug-trafficking-latin-america.  
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groups and drug cartels.  Central America is now home to some of the world’s most 20

dangerous cities and holds the highest global homicide rate.   21

Many policymakers have seen the devastating effects of prohibition policies and have 

begun exploring legalization options, with Uruguay becoming the first country to legalize 

marijuana in 2013. While the long-term effects of this legalization have not yet been 

determined, some of the governments in this region feel that this is only way to combat the 

ever-growing problem.  

 

West Africa 

While West Africa is neither a major producer nor market, illegal drug trade has 

corroded much of its society. Between 2004 and 2007, two distinct trans-shipment hubs 

emerged in West Africa: one centered on Guinea-Bissau and Guinea, and one centered in 

the Bight of Benin, which spans from Ghana to Nigeria. It has become a main transit point 

for Columbian cocaine, flowing from South America north into Europe and beyond. As a 

result, the region is experiencing increased criminality, corruption and drug usage with bleak 

predictions for its future if nothing changes.  22

 

Economic and Social Effects of Drug Trafficking  

 

Health 

The effects of drug trafficking on health are relatively obvious and quantitatively 

backed up. In the United States alone, there were 532 000 drug-related emergency room 

visits in 1995, increasing more than 30 per cent over seven years.  While health problems 23

primarily affect the drug user concerned and only indirectly affect society in general, the links 

20 Ibid.  
21 Ibid.  
22 Olusegun Obasanjo,  "West Africa Needs to Wake up to Threat from Drugs Trade,” The Guardian, 2014, 
http://www.theguardian.com/global-development/poverty-matters/2014/jun/26/west-africa-illegal-drugs-new-approach.  
23 Economic and Social Consequences of Drug Abuse and Illicit Trafficking, Vol. 6, United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 
https://www.unodc.org/pdf/technical_series_1998-01-01_1.pdf.  
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between drug addiction, needle-sharing, prostitution, AIDS and other diseases are clearly 

demonstrable – some 22 per cent of the world’s HIV/AIDS population are drug injectors. 

The resulting debate revolves around a variety of medical, ethical and legal questions, 

concerning the balance of policies for eradication of drug use with policies that aim at 

limiting the spread of diseases that are associated with drug users. 

 

Education 

It is believed that education is one of the principal ways of preventing drug use and 

involvement of young individuals in drug trafficking. This preventative measure is one that 

would only produce results in the long-term, but unfortunately there is no quantitative 

validation of the overall effectiveness of this measure and given the crippling effects of drug 

trafficking on governance and social programs, it is difficult to implement such reforms. 

 

Environment 

The environmental effects of drug trafficking found in a country will depend on the 

role that country plays in the operations of the drug industry. In the Amazon region of Peru, 

for example, 700 000 hectares have been deforested for coca cultivation and in South-East 

Asia, much of the rain forest has become cleared land in order for poppy cultivation.  In the 24

Chapare area the intense use of pesticides by coca cultivators has already seriously 

contaminated the ground water and in Bolivia, some 30 000 tonnes of toxic chemicals 

necessary to process plant material into drugs are flushed down the waterways each year.  25

The chemical waste can alter water pH values, reduce oxygen levels, lead to acute poisoning 

of fish and plants and even to possible genetic mutations in some species. 

 

Organized Crime and Corruption 

24 Ibid.  
25 Ibid.  
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Transnational organized crime manifests in many forms, a primary one being 

trafficking in drugs. The high profitability of drug trafficking involved compromises 

economies and the presence of organized crime in a region can permeate government 

agencies and institutions, fuel corruption, infiltrate business and politics, and hinder 

economic and social development.  Its empowerment of those who operate outside the law 26

also undermines governance and obstructs justice. Combatting drug trafficking is a step in 

the right direction for a concerted response to transnational organized crime and violence in 

both consumer and producer areas.  

 

Conclusion 

Drug trafficking is a polarizing issue for many nations. Policies that focus on 

prohibition are often ineffective in the face of powerful organized crime organizations and, 

under the worst circumstances, can trigger intense criminal violence in response.  27

Legalization, on the other hand, is also not an effective solution on its own and fails to 

address many of the health and environmental concerns associated with the drug trade.  It’s 28

likely that a combination of multiple strategies is necessary to combat this global epidemic, 

but finding a solution that does just that while pleasing all the nations involved will be very 

difficult. 

 

Pertinent Questions 

● Why have the three major treaties done little to nothing to accomplish their stated 

goals? 

● What will be necessary in a resolution for all countries to agree, regardless of their 

beliefs in legalization or zero-tolerance policies? 

● Is it more beneficial to target the supply of drugs or the demand of drugs?  

26 Ibid.  
27 Vanda Felbab-Brown, "Organized Criminals Won't Fade Away," The Brookings Institution, 2012. 
http://www.brookings.edu/research/articles/2012/08/drugs-crime-felbabbrown.  
28 Ibid.  
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