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Introduction  

The annual global drug trade is worth around $435 billion a year, according to the United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC). The main threat emerging from financial flows 
related to transnational organized crime activities is linked to the ability of such flows to foster 
the economic viability of the underlying crime activities, thus contributing to their spread and 
expansion. It holds the potential to cause corruption, change the whole flow of money and 
system of global supply chains. At each stage of the drug chain, there is a potential for 
corruption. Traffickers may bribe government officials, manufacturers may exploit workers in 
chemical companies, farmers may bribe eradication teams and producers may bribe judges and 
police officers.  
 
While the issue has been an immense threat for centuries, with the improvement of technology, 
today the flow of drugs and money can change almost every minute. Hence, the issue requires 
immediate attention before the global and national crises due to the fact that drug trafficking 
and organized crime put more states into economic decline and political corruption.  
 

Definition of Key Terms  

Organized Crime: Illegal activities carefully planned and controlled, which functions on the 
basis of centralised control and authority vested either in the hands of one individual or a few 
members.  
 
Organized Crime Group: A structured group of three or more persons, existing for a period 
of time and acting in concert with the aim of committing one or more serious crimes or 
offences in order to obtain, directly or indirectly, a financial or other material benefit.  
 
Drug trafficking: Activities involving the cultivation, manufacture, distribution and sale of 
substances which are subject to drug prohibition laws.  
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General Overview  

Organized crime and crime groups have existed for centuries. Over time, their operations and 
structures have been transformed by legislations, shifts in political systems, and most 
importantly, technological advancements. Crime groups no longer require personal contact with 
clients making it harder to track down their operations. The importance of drug trafficking for 
organized crime seems to have reached a peak in the late 1980s and early 1990s, after which 
new businesses emerged. These new businesses caused a shift in the global market, legitimate 
businesses, no longer having access to illicit funds, got squeezed out of the market, resulting in 
corruption in many national economies. With legitimate businesses not taking place as often, 
the rule of law weakened, bringing the reinforcement of the illicit drug sector.  
 
Billions of dollars flow through the hands of drug trafficking organizations each year, and what 
they do with that money can have a huge impact on local economies. They might smuggle cash 
out of their home country, buy or build real estate, invest in restaurants and casinos for money 
laundering purposes, or stash their profits in offshore financial centres. Perhaps one of the most 
vital components in the fight against both organized crime and drug trafficking is understanding 
the socioeconomic effects the flow of money from the hands of traffickers has the potential to 
create.  
 
In short term, an inflow of drug money may seem like it has benefits, boosting investment and 
generating employment and revenue. However, the long-term effects tend to be negative, 
depending on the portion of the national economy it comprises. Illicit drug activities can cause 
reductions in the overall annual economic growth of a state. This especially applies for Less 
Economically Developed Countries (LEDCs), with the impact of the illicit drug industry on 
domestic savings being high. Based on a study of 17 countries of the Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development, a 1 billion USD increase in money laundering and illicit drug 
sales could reduce the economic growth of a state by 6%.  
 

Major Parties Involved  

Venezuela  
 
In Latin America, criminal entrepreneurs in the form of cartels, have traditionally run drug 
trafficking. In Venezuela, it is managed from within government. Venezuela has always played 
a role in the drug trade due to its geographical position alongside the world’s top producer and 
trafficker of cocaine, Colombia. After the Colombians narcos started to run businesses within 
Venezuela, corruption began with military officials on the border getting paid off, which 
quickly spread to the government. Following these events, Venezuela government cut ties with 
the United States Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) in 2005, accusing its 
representatives of spying. After the departure of DEA, number of drug traffickers in the country 
increased.  
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United States of America  
 
Being the largest single consumer of illicit drugs, with currently 12.8 million drug abusers, the 
United States has an undeniable presence in global drug trafficking routes. Having a 2,000-mile 
border with Mexico allows drugs trafficking to be done quite easily. Since President Richard 
Nixon waged America’s first war on drugs, there has been continuous and widespread debate 
about drug policy, however, the issues have changed very little. In fact, the U.S. drug policy 
has not had many significant changes over the last 30 years. Currently, the U.S. has a supply 
sided drug policy in which funding is gone to interdiction and eradication efforts. These 
measures have failed in the past and is continuing to fail.  
 
 
Colombia  
 
The globally leading state in the production of coca, Colombia comes at top in cocaine 
trafficking as the transit and storage zone, followed by Peru and Bolivia. Coca production takes 
place mostly in remote parts of the country that lack state control, providing the ideal land for 
all kinds of illegal or informal activity. Over the past few years, Venezuela has become a major 
transit hub for cocaine. Hundreds of clandestine airstrips belonging to Colombia have been 
found, allegedly used to fly cocaine to Central America or, in fewer cases, to Caribbean islands 
like the Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico or the Bahamas.  
 
Drug trafficking is mainly done through sea routes. Local crime gangs with close ties to local 
law enforcement and port authorities oversee the loading of the drugs into containers, often in 
coordination with international drug trafficking cartels, allowing the drugs arriving at 
Colombia’s Caribbean and Pacific coast lines to be loaded onto small ships or submarines and 
sailed to transit hubs in the Caribbean and Central America.  
 

 
 

Drug trafficking routes in Colombia 
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Australia  
 
Australia is a multibillion-dollar drug route involving cocaine and methamphetamines being 
packed into the hulls of sailing boats in the US and Latin America and transported to Australia 
via South Pacific islands. Since 2015, an increase in the number of boats that usually carry more 
than a tonne of cocaine has been observed. Their journey is across the Pacific Ocean from 
America, to feed Australia’s growing and very lucrative drug market. In the past five years, 
Australian forces have been involved in the seizure of about 7.5 tonnes of cocaine shipped in 
small vessels such as yachts through the region and intended for Australia.  
 
Australia is one of the few countries that specify quantities for distinguishing between drug 
offences with different penalty scales. The adopted legal thresholds that specify the quantities 
of drugs over with offenders are possessed or presumed vary between the territories. For 
example, in the Northern territory, sanction on drug traffickers include up to 15 years of 
imprisonment, or in the case of Queensland, sanctions equivalent to drug traffickers reach up 
to 25 years imprisonment. 
 

 

 
Drug trafficking routes from Australia to the United States 

 
 
Brazil  
 
One of the most violent countries in the world, drug trafficking became a critical issue in Brazil 
in the late seventies. With new drug trafficking routes forming on Brazil by Colombian cartels 
and Italian-American mafia, cocaine quickly became a large scale of the national market. These 
routes allowed the interference of United States and Europe in consumer markets for drugs in 
places such as Rio de Janeiro and São Paulo.  
 
Brazilian drug legislation was developed largely in align with United Nations drug control 
conventions. The penal code became the main legal instrument of Brazil to address the illegal 
drug trade, placing both drug consumption and trafficking into the centre of the criminal justice 
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sphere. Being the centre of homicide where a large part of this violence and criminality can be 
linked to arms and drug trafficking operations by organized crime groups, Brazil adopted 
repressive policies. However, these are discriminatory policies that came with social and 
political consequences, which is one of the reasons Brazil is failing to improve its stance in the 
drug war.  
 
 
Peru 
  
As the second largest producer of coca in the world, Colombian and Mexican organizations 
have trafficked cocaine from Peru up through the main drug trafficking corridors to the United 
States for decades. Peru holds multiple drug trafficking routes, making it extremely difficult for 
task forces or military officials to carry out operations in which they keep track of the 
smugglers. Even when cocaine in one location is seized, there are hundreds of locations in 
which more is being produced. The government has been trying for years to take drug 
production under control, however, due to its positive effects on the economy and employment, 
most of the attempts have caused further chaos in the area.  
 

 
 

Drug trafficking routes in Peru 
 
Turkey  
 
Sitting on the crossroad between Europe and Asia, Turkey is exposed to extensive flow of illicit 
drugs and the centre of many drug trafficking routes importing to Europe such as the heroin 
production sites in Afghanistan and consumption markets in Europe. Turkey is also intensively 
exposed to the growing illicit drug trade between Europe and the Middle East.  
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Timeline of Key Events  

When Event 

26 February 1909 Opium Conference in Shanghai 

23 January 1912 Hague International Opium Convention 

26 June 1936 
Geneva Convention for the Suppression of the Illicit Traffic in 
Dangerous Drugs 

30 March 1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs 

1968 Establishment of the International Narcotics Control Board 

20 December 1988 
United Nations Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotics 
Drugs and Psychotropic Substances 

1989 The Financial Action Task Force on Money Laundering 

8 September 2000 
United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized 
Crime 

October 2003 United Nations Convention against Corruption 

September 2008 
The Global Synthetics Monitoring: Analyses, Reporting and 
Trends Programme 

19-28 September 2015 Operation Folosa 

19-21 April 2016 UN General Assembly Special Session on Drugs 

 

Previous attempts to resolve the issue  

Starting Point: 1909 Opium Conference in Shanghai and the 1912 Hague International 
Opium Convention  
 
The key to tackling drug trafficking and organized crime is through international cooperation. 
There have been a number of legal instruments developed over the last decade to start handling 
the issue and aspects of crime on an international level. The longest history of legal instruments 
to deal with specific parts of organized crime is drug control. This process started in 1909, with 
the Opium Conference in Shanghai, followed by The Hague International Opium Convention 
in 1912. Their effect only started to take place after World War I, but both the conference and 
the convention quickly started serving as a starting-point for the new system of preventing drug 
trafficking on an international level.  
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1936 Geneva Convention for the Suppression of the Illicit Traffic in Dangerous Drugs  
 
The Convention for the Suppression of the Illicit Traffic in Dangerous Drugs is the convention 
where the United States of America started getting involved with the issue actively. It attempted 
to add provisions to criminalize all activities for non-medical and non-scientific purposes 
related to the use of opium, coca and cannabis, however, due to the objection of other states, 
the Convention focused on drug trafficking. In the end, the U.S. refused to sign the treaty, 
fearing that it might weaken its own controls to comply with the treaty. The Convention 
therefore had little effect, despite being the first treaty to make certain drug offenses are 
considered as international crimes rather than tackling with the issue as regulating illicit drug 
activity. It is currently invalid.  
 
 
1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs  
 
Signed in New York on March 30, 1961, it laid a new and solid foundation for drug control, 
replacing existing multilateral treaties with a single instrument and reducing the number of 
international organs concerned with the issue. It introduced penal obligations for states to 
criminalize under their domestic law and sought to limit the possession, manufacture and export 
of drugs exclusively to medical and scientific purpose and was highly successful in 
discouraging drug traffickers. One of its greatest impacts is the establishment of the 
International Narcotics Control Board (INCB). It was later amended by the 1972 Protocol 
Amending the Single Convention on Narcotics Drugs, and it has not failed in sustaining its 
effect on the control of illicit drug trafficking.  
 
 
The International Narcotics Control Board  
 
The International Narcotics Control Board (INCB) is an independent body established by the 
Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs of 1961, with its mission being implementation of the 
United Nations international drug control conventions. INCB has 13 members, each elected by 
the Economic and Social Council for a period of five years, and has many ongoing operations 
such as the International Import and Export Authorization System (I2ES) which is an online 
authorization system that verifies the authenticity of for narcotic drugs and psychotropic 
substance export and/or import authorizations. Another project they are carrying out is the 
Global OPIOIDS Project, the only current international effort that is solely dedicated to the 
sharing of information and intelligence between states by developing partnerships with 
governments, international agencies and the private sector, with the goal of identifying and 
interdicting illicit distributors and manufacturers. There is also Project ION, which is focused 
on gathering information regarding suspicious shipment or production of illicit drugs.  
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1988 United Nations Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotics Drugs and 
Psychotropic Substances  
 
The United Nations Convention Against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic 
Substances of 1988 is one of the three major drug control treaties currently in force. It provides 
legal mechanisms for enforcing the 1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs. The treaty is 
mainly focused on fighting organized crime by mandating cooperation in tracing and seizing 
drug-related assets. Article 5 of the Convention requires its parties to confiscate proceeds from 
drug offenses and empower its courts or other competent authorities to order that bank, 
financial, or commercial records be made available or seized.  
 
 
The Financial Action Task Force (FATF) on Money Laundering  
 
At the Paris Economic Summit of the Group of Seven (G-7) in 1989, the United States of 
America and France made a series of proposals which lead to the establishment of the Financial 
Action Task Force (FATF) on Money Laundering, which became a global policy-making body 
with regards to money laundering and other types of organized crimes, assisting states in 
regulatory reforms and legislations to counter the abuse of the financial system by criminals. In 
1990, the “Forty Recommendations” was established by the FATF, which provided a detailed 
framework for legal action, starting with the ratification and implementation of the Vienna 
Convention on the Law of Treaties, followed by its revision in 1996 and again in 2003, 
eventually expanding its effect to the non-banking sector and other financial sectors.  
 
 
2000 United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (TOC)  
 
The Millennium Declaration 236 adopted by the Heads of State meeting at the UN on 
September 8, 2000 aimed to intensify efforts to fight transnational crime in all its dimensions, 
including trafficking as well as smuggling in human beings and money laundering, laying 
ground for United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (TOC), 2000 
(also known as the Palermo Convention), which aimed to promote international cooperation 
in preventing and combating transnational organized crime. With 187 States taking part, it is 
one of the most ratified pieces of UN legislation.  
 
 
2003 United Nations Convention against Corruption  
 
The UN Convention Against Corruption focuses on preventing money laundering related to 
corruption. While providing a good summary of necessary measures to prevent and fight money 
laundering, the convention fails to add any new proposals that are not already laid down in the 
TOC. Its most important impact is established through Article 14, in which the FATF 
recommendations are brought up to the international level, not only for drug related money 
laundering but for money laundering in general.  
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The Global Synthetics Monitoring: Analyses, Reporting and Trends (SMART) 
Programme  
 
Launched in September 2008 in Bangkok, The SMART programme focuses on enhancing the 
capacity of eleven countries in East and South-East Asia: Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, 
China, Indonesia, Lao PDR, Malaysia, Myanmar, Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and 
Vietnam. In January 2011, Global SMART expanded to Latin America in partnership with the 
Inter-American Drug Abuse Control Commission (CICAD). It provides technical support 
necessary to strengthen and secure online data sharing mechanisms in the systematic collection 
of drug data to ensure that information and data on synthetic drugs and new psychoactive 
substances can be available and accessed in priority regions and globally.  
 
 
Operation Folosa  
 
Led by INTERPOL, supported by UNODC and funded by the EU, Operation Folosa involved 
22 states which in collaboration arrested 50 people in possession of drugs in the drug trafficking 
route from Latin America to Europe via Africa from 19 to 28 September 2015.  
 
 
2016 UN General Assembly Special Session on Drugs  
 
The UNGASS is the most crucial act of the UN with regards to the world drug trafficking 
problem. In the session that lasted for three days, 19-21 April 2016, the UN General Assembly 
reached conclusions that changed the path of combating illicit drug trafficking, such as the EU 
and its Member States deciding to prioritize commitment to the UN Drug Control Conventions 
and favour drug policies that strike the right balance between public health and human rights 
approaches. Most importantly, the Assembly recognized that they should be “putting people 
first” as phrased by the Executive Director of UNODC, Yury Fedotov and that “Putting people 
first means reaffirming the cornerstone principles of the global drug control system, and the 
emphasis on the health and welfare of humankind that is the founding purpose of the 
international drug conventions.” The outcome was that tackling the world drug problem was a 
common and shared responsibility that should be addressed through greater and more effective 
international cooperation, and states are to prioritize human rights and health over their 
traditions in the case which the resolution reached affects the traditional drug market side of 
their state, such as Mexico.  
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Possible Solutions  
 
The issue of financial gain through drug trafficking and organized crime is a modern and 
evolving problem. Bearing in mind the advancements technology has brought to the markets, 
the flow of drugs and money changes almost every minute, making it almost impossible for 
operations lacking access to data or technological advancements to be effective in sieving illicit 
drugs, for in the time spent combating organized crime, a great amount of substances make their 
way through other routes. On the other hand, the fact that states such as Peru and Colombia’s 
economy profits from the financial gain of mass production of drugs does not make it easy for 
states to comply with resolutions that feature the idea of restrictions being placed upon the drug 
manufacturing and market.  
 
While it is clear that limitations should be placed upon the production of drugs, the economic 
and socio-economic effects of these limitations should be kept in mind. Limitations could lead 
to economic crises and growing unemployment, especially for states with high unemployment 
rates. Given the high unemployment rates in many countries, forced entry into the drug 
workforce is often a major problem, and limiting the production of drugs will escalate the 
number of crimes committed by unemployed workers. Therefore, states with an economy 
highly dependent on drug manufacturing refuse to make regulations based on the matter. In 
addition, these limitations could lead to regression in farming in states which drug farming and 
manufacturing have been the only source of income of villages or is a traditional aspect. For 
these states, lack of infrastructure, especially in areas that are on illicit drug trafficking routes 
should be overseen and the growing legitimate businesses should be supported.  
 
Though it is important to be aware of the various socio-economic consequences, economic 
considerations alone cannot and should not be decisive factors for enacting or implementing 
appropriate legislation or regulation. The key objective must remain the fight against drug 
trafficking and organized crime in all its dimensions. Enabling state authorities to follow the 
money trail in order to detect underlying criminal activities and to dismantle the groups 
involved could be a way to prevent drug trafficking on an international level. This requires high 
level global collaboration and robust networking between states located on the same drug 
routes. Transparency, however, appears to be the imperative obstacle in the way of the 
comprehensive, all-inclusive participation in international money-laundering efforts at the 
global level. The necessary instruments to fight organized crime and related money laundering 
activities exist already. Yet the existing success rate of identifying criminal capital flows is 
limited, not due to lack of instruments, but shortcomings in the implementation of existing 
instruments in a number of jurisdictions. Hence, in any future operations and regulations, all 
states must be on the same page. As the system will only be as strong as its weakest link and 
will be exploited by organized crime.  
 
Appendix/Appendices  
● https://www.tedimun.com/  
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