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Chapter III.

Analysis of the world situation

A. Global issues

1.  Respect for human rights in the 
elaboration and implementation of 
drug control policy

369. Over the current reporting period, the Board has 
noted with great concern continued reports of grave 
human rights violations purportedly perpetrated in fur-
therance of national drug control policies. The Board is 
compelled to remind all States parties to the international 
drug control conventions that the primary objective of 
these instruments is to safeguard the health and welfare 
of humanity and to recall that the goal of protecting the 
welfare of humanity must be understood to include 
respect for human rights.

370. The Board therefore wishes to reiterate in the clear-
est possible terms that in order to comply with their legal 
obligations under the international drug control conven-
tions, States parties must adopt and pursue drug control 
policies in compliance with internationally recognized 
human rights which, as described in the Universal 
Declaration on Human Rights,70 are both inherent and 
inalienable.

371. Ensuring the consistency of drug control policies 
and programmes with human rights obligations means 
accepting that the drug control treaties are not in conflict 
with human rights. Rather, the three international drug 
control conventions ought to be read within the interna-
tional human rights framework, including the protection 

70 General Assembly resolution 217 A (III).

of fundamental freedoms and due process rights, stem-
ming from the inherent dignity of all people. Compliance 
with the drug conventions can therefore lead to the direct 
and positive fulfilment of human rights, especially the 
realization of our universal right to health, which includes 
access to treatment. Current approaches to drug use need 
to avoid the pathway that easily leads from stigmatizing 
and alienating drug users to violating their fundamental 
rights to humane treatment and care. Non-consensual 
drug treatment programmes should be replaced, and the 
inequality of access to treatment that women and minority 
groups face needs to be addressed and remedied.

372. The human rights challenges inherent in respond-
ing effectively to widespread drug abuse and drug-related 
crimes are exacerbated when States try to justify dispro-
portionately repressive and punitive measures. Protecting 
the rights and dignity of individuals suspected of having 
committed drug-related offences may at times seem 
counter-intuitive, but drug control policies that protect 
all human rights principles and standards have proved to 
be the most effective and sustainable. A human rights-
based approach to address the spread of problematic drug 
use specifically requires proportionate criminal justice 
responses for drug-related offences, including when they 
are allegedly committed by people who use drugs, and 
ending extrajudicial responses, which cannot be justified 
in any circumstances.

373. International cooperation in the field of drug con-
trol could be enhanced through increased respect for the 
binding and cross-cutting nature of international human 
rights. No State is exempt from human rights norms and 
principles when interpreting the drug control conven-
tions. From this perspective, the Board has consistently 
recommended to States that human rights norms should 
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form an integral part of their drug-related strategies and 
policies. Together, States and civil society can embrace 
the core objectives of the international drug control trea-
ties by designing drug policies that are harmonious with 
the human rights conventions and fully promote the 
health and welfare of humankind.

2.  Linkages between the international 
drug control conventions and the 
Sustainable Development Goals

374. The international drug control system was elabo-
rated by Member States to act on their concern for the 
health and welfare of humankind. It is founded primar-
ily on three conventions: the Single Convention on 
Narcotic Drugs of 1961 as amended by the 1972 Protocol, 
the Convention on Psychotropic Substances of 1971 and 
the United Nations Convention against Illicit Traffic in 
Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances of 1988. At 
the most recent special session of the General Assembly 
on the world drug problem, held in 2016, Member States 
underscored that, together with other relevant interna-
tional instruments, those conventions constitute the cor-
nerstone of the international drug control system. 

375. Fundamentally, the international drug control con-
ventions are based on the principle that the medical use of 
narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances is indispens-
able for the relief of pain and suffering and that accord-
ingly their availability should not be unduly restricted. At 
the same time, Governments have the responsibility to pre-
vent drug abuse and diversion, including of substances 
controlled by the conventions. As a source of international 
law, the conventions are to be interpreted in good faith and 
in the light of that objective. 

376. On 1 January 2016, the 17 Sustainable Development 
Goals contained in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development,71 adopted by the General Assembly in 
September 2015, came into force. The Sustainable 
Development Goals, which build on and supersede the 
Millennium Development Goals of the period 2000–2015, 
are aimed at ending all forms of poverty. Over the next 
15 years, these new universal goals are to guide countries 
in mobilizing efforts to develop strategies for economic 
growth by addressing a range of social needs including 
education, health, social protection and employment, 
while tackling climate change and promoting environmen-
tal protection and sustainable development. The Sustainable 
Development Goals are consistent with the three 

71 General Assembly resolution 70/1.

international drug control conventions as the Goals foster 
coordinated action and shared responsibility to address 
the world drug problem. At the thirtieth special session 
of the General Assembly, on the world drug problem, held 
in 2016, Member States noted that efforts to achieve the 
Goals and to effectively address the world drug problem 
were complementary and mutually reinforcing. 

377. Drug-related issues and challenges are vast, and 
currently there are great disparities in health and welfare 
in different regions of the globe. These challenges include 
the limited access to pain medication, including opioid 
analgesics and medicines used for substitution therapy, as 
well as the medication required for the treatment of men-
tal illnesses. In many parts of the world, prevention ini-
tiatives are lacking, treatment and rehabilitation services 
to people with drug use disorders are inexistent or poor, 
and mechanisms to eliminate stigma and foster social 
reintegration have yet to be established.

378. The conventions establish a system of administra-
tive controls regulating production, manufacture, import 
and export of substances under international control 
allowing States to estimate their domestic requirements 
and ensure that adequate amounts of medicines are avail-
able to their populations. Similarly, the conventions 
require States to give special attention to and take all 
practicable measures for the prevention of abuse of drugs 
and for the early identification, treatment, education, 
aftercare, rehabilitation and social reintegration of the 
persons involved. Despite their clarity, these provisions 
have to a large extent not been widely and sufficiently 
implemented by States. 

379. The Board therefore welcomes Sustainable 
Development Goal 3, which is to ensure healthy lives and 
promote well-being for all at all ages. Achieving that Goal 
entails, inter alia, access to high-quality essential health-
care services and access to safe, effective, high-quality and 
affordable essential medicines; ending the epidemic of 
AIDS; and strengthening the prevention and treatment of 
substance abuse, including narcotic drug abuse. Sustainable 
Development Goal 3 and its associated targets demonstrate 
the awareness of the global community in that regard. 

380. However, the world drug problem encompasses 
more than the health aspect. Illicit crop cultivation and 
drug trafficking perpetuate poverty, corruption, violence 
and criminality. In many parts of the world, human rights 
violations in the name of drug control, extrajudicial 
responses to drug-related criminality, the stigmatization of 
people with drug use disorders, disproportionate punish-
ment and the general lack of rule of law continue to hin-
der efforts to successfully address drug-related challenges. 
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381. The conventions oblige States to establish certain 
types of conduct as punishable offences, and they also 
require States to implement responses to drug-related 
crime that are proportionate. The conventions further 
provide States with the possibility of applying alternative 
measures to conviction, punishment and incarceration, 
including education, rehabilitation or social reintegration. 
They contain provisions on international cooperation in 
criminal matters and mutual legal assistance. 

382. In the Sustainable Development Goals, the inter-
national community undertook to promote peaceful and 
inclusive societies and provide access to justice for all 
(Goal 16), to reduce inequality within and among coun-
tries (Goal 10) and to make cities and human settlements 
inclusive, safe, resilient and sustainable (Goal 11). In that 
regard, the Board reiterates its call on States to counter 
drug trafficking and related violence while ensuring that 
responses to drug-related criminal conduct are propor-
tional and founded upon respect for human rights and 
dignity, in line with the three international drug control 
conventions and the rule of law. 

383. The adoption of the international drug control con-
ventions was based on the understanding among the 
international community that the challenges posed by the 
world drug problem required a coordinated response by 
States. Reflecting this, the conventions are today among 
the most widely ratified international instruments in exis-
tence. Addressing the world drug problem remains a 
common and shared responsibility and requires joint 
action. In this regard, international platforms and net-
works for dialogue, information-sharing and debate 
among States are crucial. The Commission on Narcotic 
Drugs acts as the principal policymaking body of the 
United Nations with prime responsibility for drug con-
trol matters. The Board calls on Governments to use the 
Commission as a forum for accessing and providing 
knowledge and experiences on drug-related successes and 
challenges and to support the international community 
in addressing the world drug problem in a comprehen-
sive and collaborative manner. 

384. As with other international treaties, the choice of 
policy, legislative and administrative measures to imple-
ment the conventions is left to the discretion of States 
parties. The Board will continue to urge Governments to 
take concrete action to guide their policymakers, institu-
tions and people to work towards full implementation of 
the conventions, guided by the key objective of promot-
ing health and welfare in harmony with human rights 
standards and norms and the rule of law. It is the action 
taken by Governments at the national level, founded on 
international law, that will determine whether global 

agreements and partnerships such as the 2030 Agenda for 
Sustainable Development will be achieved. 

3.  Reducing the negative consequences 
of drug use through effective public 
health policies

385. Managing pervasive and complex drug abuse risks 
requires adopting strategies that not only are scientifically 
proven to be effective but also avoid unintended negative 
consequences. The effects of epidemic-level drug abuse 
and addiction rates can be countered through balanced 
public health policies and practices that aim to provide 
all necessary treatment and recovery services and prevent 
the initiation of illicit drug use. Ending the devastation 
for individuals, families and entire communities caused 
by drug abuse primarily entails reducing demand and 
curbing supply, focusing efforts on treatment, education, 
aftercare, rehabilitation and social reintegration.

386. The Board has written extensively about measures 
that aim to minimize the adverse public health and social 
consequences of drug abuse as forming a tertiary preven-
tion strategy for demand reduction purposes that can play 
a part in comprehensive drug demand reduction. This 
long-standing vision of INCB with respect to reducing 
negative drug-related consequences is consistent with the 
outcome document of the thirtieth special session of the 
General Assembly, on the world drug problem, held in 
2016, in which Heads of State and Government invited 
relevant national authorities to consider such effective 
measures, including appropriate medication-assisted ther-
apy programmes.

387. In many States, drug control policy focuses exclu-
sively on the demand reduction and supply reduction 
aspects of drug control and does not include measures to 
curtail the adverse consequences associated with sub-
stance abuse and addiction. While demand reduction and 
supply reduction constitute two fundamental pillars of 
drug control policy, the Board also encourages States to 
take a balanced approach to countering drug use and 
dependence through the adoption of measures intended 
to reduce the associated negative public health conse-
quences. The Board notes that in some States, limited 
resources have resulted in civil society and community- 
based groups taking the lead in the delivery of these 
services.

388. Drug control policies, in order to be consistent 
with the international treaties, should be evidence-based 
and should not lead to the promotion of substance abuse 
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or facilitate trafficking or other illicit activities and thereby 
violate the treaties and the obligation to combat drug 
trafficking. In the past, the Board has expressed its sup-
port for strategies which met that threshold, including 
needle exchange programmes, opioid agonist therapies, 
psychosocial counselling and the use of drug consump-
tion rooms, as long as they were part of an integrated 
approach for referral and improved access for under-
served populations to treatment and support services.

389. The Board acknowledges the need for initiatives 
and measures aimed at minimizing the negative conse-
quences of drug abuse based on reliable and proven sci-
entific data and encourages the exchange of good practices 
through greater dialogue between relevant stakeholders, 
including Governments, civil society groups, public health 
authorities and law enforcement authorities.

4.  Exempted preparations under the 
Convention on Psychotropic 
Substances of 1971

390. Since the 1990s, INCB has noted an overall increase 
in the quantity of psychotropic substances used in the 
manufacture of preparations exempted pursuant to 
article 3 of the 1971 Convention (see figure XVII). 
According to INCB records, during this time, nearly 1,000 
pharmaceutical preparations containing psychotropic 
substances under control were considered for exemption 
from certain control measures. In recent years, the Board 
has noted with concern the lack of clarity surrounding 
article 3 of the 1971 Convention and the control mea-
sures that countries are still required to apply in the case 
of an exempted preparation.

391. The 1971 Convention defines a preparation of a psy-
chotropic substance as any solution or mixture, in what-
ever physical state, containing one or more psychotropic 
substances or one or more psychotropic substances in dos-
age form.72 According to article 3, paragraph 1, of the 1971 
Convention, if a preparation is not exempted, it is subject 
to the same measures of control as the psychotropic sub-
stance that it contains, and if it contains more than one 
such substance, the control measures of the most strictly 
controlled of those substances are applicable. 

392. Furthermore, under article 3, paragraph 2, States 
parties are permitted to exempt a preparation that contains 

72 According to the Commentary on the Convention on Psychotropic 
Substances, dosage form refers to a measured small quantity of a psycho-
tropic drug or combination of psychotropic drugs in whatever form 
(tablet, ampoule or powder) ready for consumption.

a psychotropic substance included in Schedule II, III or IV 
from international control measures under certain condi-
tions. While article 3 of the 1971 Convention provides the 
opportunity to reduce the regulatory requirements and 
measures of control that competent national authorities 
need to apply, the use of that article must be warranted in 
order to ensure that the exemptions from certain control 
measures do not pose a public health risk or encourage 
illicit activity. 

393. To warrant an exemption, the preparation must be 
compounded in a way that it presents no risk or negligible 
risk of abuse or of a public health problem and cannot 
be recovered by readily applicable means in a large 
enough quantity as to pose a risk. In determining whether 
this latter condition holds, the expense and technical dif-
ficulty of recovering the psychotropic substance from the 
preparation should be considered.73

394. While a country can decide to exempt a prepara-
tion from certain measures of control under the 1971 
Convention, article 3, paragraph 3, outlines the control 
measures that must be applied regardless. Those mea-
sures of control are provided in the following articles of 
the Convention: (a) article 8 (licences), as it applies to 
manufacture; (b) article 11 (records), as it applies to 
exempted preparations; (c) article 13 (prohibition of and 
restrictions on export and import); (d) article 15 (inspec-
tion), as it applies to manufacture; (e) article 16 (reports 
to be furnished by the parties), as it applies to exempted 

73 Commentary on the Convention on Psychotropic Substances, p. 116.

Figure XVII. Reported use of psychotropic 
substances for the manufacture of exempted 
preparations 
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preparations; and (f) article 22 (penal provisions), to the 
extent necessary for the repression of acts contrary to laws 
or regulations adopted pursuant to the stated obligations.

395. Commission on Narcotic Drugs resolution 1 
(S-VIII) of 1984 provides further control measures from 
which preparations should not be exempted. In particu-
lar, the resolution states that exempted preparations 
should not be exempted from the requirements of article 
12 on provisions relating to international trade. More spe-
cifically, international trade in exempted preparations 
shall still require separate import and export authoriza-
tions and post-export declarations. 

396. If a country wishes to exempt a preparation from 
control measures, it must submit a notification to the 
Secretary-General with the trade names of the intended 
exempted preparation, as well as the name of the sub-
stance as listed in the schedules of the Convention or the 
international non-proprietary name if the former is not 
available. The notification must include a description of 
the composition of the preparation including the chemi-
cal structure and the formulae of all its ingredients, list 
the control measures from which the preparation is 
exempted, and confirm the control measures mentioned 
in article 3, paragraph 3, that would continue to apply.

397. Upon receipt of such notification, the Secretary-
General will transmit the notification to the other parties 
to the Convention, WHO and the International Narcotics 

Control Board. If a party or WHO receives information 
regarding an exempted preparation which in its opinion 
warrants the termination, in part or in whole, of the 
exemption, it will notify the Secretary-General, providing 
the information in support of the notification. The 
Secretary-General, will transmit such information to the 
parties and the Commission. WHO shall communicate to 
the Commission an assessment of the preparation in regard 
to the risk of abuse and potential recoverability, with a rec-
ommendation of the control measures, if any, from which 
the preparation should cease to be exempted.

398. Taking into account the assessment provided by 
WHO on medical and scientific matters, and considering 
the economic, social, legal, administrative and other fac-
tors it may consider relevant, the Commission may decide 
to terminate the exemption from any or all control mea-
sures. Any decision made by the Commission will be 
communicated by the Secretary-General to all parties. All 
parties must take measures to eliminate the exemption 
from the control measure or measures within 180 days 
of that notification from the Secretary-General. 

399. Between 2010 and 2018, 66 different psychotropic 
substances under international control were reported in 
the manufacture of exempted preparations in 22 countries. 
In 2018 alone, 34 psychotropic substances under interna-
tional control were reported to the Board as being used 
in the manufacture of exempted preparations in a com-
bination of 11 countries (see figures XVIII and XIX).

Figure XVIII. Number of psychotropic substances reported for use in the manufacture of 
exempted preparations 
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Figure XIX. Countries reporting the manufacture of exempted preparations on form P 

400. Phenobarbital is by far the most commonly used 
substance in the manufacture of exempted preparations, 
with tens of thousands of kilograms of the substance 
being used each year for exempted preparations (see 
table). Exempted preparations containing phenobarbital 
tend to be medications used for mild pain and sedation. 
Aside from phenobarbital, over the last five years, 

butalbital, oxazepam, zolpidem and diazepam have been 
the most reported substances used in the manufacture of 
exempted preparations.74

74 According to information furnished to the Board by Governments 
pursuant to the 1971 Convention and resolutions of the Commission on 
Narcotic Drugs and the Economic and Social Council, as maintained in 
the database of the INCB International Drug Control System.
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Substance 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018

Phenobarbital 26 923 18 975 20 224 23 331 20 850

Butalbital 3 292 12 095 8 296 5 090 15 814

Oxazepam 3 081 3 128 2 390 2 455 2 718

Zolpidem 1 626 1 216 2 191 2 036 1 700

Barbital 826 1 060 482 548 1 394

Diazepam 2 053 1 361 1 885 1 914 1 235

Amfepramone 579 581 691 862 862

Temazepam 414 464 754 207 663

Prazepam 676 416 312 520 312

Bromazepam 525 373 461 346 290

Table Quantity of psychotropic substances reported for use in the manufacture of exempted 
preparations, 2014–2018, in descending order (kg) 
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401. The Board calls upon Governments to ensure that 
all aspects of article 3 of the Convention on Psychotropic 
Substances of 1971 are correctly implemented if they 
wish to exempt a preparation from certain measures of 
control. The Board also reminds Governments that they 
are still obligated to uphold certain measures of control 
even in cases where a preparation has been exempted, 
such as in reporting annual data and provisions relat-
ing to international trade. Ensuring that all provisions of 
the 1971 Convention are upheld is imperative for elimi-
nating the possibility of diversion to illicit channels while 
allowing for countries to benefit from the flexibility that 
the Convention provides in cases where an exemption is 
warranted.

5.  Non-medical use of synthetic 
opioids

402. The world is currently in the midst of a global syn-
thetic opioids crisis. New data suggest that the problem 
is greater than was previously known, with current esti-
mates indicating that more than 53 million people, or 
1.1 per cent of the general population aged 15–64, abused 
opioids in the past year, of whom almost 30 million had 
reportedly used opiates such as heroin and opium. 
Although global estimates specifically for non-medical 
use of synthetic opioids are not available, the large 
increase in users has been attributed to increases in the 
non-medical use of synthetic opioids.

403. While non-medical use of synthetic opioids is 
reported in many countries, the crisis manifests itself in 
different forms from region to region. In some high-income 
countries such as Canada and the United States, synthetic 
opioids such as hydrocodone, oxycodone and fentanyl are 
widely and readily available, and their aggressive market-
ing and subsequent over-prescription has contributed to 
increases in dependency. In several countries in Europe, 
there are also indications of an increased non-medical use 
of synthetic opioids, with methadone, buprenorphine and 
fentanyl being reported as the main pharmaceutical opi-
oids misused. Past-year abuse of opioids in Australia is 
also higher than the estimated global average, with the 
non-medical use of pharmaceutical opioids being the 
main concern.

404. The Board has noted for years that the non-medical 
use of tramadol, an opioid analgesic not under interna-
tional control, is a significant and growing problem in 
several countries, in particular in West and North Africa, 
the Near and Middle East and South Asia. In Nigeria, 
the National Survey on Drug Use and Health, collecting 
data for 2017, found that 4.7 per cent of the general 

population aged 15–64 reported past-year non-medical 
use of prescription opioids, most commonly tramadol. 
In India, the national drug use survey found that nearly 
1 per cent of the general population engaged in 
non-medical use of pharmaceutical opioids in 2017. 
Non-medical use of high-concentration tramadol tablets 
continues to be reported throughout Egypt, the State of 
Palestine and the United Arab Emirates (see also sect. 
A.9 below on tramadol). 

405. The rate of global drug overdose deaths has been 
steadily increasing since 2000. In particular, it is estimated 
that 66 per cent of deaths attributed to drug use disor-
ders were related to opioids. Increases in drug-related 
deaths are in part due to the emergence and abuse of illic-
itly manufactured fentanyl and fentanyl analogues in 
North America. 

406. Globally, newly emerging fentanyls accounted for 
19 of the 22 new synthetic opioids identified in 2017. The 
largest share of those are from North America, where the 
United States Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
estimated that overdoses in the United States alone 
increased to more than 70,000 in 2017 and that 47,600 
of those overdoses were opioid-related. In Canada, the 
rate of opioid-related deaths rose to 12.0 per 100,000 pop-
ulation in 2018; the percentage of accidental apparent 
opioid-related deaths that involved fentanyl or fentanyl 
analogues was 73 per cent in 2018.

407. While overdose death rates worldwide are cur-
rently far lower than in Canada and the United States, 
indications of the potential for increasing abuse of syn-
thetic opioids have been reported in other regions. In 
Europe, 9,400 overdose deaths were reported in 2017, 
with opioids accounting for between 80 and 90 per cent 
of drug-related deaths. States members of the European 
Union have reported increases in the amount of synthetic 
opioids in their illicit drug markets. Of a total of 38 new 
psychoactive substances detected since 2009, 28 were 
fentanyls. 

408. In Australia, by 2016, reported deaths caused by 
opioid overdose had nearly doubled since 2007, rising 
from 3.8 to 6.6 deaths per 100,000. While the increase is 
attributed mostly to pharmaceutical opioids, including as 
used in combination with heroin, overdose deaths due to 
synthetic opioids such as fentanyl increased more than 
tenfold over the same period. 

409. There are indications that the situation may be sta-
bilizing in some regions. In the United States, where pre-
scription practices have become more stringent, drug 
overdose deaths declined by about 5 per cent from 
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December 2017 to December 2018, to about 68,000 
deaths, due in part to decreases in overdose deaths related 
to prescription opioids (e.g., oxycodone). Following tra-
madol control changes in India in mid-2018, experts in 
Ghana and Nigeria noted a significant decline in large 
border and port seizures of tramadol, decreases in grey 
market availability and a corresponding increase in the 
price of tramadol tablets in the illicit market. The 
Government of China implemented group scheduling of 
all fentanyl-related substances effective May 2019, ensur-
ing class-wide control, inter alia, of all manufacture and 
export.

410. The Board, in its annual report for 2017, identified 
and reiterated the risks associated with long-term opioid 
use and the consumption of opioid analgesics. The Board 
once again encourages Governments to work together 
with public health officials, pharmacists and physicians, 
manufacturers and distributors, consumer protection 
associations and law enforcement agencies to promote 
public education about the risks associated with prescrip-
tion drugs and adopt appropriate measures to decrease 
their abuse and potential to cause dependence.

6.  Abuse of codeine-based cough 
syrups

411. The 1961 Convention as amended by the 1972 
Protocol allows for certain preparations of narcotic drugs 
(including codeine) which are included in Schedule III of 
the Convention to be exempted from some provisions 
when compounded with one or more other ingredients 
and containing not more than 100 milligrams of the drug 
per dosage unit and with a concentration of not more 
than 2.5 per cent in undivided preparations.

412. These preparations, in particular those containing 
codeine, are widely used for medical purposes for the 
treatment of cough. Since 2000, of the total amount of 
morphine utilized globally, the majority (88 per cent, on 
average) was converted into other narcotic drugs (mostly 
codeine), and almost all of the codeine manufactured 
(89 per cent) was used to manufacture cough medication. 
In 2010, over 255 tons of codeine were used for prepara-
tions listed in Schedule III. This amount has gradually 
increased, reaching over 291 tons in 2016, but decreased 
to 240 tons in 2017. 

413. Codeine syrups are easy to purchase as over-the-
counter medicine in many countries. They are relatively 
cheap and are perceived to have low risk of negative 
health consequences (e.g., dependence and overdose) in 
comparison with other drugs. 

414. The abuse of cough syrups has been a common 
occurrence in some countries for many years. More 
recently, there have been reports of the misuse of prepa-
rations containing codeine that are listed in Schedule III 
in Bangladesh, Hong Kong, China, India, Japan and the 
United States.

415. In the United States, the abuse of cough syrups 
containing codeine has been recently popularized through 
the use of videos posted on social media illustrating the 
process of preparation of the so-called “purple drank” 
(purple is the typical colour of the cough syrups), a mix 
of cough syrup with alcohol or soft drinks. This phenom-
enon expanded to other regions and has been described 
as an epidemic in Nigeria and other countries in West 
Africa. In Thailand, cough syrups have sometimes been 
used to prepare “cocktails”, made by boiling kratom leaves 
and mixing the resulting liquid with cough syrup, ice and 
soft drinks. 

416. In its annual report for 2008,75 the Board, while 
recognizing that cough syrups containing narcotic drugs 
were an effective medication for many patients and 
important in medical practice and health care, expressed 
concern about the fact that cough syrups were also known 
to be abused in several countries. The Board recom-
mended that the Governments of countries experiencing 
abuse of cough syrups consider the introduction of 
stricter control and supervision of the channels of distri-
bution of cough syrups containing narcotic drugs. The 
Board also recommended using programmes for drug 
abuse prevention to increase awareness of the risks asso-
ciated with inappropriate use of cough syrups.

417. To address the negative health and social conse-
quences of misuse of cough syrups containing codeine, a 
number of health authorities have introduced control 
measures to avoid diversion, recommended the use of 
cough suppressant preparations not containing codeine, 
discouraged the use of cough syrups containing codeine 
for children below a certain age and/or have required a 
prescription for the purchase of such preparations. These 
actions are in line with article 39 of the 1961 Convention 
as amended, which enables countries to adopt stricter 
control measures than those provided in the Convention 
and in particular requiring that preparations in Schedule 
III or drugs in Schedule II be subject to all or some of 
the measures of control applicable to Schedule I sub-
stances if it is deemed to be necessary or desirable for the 
protection of public health and welfare.

75 E/INCB/2008/1.
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418. The Board reiterates its call on Governments that 
are affected by the abuse of preparations containing 
codeine to make use of the possibility given by the 1961 
Convention as amended for the introduction of stricter 
control measures and to implement appropriate preven-
tion and treatment interventions focusing specifically 
on this problem. 

7.  Activities to address trafficking 
through international post, express 
mail and express courier services

419. As a response to the shift from the shipping of con-
trolled substances in comparatively large amounts to 
small shipments of new psychoactive substances not 
under international control, the Board launched Project 
Ion in 2013 and its IONICS platform for the global real-
time exchange of information. In order to address the 
problem of non-medical synthetic opioids, in particular 
illicitly manufactured fentanyls, the Board began activi-
ties under its OPIOIDS project in 2017. The OPIOIDS 
project has focused on developing partnerships between 
Governments, international organizations and the private 
sector as an effective means of preventing the manufac-
ture, marketing, movement and monetization of non- 
medical76 synthetic opioids.

420. Numerous non-medical synthetic opioids have 
emerged on global markets, and some such as fentanyl 
analogues are particularly dangerous substances when 
abused due to their high potency even in extremely small 
doses. Vendors use the open Internet, the darknet and 
social media sites to market a wide range of fentanyls, 
with purchases made using online financial services or 
cryptocurrencies. Purchases are shipped among the bil-
lions of letters and express parcels shipped around the 
world every year using international mail and express 
courier services. Because of the high potency of the sub-
stances, the transport of fentanyls in trace amounts makes 
detection and interdiction extremely challenging. Postal, 
express mail and express courier service staff and customs 
officers unwittingly handle these potentially dangerous 
substances, raising concerns over safety due to possible 
contamination and harm due to unintentional exposure.

421. In April 2018, the Board, recognizing the need to 
partner with other international agencies at the front-
line of trafficking, entered into a cooperative agreement 
with the Universal Postal Union (UPU). The agreement 

76 The term “non-medical” is used to refer to synthetic opioids and 
their products that are made specifically for illicit markets.

effectively responded to challenges posed by dangerous 
substances by promoting technical assistance and the 
provision of training designed to increase cooperation 
against trafficking and improve the ability to detect and 
safely seize these substances. INCB and UPU share 
information and alerts which allow for the improved 
profiling of high-risk shipments and increase the chances 
of officers identifying and interdicting shipments. 

422. Through its partnership with UPU and the World 
Customs Organization (WCO), INCB Project Ion and the 
OPIOIDS project trained 160 postal security and customs 
officers from over 80 Governments in 2019 on informa-
tion exchange, interdiction and intelligence-sharing on 
dangerous substances trafficked through the postal and 
express courier services. Experts provided materials and 
instruction on safe handling, interdiction and communi-
cation methods for working with suspected fentanyls. 

423. INCB convened two international meetings of the 
expert group on trafficking in synthetic opioids through 
postal and courier services, held in April 2018 and 
September 2019. The meetings brought together postal, 
customs and law enforcement experts from numerous 
affected countries and international partners including 
INTERPOL, the Oceania Customs Organization, UPU, 
UNODC and WCO. The meetings were also attended by 
representatives of the private express mail and courier 
industry, in order to share information, experiences and 
ways for future cooperation to stem the flow of synthetic 
opioids through the express post and courier systems.

424. In January 2019, the OPIOIDS project initiated a 
time-bound global intelligence gathering operation, 
Operation Fast Forward, targeting sources and 
re-distribution points for the trafficking of non-medical 
fentanyl, fentanyl analogues and related synthetic opi-
oids through the international post, express mail and 
courier services. Operation Fast Forward, involving 81 
officers from 45 countries and two international organi-
zations, resulted in the communication, through the 
Board’s IONICS secure communication platform, of 
more than 50 seizure events involving a total of nearly 
30 kg of seized fentanyl, fentanyl analogues and related 
pre- precursors. The special operation also produced for 
government investigators intelligence that identified 
pre-precursors, sources and modi operandi, as well as 
previously unknown trafficking routes.

425. The sanctity of the seal is a principle which pro-
tects the privacy of communications by post, and many 
Governments do not allow the inspection of international 
mail, thus making the consignment of potent fentanyls in 
small, lightweight amounts in letter-class envelopes 
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difficult to detect and interdict. Governments are encour-
aged to make use of risk-profiling approaches, informa-
tion-exchange tools, such as the INCB IONICS platform, 
intelligence packages and alerts, in order to increase the 
likelihood of interdiction of substances trafficked 
through international post, express mail and express 
courier services.

426. The Board’s significant expansion of activities 
under Project Ion and the OPIOIDS project resulted in 
the growth of the intelligence-sharing capacity of the 
IONICS system, the nomination of government postal 
security officers to increase the global focal points net-
work, and expanded training in the field that resulted in 
a 93 per cent increase since 2017 in seizure events as well 
as intelligence on trafficked dangerous substances.

8.  Methamphetamine trafficking and 
abuse

427. Over almost three decades, INCB, in its mandated 
role as a quasi-judicial body monitoring the compliance 
of States with the international drug control conventions, 
has observed the global expansion of illicit markets for 
amphetamine-type stimulants, in particular methamphet-
amine. Year after year during that period, and notwith-
standing the focus of the international community on 
various drugs, including new psychoactive substances 
and, most recently, non-medical synthetic opioids, more 
and more countries and regions have set new records in 
the amounts of methamphetamine seized by their law 
enforcement agencies. At the same time, the ever-growing 
worldwide abuse of this drug has fuelled a threat to the 
health and welfare of people.

428. UNODC estimates that, in 2017, roughly 0.6 per 
cent of the global population aged 15–64 (that is, about 
29 million people) had used amphetamine and metham-
phetamine in the past year. There are indications of an 
increase in the use of methamphetamine, in particular in 
East and South-East Asia and North America. While the 
lack of sufficient good-quality data based on household 
surveys makes it difficult to estimate the prevalence of 
methamphetamine use globally, data on illicit supply 
reported to UNODC show an increase of 50 per cent in 
the last decade in the number of countries reporting sei-
zures of methamphetamine.

429. The regions which have been traditionally most 
affected by methamphetamine trafficking and abuse are 
North America, East and South-East Asia and Oceania, 
specifically Australia and New Zealand. In Europe, the 
illicit manufacture and use of methamphetamine had long 

been a localized issue in parts of central Europe, but there 
is now evidence of large-scale illicit methamphetamine 
manufacture elsewhere in Europe. Since 2011, illicit 
methamphetamine manufacture has also been docu-
mented in West Africa, specifically Nigeria. Unlike in the 
past, there are now also indications of large-scale inter-
regional trafficking of methamphetamine, with seizures 
of unprecedented size being made en route from North 
America to Australia. 

430. The most significant increases have been observed 
in East and South-East Asia, where, according to UNODC, 
methamphetamine seizures have increased eightfold 
between 2007 and 2017, accounting, with 83 tons, for 
45 per cent of global methamphetamine seizures, and 
reaching a record high level in 2018. Data received indi-
cate that Thailand alone accounted for more than half of 
the methamphetamine seized in the region in 2018. 
Available data also indicate a geographical shift of illicit 
manufacturing to areas outside of government control, 
for example, north-eastern parts of Myanmar.

431. At the same time, the region is seeing a shift from 
low-purity methamphetamine tablets (“yaba”) to high-purity 
crystalline methamphetamine. In some countries in the 
region, crystalline methamphetamine users now account 
for a major share of people receiving treatment for drug 
use. Annual prevalence rates reported from household sur-
veys conducted in Thailand show an increase from a low 
of 0.1 per cent of the population aged 12–65 in 2008 to 
0.2 per cent in 2011, before rising rapidly to 0.9 per cent 
by 2016. The number of crystalline methamphetamine 
users has also started to increase. Proportions of people in 
treatment for the abuse of methamphetamine (in tablet and 
crystalline form) exceeding 50 per cent of all drug-related 
treatment in East and South-East Asia in 2017 were 
reported for Brunei Darussalam, Cambodia, Japan, the Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic, Malaysia, the Philippines, 
the Republic of Korea, Singapore and Thailand. 

432. The Board is also concerned about recent indica-
tions of growing illicit methamphetamine manufacture 
and trafficking in Afghanistan. With more than 650 kg 
seized in the first six months of 2019, the amount of 
methamphetamine seized represented a tenfold increase 
compared to the same period of 2018. Furthermore, the 
Islamic Republic of Iran witnessed an increase of some 
25 per cent in methamphetamine seizures in 2018, to a 
total of 2.9 tons, compared with 2017. Countries in West 
Asia have also reported increasing levels of methamphet-
amine abuse.

433. INCB has continuously expressed its concern about 
these developments and has noted in particular the 
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apparent mismatch between the large amounts of meth-
amphetamine end-product seized and the comparatively 
low number and limited volume of methamphetamine 
precursors seized in comparison, especially in East and 
South-East Asia. Substances, such as ephedrine and pseu-
doephedrine, that for years had been the most used in 
known methamphetamine-manufacturing methods in 
some regions are no longer the only precursors of con-
cern. There is limited yet growing evidence of the use of 
P-2-P-based manufacturing methods in regions where this 
was not previously common. To complicate matters fur-
ther, P-2-P itself is often manufactured illicitly from 
pre-precursors, including non-scheduled “designer pre-
cursors” made specifically to circumvent existing regula-
tions. As law enforcement experience with those chemicals 
is limited in most regions, information about changes in 
manufacturing trends is often only identified through the 
forensic analysis of seized methamphetamine. Those issues 
are addressed in the report of the Board for 2019 on the 
implementation of article 12 of the 1988 Convention.

434. The Board wishes to highlight that much remains 
to be done to enable a more effective response to the 
ongoing methamphetamine crisis. In addition to mea-
sures to prevent the initiation of methamphetamine use 
and treatment, the Board believes that no discernible 
change in this worrying trend will be achieved without 
adequate attention being given to ensuring control over 
methamphetamine precursors and the exchange of related 
intelligence information. The Board has put a range of 
tools at the disposal of Governments to help to close 
existing gaps in knowledge, intelligence and operational 
responses to precursor trafficking and diversion from 
legitimate trade. These tools include the Board’s PICS, the 
PEN Online system and the two initiatives of the Board 
focusing on precursors used in the illicit manufacture of 
synthetic drugs and on chemicals related to the illicit 
manufacture of cocaine and heroin, namely Project Prism 
and Project Cohesion, respectively.

435. The Board urges Governments to make full use of 
the relevant tools available and to keep the Board abreast 
of their efforts, successes and challenges. Only with the 
best available data and understanding of the issues can 
the international community live up to its common and 
shared responsibility in facing the world drug problem.

9.  Tramadol abuse and trafficking in 
Africa and Asia

436. Trafficking of illicitly manufactured, falsified or 
substandard preparations containing tramadol, an opioid 
analgesic not under international control, has become a 

significant problem, as tablets containing high-potency 
dosages exceeding 200 mg are often seized. Since 2013, 
the Board has repeatedly identified non-medical use of 
tramadol as a significant and growing problem in many 
countries, particularly in parts of West and North Africa, 
the Near and Middle East and South Asia. Tramadol may 
in high doses produce euphoria for the user. 

437. Such falsified, substandard or illicitly manufactured 
tramadol tablets are the most often reported synthetic opi-
oids seized, with a record 125 tons interdicted globally in 
2017, the majority of which were seized in Africa, in par-
ticular in Egypt and Nigeria. According to the WCO Illicit 
Trade Report 2017, the Central African Republic, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Mali and Togo all 
reported that border seizures of synthetic opioids were 
exclusively of tramadol, and 75 per cent of drug seizures 
reported in Cameroon and the Niger were of tramadol. 
Intelligence communicated through IONICS indicated that 
there were large seizures of synthetic opioids, in particular 
high-potency tablets containing tramadol.

438. Tramadol abuse in Ghana became a national issue 
in 2016, when intelligence gathered across the country 
indicated the seizure of significant quantities of high-potency 
tramadol tablets with a non-medical concentration of 
120 mg or greater, and more than 527,000 tablets were 
seized in 2017. Tramadol abuse and seizures have also been 
reported in Benin, Chad, Côte d’Ivoire, Guinea, Libya, 
Senegal, Sierra Leone and the Sudan. Illicit tramadol sales 
have previously been associated with the funding of vio-
lent extremist groups operating in parts of Africa.

439. The first comprehensive drug use survey con-
ducted in Nigeria, in 2017, found that 4.7 per cent of the 
general population aged 15–64 reported past-year 
non-medical opioid use, predominantly in the form of 
tramadol. One in five high-risk drug users injects drugs 
(0.1 per cent of the population), and the most common 
drugs injected were pharmaceutical opioids such as tra-
madol, codeine and morphine.

440. In Egypt, the third most populous country in 
Africa, 3 per cent of adults self-reported past-year 
non-medical use of tramadol in 2016, and 0.74 per cent 
of students aged 15–19 reported non-medical use of tra-
madol. The misuse of tramadol was also reflected in treat-
ment data, as tramadol users accounted for 68 per cent 
of persons admitted to treatment. 

441. Demand for tramadol in Africa is exacerbated by 
lax regulatory and border controls, which have allowed 
trafficked or unregulated imports of tramadol originating 
in India.
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442. India is a significant source of trafficked, falsified, 
substandard or illicitly manufactured products branded 
and marketed as tramadol that are seized worldwide. As 
part of the efforts by India to reduce such incidents, the 
Government scheduled tramadol under the Narcotic 
Drugs and Psychotropic Substances Act, 1985, effective 
August 2018. As noted above, following the changes in 
control measures in India, experts in Ghana and Nigeria 
noted a significant decline in large seizures of tramadol 
and a corresponding increase in prices for tramadol tab-
lets in the illicit market. 

443. In Africa, where substantial non-medical market 
demand currently exists, a demand could be created for 
a replacement product with brand recognition. A similar 
phenomenon was observed in North America, where 
reduced availability of diverted oxycodone tablets has 
been linked to the emergence of illicitly manufactured 
tablets branded as oxycodone but containing fentanyls. 
The supply of such tablets by organized criminal groups 
subsequently filled part of the large market demand in 
North America. 

444. Furthermore, there have been reports of the emer-
gence of illicitly manufactured tablets that contain trama-
dol as well as fentanyls. In North America, there have 
been reports of seizures of tramadol mixed with fentanyls. 
Governments should therefore remain vigilant to the 
possibility of such a development occurring in other 
regions and communicate without delay through 
IONICS the details of tramadol seizures, in particular 
any seizure suspected of containing fentanyls. 

B. Africa

Record seizures among several countries in west africa 
indicate that the subregion remains a major trans- 
shipment hub for trafficking in cocaine from Central and 
south america to Europe.

Nigeria published its first-ever national study on drug 
use, reporting a past-year drug use prevalence rate of 
14.4 per cent in the country.

1. Major developments

445. Africa continues to confront numerous challenges 
posed by both the trafficking of drugs and the abuse of 
drugs. Record seizures from several countries in West 

Africa indicate that the trafficking of cocaine from Central 
and South America to Europe remains high, although 
insufficient data are available to determine the rate of 
growth. Trafficking of heroin is increasing among African 
countries bordering the Indian Ocean, while the illicit 
cultivation of cannabis remains a problem for countries 
throughout the region. Although the data are limited, it 
can be seen that trafficking in illicitly manufactured tra-
madol remains high and that tramadol is becoming a 
major substance of abuse, mostly in North, West and 
Central Africa. In addition, despite the newly available 
prevalence data from some countries, major gaps in the 
data remain and continue to impede efforts to determine 
the full extent of drug abuse in Africa.

446. According to a special report of the Secretary-
General (S/2018/1086), the drug trafficking situation in 
Guinea-Bissau has begun to show modest improvement, 
although significant challenges remain. In that regard, 
Security Council resolution 2458 (2019), aimed at 
strengthening the international response to the political 
situation in Guinea-Bissau, contains provisions on com-
bating drug trafficking in the country.

447. In January 2019, the Government of Nigeria, with 
the support of the European Union and UNODC, 
released its first-ever National Survey on Drug Use and 
Health, for 2018. This first comprehensive survey on 
drug use conducted in the country collects data from 
38,850 households and 9,344 high-risk drug users across 
Nigeria.

2. Regional cooperation

448. At the thirty-second Ordinary Session of the 
Assembly of the African Union, held in February 2019, 
Heads of State and Government of States members of the 
African Union formally adopted the Treaty for the 
Establishment of the African Medicines Agency. Once it 
has been ratified by 15 member States, the Agency will 
serve as the continental regulatory body for standardiz-
ing and strengthening regulatory systems across Africa, 
in order to ensure access to safe, effective, high-quality 
and affordable medicines and medical products.

449. The African Union and the Indian Council of 
Medical Research signed a memorandum of understand-
ing in March 2019 establishing a framework to formal-
ize cooperation between India and Africa in the health 
sector, including the facilitation of trade in pharmaceu-
ticals, as well as support for the manufacture of drugs 
and medicines in Africa, including those under interna-
tional control.
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450. In July 2019, heads of navies, coast guards and gen-
darmeries from Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, 
Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone signed a memorandum 
of understanding for joint maritime operations in the 
maritime zone of the Economic Community of West 
African States. The memorandum of understanding is 
aimed at improving the response of the subregion to 
piracy and criminal activity in the Gulf of Guinea and 
ensuring security within the exclusive economic zones of 
these countries.

451. Seychelles received a mission from the European 
Union Action against Drugs and Organised Crime project 
in March 2019 to assess the drug situation in the country. 
The aim of the mission, the first of its kind in Seychelles, 
was to determine how the country could strengthen its 
efforts against drug trafficking, in particular trafficking in 
heroin, and improve drug demand reduction efforts in 
Seychelles.

452. The third Ordinary Session of the Specialized 
Technical Committee on Health, Population and Drug 
Control was held by the African Union Commission 
from 29 July to 2 August 2019. During the ministerial 
segment of the session, ministers from African Union 
member States reviewed and adopted the Plan of Action 
on Drug Control and Crime Prevention (2019–2023) of 
the African Union.

3.  National legislation, policy and 
action

453. Egypt has amended its national drug control law, 
stiffening penalties for drug trafficking in the country 
and placing additional substances under national con-
trol. The amendment includes penalization for traffick-
ing in synthetic cannabinoids that is equal to that for 
other narcotic drugs and extends the existing applica-
tion of capital punishment for drug trafficking to traf-
ficking in synthetic drugs.

454. Although the determination of sanctions applica-
ble to drug-related crime remains the prerogative of 
States parties to the conventions, INCB reiterates its posi-
tion on the issue of capital punishment for drug-related 
offences and encourages States that retain capital punish-
ment for drug-related offences to consider the abolition 
of the death penalty for that category of offence.

455. A special report of the Secretary-General 
(S/2018/1086), published in December 2018, containing 
an assessment of UNIOGBIS, highlighted that modest 
progress had been made in Guinea-Bissau to counter drug 

trafficking and transnational organized crime. However, it 
noted that officials in the Government of Guinea-Bissau 
acknowledged that the scope of drug trafficking remained 
a problem and that some military and security officials 
were involved in drug trafficking. The report also indi-
cated that powerful implicated parties in the country that 
did not want effective State institutions would hinder 
UNIOGBIS and other United Nations entities in their 
efforts to counter drug trafficking in the country.

456. Pursuant to the above-mentioned report, the 
Security Council, in its resolution 2458 (2019), reiterated 
its concern at the threat to peace and stability posed by 
drug trafficking and related transnational organized crime 
in Guinea-Bissau. The Council stressed that long-term 
political and economic stability in the country was not 
possible without combating drug trafficking, called upon 
the authorities of Guinea-Bissau to continue to improve 
efforts to deal with trafficking in drugs and called upon 
the international community, regional organizations and 
the United Nations system to increase support to the 
country to address the problem.

457. In connection with the report of the Secretary-
General and Security Council resolution on Guinea-
Bissau, in early November 2019, the Peace and Security 
Council of the African Union issued a communiqué 
regarding the deteriorating political and situation in 
Guinea-Bissau. The Peace and Security Council noted 
with concern the increase in drug-related crimes in the 
country and their major impact on the general political 
and security situation, including hindering efforts to con-
duct new elections.

458. The Gambia has developed and launched its first-
ever National Drug Control Strategy, for the period 
2019–2023. The Strategy will guide the policy and oper-
ational approaches taken by the country to counter drug 
trafficking.

459. In December 2018, Nigeria established the 
Presidential Advisory Committee for the Elimination of 
Drug Abuse to address all aspects of drug control in the 
country. The Committee comprises high-level officials 
from several departments of the Government and repre-
sentatives of civil society organizations and is charged with 
providing the President of Nigeria with sustainable recom-
mendations for addressing the country’s drug problems.

460. The Parliament of Kenya approved an amendment 
to the country’s drug control law whereby it significantly 
increased the penalties and fines for trafficking in nar-
cotic drugs and psychotropic substances. The amendment 
sets out additional penalties for any law enforcement 
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officer who aids or abets any offence under the drug con-
trol law.

461. Health authorities in Morocco launched the national 
multisectoral strategy for the prevention and control of 
non-communicable diseases for the period 2019–2029. The 
strategy, which covers many non-communicable health 
conditions, contains several measures to monitor and 
address health consequences related to drug use in the 
country and advocates for health-centred approaches to 
assist persons who abuse drugs.

462. On 23 May 2019, South Africa issued a notice 
updating the schedules of its Medicines and Related 
Substances Act of 1965, moving CBD from schedule 7 of 
the Act, the highest level of control, to schedule 4, which 
will allow for preparations containing CBD to be made 
available on prescription. In addition to the rescheduling, 
the Government indicated that CBD-based products that 
contain a maximum daily dose of 20 mg of CBD and that 
are produced from raw cannabis material containing no 
more than 0.001 per cent of THC and no more than 
0.0075 per cent of CBD would not be controlled after 12 
months following the issuing of the notice. That allows 
the purchase of CBD products below those established 
thresholds without any prescription. 

463. Following amendments to its Dangerous Drugs Act 
in 2018, Zimbabwe now permits the cultivation of can-
nabis for medical purposes. The amendment establishes 
the regulatory framework for the cultivation of cannabis, 
including provisions to ensure the security of cultivation 
areas and the quality of cannabis products.

464. In September 2019, Mauritius launched the new 
National Drug Control Master Plan for the period 2019–
2023. The Master Plan establishes four strategic pillars to 
address drug control issues in Mauritius: drug supply 
reduction; drug demand reduction; harm reduction; and 
coordination, monitoring and evaluation.

4.  Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

465. Africa remains a major transit region for drug traf-
ficking, as well as a growing illicit market for drugs. 
Trafficking in cocaine remains a major problem, as sev-
eral countries in West Africa reported record seizures of 
the drug, taken from vessels that had departed from 
Central and South America and were bound for North 
Africa and Europe. Trafficking in heroin is also a grow-
ing problem in countries on the coast of the Indian 
Ocean. Trafficking of tramadol, an opioid analgesic not 

under international control, remains a major problem for 
parts of Africa, and tramadol is becoming one of the most 
trafficked and abused drugs, in particular in North, West 
and Central Africa. Cannabis continues to be one of the 
most trafficked drugs in the region. Although most of the 
trafficking appears to take place within the region, some 
North African countries reported the trafficking of can-
nabis herb and resins into Europe.

466. The largest-ever seizure of cocaine in Cabo Verde 
occurred in January 2019, when the Judicial Police 
seized over 9.5 tons of cocaine from a vessel that had 
departed from Panama. The authorities of Cabo Verde 
also seized over 2.2 tons of cocaine from a ship in 
August 2019, during a joint interdiction operation led 
by the national Coast Guard.

467. Another record seizure of cocaine occurred in 
March 2019 when authorities of Guinea-Bissau seized 
789 kg of the drug as part of Operation Carapau, which 
was led by the Transnational Crime Unit and the Judicial 
Police of Guinea-Bissau. That seizure was the largest ever 
made by authorities in the country. Similarly, in July 2019, 
the authorities of Senegal carried out a record seizure of 
cocaine during a three-day operation that detected 1 ton 
of the drug hidden on ships in the port of Dakar.

468. For 2018, data provided by countries in the region 
indicate that trafficking in cocaine is proliferating. The 
Kenyan authorities reported seizing 2.2 tons of cocaine 
that year, more than 90 per cent of which was trafficked 
by air. Major seizures in 2018 were also reported by 
Morocco, Algeria and Angola, which seized 1.7 tons, 
672 kg and nearly 500 kg, respectively. Côte d’Ivoire, 
Ghana, Mozambique, the Niger, Nigeria and South Africa 
all reported seizing quantities of cocaine ranging from a 
few kilograms to 155 kg.

469. The trafficking of tramadol continues to pose a chal-
lenge in the region, in particular among countries in North, 
West and Central Africa. Nigeria reported major seizures 
in late 2018, including more than 581 million high-dosage 
tramadol tablets seized in a two-day operation. In addi-
tion, the country reported seizing a total of some 22.5 tons 
of tramadol in 2018. Morocco reported the seizure of more 
than 45 million tablets of tramadol in 2018, while Senegal 
also reported seizures of the drug. Reported seizures sug-
gest that trafficking of the synthetic opioid in the region 
remains a major problem among countries in the Sahel 
and the Maghreb.

470. According to the UNODC World Drug Report 
2019, trafficking in heroin via Africa appears to have 
increased, with seizures rising from less than 0.5 tons in 
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2013 to almost 1.5 tons in 2017. In 2018, overall seizures 
of heroin in Africa have continued to rise, with Kenya 
alone reporting 1.5 tons seized that year. Trends derived 
from available data on heroin seizures suggest that traf-
ficking in heroin via Africa, in particular in countries on 
the Indian Ocean coast, is continuing to grow.

471. Major seizures of heroin were reported by Egypt, 
Mauritius and the United Republic of Tanzania for 2018, 
exceeding the quantities seized in 2017. The 1.5 tons of 
heroin seized by Kenya in 2018 represents more than a 
tenfold increase from 2017, when the country reported 
the seizure of 112 kg. Smaller seizures of heroin in 2018 
were also reported by Côte d’Ivoire, Madagascar, 
Mozambique and Seychelles.

472. While the illicit cultivation of cannabis occurs in 
many African countries, the trend of past years contin-
ued, as Morocco and Nigeria again reported the largest 
seizures of cannabis and cannabis resin in the region. 
Morocco reported the seizure in 2018 of nearly 72 tons 
of cannabis resin, as well as of 252 tons of majoun, a 
consumable product consisting mostly of cannabis but 
that can also include other drugs, along with poppy 
seeds and other foodstuff. In June 2019, Moroccan 
authorities reported the seizure of 12 tons of cannabis 
and 800 kg of cannabis resin. Another operation carried 
out two weeks later led to the seizure of 600 kg of can-
nabis found in sewage pipes in Taghbalt.

473. During 2018, at least 16 countries from all regions 
of Africa reported seizures of cannabis herb, resins and 
plants. Major seizures of at least several tons were reported 
by Angola, Côte d’Ivoire, Eswatini, Ghana, Kenya, the 
Niger, Senegal and Zambia. Nigeria reported the seizure 
in 2018 of more than 270 tons of cannabis herb, the larg-
est amount since 2015. Algeria reported the seizure of 
nearly 32 tons of cannabis resin. An analysis of reports 
available from countries in the region indicates that most 
of the illicit cultivation of cannabis herb is destined for 
country-level or subregional markets, even though signif-
icant amounts of cannabis resins and herb destined for 
European markets are trafficked through North Africa 
and, most often, thereon through Spain.

474. With regard to the trafficking of other drugs, sev-
eral countries reported seizures of amphetamine-type 
stimulants. In 2018, Nigeria and South Africa seized a 
few hundred kilograms each of methamphetamine, 
while Morocco reported the seizure of more than a mil-
lion MDMA tablets. Some seizures of khat were 
reported by a few countries, while only South Africa 
reported any seizures of ketamine, a sedative not con-
trolled internationally.

5. Prevention and treatment

475. The lack of information and prevalence data con-
tinues to be an impediment to determining the extent of 
drug use in Africa. It also hinders Governments and the 
international community as they seek to respond effec-
tively by means of evidence-based drug use prevention 
and treatment programmes. Nonetheless, it can be seen 
from the information available that trends in drug use in 
the region do not appear to be improving, as some coun-
tries report drug use rates for some drugs that are higher 
than the global prevalence rate. Cannabis continues to be 
the main drug of abuse, and tramadol, an opioid analge-
sic not under international control, is also a major drug 
of abuse in some parts of Africa.

476. The Board calls upon all States to provide regu-
larly to the Board and other relevant international orga-
nizations data on drug use prevalence and any official 
information regarding their efforts to prevent the use of 
drugs and provide treatment services to drug users.

477. The 2018 National Survey on Drug Use and Health, 
produced by the Government of Nigeria with support 
from the European Union and UNODC and released in 
January 2019, is the first-ever comprehensive survey of 
drug use conducted in the country. It analyses data col-
lected from 38,850 households and 9,344 high-risk drug 
users. The report found that, among persons aged 15–64 
years, the past-year prevalence rate for non-medical drug 
use (not including tobacco and alcohol) was 14.4 per cent. 
The report also found that cannabis was the most com-
monly used drug, with an estimated 10.8 per cent of the 
population (approximately 10.6 million people) having 
used cannabis in the previous year. Opioids, heroin and 
pharmaceutical preparations (tramadol, codeine and 
morphine) are the next most abused substances, with a 
prevalence rate of 6.0 per cent (approximately 4.6 million 
people). In addition, polydrug use was very common, as 
nearly 95 per cent of high-risk users and almost half of 
other users reported having consumed more than one 
drug in the previous year.

478. In addition to providing detailed data on the drug 
use situation in Nigeria, the National Survey also outlines 
the challenges and the policy approaches needed to 
address the drug use problem in the country. In partic-
ular, the data reported in the National Survey will be used 
to develop a new national drug master plan for the period 
2020–2024. Furthermore, the National Survey under-
scores the need for affordable and accessible scientific 
evidence-based treatment in Nigeria, noting the gender 
disparities in access to treatment and the need to address 
the problem of stigmatization of people who use drugs. 
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The National Survey also stresses that there is a need to 
ensure the availability of pain medications in the coun-
try, while also preventing diversions from licit trade and 
countering trafficking in opioids.

479. In Kenya, the National Authority for the Campaign 
against Alcohol and Drug Abuse and the Kenya Institute 
for Public Policy Research and Analysis released in June 
2019 a survey entitled Status of Drugs and Substance 
Abuse among Primary School Pupils in Kenya. The survey 
was conducted among 3,307 randomly selected students 
between 10 and 14 years of age from 177 primary schools 
across the country. The survey found that among respon-
dents, the average median age of onset of at least one sub-
stance of abuse was 11 years, while the lowest reported 
age of onset was 4 years. The survey also found that 
20.2 per cent of primary school pupils had used at least 
one drug or substance of abuse (including alcohol or 
tobacco) in their lifetime and 1.2 per cent had used can-
nabis in their lifetime. It also found that students were 
more likely to abuse drugs if one or both parents had 
used drugs or some other substance. The report found 
that alcohol, tobacco and prescription drugs were the sub-
stances that were most available to students to abuse.

C. Americas

Central America and the Caribbean

The largest single seizure of cocaine ever recorded in 
Central america and the Caribbean took place in 
El salvador, where authorities seized more than 13,779 kg 
of cocaine trafficked by sea. The seized cocaine had orig-
inated in Colombia and Ecuador, destined for cocaine 
markets in North america.

although the amount and the quality of information 
regarding drug abuse patterns in Central america and 
the Caribbean have improved in recent years, a more  
systematic collection of drug abuse patterns and trends 
is needed.

1. Major developments

480. Central America and the Caribbean continue to be 
exploited by local gangs and international organized 
criminal groups which use the subregion as a transit area 
and trans-shipment route for illicit drugs originating in 

South America and destined for consumer markets in 
North America and Europe. As cocaine trafficking 
remains the most lucrative source of income for orga-
nized criminal groups in the subregion, the intensified 
competition in that trafficking has increased the level of 
violence in a subregion considered to be among the most 
violent in the world. According to the UNODC “Global 
study on homicide 2019: executive summary”, firearms 
are involved in homicides in the Americas far more often 
than in other parts of the world.

481. Most of the cocaine consumed in the United States 
and Canada is trafficked through Central America. The 
Caribbean coast of Central America is particularly vul-
nerable to drug trafficking because of its remoteness, lim-
ited infrastructure, the lack of government presence and 
weak law enforcement institutions.

482. Reported levels of consumption of opioids for pain 
relief and of psychotropic substances for the treatment of 
mental health and neurological conditions continue to be 
low in most countries in Central America, and some 
countries face a further decline in their already low lev-
els of availability.

483. Illicit drug use, in particular of cannabis, appears 
to be growing in all countries in the subregion. According 
to the CICAD Report on Drug Use in the Americas 2019, 
the highest prevalence rate of cannabis use among the 
general population in 2018 was that reported by Jamaica, 
at 15.5 per cent, followed by Barbados, at almost 
8 per cent, and the lowest prevalence rates were reported 
by the Dominican Republic and Panama, which both 
reported a past-year prevalence below 1 per cent. Key 
problems in Central America and the Caribbean continue 
to be the design and implementation of effective preven-
tion, treatment and rehabilitation programmes through-
out the subregion, the need to address the chronic lack 
of capacity for the collection of drug-related data and the 
lack of centralized agencies mandated to assess that infor-
mation. Although the amount and the quality of infor-
mation regarding drug abuse patterns in the subregion 
have improved, as seen by the number of national drug 
use surveys published in the past few years, more research 
on consumption patterns and trends is needed to tailor 
treatment initiatives to meet local needs. 

2. Regional cooperation

484. In January 2019, drug control officials from 
El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras participated in a 
seminar held in Vienna as part of the INCB Learning 
project. INCB Learning is the Board’s global initiative to 
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strengthen the capacity of Governments in the regulatory 
control and monitoring of the licit trade in narcotic 
drugs, psychotropic substances and precursor chemicals. 
The training seminar contributed to improved monitor-
ing and reporting capacities of participating national 
authorities, in order to ensure that controlled substances 
are adequately available for medical purposes while at the 
same time preventing their diversion into illicit channels, 
abuse or trafficking. 

485. In April 2019, UNODC and the Ministry of Public 
Security of Panama held the first Regional Conference 
against Drug Trafficking Networks, which took place in 
Panama City. The objective of the conference was to 
exchange best practices among law enforcement officials 
of countries in the subregion affected by production, 
trafficking and consumption of drugs.

486. In April 2019, UNODC held a workshop on inter-
national judicial cooperation for the detection of illicit 
drug trafficking and organized crime, with the participa-
tion of judges and prosecutors of participating countries.

487. In June 2019, CICAD published the reports of the 
seventh evaluation round of the Multilateral Evaluation 
Mechanism for countries in Central America and the 
Caribbean. The reports assess the progress made by coun-
tries in the implementation of the objectives and priori-
ties established in the CICAD Hemispheric Plan of Action 
on Drugs for the period 2016–2020.

3.  National legislation, policy and 
action

488. In Nicaragua, the National Council against Organized 
Crime was restructured in 2018 to increase coordination 
between law enforcement entities and enhance the effec-
tiveness of the measures taken against criminal organiza-
tions, including drug trafficking organizations. The policies, 
action plans and measures being taken by the Government 
and the efforts being made to control trafficking and abuse 
of illicit drugs are set out in the National Anti-Drug 
Strategy for the period 2018–2021. 

489. In El Salvador, enforcement of drug control activ-
ities continued in accordance with the goals established 
in the national drug strategy for the period 2016–2021. 
In April 2019, 21 officials from ministries and law 
enforcement and drug control bodies of El Salvador par-
ticipated in a seminar on control of drug trafficking and 
chemical precursors, which took place in San Salvador, 
hosted by the National Anti-Drug Commission. Also in 
San Salvador, in August 2019, the personnel of the Joint 

Task Force on Airport Interdiction received training on 
the detection of suspicious passenger profiles linked to 
drug trafficking. 

490. In Jamaica, the Cannabis Licensing Appeal Tribunal 
became operational in April 2019 following the publica-
tion of its rules and regulations in the Jamaica Gazette. 
The Appeal Tribunal was established to receive petitions 
from persons and entities that wish to appeal any decision 
by the Cannabis Licensing Authority of Jamaica to deny, 
revoke or suspend a licence or permit issued in accordance 
with the Dangerous Drugs Act. Regulations to establish a 
comprehensive licensing regime to regulate the import 
into and export from Jamaica of cannabis for medical and 
scientific purposes have been drafted and are currently 
under review by authorities and are consolidated in the 
Dangerous Drugs (Cannabis Import and Export Licensing) 
Regulations, 2019. 

491. In Guatemala, the plenary of the Commission 
against Addictions and Illicit Drug Trafficking approved 
the National Policy on Addictions and Illicit Drug 
Trafficking for the period 2019–2030 at its second regu-
lar session of the year, in June 2019. The new policy cov-
ers four thematic areas: strengthening institutions, 
demand reduction, supply reduction, and development 
and human rights. 

4.  Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

492. In Central America, the largest quantities of 
cocaine seizures were reported by Costa Rica, El Salvador 
and Panama. Seizures reported by countries of the 
Caribbean accounted for just 1 per cent of the total quan-
tity of cocaine seized worldwide, and that total amount 
for the Caribbean consisted mostly of the great amount 
seized in the Dominican Republic. In Belize, in 2018, law 
enforcement authorities reported the seizure of more than 
990 kg of cocaine from an aircraft carrying illicit drugs.

493. The largest seizure of cocaine ever recorded in 
Central America and the Caribbean took place in 
El Salvador in 2018, when more than 13,779 kg of 
cocaine was seized. The seized cocaine had originated 
in Colombia (90 per cent) and Ecuador (10 per cent) 
and been trafficked by sea, destined for cocaine markets 
in the United States. The second most seized substance 
in El Salvador in 2018 was cannabis herb, of which 
almost 1,253 kg was seized.

494. In 2018, the Government of Guatemala reported 
cocaine seizures totalling more than 16,823 kg, of which 
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the largest monthly seizure totals were those for November 
(3,214 kg) and December (5,338 kg).

495. In 2019, the security situation in Haiti further dete-
riorated as a result of the persistent political crisis, which 
led to a continued deterioration of the economic situa-
tion and an increase in criminal activity, including drug 
trafficking. Law enforcement agencies continue to suffer 
from a chronic shortage of the resources required to 
ensure the adequate functioning of those agencies. The 
national police conducted 37 operations against gangs in 
2019, including 10 operations conducted with support 
from the United Nations Mission for Justice Support in 
Haiti. The number of reported homicides in Haiti in the 
first half of 2019 was double that of the previous year, 
with 523 homicide cases in the first half of 2019 com-
pared with 274 in the same six-month period in 2018. 

496. According to the UNODC World Drug Report 2019, 
outdoor cultivation of cannabis in Central America has 
been reported by Costa Rica, Honduras and Panama. Small 
quantities of heroin available in Central America and the 
Caribbean continue to arrive from Colombia, for local con-
sumption in a relatively small market and for onward traf-
ficking to markets in North America and Europe.

497. In recent years, criminal organizations that traffic 
narcotics have used various areas of Honduras and 
Guatemala as a transit area, which has contributed to the 
increase in the trafficking of drugs to North America. In 
the case of Honduras, these activities are concentrated in 
the Mosquitia rainforest, which is used for landing air-
craft loaded with illegal cargo from Colombia and 
Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic of). According to statis-
tics of UNODC, Honduras has become the country with 
the highest levels of violence in the world, with the mur-
der rate reported for 2012 reaching a peak of 92 homi-
cides per 100,000 people in the country. A significant 
proportion of the homicides committed in Honduras are 
drug- related. Domestic violence associated with drug use 
has increased as a result of the development of domestic 
microtrafficking networks controlled by street gangs, 
known as maras or pandillas, which commit crimes and 
are thought to finance their activities largely through the 
trafficking of drugs. The two main such street gangs are 
Mara Salvatrucha 13 (MS-13) and Calle 18. Violence, 
poverty and corruption are by far the main causes of 
social problems. Several legislative initiatives have been 
proposed over the past few years to reduce drug traffick-
ing and improve the transparency and effectiveness of the 
judicial system and the security forces.

498. In the case of Guatemala, the hidden landing strips 
are mainly in the departments of Petén, Izabal, Retalhuleu, 

Escuintla, Quiché and Alta Verapaz, most of which are 
provinces bordering Mexico or near the border. Those 
landing strips cause environmental destruction primarily 
because of the deforestation required to build them, with 
the greatest damage in the Department of Petén, which 
contains the largest tropical rainforest in Central America 
and is home to the Maya Biosphere Reserve. 

499. Laboratories manufacturing fentanyl and its ana-
logues have been found in the Dominican Republic in 
recent years, as reported in the UNODC World Drug 
Report 2019.

5. Prevention and treatment

500. According to the CICAD Report on Drug Use in 
the Americas 2019, among countries of the Caribbean, the 
highest rate of past-year cannabis use among the general 
population in 2018 was that reported by Jamaica at 
15.5 per cent, followed by Barbados at almost 8 per cent. 
The lowest rates were reported by the Dominican Republic 
and Panama, which had the lowest past-year prevalence 
rate of those reported: below 1 per cent. In the Bahamas, 
Barbados and Jamaica, past-year use of cannabis was 
found to be higher among those aged 35–64 than among 
those aged 12–17. In Central America, Belize stands out 
with a rate of more than 15 per cent, and past-year use 
in Costa Rica is close to 10 per cent. The lowest levels of 
use in the subregion were those reported by Panama and 
Honduras, both below 5 per cent.

501. Misuse of psychotropic substances was found to be 
higher among women than among men in nearly every 
country in Central America and the Caribbean, accord-
ing to the CICAD Report on Drug Use in the Americas 
2019. In Costa Rica and Honduras, for example, the prev-
alence of non-prescription use of tranquillizers by female 
secondary school students is almost double that of their 
male counterparts.

502. In 2019, the Government of El Salvador published 
the results of its national report on the drug situation for 
2018. That survey collected data from individuals aged 
12–65 on patterns of abuse of controlled substances. 
Results show an increase in the prevalence of past-year 
use of cannabis and psychoactive substances. 

503. Use of “ecstasy” in Central America remains lower 
than the global average, with an estimated prevalence of 
past-year use of 0.2 per cent, equivalent to roughly 100,000 
users in Central America in 2017. According to the CICAD 
Report on Drug Use in the Americas 2019, past-year use of 
“ecstasy” in Belize among those aged 12–65 was reported 
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to be 0.5 per cent and in Costa Rica to be 0.2 per cent, 
among the highest in Central America. Guatemala and 
El Salvador are the only countries of Central America that 
reported amphetamine use among secondary school stu-
dents. Those two countries had a lifetime prevalence of 
0.8 per cent and 0.7 per cent, respectively. The only two 
countries of the Caribbean to report the prevalence of past-
year use of “ecstasy” among the general population were 
Barbados, at 0.3 per cent, and the Dominican Republic, at 
0.2 per cent.

504. According to the UNODC World Drug Report 
2019, in 2017, cannabis was the drug with the highest 
prevalence of past-year use in both the Caribbean (at 
3.6 per cent) and Central America (at 2.9 per cent). After 
cannabis, the drug with the next highest prevalence rate 
in Central America was cocaine (0.66 per cent), followed 
by amphetamines and prescription stimulants (0.21 per 
cent) and “ecstasy” (0.17 per cent). The overall prevalence 
of past-year use of amphetamines in countries in Central 
America continued to be low in 2017, at about 0.2 per 
cent of the population aged 15–64. In the Caribbean, the 
drug of greatest use is cannabis, followed by amphet-
amines and prescription stimulants (0.87 per cent), 
cocaine (0.62 per cent) and “ecstasy” (0.23 per cent). 

505. Over the past decade, a total of 14 countries and 
territories in Latin America and the Caribbean have 
reported 178 different new psychoactive substances 
belonging to diverse chemical groups. In 2017 alone, 61 
different new psychoactive substances were reported to 
UNODC by nine countries in Latin America and the 
Caribbean, reflecting the diversity of the new psycho-
active substances market. Hallucinogenic drugs make up 
the largest category in terms of the number of substances 
reported, followed by stimulants.

North America

The opioids crisis continues to destroy lives, families and 
communities in North america.

measures to decriminalize or legalize cannabis are pro-
liferating in North america, and cannabis initiation and 
consumption are increasing.

1. Major developments

506. The opioids crisis in North America continues to be 
a matter of concern, despite the slight drop in the overall 

number of drug overdose deaths (based on preliminary 
data) reported for the United States for the year 2018. 
While deaths linked to synthetic opioids, such as fentanyl, 
continued to rise in 2018, deaths linked to semi-synthetic 
opioids, such as oxycodone, declined. Collective efforts to 
address the contamination and mixing of illicit drugs with 
synthetic opioids were stepped up in 2019, including 
through widespread community outreach and the distri-
bution of overdose-reversing drugs. Stopping opioid abuse 
and seizing illicitly manufactured fentanyls are important 
public health and safety objectives in all countries in this 
region.

507. The increases in cocaine manufacture and surges 
in methamphetamine manufacture and trafficking have 
had negative effects in countries in North America, 
including an apparent increase in the use of methamphet-
amine in Canada. 

508. The devastating effects on communities of poly-
drug use and inadequate treatment options continue to 
be felt throughout the United States. 

509. Cannabis legalization and decriminalization con-
tinue to spread in North America; and the effects of 
increased cannabis use on the health of the population – 
especially youth – are being actively studied and addressed 
by national authorities.

2. Regional cooperation

510. The three countries in North America – Canada, 
Mexico and the United States – have expanded their col-
lective efforts to address the complex threats of traffick-
ing in and the abuse of drugs, especially opioids. Those 
three countries are trying to reduce the illicit supply of 
heroin, methamphetamine and fentanyls through joint 
investigative efforts and the destruction of clandestine 
laboratories. Shared priorities among those countries 
include the close monitoring of cannabis trafficking fol-
lowing the introduction of legalization measures. 

511. Supply reduction efforts and the sharing of good 
practices in the prevention and treatment of drug abuse 
are discussed by officials from all countries in the region 
in the annual meetings of the North American Dialogue 
on Drug Policy. This forum promotes enhanced regional 
cooperation on the opioid crisis and helps facilitate coor-
dinated responses to the increasing number of deaths 
related to the abuse of opioids. Mexico and the 
United States also came together to strengthen their col-
laboration at the second meeting of the working group 
on transnational criminal organizations, held in Cartagena, 
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Colombia, in June 2019. Those two countries work with 
Colombia, the third member of the working group, on 
the development of joint strategies to dismantle Colombian 
drug trafficking organizations and Mexican drug cartels.

512. Regional security and strategic cooperation efforts 
have been boosted through effective bilateral law enforce-
ment initiatives, involving Mexico and the United States, 
and public campaigns for secure borders. The United States 
noted in its National Drug Control Strategy that Mexico 
was increasing its opium poppy eradication efforts. 
Bilateral drug control and security cooperation between 
the two countries was also affected by political statements 
and rhetoric about the use of the south-western border 
of the United States as a corridor for drug smuggling, 
such as the presidential proclamation on declaring a 
national emergency concerning the southern border of 
the United States, signed by the United States President 
on 15 February 2019, and indications by the United States 
that tariffs would be imposed on Mexican goods if the 
rates of drug trafficking did not decrease. Subsequently, 
the United States Government began construction of 
enhanced border security facilities and barriers to block 
land routes used for smuggling drugs from Mexico into 
the United States. 

3.  National legislation, policy and 
action

513. In January 2019, the United States Office of 
National Drug Control Policy released the National Drug 
Control Strategy, the top priority of which is the opioid 
crisis. The Strategy calls for government efforts to focus 
on addressing the increased availability of and trafficking 
in synthetic drugs. The emerging crisis of cocaine avail-
ability and use in the United States, as well as illicit heroin 
and methamphetamine manufacture in Mexico, are 
described as major challenges that United States agencies 
should deal with by expanding their efforts in detecting 
and monitoring air and sea routes used for drug 
trafficking.

514. Mexico released its National Development Plan 
2019–2024, which had been approved by its Chamber of 
Deputies in June 2019 and will be used to prepare legisla-
tion in line with the Sustainable Development Goals. In 
the section on reformulating the fight against drugs, the 
Plan includes a proposal to decriminalize prohibited drugs 
and shift priorities through drug policy reform based on 
expanding treatment for drug addiction. According to the 
Plan, the State will renounce its claim to combat drug 
addiction by banning addictive substances and instead will 
dedicate its resources to the treatment of drug-dependent 

persons through programmes offering clinical follow-up 
and the provision of prescriptions, as part of personalized 
detoxification treatment under medical supervision. In line 
with this new approach focusing on treatment, the national 
drug policy will be based on public health, prevention and 
reduction of drug-related harm, as well as deterrence of 
illicit drug production, trafficking and distribution, and 
will be carried out according to the national public secu-
rity strategy. 

515. In a statement made in March 2019 at the 
sixty-second session of the Commission on Narcotic 
Drugs, the representative of Mexico called for the focus 
to be on not only criminal justice matters, but also social 
issues, including strengthening the culture of prevention, 
public health and the rights of victims and vulnerable 
groups. The launch of the country’s new addiction strat-
egy, “Together for peace”, provided a plan focused on 
protecting children and adolescents while avoiding the 
stigmatization, criminalization and discrimination of 
substance users, including by viewing the issue through 
a gender and a human rights lens. The strategy is based 
on four pillars: education, well-being, culture and 
communication. 

516. In Mexico, the Senate held public hearings from 
August to November 2019 on the design of plans to legal-
ize and regulate the non-medical use of cannabis. 
According to a website created to provide information 
about the hearings, the purpose is to approach cannabis 
regulation in a transparent manner and along lines sim-
ilar to the changes in cannabis policy and legislation in 
countries such as Canada and Uruguay.

517. In Canada, after the Cannabis Act came into force 
in 2018, Health Canada, as part of its Substance Use and 
Addictions Program, initiated projects to educate the 
public and raise awareness about cannabis. The initiatives 
included campaigns to raise awareness about the health 
effects of cannabis use during pregnancy and social media 
messages informing Canadians between the ages of 13 
and 24 about the risks of drug-impaired driving. Bill C-93 
was passed by the Parliament of Canada in June 2019, 
allowing Canadians who had been previously convicted 
of simple cannabis possession to apply for a pardon and 
to reduce barriers to their reintegration by making avail-
able to them job opportunities, educational programmes 
and housing.

518. In June 2019, the Government of Canada announced 
amendments to the cannabis regulations to regulate the 
production and sale of edible cannabis products, cannabis 
extracts and topical applications. The amendments, which 
entered into force in October 2019, represent an attempt 
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to displace the country’s illicit market for cannabis prod-
ucts, while establishing regulatory measures to address 
health risks and promote safeguards. The regulations on 
cannabis production call for packaging to be child-resistant 
and plain, in order to make the packages less appealing to 
youth. In addition, each package of edible cannabis must 
not contain more than 10 mg of THC.

519. In the United States, as from 1 January 2020, the 
State of Illinois will allow the non-medical sale and use 
of cannabis for adults over the age of 21, with designated 
possession limits. The Illinois General Assembly passed 
the Cannabis Regulation and Taxation Act, which was 
signed into law on 25 June 2019 by the Governor of 
Illinois. In the State of New York, lawmakers agreed to 
further decriminalize the possession of cannabis, treating 
the possession of up to 2 ounces (56.7 grams) of canna-
bis as a civil violation instead of a crime. In July 2019, 
the State of Hawaii passed legislation to decriminalize the 
possession of up to 3 grams of cannabis. In all three states, 
there will be retroactive expungement of criminal records 
for past eligible cannabis convictions, with Illinois includ-
ing social equity and community development compo-
nents in its programme. 

520. In the United States, the Agriculture Improvement 
Act of 2018, signed into law in December 2018, amends 
the Controlled Substances Act to remove from Schedule 
I hemp, defined as cannabis with a delta-9-THC concen-
tration of not more than 0.3 per cent. Under federal law, 
CBD continues to be controlled under Schedule I. The 
removal of hemp from Schedule I is a reclassification of 
cannabis and will place hemp agricultural products under 
regulation of the Department of Agriculture.

521. Two cities in the United States have decriminalized 
the use and possession of mushrooms containing psilo-
cybin: Oakland, California, and Denver, Colorado. The 
hallucinogenic compound is controlled under Schedule I 
of the 1971 Convention. The ordinance in Denver was 
supported by 50.5 per cent of voters; it calls for city offi-
cials to deprioritize criminal penalties for the personal 
use and possession of psilocybin mushrooms by persons 
over the age of 21. In Oakland, a vote for decriminaliza-
tion of the substance was taken by the city council. At 
the national level, psilocybin is a substance controlled 
under Schedule I of the Controlled Substances Act. 
Psilocybin also remains controlled under Schedule I of 
both the California Uniform Controlled Substances Act 
and the Uniform Controlled Substances Act of 2013 of 
Colorado. Since criminal law in the United States is a fed-
eral and state responsibility and not a municipal respon-
sibility, the practical effect of those cities’ actions will be 
limited to how this substance is treated by municipal 

police officials. Possession and use of psilocybin will 
remain a criminal offence in both jurisdictions.

522. As part of national efforts to combat the opioid 
crisis, the United States Department of Justice reached an 
agreement in 2019 with a consumer goods company, 
according to which the company agreed to pay $1.4 billion 
to resolve potential criminal and civil liability related to the 
marketing of Suboxone, a drug used for the treatment of 
opioid addiction, which had resulted in false claims to the 
Government. The conduct by a subsidiary company was 
alleged to include the prescription of opioids to more 
patients than allowed by law, at high doses and in a care-
less manner. The State of Oklahoma also reached a historic 
settlement with a pharmaceutical company for its role in 
aggressively marketing OxyContin and fuelling the opioid 
crisis. There are numerous lawsuits pending in the United 
States that involve manufacturers of prescription opioids, 
as attempts are being made to impose legal penalties on 
those responsible for the large number of deaths (nearly 
218,000) from overdoses related to prescription opioids in 
that country in the period 1999–2017. In August 2019, a 
judge in the State of Oklahoma ordered a large pharma-
ceutical company to pay $572 million for its role in fuel-
ling the opioid crisis.

523. In May 2019, the Government of Canada took a 
proactive approach to addressing the proliferation of 
chemicals that share a similar chemical structure with a 
controlled chemical through amendments to its Precursor 
Control Regulations. Three precursors of fentanyl and 
fentanyl analogues, including their derivatives and ana-
logues and salts of derivatives and analogues, were placed 
under national control. At the same time, the scope of 
control was extended in a similar manner for several pre-
cursors already listed in the relevant schedules of the 
Controlled Drugs and Substances Act of Canada.

4.  Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

524. Online drug trafficking through anonymous net-
works is fuelling the drug abuse and overdose crises in 
North America. Cryptocurrencies have been identified as 
a major challenge to agencies involved in combating ano-
nymity, preventing the use of virtual currency for money- 
laundering and prosecuting drug trafficking. In the 
United States, illegal online drug sales are being countered 
through multi-agency and government-wide efforts. The 
Department of Justice, for example, created the Joint 
Criminal Opioid and Darknet Enforcement team, which, 
with the cooperation of multiple federal agencies and local 
law enforcement partners, has shut down 50 darknet 
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accounts and led to 61 arrests as part of Operation SaboTor. 
In March 2019, there were 30 ongoing investigations in 
Canada that involved online drug trafficking. Coordinated 
and undercover law enforcement efforts have led to the 
infiltration of darknet networks and the arrest of 
vendors. 

525. The availability of and demand for cocaine have 
increased in Canada and the United States. According to 
the 2018 National Drug Threat Assessment, prepared by 
the Drug Enforcement Administration of the United 
States, the increase in illicit coca bush cultivation in 
Colombia has led to a re-emerging cocaine threat. In June 
2019, United States Customs and Border Protection and 
Homeland Security Investigations seized nearly 20 tons 
of cocaine, with a street value of about $1.3 billion, on 
board a shipping vessel in Philadelphia. It was the larg-
est cocaine seizure in the history of United States Customs 
and Border Protection.

526. Heroin continues to be readily available through-
out the United States, and the number of organized crim-
inal groups in Canada involved in the illicit market for 
heroin has increased substantially in the past year. 
According to the United States Office of National Drug 
Policy, Mexico continues to be the primary supplier of 
heroin to the United States. In 2019, there were multiple 
large-scale operations in the United States to combat 
heroin trafficking. In the first quarter of 2019, Mexican 
authorities reported 16 cases involving the detection of 
fentanyl, including cases involving the stopping of ship-
ments of fentanyl in tablet form sent to the United States 
via courier companies. 

527. Substantial intelligence about the drug trafficking 
activities carried out by the Sinaloa cartel – an organized 
crime syndicate based in Mexico – was released as evi-
dence in 2019 during the trial of one of its principal oper-
ators. A kingpin of major drug trafficking operations, 
responsible for smuggling massive amounts of cocaine, 
heroin, methamphetamine and cannabis into Canada and 
the United States since 1984, was found guilty. Key evi-
dence released during the trial was the result of multiple 
investigations and close partnership involving the 
Governments of Mexico and the United States.

528. Law enforcement operations throughout the 
United States have been targeting networks for the illicit 
supply and distribution of synthetic opioids. For the past 
year, Operation Synthetic Opioid Surge of the Department 
of Justice has provided a turning point in efforts to 
counter synthetic opioids, targeting local areas with a 
high rate of fatal overdoses. At the beginning of 2019, 
United States Customs and Border Protection officers 

seized nearly $4.6 million worth of fentanyl and meth-
amphetamine in the State of Arizona. The seizure 
included about 115 kg of fentanyl, making it the largest 
seizure of fentanyl in the history of United States Customs 
and Border Protection. 

529. Canadian authorities have been instrumental in 
extraditing suspects and procuring evidence during 
United States cross-border investigations of cases involv-
ing trafficking in fentanyl. Canada reported that in the 
period 2017–2018, there were 16,180 drug seizures at its 
border, including 438 seizures of opioids. That was sup-
ported by the expansion of authority in 2017 that allowed 
Canadian border officers to inspect mail of any weight 
that was suspected of containing illegal drugs, particu-
larly fentanyls. Prior to that, special permission was 
required for the inspection of mail weighing less than 
30 grams. At the global level, many countries still do not 
authorize the inspection of international mail of any 
weight, allowing multiple shipments of small envelopes 
containing pure fentanyl or other drugs to either slip 
through border control or be disposed of without open-
ing or further investigation.

530. In the United States, the number of fentanyl traf-
ficking offenders has increased by more than 4,700 per 
cent since 2014. According to the United States Sentencing 
Commission, the average sentence for fentanyl trafficking 
offenders was 74 months in 2018, compared with 66 
months in 2016. Throughout the region, questions have 
been raised about how to determine the most appropri-
ate sentences in fentanyl trafficking cases involving death. 

531. In the United States, differences in the price of can-
nabis in various states appear to be heightening the risks 
of interstate trafficking. In California, the Governor 
announced the redeployment of National Guard troops in 
2019, in part to enhance law enforcement efforts to counter 
illegal and unlicensed cannabis farms and shops. According 
to the Governor, there are major concerns about the 
increase in non-regulated cannabis and the cartels that are 
not participating in the regulated cannabis market and are 
growing cannabis plants illegally on public lands. The use 
of commercial aircraft for trafficking in cannabis may also 
be increasing, possibly as a result of the legalization of can-
nabis in certain states and the rise in the interstate trans-
port of cannabis by consumers. In Canada, there are also 
considerable differences in the price of cannabis among the 
provinces, and there are reports indicating that users could 
pay substantially more for cannabis on the licit market than 
on the illicit market. Statistics Canada has been collecting 
anonymous submissions from different parts of the coun-
try about the price users pay for dried cannabis, as well as 
estimates about the prevalence of cannabis use. 
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532. The illicit manufacture of and trafficking in meth-
amphetamine and synthetic drugs are increasing in 
Canada and the United States, as organized criminal 
groups are involved in trafficking in a variety of drugs 
and engaged in money-laundering proceeds derived from 
drug trafficking. According to information received by the 
Board from the United States, methamphetamine, both 
as a solid (crystal) and as a liquid, continues to be smug-
gled into the United States, where it is then crystallized 
in conversion laboratories. From October 2018 to June 
2019, over 21 tons of methamphetamine were seized by 
United States Customs and Border Protection. The num-
ber of new psychoactive substances continues to grow and 
experimentation with unregulated substances poses a sig-
nificant challenge for national authorities, with Canada 
reporting that methamphetamine trafficking and manu-
facture are central to many of its investigations of orga-
nized crime and polydrug trafficking. Efforts are being 
strengthened throughout North America to regulate and 
prohibit the importation, possession and sale of devices 
and equipment known to be used in the illicit manufac-
ture of controlled substances, such as tabletting machines.

533. In Mexico, the National Centre for Planning, 
Analysis and Information for Combating Crime (CENAPI) 
will ensure that drug control policy and drug abuse pre-
vention strategies and programmes, including the 
drug-profiling programme, are based on scientific evi-
dence. The objective of the profiling programme is to be 
able to recognize the chemical characteristics of fentan-
yls, heroin, methamphetamine and cocaine, facilitating 
the identification of the composition of samples, includ-
ing the concentration, cutting agents and adulterants, 
thereby determining substances not under international 
control, production modalities and new control models. 

534. A detailed analysis of the control of precursors and 
chemicals frequently used in the illicit manufacture of nar-
cotic drugs and psychotropic substances in the region can 
be found in the report of the Board for 2019 on the imple-
mentation of article 12 of the 1988 Convention. 

5. Prevention and treatment

535. The rise in methamphetamine use throughout 
North America has become a major public health con-
cern. In some parts of the region, methamphetamine 
addiction is an emerging threat that poses new preven-
tion and treatment challenges, such as methamphetamine 
abuse co-occurring with the abuse of opioids or cocaine. 
The Government of Canada, for example, has noted that 
problematic use of methamphetamine in some provinces 
and in underserved communities is an emerging threat 

that requires early detection and intervention, including 
the development of new models of care. In May 2019, 
under the Canadian Integrated Response to Organized 
Crime, a national social media campaign was started to 
inform Canadians about the role that outlaw motorcycle 
gangs play in drug trafficking and the illicit activities of 
organized crime. According to the Royal Canadian 
Mounted Police, such gangs have extensive illicit distri-
bution networks that appear to be connected with over 
half of all organized criminal groups in Canada.

536. The United States has indicated in its National 
Drug Control Strategy that there is a need to expand 
treatment capacity in the country and to encourage peo-
ple who require treatment for drug addiction to seek 
care. In 2017, of the 20.7 million Americans in need of 
treatment and recovery services, only 4 million received 
any kind of treatment and only 2.5 million received 
treatment at a specialized facility. Moreover, the num-
ber of patients receiving medication-assisted treatment 
for opioid addiction at health centres funded by the 
Health Resources and Services Administration increased 
by 142 per cent in the period 2016–2018, and the num-
ber of patients receiving buprenorphine, a substance 
commonly used in medication-assisted treatment, has 
increased by 28 per cent since 2017.

537. The United States has been a leader in providing 
support for international partners in programmes for the 
prevention of drug abuse and the treatment of drug- 
dependent persons. The Board encourages the United States 
to undertake programmes at the national level that will 
close its treatment gap, including by providing opioid 
substitution treatment options to all members of its pop-
ulation who are in need of and can benefit from such 
options.

538. As part of efforts in the United States to stem pub-
lic health problems related to the opioid crisis, the 
National Institutes of Health is supporting research on 
quality addiction treatment for opioid use disorder in 
criminal justice settings. The needs of treatment and 
related services in a wide range of criminal justice set-
tings, including the need to increase the availability of 
medication-assisted treatment, will be addressed by ini-
tiatives such as the Justice Community Opioid Innovation 
Network. Public health and safety interventions have also 
been initiated in response to the increased number of 
overdose deaths involving cocaine, attributable primarily 
to the co-involvement of synthetic opioids. The United 
States Department of Health and Human Services has 
introduced initiatives during the past year to help 
Americans affected by the opioid crisis. For example, ini-
tiatives such as the Integrated Care for Kids Model and 
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the Maternal Opioid Misuse Model of the Center for 
Medicare and Medicaid Innovation have been designed 
to improve care delivery for vulnerable beneficiaries, par-
ticularly those affected by the opioid crisis. The initiatives 
also seek to improve the quality of care and reduce expen-
ditures for beneficiaries. 

539. Canada and the United States are actively imple-
menting projects to ensure the safe supply of prescription 
opioids, while preventing overdoses by encouraging dis-
posal of all unused prescription medicines. According to 
the Government of Canada, about 11 lives were lost each 
day due to opioid overdoses in 2017, and there will be 
over 4,000 opioid-related deaths in Canada in 2019. The 
national budget for 2019 and additional funding will pro-
vide more than 100 million Canadian dollars to support 
access to safe supplies of prescription opioids, increase 
access to the overdose-reversing drug naloxone, mitigate 
the effects of the illicit supply of drugs and address the 
growing use of methamphetamines. The approval by the 
United States Food and Drug Administration of new pre-
scription opioids, such as Dsuvia, which is 10 times more 
potent than fentanyl, has met with calls for strong eval-
uation of the risks of their diversion and abuse.

540. The National Center for Health Statistics of the 
United States, in its fact sheet of February 2019, states 
that deaths from drug overdose are an increasing public 
health burden in the United States, with the age-adjusted 
rate of death from drug overdose in 2017 9.6 per cent 
higher than in 2016, and that the rate of death from drug 
overdose involving synthetic opioids other than metha-
done increased on average by 71 per cent each year in 
the period 2013–2017. In 2017, there were 70,237 drug 
overdose deaths.

541. In 2019, the Correctional Service of Canada opened 
an overdose prevention site in a federal prison in the 
Province of Alberta, where inmates can safely consume 
their own self-supplied substances, purportedly without 
access to a needle-syringe programme.

542. In Mexico, the National Commission against 
Addictions has indicated that the national priority is pro-
tecting children and adolescents from drug use, as well 
as training families and teachers on drug abuse preven-
tion. The Commission’s 2019 report on the situation with 
regard to drug use in Mexico focuses on demand reduc-
tion, as prevalence of the use of any drug in the past year 
was reported to be 2.9 per cent and lifetime prevalence 
was reported to be 10.3 per cent. According to that report, 
in 2018, there were 92,479 cases of treatment for illicit 
drug users, including for 11,840 women and 32,615 users 
of amphetamine-type stimulants. 

543. In 2019, a report was published by the National 
Institute of Psychiatry of Mexico which examines the 
prevalence of heroin consumption in treatment centres in 
the border cities of Tijuana, San Luis Río Colorado and 
Ciudad Juárez. The results of the study show that over 
56 per cent of respondents self-reported that they injected 
only heroin, more than 32 per cent used heroin with crys-
talline methamphetamine, and 5.4 per cent used heroin 
with cocaine. Most respondents had not used and were 
unfamiliar with fentanyl. This is the first study to deter-
mine how heroin use in Mexican border cities close to 
the United States is closely linked to the risk of fatal and 
non-fatal overdoses. It also highlighted the rates of HIV 
and hepatitis C among the heroin users.

544. The Government of Canada announced in 2019 
substantial funding to increase understanding of the 
impact of the opioid crisis and substance-related harm on 
indigenous communities, which have been disproportion-
ately affected. The goals of the new projects are centred 
on filling gaps in data, determining how prevention and 
treatment needs are being addressed and assessing the 
effects of the opioid crisis on First Nations, Métis and 
Inuit communities, based on culturally appropriate evi-
dence and approaches. 

545. Throughout North America, cannabis is becoming 
more widely available and the prevalence of cannabis 
abuse is increasing. According to the National Institute 
on Drug Abuse, an estimated 3 million people in the 
United States tried cannabis for the first time in 2017. In 
August 2019, the Surgeon General of the United States 
issued an advisory urging youth and pregnant women not 
to consume cannabis. According to the Surgeon General, 
“no amount” of cannabis during pregnancy or adoles-
cence is known to be safe.  The advisory includes data 
from the 2018 National Survey on Drug Use and Health 
showing that cannabis continues to be the most widely 
used drug, and its frequent use by youth and young adults 
is apparently associated with risks for opioid use, heavy 
alcohol use and major depressive episodes. The Surgeon 
General’s advisory also states that while CBD is not intox-
icating and does not lead to addiction, its long-term 
effects are largely unknown and most CBD products are 
untested and of uncertain purity. 

546. Statistics Canada reported in the National 
Cannabis Survey that 18 per cent of Canadians 15 years 
and older reported having used cannabis in the past 
three months. The number of first-time users of canna-
bis in 2019 was nearly double the estimated number of 
first-time users in 2018, when non-medical cannabis was 
not yet legal. An estimated 47 per cent of cannabis users 
– 2.5 million Canadians – obtained cannabis from legal 
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sources in the first three months of 2019, compared with 
23 per cent in the same period in 2018. 

547. In the context of cannabis legalization, additional 
research and studies are being conducted to better under-
stand the public health implications of cannabis con-
sumption. The Canadian Centre on Substance Use and 
Addiction and the Canadian Institutes of Health Research 
have formed a partnership to support and fund research 
on and the evaluation of cannabis policies.

548. The Board wishes to reiterate that article 4 (c) of 
the 1961 Convention as amended by the 1972 Protocol 
clearly limits to medical and scientific purposes the pro-
duction, manufacture, export, import, distribution of, 
trade in and use and possession of controlled narcotic 
drugs and that legalization measures or regulations that 
permit the non-medical use of any controlled substance, 
including cannabis, are in contravention of the legal 
obligations incumbent upon States parties to that 
Convention. The Board calls upon all States to respect 
their international legal obligations in the elaboration 
of their national drug control policies. 

South America

despite the negligible 1.2 per cent decline in illicit coca 
bush cultivation from 171,000 ha in 2017 to 169,000 ha 
in 2018, the potential manufacture of cocaine hydro-   
ch loride in Colombia increased by 5.9 per cent, from 
1,058  tons in 2017 to 1,120 tons in 2018.

1. Major developments

549. South America is responsible for the total global 
illicit production of coca leaf, cocaine base paste and 
cocaine hydrochloride. The region also illicitly produces 
cannabis for use within the countries of the region and 
for trafficking to destinations outside the region, and, to 
a much lesser extent, is the site of illicit cultivation of 
opium poppy. The problems linked to the illicit produc-
tion of, trafficking in and use of drugs have continued to 
negatively affect the quality of life of the population in 
the region by generating insecurity and violence. These 
drug-related problems can undermine governance, cause 
institutional weakness, promote corruption and money- 
laundering and generate diverse forms of social exclusion 
in some countries in the region.

550. According to Latin American Economic Outlook 
2018, which analyses economic and social development 

issues, 33 per cent of world homicides occur in Latin 
America and the Caribbean, making it one of the most 
violent regions in the world. According to the UNODC 
Global Study on Homicide 2019, firearms are involved in 
homicides in the Americas far more often than in other 
parts of the world. In Brazil, Colombia and Venezuela 
(Bolivarian Republic of), the homicide rate exceeds the 
regional average of 22 per 100,000.

551. One of the main objectives of CICAD is to 
develop strategies to strengthen implementation of the 
commitments made at the thirtieth special session of the 
General Assembly, on the world drug problem, held in 
2016. Regional policymakers, while maintaining a global 
vision, advocate that the strategies and goals of the coun-
tries of South America for combating the drug problem 
should be based on the local realities and be focused, 
among other things, on strengthening public health and 
human security and implementing measures to fight 
corruption.

552. The total area under illicit coca bush cultivation in 
South America has steadily increased from 120,600 ha in 
2013 to an all-time record 245,000 ha in 2017. The esti-
mated global illicit manufacture of cocaine also reached 
an all-time record of 1,976 tons in 2017, mainly driven 
by the increases in cocaine manufacture in Colombia.

553. In 2018, the area under illicit coca bush cultivation 
in the Plurinational State of Bolivia decreased by 6 per 
cent, to 23,100 ha. In Colombia, it decreased slightly, by 
1.2 per cent, to a total of 169,000 ha. Owing to the lack 
of data on illicit coca bush cultivation in Peru in 2018, 
the total area under illicit coca bush cultivation in South 
America in 2018 could not be estimated at the time of 
finalization of the annual report of the Board for 2019 
(1 November 2019). 

554. The CICAD Report on Drug Use in the Americas 
2019 provides an overview of drug use in the Western 
Hemisphere based on data submitted by 33 States mem-
bers of OAS. The report underlines the early age of onset 
of drug use, in particular cannabis, among young people. 
In 2019, CICAD also issued a guide on standardized indi-
cators for national drug information networks in Latin 
America that provides a model set of indicators for coun-
tries that want to standardize how they organize, collect 
and communicate information related to drugs and med-
icines for their national drug information networks.

555. Improving the capacities in epidemiological 
research and information systems has continued to be a 
challenge in the region. The lack of up-to-date data on 
the prevalence of drug abuse for some countries makes 
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regional and global analysis of the magnitude of the drug 
abuse problem a difficult task. In that context, regional 
experts on demand reduction expressed support for the 
development and enhancement of early warning systems 
in the States members of CICAD and for the develop-
ment of a regional early warning system for the Americas, 
which has been initiated by OAS.

2. Regional cooperation

556. CICAD continues to be the primary conduit of the 
strong regional cooperation in South America. The 
long-standing cooperation between CICAD and EMCDDA 
has enabled countries in the Americas and Europe to effec-
tively utilize available resources, improve data collection 
and analysis, develop and promote methods for data com-
parison and enhance the dissemination of information. 
Recently, CICAD held high-level consultations with the 
Presidency of the Council of Europe’s Pompidou Group on 
several issues, including the proposed launch of a joint 
activity on successful prevention models.

557. In the framework of the XI Summit of the Police 
Community of the Americas on the theme “The road to 
institutionalization”, an initial group of five countries 
(Argentina, Bolivia (Plurinational State of), Brazil, 
Ecuador and Panama) signed, in Buenos Aires in August 
2018, the first agreement of the Police Community of the 
Americas on police cooperation against organized crime, 
aimed at strengthening capabilities for international 
cooperation.

3.  National legislation, policy and 
action

558. The Board notes the efforts of the countries of 
South America to address the growing threat of micro-
trafficking in the region. For example, to improve the 
quality of life of its citizens, the Government of Argentina 
implemented under its “Safe neighbourhood” programme 
activities designed to identify criminal organizations 
involved in microtrafficking and to reduce the number of 
homicides. The authorities of Chile continued to imple-
ment the “Study without drugs” programme, aimed at 
reducing the availability of drugs in the areas around 
schools. In Colombia, experts were considering alterna-
tive strategies to counter microtrafficking of drugs in the 
country, including interventions in and around schools, 
the use of undercover agents and the demolition of build-
ings being used as drug warehouses. In July 2019, the 
Government of the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela 
approved the national anti-drug strategy for the period 

2019–2025, focusing on the general public, in particular 
children and adolescents. One of the key goals of that 
strategy is the development of programmes that address 
the risk of microtrafficking in public and school settings 
and thus contribute to the prevention of drug abuse and 
promote international cooperation.

559. The countries of South America do not currently 
have any specific regional legal instrument, such as an 
instrument of OAS, that would allow countries of the 
region to act together in response to all potentially dan-
gerous new psychoactive substances. Although some 
countries in Latin America and the Caribbean have made 
progress in improving their national mechanisms for 
monitoring new psychoactive substances, there are signif-
icant differences between the monitoring mechanisms in 
Latin America and the Caribbean and those developed in 
the United States and Canada.

560. To respond to the emergence of new psychoactive 
substances, the Government of Argentina adopted decree 
560/2019, which introduces generic scheduling to com-
plement the current system of individual substance 
listing.

561. In November 2018, the Plurinational State of 
Bolivia became the eighth country of Latin America and 
the Caribbean to participate in the CRIMJUST project 
implemented in the framework of the European Union’s 
Cocaine Route Programme, which focuses on enhancing 
cooperation in criminal investigations and criminal jus-
tice in countries of Latin America and the Caribbean and 
West Africa. In 2019, the Plurinational State of Bolivia 
inaugurated a port control unit in La Paz which will help 
the country to counter drug trafficking. 

562. In 2019, as part of a recent restructuring at the 
ministerial level, the Government of Brazil established 
SENAPRED, which is linked to the newly created Ministry 
of Citizenship. Under the new institutional structure, the 
National Secretariat for Drug Policies of Brazil is respon-
sible for managing drug policies related to supply reduc-
tion and countering the illicit manufacture of and 
trafficking in drugs, while SENAPRED is responsible for 
the management of public policies on drugs related to 
care, prevention and social reintegration.

563. In 2019, the Government of Brazil proposed to the 
Congress a new law establishing enhanced measures 
against corruption and organized and violent crime, 
which is expected to contribute to countering drug traf-
ficking. The Government was also considering the estab-
lishment of a specialized agency to maximize the recovery 
of illicit proceeds through the sale of seized assets.
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564. The report for 2018 of the Observatory on Drug 
Trafficking in Chile, among other things, drew attention 
to the upsurge in cannabis of Colombian origin, known 
as “creepy”, which was replacing cannabis of Paraguayan 
origin, as corroborated by the increasing number of sei-
zures of that strain of cannabis. The report also pointed 
out the increased seizures of MDMA (“ecstasy”), which 
recently have accounted for 80 per cent of all seizures of 
synthetic drugs in Chile, compared with the scarce sei-
zures of the drug in 2010.

565. In December 2018, the Government of Colombia 
approved a comprehensive drug policy called “Future 
route”. With active international cooperation, “Future 
route” will focus on major aspects of the drug problem 
in the country, including illicit crop cultivation, drug sup-
ply and drug use, organized crime and money- laundering. 
The policy will be jointly implemented by more than 15 
relevant governmental entities, including those forming 
part of the National Council on Narcotic Drugs.

566. In May 2019, the Government of Colombia adopted 
law 1955, which promulgated the National Development 
Plan for the period 2018–2022, entitled “Pact for Colombia, 
pact for equity”. An integral part of the National 
Development Plan is the document entitled “Bases of the 
National Development Plan 2018–2022: Pact for Colombia, 
pact for equity”. A key objective of the Pact is the imple-
mentation of a comprehensive drug control policy.

567. In May 2019, the Ministry of Health of Ecuador 
presented the National Agreement 2030 for the preven-
tion of addiction and use of drugs. Agreement 2030 is 
aimed at developing comprehensive prevention and treat-
ment interventions in the framework of balanced drug 
control strategies. Activities carried out under Agreement 
2030 will focus on the national information system; the 
socioeconomic phenomenon of drugs; intervention strat-
egies and the treatment of drug use; and the coordinated 
implementation of prevention and control strategies in 
the community.

568. On 27 December 2017, the Government of 
Paraguay enacted Law No. 6007 to regulate the legal 
framework governing the production and use of canna-
bis and its derivatives for medical and scientific purposes. 
The law establishes the National Programme for the Study 
of and Medical and Scientific Research on the Medicinal 
Use of the Cannabis Plant and its Derivatives and pro-
motes medical and scientific research on the medical and 
therapeutic use of cannabis for the treatment of human 
diseases and conditions. Decree No. 9303 of 6 August 
2018 established the requirements for registration, in the 
national register of users, of products derived from 

cannabis, restricting it to patients in treatment, including 
those participating in a research programme.

569. In Peru, the medicinal and therapeutic use of can-
nabis and its derivatives is regulated through law No. 
30681, which provides for the informed use, research, pro-
duction, import and marketing of cannabis and its deriv-
atives, exclusively for medicinal and therapeutic purposes. 
In February 2019, the Government of Peru published 
Supreme Decree No. 005-2019-SA, which ensures access 
to cannabis for more than 7,000 people who require the 
substance to treat their specific health problems.

4.  Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

570. In the Plurinational State of Bolivia, coca bush 
cultivation rose from 20,200 ha in 2015 to 24,500 ha in 
2017. In 2018, the total area under illicit coca bush cul-
tivation in the country decreased to 23,100 ha, 6 per 
cent less than in 2017. A total of 11,200 ha of coca bush 
were eradicated in 2018, 54 per cent more than in 2017, 
when 7,200 ha were eradicated. Over the past 10 years, 
an average of about 4,400 illicit cocaine laboratories per 
year were dismantled in the Plurinational State of 
Bolivia; in 2018, a total of 1,004 illicit cocaine laborato-
ries were dismantled, about 2,200 laboratories fewer 
than in 2017. Almost all dismantled clandestine labora-
tories were located in the departments of Cochabamba 
and Santa Cruz. While the number of dismantled illicit 
cocaine laboratories significantly decreased in 2018, 
compared with 2017, the number of dismantled illicit 
cocaine crystallization laboratories increased by 33 per 
cent, and the number of laboratories used for the recy-
cling of chemicals used in the illicit manufacture of 
cocaine increased by 45 per cent.

571. The area under illicit coca bush cultivation in 
Colombia declined from 99,000 ha in 2007 to 48,000 ha 
in 2013. Since 2013, the area of cultivation has been grow-
ing, reaching a peak of 171,000 ha in 2017, with an aver-
age year-on-year increase of 38 per cent over that 
four-year period. In 2018, the total area under illicit coca 
bush cultivation in Colombia decreased to 169,000 ha, a 
1.2 per cent decrease. However, the potential illicit man-
ufacture of cocaine hydrochloride – as estimated accord-
ing to a new UNODC methodology for estimating that 
potential illicit manufacture that has been in use since 
2017 – was found to have increased in 2018, by 5.9 per 
cent: from an estimated 1,058 tons of cocaine hydrochlo-
ride in 2017 to 1,120 tons in 2018. That increase in the 
potential illicit manufacture can be attributed in part to 
reported higher yields of coca leaves per hectare. 
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572. The minor decrease in illicit coca bush cultivation 
in Colombia in 2018 could be attributed in part to the 
gradual increase in eradication of illicit coca bush in the 
country, reaching 60,000 ha in 2018, up from the low level 
of 2016 (17,600 ha). That effort included the increased par-
ticipation of farming families in the National Comprehensive 
Plan for the Substitution of Illicit Crops, the aim of which 
is to replace the coca bush crops with a profitable legal 
crop, supported by a voluntary eradication process. The 
number of families participating in that substitution pro-
gramme increased from about 54,000 families in 2017 to 
99,100 families in 2018.

573. Over the period 2010–2012, an average of 138,000 ha 
of illicit coca bush cultivation per year were eradicated in 
Colombia, manually or by aerial spraying. In that period, 
aerial spraying of glyphosate on coca crops accounted for 
about three quarters of all eradication.

574. In the period 2013–2017, the total area eradicated 
per year decreased, to an average of about 51,000 ha per 
year. That significant drop in eradicated area could be 
attributed in part to a decision of the National Council 
on Narcotic Drugs in May 2015, to suspend, for consti-
tutional and sanitary reasons, the aerial spraying of 
glyphosate from aircraft. Since 2017, Colombia has imple-
mented eradication programmes involving the terrestrial 
spraying of coca bush using glyphosate, at lower concen-
trations. In 2018 and 2019, in line with the quinquennial 
plan for the period 2018–2023 and the Government’s 
“white paper” for the eradication of illicit crops, the 
Government’s strategy to address illicit coca bush culti-
vation continued to be based on the suspension of the 
aerial spraying of coca bush crops, increased goals for 
manual eradication, the implementation of the national 
illicit crop substitution plan and the promotion of com-
prehensive action targeting the different links of the drug 
trafficking chain.

575. A number of other factors, in particular economic 
and security factors, also appear to have played a role in 
the increased coca bush cultivation and declining area of 
eradication in Colombia over the past few years. Those 
factors include the growing unemployment in some parts 
of Colombia, owing to the decreased exports of agricul-
tural products from Colombia to the market of the 
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, increased cultivation of 
coca bush by people who, following the collapse of the 
price of gold, stopped illegal gold mining, and the deval-
uation of the Colombian currency. The increased involve-
ment of Mexican cartels and the growing involvement of 
former members of paramilitary organizations in orga-
nized crime might have also contributed to the increased 
coca bush cultivation and drug trafficking. 

576. In 2018, about 60,000 ha of coca bush cultivation 
were eradicated in Colombia, representing roughly a 15 per 
cent increase compared with the area eradicated in 2017. 
In 2019, in pursuit of its goal to reduce the area under 
illicit coca bush cultivation to a maximum of 90,000 ha by 
2023, the Government of Colombia planned to eradicate 
100,000 ha of illicit crop cultivation through a combina-
tion of forced eradication and crop substitution.

577. In Peru, the area of illicit coca bush cultivation 
declined each year from 2011 to 2015, from 62,500 ha in 
2011 to 40,300 ha in 2015. In 2017, the total area of illicit 
coca bush cultivation increased for the second year in a 
row, reaching 49,900 ha, an area 14 per cent larger than 
in 2016 (43,900 ha). The Board is concerned that the 
recent negative trend of increasing coca bush cultivation 
might put at risk the successful model of integral and sus-
tainable alternative development in the country.

578. In recent years, organized criminal groups traf-
ficked large amounts of illicit drugs from Colombia, 
through the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, to Europe 
and the United States. The organized criminal groups 
control this trafficking, in particular the trafficking of 
cocaine through Central America to the United States, 
through the control of sea ports and using illegal flights 
of light aircraft. There are indications that in the Bolivarian 
Republic of Venezuela the criminal groups have suc-
ceeded in infiltrating government security forces, form-
ing an informal network known as the “Cartel of the 
Suns” to facilitate the passage of illicit drugs into and out 
the country. 

579. Trafficking in drugs, in particular cocaine hydro-
chloride, by sea from ports in Chile to Europe has fur-
ther increased, putting Chile, together with Brazil and 
Colombia, among the three key countries of departure 
for cocaine seized in Valencia and Algeciras, Spain, an 
important entry point of cocaine shipments to Europe.

580. According to the 2018 report of the National 
Anti-Drug Secretariat of Paraguay, the country contin-
ues to be a significant illicit producer of cannabis, as the 
area of illicit cannabis cultivation in Paraguay is esti-
mated to be 6,000 ha. Owing to the permeability of its 
borders in some areas, the territory of Paraguay contin-
ued to be used to traffic cocaine from Bolivia 
(Plurinational State of), Colombia and Peru to destina-
tions in Argentina, Brazil and Europe.

581. Law enforcement authorities of Paraguay contin-
ued to eradicate illicit cannabis crops and counter 
cross-border cocaine and cannabis trafficking, in cooper-
ation with police authorities of Brazil. The Government 
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of Paraguay also made efforts to replicate its arrange-
ments with its Brazilian counterparts with the Governments 
of Argentina and Bolivia (Plurinational State of) through 
mutual cooperation to eradicate cannabis under cultiva-
tion and to interdict cannabis and cocaine trafficking, and 
through the exchange of information.

582. In 2018, among the countries that reported sei-
zures of cannabis herb exceeding 200 tons were Brazil 
(268.1 tons), Colombia (264.3 tons) and Argentina 
(256.2 tons). Significant amounts of the drug were also 
seized in Peru (22 tons), Chile (16.8 tons), the 
Plurinational State of Bolivia (8.6 tons), the Bolivarian 
Republic of Venezuela (7.1 tons) and Uruguay (2.5 tons). 
Most of these countries also reported seizures of can-
nabis plant. For example, the Plurinational State of 
Bolivia seized over 231 tons of cannabis plant and Peru 
seized more than 1.7 million plants. In the Plurinational 
State of Bolivia, the illicit cultivation of cannabis 
increased, resulting in the drug becoming easily avail-
able at a low cost.

583. In 2018, seizures of significant amounts of cocaine 
hydrochloride were reported by Bolivia (Plurinational 
State of) (18.1 tons), Chile (3.7 tons), Colombia 
(414.5 tons), Peru (19.5 tons), Uruguay (0.6 tons) and 
Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic of) (35.5 tons). From 
Colombia, the drug continues to be smuggled primar-
ily by sea, with traffickers making use of “go-fast” boats, 
submersible and semi-submersible vessels, unmanned 
undersea vehicles and buoys with satellite-location 
devices on them. 

584. In addition to cocaine hydrochloride, traffickers 
also smuggle coca base from Colombia for further pro-
cessing outside the country, as corroborated by the sei-
zures of the substance as it entered international waters, 
as well as seizures of the substance effected in other coun-
tries in the region. For example, sizeable amounts of coca 
base and coca paste have been seized in Argentina, Brazil, 
Chile and Uruguay. In 2018, a total of 33 illicit medium- 
sized cocaine laboratories were dismantled in the 
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, close to the country’s 
border with Colombia.

585. In addition to seizures of plant-based drugs, a 
number of countries reported seizures of synthetic 
drugs. For example, in 2018, Chilean authorities seized 
more than 840,000 doses of synthetic drugs, including 
amphetamine, methamphetamine and “ecstasy”. This 
was about 500,000 doses of synthetic drugs more than 
what was seized in 2017 (an increase of almost 150 per 
cent). Increased demand for synthetic drugs was also 
reported by Uruguay. 

5. Prevention and treatment

586. There have continued to be changes in the legal 
and regulatory status of cannabis throughout the 
Americas. According to OAS, decriminalization of can-
nabis for non-medical and medical purposes might have 
contributed to increased access to the drug for adults. The 
information available from those countries that have pro-
duced recent epidemiological data, including Argentina 
and Chile, indicate that most have experienced an increase 
in the prevalence of cannabis use. According to the 
CICAD Report on Drug Use in the Americas 2019, while 
past-year use of cannabis herb among the general popu-
lation in Argentina (2017) and Uruguay (2014) was under 
10 per cent, in Chile (2016) it was 14.5 per cent. The low-
est prevalence rates reported in the region were those of 
Ecuador (2014) and Paraguay (2003), which had past-
year prevalence rates of use of the drug below 1 per cent. 
The first survey on drug use among university students 
in Chile, published in May 2019, indicates that over 
70 per cent of the university students in the country had 
been offered cannabis in the past 12 months. In some 
countries, cannabis use appears as early as the eighth 
grade. Experts of OAS advocate giving greater priority to 
prevention programmes and interventions that delay the 
age of onset of drug use.

587. About half the countries in the Americas were 
shown to have increases in cocaine use among the gen-
eral population. The use of cocaine base paste, which had 
previously been confined to cocaine-manufacturing coun-
tries, has spread to countries farther south in the region. 
According to the UNODC World Drug Report 2019, the 
provision of treatment for which cocaine is the primary 
drug of abuse continues to be widely seen in Latin 
America. 

588. According to UNODC, the annual prevalence rate 
of non-medical use of opioids in South America in 2017 
was estimated to be 0.2 per cent. In Chile, the past-year 
prevalence of non-medical use of pharmaceutical opioids 
increased fourfold, from 0.3 per cent in 2012 to 1.2 per 
cent in 2016.

589. While drug use has historically been regarded as a 
phenomenon of male use, according to the CICAD Report 
on Drug Use in the Americas 2019, recent data show that 
females in some countries are now using certain drugs 
either at the same rate, or at higher rates, than males. In 
every population group in nearly every country in the 
Americas, misuse of tranquilizer pharmaceuticals is 
higher among females.
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D. Asia

East and South-East Asia

The expansion of illicit manufacture, trafficking and use 
of synthetic drugs, in particular methamphetamine, con-
tinued to be of major concern for East and south-East 
asia.

1. Major developments

590. The expansion of illicit manufacture, trafficking 
and use of synthetic drugs, in particular methamphet-
amine, continued to be of great concern in most coun-
tries of East and South-East Asia. Effective border 
management and control over precursor chemicals have 
become particularly important for countering this phe-
nomenon, given that the chemical industry has a substan-
tial presence in the region and the increasingly improved 
infrastructure has further enhanced connectivity among 
countries.

591. In a region that has historically adopted drug con-
trol policies that relied heavily on deterrence through 
severe penal sanctions and compulsory treatment, some 
Governments are reviewing their drug policies, adopting 
proportionate sanctions for minor drug-related offences 
and a health-based approach to addressing drug use. 

592. In 2019, the Republic of Korea and Thailand legal-
ized the cultivation and use of cannabis for medical 
purposes. 

593. Most countries continue to lack comprehensive 
drug use prevalence data and evidence-based drug treat-
ment protocols. Greater attention should be given and 
more resources devoted to demand reduction, treatment 
and social reintegration in order to improve quality of 
life, help reduce the burden on the health-care system 
and remove the stigmatization of drug use.

2. Regional cooperation

594. Various meetings to enhance regional cooperation 
took place in 2019. The 42nd and 43rd meetings of the 
Heads of National Drug Law Enforcement Agencies, Asia 
and the Pacific, took place in October 2018 and October 
2019, respectively. In April 2019, ministers and high-level 
officials of the ASEAN region gathered in Bangkok for a 
meeting entitled “Synchronizing trade and security plans 
in support of ASEAN 2025”. Providing a platform for 

decision-makers to discuss challenges stemming from the 
closer regional integration, the meeting paved the way for 
a common ASEAN border management strategy, to be 
presented in Bangkok before the end of 2019.

595. Signatories to the Mekong Memorandum of 
Understanding on drug control (Cambodia, China, the 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Myanmar, Thailand 
and Viet Nam and UNODC) agreed to a draft subregional 
action plan to guide activities to be conducted under the 
Memorandum of Understanding in the period 2019–
2021. The Mekong Memorandum of Understanding is an 
agreement between the signatory countries to work 
together and provide a platform to address the threat of 
illicit production, trafficking and use of drugs in the 
Mekong region. According to UNODC, the 11th version 
of the subregional action plan was expected to be 
endorsed during the ministerial meeting of the Mekong 
Memorandum of Understanding, to take place on 
15 November 2019.

3.  National legislation, policy and 
action

596. A number of legislative and policy changes took 
place in 2018 and 2019, relating to, among other things, 
legislative changes regarding the use of cannabis for med-
ical purposes, the application of the death penalty for 
drug-related crimes, extrajudicial responses to suspected 
drug-related acts, the national scheduling of substances 
not under international control and partnerships promot-
ing alternative development.

597. On 19 February 2019, Thailand became the first 
country in South-East Asia to legalize the use of canna-
bis for medical purposes. Under the Narcotics Act (No. 7) 
B.E. 2562, State enterprises, scientific institutions and fac-
ulties of pharmacy in public and private universities that 
have obtained a licence from the licensing authority can 
cultivate, produce, manufacture, import, export and pos-
sess cannabis for medical purposes. The Food and Drug 
Administration is the national agency mandated to con-
trol the cultivation of cannabis for medical and scientific 
purposes. Patients with certain serious debilitating dis-
eases or indications who cannot be treated satisfactorily 
using an approved medical product can obtain cannabis 
through the country’s special access programme by first 
consulting their doctor and then applying to the Food 
and Drug Administration. The Narcotics Act also legal-
ized, in some administrative regions, the licensed medi-
cal use of kratom (Mitragyna speciosa), a plant-based 
psychoactive substance not under international control 
that had been banned in the country since 1943, although 
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reportedly it had long been used by rural populations for 
its stimulant and analgesic properties.

598. The Republic of Korea, at the end of 2018, became 
the first country in East Asia to legalize the use of can-
nabis for medical purposes. Since 12 March 2019, patients 
have been able to import cannabis products after receiv-
ing authorization from the Ministry of Food and Drug 
Safety. To obtain authorization, individuals are required 
to submit to the Ministry their medical records and a 
note from a physician stating that there is a lack of alter-
native treatment.

599. On 15 March 2018, the Government of Malaysia 
amended section 39B of the Dangerous Drugs Act 1952 
to remove the mandatory death penalty for those con-
victed of drug trafficking and replaced it with a discre-
tionary power of the court to commute death sentences 
to life imprisonment and not less than 15 strokes of the 
cane if certain conditions are met. One such condition is 
that the court is satisfied beyond a reasonable doubt that 
the accused assisted the enforcement agencies of Malaysia 
in disrupting further drug trafficking in or outside the 
country. The other conditions allowing the commutation 
of death sentences are the following: if there was no evi-
dence that at the time of arrest the individual was buy-
ing or selling a substance categorized as a dangerous drug, 
if there was no involvement of an agent provocateur (e.g., 
an undercover agent), and if the accused individual’s 
involvement is restricted to transporting, carrying, send-
ing or delivering a dangerous drug.

600. The Philippines officially withdrew from the 
International Criminal Court on 17 March 2019, after 
the Court had decided to conduct a preliminary inquiry 
into accusations that the President of the Philippines and 
other officials of the country had committed crimes 
within the Court’s jurisdiction in carrying out the coun-
try’s drug control policies. 

601. Following reports of human rights violations over 
the previous three years in the Philippines, the Human 
Rights Council adopted its resolution 41/2, in which it 
took note of the allegations of the killing of thousands of 
people allegedly involved in drug-related activities and/
or offences. In its resolution, the Council called on the 
Government of the Philippines to cooperate with the 
Office of the United Nations High Commissioner for 
Human Rights and requested the High Commissioner to 
prepare a comprehensive report on the situation of human 
rights in the country. 

602. The Board reminds all Governments that extraju-
dicial action, purportedly taken in pursuit of drug 

control objectives, is fundamentally contrary to the pro-
visions and objectives of the three international drug con-
trol conventions, as well as to human rights instruments 
to which all countries are bound. All drug control actions 
should be undertaken in full respect of the rule of law 
and due process of law.

603. The Misuse of Drugs (Amendment) Act of Singapore, 
aimed at strengthening drug control and rehabilitation, 
came into effect on 1 April 2019. The amendment crimi-
nalizes behaviour that facilitates or promotes drug use, 
such as introducing a person to a drug trafficker or pro-
viding drug-related information to someone who intends 
to carry out those activities. The amendment also crimi-
nalizes the act of exposing children to drugs or allowing 
them to consume drugs. Further, the use of drug detection 
methods, in particular hair analysis and saliva screening, 
was expanded through the amendment. In addition, the 
Government increased the maximum detention period for 
a drug user in a drug rehabilitation centre from three to 
four years and the maximum duration of post-release 
supervision from two to five years. The Board discourages 
the use of compulsory detention for rehabilitation of 
people affected by drug use and calls on Governments in 
the region to implement voluntary, evidence-based treat-
ment services with due respect for patients’ rights.

604. Effective 1 May 2019, the Central Narcotics Bureau 
of Singapore rescheduled five new psychoactive sub-
stances77 from the Fifth Schedule of the Misuse of Drugs 
Act to the First Schedule of the Act. The substance lis-
dexamfetamine (l-lysine-d-amfetamine) was also added 
to the First Schedule. The rescheduling of these new 
psycho active substances means that trafficking, manufac-
ture, import, export, possession or consumption of these 
substances will constitute an offence and will result in a 
minimum of five years’ imprisonment and five strokes of 
the cane. In addition, the Central Narcotics Bureau listed 
two new psychoactive substances78 in the Fifth Schedule, 
which will allow them to be seized so that circulation can 
be restricted while further research and consultations are 
conducted.

605. To further strengthen its drug control system, the 
Government of China decided to schedule as a class-wide 
group all fentanyl-related substances on the national 

77 Adamantyl-CHMINACA, 3,4-dichloromethylphenidate (3,4-
DCMP) and its dichloro positional isomers in the phenyl ring, 5-fluoro-
CUMYL-PICA and its phenylpropyl isomers and their respective fluoro 
positional isomers in the pentyl group, 5-fluoro-SDB-005 and its fluoro 
positional isomers in the pentyl group, and SDB-005.

78 5-Fluoro-CUMYL-PeGACLONE and its phenylpropyl isomers 
and their respective fluoro positional isomers in the pentyl group and 
CUMYL-PeGACLONE and its phenylpropyl isomers.



86  INCB REPORT 2019

control list, effective as of 1 May 2019. The National 
Narcotics Control Commission of China clarified the 
legal definition of “fentanyl-related” and emphasized that 
the definition would be scientifically determined on the 
basis of the chemical structure of the substance in ques-
tion. The Commission stated that if, at a later stage, any 
of the affected substances were found to have legitimate 
pharmaceutical, industrial, scientific, research or other 
legal use, they would be treated accordingly.

606. Over the course of 2018, the Government of 
Thailand has continued to promote and implement its 
alternative development programme, both within the 
country and through various international partnerships, 
by providing assistance in community development, agri-
cultural knowledge, techniques and marketing strategies. 
Working closely with the Government of Myanmar, 
Thailand has been expanding such aid and activities to 
further drug-affected areas in Myanmar. In addition, in 
January 2019, the drug authorities of Thailand and the 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic agreed to promote a 
pilot project in Borikhamxay Province of the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic. 

4.  Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

607. According to UNODC, the amount of metham-
phetamine seized in the region increased eightfold 
between 2007 and 2017 and reached a record high level 
in 2018. Data received indicated that Thailand alone 
accounted for more than half of the methamphetamine 
seized in the region in 2018.

608. Preliminary data for 2019, in particular the data 
for methamphetamine tablets, indicated a geographical 
shift in the manufacture and trafficking from China to 
other countries in the region. Targeted law enforcement 
in China seems to have pushed organized criminals to 
move their illicit methamphetamine manufacture to 
neighbouring countries including Myanmar, contributing 
to the slight reduction in methamphetamine seizures in 
China but also to increases in Myanmar and its neigh-
bouring countries.

609. With the continuing growth of illicit methamphet-
amine manufacture in Myanmar, the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic has become an important transit 
country for methamphetamine destined for other coun-
tries in the Mekong region. In 2018, more than 21 million 
methamphetamine tablets and 1.8 tons of crystalline 
methamphetamine were seized in the Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, compared with an annual average 

of less than 100 kg of crystalline methamphetamine 
between 2013 and 2017. In comparison, authorities in 
Indonesia seized over 8 tons of crystalline methamphet-
amine in 2018, by far the largest seizure ever reported in 
that country.

610. While the wholesale and street prices of illicit 
methamphetamine in Thailand fell in 2018 to their low-
est levels in the past decade, UNODC estimated the illicit 
methamphetamine market in East and South-East Asia to 
be worth up to approximately $45 billion annually. Japan 
and the Republic of Korea accounted for almost one fifth 
of that estimated value, mainly because of the significantly 
higher wholesale and retail prices in those countries.

611. The illicit manufacture, trafficking and use of 
heroin, which is reported as the second most frequently 
trafficked drug in South-East Asia, continued to pose 
challenges for most countries in the region.

612. Most illicit manufacture of heroin in the region 
takes place in northern Myanmar. The area under illicit 
opium poppy cultivation in that country in 2018 was esti-
mated at 37,300 ha, down from its recent peak of approx-
imately 60,000 ha in 2014. Compared with 2017, there 
has been a reduction in illicit cultivation in almost all 
regions of the country, with considerable decreases in 
Shan and Kachin States (the two main producer states).

613. However, heroin seizures have moved in the oppo-
site direction: total seizures of heroin in Myanmar, 
Thailand and Viet Nam increased in 2018, with Viet Nam 
being a major destination. Viet Nam accounted for more 
than one third of all heroin seized in South-East Asia 
from 2013 to 2018. Malaysia also reported an increasing 
amount of heroin being trafficked through its territory 
with the final destination of Australia.

614. In their latest national report, authorities of China 
expressed concern at the continuous increase in cocaine 
seizures in 2018 and the considerable rise of cannabis being 
trafficked into the country by post. Similarly, up to 170 
cases of attempted smuggling of drugs through the postal 
system were detected in Indonesia in 2018. Trafficking by 
sea has been identified as an increasingly popular modus 
operandi among large-scale drug traffickers.

615. Substantial quantities of precursor chemicals have 
been diverted from the region’s sizeable chemical indus-
try and trafficked for the manufacture of methamphet-
amine, as the region has an increasingly lucrative illicit 
market for synthetic drugs. Limited forensic data suggest 
that ephedrine and pseudoephedrine remained the main 
precursor chemicals used for the illicit manufacture of 
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methamphetamine, although there is also growing use of 
P-2-P. A comprehensive review of the situation with 
respect to the control of precursors and chemicals fre-
quently used in the illicit manufacture of narcotic drugs 
and psychotropic substances can be found in the report 
of the Board for 2019 on the implementation of article 
12 of the 1988 Convention.

616. Countries of East and South-East Asia continued 
to account for most of the ketamine seized worldwide. 
The latest data from UNODC indicated that more than 
90 per cent of the ketamine seized worldwide between 
2013 and 2017 had been seized in Asia, and most of that 
had been seized in East and South-East Asia.

617. With respect to ketamine, which is not under 
international control, the latest data indicate a displace-
ment of some ketamine manufacture from China to other 
countries in the region. While ketamine seizures declined 
in China, including Hong Kong, China, after 2015, sei-
zures in Myanmar and Thailand have increased signifi-
cantly since 2017.

5. Prevention and treatment

618. The region continued to lack systematic and quan-
titative information on drug use. Although data are lim-
ited, some regional studies suggest that cannabis is the 
most commonly used illicit drug in the region. The 
Philippines reported the highest prevalence of past-year 
cannabis use in 2016, a rate of 1.64 per cent for respon-
dents aged 15–64, and Japan reported that the prevalence 
of past-year cannabis use increased to 1.4 per cent in 
2017, with an estimated total of 1.33 million cannabis 
users in the country.

619. Qualitative information provided to UNODC indi-
cated that methamphetamine was the main drug of con-
cern for treatment admissions, and other recent data 
pointed to high rates of annual prevalence of use of the 
substance (between 0.5 and 1.1 per cent).

620. Data from the Global Burden of Disease Study 
2017, as cited in the UNODC World Drug Report 2019, 
show that the region has a much bigger health loss (in 
terms of years of healthy life lost) compared with other 
world regions, mainly as a result of the number of peo-
ple who inject drugs (28 per cent of the global total) and 
alarming rates of blood-borne illnesses among people 
who inject drugs. 

621. Authorities of China estimated there were 2.5 mil-
lion drug users in the country in 2018, slightly less than 

the year before. Methamphetamine remained the primary 
drug of use (1.35 million, or 56 per cent of the total), fol-
lowed by heroin (an estimated 890,000, or 37 per cent) and 
ketamine (an estimated 63,000, or 2.6 per cent). The num-
ber of cannabis users in 2018 was reported to have reached 
24,000, an increase of 25 per cent over the previous year.

622. The total number of reported drug users in Hong 
Kong, China, dropped to 2,033 in the first quarter of 
2019, slightly less than in the previous year. Heroin 
remained the primary drug of use (1,056 users), followed 
by methamphetamine (435 users). 

623. Authorities of Singapore remained concerned at the 
increase in the number of drug users in 2018 (around 3,500 
users), a considerable proportion of which were new drug 
users under the age of 30. Methamphetamine remained the 
primary drug of use (75 per cent of drug users). 

624. According to the official report of Cambodia, there 
were over 20,000 drug users in the country in 2018 that 
were seeking or receiving some form of treatment through 
a private or public health system or drug centre. 
Authorities of Malaysia reported that in 2018 an esti-
mated 25,000 drug users were receiving treatment or in 
rehabilitation with the National Anti-Drugs Agency, 
slightly fewer than the previous year, mainly because 
there was a smaller number of new users. The total num-
ber of crystalline methamphetamine users, however, 
increased to over 16,000 users in 2018, and users of 
amphetamine-type stimulants more than doubled, to over 
1,000 users. In Indonesia, over 7,500 users of metham-
phetamine were receiving treatment in 2018, compared 
with roughly 2,000 users of cannabis. 

South Asia

seizures of methamphetamine tablets are increasing at 
an alarming rate in the region, in particular in Bangladesh.

New legislation in Bangladesh extended the death pen-
alty to the possession of 200 grams of methampheta-
mine. sri lanka expressed the intention to reinstate the 
death penalty for drug-related offences.

1. Major developments

625. Drug trafficking is widespread throughout South 
Asia, particularly in the border areas of the subregion. 
Trafficking in heroin, cannabis, methamphetamine and 
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pharmaceutical preparations containing narcotics and 
psychotropic substances pose major challenges in South 
Asia. The trends observed show that synthetic drugs are 
now replacing the natural and semi-synthetic drugs that 
have been abused for decades. The rapid advance of 
Internet availability and information and communica-
tions technology infrastructure has fostered Internet-
driven drug trafficking, illustrated by recently reported 
seizures of drugs sent through postal services. 

626. The proximity of South Asia to three major drug- 
producing and drug-trafficking countries (Afghanistan, the 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Myanmar) contin-
ued to pose a challenge for drug control in the subregion. 
Furthermore, the coastal States of South Asia are vulnera-
ble to maritime drug trafficking as a result of their expo-
sure to trafficking routes across the India Ocean.

2. Regional cooperation

627. In response to the trafficking of opiates from 
Afghanistan, heads of law enforcement agencies of South 
Asia, from Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal 
and Sri Lanka, met in Chandigarh, India, in October 
2018. The key themes of the meeting included how to use 
existing bilateral and regional cooperation mechanisms 
between countries to better control drug trafficking.

628. A meeting of the Paris Pact initiative’s expert 
working group on detecting and blocking financial flows 
linked to illicit traffic in opiates originating in Afghanistan 
was held in New Delhi on 27 and 28 June 2019. 
Representatives of financial intelligence services, counter- 
narcotics agencies and customs authorities of 15 coun-
tries participated in the meeting, as well as six international 
organizations and UNODC, and deliberated on new 
trends and challenges related to illicit financial flows and 
trafficking of opiates. Participants highlighted the need to 
unite their efforts in developing information exchange 
and best practices on methods for identifying shadow 
financial transactions.

3.  National legislation, policy and 
action

629. In Bangladesh, the Narcotics Control Act 2018, 
which is an amendment to the Narcotics Control Act 
1990, came into force in December 2018. The new Act 
repeals the existing law relating to drug control, drug sup-
ply and demand reduction, the prevention of abuse and 
the smuggling of drugs, treatment and rehabilitation for 
drug users and related matters. Under the Act of 2018, the 

application of the death penalty or life imprisonment in 
Bangladesh has been expanded to include the production, 
possession, distribution and trafficking of methamphet-
amine or its principal ingredient amphetamine, which has 
been moved to the category of class A under the Act.

630. At a meeting held in Sri Lanka in March 2019, on 
drug trafficking and abuse prevention programmes, the 
President of Sri Lanka announced that a process for rein-
stating the death penalty was under way. In his speech, 
the President commended the current, strengthened law 
and regulations for combating illegal drugs and announced 
the decision to impose the death penalty for drug smug-
gling, which, if carried out, would be the first time the 
death penalty has been imposed since 1976. On 26 June 
2019, the President signed death warrants for four peo-
ple who have been convicted of drug-related offences. On 
29 October 2019, prior to the finalization of the present 
report, it was reported that the Supreme Court of Sri 
Lanka had further extended, until 9 December 2019, the 
interim order staying the implementation of the death 
penalty for prisoners sentenced to death for drug offences. 
The Board continues to encourage all States that retain 
the death penalty for drug-related offences to consider 
abolishing the death sentence for those offences.

631. In line with the international drug control conven-
tions and the existing national legislation and policies, 
India adopted the National Action Plan for Drug Demand 
Reduction for the period 2018–2023 to address drug and 
substance abuse. The National Action Plan employs a 
multi-pronged strategy involving the education, 
de-addiction and rehabilitation of affected individuals and 
their families to address the issue and focus on preventive 
education, awareness-raising, counselling, treatment and 
the rehabilitation of drug-dependent users, in addition to 
training and capacity-building for service providers 
through collaborative efforts between the Government 
and non-governmental organizations. 

4.  Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

632. Illicit cultivation of cannabis continued to be a 
challenge for law enforcement agencies in South Asia, in 
particular in India. An analysis of data from 2010 to 2017 
shows that India is among those countries worldwide 
with the greatest extent of illicit cannabis cultivation and 
amount of production. Indian drug enforcement author-
ities eradicated 1,980 ha of illicit cannabis cultivation in 
2018, which was substantially less than the 3,446 ha of 
eradication in 2017. The estimated area of illicit cannabis 
cultivation in Sri Lanka in 2018 was 500 ha, similar to 
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the amount in the previous year. Bhutan reported that 
100,000 cannabis plants taken from 12 cultivation sites 
were destroyed in 2017.

633. Total cannabis herb seizures in South Asia 
declined to 336 tons in 2018, compared with 434 tons 
in 2017. In 2018, the largest total quantity of cannabis 
herb seized by a country in South Asia was that of India 
(266.5 tons or 79 per cent of the subregion’s total sei-
zures), followed by Bangladesh (60.3 tons or 18 per cent). 
Bhutan, Nepal and Sri Lanka accounted for the remain-
ing 3 per cent of cannabis herb seizures (9.1 tons). 
Cannabis resin seizures in South Asia increased in 2018 
to 5.2 tons from 3.2 tons in 2017. India and Nepal con-
fiscated almost 100 per cent (5.2 tons) of the total can-
nabis resin seized in the region.

634. India is the only country in the subregion that has 
consistently reported eradication of illicit opium poppy 
cultivation. India has increased its illicit opium poppy 
eradication over four consecutive years beginning in 2015 
(1,400 ha in 2015, 2,635 ha in 2016, 3,076 ha in 2017 and 
3,508 ha in 2018). In addition, the country seized a con-
siderable quantity of poppy straw in 2018 (16 tons). That 
amount was 70 per cent greater than the amount of poppy 
straw seized in 2017 (9 tons).

635. The amount of opium seized in India increased to 
4.1 tons in 2018, up from 2.6 tons in 2017. Opium sei-
zures followed an upward trend starting in 2015 (1.7 tons 
in 2015, 2.3 tons in 2016, 2.6 tons in 2017 and 4.1 tons 
in 2018). Overall, the increasing trend in both the 
amount of illicit opium and poppy straw seized and the 
area eradicated underline the severity of the problem in 
the country. 

636. South Asia, in particular Sri Lanka, has experi-
enced an increase in seizures of heroin due to the grow-
ing use of the southern route by drug traffickers. Most of 
the heroin that is smuggled through the so-called “south-
ern route” to reach South Asia (from Afghanistan to 
Pakistan and then to South Asia) is of Afghan origin and 
has the final destination of North America. In Sri Lanka, 
heroin seizures continued to increase in 2018, reaching 
732 kg, compared with 315 kg in 2017. However, heroin 
seizures in the region decreased to 2.4 tons in 2018 from 
2.9 tons in 2017. India seized the largest amount (1.2 tons), 
followed by Sri Lanka (0.7 tons) and Bangladesh 
(0.45 tons) accounting for 99 per cent of the total sei-
zures in the subregion.

637. South Asia reported record low cocaine seizures of 
59.5 kg in 2018, which is less than in the past four years 
(309 kg of seizures in 2017, 1.6 tons in 2016, 124.7 kg in 

2015 and 327.9 kg in 2014). The amount of seizures of 
this drug fluctuated from year to year, as shown in the 
reported data of all countries in the subregion.

638. Codeine-based preparations, particularly Phensedyl, 
continued to be seized in the region. In Bangladesh, 
Phensedyl seizures declined to 715,529 ampoules in 2018, 
compared with seizures of 720,843 ampoules in 2017. India 
also reported, through the monthly drug reports of the 
Narcotics Control Bureau, that the country’s authorities 
seized more than 51,821 bottles of Phensedyl in 2018. Drug 
traffickers now tend to smuggle pharmaceutical drugs 
rather than illicitly manufactured drugs such as hashish 
and heroin because of the more lenient penalties imposed 
for the smuggling of controlled pharmaceutical drugs.

639. South Asia is being targeted by transnational orga-
nized criminal groups in Myanmar that manufacture and 
traffic methamphetamine in both crystalline and tablet 
form into the subregion. Methamphetamine is the most 
prevalent substance of abuse among the amphetamine- 
type stimulants in South Asia. South Asia accounted for 
1 per cent of the total seizures of methamphetamine at 
the global level. 

640. In Bangladesh, methamphetamine seizures con-
tinued to increase, as 53 million tablets were seized in 
2018, compared with 40 million tablets in 2017, an 
increase mainly due to a nationwide anti-drug operation 
undertaken by the Government. Methamphetamine was 
smuggled into Bangladesh from East and South-East 
Asia, predominantly from Myanmar. Sri Lanka seized 
147.83 kg of methamphetamine in the first quarter of 
2019. The Department of Narcotics Control of Bangladesh 
raided a clandestine drug laboratory and confiscated, for 
the first time, crystalline methamphetamine and MDMA, 
in February 2019. 

641. In India, seizures of amphetamine-type stimu-
lants peaked again in 2018, at 931 kg. The highest total 
annual seizures of amphetamine-type stimulants in India 
was in 2016, when there was a record 1.7 tons of seizures, 
before falling sharply to 95 kg in 2017. Seizures of meth-
aqualone in the country decreased to 99 kg in 2018, com-
pared with 124 kg in 2017. The highest single seizure of 
methaqualone, on 25 June 2018, was of 30 kg, which was 
destined for the United States. Buprenorphine also con-
tinued to be seized in India in both injectable and tablet 
forms.

642. In Bangladesh, the quantity of buprenorphine 
seized in 2018 (128,708 ampoules) was 18 per cent higher 
than in 2017 (109,063 ampoules). Total seizures of 
buprenorphine in Nepal also increased significantly in 
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2018, to 58,963 tablets, up from 31,567 tablets in 2017. 
Nepal seized 66,430 tablets of diazepam in 2018, which 
was more than the quantity seized in 2017 (49,304 tab-
lets). Bhutan seized 3,947 tablets of nitrazepam in 2018.

643. The diversion of controlled precursors, in partic-
ular ephedrine and pseudoephedrine, from licit to illicit 
channels has continued in India. According to the 
Narcotics Control Bureau of India, 1.8 tons of pseudo-
ephedrine were confiscated in Noida, India, in a single 
seizure conducted on 11 May 2019. This was the largest 
seizure on record in the country. There continued to be 
reports of seizures of pharmaceutical preparations con-
taining ephedrine and pseudoephedrine trafficked from 
India to Myanmar for the purpose of precursor extraction.

644. There was an exceptionally large total quantity of 
acetic anhydride seizures (8,998 litres) in India in 2018. 
That amount was substantially higher than the total sei-
zures of acetic anhydride in the four previous years 
(23 litres in 2017, 2,464 litres in 2016, 4 litres in 2015 and 
93 litres in 2014). Of the total seizures of acetic anhy-
dride in 2018, 8,937 litres were confiscated in a single sei-
zure effected in Noida and New Delhi on 20 October 
2018. The chemical was destined for a consignee in 
Afghanistan. A comprehensive review of the situation 
with respect to the control of precursors and chemicals 
frequently used in the illicit manufacture of narcotic 
drugs and psychotropic substances in the region can be 
found in the report of the Board for 2019 on the imple-
mentation of article 12 of the 1988 Convention.

645. Globally, most of the tramadol, which is not an 
internationally controlled substance, that was seized from 
2013 to 2017 was reported to have originated in India. 
Available data indicate that the tramadol being used for 
non-medical purposes in Africa is illicitly manufactured 
in South Asia. Further, India was the source of 87 per 
cent of the tramadol seized in Ghana in 2017. Available 
data suggest that in recent years India has emerged as the 
centre of manufacturing of tramadol destined for clan-
destine markets. However, in April 2018 India placed tra-
madol among the nationally controlled substances under 
its Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances Act of 
1985. Control under the Act gives more powers to law 
enforcement authorities and, in particular, enables author-
ities to enter the premises of tramadol laboratories and 
prosecute those who are engaging in the unauthorized 
manufacture of tramadol.

646. Bangladesh is also closely monitoring substances 
that are not under control internationally such as ket-
amine, nalbuphine and tramadol, among which ketamine 
is under control at the national level. In Bhutan, Spasmo 

Proxyvon Plus, which contains tramadol, is the most 
common trafficked non-controlled substance. In 2018, 
68,685 capsules of Spasmo Proxyvon Plus were seized in 
Bhutan, a significant decline from the seizure of 130,316 
capsules in 2017.

5. Prevention and treatment

647. According to the UNODC World Drug Report 
2019, 1.8 per cent of the adult population of South Asia, 
or 19 million people, are past-year users of opioids, thus 
comprising 35 per cent of the estimated number of past-
year opioid users worldwide. Drug abuse prevalence stud-
ies have been lacking in the region for the past few years. 
However, India and Sri Lanka have conducted surveys to 
assess the prevalence of drug abuse in their respective 
countries. The Board commends such initiatives and 
encourages countries to allocate adequate resources to 
drug abuse prevention and treatment and to conduct 
prevalence studies to inform the adoption of evidence- 
based public health policies.

648. A national survey on the extent and pattern of sub-
stance use in India was conducted between December 
2017 and October 2018. According to the resulting report, 
Magnitude of Substance Use in India 2019, cannabis and 
opioids are the most frequently abused substances in the 
country, after alcohol, with rates of past-year use of 
2.8 per cent and 2.1 per cent respectively among the pop-
ulation aged 10–75. Heroin was reported to be the most 
commonly used opioid in India, with a 1.1 per cent prev-
alence rate, followed by pharmaceutical opioids, with a 
prevalence rate close to 1 per cent among the population 
aged 10–75. The survey also indicated that existing treat-
ment programmes in India, which are heavily focused on 
inpatient treatment, are inadequate given the large num-
ber of people affected by substance abuse. The report 
indicated the need to enhance treatment services in out-
patient clinics, which need resources to meet require-
ments in the areas of human resources, infrastructure and 
supply of medicine.

649. In Sri Lanka, according to the report National 
Prevalence Survey on Drug Use 2019, cannabis was the 
most commonly abused drug in 2017/18, with a preva-
lence rate of 1.9 per cent (301,898 people) followed by 
heroin, for which the prevalence rate was 1.2 per cent 
among the population aged 14 and older (92,540 people). 
The misuse of pharmaceutical tablets has increased. Based 
on the statistics on treatment admissions provided by the 
Government, the number of drug-addicted people seek-
ing treatment in 2018 was greater than in the previous 
three years; however, only 7 per cent of drug users in 
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Sri Lanka have been admitted to treatment and rehabili-
tation centres. Psychotropic substances such as diazepam 
and other substances that are not under control (trama-
dol, pregabalin and gabapentin) are abused to a lesser 
extent in the country.

650. According to the Annual Drug Report of Bangladesh 
for 2017, drug abuse is becoming a national concern in the 
country. Methamphetamine tablets (“yaba”) are now 
abused to a greater extent in Bangladesh. People seeking 
treatment for abuse of methamphetamine made up 35.5 per 
cent of all patients seeking treatment for drug abuse in 
2017, an increase of 12 per cent from the previous year. 
According to the data from treatment services, the num-
ber of patients seeking treatment for Phensedyl addiction 
is decreasing, as those affected by drug use disorders are 
shifting to abuse of “yaba” because it can be more easily 
obtained. Drug-using populations are also consuming a 
combination of different pharmaceutical drugs (for exam-
ple, buprenorphine and diazepam).

West Asia

In 2018, afghanistan continued to be the country where 
the vast majority of the world’s illicit opium poppy culti-
vation and opium production took place.

The middle East and south-west asia are the subregions 
with the highest annual prevalence of opiate use (opium, 
morphine and heroin) globally, at 1.6 per cent of the 
population.

1. Major developments

651. Afghanistan remained the country of origin of 
nearly all opiates seized in Europe, Central Asia and 
Africa.79 It was the country responsible for the vast major-
ity of the world’s illicit opium poppy cultivation and 
opium production in 2018. The country also continued 
to be one of the major sources of cannabis resin world-
wide. Furthermore, Afghanistan continued to experience 
an increase in trafficking of synthetic drugs on its terri-
tory. While recognizing the efforts of the Government of 
Afghanistan to address those challenges through its 
National Drugs Control Strategy and the National Drug 
Action Plan, the Board reiterates the need to prioritize 
measures to address the illicit drug economy in the 

79 The subregion of Central Asia as referred to in this report com-
prises Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan.

country, which should be part of the overall effort to build 
peace, establish security and achieve sustainable develop-
ment in the country. Moreover, the global community, in 
the context of global and shared responsibility, needs to 
be part of this process through comprehensive, multi-
faceted and concerted local, national, regional and inter-
national assistance efforts.

652. The Balkan route, which passes through the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, Turkey and the Balkan countries on the 
way to destination markets in Western and Central 
Europe, remained the main route for the trafficking of 
opiates originating in Afghanistan. In recent years, sev-
eral branches of the Balkan route have gained promi-
nence, including the branches transiting the Syrian Arab 
Republic and Iraq and the countries of the Southern 
Caucasus. 

653. The manufacture and trafficking of counterfeit 
“captagon”80 continued to seriously affect the countries of 
the Middle East, which not only are destination markets 
for those drugs but are also increasingly becoming a 
source of counterfeit “captagon”. The subregion also con-
tinues to witness trafficking in, and abuse of, tramadol, a 
synthetic opioid not under international control. Political 
instability and unresolved conflicts, poverty and the lack 
of economic opportunities in some parts of the subregion 
have contributed to increased trafficking in tramadol and 
“captagon”. 

654. The emergence of a growing number of new psycho-
active substances continued to be reported by almost every 
country of Central Asia. Proximity to several countries 
with developed markets for synthetic drugs, such as China, 
Iran (Islamic Republic of) and the Russian Federation, has 
increased the potential market for new psychoactive sub-
stances in the Central Asian subregion. 

2. Regional cooperation

655. Through a decision of the Council of Heads of 
State of SCO of 10 June 2018, the Organization approved 
its Anti-Drug Strategy for the period 2018–2023 and the 
programme of action to implement the Anti-Drug 
Strategy, as well as the SCO Concept to Prevent the Abuse 
of Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances. The 

80 “Captagon” was originally the official trade name of a pharmaceutical 
preparation containing fenethylline, a synthetic stimulant. As encountered 
in seizures across West Asia today and as referred to in the present report, 
“captagon” is a counterfeit drug compressed into tablets that are similar 
only in appearance to the original trademarked Captagon. The active 
ingredient in counterfeit “captagon” is amphetamine, which is typically cut 
with multiple adulterants, such as caffeine and other substances.
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Strategy is aimed at stepping up multilateral cooperation 
to prevent and combat drug-related threats affecting SCO 
member States.

656. At an expert group meeting of the Afghanistan-
Kyrgyzstan-Tajikistan (AKT) Initiative held in Bishkek on 
28 and 29 November 2018, representatives of law enforce-
ment agencies and Ministries of Foreign Affairs of those 
three countries reviewed the current situation on coun-
tering narcotics in their respective countries and dis-
cussed the role of their drug liaison officers in planning 
and conducting joint counter-narcotics operations. 
Participating experts adopted a draft memorandum of 
understanding on the placement of drug liaison officers 
and the standard operating procedures for their activities, 
which is to be signed at the next ministerial meeting of 
the countries of the AKT Initiative.

657. At the thirteenth senior officials’ meeting of the 
Triangular Initiative, held in Islamabad on 12 and 
13 December 2018, counter-narcotics authorities of 
Afghanistan, Iran (Islamic Republic of) and Pakistan dis-
cussed means of strengthening cooperation to combat traf-
ficking in Afghan opiates. At the meeting, the three parties 
agreed to strengthen their border liaison offices and to plan 
and conduct more joint patrolling and intelligence-led 
interdiction operations. They also expressed interest in uti-
lizing one another’s counter- narcotics training academies 
with a view to sharing knowledge and strengthening 
coordination.

658. With a view to addressing the channels of entry 
and illegal distribution of new psychoactive substances 
and other synthetic drugs, opioids and cannabis, a joint 
multilateral counter-narcotics operation, Operation 
Kanal-Centre, was conducted by the States members of 
the Collective Security Treaty Organization, namely 
Armenia, Belarus, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, the Russian 
Federation and Tajikistan, from 26 February to 1 March 
2019. The operation was hosted by CARICC. 
Representatives of competent national authorities of 
China, France, Iran (Islamic Republic of), Italy, Mongolia, 
Turkey, the United Kingdom and the United States, as 
well as the Commonwealth of Independent States, the 
Eurasian Group on Combating Money Laundering and 
Financing of Terrorism, INTERPOL, OSCE, SCO and 
UNODC, also took part in the operation as observers. 
The operation resulted in seizures of more than 11.4 tons 
of various drugs, including more than 8.8 tons of opium, 
more than 1.8 tons of cannabis resin, more than 220 kg 
of heroin, almost 127 kg of cannabis and more than 
205 kg of synthetic drugs; the arrest of 579 individuals; 
and the dismantling of one illegal laboratory manufac-
turing synthetic drugs.

659. On 2 and 3 May 2019, the 11th Review Meeting of 
the Memorandum of Understanding on Subregional Drug 
Control Cooperation was held in Tashkent. High-level offi-
cials, including the Ministers of Foreign Affairs of the 
Russian Federation, Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, the Deputy 
Ministers of Foreign Affairs of Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan and 
Kyrgyzstan, the Deputy Minister of Internal Affairs of 
Turkmenistan, the Chief Executive Officer of the Aga Khan 
Development Network and the Secretary-General of SCO, 
as well as high-level international partners and donors such 
as UNODC, the United States, the European Union and 
OSCE, attended the event. The parties to the Memorandum 
of Understanding agreed on common strategic priorities 
and targets in order for the region to address emerging 
drug-related threats and related criminal behaviour, includ-
ing illicit financial flows and the financing of terrorism, 
trafficking in precursors and new psychoactive substances, 
the darknet, health and development, as set out in a min-
isterial declaration reiterating the parties’ commitment to 
strengthening multilateral cooperation within the frame-
work of the Memorandum of Understanding.

3.  National regulation, policy and 
action

660. In December 2018, the Ministry of Agriculture, 
Irrigation and Livestock of Afghanistan launched the first 
call centre for farmers as part of its alternative develop-
ment activities under the National Drug Action Plan. The 
service, which provides free advice and information to 
farmers, is intended to establish contacts between local 
farmers and agricultural experts of the Ministry. The 
Government of Afghanistan continued to implement 
measures to mainstream the economic empowerment of 
women in the alternative livelihood sector. Ten small and 
medium-sized enterprises led by women participated in 
a jobs fair and exhibition held to celebrate International 
Women’s Day on 8 March 2019 in Kabul, at which over 
80 companies and organizations exhibited alternative 
development products.

661. Following a presidential decree which came into 
effect in April 2019, the Ministry of Counter-Narcotics of 
Afghanistan was dissolved. Several joint committees were 
established to complete the restructuring process. The 
resources, responsibilities and activities of the Ministry 
of Counter-Narcotics were transferred to the Ministry of 
Interior Affairs, the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation 
and Livestock and the Ministry of Public Health.

662. To promptly respond to the worsening situation 
with the illicit drug market, in December 2018 Kazakhstan 
adopted a law amending some legislative acts related to 
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controlling trade in narcotic drugs, psychotropic sub-
stances and their analogues and precursors. The law pro-
vides for the elaboration of mechanisms instituting State 
control over trade in new psychoactive substances and 
scheduling their analogues, and it empowers the 
Government to approve (a) the list of narcotic drugs, 
psycho tropic substances and precursors subject to control 
in Kazakhstan; and (b) the aggregate table establishing 
threshold quantities of narcotic drugs and psychotropic 
substances and their analogues and precursors for classi-
fying the gravity of offences involving those substances.

663. Kazakhstan reported that there was an increasing 
use of the Internet, instant messaging services and 
e-wallets to trade illicitly in new psychoactive sub-
stances. In 2018, the law enforcement agencies of 
Kazakhstan detected 4,700 websites retailing illicit drugs 
(compared with 430 websites in 2017) that were blocked 
by the Ministry of Information and Communications 
upon notification by the Ministry of Internal Affairs. 
Over 2,540 graffiti inscriptions advertising websites that 
distribute illicit substances were removed throughout 
the country.

664. In February 2019, the federal Cabinet of Pakistan 
approved the National Anti-Narcotics Policy of 2019, 
which had been formulated by the Ministry of Narcotics 
Control in consultation with federal and provincial stake-
holders. The policy was designed to strengthen the efforts 
of Pakistan in the area of anti-drug trafficking operations. 
The policy provides for stronger enforcement measures, 
increased international cooperation and more effective 
drug demand reduction strategies.

665. In January 2019, the first drug treatment and reha-
bilitation centre in the State of Palestine was opened, in 
Bethlehem, as a result of the joint efforts of the Ministry 
of Health of the State of Palestine and UNODC to develop 
a comprehensive system for drug dependence treatment 
and care in the State of Palestine. The centre will benefit 
from the UNODC-developed Treatnet package, which 
provides comprehensive expert guidance and advice in 
the areas of drug use prevention, treatment, rehabilitation 
and social reintegration.

666. Operation “Black poppy”, an annual anti-drug law 
enforcement operation, was conducted in Uzbekistan from 
1 May to 30 June and from 1 August to 30 September 2018. 
As a result, 904 cases of illicit cultivation were detected 
(compared with 895 cases in 2017), and 2,644 square 
meters of illicit drug cultivation were destroyed (compared 
with 3,306 square metres in 2017). That illicit cultivation 
that was eradicated included 385 cases of illicit cultivation 
of opium poppy (compared with 277 cases in 2017) on a 

total area of 1,381 square meters (compared with 
1,757 square metres in 2017) and 519 cases of cannabis 
cultivation (compared with 618 cases in 2017) on a total 
area of 1,263 square meters (compared with 1,503 square 
metres in 2017).

667. On 22 October 2018, Uzbekistan adopted amend-
ments to its drug-related legislation, which stipulated 
criminal and administrative sanctions for illicit trade in 
analogues of narcotic drugs and the illegal sale of med-
icines outside pharmacies. Furthermore, amendments 
were introduced to improve procedures for the import, 
export and transit through the territory of Uzbekistan of 
narcotic drugs, psychotropic substances and precursors 
through the scheduling of synthetic cannabinoids, tra-
madol, nalbuphine preparations, zopiclone and baclofen, 
all of which have been associated with many cases of 
abuse.

4. Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

668. Afghanistan was the country of origin of nearly all 
opiates seized in Europe, Central Asia and Africa in the 
period 2013–2017. Afghanistan accounted for 100 per 
cent of all mentions of “country of origin” for opiates 
seized in Central Asia, 96 per cent of mentions of coun-
try of origin for opiates seized in Europe and 84 per cent 
of mentions for opiates seized in Africa in that period.

669. UNODC confirmed that Afghanistan remained the 
country responsible for the vast majority of the world’s 
illicit opium poppy cultivation and opium production in 
2018. The area under cultivation in Afghanistan amounted 
to 263,000 ha in 2018, the equivalent of 76 per cent of 
the estimated total area devoted to illicit opium poppy 
cultivation worldwide (346,000 ha). As a result of the very 
high levels of production in previous years, opium prices 
in Afghanistan dropped in the period 2016–2018. Opium 
production on such a massive scale continues to pose 
substantial challenges for Afghanistan, the neighbouring 
countries through which the drugs transit and the coun-
tries that serve as destination markets. Impacts include 
the further deterioration of the drug-related and security 
situation in Afghanistan and the potential for increased 
consumption and associated negative developments in 
transit and consuming countries.

670. The Balkan route, running through the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, Turkey and the Balkan countries towards 
destination markets in Western and Central Europe, con-
tinued to be the main path for the trafficking of opiates 
originating in Afghanistan. In recent years, a new branch 
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of the Balkan route involving the Syrian Arab Republic 
and Iraq has gained importance.

671. In addition, seizures in Azerbaijan and the Russian 
Federation suggest that heroin and other opiate products 
may be entering the Russian Federation through a variant 
of the Balkan route that runs along the border between 
Azerbaijan and the Russian Federation. From Afghanistan, 
that sub-branch of the Balkan route transits the Islamic 
Republic of Iran and the Southern Caucasus, notably 
Azerbaijan, from where it goes northwards into the 
Russian Federation, or, transiting Georgia, it crosses the 
Black Sea to Ukraine and the European Union. That route 
has also been reported by the authorities of the Russian 
Federation, who noted that part of the opiates originat-
ing in Afghanistan were being trafficked into its territory 
through the Islamic Republic of Iran and Azerbaijan, by 
means of a possible extension of the Balkan route.

672. This extension of the Balkan route running 
through the Southern Caucasus was initially detected 
following three large seizures of heroin (totalling 
1.7 tons) made by the countries of the Southern 
Caucasus in 2014. Heroin seizures in the Southern 
Caucasus decreased sharply the following year, in 2015 
(83 kg seized), but there were later surges in heroin sei-
zures in 2016 (1.2 tons seized, mainly by Azerbaijan) 
and in 2018 (1.26 tons seized by Azerbaijan).

673. The so-called “southern route” continued to be 
used for the trafficking of opiates to Europe by means of 
shipments from Iran (Islamic Republic of) and Pakistan 
by air or sea, either directly or transiting through Gulf 
countries and East Africa. Most of the morphine and 
heroin seized in 2018 in the Islamic Republic of Iran 
entered the country from Pakistan. Seizures of opium and 
heroin in the Islamic Republic of Iran in 2018 saw an 
increase compared with 2017 levels, as 643.6 tons of 
opium was seized in 2018 compared with 630.5 tons 
seized in 2017, and 25.4 tons of heroin seized in 2018 
compared with 23.7 tons seized in 2017.

674. In addition, opiates and other illicit substances con-
tinue to be trafficked from Afghanistan to India and other 
countries in South Asia, destined for markets in Europe 
and, to a lesser extent, North America. Air routes were 
increasingly being used to smuggle heroin and other illicit 
substances from Afghanistan. Although the substances 
were mainly bound for New Delhi, there have been sev-
eral attempts to traffic Afghan opiates to Dubai, United 
Arab Emirates and Jeddah, Saudi Arabia. In the period 
from November 2018 to June 2019, the airport interdic-
tion unit at Hamid Karzai International Airport seized 
150 kg of heroin, 17 kg of methamphetamine and 16 kg 

of cannabis resin, along with substantial amounts of cash, 
and the unit arrested 154 suspected traffickers. During the 
same period, a similar unit at Kandahar International 
Airport seized 93 kg of heroin and 1 kg of methamphet-
amine and arrested 150 suspected traffickers.

675. According to UNODC, as in years past, the vast 
majority of opiates seized worldwide were seized in the 
countries of the Middle East and Afghanistan, Iran 
(Islamic Republic of) and Pakistan. In 2017, that group 
of countries accounted for 79 per cent of global opiates 
seized as expressed in common heroin equivalents, in 
particular opium (97 per cent of global opium seizures) 
and morphine (99 per cent of global morphine seizures). 
Moreover, the quantities of morphine and heroin seized 
in those countries continued to increase in the period 
2016–2017 as a consequence of a combination of the 
marked increases in Afghan opiate production during 
that period and the ongoing law enforcement operations 
in those countries. 

676. In 2017, the largest quantities of opiates (as 
expressed in heroin equivalent) continued to be seized in 
the Islamic Republic of Iran, which accounted for 39 per 
cent of the global total, followed by Afghanistan (26 per 
cent), Pakistan (14 per cent) and Turkey (7 per cent).

677. States of Central Asia located along the so-called 
“northern route” continued to be used for opiates traf-
ficked from Afghanistan to the Russian Federation and 
elsewhere in Europe. The main modes of transportation 
used in trafficking heroin from Central Asia into the 
Russian Federation remain road, rail and air traffic. 
According to UNODC, seizures in the region indicate 
that opiates are primarily trafficked from Afghanistan into 
Tajikistan and, to a lesser extent, Uzbekistan and 
Turkmenistan, and then on to Kazakhstan. The largest 
quantities of opiates seized in the region were being traf-
ficked by land routes from Tajikistan to Kyrgyzstan, then 
to Kazakhstan and into the Russian Federation. Heroin is 
also occasionally trafficked into the Russian Federation 
by air from States of Central Asia, but this mode of trans-
portation is less common than is trafficking overland.

678. Seizure data for the period 2014–2018 suggest that 
opiate trafficking along the northern route has been 
steadily declining. In 2018, heroin seizures amounted to 
58.61 kg in Kazakhstan, 73.57 kg in Kyrgyzstan, 282.18 kg 
in Tajikistan and 20.60 kg in Uzbekistan. Tajikistan 
accounted for most of the opiates seized in Central Asia. 
According to law enforcement agencies in Central Asia, 
opiate trafficking from the region to the Russian Federation 
continued to decrease, which Central Asian authorities 
attribute to successful law enforcement operations. At the 
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same time, further studies are needed to analyse data on 
average purity, prices and daily consumption of heroin, 
estimated number of opiate users and trafficking meth-
ods, in order to accurately determine the extent of opi-
ate flows through the northern route.

679. Opium seizures in the countries of Central Asia 
remained stable at approximately 2.2 tons per year over the 
period 2014–2018, which may indicate that there is a con-
tinuing demand for opium. In 2018, Kazakhstan seized 
6.96 kg of opium, Kyrgyzstan seized 5.42 kg, Tajikistan 
seized 1,606.79 kg, and Uzbekistan seized 254.70 kg. 
Although not fully indicative of actual prevalence of use, 
the number of registered opium users in the countries of 
Central Asia decreased by 33 per cent from 2014 to 2018. 
According to information provided by the Drug Control 
Agency of Tajikistan, the 33 per cent growth in opium sei-
zures in Tajikistan in 2018 was related to the increase in 
cultivation of opium poppy in Afghanistan.

680. There are no indications or reports that opium is 
being processed into heroin in Central Asia. Opium 
poppy cultivation and opium production in Central Asia 
continue to be minimal, since, according to Central Asian 
national law enforcement agencies, over 99 per cent of 
the opiates in the subregion originate in Afghanistan, and 
there are no production facilities located in the subregion. 
Therefore, all opiates transiting Central Asia are thought 
to be either processed in Afghanistan or remain in the 
form of opium and are later processed elsewhere.

681. Afghanistan continues to be one of the major 
sources of cannabis resin worldwide. Afghanistan was 
reported as being the source of 20 per cent of all can-
nabis resin reported seized worldwide in the period 
2013–2017, in particular for seizures reported in Central 
Asia, the Southern Caucasus and Europe. Other coun-
tries reported as source countries were Lebanon (6 per 
cent) and Pakistan (6 per cent). Cannabis resin from 
Lebanon is mainly destined for markets in the Middle 
East and to a lesser extent markets in Western and 
Central Europe.

682. The Islamic Republic of Iran reported Afghanistan 
as the main source of cannabis resin found on its mar-
ket. According to UNODC, in 2017, about 90 per cent of 
cannabis resin entered the Islamic Republic of Iran via 
Pakistan and 10 per cent entered directly from Afghanistan. 
Most of the cannabis resin was trafficked by land and 
some was trafficked by sea from Pakistan. In 2017, about 
55 per cent of the cannabis resin smuggled out of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran was destined for countries on 
the Arabian Peninsula and 25 per cent was destined for 
Turkey and the Southern Caucasus.

683. The quantity of cannabis seized in Afghanistan 
decreased by 90 per cent from 2016 to 2017. Iran (Islamic 
Republic of) and Pakistan also reported a decrease in can-
nabis seizures, of 6 per cent and 22 per cent, respectively. 
Similar trends were also observed in countries of the 
Middle East, which taken as a whole reported a 53 per 
cent reduction in cannabis seizures. 

684. According to UNODC, the law enforcement agen-
cies of countries of Central Asia reported seizures of more 
than 20 tons of cannabis and more than 2 tons of canna-
bis resin in 2018. Since information on seizures of canna-
bis and cannabis resin of Afghan origin is limited, it is 
difficult to estimate the exact scale of trafficking of these 
substances via the northern route. The share of cannabis 
resin seizures that were made in Tajikistan in 2018 was 
54 per cent of total cannabis resin seizures in Central 
Asia, which may indicate a large demand in countries 
along the northern route for cannabis-based drugs orig-
inating in Afghanistan. In 2018, as in the previous year, 
the share of cannabis and cannabis resin seizures in the 
total volume of seized drugs was highest in Kazakhstan, 
Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, while in Turkmenistan and 
Uzbekistan the bulk of seized drugs were opiates.

685. There continued to be small-scale illicit cannabis 
cultivation and large areas of wild cannabis growth in 
Central Asia. Cannabis is mainly illicitly produced for 
domestic consumption, with a smaller portion trafficked 
to markets in Europe and the Russian Federation.

686. Seizures of cannabis in the countries of the 
Southern Caucasus continued to increase over the period 
2014–2018, while seizures of cannabis resin in that same 
period continued to decline. Those statistical trends are 
based mostly on the statistics on drug seizures reported 
by Azerbaijan.

687. An increase in trafficking of cocaine by air (includ-
ing by use of “mules” and parcels) was reported in 
Lebanon. The most important cocaine seizures at the air-
ports were those reported by Lebanese authorities in 
August 2018, when authorities at the Beirut Rafic Hariri 
International Airport seized more than 60 kg of cocaine 
that had been hidden inside personal care items imported 
from Brazil. More recently, in June 2019, Lebanese 
Customs seized 10.5 kg of cocaine at the Beirut Rafic 
Hariri International Airport on a flight that had departed 
from Brazil.

688. Afghanistan continued to witness an increase in 
trafficking of synthetic drugs on its territory. The amount 
of methamphetamine seized continued to increase, with 
657 kg seized in the first six months of 2019 compared 
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with 61 kg seized during the same period of 2018 (rep-
resenting an almost tenfold increase). In 2018, a total of 
182 kg of methamphetamine were seized in Afghanistan, 
while in 2017 total seizures for that substance amounted 
to 121 kg. Afghanistan also seized 35,763 MDMA tablets 
in the first six months of 2019, compared with 24,587 
tablets in the entire year of 2018, and 2,322 tablets in 
2017.

689. Continuing the trend reported in the previous year, 
the Islamic Republic of Iran witnessed an increase of 
approximately 25 per cent in methamphetamine seizures 
in 2018, a total of 2.9 tons, compared with 2.3 tons in 2017. 
In 2018, law enforcement authorities of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran dismantled 133 laboratories for manufac-
turing amphetamine-type stimulants in the country. 

690. Manufacture and trafficking of counterfeit “capta-
gon” continued to seriously affect drug control efforts in 
the Middle East, especially given the continued political 
instability in many parts of the subregion. There are indi-
cations of the existence of clandestine laboratories man-
ufacturing counterfeit “captagon” in the subregion, in 
particular in Lebanon and the Syrian Arab Republic, for 
domestic consumption as well as for illicit markets in 
Saudi Arabia and several other Gulf States. Some of those 
“captagon” tablets were also smuggled into Turkey or 
smuggled from the Syrian Arab Republic to Lebanon for 
onward trafficking to various countries in the Middle 
East. Iran (Islamic Republic of) and Jordan have also been 
identified by other countries in the subregion as possible 
countries of origin of amphetamine shipments.

691. While there are only limited official data available on 
trafficking of counterfeit “captagon”, certain notable seizures 
covered by the media may provide an indication of the 
extent of trafficking in the subregion. In June-July 2019, 
authorities of Greece seized three containers containing 
substantial amounts of “captagon” (5.25 tons, in the form 
of 33 million tablets) worth an estimated $660 million, 
which was believed to have been shipped from the Syrian 
Arab Republic. Earlier, in December 2018, authorities of 
Greece detained a Syrian-flagged freight ship in the 
Mediterranean carrying about 3 million “captagon” tablets, 
believed to be destined for Libya. In two separate attempts 
to smuggle “captagon” from the territory of Lebanon, 
Lebanese authorities seized 142 kg of “captagon” from a 
refrigerated truck in April 2019 in an operation coordinated 
with the authorities of Saudi Arabia, and seized 10 kg at 
the Beirut Rafic Hariri International Airport in May 2019. 
Approximately 250,000 “captagon” tablets were seized at the 
Istanbul Atatürk Airport in March 2019, from a passenger 
on a flight bound for Saudi Arabia. In May 2019, Dubai 
Customs of the United Arab Emirates seized 5.7 million 

“captagon” tablets that were hidden in a foodstuff container, 
bringing the total amount seized by Dubai Customs to 
about 11 million “captagon” tablets in the first five months 
of 2019. There have also been several reports of seizures of 
substantial amounts of “captagon” tablets by the authorities 
of Jordan, Saudi Arabia and the Syrian Arab Republic.

692. Central Asian countries continued to experience 
trafficking in psychotropic substances on their territories 
even though the amount of trafficking continued to be at 
lower levels than for other types of drugs. In particular, 
Kazakhstan seized 9.7 kg of psychotropic substances, 
including 2.6 kg of MDMA, compared with the 12.2 kg 
of psychotropic substances it seized in 2017, which had 
included 2 kg of MDMA. Kyrgyzstan seized 21 kg of 
psycho tropic substances in 2018, which included small 
amounts of methamphetamine and MDMA, compared 
with almost no officially reported seizures of such sub-
stances in 2017. Tajikistan seized 1.8 kg of psychotropic 
substances in 2018, compared with 7.6 kg in 2017. 
Countries in the region also continue to face the prob-
lem of a lack of comprehensive data collection and foren-
sic analysis with respect to such substances.

693. Large quantities of precursors are needed for 
opium processing in Afghanistan, and those precursors 
cannot easily be trafficked across the multiple mountain-
ous borders and so must be transported on established 
roads and by railway. In 2018, the most widely seized 
precursor in Central Asia was hydrochloric acid, fol-
lowed by acetic anhydride and potassium permanganate. 
The largest total quantity of hydrochloric acid and sul-
phuric acid seized in 2018 was that seized in Kyrgyzstan, 
where authorities seized a total of 3.2 tons of those 
precursors.

694. According to information provided by CARICC, in 
the period 2014–2018, only Tajikistan and Uzbekistan 
reported seizures of acetic anhydride (Uzbekistan in 2017 
and Tajikistan in 2018). Tajikistan reported five seizures 
of precursors totalling 284 kg, including three seizures of 
acetic anhydride that totalled 266.5 kg. Afghanistan was 
suspected of being the country of destination for one of 
these seizures. According to CARICC, there is no evi-
dence that any other seized substance was bound for 
Afghanistan. Uzbekistan seized 20 litres of acetic 
anhydride in 2017. Uzbekistan also reported seizures of 
0.8 kg of potassium permanganate in 2018.

695. The position of Azerbaijan and Georgia along the 
opiate trafficking route means that their territories are 
also attractive as a route for trafficking in precursors, in 
particular acetic anhydride, which is used to manufacture 
heroin. Law enforcement authorities of Georgia seized 
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5 tons and 9.8 tons of acetic anhydride, respectively, in 
two operations conducted in February and April 2018 at 
the port of Poti, Georgia, on the Black Sea; they were the 
largest seizures of precursors in the country’s history. The 
chemicals were destined for Afghanistan. According to 
UNODC, Azerbaijan reported only on seizures of potas-
sium permanganate: 20.8 kg seized in 2017 and 5.5 kg 
seized in 2018. In 2017, less than 50 grams of ephedrine 
was seized in the entire Southern Caucasus, and all of it 
was seized in Georgia.

696. In 2018, law enforcement authorities of Afghanistan 
dismantled 33 heroin-manufacturing laboratories, com-
pared with the dismantlement of 50 heroin-manufacturing 
laboratories and 3 methamphetamine-manufacturing lab-
oratories in 2017. One methamphetamine-manufacturing 
laboratory was dismantled in the first six months of 2019.

697. There continues to be limited information available 
on trafficking and abuse of new psychoactive substances 
in most countries of West Asia due to the lack of moni-
toring and analysis capacities in those countries. The 
Board reiterates that although the countries of West Asia 
continue to adopt the necessary legislation and take the 
necessary steps to improve their law enforcement and 
forensic capabilities in order to counter new psychoactive 
substances, there is a strong need for a comprehensive 
regional approach to address the challenge. 

698. The emergence of a growing number of new 
psycho active substances continued to be reported by 
almost every country in Central Asia, which may suggest 
that the region is linked to international trafficking of both 
amphetamine-type stimulants and new psychoactive sub-
stances beyond the subregion. The Ministry of Internal 
Affairs of Kyrgyzstan reported an increase in total sei-
zures of new psychoactive substances from 338 grams in 
2017 to 18,928 grams in 2018. Uzbekistan reported a 
decrease in new psychoactive substance seizures, from 
362 grams in 2017 to 166 grams in 2018.

699. There is limited information available on trafficking 
in new psychoactive substances in the Southern Caucasus. 
Although Azerbaijan reported an increase in seizures of 
psychotropic substances in 2018 (1,545.4 kg of powdered 
substances and 1,615 tablets) compared with 2017 (0.4 kg 
of powdered substances and 1,918 tablets), no information 
was reported on seizures of new psychoactive substances 
in the country. Georgia reported on the emergence of and 
increase in trafficking in new psychoactive substances, as 
it seized 6.5 kg of new psychoactive substances in 2018, 
while in 2017 it seized 1.5 kg. Police in Armenia reported 
on the seizure of 27 grams of new psychoactive substances 
in 2018, compared with 1.1 kg in 2017.

700. Countries in the Middle East continued to be 
affected by trafficking in and abuse of tramadol, a syn-
thetic opioid not under international control. During the 
reporting period, there were several media reports on sei-
zures of tramadol in the subregion, including in Iraq, 
Jordan, Kuwait, the State of Palestine and the United Arab 
Emirates. The countries of the subregion need to effec-
tively prevent illicit manufacture and trafficking of trama-
dol while ensuring sufficient supply of this substance for 
medical needs. The countries of the subregion would ben-
efit from more effective international law enforcement 
and criminal justice cooperation.

5. Prevention and treatment

701. The Board notes with concern that in some coun-
tries of the region access to treatment for drug depen-
dence is possible only upon registration as a drug user, 
that registration as a drug user brings with it various lim-
itations on that individual’s career prospects, ability to 
travel and enjoyment of other rights, and that the pros-
pect of having such limitations imposed is often a disin-
centive to seeking treatment. In many cases, registration 
as a drug user also results in serious social stigmatization 
that impedes recovery and social reintegration. 

702. In addition, most countries in West Asia have dif-
ficulties finding the resources for conducting comprehen-
sive and regular drug abuse studies and surveys, which 
hinders efforts to fully grasp the true extent of drug use 
and dependency in the subregion. Countries still lack the 
test and reference samples needed to carry out effective 
drug testing and analysis. 

703. UNODC estimated that the Middle East and South-
West Asia were the subregions with the highest past-year 
prevalence of opiate use (opium, morphine and heroin), 
at 1.6 per cent of the population in each subregion. South-
West Asia was the subregion with the highest prevalence 
of HIV among people who inject drugs, 2.3 times the 
global average, and South-West Asia also had a higher 
than average proportion of injecting drug users.

704. Over the past decade, there has been a decline in 
the number of registered opiate users in Central Asia, 
which may be a result, at least in part, of the overall 
reduction in trafficking of those substances along the 
northern route. In 2018, there were 43,511 registered drug 
users in Central Asia, excluding Turkmenistan, for which 
no data were available. Of that total, 51 per cent were 
opiate users, of whom 86 per cent were heroin users and 
14 per cent were opium users. Injecting drug users 
accounted for 56 per cent of registered drug users. Data 
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disaggregated by gender showed that 5 per cent of all 
drug users registered in 2018 were female drug users. 
UNODC estimated that the full scope of opiate use in 
Central Asia and the Southern Caucasus was likely much 
larger than what was suggested by the number of regis-
tered users, as the prevalence of use of opiates in those 
subregions combined was estimated to be 0.9 per cent.

705. In Azerbaijan, there were 30,131 registered drug 
users in treatment centres in 2017. Injecting remained the 
most frequently used method of administering opiates 
(70 per cent of users). Of those who registered as drug 
users in 2017, about 2 per cent were women. 

706. Countries of Central Asia and the Southern Caucasus 
continued to witness an overall decline in injecting drug 
use, an increase in the prevalence of cannabinoid abuse, 
and an increase in abuse of psychoactive medicines as part 
of polydrug use. It should be noted that alcohol addiction 
remained more prevalent than illicit drug addiction. The 
most used types of stimulants in Central Asia and the 
Southern Caucasus, in order of greatest prevalence, are 
amphetamine, methamphetamine and “ecstasy”.

707. According to UNODC, the proportion of the pop-
ulation aged 15–64 who inject drugs remains relatively 
high in Central Asia and the Southern Caucasus, with 
rates that are 3.4 times the global average (i.e., more than 
triple). UNAIDS found that in Eastern Europe and 
Central Asia, people who inject drugs accounted for more 
than one third (39 per cent) of new HIV infections in 
2017. Other research found that in Central Asia, approx-
imately one in five people held in prison have injected 
drugs at least once while incarcerated.

708. Opioid consumption patterns in the countries of 
South-West Asia remain diverse. UNODC found that in 
Afghanistan, nearly 70 per cent of opioid users reported 
using opium and there was also significant abuse of 
heroin and pharmaceutical opioids. In the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, nearly 90 per cent of opioid users 
reported using opium or the condensed extract of 
smoked opium ashes. In Pakistan, according to the most 
recently available data, for 2012, excluding polydrug use 
among opioid users, of the estimated 2.7 million opioid 
users, 1.6 million also reported the non-medical use of 
pharmaceutical opioids, whereas over 1 million people 
were estimated to be regular opiate users, of whom the 
majority were heroin users (860,000) while one third 
were opium users (320,000). While the use of opiates 
(heroin and opium) was much higher among men than 
among women in Pakistan, almost equal percentages of 
men and women in that country reported the non-med-
ical use of pharmaceutical opioids.

E. Europe

Record amounts of high-purity cocaine seized, together 
with the increasing prevalence of cocaine use among 
adults, suggest that cocaine use is on the rise in Europe.

The discussion of different approaches to regulating can-
nabis has figured prominently in the policy debate on 
drug control across Europe.

1. Major developments

709. A recent surge in the availability of high-purity 
cocaine across Europe, now also including Eastern 
European countries that had been targeted to a lesser 
extent in the past, appears to have made the drug an 
affordable commodity and the preferred stimulant for 
many drug users in the region. Record seizures of cocaine 
in several European countries in 2018 and 2019 may also 
indicate an increasing trend in cocaine trafficking, with 
European overseas territories increasingly being used as 
transit points, according to EMCDDA.

710. An increasing number of European countries 
were in the process of exploring regulatory approaches 
to the cultivation of cannabis for medical purposes 
during the reporting period, or had already set up can-
nabis agencies and instituted medical cannabis pro-
grammes by 2019. In a few countries, there were 
indications of steps being taken towards legalization of 
the non-medical use of cannabis at the national level. 
However, the majority of European countries allow can-
nabis to be used only for medical and scientific pur-
poses, in keeping with their obligations under the 1961 
Convention as amended by the 1972 Protocol, while 
many continue not to permit medical uses of the sub-
stance at all. An EMCDDA paper entitled “Developments 
in the European cannabis market”, published in 2019, 
presents the diverse range of cannabis-based products 
available in Europe and highlights the complexity of reg-
ulatory frameworks necessary to manage their appropri-
ate distribution.

711. The Russian Federation, in July 2019, passed leg-
islation authorizing the cultivation on its territory of 
opium poppy plants (Papaver somniferum) for the pur-
pose of extracting alkaloids. More specifically, the new 
law allows for the cultivation of varieties of opium poppy 
rich in morphine, thebaine and codeine and the process-
ing of poppy straw for the purpose of manufacturing 
pharmaceutical or veterinary preparations containing 
these opiates. 
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2. Regional cooperation

712. A number of well-established regional cooperation 
frameworks and intergovernmental organizations of var-
ied composition and geographical scope, such as the 
European Union, EMCDDA, the Pompidou Group of the 
Council of Europe, OSCE, Europol, the European Border 
and Coast Guard Agency (Frontex), and others have con-
tinued to act as the primary vehicles for regional coop-
eration in Europe. In addition, a multitude of multilateral 
law enforcement operations involving several European 
countries were undertaken, many of which resulted in 
considerable drug seizures. 

713. In an effort to evaluate the effectiveness of European 
precursor control legislation, the European Commission 
conducted an in-depth review of the implementation and 
functioning of four legislative documents, which reflect 
the exclusive competence of the European Union to reg-
ulate the trade in chemicals in all of its member States. 
The last phase of the process, which started in 2017, 
involved a public consultation that concluded in November 
2018. The results of the evaluation and any necessary 
amendments to existing European Union regulations 
were expected to be published in the last quarter of 2019.

714. In November 2018, the Pompidou Group of the 
Council of Europe adopted its new work programme for 
the period 2019–2022. Its three thematic priorities are 
centred on good governance; international drug policy 
development for 2019 and beyond, with particular focus 
on contributing to the achievement of the Sustainable 
Development Goals; and new psychoactive substances. A 
new element under the good governance pillar is aimed 
at reducing drug-related stigmas in order to remove some 
of the barriers to drug users’ access to health care and 
social services. 

715. In December 2018, new formal cooperation agree-
ments were signed between EMCDDA and two European 
agencies, the European Chemicals Agency and the 
European Food Safety Authority, in the context of the 
European Union early warning system to respond to new 
psychoactive substances. Existing agreements between 
EMCDDA and Europol, the European Centre for Disease 
Prevention and Control and the European Medicines 
Agency were updated at the same time. 

716. In July 2019, the Thirteenth Meeting of Heads of 
National Drug Law Enforcement Agencies, Europe, was 
held in Lisbon, bringing together some 70 participants 
from 24 Member States and 7 organizations. The recom-
mendations addressed a range of issues. In one of the rec-
ommendations, it was recommended that Governments 

should consider the use of artificial intelligence in 
analysis, profiling, cross-checking information and other 
investigative efforts with a view to adapting to the chang-
ing criminal environment.

3.  National legislation, policy and 
action

717. On 3 July 2019, the Russian Federation passed a 
federal law permitting on its territory the cultivation of 
the opium poppy plant (Papaver somniferum) for the pro-
duction of poppy straw. More specifically, the law allows 
for the cultivation of varieties of opium poppy rich in 
morphine, thebaine and codeine and the processing of 
poppy straw for the purpose of manufacturing pharma-
ceutical or veterinary preparations containing those opi-
ates. According to government authorities, the rationale 
for this step was to satisfy domestic demand for life-saving 
medications containing opiates. In addition, the law pro-
vides a legal basis for the cultivation of opium poppy to 
produce poppy seeds for culinary purposes.

718. Belgium paved the way for the creation of a national 
cannabis agency by providing a legal basis for the estab-
lishment of a cannabis office within its Federal Agency for 
Medicines and Health Products. A bill passed in April 
2019 requires further executing regulations in order for 
the cannabis office to become operational and start over-
seeing the cultivation of cannabis for medicinal purposes. 
Similarly, Croatia (in April 2019) and Malta (in April 
2018) permitted cultivation of cannabis for medical pur-
poses. In Portugal, where cultivation of cannabis for 
medicinal purposes had been authorized since 1994, leg-
islation was passed in July 2018 and additional implement-
ing regulations were adopted in January 2019 regarding 
the prescription, use and dispensation of cannabis for 
medical use through pharmacies, thereby achieving con-
trol of the full production chain from cultivation to dis-
tribution. The Board wishes to remind all States that have 
established medical cannabis programmes or that are 
considering doing so of the control measures set forth 
in articles 28 and 23 of the 1961 Convention as amended 
by the 1972 Protocol.

719. Short of permitting the cultivation of cannabis for 
medicinal purposes, many European countries for the first 
time allowed the use of cannabis-based medicinal products 
or were in the process of creating the necessary legal 
framework to do so during the reporting period. Following 
the approval of its National Agency for Medicines and 
Health Products Safety in July 2019, France was in the pro-
cess of devising the regulatory framework for an experi-
ment on the use of cannabis-based medicinal products to 
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treat certain medical conditions under strictly defined 
conditions. The experiment was expected to be launched 
in 2020. With effect from 1 November 2018, the United 
Kingdom introduced legislative changes providing a defi-
nition of the type of products falling within the category 
of “cannabis-based products for medicinal use” and per-
mitting their prescription by registered specialist doctors 
based on clinical need, not limiting prescriptions to any 
particular medical condition. Raw cannabis (whether 
plant or resin) was unaffected by the change and 
remained a class B drug under the Misuse of Drugs Act 
of 1971. 

720. In the course of 2019, the Netherlands has taken 
steps to introduce a pilot programme for the production 
and commercial distribution of cannabis for non-medical 
purposes, referred to as the “closed cannabis supply chain 
experiment”. Under the programme, the cultivation and 
wholesale supply of cannabis to so-called “coffee shops” 
was expected to be legalized in up to 10 municipalities 
for a trial period of four years, followed by an evaluation 
of the “experiment” and its effects on public health, pub-
lic order, safety and crime. As of August 2019, 10 munic-
ipalities (not including the 4 largest ones: Amsterdam, 
Rotterdam, The Hague and Utrecht) had been selected 
from among some two dozen that had expressed an inter-
est in participating in the programme. As of 1 November 
2019, the legislation necessary to enable the official 
“preparation phase” of the experiment to be launched in 
2020, commencing with a public tender to select a lim-
ited number of local producers, had been partially 
approved in January 2019. Municipalities not selected to 
participate in the trial will continue to enforce the appli-
cable national laws, which generally prohibit the cultiva-
tion, distribution and use of cannabis, with the option of 
tolerating (i.e., not enforcing the prohibition of) the sale 
and purchase of small amounts for personal use in “coffee 
shops” under certain conditions.

721. In late 2018, Luxembourg announced its intention 
to legalize the cultivation, distribution, possession and use 
of cannabis for recreational purposes within five years. An 
interministerial task force was reported to be in the pro-
cess of drafting a corresponding legislative proposal. The 
use of (imported) cannabis for medical purposes, pre-
scribed by specially trained medical professionals and dis-
tributed exclusively through hospital pharmacies, was 
permitted in August 2018 for a trial period of two years.

722. The Board wishes to remind all parties to the 
1961 Convention as amended by the 1972 Protocol that 
article 4 (c) of that Convention limits exclusively to 
medical and scientific purposes the production, manu-
facture, export, import and distribution of, trade in and 

use and possession of drugs and that any measures 
allowing for the non-medical use of cannabis are in vio-
lation of the legal obligations incumbent upon parties 
to the Convention.

723. A number of countries in the region amended their 
national laws to subject new psychoactive substances and 
other substances of concern to national control in 2018 
and 2019. Those countries included Germany (new sub-
stance groups were added and existing ones were amended 
or enlarged in its generic schedules under the New 
Psychoactive Substances Act, which entered into force in 
2016), the Russian Federation (47 new psychoactive sub-
stances scheduled at the national level), Serbia (15 sub-
stances scheduled, including tramadol), Spain (6 new 
psychoactive substances scheduled) and Sweden (36 new 
psychoactive substances scheduled, 15 as narcotic drugs 
and 21 as goods endangering health). Malta brought its 
laws in line with European Parliament and Council of the 
European Union directive 2017/2103, which defines new 
psychoactive substances as substances in pure form or in 
a preparation that are not covered by the 1961 Convention 
as amended by the 1972 Protocol or by the 1971 
Convention but may pose health or social risks similar 
to those posed by the substances covered by those 
Conventions. The United Kingdom also classified prega-
balin and gabapentin as class C drugs under the Misuse 
of Drugs Act of 1971 with effect from 1 April 2019.

724. Since February 2019, Croatia has applied a generic 
approach to controlling new psychoactive substances at 
the national level, targeting groups of substances and 
chemical compounds rather than individual substances. 
Poland also introduced generic definitions for four groups 
of new psychoactive substances that now fall under the 
act counteracting drug addiction and State sanitary 
inspection as a result of a comprehensive amendment 
passed in August 2018. The groups include derivatives of 
fentanyl, cathinone and 2-phenylethylamine, as well as 
synthetic cannabinoids. The amendment also redefined 
new psychoactive substances, putting them on a par with 
narcotic drugs and psychoactive substances and thereby 
attaching criminal sanctions to their use and possession; 
previously, sanctions had been administrative in nature 
for that category of substances.

725. In 2018, the United Kingdom conducted a man-
dated review of its Psychoactive Substances Act 2016, cov-
ering the first 30 months since the Act had entered into 
force, with a view to assessing whether its aims were being 
achieved. The results of the review were published in 
November 2018. The review found that open retail sale 
of new psychoactive substances had been largely elimi-
nated in the wake of the entry into force of the Act and 
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that there had been a significant drop in their use in the 
general population, particularly among youth, with an 
associated reduction in health-related harms. At the same 
time, the Act was found not to have had any significant 
impact on the emergence of new psychoactive substances 
or on their online sale, neither through the clear web nor 
through the darknet, and it appeared that street dealers 
had replaced retail shops as the main source of supply for 
users.

726. The Russian Federation placed seven precursors 
under national control in 2018, including the interna-
tionally controlled fentanyl precursor N-phenethyl-4-
piperidone (NPP) and six precursors not under 
international control. 4-Anilino-N-phenethylpiperidine 
(ANPP), another internationally controlled precursor of 
fentanyl, was moved from catalogue I to catalogue IV 
of the relevant national schedules in 2018. In February 
2019, the requirements regarding thresholds for precur-
sors of fentanyl under catalogue I of the relevant national 
schedules were removed and five more substances were 
added to that catalogue.

727. In addition to amending its existing legislation on 
psychotropic substances and precursors (in July 2018 and 
April 2019), Serbia adopted in 2019 a comprehensive set 
of by-laws concerning procedures related to precursor 
control, including by-laws on licensing, import and export 
authorizations, and statements concerning the end user 
of a traded precursor. 

728. Since 1 January 2019, French customs authorities 
have been entitled to request and be provided with data 
stored and processed by hosting and Internet service pro-
viders, as well as telecommunication operators, in order 
to ascertain whether, according to the Customs Code of 
that country, a drug offence may have been committed.

729. Spain finalized its first plan of action for the period 
2018–2020 under the national strategy on addictions cov-
ering the period 2017–2024. Social reintegration features 
prominently as one of the areas to be strengthened in the 
context of the comprehensive care approach adopted in 
the national strategy. In January 2019, Croatia published 
a comprehensive report on the implementation of activ-
ities undertaken under its National Strategy on Combating 
Drug Abuse for the period 2012–2017 and the two three-
year action plans covering that period. The report con-
tains detailed statistics and findings on the drug abuse 
situation in the country during that period. 

730. In the United Kingdom, a prison drug strategy was 
published in April 2019; it builds on the 2017 Drug 
Strategy, published by the Home Office. According to the 

prison drug strategy, the number of incidents where 
drugs were found in prisons increased by 23 per cent in 
the period 2017/18 compared with the previous 12-month 
period. The prison drug strategy mirrors the three objec-
tives of the 2017 drug strategy: restricting supply, reduc-
ing demand and building recovery. The prison drug 
strategy is not time-bound, it focuses on improving 
capacity in five areas, it comes with a catalogue of con-
tinually updated good practice guidance for prison gov-
ernors and staff and it requires prisons at the national 
and subnational levels to implement their own tailored 
drug strategies by September 2019.

731. The Russian Federation passed new legislation on 
palliative care in March 2019. The law is to provide 
improved access for terminally ill patients to pain relief 
medications, in particular preparations containing nar-
cotic drugs and psychotropic substances, alongside other 
support services.

732. In March 2019, Greece became the most recent 
European country to provide a legal framework for “drug 
consumption rooms” or supervised drug use areas to 
operate on its territory. To access such areas, which are 
to be authorized by the Ministry of Health, and to make 
use of the care and services provided in those areas, inclu-
sion in the government-maintained register of recipients 
of such services will be a prerequisite. “Drug consump-
tion rooms” are already operating, on a trial or perma-
nent basis, in Belgium, Denmark, France, Germany, 
Luxembourg, the Netherlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain 
and Switzerland, while a legal basis for their operation 
exists in Ireland (since 2017), and governmental initia-
tives seeking to introduce supervised drug injection facil-
ities are under way in several other European countries, 
including Finland and Iceland.

733. In line with its earlier observations on the oper-
ation of “drug consumption rooms” in different coun-
tries, the Board wishes to reiterate that the ultimate 
objective of such measures is to reduce the adverse con-
sequences of drug abuse without condoning or encour-
aging drug trafficking. Accordingly, any such facility 
must provide, or refer recipients of its services to, treat-
ment, rehabilitation and social reintegration services. 

4.  Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

734. Drug trafficking trends and patterns generally 
remained stable in Europe, with minor changes observed 
in relation to individual substances. Cannabis (including 
both herb and resin) remained the most frequently seized 
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drug and the substance seized in the highest quantities in 
2017 in the member States of the European Union. However, 
the figures for cannabis herb almost doubled in 2017 com-
pared with the figures for 2016 (210 tons were seized in 
2017 compared with nearly 124 tons in 2016 in about the 
same number of seizures as in 2017), while the figures for 
cannabis resin remained relatively stable, both in terms of 
the number of seizures and the quantities seized (466 tons 
were seized in 2017 compared with some 424 tons in 2016). 
Italy alone accounted for some 43 per cent of the total 
amount of cannabis herb seized in the European Union in 
2017 (more than 90 tons); it was followed by Spain (about 
34.5 tons). At the same time, Spain accounted for almost 
72 per cent of the total amount of cannabis resin seized in 
the European Union member States (almost 335 tons); that 
country was followed by France, where a significantly 
smaller amount of that drug was seized (some 67 tons). 

735. Cannabis was also the most frequently encoun-
tered drug in both drug possession and supply offences 
reported in the European Union in 2017, with 75 per cent 
of an estimated total of 1.2 million cases involving the 
use or possession of cannabis and 57 per cent of an esti-
mated 230,000 cases involving the supply of cannabis.

736. The amount of heroin seized in Europe has also 
been stable for a number of years. Illicit heroin manufac-
turing sites discovered in recent years in Bulgaria, 
Czechia, the Netherlands and Spain, in combination with 
higher amounts of opium and morphine seized, indicate 
that some manufacturing of heroin from morphine may 
be taking place closer to European consumer markets. Of 
all the European Union member States, the Netherlands 
seized the highest quantity of heroin in 2017 (1.1 tons), 
representing about a fifth of all heroin seized within the 
European Union that year; that country was followed by 
the United Kingdom (844 kg) and Bulgaria (698 kg).

737. Opioids other than heroin (including prescription 
opioids such as methadone, buprenorphine, tramadol, fen-
tanyl derivatives, codeine, dihydrocodeine and oxycodone, 
as well as opium and morphine) were seized in markedly 
increased quantities in 2017, although those seizures 
accounted for a small share of the total quantity of seized 
opioids. Seized amounts of tramadol and fentanyl deriva-
tives increased in 2017 for the second year in a row.

738. Record seizures of cocaine were reported in 2018 
and 2019 in several countries, including Belgium (a total 
of 53 tons seized in 2018, up from nearly 45 tons in 2017), 
France (individual seizures of about a ton and a half in 
2018, as well as in 2019) and Germany (4.5 tons in a sin-
gle seizure in 2019, representing the largest single seizure 
of cocaine ever made in the country). Since at least 2011, 

the same four countries – Belgium, France, the Netherlands 
and Spain – have seized the highest amounts of cocaine 
in the European Union. In 2017, the total amount of 
cocaine seized in the European Union was more than 
140.4 tons, the highest amount ever recorded (almost 
double the amount seized in the previous year (70.8 tons)). 

739. Cocaine trafficking has recently been linked to the 
activities of numerous organized criminal groups from 
Colombia, Morocco, Spain and the Balkan countries, 
most of which are operating out of major European ports. 
An EMCDDA trendspotter study entitled “Recent changes 
in Europe’s cocaine market”, published in 2018, found that 
European overseas territories such as French Guiana and 
the French West Indies (Guadeloupe, Martinique, Saint 
Martin and Saint-Barthélemy) are increasingly being used 
as transit areas between producing countries in South 
America and the European mainland. In addition, accord-
ing to the study, traffickers are making increased use of 
online drug markets to manage low-volume cocaine sales 
and are supplying the drug directly to consumers. 

740. Europe continues to be a major source of the 
world’s supply of amphetamine-type stimulants, includ-
ing amphetamine, methamphetamine and MDMA, and a 
significant share of the manufacture of such stimulants 
takes place in Belgium and the Netherlands.

741. Greek authorities effected the largest seizure of 
“captagon” (amphetamine) pills ever recorded in Europe 
in June–July 2019 in the port of Piraeus: some 33 million 
“captagon” pills – more than five tons of tablets. According 
to government sources, the shipment, concealed in three 
containers carrying medium-density fibreboard, origi-
nated in the port of Latakia, in the Syrian Arab Republic, 
and the suspected destination was China.

742. Within the European Union, 55 new psychoactive 
substances emerged and were reported through the early 
warning system of the European Union in the course of 
2018; that represents an average of about one new sub-
stance per week. According to EMCDDA, the emergence 
of new psychoactive substances appeared to have slowed 
down in the European Union since the period 2013–2014. 
However, a considerable number of substances identified 
in earlier years have remained. New synthetic opioids 
(including fentanyl derivatives) continued to play a limited 
role in the European drug market, while the number, type 
and availability of benzodiazepines not under international 
control appeared to have increased in the past few years. 

743. Seizures of precursors and pre-precursors (includ-
ing both scheduled and non-scheduled substances that can 
be easily converted to internationally controlled precursors, 
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usually through a simple chemical synthesis step), espe-
cially those used in the manufacture of amphetamine-type 
stimulants such as methamphetamine or MDMA 
(“ecstasy”), continued to be effected in large quantities in 
European countries during the reporting period. A fully 
equipped illicit drug laboratory, including several tons of 
precursor chemicals used in the large-scale manufacture of 
crystalline methamphetamine, was discovered in Belgium, 
and a “floating” illicit methamphetamine laboratory was 
discovered in the Netherlands (an unprecedented occur-
rence in that country) on board a large cargo ship, where 
more than 300 litres of methamphetamine oil and 
drug-manufacturing equipment were seized.

744. At the same time, there has been a significant 
increase in seizures of acetic anhydride (a key substance 
frequently used in the illicit manufacture of heroin) in 
Europe in the past two years, along with an increase in 
the detection of sites using that precursor for illicit heroin 
manufacture.

745. A comprehensive review of the situation with 
respect to the control of precursors and chemicals fre-
quently used in the illicit manufacture of narcotic drugs 
and psychotropic substances in the region can be found 
in the report of the Board for 2019 on the implementa-
tion of article 12 of the 1988 Convention.

5. Prevention and treatment

746. Overall, the situation with respect to the preva-
lence of drug abuse within the European Union remained 
largely unchanged in 2018 compared with the previous 
year. Based on 2017 data, EMCDDA estimated that about 
29 per cent of the adult population, or some 96 million 
adults, had used illicit drugs at least once during their 
lives, while five years earlier about a quarter of the adult 
population in the European Union (over 80 million 
adults) was estimated to have used such drugs at least 
once. Data on the prevalence of drug use are generally 
available and of high quality in many parts of Europe.

747. In 2018, cannabis continued to be the most com-
monly used illicit drug in European Union member 
States, its prevalence having remained five times higher 
than that of other drugs for at least the past four years, 
with a number of countries having reported increased use 
of cannabis among youth.

748. Among stimulants, cocaine continued to be the 
most commonly used illicit drug, albeit more prevalent in 
countries in Southern and Western Europe, while, based 
on 2017 data, EMCDDA reported growing evidence of a 

potential increase in the injection of stimulants, including 
cocaine, amphetamines and synthetic cathinones. The find-
ings of the largest European wastewater analysis project 
focusing on stimulants and covering some 70 cities and 
towns in 2018 showed that patterns of use varied signifi-
cantly in the region by type of drug, timing and location 
of use. For example, cocaine and MDMA (“ecstasy”) use 
appeared higher in large cities than in smaller urban areas, 
and the highest levels of those drugs and amphetamine 
(so-called “party drugs”) were detected in the wastewater 
during the weekend; furthermore, the highest levels of 
MDMA and cocaine appeared in the wastewater of cities 
in countries in Western Europe (MDMA in cities in 
Belgium, Germany and the Netherlands and cocaine in 
cities in Belgium, the Netherlands, Spain and the United 
Kingdom), while the highest levels of amphetamine were 
concentrated in the wastewater of cities in countries in 
Northern and Eastern Europe. 

749. In 2017, Europe was the region with the second 
highest prevalence of opiate use in the world (0.59 per 
cent, second to Asia with 0.72 per cent). Heroin has also 
remained the most commonly used opioid in European 
Union member States, although the abuse of other syn-
thetic opioids such as fentanyl, methadone and buprenor-
phine appears to be on the rise. In Estonia, fentanyl has 
overtaken heroin as the primary opioid reported as the 
basis for seeking specialized treatment; and in Finland, 
the majority of opioid users sought treatment primarily 
for the use of buprenorphine. In fact, 22 per cent of all 
persons seeking treatment for opioid-related health issues 
in the European Union now cite as their primary drug 
opioids other than heroin (including codeine, morphine, 
tramadol and oxycodone, in addition to the above-named 
substances). 

750. In June 2019, OECD published a report entitled 
“Addressing problematic opioid use in OECD countries”. 
The report found that the average number of opioid- related 
deaths among the 25 OECD members for which data 
were available had increased by 20 per cent in the period 
2011–2016. Although that average includes data for the 
United States, where the opioid crisis has hit the hardest 
in recent years, the report also found a pronounced rise 
in opioid-related deaths in many areas in Europe, includ-
ing (in decreasing order, from the most to the least pro-
nounced rise) Sweden, the United Kingdom (England and 
Wales), Lithuania, Norway and Ireland. The data include 
deaths associated with the abuse of heroin and other opi-
oids, as well as the abuse of prescription opioids. Overall, 
deaths associated with fentanyl and its analogues were 
likely to have been underestimated according to the 
EMCDDA report entitled “Drug-related deaths and mor-
tality in Europe”. With regard to general drug-induced 
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mortality, Estonia and Sweden reported the highest death 
rates in Europe in 2017 (130 and 92 deaths per million 
inhabitants aged 15–64, respectively).

751. According to official statistics released in July 2019, 
the United Kingdom (Scotland) recorded an increase of 
27 per cent in drug-related deaths in 2018 compared with 
the year before, the highest number of drug-related deaths 
since the recording of such deaths began (i.e., since 1996) 
and more than double the number recorded in 2008. Of 
the 1,187 drug-related deaths registered in 2018 in 
Scotland, most (i.e., about two thirds) were among the 
age group 35–44 (37 per cent) and the age group 45–54 
(29 per cent), and 72 per cent of the deceased were male. 
In 86 per cent of all drug-related deaths, one or more 
opiates or opioids (including heroin/morphine and meth-
adone) were involved. Benzodiazepines were implicated 
in, or potentially contributed to, 67 per cent of the cases 
recorded, indicating a high proportion of polydrug use. 
In Scotland, the drug-death rate (relative to the number 
of people aged 15–64) was found to be higher than that 
reported for all European Union member States and (per 
head of population) appeared to be almost three times 
that of the United Kingdom as a whole.

752. In absolute terms, Europe is also the region with 
the second highest prevalence of “ecstasy” use, with an 
estimated 4 million users (second to Asia, with an esti-
mated 11.5 million users, and followed by the Americas, 
with an estimated 3.5 million). 

753. Several countries have undertaken comprehensive 
efforts to further improve their datasets and provide a 
detailed picture of the drug use situation during the 
reporting period. In Poland, the National Bureau for 
Drug Prevention conducted or commissioned more than 
a dozen studies in the course of 2018 and 2019 to exam-
ine different aspects of drug use patterns among various 
population groups in the country. Apart from collecting 
national samples for prevalence studies involving differ-
ent target groups, including substance abuse among 
youth, needle-and-syringe clients, in schools and in 
prison settings, numerous data collection efforts were 
dedicated to better understanding the specific threat 
posed by new psychoactive substances. In the same 
period, Belgium conducted Health Interview Survey 
2018, studying the general condition of health of its pop-
ulation and identifying main health issues, including drug 
use, as well as factors and behaviours that might be deter-
minant in this regard. The results were published in 
October 2019.

754. A variety of drug abuse prevention efforts were ini-
tiated or ongoing in many European countries in 2018 and 

2019. In Serbia, for example, the Ministerial Commission 
for the Prevention of Drug Use launched a six-month 
awareness-raising campaign that ended in February 2019 
and saw the participation in interactive forums of over 
31,000 students, more than 5,400 teachers and some 1,500 
parents, as well as health professionals, social workers, 
judges, prosecutors, police officers and other relevant 
stakeholders, to increase understanding of the harmful 
effects of drug use on young people. The forums followed 
a methodology developed by the Ministerial Commission, 
comprised of seven ministers whose work programme also 
is aimed at strengthening young people’s self-confidence, 
resilience and their capacity to resist in the face of 
drug- using peers, and identifying meaningful alternatives 
to drug use. In Italy, among the numerous prevention 
activities undertaken during the reporting period, two 
areas of focus were the prevention of road accidents caused 
by driving under the influence of drugs and alcohol and a 
more responsible use of the Internet by minors to limit 
exposure to dangerous psychoactive substances.

F. Oceania

drug trafficking through the Pacific islands en route to 
australia and New Zealand is of increasing concern and 
poses a security and public health challenge to the coun-
tries of the region.

1. Major developments

755. Drug trafficking through the Pacific islands en 
route to Australia and New Zealand is of increasing con-
cern. The low level of adherence to the three international 
drug control treaties coupled with the unique geography 
of the region renders the Pacific islands vulnerable to 
drug trafficking and drug-related organized crime. In 
addition to large seizures seen in the Pacific islands of 
drugs that were destined for Australia and to a lesser 
extent New Zealand, domestic seizures of smaller quan-
tities and observations in the region appear to indicate 
growing levels of drug abuse in some Pacific island States. 

756. There were increasing concerns about trafficking 
in drugs such as methamphetamine in the Pacific islands, 
as noted by the Regional Policy Consultations of the 
Pacific Islands Forum, which identified trafficking as an 
emerging issue to be covered by the Forum in 2019. The 
Regional Security Declaration (the “Boe Declaration”) 
endorsed by Forum Leaders at the Forty-Ninth Pacific 



ChaPTER III. aNalysIs Of ThE wORld sITuaTION  105

Island Forum held in Nauru from 3 to 6 September 2018 
recognized an increasingly complex regional security 
environment driven by multifaceted security challenges. 
In the Forum communiqué, Forum Leaders welcomed 
the decision by the Government of Australia to work with 
regional security agencies to establish the Pacific Fusion 
Centre to strengthen information-sharing and maritime 
domain awareness to inform responses to threats such as 
drug trafficking and transnational crimes. The Pacific 
Fusion Centre was to build on existing security architec-
ture, including the Pacific Transnational Crime 
Coordination Centre.

757. The Board reiterates its concern that many of the 
non-parties to the three international drug control con-
ventions are located in Oceania.81 The Board remains 
engaged with the countries of the region to support their 
steps towards treaty adherence and implementation and 
welcomed the accession of Palau to the 1988 Convention. 
The Board urges those States that are not yet party to all 
three drug control conventions to take steps towards 
accession as a matter of priority. In addition, the Board 
calls on countries and international and regional organi-
zations that provide support to the non-parties in the 
region to aid the efforts of the non-parties to accede to 
the treaties as a matter of priority. 

2. Regional cooperation

758. The Transnational, Serious and Organized Crime 
Pacific Taskforce was launched by the law enforcement 
agencies of Australia, Fiji, New Zealand and Tonga in 
February 2019. The goals of the Taskforce are to (a) 
enhance the sharing of information between participants 
through the established Pacific Transnational Crime 
Network, the Pacific Transnational Crime Coordination 
Centre and transnational crime units; (b) investigate and 
disrupt transnational serious and organized crime enti-
ties operating from, through or impacting the participant 
countries; (c) target organized crime entities or syndicates 
utilizing small craft to move illicit drugs and facilitate 
other organized criminal activity; (d) demonstrate the 
commitment of participants to effective multinational 
cooperation and effectiveness in combating transnational 
organized crime; and (e) strengthen cooperation to con-
duct expanded investigations on transnational organized 
criminal groups.

81 Seven of the 10 States yet to accede to the 1961 Convention are in 
Oceania: Cook Islands, Kiribati, Nauru, Niue, Samoa, Tuvalu and 
Vanuatu. Eight of the 13 States not party to the 1971 Convention are in 
Oceania: Cook Islands, Kiribati, Nauru, Niue, Samoa, Solomon Islands, 
Tuvalu and Vanuatu. Four of the 7 non-parties to the 1988 Convention 
are in Oceania: Kiribati, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands and Tuvalu. 

759. The twenty-first annual conference of the Oceania 
Customs Organization took place in May 2019 in Saipan, 
Northern Mariana Islands, attended by 21 member cus-
toms administrations and representatives of international 
and regional organizations, including the Pacific Islands 
Chiefs of Police. Topics discussed at the conference 
included trade facilitation, revenue mobilization, border 
security and digital capacity. The INCB secretariat partic-
ipated in the conference to highlight challenges in 
addressing trafficking in synthetic drugs and related sub-
stances to and through the small island States of the 
region. In particular, the Board’s secretariat provided 
information on the trafficking of fentanyl-related sub-
stances by means of international mail and express cou-
rier services, and demonstrated the use of the Board’s 
IONICS system. In 2019, the Board signed a memoran-
dum of understanding with the Oceania Customs 
Organization to facilitate cooperation in countering 
trafficking in narcotic drugs, psychotropic substances, 
new psychoactive substances and precursor chemicals. 

760. The 2019 PICP conference, on “Preventing drug 
harm within our communities”, was held in American 
Samoa in August 2019, at which a draft PICP strategic 
plan was presented. At a meeting of the PICP Executive 
Leadership Team held in Sydney in early 2019, the Pacific 
Transnational Crime Network gave a presentation on 
crime trends across the Pacific, focusing on illicit drugs, 
human trafficking and gang movements.

761. At the meeting of the Pacific Island Law Officers’ 
Network held in the Cook Islands in October 2018, the 
PICP Secretariat gave a presentation on current activities 
and the Pacific Methamphetamine Action Plan. According 
to the PICP Secretariat, the Network had completed an 
analysis of legislation on methamphetamine in the Pacific 
island region. A Pacific Transnational Crime Network 
Team Leaders’ Meeting held in Fiji in September 2018 
included a workshop to identify actions to support the 
Pacific Methamphetamine Action Plan. 

3.  National legislation, policy and 
action

762. In August 2019, Palau acceded to the 1988 
Convention, a development which was welcomed by the 
Board. In an executive order issued in April 2019, the 
President of Palau referred, inter alia, to the growing inci-
dence of drug trafficking. The executive order stated that 
the policy of the Government was to strengthen border 
security, and it set out measures to secure ports of entry 
and prevent the entry of foreign nationals intending to 
commit any form of transnational crime. 
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763. In Tonga in June 2019, representatives of 
Government, churches and young people participated in 
a two-day meeting to discuss and review the draft first 
national illicit drugs policy. The five-year policy aims at 
building a safe, healthy and resilient Tonga through effec-
tive prevention and enhanced enforcement and by pro-
gressively reducing harm, and was approved by the 
Tongan Cabinet in October 2019. The policy had six stra-
tegic areas of focus: supply reduction and alternative devel-
opment; demand and harm reduction; improved 
coordination and control; international and regional coop-
eration; improving data collection, analysis and 
information- sharing; and compliance with human rights. 
Also in 2019, the Tonga Police announced that a drug task 
force had been initiated. 

764. In Samoa, participants doing training on the 
Universal Treatment Curriculum for Substance Use 
Disorders completed a training course on basic counsel-
ling skills for addiction professionals as a step towards 
their certification as alcohol and drug addiction counsel-
lors. The training was facilitated through the Colombo 
Plan in partnership with the Government of Samoa, with 
funding from the United States State Department Bureau 
of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs.

765. The Misuse of Drugs (Medicinal Cannabis) 
Amendment Act 2018 came into effect in New Zealand 
in December 2018. As a result, people with terminal ill-
nesses have an exemption and statutory defence for pos-
sessing and using cannabis, and CBD is no longer a 
controlled drug at the national level. Within a year of 
coming into effect, the Minister of Health must recom-
mend regulations establishing standards for medicinal 
cannabis products, and those regulations will be a key 
element of the medical cannabis programme to be estab-
lished. In 2019, the drug legislation of New Zealand was 
amended, inter alia, to reaffirm the existing discretion in 
prosecuting for possession and use, with the specification 
that when considering whether a prosecution is required 
in the public interest, in addition to any other relevant 
matters, consideration should be given to whether a 
health-centred or therapeutic approach would be more 
beneficial to the public interest, and to make it possible 
to issue temporary drug orders for emerging and poten-
tially harmful substances of abuse.

766. In September 2019, the Legislative Assembly of the 
Australian Capital Territory, a self-governing territory 
within the Australian federal system of government, 
adopted legislation which, once in force, will create excep-
tions to existing criminal offences for persons over the 
age of 18 for the following: possession of up to 50 grams 
of cannabis for non-medical purposes; and cultivation of 

up to two cannabis plants (with a maximum of four plants 
per household). The Board remains engaged in dialogue 
with the Government of Australia with a view to ensur-
ing the full implementation by Australia of its interna-
tional legal obligations under the international drug 
control legal framework. The Government of New 
Zealand announced that on the occasion of the general 
election in 2020 a referendum would be held on the legal-
ization and regulation of cannabis. The Board remains 
engaged in dialogue with the Government of New 
Zealand, including through its mission to the country 
held in September 2019. The Board recalls that the 1961 
Convention as amended, to which Australia and New 
Zealand are parties, requires States parties to limit the use 
of narcotic drugs exclusively to medical and scientific 
purposes. 

767. Noting plans in the region to permit the cultiva-
tion of cannabis for medical and scientific purposes, the 
Board reminds Governments of the need to respect the 
requirements of the 1961 Convention as amended and 
that controls must be in place to ensure that material is 
not diverted to the illicit market. The Board also notes 
that, according to the terms of the 1961 Convention as 
amended, the overproduction of cannabis for medical and 
scientific purposes should be avoided and currently, as 
reported to the Board, this supply is being met through 
existing licit sources.

768. In New Zealand, in December 2018, a report was 
released containing the findings of a government enquiry 
into mental health and addiction, with recommendations 
covering, inter alia, prevention, treatment and rehabilita-
tion, regulation, and responses to possession of drugs for 
personal use. In response, the Government announced a 
number of related initiatives in connection with its 2019 
budget, focusing on mental health and addiction support. 
The initiatives announced included the expansion of 
access to primary mental health and addiction support, 
enhancement of specialist drug services, a new acute drug 
harm response discretionary fund, establishment of a 
drug early warning system, and addiction training focus-
ing on communities experiencing harm from synthetic 
drugs.

769. In September 2019, the final report of the review 
of the Narcotic Drugs Act 1967 was submitted to the 
Parliament of Australia. The report contains 26 recom-
mendations to improve the regulatory framework for the 
cultivation, production and manufacture of medicinal 
cannabis in Australia. The recommendations were 
accepted by the Government and would be implemented 
through a two-stage process commencing as of the end 
of 2019.
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770. Efforts continued in Australia to address the illicit 
supply of methamphetamine. For example, in February 
2019, a specialist multi-agency team was established in 
the State of South Australia, led by the South Australia 
Police and comprising members of agencies such as the 
Australian Federal Police, the Australian Border Force 
and the Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission. 
The Western Australia Police Force started use of its 
“meth enforcement vans”, which were equipped with 
forensic testing facilities, drug detection devices and spe-
cialist communications equipment, and were used to 
counter trafficking of methamphetamine on state 
highways. 

771. In Australia, following a public consultation on 
prescription opioids in 2018, an Opioid Regulatory 
Advisory Group was established to provide independent, 
expert advice. As a result of the Group’s advice, for exam-
ple, smaller pack sizes would be introduced for immedi-
ate-release prescription opioid products, specific warnings 
for health professionals and consumers would be required 
for all prescription opioids, and consumers were being 
encouraged to return unwanted opioids for destruction.

4.  Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

772. Large quantities of drugs, mainly cocaine and 
methamphetamine, continue to be seized in the island 
States of the region. For example, a record seizure of 
500 kg of cocaine was made on a yacht in Honiara, 
Solomon Islands, in September 2018, as a result of a joint 
investigation with Australian authorities. A seizure of 
6.7 kg of methamphetamine, 625.29 grams of cannabis 
and 107.29 grams of cannabis oil was made in Tonga in 
April 2019, detected in a shipment sent from the United 
States. Also in April 2019, approximately 3 kg of meth-
amphetamine were seized in a drug operation in Tonga. 
A number of seizures of smaller quantities of metham-
phetamine were also reported in Tonga in the past year, 
indicating the possibility of abuse of methamphetamine 
in the country. Cooperation between law enforcement 
authorities in Fiji and New Zealand resulted in seizures 
of methamphetamine that was alleged to have been 
trafficked from the United States to New Zealand, as well 
as the seizure of 39 kg of cocaine in Fiji.

773. A varying trend is observed in the quantity of 
methamphetamine seized in Oceania: following an 
upward trend in seizure quantities over the period 2009–
2014 and a subsequent decline over the period 2014–
2016, there was an increase again in 2017. Australia and 
New Zealand accounted for 93 per cent and 7 per cent, 

respectively, of the quantity of methamphetamine seized 
in the region in the period 2013–2017. A ninefold increase 
in the quantity of “ecstasy” seized in the period 2013–
2017 was reported in Oceania, which accounted for one 
fifth of the quantity of “ecstasy” seized worldwide in that 
period.

774. The amount of amphetamine-type stimulants 
(excluding MDMA), predominantly methamphetamine, 
detected at the Australian border (2.95 tons) increased by 
61 per cent from 2016/17 to 2017/18, and the amount of 
MDMA detected at the border increased by 59.6 per cent 
over that period, to 1.42 tons in 2017/18. Over the same 
period, total seizures of amphetamine-type stimulants 
(including MDMA) in Australia increased by 48 per cent 
to 11.2 tons.

775. A change in the pattern of methamphetamine traf-
ficking into Australia has been seen in recent years. In 
2015, China and Hong Kong, China, were the two main 
embarkation points for methamphetamine trafficked to 
Australia. By 2017, the United States had become the 
most important embarkation point, followed by Thailand 
and Malaysia. In 2017/18, the United States continued to 
be the primary embarkation point for amphetamine-type 
stimulants (excluding MDMA) detected at the Australian 
border. In January 2019, cooperation between the author-
ities of Australia and the United States led to the seizure 
in the United States of a record quantity of more than 
1.7 tons of methamphetamine destined for Australia. In 
June 2019, in Australia, a record onshore seizure of almost 
1.6 tons of methamphetamine, concealed in a consign-
ment originating in Thailand, was announced.

776. In 2017, Canada and to a lesser extent the United 
States were reported for the first time as being main coun-
tries of departure for methamphetamine found in New 
Zealand, followed by Hong Kong, China; China; and 
Mexico. In New Zealand, over 2018 and 2019, police in 
Wellington targeted organized criminal groups involved 
in the distribution of methamphetamine. 

777. The number of clandestine laboratories detected in 
Australia continued to decrease, with 432 detected clan-
destine laboratories in 2017/18, compared with 463 the 
previous year, and with methamphetamine being the 
main drug manufactured. The clandestine laboratories 
detected continued to be primarily user-based (i.e., man-
ufacture for own use) and located in residential areas, but 
the proportion of such laboratories has decreased by a 
third since 2011/12, while the proportion of other small-
scale laboratories has doubled, and the proportion that 
are medium-sized laboratories has more than doubled. 
While almost half of the detected laboratories (46.2 per 
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cent) were illicitly producing amphetamines, predomi-
nantly from the precursors ephedrine and pseudoephed-
rine, a record 22 clandestine laboratories manufacturing 
GHB/GBL were detected (compared with 11 the previous 
year), and 20 laboratories were illicitly manufacturing 
MDMA, the largest number in the past decade and more 
than double the number in the previous year (8 labora-
tories manufacturing MDMA detected). A fluctuating 
trend was seen in the detection of clandestine laborato-
ries in New Zealand, rising from 45 detections in 2015 
to 745 in 2016 but then falling to 79 detections in 2017. 

778. Significant amounts of the methamphetamine pre-
cursors ephedrine and pseudoephedrine were seized in 
Australia and New Zealand in the period 2013–2017, 
while only small amounts of the amphetamine precursors 
1-phenyl-2-propanone (P-2-P) and phenylacetic acid 
were seized in the region. The amount of precursors for 
the manufacture of amphetamine-type stimulants (exclud-
ing MDMA) detected at the Australian border more than 
doubled from the past year, reaching a record level of 
4.9 tons in 2017/18. Over the same period, the amount 
of precursors of MDMA detected at the border decreased 
significantly, from 10 kg to 5 grams in 2017/18, consist-
ing of a single seizure. 

779. The quantity of heroin and morphine seized in 
the region continued to decrease in 2017, falling to the 
lowest level since 2009. More than 90 per cent of the total 
amount of heroin and morphine seized in Oceania was 
seized in Australia. The amount of heroin detected at the 
Australian border decreased by 5.7 per cent from the pre-
vious year, to 190.1 kg in 2017/18. Most of the heroin 
seized in Australia originated in South-East Asia, but an 
increase was observed in the proportion of seized heroin 
originating in South-West Asia. 

780. Owing to a spike in seizures in Australia, the total 
quantity of cocaine seized in Oceania increased by 94 per 
cent from 2016 to 2017, and accounted for 0.3 per cent 
of the quantity of cocaine seized globally in 2017. Of the 
cocaine seized in Oceania over the period 2013–2017, 
98 per cent was seized in Australia; during that period, 
seizures of cocaine in Australia quadrupled, from 1 ton 
to 4.1 tons. Seizures of cocaine at the Australian border 
were relatively stable over the past year, declining by 
16.5 per cent, from a record 1.1 tons in 2016/17 to 0.9 tons 
in 2017/18; seizures of cocaine in the country decreased 
by 57.4 per cent, to 1.97 tons, nevertheless still the second 
highest seizure total on record. While Colombia remained 
the primary source of cocaine analysed, the proportion 
of cocaine originating in Peru increased, returning to a 
level similar to that of 2015. Over the period 2013–2017, 
the quantity of cocaine seized in New Zealand also 

increased, from 0.2 kg to 108 kg. In August 2018, a record 
seizure of approximately 190 kg of cocaine, destined for 
Australia, was made at the New Zealand border follow-
ing a joint investigation with Australian authorities.

781. Increases in cannabis seizures were reported in 
2017 in Oceania, although those seizures accounted for 
less than 1 per cent of total worldwide seizures of canna-
bis herb and cannabis resin. A 10-year record amount 
(580.2 kg) of cannabis was detected at the Australian bor-
der in 2017/18 (compared with 102.5 kg in 2016/17), the 
greatest proportion of which was cannabis oil. The 
amount of cannabis seized within Australia increased for 
the third consecutive year, to 8.656 tons in 2017/18, from 
7.55 tons in 2016/17. 

782. The analysis of wastewater monitoring data in 
Australia indicated that the total seizures (by weight) of 
amphetamines, MDMA, heroin and cocaine in 2017/8 
were the equivalent of 51.4 per cent, 175.0 per cent, 
30.5 per cent and 47.9 per cent of the estimated consump-
tion of those respective substances in the country for that 
period.

783. According to UNODC, countries in Oceania 
reported minimal seizures of fentanyl and its analogues. 
The number of detections of new psychoactive sub-
stances at the Australian border decreased by 29.0 per 
cent from 2016/17 to 2017/18 (687 detections). By 
weight, amphetamine- type substances accounted for 
46.5 per cent of the new psychoactive substances analysed, 
followed by cathinone-type substances (38.1 per cent) and 
tryptamine- type substances (9.3 per cent). 

5. Prevention and treatment

784. According to UNODC, the prevalence of past-year 
drug use among adults in Oceania (statistics for Australia 
and New Zealand only) is 11.0 per cent for cannabis, 
3.28 per cent for opioids (including opiates and pharma-
ceutical opioids), 0.16 per cent for opiates, 2.2 per cent 
for cocaine, 1.34 per cent for amphetamines and phar-
maceutical stimulants, and 2.17 per cent for “ecstasy”. In 
the Federated States of Micronesia, the prevalence of past-
year abuse of cannabis is 17.2 per cent, and past-year 
abuse of amphetamines and pharmaceutical stimulants is 
1.58 per cent. No comprehensive data on the level of drug 
abuse exist for the remainder of the region. The Board 
encourages the regional and international organizations 
that provide assistance to the Pacific island States to 
extend their support to the collection of data on the 
extent of the drug problem in order to facilitate the adop-
tion of targeted and evidence-based drug policies. 
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785. The National Wastewater Drug Monitoring 
Programme of Australia, with coverage of 54 per cent of 
the country’s population, shows that methamphetamine 
consumption continues to exceed consumption of all 
other illicit drug types and pharmaceuticals, and the 
population-weighted average consumption of metham-
phetamine increased from 2016 to 2018. Estimated 
MDMA consumption was low compared with other sub-
stances that were tested for, and the population-weighted 
average consumption decreased from 2016 to 2018. 
Oxycodone and fentanyl had elevated consumption lev-
els at several test sites, and fentanyl consumption was 
increasing in several areas. Estimated heroin consump-
tion decreased at the test sites from 2017 to 2018, while 
the estimated consumption of cocaine increased. 
Authorities report that both supply and demand indica-
tors suggest an expanding cocaine market in the coun-
try. Among people who inject drugs, increasing use of 
methamphetamine has been reported, now surpassing 
heroin as the drug most frequently injected.

786. According to the 2017 Australian Secondary 
Students Alcohol and Drug Survey, 2 per cent of respon-
dents, aged 12–17, reported having ever used metham-
phetamine, and 1 per cent reported past-month use of 
the substance. Lifetime prevalence of cannabis use 
increased from 16 per cent in 2014 to 17 per cent in 2017; 
and past-month use had increased from 7 per cent to 
8 per cent. For “ecstasy”, reported lifetime use increased 
from 3 per cent in 2014 to 5 per cent in 2017, and 
reported past-month use increased over the same period, 
from 1 per cent to 2 per cent. For heroin abuse, both life-
time and past-month prevalence were reported to be 
1 per cent. Cocaine abuse remained stable, with lifetime 
prevalence of 2.0 per cent and past-month use at 1.0 per 
cent. Past-month use of hallucinogens (specified in the 
survey as LSD or “magic mushrooms”) remained stable 
at 1.0 per cent, while lifetime use increased, from 3 per 
cent in 2014 to 4 per cent in 2017. The lifetime preva-
lence of synthetic cannabis decreased, from 2.3 per cent 
to 2.0 per cent. 

787. The number of amphetamines-related treatment 
episodes in Australia increased by about 84 per cent 
between 2013/14 and 2017/18. Cocaine-related episodes 
increased by 160 per cent, while the number of 
heroin- related treatment episodes decreased by about 

8 per cent, and morphine cases decreased by 40 per cent. 
Over the past decade, treatment episodes for amphet-
amines increased by over 300 per cent, and the number 
of heroin treatment episodes decreased by 22 per cent. In 
2017/18, the most common principal drugs of concern 
leading clients to seek treatment were amphetamines, 
cannabis and heroin.

788. The proportion of police detainees in Australia 
testing positive for methamphetamine decreased from 
51.3 per cent in 2016/17 to 45.6 per cent in 2017/18, 
which is still significantly higher than in 2008/09 (15.8 per 
cent). Cannabis remained a commonly used drug among 
detainees, but its prevalence steadily declined from 57 per 
cent in 2008/09 to 46 per cent in 2017/18. The propor-
tion of detainees testing positive for MDMA also 
decreased, from 2 per cent in 2016/17 to 0.8 per cent in 
2017/18. A decrease was also seen in the proportion of 
detainees testing positive for heroin, from 7.3 per cent in 
2016/17 to 6.4 per cent in 2017/18. For cocaine, the pro-
portion of detainees testing positive increased from 
1.8 per cent in 2016/17 to 2.1 per cent in 2017/18.

789. The New Zealand Health Survey for 2017/18 found 
that among adults, the past-year prevalence of abuse of 
cannabis and amphetamines was 11.9 per cent and 
0.8 per cent, respectively. Because of changes in the sur-
vey methodology, comparison with previous surveys was 
not possible. 

790. The first findings of the New Zealand national 
wastewater testing programme, which covers about 80 per 
cent of the population and which tests for the presence 
of methamphetamine, cocaine, heroin, MDMA and fen-
tanyl, were released in April 2019. Preliminary results for 
the period from November 2018 to January 2019 show 
that methamphetamine is the most commonly detected 
illicit drug nationwide, with an estimated average total 
national consumption of 16 kg per week. According to 
UNODC, wastewater analysis indicated a 350 per cent 
increase in the quantity of MDMA consumed in 2017 in 
New Zealand, surpassing in December 2017 the level of 
consumption of methamphetamine. In the light of those 
findings and the increasing quantities of MDMA seized 
over the period 2015–2017, demand for MDMA and 
“ecstasy”-type substances appears to have been increasing 
rapidly in the country.




