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AFRICA

Africa key transit point for drug trafficking: Africa continues to be one of the main transit areas
for drug trafficking. West Africa is used by traffickers to smuggle cocaine and other drugs into
Europe. North Africa remains a primary source of drugs entering Europe, while East Africa is
increasingly being used as a trafficking hub for Afghan heroin destined for Europe.

Drug trafficking leads to increasing drug abuse: The increase in drug trafficking has not only been
accompanied by a rise in activities of organized criminal groups, but also by growing illicit drug
use, especially among young people. In West Africa in particular, the rise in illicit drug use is
creating security challenges in addition to having negative health and social impacts.

The growing middle class in parts of Africa is an emerging market for drugs: Traffickers in search
of new illicit markets for cocaine and heroin have targeted the growing middle class in a number
of African countries, such as Benin, which has been used as a transit country for many decades,
and Namibia, a transit country which is becoming a consumer country.

Cannabis use remains high, heroin comes second: Annual prevalence of cannabis use in the region
remains high (at 7.5 per cent of the population aged 15-64) at almost double the global annual
average (3.9 per cent). The figure is particularly high in West and Central Africa (12.4 per cent).
Cannabis remains the primary drug for which people in Africa receive treatment for substance
abuse, followed by heroin. Opiates are abused by around 0.3 per cent of people aged 15-64
(or about 1.88 million individuals) (annual prevalence).

Only 1 out of 18 people who need treatment receive it: Although the prevention and treatment of
drug abuse are part of the main provisions of the international drug control conventions, in Africa
only an estimated 1 out of 18 people suffering from drug use disorders or drug dependence receive
treatment each year.

Unsafe injecting practices lead to rise in HIV: The fact that almost half of the problem drug users
who inject drugs follow unsafe injecting practices is contributing to a rise in HIV rates. In Southern
Africa, for example, evidence indicates that high-risk injecting practices, such as the reuse and
sharing of needles and syringes and the ineffective cleaning of injecting equipment, contribute to
HIV transmission among people who inject drugs.

Increase in drug trafficking between South America and Europe through West Africa: For West
Africa, cocaine trafficking remains a major concern. There has been an overall increase in drug
trafficking between South America and Europe using Africa as a transit hub, and cocaine arriving
from South America transits mainly through West Africa on its way to Europe.

Online trafficking in precursor chemicals is on the rise: An additional challenge has emerged with
the sale of controlled drugs via the Internet. The increase in online trafficking has made it difficult
for law enforcement authorities to identify website owners and users involved in trafficking precur-
sor chemicals.
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AMERICAS

Central America and the Caribbean

Drug-related murders and crimes: Central America and the Caribbean are among the regions with
the highest violence and homicide rates worldwide, and continue to be affected by drug trafficking
and drug-related violence. The number of killings linked to organized crime has risen in areas
where criminal groups fight to gain control of the local drug market. Criminal groups’ struggles to
control local markets as well as the increasing availability of drugs have led to a rise in crime and
homicide rates.

Increase in drug abuse: Drug trafficking has become a major security threat and is contributing
to an increase in drug abuse. An additional factor is that drug traffickers are often paid in drugs,
rather than cash. Cocaine abuse in the region remains higher than the global average and inhalant
abuse is particularly high in the Caribbean.

Changes in drug trafficking patterns: Law enforcement authorities have reported a significant
change in trafficking patterns: drug traffickers often cancel confirmed flights at the last minute,
only to make new bookings immediately afterwards on the same flight, in an attempt to avoid
being detected during the process of passenger list screening.

Supplier of cannabis: The Central America and Caribbean region remains a significant supplier of
cannabis and a transit route for cocaine to North America and Europe.

North America

Highest rate of drug-related deaths worldwide: North America continues to have the highest drug-
related mortality rates in the world. In 2013, 43,000 drug-related deaths were reported, which is
equivalent to 136.8 deaths per million inhabitants. This is significantly higher than the estimated
global average rate of 40.8-50.5 deaths per million inhabitants. One in every five drug-related
deaths worldwide occurs in the United States of America.

In addition to this, opioid abuse is still one of the major challenges facing North America and is
significantly higher than the global average (annual prevalence of 3.8 per cent in 2013, compared
to the global average of 0.7 per cent). Indeed, in the United States, the number of people dying
from a heroin overdose increased by 39 per cent between 2012 and 2013. In the United States,
drug overdose deaths, which are mainly caused by prescription drugs, are the single leading cause
of “injury deaths”—higher than the number of deaths caused by car accidents.

The expansion of the illicit market for prescription drugs: The widespread abuse of prescription
drugs continues to be the biggest challenge to drug control efforts in North America and carries
a heavy human and economic toll. In the past, the illicit trade in prescription drugs was in the
hands of small-scale dealers and street gangs; however, the growth and lucrative nature of this
market is increasingly attracting organized transnational criminal groups. In the United States,
people dying from overdoses as a result of abusing prescription drugs outnumber those dying
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from heroin and cocaine overdoses combined. The Drug Enforcement Administration of the United
States estimates that the costs of abusing prescription drugs alone total more than US$ 53 billion
per year. In Canada, pharmaceutical fentanyl products, which are diverted and illicitly resold, are
a growing public health threat.

Resurgence of heroin abuse: Better and more targeted controls of the dispensing of prescription
opioids are likely to have contributed to a resurgence of heroin abuse in North America. This
phenomenon has been especially pronounced in suburban and rural areas of the north-east and
north-central regions of the United States, where large-scale drug abuse had not been a problem.
The number of opiate-dependent drug users in the United States, who are replacing prescription
opioids with heroin, as well as the number of new and inexperienced heroin users, have increased
significantly. According to United States public health officials and law enforcement authorities,
this may be because heroin is becoming purer, more easily available and cheaper. Law enforce-
ment operations targeting heroin traffickers have led to an increase in heroin seizures, and the
number of heroin-related arrests doubled between 2007 and 2014.

The resurgence of heroin abuse is a severe public health threat and the number of deaths due to
heroin overdose tripled from 2010 to 2013, reaching 8,620 deaths in 2013. According to the United
States authorities, the real number of deaths due to heroin overdoses might be even higher since
heroin is rapidly metabolized into morphine, and therefore difficult to detect.

Cannabis is becoming more potent and its abuse is growing: Cannabis continues to be the most
available and commonly abused drug among 15- to 64-year-olds in North America (with 11.6 per cent
of the population affected). According to the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC),
cannabis abuse in the United States is growing, also among young people, such as high school
students. At the same time, there was a 62 per cent increase in the number of cannabis-related
emergency department visits between 2004 and 2011. The United States Drug Enforcement Admin-
istration has also reported that the psychoactive constituent, tetrahydrocannabinol (THC), of cannabis
seized is on the rise, with THC levels up from 3.96 per cent in 1995 to more than 12 per cent in 2013.

Cannabis is illicitly cultivated all over North America and constitutes the most trafficked drug in
the region, with large quantities being smuggled into the United States from Mexico.

The legalization of cannabis for medical purposes in the United States: In some of the states that
have legalized medical cannabis programmes, cannabis from these programmes is being diverted
to illicit drug markets and has become a significant source of illicit drug use, especially among
young people. According to the United States Drug Enforcement Administration, in states allowing
cannabis for medical purposes, a third of all 12th grade students who have consumed cannabis
in the past 12 months, said that one of their sources of the drug was medical cannabis that had
been prescribed to another person.

Spillover effects of cannabis legalization for non-medical purposes in the United States: States
bordering those in which cannabis has been legalized for recreational use have reported negative
impacts as a result of cannabis trafficking into their jurisdictions. With high taxes and restrictions
in place, legalizing cannabis for non-medical or scientific purposes has not eliminated the illicit
market for cannabis, according to the United States Drug Enforcement Administration.
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South America

Trends in coca bush cultivation and cocaine supply: Although virtually all the world’s coca paste
and cocaine is still supplied by South America, the efforts of the Governments of Bolivia
(Plurinational State of), Colombia and Peru in 2013 have led to the lowest level of coca bush
cultivation since 1990. According to United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), this trend
may have helped to reduce the global supply of cocaine. Coca bush cultivation continued to
decrease in Bolivia (Plurinational State of) and Peru in 2014, whereas Colombia reported an
increase of 44 per cent in the area of cultivation compared with 2013, making it once again the
country with the largest area of coca bushes in the world. One of the factors that may explain the
increase in coca bush cultivation in Colombia, as UNODC has pointed out, is the expected benefit
for coca-growing farmers in the context of the negotiations for a peace agreement with the Revo-
lutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), as there is a perceived leverage associated with grow-
ing coca bush in the negotiations with the Government. Another factor may also be increases in
the price of coca leaf, as well as the fact that the extent of eradication, notably aerial spraying,
has declined in recent years and was suspended in 2015.

New cannabis laws in the making: Several countries, including Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador
and Uruguay, are debating and putting into force new legislation, decisions and resolutions on
the use of cannabis. These range from regulating the cultivation of cannabis plants and the import
of medicines containing cannabidiol, to further regulating a market for cannabis for non-medical
use, as is the case in Uruguay. INCB holds the view that legislation permitting the non-medical
use of cannabis is contrary to the provisions of the international drug control conventions.

Making narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances available for medical purposes: The countries
of the region are working to ensure availability of narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances for
medical purposes. The Inter-American Convention on Protecting the Human Rights of Older
Persons, adopted in June 2015 by the General Assembly of the Organization of American States
(OAS), urges Member States to make available controlled medicines for the rehabilitation and
palliative care of older persons. Some countries in the region have reported low levels of con-
sumption of narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances for medical use.

Increased cocaine abuse in Brazil: Experts in South America are observing an increase in cocaine
use in the region, considered to be driven by increased abuse in Brazil. The increasing abuse of
smokable cocaine has received particular attention from national authorities. Brazil is investing
in improving data collection on drug abuse, including conducting a survey among prisoners.
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ASIA
West Asia and Middle East

Refugees fleeing conflict zones at high risk of exposure to drug trafficking and abuse: The difficult
and traumatic situation of refugees escaping conflict zones, in particular in Irag and the Syrian
Arab Republic, makes them especially vulnerable to addiction and puts them at high risk of expo-
sure to drug trafficking. Poor border controls and the increased movement of people across borders
contribute to a situation favourable to illicit drug trafficking to markets in the region. This in turn
can lead to a greater number of individuals affected by drug abuse.

Emergency medical aid and humanitarian access: The armed conflicts and refugee crises have also
led to an increased demand for emergency supplies, including internationally controlled substances
for medical purposes. However, the delivery of such substances is dependent on humanitarian
access, which in various areas has been severely limited. Against this background, INCB again
reminds all States that, under international humanitarian law, parties to armed conflicts have an
obligation not to impede the provision of medical care—including the necessary narcotic drugs and
psychotropic substances—to civilian populations in territories under their effective control.

Instability and insecurity undermine law enforcement efforts: The continuing instability and
climate of insecurity that prevail in some parts of the Middle East, in particular Irag, the Syrian
Arab Republic and Yemen, continue to undermine law enforcement and pose a challenge to drug
control among countries in the region. Insufficient governmental control and a general atmosphere
of lawlessness in many areas also make it virtually impossible to monitor drug control activities.

Trafficking and use of counterfeit Captagon: The trafficking of counterfeit Captagon tablets
(containing amphetamine) in the region has continued unabated. While there remains a lack of
official sources of reliable information on illicit drug production, trafficking and abuse among
countries in the region, there have been several media and anecdotal reports about the widespread
abuse of amphetamines traded as counterfeit Captagon tablets among all parties engaged in armed
violence in the Syrian Arab Republic.

Illicit cultivation of opium poppy in Afghanistan decreased for the first time since 2009: For the
first time in six years, the estimated area under illicit cultivation of opium poppy in Afghanistan
has decreased—from 224,000 hectares in 2014 to 183,000 hectares in 2015, according to figures
released by United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime. However, the level of illicit opium cultivation
in Afghanistan continues to be high in absolute terms; the estimated potential opium production
was around 3,300 tons, which is 48 per cent less than in the previous year. Although this devel-
opment is potentially significant for the drug control situation in the region, the reasons behind it
are complex: a water shortage during the reporting period affected the opium yield; Government-led
eradication efforts increased in the past years; and the estimation methodology has been improved,
which makes comparison less straightforward.
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South Asia

Afghan heroin remains among greatest challenges facing the region: The greatest drug-related
challenges facing South Asia remain trafficking in Afghan heroin; the rise in illicit manufacturing,
trafficking and abuse of methamphetamine; and the diversion and abuse of pharmaceutical prepar-
ations which contain narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances.

Low availability of and access to pain relief treatment: The availability of internationally controlled
substances for medical purposes (particularly opioids for pain relief) is relatively low in all countries
of the region, and the region’s per capita medical consumption remains below the world average.

East and South-East Asia

New drug trafficking routes: The greatest drug threat continues to be amphetamine-type stimu-
lants, in particular methamphetamine. The growing amount of methamphetamine trafficked from
outside East and South-East Asia suggests that new trafficking routes have been established
connecting markets that were not linked before. Drug syndicates in other regions, attracted by the
size of the markets in East and South-East Asia, have recently become involved in a number of
countries in the region.

New psychoactive substances are marketed as “legal highs”: The rapid emergence of new
psychoactive substances, together with the abuse of ketamine and its trafficking, remains another
area of concern. Exploiting gaps in legislation and creating an illusion of legality, new psychoactive
substances are marketed as “legal highs”.
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EUROPE

Drug abuse in the European Union remains widespread: Almost a quarter of the adult population
in the European Union (EU) have tried illicit drugs at least once in their lives. The most commonly
used drug in the EU (according to past-year prevalence among adults between 15 and 64 years of
age) is cannabis (19.3 million), followed by cocaine (3.4 million), “ecstasy” (2.1 million) and amphet-
amines (1.6 million). Denmark, France and the United Kingdom are among the EU countries with
the highest rate of people who have abused drugs at least once in their lifetime. While abuse of
heroin and synthetic opioids remains relatively low, abuse of cocaine remained high, and abuse of
amphetamines remained stable. Abuse of new psychoactive substances is posing a challenge.

Europe remains a key market for drug traffickers: Europe continues to be an important market for
locally produced drugs as well as those smuggled from other regions, in particular Latin America,
West Asia and North Africa. The synthetic drugs produced in Western and Central Europe supply
illicit markets both locally as well as in other parts of the world. In recent years, Eastern Europe
has emerged as a transit and destination area for cocaine, although the amounts of cocaine seized
remain relatively small.

Undiminished emergence of new psychoactive substances: The continued increase in the distribution
and abuse of new psychoactive substances poses a public health challenge in many European coun-
tries. By March 2015, more than 450 new psychoactive substances were being monitored by the
European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA). During 2014 alone, 101 new
psychoactive substances were reported for the first time via the EU early warning system.

The Internet and social media have become important tools in the marketing of drugs: According
to EMCDDA, more than 600 websites selling new psychoactive substances, sometimes by the kilo-
gram, were identified in the EU in 2013 and 2014. Assessing the size of the online drug market is
not easy and more awareness is needed about the growing role of the Internet and cryptocurrencies,
such as bitcoin, in the sale of both established drugs and new psychoactive substances.

Opioids are the drugs linked to the greatest proportion of drug-related diseases: Although abuse
of heroin and synthetic opioids is relatively low in the EU, at only around 0.4 per cent of 15- to
64-year-olds (annual prevalence), opioids continue to be linked to the greatest proportion of
drug-related diseases, deaths and treatment costs. In 2013, opioids were the primary drugs of
abuse for 41 per cent of all those receiving drug abuse treatment in Western and Central Europe.

Cannabis remains the most commonly seized drug: Cannabis accounts for about 8o per cent of
all drug seizures in Western and Central Europe. With 62.6 tons seized in the EU in 2013, cocaine
ranks second overall. The number of cocaine seizures accounts for more than double the number
of seizures of amphetamines or heroin.

Drugs of abuse are becoming more potent and purer: Both the purity and the potency of all the
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drugs of abuse commonly found in Western and Central Europe, including cannabis, have increased.
One of the reasons behind the increased potency of cannabis herb and resin may be the more
intensive production techniques in Europe and, more recently, the increased THC concentration of
cannabis plants cultivated in Morocco.

Drug abuse by injection and HIV: In Eastern and South-Eastern Europe, rates of drug abuse by
injection are nearly five times the world average. The number of people in this region who abuse
drugs by injection is estimated to be 2.91 million, which is almost one quarter (24 per cent) of
the global figure. Approximately 40 per cent of the estimated global number of people who abuse
drugs by injection and who are living with HIV live in Eastern and South-Eastern Europe.
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OCEANIA

Patterns of drug abuse and trafficking: Oceania is vulnerable to the trafficking, manufacture and
abuse of a wide range of drugs. Countries are reporting significant seizures of many substances,
including cocaine, heroin, MDMA (commonly known as “ecstasy”), and precursor chemicals.

Cannabis remains the most abused drug, new psychoactive substances on the rise: The most
trafficked and abused drug in the region is cannabis. However, other drugs, particularly metham-
phetamine, also pose serious threats to the countries of Oceania. New psychoactive substances,
including a large number of synthetic cannabinoids, continue to appear in the region and drug
abuse rates have increased significantly.

New laws adopted to tackle new psychoactive substances: Some countries in the region have
adopted new laws or amended existing ones to tackle the problem of new psychoactive substances
and address their widespread availability and constantly changing composition.

Joint action to tackle drug trafficking: In the period from July 2013 to June 2014, Australia recorded
93,000 drug seizures weighing more than 27 tons in total—the highest numbers on national record.
In 2014, New Zealand also witnessed significant increases in seizures of certain substances, includ-
ing cocaine. To address this challenge, countries in the region are working together to improve
regional border security and information sharing on the flows and transhipments of drugs. Regional
joint operations led to large methamphetamine seizures. Drug enforcement agencies have also
strengthened their partnerships to identify members of organized criminal groups and reduce the
supply of precursors.
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