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Chapter III. 

Analysis of the world situation

A.	 Global issues

1.	 Legalization, decriminalization and 
depenalization: important differences

370.  In its annual report for 2020, the Board remarked 
that strengthening international cooperation in drug con-
trol required a collective understanding of common chal-
lenges and the identification of mutual approaches to key 
concepts and issues. The Board notes that there continue 
to be divergences among Member States and stakeholders 
in the drug control field in the interpretation of certain 
terms and concepts related to drug control, and continues 
to encourage an accurate and consistent rendering of the 
legal obligations and concepts contained within the three 
drug control conventions. 

371.  While the Conventions themselves do not define 
the concepts of “legalization”, “decriminalization” or 
“depenalization”, they nonetheless contain provisions that 
cover the adoption by States parties of legal and policy 
frameworks to address drug-related behaviours, including 
the commission of serious offences, the commission of 
offences of a lesser relative gravity and the commission 
of offences by persons who use drugs. 

372.  The Board considers it important to recall that the 
international drug control conventions continue to pro-
vide wide latitude to States in designing differentiated 
approaches to the handling of drug-related behaviours 
according to their relative gravity and to the particular 
circumstances of the persons suspected of having perpe-
trated them.

373.  The Board recognizes a growing trend among 
States parties to the international drug control conven-
tions to apply the relevant provisions by adopting laws, 
policies and regulations that provide for alternatives to 
conviction and punishment for the personal use and pos-
session of controlled substances. 

374.  The Board notes that the justifications advanced by 
States parties for this approach include the recognition of 
drug use and dependence as an issue primarily related to 
health, the desire to avoid responses to personal use and 
possession that may be considered overly punitive and 
lead to overincarceration and the recognition of the 
potentially disproportionate impact of certain responses 
on vulnerable groups including women, minority groups 
and economically disadvantaged populations. 

375.  However, policies that remove criminal sanctions 
for personal drug use and minor drug offences, com-
monly referred to as “decriminalization” by Member 
States, should be distinguished from policies that explic-
itly permit the non-medical and non-scientific use of 
internationally controlled substances and entail no pen-
alty, whether criminal, administrative, civil or otherwise, 
for the personal use or possession of a particular 
substance. 

376.  The legalization of drug use is also frequently asso-
ciated with the regulation and commercialization of inter
nationally controlled substances for non-medical and 
non-scientific purposes, in violation of the international 
drug control conventions. 

377.  Therefore, the Board recalls that the terms “legali-
zation” and “decriminalization” should not be used 
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interchangeably and that they should be differentiated 
when describing legislation and policies, in particular in 
terms of the level of control, as regards all requirements 
of the international drug control conventions. 

378.  An additional term, “depenalization”, has also been 
used by Member States and has at times been confused 
with other descriptions of frameworks designed to reduce 
reliance on imprisonment for drug-related offences. 
While the concept of depenalization is used less fre-
quently, it has been used as synonymous with “decrimi-
nalization”, in particular in French- and Spanish-speaking 
States, in that it also refers to the removal of criminal 
sanctions for certain conduct involving controlled sub-
stances. However, with a view to using drug control ter-
minology in a consistent and precise manner, the Board 
notes that that the term “depenalization” should be dif-
ferentiated from the term “decriminalization”, as an 
entirely distinct concept. “Decriminalization” refers to the 
process through which an offence is reclassified from 
“criminal” to “non-criminal” through legislative action. 
The behaviour in question remains an offence but may 
be addressed through other means than criminal law. In 
contrast, the concept of “depenalization” describes a situ-
ation in which the behaviour in question remains a crimi-
nal offence but in which there is a reduction of the use 
of existing criminal sanctions, which does not require 
changes to the law, as in the case of decriminalization. 
Accordingly, a depenalization approach may include the 
adoption of mechanisms such as police diversion prac-
tices, conditional sentences and the widening of prosecu-
torial discretion as an alternative to criminal prosecution. 
In such cases, the offender might be required to undergo 
treatment or rehabilitation as a condition for release from 
criminal liability.

379.  The flexibility afforded to States, therefore, rests in 
the choice of sanctions to be applied to proscribed drug-
related behaviours. Such sanctions may involve the appli-
cation of alternative measures to criminal conviction and 
punishment that include treatment, education, aftercare, 
rehabilitation and social reintegration for minor offences, 
as specified in article 36, paragraph 1 (b), of the 1961 
Convention as amended and article 22, paragraph 1 (b), 
of the 1971 Convention. The 1988 Convention also 
addresses drug-related offences and sanctions, although 
article 3, paragraph 1 (c) and paragraph 2, thereof specify 
that the requirement for the establishment of criminal 
offences is subject to a State’s constitutional principles and 
the basic concept of its legal system. The 1988 Convention 
also provides, in article 3, paragraph 4 (c), that, for cases 
of a minor nature, parties may provide, as alternatives to 
conviction or punishment, measures such as education, 
rehabilitation or social reintegration, as well as, when the 

offender uses drugs, treatment and aftercare. Flexibility 
in responding to minor drug-related offences therefore 
derives from both the plain reading of the provisions of 
the conventions and the principle that States parties may 
respond to unlawful drug-related conduct in accordance 
with their constitutional principles and the basic concepts 
of their legal systems.

380.  In sum, measures to decriminalize the personal use 
and possession of small quantities of drugs are consistent 
with the provisions of the drug control conventions. In 
fact, the Board has consistently explained that the con-
ventions were designed to protect the health and well-
being of people, including through the avoidance of 
disproportionate criminal justice responses to the posses-
sion of drugs related to personal use or dependence. It is 
at the discretion of States parties to the conventions to 
adopt policies and laws that are public health-oriented in 
response to minor drug-related offences, albeit with due 
regard for essential treaty provisions such as article 4, 
paragraph (c), of the 1961 Convention as amended and 
article 3, paragraphs 1 (a) and (b), of the 1988 Convention. 

381.  As mentioned above, the wider use of alternatives 
to conviction and punishment for drug-related behav-
iours of a minor nature, or for those offences committed 
by people who use drugs, is aimed at preventing criminal 
justice responses to a public health issue from becoming 
disproportionate. The Board takes this opportunity to 
reiterate that proportionality should be a guiding 
principle in drug-related criminal justice matters and to 
explain that the adoption of alternative measures can 
constitute an integral part of a balanced and human 
rights-based approach to drug policy. 

382.  INCB appreciates its ongoing dialogue with States 
and civil society groups on identifying ways to further 
the objectives of the international drug control conven-
tions through the adoption of balanced and proportionate 
approaches founded on respect for human rights and the 
advancement of public health and welfare.

2.	 Use of social media in the 
promotion of the non-medical use 
of drugs

383.  When the Internet was established, it was imagined 
as a network with vast opportunities for society in terms 
of access to information, service provision and participa-
tion. While many of those opportunities did materialize, 
the Internet was also readily exploited by criminals to 



Chapter III.  An alysis of the world situation    55

carry out illegal activities, including drug trafficking. The 
darknet is a clear example of the way in which criminal 
groups have been able to leverage the potential provided 
by the Internet to their advantage.

384.  Similarly, when social media platforms emerged, 
there was considerable optimism about their role in soci-
ety in terms of fostering communication and connections. 
They were intended to offer immense opportunities for 
social engagement and for sharing opinions and content 
with a wide range of people; a modern agora. Again, 
while some of those expectations did materialize, a darker 
side emerged, with hate speech, bullying, racism, shaming 
and other negative behaviours being provided with simple 
and effective platforms that had not been previously avail-
able. Among those negative behaviours, the facilitation 
and glamorization of non-medical drug use feature prom-
inently. Sellers offering cannabis, prescription painkillers 
and other controlled substances can be found easily with 
a quick search. With a massive number of active users, 
social media platforms have been increasingly used as a 
tool for promoting the non-medical use of drugs. 

385.  Young people are the main users of social media 
platforms. They are also an age group with high rates of 
drug use worldwide. Peer pressure and other forms of 
social influence play an important role in the decision by 
young people to engage in drug use. These factors are 
amplified by their use of social media platforms. Social 
norms, risk perception and behaviours related to sub-
stance use and drug use in particular are shaped on these 
platforms. One of the most prominent features of social 
media is that every user is not only a receiver, but also a 
generator and disseminator of information.

386.  There have been several studies on the link between 
exposure to social media platforms and drug use. Some 
studies have found a significant association between sub-
stance use-related exposure and actual substance use. A 
study of a random sample of cannabis-related posts on 
Instagram collected during one week in 2014 found that 
cannabis content was prevalent and that most of the posts 
studied normalized and promoted cannabis use both in 
its traditional, plant-based form and in other forms, 
including edibles and concentrates. The study also found 
that advertisements for cannabis on Instagram were 
explicit and strategic. Numerous tactics were utilized, 
including discounts, sales, contests and giveaways of 
cannabis-related products. A content analysis of tweets 
about cannabis and alcohol found that more than half 
normalized use of both substances and that one quarter 
indicated a preference for cannabis over alcohol on the 
basis of the belief that cannabis was safer and that its 
effects were preferable to those related to alcohol use. 

387.  Another study, on the exposure of young adults to 
alcohol- and cannabis-related content on Twitter, found 
that greater exposure to content that promoted or glamor-
ized alcohol and cannabis use was significantly associated 
with a greater likelihood of current and heavy episodic 
drinking and current cannabis use. Exposure to a dispro-
portionate number of posts and/or amount of content 
showing or promoting substance use might also lead to 
an overestimation of peer use, which is associated with a 
reduction in perceived risk and likely to result in greater 
use. Exposure to social media content promoting sub-
stance use can also be detrimental for patients seeking 
recovery from drug dependence, thereby increasing the 
risk of relapse.

388.  The association between social media exposure to 
drug use content and actual use was aggravated by 
COVID-19 when, as a result of lockdown measures, 
young people increased their use of social media. This 
increase, together with an increase in anxiety and distress, 
may have led to increased substance use. 

389.  Beyond the use of cannabis and other substances 
such as cocaine and amphetamines, the non-medical use 
of prescription medicines, especially by young people, is 
also linked to the use of social media. Despite being illegal, 
the purchase of prescription medicines on the Internet 
without the necessary prescription is common in some 
countries. For example, social media platforms contributed 
significantly to the popularization and increasing misuse 
of codeine and promethazine hydrochloride cough syrups 
in combination with soft drinks or alcohol, which has been 
popularized on such platforms by some rap singers in their 
music and videos. Fans emulate them and post similar 
videos and images of their own use. Moreover, the use of 
social media by self-help patient groups may have also 
inadvertently contributed to the increase in the use of 
strong opioids for the treatment of pain without proper 
prescription and dosage, which in turn may have played a 
role in the extensive consumption of strong opioids that is 
at the origin of the opioid epidemic in some countries.

390.  The way in which social media platforms work is 
exacerbating the problem. As a result of the algorithms 
on the basis of which social media platforms work, people 
who follow accounts that promote or normalize drug use 
receive a stream of similar or related messages, videos 
and content that exposes them again and again to images 
and videos depicting drug use. This creates an echo cham-
ber that reinforces and confirms their previous choices 
and opinions.

391.  Other elements of social media platforms that con-
tribute to the problem are the role of influencers and the 
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fact that the platforms provide for the sharing of comments, 
which give users immediate feedback from peers. 
Influencers are increasingly promoting drug use content, 
with videos and messages glamorizing it. Initially, some 
influencers may do it to promote their own image and 
receive positive feedback from followers; however, when 
the number of followers of an influencer reaches a certain 
size, companies may recruit the influencer to promote 
their products though the production of online content 
for a financial reward. This has happened with fashion, 
cosmetics and other products, but it has also happened 
with drug-related products (in particular cannabis and 
cannabis-related substances) and prescription medicines.

392.  Article 10, paragraph 2, of the 1971 Convention 
states that each party shall, with due regard to its consti-
tutional provisions, prohibit the advertisement of psycho-
tropic substances to the general public. There are legal 
issues that need to be considered, in particular in relation 
to the right to free speech. However, this right has to be 
considered in the context of the right to health for the 
public and also the societal need to protect vulnerable 
groups, such as young people. Governments should 
require social media companies to take a more active role 
in moderating their platforms and in limiting messaging 
and content that are not legal, such as the advertisement 
and promotion of the non-medical use of drugs. Social 
media companies should also take action independently 
by self-regulating their platforms and eliminating prob-
lematic and illegal content in the same way as for other 
illegal activities, for example, trafficking in children. The 
experience of the INCB GRIDS Programme shows that, 
by working with Internet marketing platforms, it is pos-
sible to take action to eliminate the sale of illicitly pro-
duced drugs on those platforms. 

393.  Social media platforms may be legally registered in 
one country, but they have a global reach. This makes it 
hard for national authorities to bring legal cases against 
users who promote illegal activities, such as the promo-
tion, distribution or sale of controlled substances for non-
medical purposes. It is necessary for Governments to 
develop effective cooperation mechanisms to ensure that 
social media platforms are not exploited as safe havens 
by those promoting illegal behaviours.

394.  Social media are used to promote risky behaviours, 
such as the non-medical use of drugs, but they could and 
should be used to promote healthy behaviour, with appro-
priate and tailored prevention messages and content to 
balance the flow of content promoting non-medical drug 
use. Social media are a critical tool for reaching vulner-
able groups, such as young people, and national authori-
ties should consider investing more resources in the 

development and implementation of drug prevention 
programmes and activities that make use of social media 
with tailored, engaging and entertaining messages and 
content.

395.  In addition, more needs to be done in relation to 
research on the use of social media platforms to promote 
the non-medical use of drugs. Real-time big data on the 
non-medical use of drugs need be collected and analysed 
to provide Governments and practitioners with a better 
understanding of the problem. Such information could 
be useful to health-care practitioners and law enforce-
ment agencies as an early warning system for the detec-
tion of new drug use and distribution trends and practices 
that would otherwise be discovered only once they have 
taken hold.

3.	 Timely supply of controlled 
substances for the provision of quality 
essential care in humanitarian settings

396.  Defined as “a disaster requiring international sup-
port (humanitarian assistance) to meet the basic needs of 
the affected population”,42 an international humanitarian 
emergency may be caused by a natural disaster or a 
human-made event, and can occur suddenly or gradually. 
According to the Office for the Coordination of 
Humanitarian Affairs of the Secretariat, as of June 2021, 
close to 240 million people worldwide faced hunger, 
armed conflict, displacement and the impacts of climate 
change and the COVID-19 pandemic and required 
immediate humanitarian assistance. 

397.  The onset of COVID-19 in 2020, together with an 
increasing number of disasters caused by climate change 
and armed conflict, not only significantly increased the 
number of persons requiring humanitarian assistance but 
also greatly compounded the risks in the humanitarian 
operating landscape. The latest estimates by the Office for 
the Coordination of Humanitarian Affairs suggest that 
the number of the most vulnerable people in June 2021 
rose by 200 per cent when compared with 2015. As armed 
conflicts and disasters become more unpredictable, fre-
quent and protracted in nature, humanitarian operations 
have also become much more complex and difficult. This 
trend is unlikely to abate any time soon, as more localized 
emergency situations continue to be fuelled by greater 

42 Mark Anderson and Michael Gerber, “Introduction to 
humanitarian emergencies”, in Health in Humanitarian Emergencies: 
Principles and Practice for Public Health and Healthcare Practitioners, 
David Townes, ed. (New York, Cambridge University Press, 2018).
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political tensions and unexpected climate change in dif-
ferent parts of the world.

398.  Along with the notable increase in the demand for 
humanitarian assistance, the demand for quality essential 
care in humanitarian settings has also risen considerably. 
In particular, with the protracted nature of the events in 
these settings, greater emphasis is being placed on the 
provision of quality essential care to displaced popula-
tions. Palliative care, pain management, surgical care and 
anaesthesia, and mental and psychological support are 
important components of the immediate assistance 
required in humanitarian settings. 

399.  A number of internationally controlled substances, 
for instance, morphine, diazepam and phenobarbital, 
which are listed by WHO as essential medicines and are 
often included in emergency health kits, are vital for pain 
management, palliative care, surgical care and anaesthesia 
and the treatment of mental health and neurological con-
ditions. Others, such as fentanyl and midazolam, are used 
in many countries to treat patients admitted to intensive 
care units with COVID-19. Unfortunately, the timely 
supply of these controlled substances to sites of humani-
tarian emergencies is often impeded by the additional 
administrative requirements for their import and export, 
with some even being taken out of emergency health kits 
so as to minimize the possible delays that their presence 
may cause to the provision of humanitarian assistance. 

400.  The international community has long noted the 
urgent need for a practical solution to this obstacle. The 
Model Guidelines for the International Provision of 
Controlled Medicines for Emergency Medical Care, pub-
lished by WHO in 1996, represented the first concerted 
effort to expedite the supply of controlled substances 
during emergency situations through simplified control 
measures. During emergency situations, for instance, 
those that arose as a result of the explosion in Beirut in 
August 2020, the severe impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic in Brazil and India and the earthquake in Haiti in 
August 2021, competent national authorities may permit 
the export of controlled substances in the absence of the 
corresponding import authorizations and/or estimates. 
Furthermore, estimates for controlled substances in 
urgent deliveries may be submitted by the exporting 
country instead of the importing country. 

401.  Since the beginning of 2020, when an increasing 
number of countries were declaring national emergencies 
relating to COVID-19, the effectiveness of simplified con-
trol measures has been tested. A review and discussion 
of the lessons learned in their implementation among 
competent authorities, international humanitarian 

organizations and related United Nations agencies were 
conducted by INCB during two online meetings held on 
18 and 19 March 2021. The outcome document of those 
meetings, entitled “Lessons from countries and humani-
tarian aid organizations in facilitating the timely supply 
of controlled substances during emergency situations”, 
contains important actions that Governments can take to 
improve their emergency preparedness and sets out 
procedures that they can follow during emergency 
situations. Specifically, Governments are strongly 
encouraged to review existing national legislation on 
controlled substances and make amendments and/or 
adopt new provisions that allow for greater flexibility in 
the import and export of controlled substances during 
emergency situations, with clear specifications of the 
conditions under which such flexibility can be exercised. 
All relevant front-line workers responsible for the 
delivery of controlled substances should also be made 
aware of the emergency procedures and be trained in 
their use.

402.  In recognition of World Humanitarian Day 2021, 
and given that access to controlled substances in humani-
tarian emergencies remains constrained, INCB, UNODC 
and WHO issued a joint statement on 8 September 2021 
calling for a collective effort to facilitate the timely supply 
of controlled substances during humanitarian crises. In 
an increasingly complex and uncertain world, in which 
controlled substances remain vital in the provision of 
quality essential care to affected populations, more effec-
tive inter-agency collaboration is crucial. Together with 
the help of international humanitarian organizations and 
other United Nations agencies, the Board will continue 
to monitor and review the implementation of simplified 
control measures during emergency situations, so as to 
ensure the timely supply of controlled substances to alle-
viate the pain and suffering of the most vulnerable. 

4.	 Manufacture and proliferation of 
fentanyl analogues

403.  Fentanyl and fentanyl analogues continue to drive 
increases in the number of overdose deaths attributed to 
synthetic opioids in Canada and the United States. 
However, the role of fentanyl analogues in overdose 
deaths is often undetected and thus underreported, as the 
identification of such analogues requires specialized toxi-
cology testing. According to the latest statistics published 
by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in the 
United States, 100,306 overdose deaths were recorded in 
the 12-month period ending in April 2021. Overdose 
deaths from opioids were estimated to have increased to 
75,673 during that period, up from 56,064 the year before, 
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and overdose deaths from synthetic opioids (primarily 
fentanyl) also increased. 

404.  In a study published in 2021 of post-mortem foren-
sic cases over the four-year period 2017–2020 in the 
United States, it was found that carfentanil, a fentanyl 
analogue approximately 10,000 times more potent than 
morphine and 100 times more potent than fentanyl 
(scheduled in 2018 under the 1961 Convention as 
amended), and 3-methylfentanyl, a fentanyl analogue 
with an estimated potency 400 to 6,000 times greater than 
that of morphine, were circulating on the illegal drug 
market, in particular in the north-east of the country.43 
Another study in the United States found that, in 2016 
and 2017, a fentanyl analogue had been detected in 20.6 
per cent of overdose deaths,44 with carfentanil being 
linked to a substantial portion of such deaths. The rising 
prevalence of fatalities associated with fentanyl in Canada 
indicates that lethal fentanyl and fentanyl analogue use 
has spread outside the country’s major urban centres into 
rural and isolated parts of the country (mostly concen-
trated in western Canada, primarily British Columbia, 
and moving east, centring in Ontario). In Yukon, for 
example, opioid deaths doubled in 2020 compared with 
2019, with 80 per cent involving fentanyl.

405.  The number of deaths linked to fentanyl and fentanyl 
analogues in Europe may have been underestimated. In 
England and Wales in 2017, the majority of the 51 drug-
related deaths recorded as involving NPS were associated 
with fentanyl analogues. In 2017, 77 per cent of NPS with 
opioid effects reported for the first time to the European 
Union early warning system were fentanyl derivatives. The 
Government of Scotland reported that opioids had been 
involved in 89 per cent of overdose deaths in Scotland in 
2020. In October 2021, EMCDDA reported that case-based 
data communicated to the European Union early warning 
system had documented over 250 deaths in which fentanyls 
and other new opioids were implicated. 

406.  The mixing of synthetic opioids with other substances, 
in particular heroin, has been correlated with an increased 
number of opioid deaths in parts of the United States. The 
ongoing COVID-19 pandemic and the associated border 
closures, which have affected trafficking routes from Latin 
America and South-West and South-East Asia and resulted 

43 Carolina Noble and others, “Detection of two potent synthetic 
opioids carfentanil and 3-methylfentanyl in forensic investigations during 
a four-year period 2017‒2020”, Emerging Trends in Drugs, Addictions, and 
Health, vol. 1 (2021). 

44 Julie O’Donnell and others, “Notes from the field: overdose deaths 
with carfentanil and other fentanyl analogs detected – 10 states, July 
2016–June 2017”, Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report, vol. 67, No. 27 
(July 2018). 

in heroin shortages, could lead to the adulteration or 
substitution of heroin with more harmful synthetic opioids, 
including more potent fentanyl analogues. 

407.  Given that the proliferation of fentanyl analogues 
more potent than fentanyl are increasingly linked to a 
substantial proportion of deaths resulting from synthetic 
opioid overdose in localities severely affected by the 
global opioid crisis, the Board encourages Governments 
to direct more attention at the national level towards 
monitoring new fentanyl analogues in circulation and 
testing for fentanyl analogues in overdose toxicology 
examinations. These efforts should provide a better 
picture of the prevalence of fentanyl analogues in the 
supply of synthetic opioids and help track their 
proliferation, while also helping to monitor the potency 
and risks associated with new fentanyl analogues. 

408.  In the United Kingdom, all substances with a psy-
choactive effect not already controlled under the Misuse 
of Drugs Act 1971 are illegal under the New Psychoactive 
Substances Act 2016; all unscheduled fentanyl analogues 
intended for recreational use are effectively banned. While 
this legislation has been found to be effective in eliminat-
ing the open sale of analogues of controlled substances 
and reducing the consumption of such analogues within 
the population, it has been recommended that the con-
trols be extended to other analogues and precursors. 

409.  In 2018, the Drug Enforcement Administration of 
the United States ordered the temporary ban of all fen-
tanyl-related substances, a ban that was later extended by 
the United States Congress in 2021 and is still in effect 
to date. Despite the ban and generic drug law regulations 
for fentanyl analogues, analogues such as carfentanil and 
3-methylfentanyl are still frequently found mixed with 
heroin or fentanyl. Moreover, the emergency class-wide 
scheduling of fentanyl analogues has been linked to the 
recent increase in the circulation of novel synthetic opi-
oids not chemically related to fentanyl. 

410.  In 2019, the Government of China enacted legisla-
tion to control all fentanyl-related substances. The legisla-
tion criminalized the unlawful manufacture, export and 
sale of all fentanyl analogues. As noted by the Board in 
its report for 2020, this led to a sharp drop in the amount 
of fentanyl-related substances of alleged Chinese origin 
being seized globally. Together, the controls instated by 
China and the United States led to a decrease in the 
amounts of newly identified fentanyl analogues seized 
globally from 2018 onwards. 

411.  Despite these steps, in a 2021 report by the United 
States-China Economic and Security Review Commission, 
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it was claimed that China-based fentanyl traffickers used 
several methods to circumvent the ban and conceal their 
illicit activities. Such methods include altering the name 
of the substance or displaying only an image and operat-
ing on password-encrypted websites, private groups on 
social media and messaging applications that connect 
illicit fentanyl consumers and sellers while avoiding 
detection by law enforcement authorities in China and 
the United States,45 resulting in highly flexible supply 
chains. China has taken several practical steps to address 
exploitation of the industry by traffickers and tackle 
online fentanyl sales. Measures introduced include the 
class-wide scheduling of fentanyl and related substances, 
the investigating of online sales and mandating the postal 
and parcel industry to take specific measures aimed at 
combating trafficking in those substances. 

412.  Because of the potency of many fentanyl analogues, 
manufacturers often traffic them in small quantities, 
anonymously exploiting freight forwarders and postal or 
express courier services to ship them in small packages 
across the world. E-commerce platforms and the darknet 
may also be exploited by vendors marketing fentanyl ana-
logues through the use of a variety of techniques to evade 
screening and detection by platform administrators. The 
Board encourages Governments to work with the 
GRIDS Programme and its public-private partnership 
initiative to engage relevant industry sectors with the 
goal of voluntarily identifying, preventing and 
eliminating vendors attempting to exploit legitimate 
industry for the purposes of trafficking in dangerous 
substances not under international control.

413.  Different regions could also be at risk of becoming 
hotspots for the illicit manufacture of highly potent fen-
tanyl analogues, as indicated by recent seizure data. The 
seizure by police in Myanmar of a large amount was con-
sidered by UNODC as a cause for concern, and the Office 
issued a warning that countries in South-East Asia were 
well positioned to produce synthetic opioids. Similarly, 
the Drug Enforcement Administration of the United 
States has warned that the production of fentanyl-related 
substances could expand beyond identified source coun-
tries because fentanyls, their precursors and their ana-
logues have no geographical source boundaries, unlike 
many non-synthetic substances of abuse.

414.  To assist Governments in their efforts to address 
this problem, INCB maintains a list of over 140 fentanyl-
related substances with no current medical, industrial or 

45 Lauren Greenwood and Kevin Fashola, “Illicit fentanyl from Chi-
na: an evolving global operation”, Issue Brief (Washington, D.C., United 
States–China Economic and Security Review Commission, 2021). 

other legitimate uses. The Board invites Governments 
and industry partners to use the list as a practical tool 
to facilitate actions to counter the manufacture, 
marketing, movement and monetization of the 
substances on the list. 

415.  The Board encourages Governments to make full 
use of the IONICS online communication platform. 
IONICS is dedicated to real-time communication of inci-
dents involving suspicious shipments, including fentanyl 
analogues. IONICS users can analyse intelligence related 
to the manufacture and distribution of fentanyl-related 
substances with no known medical use, along with infor-
mation on other suspicious substances. Coordination 
between law enforcement focal points has resulted in the 
identification of transnational distribution networks of 
dangerous substances.

Role of precursors

416.  One reason for the proliferation of fentanyl ana-
logues is the fact that they can be manufactured in several 
ways. This is coupled with the practical difficulties in 
controlling the various precursor chemicals for such 
manufacture. Prior to 2017, illicitly manufactured fentanyl 
was suspected of being synthesized from NPP or ANPP 
using the so-called Siegfried method. Both chemicals were 
placed in Table I of the 1988 Convention as of 18 October 
2017. However, as early as 2018, traffickers had already 
started to seek alternatives to those chemicals. 

417.  Results from forensic impurity profiling now sug-
gest a shift to alternative synthesis methods that do not 
rely on NPP or ANPP. Instead, several non-scheduled 
chemicals and pre-precursors, as well as precursors and 
chemical intermediates used in the synthesis of fentanyl, 
have been reported. Another trend has been trafficking 
in chemically masked fentanyl precursors.46 However, 
trafficking trends in relation to non-scheduled fentanyl 
precursors are difficult to discern because of the potency 
of the end products and the correspondingly small size 
of precursor consignments. Further, as in the case of fen-
tanyl analogues, the Internet has been used in the 
trafficking of these fentanyl precursors; several have been 
found listed on online business-to-business platforms. 

418.  Apart from the shift to non-scheduled chemicals, 
another trend that has supported the proliferation of 

46 Chemically masked precursors are derivatives of controlled pre-
cursors. They are chemicals that are not under international control but 
that can be converted easily into the corresponding controlled precursor; 
the concept of masked precursors is based on what is known in organic 
synthesis as protection group chemistry.
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fentanyls has been the shift to new regions and territories 
to source the precursors. In 2018, India was identified as 
a possible source of fentanyl following the seizure of 
11 kg of the substance at an illicit laboratory. The consign-
ment was destined for Mexico and the seizure led to the 
identification and arrest of Indian and Mexican nationals. 
Subsequently, in December 2018, 100 kg of the precursor 
NPP was seized, again in India. The consignment was also 
destined for Mexico.

419.  In response to those developments, which follow 
the pattern observed in relation to other controlled pre-
cursors, some countries have strengthened national con-
trols on fentanyl precursors, which are often generic in 
nature. The group scheduling of fentanyl-related sub-
stances by China also covers a group of substances that 
could be used as precursors of fentanyls (benzylfenta-
nyls). Canada introduced national controls over three 
precursors of fentanyl and fentanyl analogues (ANPP, 
NPP and benzylfentanyl) under an extended scope of 
control that also includes the derivatives and analogues 
of those substances. Similarly, the Government of the 
United States controls the fentanyl precursor 4-AP and 
some of its chemically protected derivatives, as well as 
benzylfentanyl and norfentanyl. In view of the risks asso-
ciated with fentanyl and fentanyl analogues, in 2020, the 
Advisory Council on the Misuse of Drugs of the United 
Kingdom recommended that consideration be given to 
expanding precursor control to cover simple variants of 
ANPP. In October 2021, the Government of the United 
States proposed that three precursors of fentanyl be 
included in the tables of the 1988 Convention (see para. 
67 above). Other countries that have enhanced controls 
over fentanyl precursors include India and Mexico. 
However, the extent and scope of such controls vary from 
one country to another.

420.  To assist Governments in their efforts to address 
this problem, INCB closely monitors developments and 
has continuously updated its limited international special 
surveillance list, which is a list of chemicals not under 
international control but which have been frequently 
reported in illicit drug manufacture, to include precursors 
of fentanyl and fentanyl analogues. The list is aimed at 
alerting authorities and relevant industry sectors to the 
possible misuse, in illicit drug manufacture, of chemicals 
on the list and at facilitating public-private cooperation. 
Since 2013, the list also includes “extended definitions”, 
namely, substances closely related to those under inter
national control. Several non-scheduled precursors of 
fentanyl and of fentanyl analogues are included in it. 
Further, PICS provides a secure, web-based platform for 
the sharing of information and trafficking incidents 
related to precursors, including internationally 

non-scheduled chemicals. The Board encourages 
Governments to make full use of its tools and resources 
such as the limited international special surveillance list 
and PICS to prevent diversion of and trafficking in non-
scheduled precursors, including fentanyl precursors.

421.  The Board has highlighted the issue of non-
scheduled chemicals and designer precursors in the illicit 
manufacture of drugs, including of fentanyl and its 
analogues, in its annual reports, its reports on the 
implementation of article 12 of the 1988 Convention and 
a conference room paper for the Commission on Narcotic 
Drugs at its sixty-third session, as well as during its 
operational activities. The Board strongly advocates 
taking concrete action at the global level to address this 
issue and has supported several initiatives in this regard, 
including the development of practical tools for 
Governments to use. 

5.	 Coping with the challenging 
evolution of chemical precursors

The 1988 Convention and the precursor 
control system 

422.  The framework for the international control of pre-
cursors was established by the 1988 Convention, in par-
ticular article 12 thereof. Today, the Convention enjoys 
near-universal adherence. In addition, the Economic and 
Social Council and its subsidiary body the Commission 
on Narcotic Drugs have issued a number of resolutions 
reiterating the provisions and expanding the framework 
of control of the Convention. 

423.  The 1988 Convention illustrates the commitment 
of Governments to the principle of shared responsibility 
and regulatory controls to ensure the availability of chem-
ical substances for legitimate purposes while preventing 
their use in the illicit manufacture of narcotic drugs and 
psychotropic substances. More than 30 years after the 
Convention entered into force (in November 1990), there 
are clear signs that enhanced precursor controls are 
achieving effective results through appropriate national 
regulatory frameworks. Nevertheless, there is a need for 
more comprehensive and systematic implementation of 
the Convention’s provisions by Governments, and there 
are new challenges that have become increasingly impor-
tant in a changing world.

424.  Currently, adding a chemical to the tables of the 
1988 Convention is the only mechanism for subjecting it 
to a legally binding framework at the global level. 
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Importantly, the scheduling process (notification, assess-
ment by the Board and decision by the Commission on 
Narcotic Drugs) applies only to individual substances. It 
needs to be restated that the goal of the process is not 
the outright banning of a given substance but rather the 
implementation of enhanced controls to ensure that inter
national movements do not hide illicit purposes. 

Challenges to international precursor 
control: non-scheduled substances

425.  The issue of non-scheduled chemicals has gained 
importance over the past decade, with major increases in 
the sophistication, diversification and scale of illicit drug 
manufacturing operations. There are virtually no limita-
tions to the range of chemicals and manufacturing meth-
ods that could potentially be employed in illicit drug 
manufacture, especially synthetic drug manufacture; they 
include chemicals and manufacturing methods previously 
considered unusable in illicit settings. In terms of supply, 
chemicals fall broadly into two categories: 

	 (a)	 Chemicals that are available off the shelf and are 
traded regularly for legitimate purposes. Such chemicals 
include benzaldehyde, methylamine and esters of pheny-
lacetic acid; 

	 (b)	 Designer precursors that are purpose-made, close 
chemical relatives of controlled drugs or precursors and 
can be easily converted into those controlled substances. 
They usually have no legitimate use and are therefore not 
traded widely or regularly. 

426.  With few exceptions, all recent assessments under-
taken by the Board for scheduling under the 1988 
Convention were of designer precursors. This develop-
ment started with alpha-phenylacetoacetonitrile, the 
international scheduling of which in 2014 coincided with 
the emergence of alpha-phenylacetoacetamide, a chemical 
subsequently placed under international control, in 2019. 
More recently, methyl alpha-phenylacetoacetate (methyl 
3-oxo-2-phenylbutanoate), a close chemical relative and 
pre-precursor of amphetamine and methamphetamine, 
was placed under international control as of 3 November 
2020. A similar development appears to have begun in 
the area of fentanyl precursors. Following the inter
national scheduling of NPP and ANPP in 2017, a number 
of non-scheduled chemicals, including designer precur-
sors of fentanyl and a few of its analogues, have emerged. 

427.  Since 2014, the Board has been drawing attention 
to the challenges that the proliferation of non-scheduled 
chemicals, including designer precursors, pose to 

international drug control efforts, and has prepared sev-
eral policy and guidance documents, including:

	 (a)	 Thematic chapters on precursors in the reports of 
the Board for 2014 and 2018 on the implementation of 
article 12 of the 1988 Convention;47

	 (b)	 A conference room paper for the Commission on 
Narcotic Drugs at its sixty-third session, held from 2 to 
6 March 2020, entitled “Options to address the prolifer-
ation of non-scheduled chemicals, including designer 
precursors – contribution to a wider policy dialogue”;48

	 (c)	 A draft option paper that provides a list of prac-
tical and concrete measures and approaches that 
Governments could consider implementing to address 
the proliferation of non-scheduled chemicals and designer 
precursors through national action and international 
cooperation. The paper was disseminated to Governments 
in August 2021 to help advance the policy dialogue on 
the matter and was adopted by the Board as a guidance 
document in November 2021.

428.  These documents reflect the evolution of informa-
tion exchange and good practices gathered as part of a 
series of events convened or supported by INCB (see 
figure XII below). 

429.  The Board has also developed technical tools and 
materials, which are available on the INCB website to 
competent national authorities and which are aimed at 
enhancing the capacity of national law enforcement and 
regulatory authorities to identify and address the ever-
growing range of non-scheduled chemicals.

Options for addressing the proliferation of 
non-scheduled chemicals and designer 
precursors 

International legal framework 

430.  The 1988 Convention provides guidance for the 
development of national legislation to address non-
scheduled chemicals and designer precursors. In the past, 
as explained in paragraph 427 (a)–(c) above, INCB has 
pointed to the applicable provisions, namely article 13 
(Materials and equipment), especially when applied 
together with article 3 (Offences and sanctions), article 12, 
paragraph 8 (on the monitoring of domestic manufacture 

47 E/INCB/2014/4 and E/INCB/2018/4. 
48 E/CN.7/2020/CRP.13.



62    INCB REPORT 2021

and distribution), and article 24 (Application of stricter 
measures than those required by the Convention). In 
addition, article 12, paragraph 13, of the Convention pro-
vides for the periodic review by the Commission on 
Narcotic Drugs of the adequacy and propriety of Tables 
I and II, which list and provide for the control regime of 
substances. Options for addressing non-scheduled chemi-
cals at the national level are also summarized in various 
Commission resolutions, including resolutions 56/13 and 
60/5.

431.  INCB has encouraged Governments proposing the 
scheduling of a chemical to consider the scope of control 
so that closely related substances can also be considered 
under the same regime. In 2018, the Board itself did so 
when it submitted a complementary notification on the 
international scheduling of 3,4-MDP-2-P methyl glycidic 
acid (“PMK glycidic acid”) in connection with the noti-
fication by the Government of Argentina on the schedul-
ing of the ester and sodium salt of that substance. In 
addition, INCB has recommended and supported meas-
ures to increase the speed of the international scheduling 
process by using, inter alia, a scaled-down assessment 
questionnaire for designer precursors with no known 
legitimate uses and a shorter deadline for submitting 
responses.

National legislation, measures and approaches

432.  Important elements of action to address non-
scheduled chemicals are measures and legislation at the 

national level. A distinction needs to be made in this 
regard between chemicals that are not controlled inter
nationally under the 1988 Convention but that are under 
national control, and emerging chemicals that are not 
controlled at either the national or the international 
levels. From the replies received to a survey sent in 2019, 
the Board is aware that many Governments have no legal 
basis to act with respect to chemicals in the second cat-
egory, being able to act only with respect to chemicals 
that are already under national control.

433.  In response to the same survey, some Governments 
reported the following strategies for overcoming the 
absence of legal provisions applicable to particular non-
controlled chemicals: (a) treating non-scheduled chemi-
cals as “materials” within the meaning of articles 3 and 
13 of the 1988 Convention; (b) treating the use of non-
scheduled chemicals as a preparatory act or an act of 
assistance in the commission of a drug-related offence; 
(c) seizing such chemicals as evidence in the investigation 
and prosecution of other drug-related offences; and 
(d)  applying sanctions and seizing non-scheduled 
chemicals for violation of customs law in the case of 
mislabelling or misdeclaration. 

434.  Despite the challenges, INCB is aware of practical 
and innovative national approaches. These approaches 
include: (a) adding the chemicals concerned to national 
lists of controlled chemicals; (b) subjecting the chemicals 
to an extended scope of control that also includes deriva-
tives and analogues, similar to the approach taken for the 
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generic scheduling of drug end products; and (c) 
prohibiting the import, export, transport or possession 
without a permit of chemicals that can be easily converted 
into a drug or drug precursor and for which no legitimate 
industrial uses are known. 

435.  The urgency of addressing the issue was acknowl-
edged by the European Commission in November 2020 
during its evaluation of the drug precursor policy of the 
European Union and the subsequent establishment of an 
ad hoc expert working group comprising licensing 
authorities, customs authorities, police forces, forensic 
laboratories, judicial authorities and the chemical and 
pharmaceutical industries. 

International cooperation, exchange of information 
and intelligence

436.  Exchange of intelligence and actionable informa-
tion by law enforcement authorities is essential in iden-
tifying links between cases, launching backtracking 
investigations (including for non-criminal cases) and pre-
venting future cases involving non-scheduled chemicals 
using similar modi operandi. The Board promotes such 
exchange through Project Prism and Project Cohesion 
and with the help of PICS, but there is still uneven par-
ticipation in these initiatives between regions and 
countries. 

437.  In order to foster and enhance cross-border coop-
eration, the Board has recommended a more active 
approach, by means of which government authorities 
inform their counterparts in transit and destination coun-
tries more systematically about known outbound ship-
ments containing non-scheduled chemicals, so that the 
receiving authorities can anticipate and take action on 
incoming shipments. In many cases, substances that are 
not scheduled at the international level may be controlled 
at the national level, which facilitates enforcement action. 
The INCB information package on the control of precur-
sors, available to government officials on the secure web-
site of the Board, provides a list of substances that are 
not listed in Tables I or II of the 1988 Convention but 
that are controlled domestically in different countries.

438.  As a specific contribution to improving the knowl-
edge of the landscape of non-scheduled chemicals and 
building on the fact that certain chemicals not under 
international control are controlled nationally in some 
countries, the Board is looking to make available a tool 
to interested Governments for the exchange, on a volun-
tary basis, of information about planned exports of chem-
icals under national control but not under international 
control. The new tool would expand upon and 

complement the Board’s PEN Online system, which is 
used to exchange information about planned shipments 
of chemicals listed in Tables I and II of the 1988 
Convention.

Public-private partnerships

439.  Public-private partnerships have come to play an 
increasingly significant role in global precursor control. 
The basic concept of such partnerships is enshrined in 
article 12, paragraph 9 (a), of the 1988 Convention, which 
requires Governments to apply any system to monitor 
international trade in substances in Tables I and II of the 
Convention in close cooperation with manufacturers, 
importers, exporters, wholesalers and retailers, who are 
to inform the competent authorities of suspicious orders 
and transactions. INCB has recommended that suspicious 
cases and denied requests or orders should also be com-
municated to it, as part of a global alert mechanism.

440.  In contrast to public-private cooperation related to 
controlled chemicals, cooperation related to non-scheduled 
chemicals is voluntary in nature and requires the 
involvement of a wider range of industries and operators. 
The Board has highlighted cooperation with industry as 
an essential component of any national approach to 
addressing the proliferation of non-scheduled chemicals 
and designer precursors. As there is a risk that companies 
operating at the edge of legality through the supply of 
these substances may benefit from such cooperation, it is 
essential for national authorities and manufacturers to 
understand the functioning of local markets and to 
maintain an overview of legitimate enterprises. The Board 
encourages Governments to secure the cooperation of 
the private sector, subject to domestic legislation, to 
prevent the marketing and sale of non-scheduled 
chemicals and designer precursors over the Internet, 
including on social media platforms, on a voluntary basis.

441.  The Board’s limited international special surveil-
lance list of non-scheduled substances49 is an important 
component of Governments’ voluntary cooperation with 
industry. The list contains 56 individual chemicals that 
are known to be used as alternatives to controlled sub-
stances in illicit drug manufacture. Since 2013, it has also 
included extended definitions that capture common 
derivatives and other closely related chemicals that can 
be converted into scheduled precursors by readily appli-
cable means. The list was further updated in 2019 to 
include chemicals that do not have any known legitimate 

49 The Board established the list in 1998, pursuant to Economic and 
Social Council resolution 1996/29. The list is available as part of the 
Board’s information package on the control of precursors and is regularly 
updated. 
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uses, with a view to providing Governments with a tool 
to put incidents involving such substances in context and 
to take the necessary action.

Technical assistance, capacity-building and 
awareness-raising

442.  Given the technical complexity of non-scheduled 
chemicals and despite the Board’s efforts over the past 
decade, there is a continued need for awareness-raising and 
capacity-building to address the proliferation of non-
scheduled chemicals and designer precursors at the global 
level. Specifically, and considering the absence of legislation, 
the awareness-raising and training of criminal justice 
practitioners, in particular prosecutors and judges, on the 
specificities of drug-related crime involving synthetic drugs 
and precursors, including the role of non-scheduled 
chemicals and designer precursors, are critically important. 

The way forward: the international 
precursor control system – a living 
mechanism 

443.  The 1988 Convention was developed and adopted 
more than three decades ago, on the basis of the situation 
that prevailed at the time it was drafted. On several occa-
sions, the Board has stated that, in its opinion, to make 
the precursor control system fit for the twenty-first cen-
tury, there is a need to refocus international precursor 
control by placing more emphasis on preventive action 
(industry cooperation and domestic controls) and law 
enforcement action (stopping or seizing shipments of 
chemicals that are known to be or suspected of being 
used for illicit purposes). 

444.  In order to deal with series of chemically related 
substances and with substances that do not have legiti-
mate uses and/or are not traded regularly for legitimate 
purposes, it is important to consider approaches that 
allow intervention in suspicious cases without requiring 
the application of all regulatory control measures, which 
might overburden authorities and industry alike.

445.  A number of options are now available, including 
those that build upon national experiences, measures and 
approaches designed to control national markets and 
movements of substances. Recent examples of voluntary 
scheduling at the national level have been provided by 
Canada, China, India, Mexico and the United States. 
These approaches have proved to be greatly effective and 
efficient in the interim period.

446.  The Board trusts that its contributions and the con-
sultative process that it has facilitated over the past two 
years will lead to a set of concrete, practical actions that 
are agreed widely and enable the international commu-
nity to reach consensus on a mechanism to prevent non-
scheduled chemicals and designer precursors from 
reaching illicit laboratories, thus preventing the prolifera-
tion of drugs, NPS and synthetic opioids, while minimiz-
ing the associated administrative burden. The Board looks 
forward to continued collaboration with Governments to 
further advance the issue.

B.	 Africa

An increasing number of countries in Africa are permit-
ting the cultivation of cannabis for medical or scientific 
purposes. Of those countries, some have authorized the 
use of cannabis for medical purposes domestically, while 
others allow cultivation only for export.

Determining the extent of drug use in Africa continues to 
be impeded by the limited amount of available information 
and prevalence data. Nonetheless, owing to demographic 
changes, the number of people who use drugs in Africa 
is projected to rise by 40 per cent by 2030.

1.	 Major developments

447.  More countries in Africa are permitting the culti-
vation of cannabis for medical, scientific or industrial 
purposes. Among countries in the region that permit the 
cultivation of cannabis for such purposes, some permit 
cultivation only for export, while others allow the use of 
cannabis for medical purposes domestically. For 2022, 
three countries in Africa have submitted estimates to the 
Board on the cultivation or use of cannabis for medical 
and scientific purposes. 

448.  On the basis of current prevalence rates, drug use 
in Africa is projected to rise by 40 per cent by 2030, 
according to UNODC. The increase is attributed to 
demographic changes over the decade as the population 
is comparatively young and the rate of drug use is higher 
among younger people. In addition, it is projected that 
the population of Africa will grow more rapidly than that 
of other regions.

449.  Trafficking in cocaine continues to pose a major 
challenge to Africa, in particular North and West Africa, 
with the region being used as a trans-shipment hub along 
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the trafficking route into Europe. In 2021, Algeria, Côte 
d’Ivoire, the Gambia, Morocco and South Africa reported 
seizing record quantities of cocaine along trafficking 
routes originating in South America. Most of the interdic-
tions occurred in seaports or on cargo ships in the territo-
rial waters of countries in North and West Africa.

2.	 Regional cooperation

450.  In October 2020, the African Union, with the sup-
port of the UNODC Regional Office for Eastern Africa, 
launched the Compendium of Good Practices on Drug Use 
Prevention, Drug Use Disorders, Treatment and Harm 
Reduction. Key policies, programmes and other actions 
taken by countries from across the region are highlighted 
in the compendium, with an overview of the outcomes 
and lessons learned. It is expected that the compendium 
will help guide other countries in the region to develop 
policies or programmes to address their specific drug-
related challenges. 

451.  Between 29 November and 19 December 2020, 13 
countries from the region, namely Angola, Benin, Burkina 
Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Ghana, Kenya, Libya, Mali, Mauritius, 
Nigeria, Senegal, Tunisia and the United Republic of 
Tanzania, participated in INCB Operation New Horizons, 
which was aimed at identifying key sources and redistri-
bution points of tapentadol and tramadol. The objective 
was to identify and ultimately dismantle manufacturing, 
marketing and distribution points through the exchange 
of actionable intelligence. The operation brought together 
164 officers representing 70 Governments and four inter
national partners.

452.  In December 2020, 10 African countries partici-
pated in an INCB Learning seminar with the aim of 
strengthening their compliance with the three inter
national drug control conventions. Officials from Burkina 
Faso, Cameroon, the Central African Republic, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Gabon, Guinea, 
Morocco, the Niger, Senegal and Togo participated in the 
online capacity-building seminar. Government officials 
had an opportunity to further enhance their capacity in 
terms of monitoring and reporting on the licit trade in 
narcotic drugs, psychotropic substances and precursor 
chemicals, as well as in the use of I2ES.

453.  UNODC launched its Strategic Vision for Africa 
2030 in February 2021. The plan defines five areas of 
investment: (a) promoting health through balanced drug 
control; (b) securing the safety of people from organized 
crime, terrorism and violence; (c) protecting Africa’s 
resources and livelihoods; (d) safeguarding people and 

institutions from corruption and economic crime; and (e) 
making criminal justice systems more effective and 
accountable. In terms of the promotion of health through 
balanced drug control, UNODC seeks to further improve 
data collection and analysis of drug trends in the region, 
strengthen countries’ responses to drug trafficking, 
improve countries’ responses to drug use and access to 
controlled substances for medical purposes and improve 
the region’s ability to protect people from falsified medical 
products. The plan will be reviewed on a biennial basis 
to assess its progress towards assisting countries in the 
region in achieving the Sustainable Development Goals.

454.  In March and April 2021, INTERPOL coordinated 
two operations, codenamed “Lionfish”, aimed at disrupt-
ing drug trafficking in Africa and the Middle East. The 
operations involved police and customs officials from 41 
countries50 and resulted in record seizures for the African 
continent, details of which are included in paragraphs 471 
and 472 below.

455.  On 14 April 2021, the African Union Commissioner 
for Health, Humanitarian Affairs and Social Development 
participated as a key speaker in an INCB Learning online 
side event on the margins of the sixty-fourth session of 
the Commission on Narcotic Drugs. The relevance of 
capacity-building for ensuring adequate access to and 
availability of internationally controlled substances for 
medical and scientific purposes, as well as the dispropor-
tionate challenges of drug-related problems on the conti-
nent of Africa, were highlighted. The correlation between 
INCB Learning’s work and the African Union Plan of 
Action on Drug Control and Crime Prevention (2019–
2023), in particular the second of the nine pillars of the 
Plan of Action, dedicated to the availability of and access 
to controlled substances for medical and scientific pur-
poses while preventing their diversion, was also 
recognized.

456.  In May 2021, the ECOWAS Commission held a 
workshop to validate the report of the West African 
Epidemiology Network on Drug Use for the period 2018–
2019. The report is a follow-up to an earlier report, cover-
ing the period 2014–2017, and is aimed at providing 
guidance and input for policymakers in the subregion. 
The report highlights the latest estimates and trends on 
drug use and drug supply and trafficking in falsified 

50 Angola, Bahrain, Benin, Botswana, Burkina Faso, Burundi, 
Cameroon, Cabo Verde, Côte d’Ivoire, Ethiopia, Gabon, Gambia, Ghana, 
Iraq, Jordan, Kenya, Kuwait, Libya, Madagascar, Mali, Mauritania, 
Mauritius, Morocco, Mozambique, Namibia, Niger, Nigeria, Oman, 
Qatar, Rwanda, Saudi Arabia, Seychelles, Sierra Leone, South Africa, State 
of Palestine, Sudan, Togo, United Arab Emirates, United Republic of 
Tanzania, Zambia and Zimbabwe.



66    INCB REPORT 2021

medical products in West Africa. It is based on data col-
lected by the West African Epidemiology Network on 
Drug Use national focal points in each ECOWAS member 
State and Mauritania.

457.  The Treaty for the Establishment of the African 
Medicines Agency entered into force on 5 November 
2021, after having been ratified by 15 African Union 
member States. The African Medicines Agency will aim 
to enhance regulatory oversight and facilitate access to 
safe and affordable medicines across the continent. 

458.  Under the INCB GRIDS Programme, a webinar 
was delivered to 70 international law and regulatory 
enforcement officers representing nine member countries 
from the Communications Regulators’ Association of 
Southern Africa. The participants represented postal regu-
lators, operators, drug enforcement agencies, customs 
agencies and police forces from Botswana, Eswatini, 
Lesotho, Malawi, Mauritius, Namibia, South Africa, 
Zambia and Zimbabwe. Access to and training on the 
secure communications platform IONICS and the GRIDS 
Programme intelligence tool were provided. Participants 
were also given in-depth training and attended 
awareness-raising sessions on the safe handling of opioids 
and other dangerous substances in the workplace. 
Highlighting the key role of postal investigators in pre-
venting trafficking in those substances in the region, many 
participants raised concerns about increased trafficking 
through postal channels during the COVID-19 pandemic 
and recognized the need for Southern African countries 
to address shared trafficking threats through improved 
communication and the sharing of best practices.

459.  In the context of its partnership with the African 
Union Commission, representatives of INCB Learning 
will provide a technical briefing to the Specialized 
Technical Committee on Health, Population and Drug 
Control of the African Union at its fourth ordinary ses-
sion, to be held in 2022. The briefing will be aimed at 
providing guidance to member States to help address 
issues related to the availability of narcotic drugs, psycho-
tropic substances and precursor chemicals in Africa.

3.	 National legislation, 
policy and action

460.  More countries in Africa have revised their national 
legislation to permit the cultivation of cannabis for medi-
cal purposes. Among the countries that permit the culti-
vation of cannabis for medical purposes, some countries 
are cultivating for export only, while others allow for the 
export of cannabis as well as the use of the substance for 

medical purposes. For 2022, three countries in Africa 
have submitted estimates to the Board for the cultivation 
or use of cannabis for medical and scientific purposes.

461.  Several countries in Africa have launched new 
national drug control plans to address their respective 
drug control challenges. Beyond the typical drug control 
concerns of demand and supply reduction, some plans 
are aimed at better addressing the health consequences 
of drug use.

462.  In December 2020, Zimbabwe released its National 
Drug Master Plan for the period 2020–2025 and treat-
ment and rehabilitation guidelines on alcohol and sub-
stance use disorders. It is noted in the plan that 60 per 
cent of persons admitted to mental health facilities in the 
country experience problems with drug use (including 
alcohol or tobacco). The plan and related guidelines will 
focus the country’s efforts to treat and rehabilitate persons 
suffering from substance use disorders.

463.  In April 2021, Nigeria launched its new National 
Drug Control Master Plan for the period 2021–2025. 
Developed with the support of UNODC, the plan is a 
results-based strategic planning tool for coordinating 
interventions against the use of and trafficking in drugs 
and related organized crime in Nigeria. The plan consists 
of four strategic pillars: (a) supply reduction; (b) drug 
demand reduction; (c) access to controlled medicines for 
medical and scientific purposes; and (d) governance and 
coordination. Implementation of each of these pillars is 
linked to at least one ministry, department or agency in 
the Government of Nigeria. The main goal of the plan is 
to contribute to improving the health and security of 
Nigerians, in the knowledge that drug use not only affects 
the user but also has wider consequences for families, 
communities and the nation.

464.  Zambia enacted three new laws overhauling the 
country’s drug control legislation and putting a formal 
legal framework in place to allow for the cultivation of 
cannabis for medical, scientific and industrial purposes. 
The Cannabis Act, 2021, establishes the legal framework 
to permit the cultivation and distribution of and trade in 
cannabis containing more than 0.3 per cent of delta-9-
THC. The Industrial Hemp Act, 2021, puts in place a 
framework similar to that of the Cannabis Act but for 
cannabis containing no more than 0.3 per cent of delta-
9-THC. The Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropics Substances 
Act, 2021, replaces the 1993 drug control law of the same 
name. The objectives of the new Act include revising and 
consolidating the law relating to narcotic drugs, psycho-
tropic substances and precursor chemicals, as well as pro-
viding for special measures relating to the prevention and 
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treatment of drug use and the rehabilitation of persons 
who use drugs.

465.  The Department of Agriculture, Land Reform and 
Rural Development of South Africa introduced the coun-
try’s Cannabis Master Plan to the National Economic 
Development and Labour Council ahead of plans to begin 
issuing licences for the licit cultivation of “hemp” in 
October 2021. The plan also forecasts that the Cannabis 
for Private Purposes Bill, tabled in the country’s Parliament 
in September 2020, would be promulgated by the 
Government during the fiscal year 2022/23.

466.  Rwanda began allowing the cultivation of cannabis 
for medical purposes but reaffirmed that consumption for 
recreational purposes remained prohibited. A ministerial 
order issued jointly by the Minster of Health and Minister 
of Justice outlines the regulatory framework under which 
the cultivation, transport, import, export and distribution 
of cannabis are permitted. The order also allows for the 
use of cannabis products for medical purposes in Rwanda, 
but only under prescription by a specialist medical doctor.

467.  Morocco authorized the cultivation of cannabis for 
medical and industrial purposes. Bill 13.21, initially 
tabled in the Parliament in March 2021, will create a 
national cannabis agency and a regulatory framework to 
allow the cultivation of cannabis for export and for medi-
cal use in Morocco, subject to the country’s regulations 
on medicines.

468.  The Narcotics, Drugs and Psychotropic Substances 
(Control) (Amendment) Act, 2020, was passed by the 
National Assembly of Kenya and is now awaiting presi-
dential approval. The Act amends the penalties associated 
with the possession of and trafficking in drugs and 
strengthens punitive measures against those who operate 
illicit laboratories. The Act also allows physicians to pre-
scribe controlled narcotic drugs and psychotropic sub-
stances for medical purposes when no other medical 
options are available to the patient. In addition, the Act 
defines precursors and chemical substances that could be 
used in the manufacture of narcotic drugs and psycho-
tropic substances, as well as the penalties applicable to 
persons who manufacture, possess or transport precursor 
chemicals for the unlawful manufacture of a narcotic 
drug. The Act also designates the Cabinet Secretary 
responsible for internal security to make the necessary 
regulations related to precursor chemicals, including with 
regard to the scope of controls.

469.  The Board wishes to recall that Governments that 
permit the cultivation of cannabis plant for the 
production of cannabis or cannabis resin have an 

obligation to establish control measures in accordance 
with the 1961 Convention as amended. Such measures 
include the establishment of an agency responsible for 
designating areas and issuing licences for cultivating, 
purchasing and taking physical possession of such crops 
as soon as possible and having the exclusive right of 
importing, exporting and wholesale trading and 
maintaining stocks other than those held by 
manufacturers. Such measures do not apply to the 
cultivation of the cannabis plant exclusively for industrial 
purposes (fibre and seed) or for horticultural 
purposes.

4.	 Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

470.  Trafficking in drugs continues to pose a major 
challenge to countries in Africa. The record amounts of 
cocaine seized along the trafficking route from South 
America suggest that the region remains a major trans-
shipment hub for smuggling the drug to Europe. Illicit 
cultivation of and trafficking in cannabis within Africa 
and to Europe appear to have continued at the same rate 
as previous years, with all countries that provided data 
reporting seizures of cannabis or cannabis resin. Countries 
in North Africa reported seizing significant amounts. 
Trafficking in synthetic stimulants appears to be on the 
rise in Southern Africa, with more countries reporting 
seizures of methamphetamine and other synthetic stimu-
lants than in previous years. 

471.  Africa continues to be used as a transit region for 
cocaine trafficking from South America to Europe, with 
most of the trafficking occurring through West and North 
Africa. Several countries reported seizing record quanti-
ties of cocaine during the first half of 2021. For example, 
the Gambia seized nearly 3  tons of cocaine in January 
2021 during a single operation, a record amount for the 
country. Law enforcement authorities in Côte d’Ivoire 
seized over 1 ton of cocaine, a record amount, in Abidjan 
in February 2021. In March 2021, the French Navy seized 
over 6  tons of cocaine from a cargo ship destined for 
Abidjan in the Gulf of Guinea in one of the largest drug 
interdictions ever recorded in that area. In October 2021, 
authorities in Morocco seized over 1.3 tons of cocaine at 
the Tanger-Med Port. As part of Operation Lionfish, 
authorities in South Africa seized 973 bricks of cocaine 
from a fishing vessel and arrested 10 people. The Algerian 
coastguard seized nearly 500 kg of cocaine floating in its 
territorial waters north of the Port of Oran in June 2021, 
the largest seizure by the country for several years. In July 
2021, in two separate interdictions, South Africa reported 
seizing a total of approximately 1.7  tons. In 2020, 
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trafficking in cocaine was reported across Africa: Algeria, 
Benin, Côte d’Ivoire, Egypt, Morocco, Mozambique, 
Namibia and Tunisia all reported seizures of the drug in 
that year.

472.  Cannabis remains the most-trafficked drug within 
Africa; it is also trafficked into Europe. In June 2021, the 
Senegalese Navy reported seizing over 8.3  tons of can-
nabis resin from a cargo ship off the coast of Dakar. As 
part of Operation Lionfish in March 2021, the authorities 
of the Niger seized 17 tonnes of cannabis resin, the largest 
seizure in the country’s history. The drug was seized in 
warehouses in the capital Niamey and was destined for 
Libya. According to INTERPOL, there has been a marked 
increase in drug traffickers using Libya as a transit hub 
for drugs. North Africa continues to see the most 
trafficking in cannabis, in particular cannabis resin, with 
Morocco reporting seizures amounting to over 450  tons 
during 2020. Trafficking in cannabis herb was reported 
in Benin, Burkina Faso, Madagascar, Morocco, 
Mozambique, Namibia and the Sudan. The quantities 
seized during 2020 varied greatly between countries, with 
some seizing as little as a few hundred kilograms and 
others seizing hundreds of tons. Namibia reported seizing 
an exceptionally high quantity, 843 tons of cannabis herb, 
during 2020.

473.  On the basis of data from countries in 2021, it 
seems that trafficking in heroin remains a major issue for 
African countries in the Indian Ocean region. Mauritius 
regularly reports making seizures of several kilograms of 
heroin that is trafficked through its airports and seaports. 
In addition, trafficking in heroin appears to be on the rise 
in East Africa, to where it is trafficked via the Red Sea. 
Egypt and the Sudan each reported seizing over 1 ton of 
heroin from smuggling operations in 2020 and smaller 
quantities of the drug were reported seized in other 
regions, with Benin, Madagascar, Morocco, Mozambique 
and Zambia reporting seizures of between a few grams 
to several hundred kilograms.

474.  Seizures of “captagon” and other synthetic stimu-
lants were reported by more countries in Africa in 2020; 
Egypt and the Sudan both reported seizing over 14 mil-
lion “captagon” tablets that year. Trafficking in metham-
phetamine appears to be on the rise in Southern Africa, 
with Namibia reporting seizing more of the drug than in 
previous years and Mozambique reporting seizing several 
hundred kilograms in 2020.

475.  Trafficking in tramadol, a synthetic opioid not 
under international control, and illicitly manufactured 
non-pharmaceutical preparations containing that sub-
stance, remains a challenge for the region. The Sudan 

reported seizures of the substance during 2020 and 
Nigeria reported seizures during 2021. Trafficking in tap-
entadol, another synthetic opioid not under international 
control, was detected in Africa in May 2021 through 
INCB Operation New Horizons. The emergence of large-
scale tapentadol trafficking was identified, with packaging 
and modi operandi bearing a striking resemblance to that 
of trafficked tramadol.

476.  The African continent has not been spared from 
the emergence of non-scheduled chemicals, including 
designer precursors, as evidenced by seizures of acetan-
thranil, a designer precursor of methaqualone. So far, 
evidence relating to trafficking in acetanthranil and its 
use in illicit drug manufacture has been reported only in 
South Africa; however, other non-scheduled substances 
might also be used in the illicit manufacture of meth-
aqualone or other drugs in other countries in Africa. 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 Africa can be found in the report of the 
Board for 2021 on the implementation of article 12 of the 
1988 Convention.

5.	 Prevention and treatment

477.  Determining the extent of drug use in Africa con-
tinues to be impeded by the lack of available information 
and prevalence data. This lack of data hinders the region’s 
ability to determine the scope and consequences of drug 
use. It also hinders Governments and the international 
community as they seek to respond effectively through 
evidence-based drug use prevention and treatment pro-
grammes. Nonetheless, the limited data available suggest 
that drug use rates continue to increase.

478.  The Board reiterates its call to all States in the 
region to develop mechanisms to improve the collection 
of information on drug use prevalence, with the aim of 
developing drug use prevention and treatment strategies 
that are based on evidence and tailored to each country’s 
specific needs.

479.  According to UNODC, drug use in Africa – assum-
ing unchanged prevalence rates – is projected to rise 40 
per cent by 2030, accounting for most of the expected 11 
per cent increase in drug use globally by that date. The 
increase in Africa is attributed to expected demographic 
shifts over the coming decade, given the expected high 
growth rate of the region’s population and the fact that 
younger people tend to consume more drugs than older 
people. UNODC anticipates that existing drug challenges 
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in Africa, including the use of cannabis and the non-
medical use of tramadol, are likely to be exacerbated by 
an increased number of people who use drugs. In addi-
tion, trafficking and manufacturing patterns are expected 
to shift to meet the increased demand for drugs in the 
region.51

480.  In April 2021, authorities in Kenya released two 
publications related to rehabilitation and social integra-
tion for its Department of Children’s Services: (a) 
“Assessment of rehabilitation and social reintegration pro-
grammes, services and practices for children in conflict 
with the law in Kenya”; and (b) “Blueprint for rehabilita-
tion and social reintegration programmes for children in 
conflict with the law in Kenya”. The assessment report 
describes the juvenile justice system in Kenya and exam-
ines the contribution of key agencies in the system. 
Particular attention is paid to offences related to drug and 
substance use and to the growing trend of the involve-
ment of girls in crime. The blueprint provides a frame-
work within which rehabilitation and reintegration 
programmes should be implemented in each institution 
within the juvenile justice system. The objectives of the 
blueprint are to promote structured and institutionalized 
rehabilitation and reintegration programmes for children 
in conflict with the law, harmonize programmes, practices 
and services across institutions in the child justice system, 
provide a framework within which rehabilitation and 
reintegration are streamlined in the entire continuum of 
the child justice system and enhance coordination among 
the agencies involved in rehabilitation and reintegration 
processes.

481.  In Mozambique, the number of persons with sub-
stance use disorders seeking treatment increased by 7.9 
per cent, from 9,065 in 2019 to 9,788 in 2020. The year-
on-year increase is attributed to social isolation brought 
about by the COVID-19 pandemic. Including alcohol and 
tobacco, the prevalence of drug consumption in 
Mozambique in 2020 was 84.95 per cent for men and 
15.05 per cent for women.

482.  Data for 2020 from Benin indicate that cannabis is 
the most commonly used drug in the country, after alcohol, 
and that tramadol is the most commonly used pharmaceu-
tical product. The data also reflect high rates of polydrug 
use among those who use drugs, with most users consum-
ing at least three different drugs (including alcohol).

483.  As of November 2021, the United Republic of 
Tanzania had established 11 opioid substitution therapy 

51 World Drug Report 2021, booklet 1, Executive Summary: Policy Im-
plications (United Nations publication, 2021), p. 26.

centres and four satellite clinics in hospitals across the 
country using methadone to treat people who inject 
drugs. Since their establishment, a total of 10,600 patients 
have been treated in those centres and clinics.

484.  In June 2021, the Ministry of Health of Nigeria, 
the National Drug Law Enforcement Agency of Nigeria, 
UNODC and the European Union launched two publica-
tions aimed at enhancing the quality of counselling and 
treatment services for drug users in Nigeria: (a) standard 
policy and practice guidelines for National Drug Law 
Enforcement Agency counselling centres; and (b) national 
guidelines for the treatment of substance use disorders. 
Both guidelines provide comprehensive and evidence-
based approaches for the treatment of substance use dis-
orders in line with international best practices for the 
National Drug Law Enforcement Agency and other drug 
use treatment practitioners in Nigeria.

485.  Morocco issued guidelines on supporting the con-
tinuation of addiction treatment during the COVID-19 
pandemic by ensuring access to treatment services 
through telemedicine and the establishment of a take-
home policy for methadone for those enrolled in opioid 
substitution therapy programmes. Morocco has also 
extended its opioid substitution therapy programmes in 
prisons, from one pilot centre to five treatment centres 
in prisons in different regions of the country. Moreover, 
owing to the COVID-19 pandemic, the Ministry of 
Health of Morocco launched an e-learning module on 
drug use prevention for health professionals and non-
governmental organizations.

486.  Africa is among the regions of particular concern 
with regard to ensuring and monitoring the availability 
of narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances for medical 
and scientific purposes. Countries in Africa have been 
reporting consumption of narcotic drugs of, on average, 
just above the level defined by the Board as inadequate 
and Africa is one of the regions of the world with the 
least availability of the most widely used opioid analge-
sics. Similarly, determining levels of consumption of psy-
chotropic substances for Africa remains a challenge, as 
fewer than half of the countries in the region have pro-
vided consumption data to the Board on any psychotropic 
substance for the past several years. More detailed infor-
mation is available in the technical publications of the 
Board on narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances. 
The Board stresses that there is insufficient availability 
of narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances in many 
countries in Africa and emphasizes the importance of 
ensuring the sufficient availability of and access to inter
nationally controlled substances for medical purposes.
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C.	 Americas

Central America and the Caribbean

Central American and Caribbean countries initiated 
implementation of the OAS Hemispheric Drug Strategy 
2020, which is aimed at assisting member States in 
adapting to new realities, including those resulting from 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

An increase in home deliveries of illicit drugs was 
observed in the region as a result of mobility restrictions 
introduced in response to the COVID-19 pandemic.

1.	 Major developments

487.  Central America and the Caribbean continue to be 
exploited by organized criminal groups as a transit and 
trans-shipment route for drugs being trafficked to North 
America and Europe. During the period 2020–2021, 
criminal groups rapidly adapted their activities as a result 
of the COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting lockdowns. 
Although their responses may have varied in the different 
countries of the region, ultimately, the techniques 
employed may result in the development of new patterns 
of trafficking in and distribution and marketing of illicit 
drugs.

488.  Worsening crime and violence fuelled by drug car-
tels and gangs, along with fragile institutions, increasing 
inequalities and political turmoil are, according to 
UNHCR, among the reasons for the increased number of 
refugees and asylum seekers from the north of Central 
America (El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras) and 
Nicaragua in recent years. During the COVID-19 pan-
demic, criminal groups in Guatemala and gangs in El 
Salvador appeared to take over State functions by ensur-
ing that residents remained indoors and by enforcing 
curfews and quarantines, but also providing basic ser-
vices. Exertion of social control in local communities by 
organized criminal groups through actions of solidarity 
and care, rather than the usual violent coercion, at the 
time of global crises, may indicate an increased interest 
by criminal groups in becoming more involved in legal 
activities, which in turn would help them not only to 
achieve more economic power, but also to increase their 
social and political power.

489.  While regulatory and legislative steps have been 
successful in stemming the tide of NPS globally, in some 
low-income countries, the problem is on the rise. This is 

demonstrated by a fivefold increase in the amount of syn-
thetic new psychoactive substances seized in South and 
Central America between 2015 and 2019 (see also paras. 
518–520 below).

490.  The overwhelming demand placed on health-care 
infrastructure and systems during the COVID-19 pan-
demic may have caused disruptions to drug use treatment 
services in some countries in the region. The Board 
wishes to encourage Governments of the countries in the 
region to ensure, despite difficulties related to the COVID-
19 pandemic, the continued provision of treatment ser-
vices for mental health and substance use disorders as 
part of essential services.

491.  In 2021, countries in Central America and the 
Caribbean began implementing the OAS Hemispheric 
Drug Strategy 2020 and the Hemispheric Plan of Action 
on Drugs for the period 2021–2025. The strategy is aimed 
at addressing the transnational drug problem in an inte-
grated manner, with a focus on public health and safety, 
taking into account gender, age, cultural context and 
human rights. The strategy promotes the development of 
drug policies that seek to minimize the adverse public 
health and social consequences of drug use and promote 
social inclusion with a treatment and recovery-oriented 
approach, considering, among other things, the specific 
needs of at-risk populations.

2.	 Regional cooperation

492.  CICAD, INCB and UNODC continued organizing 
expert meetings and providing online training for the 
competent national authorities of countries in Central 
America and the Caribbean. CICAD training activities 
focused on issues ranging from counter-drug intelligence, 
drug use prevention and treatment, drug early warning 
systems and alternatives to incarceration programmes. 
Webinars led by INCB, including those provided under 
INCB Learning and the INCB GRIDS Programme, 
focused on control of precursor chemicals and trafficking 
in NPS, synthetic opioids and other dangerous substances 
not currently under international control. Training 
courses and workshops organized by UNODC addressed, 
among other topics, activities of organized criminal 
groups during the pandemic, maritime interdictions, 
cyber-enabled drug trafficking in Central America and 
prevention and treatment of substance use disorders.

493.  In December 2020, Costa Rica, Cuba, the 
Dominican Republic, Guatemala, Haiti, Panama, Saint 
Kitts and Nevis, and Trinidad and Tobago participated in 
Operation New Horizons, an INCB-led, time-bound 
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global intelligence-gathering activity. The operation, 
which brought together 164 officers from 70 countries 
and four international organizations, was aimed at iden-
tifying sources and dismantling redistribution points of 
tapentadol and tramadol, two opioid analgesics that are 
currently not under international control.

494.  Drug control officials from the competent national 
authorities of 13 countries in Central America and the 
Caribbean, namely Antigua and Barbuda, Belize, Costa 
Rica, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Grenada, 
Guatemala, Honduras, Jamaica, Nicaragua, Panama, Saint 
Lucia, and Trinidad and Tobago, have registered for INCB 
Learning e-modules that cover narcotic drugs, psycho-
tropic substances and precursor control. In January 2021, 
the GRIDS Programme convened an expert group meet-
ing on trafficking in synthetic opioids, fentanyls and 
related dangerous substances by means of e-commerce 
platforms in Latin America and the Caribbean. The 
meeting was attended by experts from the public and 
private sectors and was focused on raising awareness about 
the significant role of e-commerce platforms in preventing 
the marketing and movement of those dangerous 
substances. In addition, the meeting promoted regional 
public-private dialogue and the sharing of best practices to 
further enhance cross-sectoral collaboration in the region.

495.  In 2021, the European Commission and the 
Community of Latin American and Caribbean States pre-
sented a new anti-drug programme entitled “COPOLAD 
III”. On the basis of earlier successes, the programme will 
promote technical and political dialogue between Latin 
America and the Caribbean and the European Union and 
support the design, implementation and evaluation of 
evidence-based public drug policies. During the first stage 
of the programme, a channel will be established for dia-
logue with participating countries and the programme 
and its activities will be defined according to their national 
and regional priorities.

496.  A number of countries from Central America and 
the Caribbean, including Belize, Costa Rica, the 
Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, 
Jamaica, Nicaragua, Panama, and Trinidad and Tobago, 
participated in the Orion VI international naval campaign 
to combat drug trafficking. Orion VI activities were car-
ried out in the Atlantic, the Caribbean and the Pacific in 
2020. In addition to drugs, the operation resulted in the 
seizure of several semi-submersibles and aircraft used by 
organized criminal groups for drug trafficking (see also 
para. 593 below).

497.  In October 2020, the Police Community of the 
Americas held its first meeting of anti-narcotics experts. 

Experts from 15 countries in the region participated in 
the meeting, which was held online, and emphasized the 
importance of information exchange in assisting them in 
designing strategies to anticipate and address the modi 
operandi used by traffickers during the COVID-19 
pandemic.

498.  In June 2021, under the UNODC global pro-
gramme on strengthening criminal justice cooperation 
along drug trafficking routes and the Integrated System 
for Illicit Crop Monitoring, training was delivered on 
cocaine manufacture and trafficking investigations to law 
enforcement officials and prosecutors from Brazil, Costa 
Rica, the Dominican Republic, El Salvador, Guatemala, 
Honduras and Panama and from countries across Africa 
to support countries’ institutional responses to illicit drug 
markets. The training provided an overview of cocaine 
manufacture processes and of specialized field and labo-
ratory techniques used to investigate and prosecute 
cocaine trafficking.

3.	 National legislation, 
policy and action

499.  In March 2021, the Parliament of Barbados passed 
the amended Drug Abuse (Prevention and Control) Act, 
which provides for the payment of a fixed penalty for 
persons found in possession of small quantities of 
cannabis.

500.  In December 2020, the National Drug Control 
Directorate and the National Land Transport Network of 
the Dominican Republic signed an agreement to continue 
strengthening cargo security in order to prevent prohib-
ited substances from being concealed within licit consign-
ments during transport.

501.  In 2021, the Executive Secretariat of the Committee 
against Drug Addiction and Drug Trafficking of 
Guatemala, in cooperation with the Ministry of the 
Interior, launched its “Summer without drugs” campaign. 
The campaign informed local communities about the 
harmful effects of drug use on the health and well-being 
of individuals, their families and the wider community.

502.  According to a study of the Working Group on 
Arbitrary Detention on arbitrary detention relating to 
drug policies that was submitted to the Human Rights 
Council at its forty-seventh session, held from 21 June to 
9 July 2021 (A/HRC/47/40), the number of people incar-
cerated for drug-related offences as a proportion of the 
total prison population varies considerably across coun-
tries in the region. In Nicaragua, the proportion is 
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estimated at 68 per cent, which is considerably higher 
than the global average of 20 per cent. Cuba and 
Nicaragua are among a number of countries that author-
ize judicially ordered drug use treatment as a result of a 
criminal justice proceeding.

503.  The statistical yearbook published by the Costa 
Rican Institute on Drugs drew attention to drug seizures 
in the country’s penitentiary centres in 2020. The findings 
indicated that, as a result of the dynamics of drug 
trafficking and of the scarce resources available to prison 
administrations, overcrowding, drug use and violence 
have worsened in prisons in the country in recent years, 
and the efforts of social rehabilitation have been gradually 
diluted.

504.  The 2019 Jamaica National Crime Victimization 
Survey, the report on which was published in 2021, meas-
ured perceptions of safety, community crime and disorder 
and fear of crime among persons aged 16 years and older 
living in Jamaica. According to the report, 63.9 per cent 
of survey respondents had witnessed the use of cannabis 
in their community during the period September 2018–
August 2019.

4.	 Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

505.  During the initial COVID-19 lockdown, cocaine 
originating in South America was increasingly trafficked 
by sea, in particular to countries in Central America. In 
the second half of 2020, when some of the restrictions 
were eased, the amount of drugs seized in Latin America 
and the Caribbean indicated the resumption of trafficking 
activities.

506.  In a recent study, the International Organization 
for Migration analysed the impact of the COVID-19 pan-
demic on migration flows in Central America and Mexico 
involving migrants involved in smuggling activities. The 
study found no evidence that organized criminal groups 
had taken control of the smuggling of migrants as a 
means of transporting drugs or medicines. Instead, the 
study found that subsistence smuggling continued to be 
practised by inhabitants of border areas who had been 
impoverished owing to reduced work opportunities and 
income loss caused by mobility and commercial 
restrictions.

507.  Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador and Panama were, 
according to the UNODC-WCO Container Control 
Programme, the principal countries of origin and trans-
shipment of increasing quantities of drugs destined for 

illicit markets in North America and Europe during the 
first half of 2021.

508.  The use of sea containers, semi-submersibles and 
speedboats, but also of small aircraft adapted for drug 
trafficking, appeared to have increased during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. For example, the use of small air-
craft for drug trafficking in Guatemala, Honduras and 
Panama was reported. According to INTERPOL, aircraft 
adaptations included alteration of modes of identification 
(e.g. logos and licence plates), alteration of navigation 
systems and modifications to fuel systems to achieve a 
longer flight range.

509.  Mobility restrictions imposed as a result of COVID-
19 resulted in an increased number of home deliveries of 
drugs in some countries. In El Salvador, such deliveries 
were carried out by local distributors using online food 
delivery and transportation platforms. According to 
police reports, the price of illicit drugs did not change 
during the time that a lockdown was in force in the 
country.

510.  The quantities of cocaine seized in Central America 
over the period 2015–2019 increased by 60 per cent, pos-
sibly as a result of an increased number of shipments of 
cocaine transiting the region on the way to Mexico. In 
the Caribbean, however, the quantities of cocaine seized 
decreased between 2015 and 2018, before increasing in 
2019. In 2019, the amount of cocaine seized in Central 
America (144 tons) and the Caribbean (14 tons) accounted 
for 10 per cent and 1 per cent, respectively, of the total 
amount of the drug seized worldwide.

511.  Panama alone seized more than half of the total 
amount of cocaine seized in Central America (equivalent 
to 5 per cent of the global total) in 2019. The amounts 
seized in Costa Rica and Guatemala accounted for 2 per 
cent and 1 per cent, respectively, of the global total. In 
the Caribbean, the largest amounts of the substance 
seized in 2019 were reported by the Dominican Republic, 
Jamaica and the Bahamas, in that order.

512.  In Costa Rica, the amount of cocaine seized signifi-
cantly decreased, from 31.1  tons in 2019 to 1.9  tons in 
2020, before increasing to 13.8  tons during the period 
January–April 2021. In El Salvador, the amount of cocaine 
seized plummeted, from 13.8 tons in 2018 to only 0.1 ton 
in 2019, before rising to 1.9  tons in 2020. In Guatemala, 
the amount of cocaine seized amounted to 13.6  tons in 
2020, 26 per cent less than in 2019 (18.9 tons). In the first 
half of 2021, authorities in Panama seized a total of 64 tons 
of cocaine and cannabis herb, compared with 68.8 tons of 
cocaine and 16.1  tons of cannabis herb in the whole of 
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2020. In addition to seizures of cocaine, since 2019, 
authorities in Guatemala and Honduras have also reported 
the eradication of coca bush on their territories.

513.  There are indications of trafficking in intermediary 
products, most notably cocaine base, from Colombia to 
other countries in South America, Central America and 
the Caribbean, suggesting that the final steps in the man-
ufacture of cocaine hydrochloride are increasingly taking 
place outside Colombia. Since 2015, for example, coca 
paste has been seized and cocaine laboratories have been 
dismantled in Guatemala and Honduras.

514.  According to UNODC data, in 2019, the amount 
of cannabis and cannabis resin seized in Central America 
and the Caribbean increased. In addition to seizures of 
cannabis, a number of countries in the region, including 
Costa Rica, Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua, have 
reported indoor and/or outdoor illicit cultivation of can-
nabis on their territories since 2019.

515.  In Guatemala, the number of cannabis plants erad-
icated in 2020 (3.5 million) was slightly higher than that 
eradicated in 2019 (3.3 million). In 2020, the country 
reported the eradication of 11.5 million opium poppy 
plants, a massive increase compared with the previous 
year (53,000 plants).

516.  In Costa Rica, the amount of cannabis seized, 
which amounted to 16.8 tons in 2019, dropped to 2.0 tons 
in 2020, before increasing to a total of 9.9 tons in the first 
four months of 2021. The number of cannabis plants 
seized in Costa Rica plummeted, from 1.4 million plants 
seized in 2019 to 500 plants in 2020. In Panama, the 
amount of cannabis seized in 2020 amounted to 16.1 tons, 
a 25 per cent increase over the 12.9  tons seized in 2019.

517.  During the period 2015–2019, Guatemala, along 
with Saudi Arabia and Turkey, seized the largest amounts 
of amphetamine globally, accounting for 45 per cent of the 
total amount of the substance seized around the world.

518.  According to the UNODC Global Synthetic Drugs 
Assessment 2020 report, published in November 2020, the 
quantities of “ecstasy” seized in Central America and 
some Caribbean countries increased slightly in recent 
years. The drug mostly originated in Western and 
Southern Europe. Some “ecstasy” products that were sold 
in the region may have contained substances other than 
MDMA, such as NPS. The report also pointed to the 
increasing non-medical use of tranquillizers, such as ben-
zodiazepines and barbiturates, in Central American coun-
tries, in particular among women, secondary school 
students and university students.

519.  Although the data from Latin America and the 
Caribbean on NPS detected for the first time are less com-
prehensive than those from other regions, the reports of 
the emergence of the substances in Costa Rica, El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Jamaica, Panama, and Trinidad and Tobago, 
as well as Puerto Rico, corroborate concerns about their 
spread to less-developed regions across the globe. By 
January 2021, Costa Rica had detected the highest number 
of NPS of the countries of Central America and the 
Caribbean. 

520.  Stimulants and hallucinogens accounted for a sig-
nificant proportion of all NPS detected for the first time 
in the region. There are indications that some NPS may 
have been sold in Central and South America under the 
name of other drugs, or in mixtures containing other 
drugs. For example, NBOMe compounds continue to be 
sold as LSD. Samples of seized 4-bromo-2,5-dimethoxy-
phenethylamine (2C-B) often contained other substances, 
such as ketamine, amphetamine, MDMA or NPS.

5.	 Prevention and treatment

521.  The Board notes the lack of recent estimates of the 
prevalence of drug use in most countries in Central 
America and the Caribbean. For example, recent estimates 
from the region are not available to enable the production 
of estimates of the extent of opioid use. The Board 
recommends that the countries concerned prioritize the 
collection of data on drug use trends and treatment 
demand in order to inform the development of 
evidence-based drug control policy and encourages 
bilateral partners and regional and international organiza-
tions to provide support to this end. 

522.  In Central America and the Caribbean, the 
availability of opioid analgesics for medical purposes for 
2020 was one of the lowest among all regions and 
continued to be of concern. The consumption of psycho-
tropic substances in Central America and the Caribbean 
is difficult to determine as only 8 out of the 20 countries 
of the region have provided consumption data on any 
psychotropic substances for the past several years. 

523.  The use of cannabis and cocaine, the proliferation 
of NPS and the use of controlled drugs without a medical 
prescription continue to be issues of concern in Central 
America and the Caribbean.

524.  The past-year prevalence of cannabis use among 
the adult population in Central America (3.1 per cent) 
and the Caribbean (3.4 per cent) is lower than that of the 
global average (almost 4 per cent).
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525.  According to the Barbados national primary school 
survey for 2020, which was used to examine drug use 
among grade 3 and grade 4 students (children aged 9–11), 
in public and private schools across the country, the life-
time prevalence of cannabis use among the students was 
4.3 per cent and the past-year prevalence was 2.0 per cent. 
The mean age of first use of cannabis herb was as low as 
8.2 years; about 12 per cent of the students surveyed 
believed that cannabis was easy to obtain.

526.  In April 2021, CICAD published the findings of a 
project on NPS, heroin, fentanyl and other opioids, which 
was aimed at identifying how opioids and other emerging 
drugs were affecting countries in Latin America. A study 
that was conducted in two cities in the Dominican 
Republic as part of the project revealed a high relapse 
rate among opioid users in participating treatment cen-
tres, with most having been in treatment an average of 
four times.

527.  According to the World Drug Report 2021, the 
annual prevalence of the use of cocaine in Central 
America and the Caribbean is estimated at 0.96 per cent 
and 0.63 per cent, respectively, of persons aged 15–64 
years, which is above the global average (0.4 per cent).

528.  The annual prevalence of amphetamine and pre-
scription stimulant use among adults in Central America 
is estimated at 0.98 per cent (the annual prevalence for 
the Caribbean was not reported in the World Drug Report 
2021). The non-medical use of pharmaceutical stimulants 
in many countries in Central America is estimated to be 
more common than the use of other amphetamines. The 
annual prevalence of the use of “ecstasy” is the lowest 
among the reported controlled stimulants, and is estimated 
at 0.17 per cent in Central America and 0.23 per cent in 
the Caribbean.

529.  According to the best estimates from the latest 
UNODC data, published in 2021, about 20,000 people 
aged 15–64 in Central America and 90,000 in the 
Caribbean inject drugs. Among this group, about 600 
people in Central America and 13,000 people in the 
Caribbean were estimated to be living with HIV. The 
available data on HIV among people who inject drugs, 
however, covered only a limited portion of that popula-
tion group. In December 2020, the Centre for 
Comprehensive Dependency Care of the Ministry of 
Public Health and Social Assistance of the Dominican 
Republic provided a workshop for health professionals in 
the areas of psychology, nursing, social work and psychia-
try to improve the care and management of patients using 
substances, in particular opioids, that are linked to HIV 
infection.

North America

Families and communities in Canada and the United 
States continue to be severely affected by increasing 
numbers of drug overdoses and drug-related deaths, 
especially those involving synthetic opioids and contami-
nated stimulants.

Cannabis regulations in North America continue to shift 
towards the legal regulation of use for non-medical 
purposes.

1.	 Major developments

530.  Drug overdoses and drug-related deaths in Canada 
and the United States are an ever-worsening public health 
crisis. The COVID-19 pandemic further accelerated the 
regional overdose crisis, owing to the increased contami-
nation of drugs with fentanyl and other synthetic opioids 
and decreased access to treatment and prevention ser-
vices. The worsening overdose crisis in those countries 
has been marked by increases in the number of deaths 
involving psychostimulants, such as methamphetamine.

531.  Changes to cannabis regulations and general drug 
use decriminalization measures continue to be adopted 
at a rapid pace in North America. The legal and policy 
landscape with respect to cannabis consumption for non-
medical purposes has continued to shift in Mexico and 
the United States. New regulations for the use of cannabis 
by adults for non-medical purposes are under develop-
ment in Mexico on the basis of a Supreme Court 
decision.

2.	 Regional cooperation

532.  The three countries of North America have con-
tinued their close cooperation on drug control, including 
through cross-border law enforcement operations and 
efforts to develop collective responses to illicit drug pro-
duction. For example, Mexico and the United States have 
been deepening their collaboration on drug control 
through the adoption of public health approaches. The 
regional coordination has included efforts to ensure that 
joint activities to combat drug trafficking adhere to the 
rule of law and respect human rights.

533.  Cooperation efforts between Canada, Mexico and 
the United States have been enhanced through the North 
American Drug Dialogue and the North American 
Maritime Security Initiative to coordinate law 
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enforcement actions and drug-related public health 
policy. Bilateral collaboration between Canada and the 
United States has been undertaken through the Joint 
Action Plan to Combat Opioids, which was formally 
launched in 2020. The United States is also working with 
the Office of the Prosecutor General of Mexico and other 
agencies in Mexico, including military units that perform 
counter-narcotics work, to create judicial records of sei-
zures and to establish protocols for reporting incidents in 
a central database.

534.  The Roadmap for a Renewed United States-Canada 
Partnership, which was announced on 23 February 2021, 
includes an agreement that the Governments of both 
countries would strengthen the Joint Action Plan on 
Opioids, in the light of increases in drug use and the 
number of overdoses. The two countries agreed to 
enhance law enforcement collaboration by re-establishing 
the Cross-Border Crime Forum to facilitate cooperation 
among law enforcement bodies, including strengthening 
information-sharing and addressing cross-border law 
enforcement challenges such as tackling the illegal flows 
of firearms, drugs and currency.

535.  On 13 May 2021, Mexico and the United States 
held a high-level dialogue on a new security strategy and 
agreed on mutual security goals and priorities. These 
include reducing drug trafficking and the violence linked 
to organized crime and addressing drug use as a public 
health problem. Both sides agreed to build an intelligence-
based framework to address the causes of violence and 
drug use.

3.	 National regulation, 
policy and action

536.  During the reporting period, drug control regula-
tions and policies were newly developed or amended at 
the national and at the state and provincial levels in North 
America. While new policy developments have primarily 
been focused on targeting the worsening overdose crisis 
and countering drug trafficking, there have also been new 
regulations pertaining to cannabis use for both medical 
and non-medical purposes in Mexico and throughout the 
United States. 

537.  The Drug Enforcement Administration of the 
United States released its 2020 National Drug Threat 
Assessment in March 2021. In that report, the Drug 
Enforcement Administration reported that overdoses in 
the United States were being fuelled by illicit fentanyl, 
while heroin and prescription opioids were also signifi-
cant challenges for public health and law enforcement 

authorities. It also reported that Mexican organized crim-
inal groups had allegedly increased the manufacture and 
supply to the United States of illicit fentanyl and meth-
amphetamine, leading to a rise in drug-poisoning deaths 
and seizures of those substances in 2021.

538.  In April 2021, the Government of the United 
States released a statement of drug policy priorities for 
the first year of its administration. In the statement, the 
Government prioritized the need to address the overdose 
epidemic, expand access to treatment and recovery ser-
vices and enhance support for prevention efforts to reduce 
youth substance use and the supply of illicit substances. 
The need to address racial, gender and economic equity 
issues in drug policy and health care was also stressed.

539.  The United States has increased its federal fund-
ing to address drug use and the overdose epidemic. 
Released in May 2021, the National Drug Control Budget 
for 2022 provides for an investment of $41  billion for 
National Drug Control Program agencies, which is an 
increase of $669.9 million compared with 2021. The 
increased funding is expected to support access to critical 
public health interventions, such as treatment and pre-
vention services. According to the budget description, a 
record 57.3 per cent of drug control resources will go to 
demand-reduction programmes, including evidence-
based treatment, harm reduction, prevention and recov-
ery services. The American Rescue Plan also includes 
$4  billion for mental health and substance use 
disorders.

540.  In March 2021, the Office of National Drug Control 
Policy of the United States held three consultations with 
tribal leaders to better inform federal drug policy priori-
ties and ensure that they met the needs of American 
Indian and Alaska Native individuals, families and com-
munities. The drug policy consultations addressed the 
opioid epidemic and other challenges related to substance 
use, including how to decrease barriers to treatment and 
ways to address the impact of intergenerational trauma 
in tribal communities with respect to drug use and 
overdose.

541.  On 15 March 2021, the United States Customs 
and Border Protection and the Department of Homeland 
Security of the United States started implementing 
amended regulations based on requirements of the 
Synthetics Trafficking and Overdose Prevention Act of 
2018. The amended regulations provide for new, advanced 
electronic data requirements for international mail ship-
ments in order to stop the influx of opioids to the United 
States. The expected benefit of the amended regulations 
will be more precise identification of suspicious postal 
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shipments, in advance of their arrival, to disrupt the 
supply chain of illegal opioids.

542.  In June 2021, the INCB GRIDS Programme 
issued a special notification to all Project Ion and 
OPIOIDS project focal points about changes in the 
national legislation of the United States, which included 
the placing of 14 fentanyl-related substances under sched-
ule I of the Controlled Substances Act. INCB requested 
that the notice be circulated to appropriate national law 
enforcement entities and regulatory counterparts and to 
communicate any suspicious or unauthorized shipments 
of or trafficking in those substances by means of the 
IONICS platform.

543.  Mexico became the first country in the wider Latin 
American region to adopt a feminist foreign policy in 
2020. The policy, based on the application of a gender 
perspective across all sectors, helps to promote govern-
ment actions that will reduce and eliminate structural 
differences, gender gaps and inequalities. The policy will 
be implemented over the period 2020–2024. At the sixty-
fourth session of the Commission on Narcotic Drugs, the 
Government of Mexico explained that, in line with its 
feminist foreign policy, Mexico had articulated three key 
approaches to drug policy reform, namely the improve-
ment of access to treatment services, prevention and 
harm reduction, and coordination and cooperation to 
combat the production, transit and distribution of drugs.

544.  In North America, during the reporting period, 
new measures pertaining to the legalization and decrimi-
nalization of drug use, in particular concerning the use 
of cannabis for medical and non-medical purposes, were 
adopted. 

545.  In Mexico, on 19 November 2020, the Senate 
adopted the Federal Act on the Regulation of Cannabis, 
which would permit the use of cannabis for non-medical 
purposes. After being approved in general terms by the 
Chamber of Deputies, the bill was under additional 
review in the Senate. On 28 June 2021, however, the 
Supreme Court of Justice declared unconstitutional all 
articles of the country’s General Health Law that prohibit 
the use of cannabis for non-medical purposes, on the 
basis of the constitutional right of consumers to freedom 
of personal development. The Supreme Court decision 
did not legalize all activities associated with the non-
medical use of cannabis, including transportation and 
commercialization. On 12 January 2021, Mexico also 
published regulations on the use of cannabis for medical 
purposes with the aim of controlling, developing and 
monitoring cannabis raw materials, pharmacological 
derivatives of cannabis and medicines containing 

cannabis for the purpose of production, research or man-
ufacture or for medical purposes.

546.  At the federal level in the United States, the use 
and sale of cannabis continue to be illegal. In December 
2020, the House of Representatives passed the Marijuana 
Opportunity Reinvestment and Expungement Act, to 
remove cannabis from the schedule of controlled sub-
stances. Under the legislation, which was not subsequently 
passed in the Senate, prior cannabis convictions would 
have been expunged and sentencing review hearings 
would have been conducted in relation to federal can-
nabis offences. Included in the findings of the draft leg-
islation was that legal cannabis sales at the state level had 
totalled $9.5 billion in 2017 and were projected to reach 
$23 billion by 2022.

547.  In the United States, despite the continued federal 
control of cannabis under Schedule I of the Controlled 
Substances Act, as at 1 November 2021, 36 states and the 
District of Columbia permit the possession and consump-
tion of cannabis by adults for medical purposes. 
Furthermore, 18 states and the District of Columbia have 
legalized the use of cannabis for non-medical purposes. 
During the reporting period, Connecticut, Montana, New 
Jersey, New Mexico, New York and Virginia signed can-
nabis regulations into law to permit the use and posses-
sion of cannabis by adults for non-medical purposes.

548.  After the federal legalization of “hemp” cultivation 
through the 2018 Farm Bill, delta-8-THC and other THC 
compounds other than the federally scheduled delta-9-
THC may be derived from CBD generated from “hemp”. 
In several states, delta-8-THC is being added as a 
psychoactive ingredient to other products, including for 
sale in unregulated stores or on commercial websites. 
Some states, such as Vermont and Michigan, have recently 
started to ban delta-8-THC, clarifying that the production 
of it from CBD has become a way of creating a psycho
active substance from legally produced cannabis, which 
does not have high concentrations of psychoactive 
cannabinoids. The Hemp Rules adopted in Vermont in 
2020, therefore, ban the use of synthetic cannabinoids in 
the production of any “hemp” or “hemp”-infused product. 
The producers in Vermont, as a result, cannot manufac-
ture the delta-8-THC cannabinoid and the use, possession 
or distribution of delta-8-THC may result in federal or 
state criminal sanctions. In Michigan, as of 11 October 
2021, products containing delta-8-THC are covered by 
state law and regulated by the state’s Marijuana Regulatory 
Agency so that all intoxicating substances from the 
cannabis plant are to be safety-tested through the state-
wide monitoring system and in the state’s seed-to-sale 
tracking system. The Board reminds countries that 
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delta-8-THC is an isomer of THC, which is listed in 
Schedule I of the 1971 Convention.

549.  In the State of Oregon, Ballot Measure 109, which 
was approved by voters in 2020, directs the state’s health 
authority to begin a two-year development period for the 
licensing and regulation of psilocybin products and the 
provision of psilocybin services. Psilocybin is listed in 
Schedule I of the 1971 Convention. The health authority 
of Oregon will work, from January 2021 until December 
2022, to establish the regulations implementing Ballot 
Measure 109. The state’s Psilocybin Advisory Board, 
established by the ballot measure, will develop a long-
term strategic plan for ensuring that the psilocybin ser-
vices provide safe, accessible and affordable therapy. 
Applications for licences related to the manufacture, sale 
and purchase of psilocybin products will be accepted 
from January 2023.

550.  In July 2021, the Governor of Rhode Island signed 
into law legislation that authorizes a two-year pilot pro-
gramme to prevent drug overdoses through the establish-
ment of community-based centres where people may 
consume drugs under the supervision of health-care pro-
fessionals. With that legislation, Rhode Island will be the 
first state in the United States to authorize such a pilot 
programme, although the facilities would need to be 
authorized by the municipality in which the centre would 
operate. The law also foresees the establishment of an 
advisory committee to make recommendations to the 
state’s department of health on maximizing the public 
health and safety benefits of the centres.

4.	 Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

551.  Restrictions related to the COVID-19 pandemic 
initially disrupted drug trafficking routes and precursor 
chemical supply chains in North America. However, alter-
native routes and methods were quickly adopted by drug 
traffickers. It was reported in the International Narcotics 
Control Strategy Report of the Department of State of the 
United States for 2021 that there had been an increase in 
methamphetamine manufacture, trafficking and use, with 
Mexico continuing to be the primary source of heroin 
and methamphetamine in the United States, the main 
transit country for cocaine from South America and a 
source and transit route for fentanyl. Canada continued 
to be a primary source of synthetic drugs, cannabis and 
“ecstasy” trafficked to the United States. Health Canada 
indicated that, since 2019, methamphetamine and cocaine 
had become the two most commonly seized substances 
by law enforcement entities in Canada.

552.  On 24 February 2021, the Drug Enforcement 
Administration of the United States launched a new com-
prehensive law enforcement and prevention initiative, 
Operation Engage, to reduce drug use and overdose 
deaths. The operation allows field divisions of the Drug 
Enforcement Administration to focus on the biggest drug 
threat and resulting violence in their respective geograph-
ical areas. The Drug Enforcement Administration 
announced Project Wave Breaker in April 2021, which is 
aimed at disrupting the illicit flow of fentanyl into the 
United States that is driving the record-setting rates of 
overdose deaths. The project is expected to be focused on 
interdiction and enforcement efforts and on targeting the 
activities of transnational criminal organizations.

553.  On 24 June 2021, UNODC and the Government of 
Mexico published a fourth technical monitoring report on 
opium poppy cultivation, corresponding to a study 
conducted between July 2018 and June 2019. The study 
estimated that the area under opium poppy cultivation in 
Mexico during that period was 21,500 ha, constituting a 
23 per cent decrease compared with the previous period 
in 2017/18. The national average yield of opium gum was 
estimated at 20.5 kg per hectare, with the increase explained 
by the improvement in harvesting and crop management 
techniques by opium poppy farmers. The potential national 
production of dry opium gum was estimated at 440 metric 
tons, a 2 per cent decrease compared with the previous 
monitoring period. The concentration of morphine in 
opium gum for the reported period was 17.6 per cent.

554.  In March 2021, the GRIDS Programme issued a 
special notification in IONICS on xylazine trafficking 
following increased communications involving this NPS, 
which is not under international control. Xylazine is com-
monly used in veterinary medicine as a sedative and it 
has analgesic and muscle-relaxant properties. However, 
there have been recent increases in incidents involving 
the substance. In 2020, the Drug Analysis Service of 
Health Canada, which analyses suspected illegal drugs 
seized by Canadian law enforcement entities, identified 
198 samples containing xylazine, of which 197 samples 
also contained fentanyl or its analogues. In October 2020, 
an alert was issued by the Center for Forensic Science 
Research and Education in the United States after xyla-
zine was identified in cases involving fentanyl, heroin or 
a combination of the two. The risk of fatal overdose may 
increase with the use of drugs adulterated with xylazine, 
especially in combination with opioids, owing to increased 
respiratory depression effects. INCB open net monitoring 
has found that xylazine is being marketed online.

555.  In January 2021, the GRIDS Programme convened 
a four-day expert group meeting on trafficking in 
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synthetic opioids, fentanyls and related dangerous sub-
stances in the western hemisphere through e-commerce 
platforms. Online vendors are often present on these plat-
forms offering dangerous substances that have no legiti-
mate uses. The platforms, therefore, can have a significant 
impact on the prevention of the marketing and movement 
of these dangerous substances. The meeting facilitated 
regional public-private dialogue and raised awareness, 
and participants shared good practices to further enhance 
cross-sector collaboration in the region and recom-
mended practical steps to ensure safe supply chains. Over 
40 Governments and private sector experts discussed cur-
rent regional trafficking trends and the ongoing impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on them.

556.  In 2020 and 2021, the Drug Enforcement 
Administration of the United States seized or assisted in 
the seizure of fentanyl precursors, including 1-Boc-4-
piperidone, 4-piperidone and 4-AP (4-anilinopiperidine) 
(N-phenylpiperidin-4-amine). These seizures may illus-
trate that criminal organizations are using precursors 
further down the synthesis chain, instead of the immedi-
ate and widely controlled precursors ANPP and NPP.

557.  From 1 November 2020 to 30 June 2021, officers 
from North American countries participated in INCB-led 
training on operational tools that are designed to enhance 
officer capacity to counter trafficking in dangerous sub-
stances. These tools include the secure communications 
platform IONICS and the GRIDS Intelligence tool, which 
is a newly launched, state-of-the art visual analytics tool 
that allows fast identification of routes and modi operandi 
to support the strategic and operational work of front-line 
law enforcement officers. In-depth training was also pro-
vided on the safe handling of opioids and other dangerous 
substances. 

558.  Domestic production and availability of cannabis 
has been rising throughout the region. According to the 
Drug Enforcement Administration, in the United States, 
most states that have legalized cannabis have not placed 
limits on its potency, resulting in the increase in potency 
levels of cannabis and cannabis concentrate products sold 
on those markets. The National Center for Natural 
Products Research at the University of Mississippi has 
also reported that the percentage of delta-9-THC in can-
nabis samples from the illicit marketplace submitted for 
analysis by the United States Drug Enforcement 
Administration rose from about 4 per cent to 14 per cent 
over the period 1995–2019. The Sentencing Commission 
of the United States has reported that, since 2016, the 
number of offenders sentenced for trafficking in cannabis 
in United States courts has decreased by 67.3 per cent.

559.  Cannabis production, distribution and sale in 
Canada continue to evolve after the Government’s legali-
zation of the use of the substance for non-medical pur-
poses in October 2018 and the legalization of the sale of 
edible cannabis products in October 2019. According to 
a study from Statistics Canada on cannabis use published 
in April 2021, the cannabis industry in Canada is now 
better equipped to compete with the black market on 
price, convenience and selection. The data used in the 
study come from the cross-sectional, voluntary national 
cannabis survey, using an Internet-based questionnaire, 
which may have some impact on their reliability. 
According to the survey results, more Canadians were 
reporting that they were obtaining at least some of their 
cannabis from legal sources or growing it, and fewer were 
relying on friends and family or illegal sources in 2020. 
Cannabis use was higher in late 2020, at 20 per cent, than 
in the first quarter of 2019, at 17.5 per cent, and in the 
first quarter of 2018, at 14.0 per cent. Daily or almost-
daily use was, at 7.9 per cent in late 2020, up from 5.4 
per cent in the first quarter of 2018, suggesting that 
growth in daily or almost-daily use was slightly higher 
than in use over the past three months. The data also 
show that growth in the daily or almost-daily use among 
females (51 per cent) was higher than the growth in such 
use among males (33 per cent), thus resulting in a nar-
rowing of the gender gap over the period 2018–2020.

560.  Canada, Mexico and the United States partici-
pated in Operation New Horizons, which was aimed at 
identifying key sources and redistribution points involv-
ing tapentadol and tramadol (for further information, see 
para. 352 above).

5.	 Prevention and treatment

561.  North America continued to be affected by the 
acceleration in the number of overdose deaths in 2020 
and 2021. On 17 November 2021, the Centers for Disease 
Control and Prevention of the United States reported that 
there had been an estimated 100,306 drug overdose 
deaths during the 12-month period ending in April 2021, 
an increase of 28.5 per cent over the 78,056 deaths during 
the same period the year before. The estimated number 
of overdose deaths from opioids increased to 75,673 
during the same period, up from 56,064 the year before. 
The majority of those overdose deaths involved synthetic 
opioids, primarily illicitly manufactured fentanyl, but the 
Centers for Disease Control also noted an increase in the 
number of overdose deaths involving psychostimulants, 
such as methamphetamine.
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562.  In December 2020, in response to the increase in 
the number of overdoses, the Centers for Disease Control 
issued recommendations that highlighted the need for 
essential services to remain accessible for people at risk 
of overdose. On the basis of local needs, the recommen-
dations included calls for an expansion of the distribution 
and use of naloxone and overdose-prevention 
education.

563.  To help alleviate the COVID-19-related decrease 
in access to drug use treatment, the Bureau of International 
Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs of the United 
States supported the organization of over 300 online 
training sessions in 2020, reaching 15,000 medical and 
treatment experts outside the United States, and sup-
ported the provision of technical assistance to improve 
and develop effective policies aimed at reducing drug use. 
The Drug Enforcement Administration also finalized 
measures to improve access to medication-assisted treat-
ment, in particular in rural areas, where those with opioid 
use disorder may have limited treatment options. On 
28 June 2021, a new rule on registration requirements for 
narcotic treatment programmes with mobile components 
was published by the Drug Enforcement Administration. 
The rule eliminates the separate registration requirement 
for mobile narcotic treatment programmes for those reg-
istrants who are authorized to dispense methadone for 
opioid use disorder. The new rule should help facilitate 
access to treatment by underserved communities and 
incarcerated individuals and meet United States drug 
policy priorities, such as advancing racial equity.

564.  In January 2021, the Department of Health and 
Human Services of the United States announced new 
practice guidelines for the administration of buprenor-
phine for treating opioid use disorder in order to expand 
access to medication-assisted treatment. Eligible physi-
cians would be exempted from certain federal certifica-
tion requirements needed to prescribe buprenorphine for 
opioid use disorder treatment. The Department also sup-
ported the “Helping to end addiction long-term (Heal) 
initiative”, investing $1.5  billion in conducting 500 
research studies across the United States with the aim of 
identifying new therapeutic targets for both pain manage-
ment and opioid use disorder, reducing the risks of opioid 
use through non-pharmacological strategies and improv-
ing opioid addiction treatment. The Department also 
launched a project on addressing the opioid crisis in com-
munities of colour, to identify and study the prevalence 
and impact of substance use disorders, including opioid 
use disorder, among racial and ethnic minority popula-
tions and the policy frameworks, practices and circum-
stances surrounding treatment for those populations.

565.  In July 2021, leaders from the National Institutes 
of Health published an article on choosing appropriate 
language to reduce stigma and improve how people are 
treated. It was noted in the article that, in the United 
States, nearly 90 per cent of people with substance use 
disorders do not receive treatment or may receive flawed 
clinical care owing to stigma-related biases. Similar to the 
Board’s own analysis in its annual report for 2020, it is 
explained in the article that using scientifically accurate 
language and terms that focus on the patient’s experience 
is a key component to reducing stigma.

566.  Canada continues to be affected by a worsening 
public health crisis owing to opioid overdoses and deaths. 
There were 21,174 apparent opioid toxicity deaths between 
January 2016 and December 2020. The Government of 
Canada has indicated that the increase in such deaths 
since the onset of the pandemic is likely a result of the 
increasingly toxic drug supply, isolation, stress and anxiety 
and limited availability or accessibility of services for 
people who use drugs. The use of and trafficking in meth-
amphetamine have also increased in Canada since 2018. 
From January to December 2020, the Government of 
Canada reported that 47 per cent of stimulant toxicity 
deaths involved methamphetamine, up from 44 per cent 
in 2019 and 43 per cent in 2018. There are added concerns 
about the significant health and safety impacts of meth-
amphetamine use on some indigenous communities across 
the country. In June 2021, Health Canada issued a report 
on methamphetamine use, expressing concern about the 
increase in use of methamphetamine and the risks posed 
to the health and safety of all communities in Canada.

567.  The Canadian Centre on Substance Use and 
Addiction released its strategic plan for the period 2021–
2026, entitled “Focused on the future”. The Centre’s stra-
tegic goals include advancing knowledge by synthesizing 
research and providing evidence on major issues of con-
cern to Canada, such as the opioid and methampheta-
mine crises, polysubstance use disorder and concurrent 
disorders such as the relationship between substance use 
and mental health. The Centre’s research is expected to 
respond to intersectional, gender- and diversity-specific 
impacts or trends in substance use. According to the 
Centre, over the next five years, the legalization of can-
nabis use will start to affect consumption patterns and 
attitudes toward the drug and it expects to provide evi-
dence and advice on cannabis use and its effects on the 
population.

568.  According to the Canadian Centre on Substance Use 
and Addiction, there was a substantial decrease in the 
availability and capacity of substance use treatment and 
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harm-reduction services in the early phase of the pandemic 
because of closures and restrictions on the number of 
clients allowed at clinics and inpatient facilities. This led to 
many clients returning to or engaging in higher-risk 
substance use, and increasing waiting times for services. 
Even though the delivery of care for substance use treat-
ment shifted rapidly to online platforms, the availability 
was not equitably distributed and could therefore not com-
pletely replace the need for in-person treatment options.

569.  The 2020 Health Canada cannabis survey indicated 
that 54 per cent of people who use cannabis reported 
using it three days per month or less and 18 per cent 
reported daily cannabis use. More than half of those who 
use cannabis choose to obtain it through a legal source, 
with 41 per cent reporting a legal storefront as their usual 
source, which was an increase compared with 2019. The 
COVID-19 pandemic had an impact on cannabis use, 
with 56 per cent using the same amount, 22 per cent more 
and 22 per cent less. Smoking remained the most common 
method of cannabis consumption, although it declined 
compared with 2019 and the use of edible cannabis prod-
ucts increased.

570.  In January 2021, the Canadian Centre on Substance 
Abuse and Addiction issued the National Treatment 
Indicators Report: 2016–2018 Data. According to the report, 
after alcohol, cannabis and cocaine were the most 
commonly reported problem substances among individuals 
in treatment. More than half of individuals seeking 
treatment reported at least two problem substances, 
suggesting a high prevalence rate of polysubstance use.

571.  As part of efforts by Canada to reduce the negative 
consequences of drug use, the country has opened 37 
supervised consumption sites since 2017, with more than 
2.6 million visits to these sites and over 22,000 overdoses 
reversed without a single death. Drug checking has also 
become a more frequently used approach in Canada as a 
result of the overdose crisis. On 21 April 2021, the drug-
checking service in Toronto released its 2020 annual 
report, in which it indicated that, in 2020, the first full 
year of operation of its service, 1,657 drug samples had 
been checked. The report concluded that 53 per cent of 
the samples checked had been expected to be fentanyl, of 
which 7 per cent were known to be associated with an 
overdose; 63 per cent of expected fentanyl substances had 
contained benzodiazepine-related drugs; and 31 per cent 
of expected heroin substances had contained fentanyl. 

572.  In July 2021, Statistics Canada released data from 
its wastewater survey of five major cities, which suggested 
an increase in drug consumption since the start of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Of the 14 drugs measured in the 

survey, the levels of cannabis, fentanyl and methampheta-
mine were found to have increased significantly early in 
the pandemic. At a rate four times higher than in any 
other city measured, Vancouver, the capital of British 
Columbia, had the highest fentanyl loads in its wastewa-
ter. Methamphetamine loads in the wastewater were high-
est in Edmonton, capital of the neighbouring province of 
Alberta, with approximately twice as much as entering 
the sewers as in Vancouver. According to Statistics 
Canada, ongoing collection of the samples will help with 
understanding the shifting landscape of drug consump-
tion across Canada.

573.  There have been efforts in the United States to 
remove state-level, criminal prohibitions on drug-check-
ing tools, such as fentanyl test strips. There are no such 
restrictions at the federal level. On 17 December 2020, 
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recom-
mended the establishment of drug-checking programmes 
in order to improve the detection of overdose outbreaks. 
On 7 April 2021, the Centers for Disease Control and the 
Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services 
Administration announced that federal funding could be 
used to purchase rapid fentanyl testing to help curb the 
dramatic spike in drug overdose deaths. In May 2021, 
Arizona legalized the use of such strips, as narcotic drug-
testing products, to the extent that they are no longer 
considered drug paraphernalia. In the same month, the 
Governor of Arizona also signed into law Senate Bill 
1250, which legalizes needle-exchange programmes as 
part of state efforts to encourage individuals who inject 
drugs to enrol in evidence-based treatment.

574.  In the United States, a major settlement of $26 bil-
lion dollars was reached in July 2021 in lawsuits filed by 
nearly 4,000 local governments and states against three 
major pharmaceutical distributors and one of the largest 
opioid manufacturers over their role in creating the coun-
try’s opioid crisis. Most of the settlement money is 
planned to be spent on opioid treatment and prevention. 
The agreement is also expected to require changes to pre-
vent a similar opioid crisis from happening again, includ-
ing through the establishment of a centralized independent 
body to provide distributors and state regulators with data 
about where drugs are going and how often. The estab-
lishment of such a body is expected to eliminate blind 
spots in the current systems used by distributors and help 
detect suspicious opioid orders from pharmacies.

575.  The National Institute on Drug Abuse of the United 
States has published an analysis of substance use 
behaviours and attitudes among adolescents in the United 
States, showing that adolescent cannabis use did not 
significantly change during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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This was despite perceived decreases among the students 
of the availability of cannabis. During the period February 
to mid-March 2020, the proportion of students who 
reported “fairly” or “very” easy access dropped by 17 per 
cent, from 76 per cent in the spring before the pandemic 
to 59 per cent during the pandemic. The levels of use, 
however, did not change significantly. Before the 
pandemic, 23 per cent of students said that they had used 
cannabis in the past 30 days, compared with 20 per cent 
during the pandemic.

576.  On 24 June 2021, the Ministry of Health of Mexico 
released a report on mental health and the consumption 
of psychoactive substances. The report includes the find-
ing that, among drug users, about 40 per cent noted an 
increase in consumption owing to stress, anxiety or isola-
tion. Besides a worrying increase in the demand for treat-
ment for use of ATS since 2017, most substance-related 
deaths were also associated with stimulants. 

577.  On the issue of how the COVID-19 pandemic has 
affected substance use patterns, CICAD invited Mexico 
to participate in the hemispheric study on patterns of 
consumption of psychoactive substance and COVID-19. 
A total of 17,267 people from the 32 states of Mexico 
participated, 62 per cent (10,677) women, 37 per cent 
(6,413) men and 1 per cent (177) with unspecified gender. 
With an average age of 40.9 years, most (78.1 per cent) 
were employed; 14.7 per cent were students and 4.4 per 
cent were unemployed. It was a voluntary, online survey 
designed by CICAD. Participants indicated that, in the 
previous year, they had used substances at the following 
rates: cannabis (14.6 per cent), tranquillizers (12.6 per 
cent), opioids (12 per cent), cocaine (11.8 per cent), 
methamphetamines (11.5 per cent), “crack” cocaine (11.4 
per cent), “ecstasy” (11.4 per cent) and inhalants (11.3 
per cent). The consumption of tranquillizers and opioids 
was higher than is usually reported in national surveys 
or in the demand for treatment, where they are generally 
low-prevalence substances. Among the respondents, 59.9 
per cent of drug users reported having stopped drug use 
during the pandemic; however, 33.1 per cent maintained 
the same use and 3.1 per cent increased their use. Those 
who increased their use of illicit drugs mainly increased 
consumption of cannabis (10.6 per cent) and tranquilliz-
ers (6.7 per cent). Another aspect that was surveyed was 
the perception of the effects of illicit drugs. In that regard, 
13.1 per cent of users continued to perceive the same 
effect, 2.2 per cent perceived a more powerful effect, and 
3.6 per cent perceived a less powerful effect.

578.  UNODC has been working with the Government 
of Mexico to improve the quality of drug dependence 
treatment services in Mexico and has drafted a road map 

for the adoption of international treatment standards. 
UNODC has also administered a survey to over 600 treat-
ment centres across Mexico to generate a map of services 
currently available. As part of the project, the National 
Commission against Addictions in Mexico formed a tech-
nical working group in charge of quality assurance of 
treatment services across the country, with representa-
tives of four government agencies, UNODC and CICAD 
and international experts.

579.  For Mexico, the main impact of COVID-19 on 
drug use treatment services was the decrease in demand 
for treatment at both governmental and non-governmental 
facilities compared with an average year. With a consider-
able reduction in the number of cases of treatment for 
drug use during 2020, social-distancing measures had an 
impact on access to treatment for people who needed it. 
For example, in 2019, the national network treated 
162,530 people for the use of psychoactive substances, 
while in 2020, 101,142 people were treated. This decrease 
was despite the fact that the government units maintained 
the same capacity for treatment services, implementing 
preventive measures for COVID-19 in accordance with 
the epidemiological traffic light of each state. 

South America 

Larger quantities of cocaine and precursor chemicals 
were seized in 2020 and 2021 as organized criminal 
groups increased shipment sizes to compensate for 
losses during the first months of the COVID-19 
pandemic.

The Government of Colombia established the legal basis 
for resuming the aerial spraying of glyphosate to intensify 
cocaine-eradication efforts.

More Governments in the region regulated the cultivation 
and manufacturing of and trade in cannabis for medical, 
scientific and industrial purposes.

1.	 Major developments

580.  In the second year of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
many developments in South America have been related 
to how criminal groups, law enforcement institutions and 
people who use drugs have been affected by the restrictions 
on the movement of people and goods and by the stricter 
monitoring of borders as a result of the pandemic. 
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Moreover, the health emergency has magnified the domi-
nance of criminal organizations in some territories and 
their role as providers of basic services to some marginal-
ized populations, including through their implementation 
of public health measures to prevent the spread of the 
virus that government authorities were unable to enforce. 
The closure of schools during the pandemic has further 
aggravated the risk that impoverished youth could be 
recruited by criminal organizations and turn to criminal 
activities, such as the illicit cultivation of and trafficking 
in controlled substances.

581.  After a sharp decline in the early months of the 
pandemic, when movement restrictions hindered buyers 
from accessing cultivation areas, coca leaf and coca paste 
prices recovered in late 2020 and in 2021. During the first 
months of the pandemic, Bolivia (Plurinational State of) 
and Colombia registered a decrease in prices of 20–50 
per cent. In Colombia, given the difficulties experienced 
by coca leaf buyers in reaching growing areas, farmers 
either processed or hired processing services to produce 
coca paste for buyers in other markets or for sale at a 
later time, in order to avoid losses. As mobility restric-
tions were lifted in the region, cocaine manufacture and 
trafficking picked up, increasing the demand for precur-
sor chemicals. Owing to the reduction of licit chemical 
manufacturing during the pandemic, and to meet the 
demand for cocaine, criminal groups had to rely on the 
artisanal production of chemical precursors to maintain 
their manufacturing capacity. By the end of 2020, the 
cocaine market had started to stabilize, and seizures of 
increasing quantities of the drug were reported by author-
ities in the region. 

582.  Today, over 50 per cent of households in Latin 
America have access to the Internet, which represents a 
considerable increase from 10 years ago, when it was 30 
per cent. The popularity of the Internet, especially the 
darknet, for the illicit sale and purchase of internationally 
controlled substances has been on the rise in the region. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has accelerated this process, as 
online purchasing using social media or the darknet and 
distribution through postal services and couriers allow 
criminal organizations to continue their activities in spite 
of border controls and movement restrictions imple-
mented as a result of the pandemic. 

583.  Air and maritime routes for drug trafficking have 
become the most suitable alternatives to circumvent 
restrictions on travel by land. Traffickers have increasingly 
used small aircraft to transport cocaine between Bolivia 
(Plurinational State of), Brazil, Paraguay and Peru. The 
use of private aircraft to move drugs within the region 
and to Europe has also been noted in other countries. In 

addition, the Paraguay-Paraná waterway system, which 
consists of 3,400 km of uninterrupted rivers connecting 
Argentina, Bolivia (Plurinational State of), Brazil, 
Paraguay and Uruguay to the Atlantic Ocean, appears to 
have been consolidated as a gateway for transporting 
cocaine manufactured in Bolivia (Plurinational State of) 
and Peru to international cocaine markets through ports 
in Brazil and Paraguay. This poses a new challenge for 
the authorities, which were accustomed to the movement 
of drugs from the Plurinational State of Bolivia mainly 
by means of air and land routes. 

584.  In the past two years, trafficking in drugs from 
South America to illicit markets in Africa and Europe has 
intensified. Increasing quantities of drugs coming from 
South America have been reported in Europe, as criminal 
groups in South America have expanded their markets 
and criminal groups based in Europe now travel to South 
America to manage drug shipments to Europe. In late 
2020 and throughout 2021, record quantities of drugs 
arriving in containers shipped from ports in South 
America were seized by European authorities. Increasing 
quantities of cocaine from South America are also arriv-
ing in Africa, which is becoming a significant transit 
point for drugs manufactured in South America that are 
later redirected to the illicit drug markets in Europe and 
other neighbouring regions.

585.  Fluctuations in trafficking in cocaine and coca 
paste were less pronounced in some border areas, where 
trafficking in goods and persons appears to have remained 
active or even increased. Catatumbo, a region in Colombia 
bordering the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, was one 
of the few regions in Colombia where trafficking remained 
stable throughout the pandemic. In Brazil, the quantity 
of cocaine seized increased by 38 per cent at the borders 
with Bolivia (Plurinational State of) and Peru, and mem-
bers of the Primeiro Comando da Capital, one of the 
largest organized criminal groups involved in drug 
trafficking in Brazil, were arrested at the border with 
Paraguay in May 2021.

586.  The increasing presence of armed groups in border 
areas in some countries has also resulted in higher ten-
sions among organized criminal groups and between 
those groups and military forces. The Government of the 
Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela reported that 2,371 
anti-drug operations and 27 military operations had been 
carried out in the States of Apure, Falcón, Guárico, 
Mérida and Zulia in the first months of 2021. Those 
operations resulted in the seizure of over 18.5  tons of 
controlled substances and 71.9  tons of chemical precur-
sors, along with the dismantling of 29 illicit laboratories 
and eight unauthorized airstrips. In March 2021, clashes 
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between Venezuelan military forces and criminal organi-
zations engaged in illicit activities, such as drug trafficking, 
escalated in Apure, which borders Colombia. In Colombia, 
UNODC reported that, for the past five years, there has 
been a trend towards the concentration of illicit coca 
bush cultivation along border areas and in geostrategic 
zones for cocaine trafficking. Human rights organizations 
have expressed concerns over possible violations of 
human rights committed in military operations in the 
State of Apure, where, according to information from 
UNHCR, more than 5,800 people had to flee to Colombia 
to escape armed confrontations that started on 21 March 
2021. 

587.  In October 2021, disputes erupted in the 
Plurinational State of Bolivia among coca leaf growers 
and security forces over the control of the main coca 
market in the country, ADEPCOCA, located in La Paz. 
In 2019, 90 per cent of the proceeds from the licit sale of 
coca leaf, corresponding to $173 million, passed through 
the market. In recent years, it has been the centre of dis-
putes between two groups of coca growers: one support-
ing the current Government and the other from the 
traditional growing area of Los Yungas de la Paz, which 
feels neglected by the Government. Tensions rose when, 
in September 2021, the group supportive of the 
Government removed representatives of the opposing 
group and took control of the premises. After two weeks 
of disruptions, it was agreed that elections would be car-
ried out to decide the new ADEPCOCA board of direc-
tors. In the meantime, in November 2021, traditional 
growers from Los Yungas de la Paz inaugurated a new 
market. 

588.  Countries in South America have responded to 
recent increases in drug trafficking by creating special 
anti-drug military, law enforcement or intelligence units. 
For example, in February 2021, Colombia launched the 
Drug Trafficking and Transnational Threats Command, a 
new military unit consisting of 7,000 elite personnel, to 
target drug trafficking and terrorist organizations.

589.  On 30 July 2021, the Bolivarian Republic of 
Venezuela inaugurated the Centre for Strategic Counter-
Narcotics Analysis, which will formulate and generate 
information for high-level decision-making in order to 
combat drug trafficking and related crimes. Brazil estab-
lished a centre of excellence for illicit drug supply reduc-
tion, supported by UNODC and the United Nations 
Development Programme, to provide the National 
Secretariat for Drug Policies with strategic studies and 
trend analyses relating to illicit drug supply, transnational 
organized crime and other areas of concern, with a view 
to improving evidence-based public policy- and 

decision-making. As of July 2021, in view of the position 
of Brazil in the regional and global illicit drug markets, 
the experts operating the Integrated System for Illicit 
Crop Monitoring will be providing technical assistance to 
the centre to develop a price monitoring methodology for 
the illicit drug market.

590.  In September 2021, the Government of Brazil 
announced the creation of the Rapid Alert Subsystem of 
Drugs, as a response to the presence of NPS and “ecstasy”-
type drugs in the country. The presence of these drugs in 
Brazil and the wider region has gradually increased since 
2015. Between 2018 and 2020, several laboratories manu-
facturing “ecstasy” were dismantled in the country. The 
Rapid Alert Subsystem of Drugs was created together 
with the National Secretariat for Drug Policies and its 
intention is to allow for inter-agency coordination for the 
rapid identification of new substances. South America has 
an extensive network of national early warning systems 
on drugs (in Argentina, Chile, Colombia and Uruguay) 
that cooperate through the regional early warning system 
established by CICAD. 

591.  Several Governments in the region have consid-
ered the cultivation of cannabis for medical and scientific 
purposes as a potential source of economic development. 
Legislation, regulations and policies to allow for the cul-
tivation of cannabis for medical and scientific purposes, 
as well as for industrial purposes, were introduced or 
discussed in Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Guyana, 
Paraguay, Peru and Uruguay. In some of those countries, 
the establishment of a licit cannabis industry has been 
presented by Governments as an option for economic 
recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic. 

2.	 Regional cooperation

592.  After an initial reduction of activities owing to the 
restrictions related to the COVID-19 pandemic, regional 
cooperation in South America has focused on enhancing 
collaboration to jointly identify and face the increased 
challenges posed by organized crime. In this regard, 
during the sixty-eighth regular session of CICAD, in 
December 2020, the new Hemispheric Drug Strategy and 
the Plan of Action 2021–2025 were approved. For more 
information, see paragraph 491 above.

593.  The Orion international naval campaign to combat 
drug trafficking, led by Colombia and supported by over 
30 countries in the Americas and Europe, continued its 
efforts to combat drug trafficking in the Caribbean Sea 
and the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. During phases VI 
and VII of the campaign, carried out from 15 September 
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to 30 October 2020 and from 15 May to 30 June 2021, 
respectively, Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, 
Guyana, Paraguay and Peru provided air and land sup-
port for what was considered one of the world’s largest 
multilateral operations against drug trafficking. The 
results of the Orion VI operation were published in 
November 2020 and included seizures of more than 
90  tons of cocaine hydrochloride, 18.6  tons of cannabis, 
33.2  tons of cannabis resin, 3.5 kg of heroin, 28 kg of 
amphetamines, 110.6  tons of solid chemical precursors 
and more than 141,500 litres of liquid chemical precur-
sors. In addition, 76 vessels, five submersibles and seven 
aircraft were seized and 168 clandestine laboratories were 
dismantled. Orion VII resulted in seizures of 116 tons of 
cocaine hydrochloride, 95  tons of cannabis, 85  tons of 
solid chemical precursors, 215,700 litres of liquid chemi-
cal precursors, 237 tons of coca seeds and 2 tons of can-
nabis seeds. In addition, three submersibles and five 
aircraft were seized.

594.  Through its projects, INCB has continued to pro-
vide support for competent national authorities in the 
region on the control and monitoring of internationally 
controlled substances. On 25 and 26 November 2020, 
INCB Learning provided training to officials from 
Colombia, Ecuador and Peru on the control and report-
ing of narcotic drugs, including cannabis and cannabis-
related substances. Drug control officials of competent 
national authorities from 12 countries in South America, 
namely, Argentina, Bolivia (Plurinational State of), Brazil, 
Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, Paraguay, Peru, 
Suriname, Uruguay and Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic 
of), have registered to use e-learning modules offered by 
INCB Learning. The modules cover narcotic drugs, psy-
chotropic substances, precursors, and the international 
drug control framework, and are available upon registra-
tion to officials of competent national authorities at no 
cost. The Board urges all Governments to register rel-
evant officials of their competent national authorities 
for the e-learning modules and to provide feedback and 
suggestions for areas in which the development of fur-
ther training is needed. 

595.  Under the INCB GRIDS Programme, a  four-day 
expert group meeting was convened in January 2021 on 
trafficking in synthetic opioids,  fentanyls and related dan-
gerous substances through e-commerce platforms in 
Latin America and the Caribbean. Vendors offering syn-
thetic opioids,  fentanyls  and related dangerous substances 
with no legitimate use to potential users  in the region 
are often present  on e-commerce platforms. Such plat-
forms can therefore play a significant role in preventing 
the marketing and movement of those dangerous sub-
stances. The purpose of the meeting was to facilitate 

regional public-private dialogue, raise awareness, 
share knowledge and best practices to further enhance 
cross-sector collaboration in the region, and recommend 
practical steps for future actions to  ensure safe supply 
chains. At the meeting, more than 40 experts from the 
public and the private sectors discussed current regional 
trafficking trends and the ongoing impact of the COVID-
19 pandemic on trafficking in synthetic opioids,  fenta-
nyls  and dangerous substances.

596.  The GRIDS Programme also delivered a training 
webinar to 147 international law and regulatory enforce-
ment officers from 14 Spanish-speaking countries in 
February 2021.52 The objective of the webinar was to pro-
vide Governments with information on INCB global 
approaches and operational tools that enhance the capac-
ity of officers to counter trafficking in NPS, synthetic 
opioids, precursors and other dangerous substances not 
currently under international control.

597.  The third phase of the Cooperation Programme 
between Latin America, the Caribbean and the European 
Union on Drugs Policies (COPOLAD III) was initiated 
in June 2021. In this phase, the programme will focus on 
facilitating cooperation in different drug policy areas, 
including the provision of technical assistance and sup-
port for drug policy reform in line with international 
human rights, gender equality, sustainable development 
and public health standards. For more information, see 
paragraph 495 above.

598.  Governments have also continued with existing 
or established new bilateral cooperation agreements, 
especially between countries that share borders. In March 
2021, through Operation Alianza 24, Brazil and Paraguay 
eradicated 490  ha of cannabis cultivation and seized 
14,670 kg of cannabis in the Department of Amambay, 
Paraguay, which shares a border with Brazil. In July 2021, 
Argentina and Paraguay signed a cooperation agreement 
to implement new complementary investigation strategies 
and exchange best practices and experiences on how to 
address offences related to organized crime. 

3.	 National legislation, 
policy and action

599.  In December 2020, the Government of Peru 
approved its new 10-year national policy against drugs. 

52 Drug control officers and international experts from Argentina, 
Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Mexico, Nicaragua, 
Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Spain, Uruguay and Venezuela (Bolivarian 
Republic of) participated in the online training course, in compliance 
with COVID-19 preventive measures.
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The implementation of the policy will be supervised by 
the National Commission for Development and Life with-
out Drugs. Priority areas of the policy include institu-
tional and socioeconomic strengthening, reducing illicit 
drug production and trafficking in strategic zones and 
decreasing drug use among vulnerable populations.

600.  In February 2021, Decree No. 4432 was published 
in the Official Gazette of the Bolivarian Republic of 
Venezuela. Through the Decree, the National Counter-
Narcotics Office became the National Counter-Narcotics 
Supervisory Authority. The new authority will design and 
execute public policies and strategies against trafficking 
in and the illicit use of drugs. The Decree is part of the 
process of reforming the country’s organic law on drugs 
of 2010, which was initiated in 2019 to broaden the range 
of actions of law enforcement authorities and competent 
drug authorities in view of the changes and new trends 
in drug-related activities. The reform foresees the creation 
of special commands to address drug trafficking in areas 
occupied by organized criminal groups. 

601.  In Paraguay, the list of controlled psychoactive 
substances and chemical precursors was updated through 
Decree No. 5282 in May 2021. In June 2021, resolution 
114/2021 of the Directorate of Sanitary Surveillance came 
into force, establishing the requirements and procedure 
for the registration and re-registration with the Directorate 
for establishments operating with controlled chemical 
substances. In the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
resolution SG 111/2021 was passed to establish the 
requirements and conditions for issuing emergency 
authorizations for relevant medicines, including those 
containing internationally controlled substances. 

602.  Bolivia (Plurinational State of) and Colombia have 
taken action to intensify their efforts against the illicit 
cultivation of coca bush. In March 2020, after a meeting 
between the President of Colombia and the President of 
the United States, discussions were resumed on the use 
of aerial spraying to enhance eradication efforts. In April 
2021, Decree No. 380 was issued in Colombia, setting out 
the basis for compliance and limitations on the eradica-
tion of illicit coca bush cultivation through aerial spraying 
of glyphosate, should the National Narcotics Council 
approve the continuation of those activities. Colombia 
had suspended aerial spraying in 2015 following a 
Constitutional Court ruling that was based on the WHO 
findings that glyphosate was probably carcinogenic to 
humans and also had a negative impact on the 
environment. 

603.  In April 2021, a strategy to combat trafficking in 
controlled substances and control the expansion of coca 

crop cultivation for the period 2021–2025 was published 
in the Plurinational State of Bolivia. The objective of the 
strategy is to reduce drug trafficking through efficient 
monitoring of trafficking patterns, sustained reduction of 
licit and illicit coca bush cultivation, comprehensive pre-
vention of drug use and the regionalization of inter
national efforts within a framework of common and 
shared responsibility. In addition, the Plurinational State 
of Bolivia modified its institutional infrastructure for 
drug control, which had been in place for more than 20 
years. On 6 January 2021, Law No. 1358 was adopted, 
under which the Council for Comprehensive Policies on 
the Elimination of Trafficking in Controlled Substances 
and Surplus Coca and on the Prevention of Drug Use was 
created. The Council is the highest authority for the 
approval, monitoring and evaluation of anti-drug 
trafficking policy, surplus coca and drug use prevention. 

604.  In June 2021, Uruguay presented its national drug 
strategy for the period 2021–2025. The strategy is divided 
into five components: (a) institutional strengthening; 
(b)  integral health; (c) measures to regulate and control 
the market; (d) justice and coexistence; and (e) inter
national relations and cooperation. In the light of the 
development of the licit cannabis market in the region 
and the advancement of related laws and policies, the 
strategy envisions the production of medicinal and 
industrial cannabis as a way to support scientific research 
and the local and international cannabis markets. 
Accordingly, in July 2021, Decree No. 046/2015 on the 
regulation of the production and commercialization of 
cannabis for medical and scientific purposes was amended. 
The new decree is aimed at easing registration and 
procedures related to the export of cannabis raw material 
and cannabis-based products of a psychoactive and non-
psychoactive nature. The country’s Institute for the 
Regulation and Control of Cannabis can now directly 
issue export authorizations for cannabis raw material.

605.  In recent months, other Governments in the region 
have taken similar steps to join regional and international 
cannabis markets. In July 2021, Colombia modified 
Decree No. 613 of 2017 on safe and informed access to 
the use of medical and scientific cannabis. The new decree 
lifts the prohibition of the export of dried cannabis flow-
ers for therapeutic purposes and guarantees better access 
to cannabis-based medicines. 

606.  In Paraguay, three companies have been authorized 
to import seeds for the cultivation and production of 
industrial cannabis. In June 2021, the National Anti-Drug 
Secretariat inaugurated a forensic laboratory and evi-
dence centre to further examine industrial and medicinal 
uses of cannabis. 
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607.  In Argentina, in April 2021, the Ministry of Health 
and the National Seed Institute signed resolution 5/2021, 
authorizing the registration of cannabis sativa germplasm 
in the cultivar registry, with a view to ensuring access to 
quality seeds of identified origin within the country. In 
June 2021, the Government presented a draft bill comple-
menting Law No. 27350 on the use of cannabis for medical 
purposes. The bill is focused on the development of a legal 
framework for medical cannabis projects and on support-
ing the emergence of an industrial cannabis market, with 
special attention paid to the role of small and medium-
sized businesses. The bill also provides for the creation of 
a national regulatory agency for cannabis, as required 
under article 28 of the 1961 Convention as amended. 

608.  In June 2021, a special commission of the Chamber 
of Deputies in Brazil approved bill 399/2015, which would 
permit the commercialization of cannabis-based medi-
cines in the country. The bill will have to be adopted by 
the Federal Senate and be signed by the President before 
it can enter into force. It is expected to make cannabis-
based medicines more economical and accessible to 
patients. To date, the Brazilian Health Regulatory Agency 
has issued import licences for only a limited number of 
cannabis-based medicines. 

609.  In July 2021, the President of Guyana announced 
that his Government would develop a legislative frame-
work for the cultivation of cannabis for industrial pur-
poses with the aim of generating economic advantages 
for the country. The announcement came after the sub-
mission on 28 January 2021 of a number of amendments 
to the country’s narcotic drugs and psychotropic sub-
stances control act to reduce sentences for possession of 
small quantities of cannabis, with a view to reducing the 
prison population. Under the amendments, persons con-
victed for the possession of less than 15 grams of cannabis 
would be required to attend counselling sessions, and 
those found with quantities between 15 and 30 grams 
would have to perform community service in addition to 
receiving mandatory counselling. 

610.  In Peru, Law No. 6532 was adopted on 15 July 
2021, modifying Law No. 30681 on the use of cannabis 
and its derivatives for medical and therapeutic purposes. 
The new law allows patients’ associations to register in 
the official cannabis registry, thus allowing them to cul-
tivate, process, transport and store cannabis and its deriv-
atives for medical purposes. 

611.  The Board reiterates that the personal cultivation 
of cannabis for medical purposes is inconsistent with 
the 1961 Convention as amended because, inter alia, it 
heightens the risk of diversion. The cultivation of 

cannabis by individuals for medical purposes does not 
allow Governments to exercise the supervision required 
over the production, manufacture, export, import and 
distribution of, trade in and use and possession of 
cannabis, the establishment of estimates for medical use, 
the furnishing of related statistical returns or the 
implementation of the provisions of articles 23 and 28 
of the 1961 Convention as amended. 

4.	 Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

612.  In 2019, 83 per cent of the cocaine seized world-
wide was seized in the Americas, with South America 
accounting for the majority. Between 2018 and 2019, the 
quantity of cocaine seized in the region increased by 5 
per cent. That increase has been linked to both the rise 
in illicit cocaine manufacturing and the intensification of 
law enforcement activities. Bolivia (Plurinational State 
of), Brazil, Colombia and Peru reported increases in the 
quantities of cocaine seized between 2018 and 2019.

613.  Despite a significant decrease in the area under 
illicit coca cultivation in Colombia since 2017, global 
cocaine manufacture has doubled in output since 2014 
and reached the highest level ever recorded in 2019, at 
an estimated 1,784  tons. While Colombia has reported a 
reduction in the area under coca bush cultivation, data 
from Bolivia (Plurinational State of) and Peru point to 
an increase. 

614.  Colombia has continued to report reduced areas 
under coca bush cultivation, with a decrease of 7 per cent, 
from 154,000 ha in 2019 to 143,000 ha in 2020. Compared 
with the historic high reached in 2017, the area has 
decreased by 16.3 per cent. The intensified eradication 
efforts of the Government could be one reason for the 
reduction of the area of cultivation. In 2020, the 
Government reported that 100,000  ha had been eradi-
cated manually. Of the target area of 130,000  ha set for 
the year, 38,000  ha had been eradicated as of July 2021. 
Regarding the impact of eradication efforts, only 14 per 
cent of areas where interventions are taking place have 
become free of illicit cultivation. This may be understood 
as further evidence that eradication efforts need to be 
accompanied by equivalent investments in security, liveli-
hoods and institutional strengthening. Since the signing 
of the peace agreement in Colombia, programmes for the 
substitution of illicit crops have progressed at a slow pace; 
60 per cent of municipalities have reported a decrease in 
illicit cultivation, while the remaining 40 per cent have 
reported an increase. In 2021, two new production 
enclaves were identified. 
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615.  Following the trend observed in the previous year, 
the production potential of cocaine hydrochloride in 
Colombia increased by 8 per cent, reaching 1,228 tons in 
2020. This is the result of increased alkaloid yields per 
hectare and improved capacity to extract alkaloids from 
the leaves and turn them into coca paste, which is later 
transformed into cocaine hydrochloride. Cocaine hydro-
chloride production per hectare of productive land per 
year increased from 6.5 kg per hectare in 2016 to 7.9 kg 
per hectare in 2020. This increase can be attributed to 
numerous factors, including improved extraction tech-
niques, larger laboratories and wider availability of both 
chemicals and human resources. The quantities of cocaine 
hydrochloride and coca leaves seized increased in 
Colombia in 2020, with 472 tons of cocaine hydrochloride 
and 527 tons of coca leaves seized, representing increases 
of 17 per cent and 9 per cent, respectively, in relation to 
2019.

616.  The total area under illicit cultivation of coca bush 
in Peru has been steadily increasing. Data released by the 
Government of Peru in November 2020 indicated that the 
total area under illicit cultivation was 49,000 ha in 2017, 
increasing to 53,134  ha in 2018 and reaching 54,644  ha 
in 2019. Additional data released by the Government in 
October 2021 showed a considerable increase for 2020, 
when 61,777 ha were under illicit cultivation. This repre-
sents an increase of 13 per cent in relation to the previous 
year. As with other countries in the region, multiple fac-
tors could explain this increase, including the suspension 
of eradication efforts during the COVID-19 pandemic, 
the increasing exodus to rural areas as socioeconomic 
conditions in the cities deteriorate, and political instabil-
ity. Unlike the illicit crop monitoring reports for Bolivia 
(Plurinational State of) and Colombia, which are under-
taken by UNODC in cooperation with the national 
Governments, the monitoring reports on illicit crops in 
Peru are prepared by the Government; UNODC has not 
been in a position to validate the data presented by the 
Government of Peru. The Board reiterates its 
recommendation that, as in Bolivia (Plurinational State 
of) and Colombia, Peru resume the studies and 
monitoring reports on territories affected by illicit crops 
that are fully prepared and certified by UNODC. This 
will allow adequate comparative monitoring among 
these Andean countries, in addition to ensuring support 
for the efforts of the Government of Peru in the fight 
against drug trafficking. 

617.  Data released by the Government of Peru in 
October 2021 indicate an increase in the estimated pro-
duction capacity of coca leaf in the country, which has 
been on the rise since 2016. In 2020, the total estimated 
production of coca leaf in Peru was 146,359  tons, an 

increase of 10.5 per cent in relation to the previous year, 
when the total reported was 132,436  tons. Of the total 
reported for 2020, 8 per cent was for traditional use and 
the rest was considered to be for illicit use. The valley of 
the rivers Apurímac, Ene and Mantaro remains the region 
with the highest total area under cultivation and the larg-
est production capacity. 

618.  The Plurinational State of Bolivia reported a 15 per 
cent increase in the area under coca bush cultivation, 
from 25,500 ha in 2019 to 29,400 ha in 2020. By law, up 
to 22,000 ha of coca bush may be cultivated in the coun-
try. The main reasons associated with that increase are 
linked to the political instability of the past years and the 
COVID-19 pandemic, which have slowed down eradica-
tion efforts in unauthorized areas and decreased ration-
alization in authorized production areas.53 In 2019, the 
area under coca bush cultivation that was eradicated was 
9,205 ha, but the figure dropped in 2020, when only 
2,177 ha were eradicated. Eradication activities were sus-
pended between April and June 2020.

619.  In the Plurinational State of Bolivia, the quantity 
and price of coca leaves on the licit market decreased by 
19 per cent and 22 per cent, respectively, from 2019 to 
2020. Mobility restrictions and the closure of authorized 
markets during the national lockdown in order to contain 
the COVID-19 pandemic resulted in an accumulation 
and an oversupply of coca leaf, causing its price to decline 
on the licit market. The production of coca leaf was unaf-
fected during the early months of the pandemic. According 
to the information provided in the UNODC coca crop 
monitoring report for 2020, restrictions on movement 
gave producers an opportunity to devote more time to 
the care and management of their crops.

620.  Brazil, Colombia, Ecuador and Panama are the 
main countries of origin and transit for cocaine to North 
America and Europe, according to information reported 
by UNODC in the framework of the Container Control 
Programme. In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
organized criminal groups have focused on Brazil for the 
trans-shipment of cocaine to Europe, rather than relying 
on the usual routes in the Pacific and Caribbean, in order 
to avoid increased controls. In February 2021, a boat 
bound for Europe carrying 2  tons of cocaine was inter-
cepted by Brazilian authorities, in cooperation with 
authorities from Portugal, the United Kingdom and the 
United States. Brazil also appears to be the main depar-
ture country for shipments to Africa owing to its trade 

53 “Rationalization” refers to the process of eradicating coca bush 
cultivation that exceeds the agreed limit per family in the coca bush-
growing areas of the Plurinational State of Bolivia.
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infrastructure and linguistic links to some African coun-
tries. In March 2021, the French Navy seized 6  tons of 
cocaine on a ship from Brazil in international waters near 
Côte d’Ivoire.

621.  Data reported by Paraguay also reflected an 
increase in the quantities of cocaine trafficked and transit-
ing through the country on the way to Europe. In 
February 2021, the largest amount of cocaine ever seized 
in Europe (16  tons) arrived in Hamburg, Germany, in 
containers shipped from Paraguay. Organized criminal 
groups are reportedly trafficking larger quantities of drugs 
in each shipment in order to compensate for lost business 
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Similarly, the National 
Police of Paraguay seized the second-largest quantity ever 
in the country in July 2021, when 3,415 kg of cocaine 
were seized from a warehouse near the border with 
Argentina.

622.  Ecuador has reported seizures of increasing quanti-
ties of controlled substances. In 2020, those quantities 
rose to record levels in the country, with 128.2  tons of 
controlled substances seized, a 56 per cent increase com-
pared with the previous year. It appears that 2021 could 
follow a similar trend; in the first months of the year, the 
Ecuadorian authorities seized over 35  tons of controlled 
substances. The country is a major transit point for 
cocaine bound for international markets, especially North 
America and Europe. Between 1 April and 4 April 2021, 
more than 4  tons of cocaine destined for international 
illicit markets were seized in Operation Odisea I in 
Ecuador. In August 2021, law enforcement authorities 
reported a seizure of 9.4  tons of cocaine in the city of 
Guayaquil, one of the largest in the country to date. In 
addition, it appears that increasing quantities of cocaine 
have been shipped from Ecuador to African countries; in 
January 2021, authorities in the Gambia seized 3  tons of 
cocaine in a container shipped from the port of Guayaquil. 

623.  Peru has reported seizures of increasing quantities 
of precursor chemicals used for the manufacture of 
cocaine. In February 2021, 100  tons of precursors were 
seized by the National Police and, in March 2021, 40 tons 
were seized from an organized criminal group that sup-
plied drug traffickers in the valley of the rivers Apurímac, 
Ene and Mantaro, the primary coca bush-growing area 
in the country.

624.  An increase in the quantity of cocaine shipped 
through ports in Guyana has been observed, as high-
lighted by a record seizure of 11.5 tons of cocaine arriving 
in Belgium from Guyana in November 2020. It is sus-
pected that stricter counter-narcotic measures in Brazil 
and Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic of) may have 

motivated traffickers operating in those countries to take 
advantage of the permeable borders with Guyana to ship 
drugs to international markets. 

625.  In the Plurinational State of Bolivia, a laboratory 
on the border with Paraguay manufacturing 100 kg of 
cocaine per day was located and dismantled in March 
2021. According to data from the report on the destruc-
tion and incineration of seized drugs presented by 
UNODC in 2020, the illicit cocaine laboratories and fac-
tories dismantled in 2020 were concentrated in the 
Departments of Beni, Cochabamba and Santa Cruz, areas 
in which an increase in coca bush cultivation was 
observed in 2020. 

626.  In April 2021, law enforcement authorities in 
Colombia dismantled an illicit laboratory in the depart-
ment of Nariño, bordering Ecuador. The laboratory had 
a manufacturing capacity of 4 tons of cocaine per month, 
and evidence suggested that the drugs were bound for 
Mexican cartels. Those cartels are known to have consoli-
dated their positions strategically along various trafficking 
routes in Colombia to control the cultivation of coca bush 
and the trafficking of cocaine to international markets.

627.  According to the World Drug Report 2021, South 
America accounted for 34 per cent of the cannabis herb 
seized globally in 2019. Given the lack of illicit crop 
monitoring activities, it is difficult to establish an estimate 
of the area under illicit cannabis cultivation in the region. 
However, an analysis of various indicators over the period 
2010–2019 suggests that Brazil, Colombia and Paraguay 
accounted for considerable illicit cannabis cultivation. 
Furthermore, in seizures reported in other countries, 
Colombia and Paraguay were frequently identified as 
countries of origin and transit. 

628.  Operations carried out by the security forces of 
Argentina resulted in the seizure of more than 12 tons of 
cannabis within a two-week period in 2021. Most of the 
cannabis seized had entered the country through its bor-
ders with Brazil and Paraguay. In May 2021, the National 
Gendarmerie of Argentina seized over 3 tons of cannabis 
that had been transported by land through Iguazú, on the 
border with Brazil.

629.  In a new development, Brazil has reported an 
increase in the amount of cannabis resin seized. In June 
2021, the Federal Police of Brazil, with the support of 
authorities from France and the British Virgin Islands, 
intercepted a sailing boat arriving from Portugal with 
4.3  tons of cannabis resin on board. That was the largest 
seizure of the substance to date by Brazilian authorities. 
Cannabis resin, which has a higher psychoactive potency 
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than cannabis herb and commands a higher price, is 
mostly produced in North Africa. Drug traffickers based 
in Brazil and North Africa are reportedly exchanging 
cocaine and cannabis resin, taking advantage of the dif-
ference between the prices that those drugs command on 
either side of the Atlantic. In January 2021, two major 
shipments of cocaine destined for Morocco were inter-
cepted in Brazil and Colombia, amounting to 460 kg and 
1,539 kg, respectively.

630.  Brazil has also reported an increase in the quanti-
ties of “ecstasy”-type drugs seized. Domestic illicit manu-
facture of such substances has been increasing since 2018 
and, in December 2020, Operation Bad Trip was launched 
to counter the trend. According to the latest report of 
UNODC on synthetic drugs and NPS, between 2015 and 
2019, the largest quantities of “ecstasy” were seized by 
Brazil, followed by Argentina and Chile. “Ecstasy”-type 
drugs are mainly produced in Europe and reach the 
region through postal services. 

631.  According to recent data from UNODC, there has 
been an increase in the presence of NPS being sold under 
the name of other drugs in the region. In 2019, Argentina, 
Chile and Colombia reported seizures of a substance sold 
as 4-bromo-2,5-dimethoxyphenethylamine (2C-B), also 
known locally as “cocaina rosada”, or “pink cocaine”, 
which often contained traces of fentanyl, ketamine and a 
range of NPS. While the amounts of the substance seized 
in Argentina and Colombia are still relatively small, the 
presence of fentanyl in such drugs is uncommon in the 
region and deserves the attention of authorities. 

632.  The amount of ketamine seized in Latin America 
and the Caribbean increased from 60 kg in 2015 to 
319 kg in 2019, with the largest annual amounts reported 
by Argentina and Chile.

5.	 Prevention and treatment

633.  Cocaine and cannabis continued to be the sub-
stances most prevalent among people who use drugs in 
South America. According to data presented in the World 
Drug Report 2021, nearly 3 million people aged 15–64 in 
the region were estimated to be past-year users of cocaine 
in 2019. Following the tendency of past years, mixed 
trends have been reported on such consumption. While 
the use of cocaine in Argentina apparently doubled over 
the period 2010–2017, the Plurinational State of Bolivia 
has reported significant decreases in cocaine prevalence 
since 2012. A unified pattern in the region is that past-
year prevalence is highest for males aged 16–24. 

634.  While the presence of cannabis herb on the illicit 
market is high in the region, the past-year prevalence of 
cannabis use in South America, at 3.5 per cent, appears 
to be lower than the global average. Whereas use almost 
doubled in Argentina and Chile between 2008 and 2018, 
Bolivia (Plurinational State of) and Colombia have 
reported a stable trend at a lower level. However, a lack 
of consistent data makes it difficult to generate more 
accurate estimates. 

635.  In Uruguay, where the use of cannabis for non-
medical purposes was legalized in 2013, consumption 
data are collected and monitored on a regular basis. As 
of July 2021, over 63,589 people had registered for access 
to the regulated cannabis market in the country. Of those, 
45,500 did so through registered pharmacies, 12,694 for 
domestic cultivation and 5,395 through membership of 
cannabis clubs. The overall figure represents an increase 
of 19 per cent in relation to February 2020. However, the 
total number of cannabis users who gain access to the 
drug through the regulated cannabis market is still rela-
tively low compared with the total number of those who 
use cannabis for non-medical purposes. According to 
data for 2018, the latest available at the time of writing 
the present report, 259,000 people reported having con-
sumed cannabis at least once in the past 12 months. In 
an attempt to prevent consumers from turning to the 
illicit market, which is still present in the country, the 
Government plans to allow the cultivation of a cannabis 
variety containing higher levels of THC. A survey under-
taken in the country in 2019 established that 25,500 
people were estimated to be daily or near-daily users of 
cannabis, of whom 16 per cent were showing signs of 
substance use disorder. 

636.  The Board wishes to draw the attention of all 
Governments to the fact that measures permitting the 
non-medical use of cannabis are contrary to the 
provisions of the international drug control conventions, 
specifically article 4, paragraph (c), and article 36 of the 
1961 Convention as amended, and article 3, paragraph 1 
(a), of the 1988 Convention. 

637.  While the prevalence of NPS in South America is 
relatively limited, as those drugs account for only a minor 
market share in the region, it appears that their use could 
be expanding and becoming popular among certain 
population groups. For example, the use of “ecstasy”-type 
substances in the region seems to be more pronounced in 
countries with higher per capita income and the prevalence 
of use is higher among men than among women. The rates 
of use among youth, especially in high school and 
university, are particularly worrisome.
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638.  According to data from the Word Drug Report 
2021, Argentina, Chile and Uruguay have witnessed an 
increase in the use of “ecstasy” among their adult popula-
tions in the past 10 years. In Colombia, however, the 
opposite trend has been reported, with a decrease in use 
between 2008 and 2019. Data from the UNODC early 
warning advisory on NPS indicates that the consumption 
of new forms of ketamine in combination with other sub-
stances is increasing in Argentina and Colombia. 

639.  The prevalence of the misuse of prescription opi-
oids in the region is one of the lowest in the world. A 
project undertaken by CICAD on the use of NPS, as well 
as heroin, fentanyl and other opioids, in Argentina, Peru 
and Uruguay found that the use of opioids is most 
common among workers in the health sector. In Peru, the 
low level of consumption of opioids and other psycho
active substances could be linked to a lack of awareness 
of and knowledge about those substances among the 
general population. In Uruguay, the prevalence of opioid 
use is higher in vulnerable populations and may be 
associated with the use of coca paste. A further finding 
is the lack of availability of specialized programmes to 
treat people suffering from opioid use disorder. Usually, 
the treatments offered to those patients do not differ from 
those offered for the treatment of disorders related to the 
use of other psychoactive substances. Patients who suffer 
from chronic conditions, such as cancer, and who experi-
ence severe pain continue to have limited access to medi-
cines for pain management and palliative care. The 
availability of pain relief medications containing con-
trolled substances in South America is less than 1 per 
cent of such availability in North America.

640.  In South America, as in other regions, it is diffi-
cult to establish adequate levels of opioid analgesics with-
out reliable measurement of medical needs related to 
palliative care and other health conditions. Data reported 
by Governments in the region show a general improve-
ment in the availability of controlled opioids over recent 
years. Consumption of opioids for pain management has 
been rising since 2017; however, availability remains con-
siderably below the average reported by higher-income 
regions. On the other hand, determining levels of con-
sumption of psychotropic substances for medical pur-
poses for South America is a challenge as only about half 
of the countries in the region have provided consumption 
data on any psychotropic substances for the past several 
years. More details and information are available in the 
technical publications of the Board on narcotic drugs and 
psychotropic substances. The Board recalls that there is 
insufficient availability of narcotic drugs and psycho-
tropic substances in some countries of the region and 
emphasizes the importance of ensuring sufficient 

availability of and access to internationally controlled 
substances for medical purposes. Special attention in 
the region should be paid to availability in rural areas 
and for vulnerable populations. 

641.  Regional organizations have been monitoring infor-
mation on drug use and accessibility to treatment facilities. 
Facilities to treat patients are generally lacking in the 
region, in particular in rural areas. In Brazil, the region’s 
largest cocaine market, with a prevalence of past-year 
cocaine use of 1.0 per cent in the population aged 15–64 
in 2016, the number of available programmes is not yet 
proportional to the size of the affected population. 

642.  In September 2019, the Human Rights Council 
requested the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention to 
prepare a study on the results of drug policies. The Working 
Group found that in several South American countries 
(Argentina, Brazil, Chile and Colombia), serious violations 
of human rights occurred in private drug use treatment 
centres. The Working Group stated that “as in State-run 
compulsory drug detention centres, the focus in most pri-
vate drug use treatment centres is on abstinence, normally 
with little or no evidence-based treatment” (A/HRC/47/40, 
para. 94). In 2019, the Government of Brazil approved the 
compulsory hospitalization of people who use drugs, and 
in July 2020 therapeutic communities, which often rely on 
abstinence and non-evidence-based approaches, were 
allowed in the treatment of adolescents. 

643.  The Board takes note of the recommendation of 
the Working Group on Arbitrary Detention that State-run 
compulsory drug detention centres should be closed 
without delay and that legislation, policy and practices 
should be amended so that all treatments for drug use 
disorders is evidence-based, voluntary and based on 
informed consent (A/HRC/47/40, para. 126 (e) and (g)). 
The Board also recalls the report of the Special Rapporteur 
on the right of everyone to the enjoyment of the highest 
attainable standard of physical and mental health submit-
ted to the Human Rights Council at its forty-fourth ses-
sion, held from 30 June to 17 July 2020 (A/HRC/44/48). 
The Board discourages the use of compulsory detention 
for the rehabilitation of people with drug use disorders 
and calls upon Governments in the region to implement 
voluntary, evidence-based treatment services with due 
respect for patients’ human rights in line with the 
UNODC-WHO International Standards for the Treatment 
of Drug Use Disorders and Commission on Narcotic 
Drugs resolutions 46/1 and 59/4. 

644.  Some Governments are making progress in 
improving the treatment and prevention services offered 
to patients. In the Bolivarian Republic of Venezuela, 

https://undocs.org/A/HRC/47/40
https://undocs.org/A/HRC/47/40
https://undocs.org/A/HRC/44/48
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Decree No. 4432 of 2021 on the reform of the organic 
law on drugs establishes the creation of rehabilitation 
centres to provide support and guidance to people suf-
fering from drug use disorders. In the Plurinational State 
of Bolivia, prevention has been made a pillar of the new 
drug control strategy 2021–2025, and actions have been 
taken to find effective approaches to protecting youth and 
children from drug use.

645.  In 2021, Bolivia (Plurinational State of), Paraguay 
and Peru conducted a number of capacity-building activi-
ties for health workers and treatment professionals. In 
Peru, the training was also focused on the specific needs 
of women and the lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, 
queer and intersex community. With the support of 
UNODC, professionals from Ecuador and Peru exchanged 
good practices, and a regional webinar was held for pro-
fessionals from Colombia, Ecuador, Panama and Peru, 
who discussed an evidence-based family therapy model.

646.  Restrictions related to COVID-19 have posed an 
additional challenge to the implementation of policies for 
prevention and treatment. However, some Governments 
have been able to adapt to the limitations and have con-
tinued to provide services to people in need. In Argentina, 
treatment sessions were conducted over videoconferenc-
ing platforms and Ecuador published a protocol to ensure 
continued access for patients to treatment facilities while 
maintaining safety measures and regulations. 

647.  The Board recognizes the efforts made by countries 
to address the issues related to prevention and treatment 
in the region. However, the economic recession and the 
social and political tensions that the region is experiencing 
as a consequence of the COVID-19 pandemic are hamper-
ing those efforts. Economic difficulties and other social 
problems could increase the rates of substance use in the 
region. At the same time, high levels of unemployment, 
together with low levels of education, may push young 
people into crime and illicit activities, increasing their vul-
nerability to the illicit use of controlled substances.

D.	 Asia

East and South-East Asia

The East and South-East Asia region faces a major chal-
lenge in the continued illicit manufacture of, trafficking 
in and use of synthetic drugs. In particular, increases in 
the manufacture of and trafficking in ketamine have been 

observed, elevated levels of MDMA have been found in 
some “ecstasy” tablets, and several new and highly 
potent synthetic drugs have emerged, posing serious 
public health challenges.

From 1 July 2021, China started to control synthetic can-
nabinoids using a generic definition. Controlling groups 
of substances in this manner, also known as the “generic 
approach”, enables countries to control a large number 
of substances at once without necessarily having to 
name them individually in the legislation. This approach 
also makes it possible to anticipate controls on new sub-
stances that may arise. In 2019, China introduced similar 
controls over fentanyl-related substances.

1.	 Major developments

648.  Despite the COVID-19-related restrictions that 
were in place for most of 2020 and 2021, transnational 
organized criminal groups involved in the manufacture 
of and trafficking in illicit drugs showed an ability to 
diversify and adapt, and the illicit manufacture of, 
trafficking in and misuse of methamphetamine continued 
to exhibit a strong presence in the region.

649.  While the purity of methamphetamine on the 
illicit market in countries of the region has remained 
stable, oversupply has kept prices at record lows and con-
tributed to availability, potentially increasing demand and 
use in the region, according to UNODC. 
Methamphetamine continued to be manufactured pre-
dominantly in Shan State, Myanmar. However, according 
to UNODC, there are growing signs that Cambodia has 
increasingly been targeted for the large-scale illicit manu-
facture of the substance.

650.  Potentially harmful NPS and “ecstasy” tablets 
with a high MDMA content, reportedly linked to over-
dose cases, have continued to emerge in East and South-
East Asia. The evolution of the synthetic drug market in 
the region clearly shows the need to strengthen the role 
of forensic laboratories in order to ensure the rapid and 
accurate detection of potent synthetic drugs for early 
warning purposes at the national and regional levels, as 
well as the need for trace analysis to determine synthesis 
routes.

651.  Synthetic cannabinoids dominate the regional 
market for synthetic NPS in East and South-East Asia. 
China, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Republic of Korea, 
Singapore and Viet Nam reported that synthetic 
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cannabinoids were the most commonly identified NPS in 
samples analysed.

652.  In recent years, NPS with hallucinogenic effects, 
in particular LSD analogues, have emerged in some coun-
tries in the region, in particular Japan, the Republic of 
Korea, Singapore and Viet Nam. Japan has placed a 
number of LSD analogues under national control and 
Singapore introduced a generic LSD group to its Misuse 
of Drugs Act to tackle the emergence of those analogues 
more effectively.

653.  East and South-East Asia is among the regions of 
particular concern with regard to ensuring and monitor-
ing the availability of narcotic drugs and psychotropic 
substances for medical and scientific purposes. Countries 
in East and South-East Asia have been reporting con-
sumption of narcotic drugs of, on average, just above the 
level defined by the Board as inadequate and the region 
is among those with the least availability of the most 
widely used opioid analgesics. Similarly, determining 
levels of consumption of psychotropic substances for East 
and South-East Asia remains a challenge, as fewer than 
half of the countries in the region have provided con-
sumption data to the Board on any psychotropic sub-
stance for the past several years. More detailed information 
is available in the technical publications of the Board on 
narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances. The Board 
stresses that there is insufficient availability of narcotic 
drugs and psychotropic substances in many countries of 
the region and emphasizes the importance of ensuring 
the sufficient availability of and access to internationally 
controlled substances for medical purposes. 

2.	 Regional cooperation

654.  Despite the limitations on travel imposed during the 
pandemic, the countries of the region continued their bilat-
eral and regional cooperation efforts. A series of online 
meetings and conferences on drug-related matters was held 
in late 2020 and throughout 2021, including on future 
cooperation in intelligence-sharing, joint law enforcement, 
the training of officers and technical assistance. 

655.  In April 2021, the Office of the Narcotics Control 
Board of Thailand and the ASEAN Narcotics Cooperation 
Centre organized the tenth meeting of the ASEAN Drug 
Monitoring Network. During the meeting, which was 
held online, officials and experts exchanged views on 
improving the quality of data inputs used for the ASEAN 
Drug Monitoring Report, after which a workplan for the 
period 2021–2022 on regular data submission and analysis 
for the preparation of the report was endorsed.

656.  Following the forty-first ASEAN Senior Officials 
Meeting on Drug Matters and the tenth meeting of the 
ASEAN Airport Interdiction Task Force, the countries of 
the region also discussed drug-related matters during the 
fifth meeting of the ASEAN Seaport Interdiction Task 
Force and the fourth meeting of the Advisory Council on 
Dangerous Drugs of the ASEAN Inter-Parliamentary 
Assembly.

657.  In October and November 2020, the ASEAN 
Training Centre for Preventive Drug Education, based in 
the Philippines, facilitated a series of webinars on the 
topic “Rethinking preventive drug education for the new 
normal: the ASEAN experience”. Countries were invited 
to share experiences in preventive education and increas-
ing knowledge among managers and practitioners.

658.  In November 2020, customs authorities from 15 
countries and territories (Australia, Bangladesh, Brunei 
Darussalam, Cambodia, China, India, Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, Mongolia, Myanmar, Nepal, New 
Zealand, Singapore, Thailand, Viet Nam and Hong Kong, 
China) announced the results of a joint operation called 
“Mekong Dragon II”. The operation was focused on dis-
rupting trafficking in drugs and wildlife products with 
the support of UNODC, the Regional Intelligence Liaison 
Office for Asia and the Pacific and WCO. It resulted in 
the disruption of criminal networks and provided insights 
into the methods used to overcome COVID-19-related 
border restrictions and transportation limitations. In July 
2021, over 300 seizures were reported in the midterm 
review of Operation Mekong Dragon III, exceeding the 
figure for the entire year 2020.

659.  In December 2020, the INCB GRIDS Programme 
hosted an online training event on IONICS for customs, 
postal inspection and health regulatory officers. In addi-
tion to participants from South Asia, the two-day event 
involved 31 officers from the Lao People’s Democratic 
Republic, Malaysia, Myanmar, the Philippines, Singapore, 
Thailand and Viet Nam, as well as Hong Kong, China, 
and the Asian-Pacific Postal Union.

660.  In addition, countries of the region continued to 
cooperate and undertake joint activities on the ground. 
For example, law enforcement authorities of China, the 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Myanmar and Thailand 
jointly patrolled the Mekong river basin. As of July 2021, 
their cooperation had led to the detection of more than 
3,000 drug-related cases and seizures of over 20  tons of 
drugs.

661.  In March 2021, a special notification on xylazine 
was sent through the GRIDS Programme to all Project 
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Ion and OPIOIDS project focal points. Preceding the spe-
cial notification, INCB noted increased communications 
involving the substance in IONICS. Through the GRIDS 
Programme, information relating to xylazine trafficking 
was provided to the relevant focal points in East and 
South-East Asia. Xylazine is commonly used in veterinary 
medicine as a sedative with analgesic and muscle relaxant 
properties, and there have been recent increases in inci-
dents involving the substance. INCB open net monitoring 
found that it is being marketed on online platforms in 
South Asia and East and South-East Asia. 

662.  Also in March 2021, the GRIDS Programme pro-
vided customs officers with interdiction training in Ho 
Chi Minh City, Viet Nam, on NPS, synthetic opioids and 
other dangerous substances in order to strengthen the 
exchange of practical information on trafficking through 
the IONICS communication platform. 

663.  The competent national authorities of Indonesia, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Timor-Leste and 
Viet Nam participated in an online training event organ-
ized by INCB Learning. In 10 online sessions, participants 
strengthened their knowledge of the reporting require-
ments under the three international drug control conven-
tions that are aimed at ensuring adequate availability of 
and access to controlled substances.

664.  Twelve out of the sixteen countries of the region 
made use of e-learning modules developed by INCB 
Learning. The modules offer self-paced interactive train-
ing on the estimates system for narcotic drugs, the assess-
ment system for psychotropic substances, estimates of 
annual legitimate requirements for imports of precursors 
of ATS, and the international drug control framework.

3.	 National legislation, 
policy and action

665.  On 1 January 2021, Cambodia launched its sixth 
annual anti-drug campaign plan. The plan contains meas-
ures to effectively combat drug use and trafficking, includ-
ing increasing research, investigation and prevention 
activities, providing outreach education on the negative 
impacts of drugs, cooperating with the private sector, 
non-governmental organizations and media outlets, and 
targeting drug trafficking. The plan calls for strengthened 
international cooperation, including with neighbouring 
countries, and for building additional rehabilitation facili-
ties to provide treatment for drug users.

666.  In Myanmar in February 2021, the military staged 
a coup d’état and overthrew the democratically elected 

Government. On 18 June, the General Assembly adopted 
resolution 75/287, in which it condemned the lethal vio-
lence by the Myanmar armed forces since 1 February 
2021. The ongoing political crisis, compounded by the 
COVID-19 pandemic, will continue to exacerbate the 
grave security and economic conditions in the country, 
which are likely to create incentives for farmers to return 
to opium poppy cultivation, given the decreased alterna-
tive livelihood opportunities, and contribute to a condu-
cive environment for drug traffickers to increase their 
criminal activities across the country’s borders.

667.  There have been several recent developments with 
regard to the use of cannabis and products containing CBD 
in Thailand. As of December 2020, extracts containing 
CBD that do not have a THC content of more than 0.2 per 
cent by dry weight would not be considered narcotic drugs. 
Any plant with a THC content higher than 1 per cent by 
dry weight continues to be considered marijuana, a cate-
gory 5 narcotic under the country’s Narcotics Act. In 
addition, at the beginning of 2021, the Food and Drug 
Administration of Thailand legalized the commercial pro-
duction of cannabis plant by private companies exclusively 
for industrial purposes (fibre or seed) or horticultural 
purposes (sometimes referred to as “hemp” or “industrial 
hemp”). In order to do so, private companies must obtain 
a licence, which must be renewed annually. The ministerial 
regulation on the use of “hemp” has been amended to allow 
for its commercial production, use and trade. Furthermore, 
following an amendment to the Food Act, parts of the plant 
produced domestically are allowed to be used in food.

668.  In May 2021, the Government of Thailand amended 
the Narcotics Act (No. 8) (2021), removing kratom 
(Mitragyna speciosa), a plant-based psychoactive sub-
stance not under international control, from category 5 
of the country’s list of narcotics. The revised legislation 
decriminalizes the consumption, production, disposal, 
import, export and possession of kratom from 24 August 
2021. Draft legislation that regulates the sale and use of 
the substance, providing for licensing requirements for 
growing, selling, importing and exporting kratom for 
industrial purposes, is under preparation.

669.  In November 2021, Thailand published a new 
Narcotics Code, combining 24 pieces of narcotic-related 
legislation into a single Act. The new codification is part 
of a reform of the national drug control system aimed at 
implementing a health-based approach and addressing 
the overcrowded prison system. As part of the reform, 
the Ministry of Health will take a leading role in the pro-
vision of drug use treatment and rehabilitation services. 
The reform also introduced proportionate punishment for 
each drug offence by revoking minimum punishment for 

https://undocs.org/A/RES/75/287
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minor drug offences and expunging the criminal records 
of people who use drugs who voluntarily undertake drug 
treatment. The Narcotics Control Board is authorized to 
identify areas for growing narcotic plants, produce nar-
cotic drugs and promote harm-reduction activities for 
scientific and research purposes. The new code will enter 
into force in December 2021.

670.  Effective 28 May 2021, the production and import 
of cosmetic products containing cannabis sativa fruit, 
seed oil or leaf extract are prohibited in China, following 
the revision of the catalogue of prohibited plant and 
animal raw materials for cosmetics by the National 
Institutes for Food and Drug Control of China.

671.  Information about the drug situation in the 
Democratic People’s Republic of Korea remains very lim-
ited. However, according to the country’s national news 
service, a law on the prevention of drug-related crimes 
was passed in July 2021. It is unclear whether the new 
law replaces or supplements the Law on Narcotic Drug 
Control of 2003.

672.  Effective 1 July 2021, China placed synthetic can-
nabinoids under national control using a generic defini-
tion. Synthetic cannabinoids are functionally similar to 
delta-9-THC, the principal psychoactive constituent of 
cannabis, as they bind to the same cannabinoid receptors 
in the brain and other organs. 

673.  According to the Office of the National Narcotics 
Control Commission of China, no fentanyl analogues 
were detected in the country between May 2019 and 
March 2021. From 1 May 2019, China placed fentanyl-
related substances, as a class-wide group, under national 
control. Controlling groups of substances in this manner, 
also known as the “generic approach”, enables countries to 
control a large number of substances at once without nec-
essarily having to name them individually in the legisla-
tion. This approach also makes it possible to anticipate 
controls on new substances that may arise. Between 2015 
and 2020, 60 NPS were placed under international control, 
of which 18 were synthetic cannabinoids and 13 were syn-
thetic opioids; the latter were mostly fentanyl analogues.

674.  The Working Group on Arbitrary Detention men-
tioned several countries of the region in its study entitled 
“Arbitrary detention relating to drug policies”, submitted 
to the Human Rights Council at its forty-seventh session 
(A/HRC/47/40). In the study, the Working Group noted 
that people who used drugs were particularly at risk of 
arbitrary detention. It also expressed concern about the 
increasing number of instances of drug-related arbitrary 
detention. According to the study, in Cambodia and 

Indonesia, more than 20 per cent of the prison population 
are people incarcerated for drug-related offences. The 
Working Group recalled that it had previously expressed 
concern about preventive detention regimes that provide 
for the incarceration of suspected drug traffickers without 
trial for long periods and noted that approximately 
100,000 prisoners had been held awaiting trial on non-
bailable drug-related offences for an average of 528 days 
in the Philippines in 2018. A study in Indonesia of indi-
viduals imprisoned for drug-related offences had found 
that 79 per cent experienced abuse in the arrest phase, 
while over 86 per cent reported torture or ill-treatment 
in detention. The Working Group also noted that corporal 
punishment was used as punishment for drug-related 
offences in Brunei Darussalam, Malaysia and Singapore.

675.  According to the Thailand Institute of Justice, 
which is a member of the United Nations crime preven-
tion and criminal justice programme network, the coun-
try’s incarceration policies have led to an increase in the 
number of COVID-19 cases among prison populations. 
According to the report, 80 per cent of prisoners in the 
country are incarcerated for drug-related offences, mostly 
related to methamphetamine.

676.  During the forty-sixth session of the Human Rights 
Council, held in February 2021, the Secretary of Justice 
of the Philippines confirmed that the panel established to 
investigate cases of deaths during drug operations had 
commenced its initial work and had identified cases in 
which law enforcement agents failed to follow standard 
protocols regarding coordination with other agencies and 
the handling of crime scenes. In June 2021, it was 
announced that the panel and the Department of Justice 
had received access to records on additional cases involv-
ing administrative liability against hundreds of police 
personnel for alleged misconduct committed in the 
course of anti-narcotic operations.

677.  Upon completion of the preliminary examination 
of the situation in the Philippines, in June 2021, the 
Prosecutor of the International Criminal Court at the 
time, Fatou Bensouda, announced her request for judicial 
authorization to proceed with an investigation with regard 
to possible crimes against humanity, specifically murder, 
in the context of the country’s “war on drugs”. In the 
preliminary examination, which began in February 2018, 
alleged crimes committed by the Government of the 
Philippines since 1 July 2016 were analysed. On 
15  September 2021, Pre-Trial Chamber I of the Court 
granted the Prosecutor’s request.

678.  The Board reiterates in the strongest possible 
terms its view that extrajudicial responses to drug-related 

https://undocs.org/A/HRC/47/40
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criminality are in clear violation of the international 
drug control conventions, which require that drug-
related crime be addressed through formal criminal jus-
tice responses and strict adherence to internationally 
recognized due process standards. Governments are 
reminded that the three international drug control con-
ventions include a commitment to a humane and bal-
anced approach requiring the parties to give special 
attention to, and take all practicable measures for, the 
prevention of drug use and the early identification, 
treatment, education, aftercare, rehabilitation and social 
reintegration of the persons affected.

679.  In August 2021, the Government of the Lao 
People’s Democratic Republic introduced a new national 
agenda on drug prevention and control. It envisages the 
adoption of new laws and regulations, as well as amend-
ments to existing ones, and awareness-raising on different 
aspects of drug-related issues. While specific coordination 
mechanisms are yet to be defined, the agenda contains a 
call for the sharing of responsibility among various min-
istries, central agencies and local-level administrations. 
The agenda also highlights the need for the Ministry of 
Public Security to cooperate with the Ministries of Health, 
Labour and Social Welfare and Education to improve the 
quality of treatment facilities in the country and to build 
stronger vocational centres to assist people who have 
undergone treatment. The national agenda is to be imple-
mented between 2021 and 2023. 

680.  According to civil society groups, death sentences 
for drug-related offences continue to be imposed in a 
number of countries in the region, in particular China, 
Indonesia, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 
Malaysia, the Philippines, Singapore, Thailand and Viet 
Nam. In several countries of the region, drug-related 
offences account for a significant portion of the death 
sentences imposed by the criminal justice systems.

681.  In view of the relevant international conventions 
and protocols and the resolutions of the General 
Assembly, the Economic and Social Council and other 
United Nations bodies on the application of the death 
penalty, the Board reiterates its call upon all States that 
retain the death penalty for drug-related offences to 
consider abolishing it for such offences and commuting 
death sentences that have already been handed down. 

4.	 Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

682.  Over the past decade, the region has experienced 
a profound increase in the manufacture of and trafficking 

in synthetic drugs, in particular methamphetamine, in 
both crystalline and tablet form. Together with the 
increased presence of synthetic cannabinoids and benzo-
diazepine-type NPS, the region faces challenges in reduc-
ing both demand and supply. Trafficking routes span 
nearly the entire region, from China in the north to 
Timor-Leste in the south.

683.  In 2020, a number of countries in the region 
recorded significant increases in the quantities seized, with 
those of methamphetamine amounting to nearly 170 tons, 
the largest amount ever reported from the region. The 
amount of crystalline methamphetamine seized in Brunei 
Darussalam in 2020 was three times the amount recorded 
for the past five years combined, despite a full lockdown 
being imposed in the country for part of that year. Similar 
trends have been observed in other parts of the region, 
including the Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Hong 
Kong, China. The largest volume of methamphetamine 
seized by a single country in the region in 2020 was 
reported by Thailand, and Cambodia reported seizures of 
record amounts of both methamphetamine and heroin in 
that year. Myanmar reported seizures of over 60 different 
narcotic drugs and chemical precursors with an estimated 
value of over $650 million in 2020.

684.  In 2020, a total of 35 manufacturing and tablet-
processing facilities, primarily for crystalline metham-
phetamine and “ecstasy”, were dismantled in Malaysia. 
According to the Narcotics Crime Investigations 
Department of the Royal Malaysia Police, illicit drug 
manufacturing has been taking place in small laboratories 
rather than large-scale facilities in recent years, indicating 
a growing presence of local syndicates.

685.  Similarly, the dismantling of large-scale illicit 
drug manufacturing sites has been declining in China. In 
2020, 167 clandestine laboratories were dismantled and 
1.1 tons of methamphetamine and ketamine were seized. 
Drug manufacturing activities, mostly small in scale, were 
discovered in 27 provinces. Clandestine laboratories have 
also been dismantled in other countries, including 
Myanmar.

686.  China and Japan saw a sharp decrease in the 
amount of methamphetamine seized, potentially as a 
result of the COVID-19 mobility restrictions in place in 
2020. The amount of the substance seized in China 
decreased by 65 per cent in comparison with 2015.

687.  In Japan, the number of drug trafficking cases 
decreased by nearly 50 per cent compared with 2019, and 
the number of people involved in such cases decreased 
by nearly 45 per cent. The country, however, remained a 



96    INCB REPORT 2021

target for local and transnational organized criminal 
groups involved in drug trafficking, owing to the high 
price commanded by crystalline methamphetamine in the 
country. Synthetic cannabinoids represented the largest 
share of cases involving NPS in the country.

688.  Synthetic cannabinoids continue to dominate the 
market for NPS in many countries of the region. Indonesia 
recorded seizing the largest quantities in this subgroup, 
partially as a result of the domestic manufacture of FUB-
AMB (MMB-FUBINACA, AMB-FUBINACA) and/or 
AB-CHMINACA, NPS that are sprayed onto tobacco 
products. The Republic of Korea has also seen increases 
in seizures of synthetic cannabinoids; in 2020, more of 
those substances were seized than in the preceding five 
years combined. In addition, the region continued to face 
issues regarding NPS with sedative and hypnotic effects, 
in particular benzodiazepine-type NPS, also known as 
designer benzodiazepines.

689.  Indonesia continued to seize the largest amounts 
of cannabis herb in East and South-East Asia, with sei-
zures amounting to nearly 54  tons in 2020. 

690.  According to the Myanmar Opium Survey 2020: 
Cultivation, Production and Implications, the area under 
opium poppy cultivation in Myanmar has been declining 
since 2014. In 2020, the estimated area was 29,500 ha, 
representing a decrease of 11 per cent in comparison with 
2019. Potential opium production was estimated at 
405 metric tons in 2020, a decrease of 103 tons compared 
with 2019. The quantity of opiates seized in Myanmar 
increased significantly compared with 2019, with the 
weight of opium seized increasing by 285 per cent, to 
6,506 kg, and heroin increasing by 100 per cent, to 1,389 
kg. While the Lao People’s Democratic Republic remained 
a producer of opium, a downward trend in the size of the 
area under illicit opium poppy cultivation has been noted 
since 2014, as has a decrease in the amounts seized since 
2017, partially owing to the successful implementation of 
alternative development projects in some provinces.

691.  Heroin accounted for the largest share of the market 
for opiates in Myanmar in 2020. Domestic heroin 
consumption was estimated at 6  tons and was valued at 
between $144 million and $315 million, whereas inter
national trafficking was estimated at 13 to 53 tons and was 
worth between $299 million and $1.205 billion. Estimated 
domestic opium consumption and international trafficking 
accounted for smaller shares of the market value, namely, 
$17 million and $42 million, respectively.

692.  The quantity of “ecstasy” tablets seized in the 
Republic of Korea in 2020 tripled compared with 2019, 

while its retail price halved, dropping to the lowest level 
observed in recent years. The National Police Agency 
confiscated illicit drugs with an estimated value of $400 
million.

693.  The use of the Internet for drug trafficking has 
further expanded in the region. According to the Office 
of the Narcotics Control Board of Thailand, from March 
to December 2020, up to 2,300 user accounts associated 
with drug trafficking were operating on various platforms 
and social networks, among which nearly 80 per cent 
were classified as new accounts. The Internet is used to 
sell small quantities of ATS, including methamphetamine, 
crystalline methamphetamine and “ecstasy”, and cannabis. 
In the Republic of Korea, the number of arrests of drug 
dealers using the darknet and virtual currency, which had 
accounted for only 1.8 per cent of the total drug-related 
arrests in the first half of 2020, increased to 7 per cent 
(339 arrests) in the first half of 2021. To curb the use of 
illicit online channels, the National Policy Agency has 
deployed darknet investigation trial teams in six 
provinces.

5.	 Prevention and treatment

694.  Many countries in the region still lack mechanisms 
for gathering information on the scope and nature of 
drug use and treatment demand. The Board encourages 
the countries of the region to prioritize the collection 
of data on drug use trends and treatment demand in 
order to inform the development of evidence-based 
decisions in the area of prevention and treatment, and 
encourages bilateral partners and regional and inter
national organizations to provide support to this end. 

695.  According to the annual report of the ASEAN 
Narcotics Cooperation Centre, the number of drug users 
admitted to treatment services in 2019 decreased by 14.5 
per cent compared with the previous year. Indonesia has 
the lowest admission rate, and Thailand has the highest. 
The drugs most commonly used by persons admitted for 
treatment in 2019 were ATS, which accounted for three 
quarters of the total, followed by opiates and opioids, and 
cannabis.

696.  In 2020, there were an estimated 65,000 drug 
users in the Lao People’s Democratic Republic, 86 per 
cent of whom used methamphetamine as their primary 
drug. Malaysia recorded over 22,500 drug users, with 60 
per cent using primarily methamphetamine. The number 
of registered users of ATS in Viet Nam increased com-
pared with 2019, to nearly 200,000 users, or 80 per cent 
of all registered drug users in the country. The Narcotics 
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Control Bureau of Brunei Darussalam made nearly 700 
arrests under the Misuse of Drugs Act in 2019, represent-
ing 0.51 per cent of the total population. Over 60 per cent 
of those arrested were aged between 20 and 39. Most 
arrests were made for the consumption of controlled 
drugs, followed by the possession of illicit drug parapher-
nalia and possession of drugs. While methamphetamine 
is the main drug of concern in the country, cannabis is 
the most prevalent among young people and students.

697.  According to the Government of China, the 
number of registered drug users has continued to decline 
in the country since 2016 and reached a record low of 
1.8 million in 2020. Nearly 60 per cent used synthetic 
drugs, followed by more than 40 per cent using opioids. 
According to the Office of the National Narcotics Control 
Commission, the country continues to establish voluntary 
rehabilitation facilities to provide medical treatment ser-
vices to drug users, with a particular focus on the most 
vulnerable, namely those with health conditions or dis-
abilities. Furthermore, China has been operating the 
community-based “Safe care” rehabilitation initiative for 
drug users for five years. Under the programme, a total 
of 894,000 drug users have received treatment and 
rehabilitation.

698.  In Singapore, the number of people admitted to 
drug use treatment for methamphetamine use has been 
increasing steadily since 2017. Over the past two years, 
there has also been an increase in the number of users 
of NPS, most notably synthetic cannabinoids.

699.  In 2020, Singapore continued activities under its 
preventive drug education programme. As a result of the 
pandemic, several outreach efforts were carried out 
online. With regard to treatment, Singapore continues to 
implement its national policy of placing people who use 
drugs into its enhanced drug rehabilitation regime, pro-
vided that they are not charged with any other criminal 
offence. According to a recent study by the Singapore 
Prison Service, the two-year recidivism rate among drug 
users who went through the regime was 8 per cent lower 
than among those who did not.

700.  Malaysia continued to implement its demand-
reduction strategy, which includes prevention, treatment 
and rehabilitation and harm-reduction measures. In 2020, 
155 areas within the country were designated as high risk, 
and a pilot preventive education project was launched in 
cooperation with non-governmental organizations. The 
project targets families living in those high-risk areas and 
is aimed at raising awareness of drug use, in cooperation 

with popular public figures and representatives of the pri-
vate sector.

701.  Malaysia continues to implement harm-reduction 
measures, in particular medication-assisted therapy and 
needle-exchange programmes, in order to reduce the rate 
of HIV infections, viral hepatitis and other blood-borne 
diseases associated with drug use, in accordance with the 
targets set out in its national strategic plan on ending 
AIDS for the period 2016–2030.

702.  In the Republic of Korea, the number of indicted 
drug users whose prosecution was deferred and who were 
placed on probation after completing treatment and reha-
bilitation programmes increased by over 12 per cent in 
2020 compared with the year before. The figures reflect 
the implementation of the country’s eradication of drugs 
initiative, which gives priority to treatment and rehabilita-
tion, instead of punishment, for drug users in order to 
promote their rapid return to society.

703.  According to news reports in Cambodia, during 
the first quarter of 2021, over 9,000 people volunteered 
to receive drug use treatment and rehabilitation services 
in the country. Overall, Cambodia has 18 drug rehabilita-
tion centres, of which 11 are State-run, 3 are private estab-
lishments and 4 are run by non-governmental 
organizations. In addition, there are 450 community 
health centres and hospitals that offer some drug use 
treatment services. Over the period 2017–2020, more 
than 80 per cent of all people admitted to drug use treat-
ment centres in Cambodia were aged between 18 and 35.

704.  The main drug of concern in Thailand continued 
to be methamphetamine, followed by cannabis and 
heroin. The number of people in treatment for metham-
phetamine use disorders, who accounted for nearly 77 
per cent of all people in treatment for drug use disorders 
in 2020 and 87 per cent in 2019, declined from the peak 
of 278,000 in 2013 to less than 200,000 in 2019. In the 
Philippines, a decline in the overall number of people 
admitted for drug use treatment was also observed in 
2020.

705.  In 2020, more than 190,000 persons underwent 
drug rehabilitation treatment in Thailand, among whom 
about 67 per cent were new users, nearly 90 per cent were 
males and some 50 per cent were aged between 20 and 
34. The Office of the Narcotics Control Board of Thailand, 
in cooperation with the Ministry of Public Health and 
the Bangkok Metropolitan Administration, organized a 
working team that provided community-based treatment 
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and rehabilitation services for 1,421 persons in their vil-
lages and communities.

706.  Thailand has introduced new approaches to drug 
demand reduction. Community-based treatment sup-
ports community treatment of people who use drugs, as 
an alternative to their treatment in hospitals, and includes 
the use of traditional medicine, community counselling 
and reintegration, education and vocational training. The 
treatment requires registration with the Ministry of 
Health and the Office of the Narcotics Control Board. In 
the area of prevention, numerous education, information 
and social programmes have been launched, as well as a 
“Safe zone” initiative aimed at reducing drug use by 
strengthening the educational institutions network and 
supporting youth, workplace and community leaders in 
providing safe areas.

707.  In Myanmar, 29 treatment centres and 56 clinics 
have been established to provide treatment services, in 
addition to public rehabilitation centres. In addition, 71 
medication-assisted therapy treatment centres providing 
methadone offer services to over 25,000 people. In 2020 
alone, nearly 10,000 persons entered medication-assisted 
therapy treatment. As substance use disorder is consid-
ered a chronic disease in Myanmar, the rehabilitation 
process includes aftercare services, reintegration into 
society, mental and physical rehabilitation and vocational 
training. The Ministry of Health and Sport of Myanmar 
issued an order under which methadone replacement 
therapy clients were provided with take-home doses for 
14 days, with the aim of avoiding COVID-19 transmis-
sion in treatment centres. 

708.  In Japan, the number of persons brought into 
formal contact with the authorities for drug-related viola-
tions in 2020 increased by 5.1 per cent compared with 
the previous year. While methamphetamine remained the 
most widely used drug in the country, the number of 
persons arrested for cannabis-related offences has been 
increasing over the past seven years and reached a record 
high in 2020. Over 60 per cent of cannabis-related 
offences were committed by people aged under 30, indi-
cating a concerning concentration among the young.

709.  The Republic of Korea has also seen an increase in 
the number of people arrested for drug-related offences. In 
2020, the number of people who came into contact with 
the police increased by over 50 per cent compared with 
2018. In the first half of 2021, over 36 per cent of all persons 
arrested were aged under 20. According to the National 
Police Agency, the rise in the number of drug offences 
among young people could be linked to the increased use 
of the Internet as a platform for the illicit drug trade.

South Asia 

Pharmaceutical opioids continue to be seized in large 
quantities in South Asia, with codeine and codeine-
based cough syrups, followed by tramadol, an opioid not 
under international control, fentanyl and methadone 
being the most commonly encountered.

The global trend of purchasing drugs over the Internet, 
in particular on darknet trading platforms using crypto-
currencies, has continued to spread in the region.

COVID-19-related lockdowns in the region made it 
increasingly difficult for people with substance use dis-
orders to access health-care facilities.

1.	 Major developments 

710.  COVID-19-related restrictions do not appear to 
have affected heroin interceptions in South Asia. While 
the pandemic caused the global economy to slow down, 
the organized criminal groups that dominate Asian mar-
kets appeared to adapt quickly. They started using new 
methods of drug trafficking, such as the use of shipping 
containers and postal services, and the darknet for trans-
ferring proceeds through cryptocurrency payments.

711.  An increase in maritime trafficking in heroin and 
other opiates sourced from West Asia has continued to 
be observed in the region; several major seizures were 
recorded during the reporting period, on both the eastern 
and western sides of the Indian Ocean. Drug trafficking 
in South Asia is also linked to other forms of organized 
crime, such as trafficking in persons, trafficking in wildlife 
and cybercrime. The manufacture of synthetic opioids 
remains concentrated in a few countries, including some 
in South Asia. 

712.  Although substantial increases in the quantities 
of ketamine seized in South Asia have been reported over 
the past few years, illicit ketamine laboratories have been 
dismantled in an increasing number of countries in 
South-East Asia, suggesting a partial geographical reloca-
tion of ketamine manufacturing sites from South Asia to 
South-East Asia. 

713.  South Asia continues to be among the regions with 
the highest prevalence of opiate use (1.1 per cent of the 
population aged 15–64). Based on UNODC estimates, 
there were about 21.7 million past-year users of heroin 
and opium in 2019 in Asia, or nearly 70 per cent of the 
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31 million past-year opiate users worldwide (about 0.6 
per cent of the global population aged 15–64).

714.  COVID-19-related lockdowns in some South 
Asian countries made it difficult for people with sub-
stance use disorders, in particular those from socioeco-
nomically disadvantaged backgrounds, to access 
health-care facilities. This is of particular concern for 
those who require daily access to medications for opioid 
agonist treatment.

2.	 Regional cooperation

715.  On 7 December 2020, the INCB GRIDS Programme 
hosted online training on IONICS for customs, postal 
inspection and public health regulatory officers from South 
and South-East Asia. More than 40 officers from India, the 
Lao People’s Democratic Republic, Malaysia, Myanmar, the 
Philippines, Singapore, Sri Lanka, Thailand and Viet Nam, 
as well as Hong Kong, China, participated in the two-day 
event. Representatives of the Asian-Pacific Postal Union, 
an intergovernmental organization for national postal 
operators in the Asia-Pacific region, also participated.

716.  Countries in the region continued to cooperate on 
drug-control issues through a number of regional initia-
tives, among them the South Asian Association for 
Regional Cooperation and the Indian Ocean Forum on 
Maritime Crime.54 One such undertaking was the mari-
time domain awareness initiative, as part of which the 
UNODC Global Maritime Crime Programme organized 
a series of meetings on countering drug trafficking in 
February 2021. The aim was to improve efforts to detect 
illicit activity (i.e. detection, threat awareness and efficient 
response) and to identify mechanisms to counter it 
through technology, regional partnerships, inter-agency 
cooperation and training. 

717.  In 2021, the UNODC Regional Office for South 
Asia continued to support capacity-enhancement initia-
tives for drug law enforcement agencies in the region. In 
the first half of 2021, more than 2,000 officers participated 
in both online and hybrid training programmes in areas 
related to investigation, evidence-gathering, interdiction, 
prosecution and information- and intelligence-sharing 
techniques. Training was provided to participating agen-
cies, including narcotics control agencies, drug regulatory 

54 All six South Asian countries and Afghanistan and Pakistan are 
members of the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation. 
Bangladesh, Maldives and Sri Lanka are members of the Indian Ocean 
Forum on Maritime Crime, which is a law enforcement coordination ini-
tiative among Indian Ocean coastal States launched by UNODC in 2015 
to combat maritime crime, including drug trafficking.

authorities, police forces, forensics agencies, customs 
authorities, railway protection forces and coastguard and 
border security forces from Bangladesh, India, Maldives 
and Sri Lanka. Officers from Indian law enforcement 
agencies also completed online e-learning modules. 
Specialized training sessions for intelligence officials on 
darknet interdictions and cryptocurrency investigations 
were also conducted during the reporting period.

718.  The Global Maritime Crime Programme contin-
ued to engage with agencies in South Asia to counter the 
drug-related challenges facing the region. Such challenges 
include the increased impact of trafficking in heroin and 
the rise of trafficking in methamphetamine along mari-
time routes. The Programme provides training and satel-
lite imagery for coastguard and maritime law enforcement 
agencies to facilitate investigations into the identity of 
vessels suspected of trafficking in narcotic drugs. 

719.  In April 2021, foreign ministers of the countries of 
the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical 
and Economic Cooperation55 held an online meeting to 
discuss mutual legal assistance in criminal matters, 
including drug-related crimes. The fifth Summit of Heads 
of States of the Initiative is scheduled to be held in 
December 2021 in Sri Lanka. 

720.  In June 2021, authorities in Bangladesh reviewed 
the training curriculum on drugs and HIV/AIDS for the 
effective implementation of harm-reduction programmes. 
The review was conducted with the support of the 
UNODC Regional Office for South Asia, in collaboration 
with national stakeholders including the Department of 
Narcotics Control, the Bangladesh Prison Authority, the 
National AIDS and Sexually Transmitted Diseases 
Programme and the Police Staff College Bangladesh. The 
goal was to introduce a public health focus and to provide 
training to all police personnel for the effective imple-
mentation of harm-reduction programmes in Bangladesh.

721.  In September 2021, the meeting of the Heads of 
National Drug Law Enforcement Agencies, Asia and the 
Pacific, was held as part of an extraordinary hybrid ses-
sion of the subsidiary bodies of the Commission on 
Narcotic Drugs. The discussions during the meeting were 
focused on the impact of COVID-19 on criminal activi-
ties and the increasing links between drug trafficking and 
other forms of organized crime, the proceeds of 

55 The Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical and Eco-
nomic Cooperation is a regional organization comprising seven member 
States located in the littoral and adjacent areas of the Bay of Bengal. Five 
member States (Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Nepal and Sri Lanka) are lo-
cated in South Asia, and two (Myanmar and Thailand) are located in 
South-East Asia.
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money-laundering arising from drug trafficking and the 
criminal misuse of information technologies for illicit 
drug-related activities. 

3.	 National legislation, 
policy and action

722.  In Bhutan, legislation to allow for the use of can-
nabis for medical purposes is under preparation. However, 
in June 2021, the debate in the legislative body on the 
necessary amendment bill of the Narcotic Drugs, 
Psychotropic Substances and Substance Abuse Act of 
Bhutan was postponed.

723.  In India, an amendment to the Narcotic Drugs 
and Psychotropic Substances (Second Amendment) Rules, 
2021, related to the requirements for the issuance of 
export authorizations for narcotic drugs and psychotropic 
substances (rule 58) was published in the Official Gazette 
on 16 July 2021. The change introduced is aimed at regu-
lating the export of certain substances that are classified 
as psychotropic substances for export in India but are not 
controlled internationally. This category includes, for 
example, tramadol and ketamine, which India has 
exported in large volumes. In view of different control 
regimes at the national and international levels for such 
substances, the change provides for alternative procedures 
in situations where the importing country does not pro-
vide the import certificate to the competent authority in 
India, as required under the regulations in India.

724.  In Maldives, a drug use treatment facility for the 
prison population was established by the National Drug 
Agency, with support provided by UNODC. The facility, 
which was mandated under the Drug Act of 2011, is 
expected to address overcrowding challenges in prisons 
and provide targeted interventions for people in custody 
who use drugs.

725.  In Sri Lanka, the National Policy for the Prevention 
and Control of Drug Abuse is under review to identify 
and rectify existing gaps in respect of drug use prevention 
control, in line with the international drug control con-
ventions. In the second half of 2020, the Drug Dependent 
Persons (Treatment and Rehabilitation) Act No. 54 of 
2007 of Sri Lanka was amended to include provisions on 
conducting a situational analysis and needs assessment 
on drug use patterns, drug use prevention and treatment 
services.

4.	 Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

726.  The global trend of purchasing drugs over the 
Internet, in particular on darknet trading platforms using 
cryptocurrencies, has continued to spread in the region. 
India was among the most frequently mentioned destina-
tion countries for shipments of synthetic stimulants sold 
on 19 major darknet markets analysed by UNODC 
between 2011 and 2020.56

727.  In South Asia, COVID-19-related restrictions do 
not seem to have affected interceptions of heroin. Initial 
data reported by countries on individual drug seizures 
indicate an upward trend in the quantities of heroin and 
morphine seized; this trend appears to have continued 
throughout 2020. Pharmaceutical opioids were also 
seized, with codeine and codeine-based cough syrups, fol-
lowed by tramadol, an opioid not under international 
control, fentanyl and methadone being the most fre-
quently encountered. The largest quantities of pharma-
ceutical opioids seized in 2019 in the region were reported 
by Bangladesh and India.

728.  Cocaine trafficking to and through the region is 
increasing, with India reporting seizing the largest amount 
in South Asia. The total quantity of the drug seized in 
Asia in 2019 amounted to 19.1 tons, a manyfold increase 
from the 1.3  tons reported in 2015. In the period 2015–
2019, the quantities of cocaine seized in South Asia were 
estimated to represent 7 per cent of overall cocaine sei-
zures reported from Asia.

729.  In Bangladesh, 36.4 million methamphetamine 
tablets were seized in 2020, which was slightly higher 
than the total number reported seized in 2019. Seizures 
of methamphetamine tablets continued along the borders 
with India and Myanmar throughout 2020 and early 
2021: 190,000 tablets were seized in July 2020, 300,000 in 
August 2020 and 241,900 in March 2021.

730.  In Bhutan, the amount of cannabis seized increased 
by more than 312 kg between 2018 and 2020. Other drugs 
trafficked into Bhutan, although in smaller quantities, 
included heroin and methamphetamine (in crystalline 
form). Seizures of substances not under international 
control, such as ketamine and khat (Catha edulis), were 
also reported.

56 The 19 darknet markets analysed by UNODC over the period 
2011–2020 are listed below according to the dates of the operations con-
ducted, from the oldest to the most recent: Silk Road, Silk Road 2, Pan-
dora, Hydra, Black Market Reloaded, Agora, Evolution, AlphaBay, Ber-
lusconi Market, TradeRoute, Valhalla, Wallstreet, Dream Market, 
Cannazon, Empire, Dark Market, Hydra Market, Versus and Whitehouse.
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731.  The most commonly misused pharmaceutical 
drug in Bhutan is tramadol (brand name Spasmo-
Proxyvon Plus). Nearly 90,000 capsules were seized in 
2019; in 2020, a seizure of more than 91,577 capsules was 
recorded during a period of border closures and, in the 
first half of 2021, a further 12,037 capsules were seized. 
The amounts seized of zitrazepam (brand name Nitrosum 
10), a benzodiazepine not under international control 
that is used to treat insomnia, declined by almost 29 per 
cent in 2019 compared with 2018 and by 122 per cent in 
2020 compared with 2019, with no seizures in the first 
half of 2021. The non-medical use of Corex (also available 
under the brand name Recorex), a codeine-based cough 
syrup, increased in 2019 by more than 126 per cent com-
pared with 2018, but then declined in 2020. 

732.  The large chemical and pharmaceutical industries 
in India are vulnerable to the diversion of products to 
illicit markets by criminal networks. The global demand 
for pharmaceutical products has given rise to commercial 
chemical factories capable of manufacturing large volumes 
of ephedrine, methamphetamine and other drugs. At the 
same time, as worldwide demand for synthetic drugs and 
opioids continues to grow, the risk of diversion of illicitly 
manufactured fentanyl, methamphetamine, opioids and 
other substances and their trafficking within and out of 
India is expected to increase. In India, approximately 
1  ton of heroin was seized during the first four months 
of 2020, which represents one third of the total quantity 
seized in the previous year, suggesting a level of supply 
or interdiction similar to that observed in 2019.

733.  The amounts of trafficked tramadol seized 
worldwide during 2020 decreased, possibly as a result of 
regulations on exports of the substance enacted by the 
Government of India in 2018.

734.  The quantities of heroin and cannabis seized in 
Maldives continue to rise. Between 2011 and 2020, at least 
55 tons of cannabis and 204 tons of heroin were reported 
seized by the Maldives Police Service. Between 2011 and 
2020, at least half of the cases investigated by law enforce-
ment agencies were linked to drug trafficking by sea.

735.  Sri Lanka has reported intercepting significant 
quantities of heroin in its territorial and international 
waters. In 2019, the country reported seizing the largest 
amounts of heroin ever, with a total of 1,742 kg; 1,630 kg 
of heroin were seized in 2020. Other drugs seized in 2020 
included 16,195 kg of cannabis, 1.6 kg of cocaine and 
91 kg of methamphetamine.

5.	 Prevention and treatment

736.  The availability of narcotic drugs and psychotropic 
substances for medical and scientific purposes continues 
to be problematic in the region. Countries in South Asia 
have been reporting average per capita consumption of 
such substances below the level defined by the Board as 
adequate. Detailed information on country-specific con-
sumption levels is available in the technical publications 
of the Board on narcotic drugs and psychotropic sub-
stances. The Board reiterates the importance of ensuring 
adequate availability of and access to internationally 
controlled substances for medical purposes, in particular 
for pain management. 

737.  The COVID-19-related lockdowns implemented 
in South Asia made it increasingly difficult for people 
with substance use disorders to access health-care facili-
ties. The reduced availability or total absence of public 
transportation had a negative impact on the ability of 
patients, especially those from socioeconomically disad-
vantaged backgrounds and those requiring daily access to 
medication for opioid substitution treatment, to access 
treatment centres. 

738.  The conventional method for obtaining medically 
assisted opioid substitution treatment is direct dispensa-
tion, which requires patients to attend facilities on a near-
daily basis and often to take the medication (buprenorphine 
or methadone) on site, in the presence of staff. The 
method is aimed at encouraging personal engagement 
and fostering a therapeutic relationship with patients. In 
this way, the diversion of medication can be prevented, 
while ensuring continuity of supply to the personally 
identified recipient of the medication. However, COVID-
19 restrictions triggered the introduction of policy 
changes that have facilitated access to opioid agonist 
medication while reducing physical contact between 
patients and health-care personnel. In India, take-home 
doses of buprenorphine and methadone were approved 
and successfully implemented as an emergency measure 
in some treatment centres and states; the permitted take-
home dose of buprenorphine in the country is 7–14 days. 
Such measures have been considered a success and may 
be continued beyond lockdown periods, thereby offering 
greater flexibility to people who are enrolled in opioid 
agonist treatment programmes.

739.  At the same time, technology has accelerated the 
development of products and computer-based applica-
tions to help both people who use drugs and those who 
provide treatment services. For example, in India, doctors 
who provide opioid agonist treatment received online 
training over a new online platform, and freely accessible 
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Internet-based educational materials were developed to 
help health professionals address opioid use disorder 
treatment.

740.  In South Asia, opiates (opium, morphine, codeine 
and heroin) are the predominant form of opioids mis-
used. Available data on the prevalence of opiate use indi-
cate that the region, primarily India, has the largest 
number of opiate users worldwide, estimated at 12 mil-
lion people, far more than in any other region. Significant 
quantities of opiates for domestic consumption in South 
Asia are likely trafficked from South-West Asia.

741.  Opioid use prevalence rates in South Asia (2 per 
cent of the adult population) are higher than the global 
average of 1.2 per cent. About 35 per cent of global opioid 
users, or about 60 per cent of opioid users in Asia, reside 
in South Asia, according to UNODC. In contrast, the 
annual prevalence of amphetamine use in the region is 
estimated at less than 0.2 per cent of the adult population, 
which is below the global average of 0.5 per cent. 

742.  In India, less than 0.2 per cent of the population 
aged 10–75, or about 1.9 million people, reported past-
year use of ATS and an estimated 0.2 per cent of men 
and 0.01 per cent of women of the same age group, or 
an estimated total of 1 million people, reported past-year 
cocaine use in 2018.

743.  In Nepal, according to the Nepal Drug Users 
Survey 2020, the total number of registered drug users 
reached 130,424. The average annual growth rate of the 
number of drug users over the past seven years is esti-
mated at slightly more than 5 per cent. The majority of 
drug users (69.5 per cent) in Nepal are aged 20–29.

744.  In Sri Lanka, the total number of drug users 
enrolled in treatment facilities was 1,649 (1,634 male and 
15 female) in 2020. Of the total number of reported drug 
users, 45 per cent were enrolled in treatment centres run 
by the National Dangerous Drugs Control Board, 11 per 
cent in treatment centres in prison settings, 14 per cent 
in non-governmental organization facilities and 30 per 
cent in the Kandakadu Treatment and Rehabilitation 
Centre of the Bureau of the Commissioner General of 
Rehabilitation. Compared with 2019, the total number of 
drug use treatment admissions declined in 2020. In 2021, 
the Global Maritime Crime Programme continued to pro-
vide assistance to the National Dangerous Drugs Control 
Board of Sri Lanka to support the expansion of a volun-
tary in-patient treatment centre, Nawadiganthaya, located 
north of Colombo. The centre currently has a capacity of 
60 beds and is expected to expand to offer 200 beds.

745.  The Board wishes to remind Governments in 
South Asia of the necessity of collecting and regularly 
providing data and statistics on drug use prevalence 
rates and of ensuring the provision of affordable and 
accessible drug use treatment facilities and services 
across the entire territory of their countries.

West Asia

With potential opium production of 6,800  tons in 2021, 
Afghanistan remains by far the world leader in illicit 
opium poppy cultivation and opium production. Even 
though the area under opium poppy cultivation by the 
end of July 2021 amounted to 177,000 ha, representing 
a decrease of 21 per cent compared with 2020, potential 
opium production in 2021 increased by 8 per cent com-
pared with 2020.

Central Asian States continue to face increased trafficking 
in and misuse of synthetic drugs, including ampheta-
mines, synthetic cannabinoids and various other NPS.

The Board continues to be concerned about the lack of 
official information and data regarding the prevalence 
rates of drug use and regarding drug use prevention and 
treatment efforts in West Asia. It calls upon Member 
States in the region to strengthen national systems for 
the collection of data on drug use and develop effective 
strategies for the prevention of drug use, as well as 
mechanisms to address dependence through evidence-
based treatment, rehabilitation, aftercare and social 
reintegration.

1.	 Major developments

746.  In 2021, a 21 per cent decrease was recorded in 
the area under opium poppy cultivation in Afghanistan 
compared with 2020. As of August 2021, authorities in 
the country had reported limited eradication of opium 
poppy cultivation. Estimated potential production of 
opium in 2021 was 6,800  tons, maintaining the status of 
Afghanistan as the main illicit producer of opium, respon-
sible for 85 per cent of global production. 

747.  The Board continues to express its concern that 
ongoing large-scale opium poppy cultivation and opium 
production in Afghanistan, combined with limited 
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eradication efforts, will continue to have a negative 
impact on the efforts of the international community to 
promote peace, security and sustainable development in 
the country. The Board acknowledges the extremely 
volatile situation affecting the civilian population, and 
expresses the hope that the international community 
will continue to uphold the importance of effective drug 
control to protect public health, while preventing the 
use of the drug economy to support insurgency, as an 
important point in negotiating lasting peace in the 
country. 

748.  Throughout the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic, the 
Balkan route maintained its status as the main trafficking 
route for opiates from Afghanistan, through the Islamic 
Republic of Iran, Turkey and the Balkan countries, 
towards destination markets in Central and Western 
Europe. The section of that route that passes from the 
Islamic Republic of Iran to the countries of the southern 
Caucasus and then onwards to Ukraine via the Black Sea 
into Eastern Europe also continued to be used. Similarly, 
trafficking continued largely unaffected along the north-
ern route, which is used for trafficking Afghan opiates 
mainly to illicit drug markets in the Russian Federation, 
via Central Asian States, as well as the southern route, 
which runs via Pakistan and/or the Islamic Republic of 
Iran to India, for domestic consumption and onward 
trafficking to other countries in the region and to Africa, 
for local markets and smuggling to Europe. The increased 
use of maritime transport for trafficking in heroin con-
tinued in 2020 and 2021.

749.  Afghanistan continued to experience growth in 
trafficking in and illicit manufacture of methampheta-
mine. Methamphetamine originating in Afghanistan and, 
to a more limited extent, Iran (Islamic Republic of) has 
been not only destined for domestic markets, but also 
trafficked to countries in the Caucasus and Middle East 
and to countries in Central Asia and South-Eastern 
Europe. There is increasing evidence that methampheta-
mine originating in South-West Asia (Afghanistan, Iran 
(Islamic Republic of) and Pakistan) is being trafficked to 
further destinations such as Australia, Indonesia and Sri 
Lanka.

750.  Countries in the Middle East continued to face the 
challenge of trafficking in and misuse of tramadol, while 
the capacities of the subregion to collect, analyse and 
monitor the data to assess the full extent of that challenge 
remained limited. 

751.  Trafficking in and, more recently, manufacture of 
the falsified substance “captagon” continued to seriously 

affect the Middle East.57 While the markets for the sub-
stance are mostly within the subregion, and to a lesser 
extent in North Africa, some major seizures in Austria, 
Italy and Malaysia may indicate the emergence of new 
routes and/or markets.

752.  Central Asian States continue to face increased 
trafficking in and misuse of synthetic drugs, including 
amphetamines, synthetic cannabinoids and various other 
NPS. It has been observed that traffickers are using 
Internet and social messaging platforms for illicit sale and 
marketing. The ongoing increase in the demand for syn-
thetic drugs in Central Asian States is possibly a result of 
the reduced availability of cannabis and opiates because 
of pandemic-related restrictions. 

753.  The Board notes with concern that adequate levels 
of consumption of psychotropic substances for medical 
purposes in West Asia have not yet been identified. 
Determining such levels remains a challenge, as fewer 
than half of the countries in the region have provided 
consumption data on any psychotropic substance for the 
past several years. Of those countries that provided data 
for 2020, the average consumption of diazepam stood at 
2.27 S-DDDpt, while the average consumption of pheno-
barbital stood at 0.79 S-DDDpt. In both cases, the levels 
of consumption are consistent with previous years.

2.	 Regional cooperation

754.  On 20 July 2020, Azerbaijan expressed its intent to 
join the Inter-Regional Network of Customs Authorities 
and Port Control Units. The Network was established in 
2019 as part of UNODC-WCO Container Control 
Programme efforts to enhance practical cooperation and 
the exchange of real-time operational information among 
its members, which currently include Afghanistan, 
Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Pakistan, Tajikistan, 
Turkmenistan, Ukraine and Uzbekistan. The sharing of 
data on high-risk consignments among Azerbaijan, 
Georgia and Turkmenistan led to several seizures, 

57 Captagon was originally the official trade name for a pharmaceuti-
cal preparation containing the substance fenethylline, a synthetic stimu-
lant. As encountered in seizures across West Asia today and referred to in 
the present report, “captagon” is a falsified drug compressed into pills or 
tablets that are similar in appearance but distinct from the earlier phar-
maceutical preparation Captagon. The active ingredient in counterfeit 
“captagon” is amphetamine, which is typically cut with multiple adulter-
ants, such as caffeine.
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including 274 packs, or 127,344 tablets, of Regapen58 by 
a port control unit in Kyrgyzstan in collaboration with 
port control units in Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. 
Moreover, cross-border information exchange between 
port control units in Afghanistan and the Customs 
Administration of Pakistan led to a seizure of 6  tons of 
iodine, a chemical used in the illicit manufacture of 
methamphetamine.

755.  On 10 November 2020, SCO member States 
adopted the Moscow declaration in which they expressed 
concern over the global drug problem and reaffirmed 
their commitment to effectively carrying out the SCO 
Anti-Drug Strategy for the period 2018–2023, the 
Programme of Action for implementing it and the SCO 
Concept for the Prevention of the Abuse of Narcotic 
Drugs and Psychotropic Substances. They noted the need 
to draft a concept for the establishment of an anti-drug 
centre in Dushanbe, as well as the need to conclude a 
memorandum of understanding between CARICC and 
the SCO secretariat for promoting contacts and sharing 
experience and best practices.

756.  The Islamic Republic of Iran was granted observer 
status at CARICC during a regular meeting of the Council 
of National Coordinators of CARICC member States, 
namely, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, the Russian 
Federation, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, on 
27 November 2020. In addition, the Islamic Republic of 
Iran reported that it had strengthened its cooperation in 
counter-narcotics with Azerbaijan, Iraq, Kazakhstan, 
Kuwait, Pakistan, Tajikistan and the United Arab Emirates, 
agreeing to promote mutual cooperation in exchanging 
information, hold joint training and improve coordination. 
In January 2021, Iran (Islamic Republic of) and Kazakhstan 
signed a security cooperation agreement on combating 
drug trafficking by sea and established a joint security 
working group to implement the agreement.

757.  During the meeting of its Security Council held in 
December 2020, the Collective Security Treaty 
Organization approved its Anti-Drug Strategy for the 
period 2021–2025. The strategy is designed to facilitate 
speedy responses to drug trafficking incidents in member 
States. A coordination meeting of the chief drug use treat-
ment experts of the Collective Security Treaty Organization 
member States was held in Dushanbe on 16 April 2021. 
Agreements were reached on the preparation of a range 

58 Regapen, sold under the brand names Lyrica and Pregabalin, 
among others, is an anticonvulsant and anxiolytic medication used to 
treat epilepsy, neuropathic pain, fibromyalgia, restless leg syndrome and 
generalized anxiety disorder. However, it can produce euphoria and has 
an addictive effect, when misused, which led to it being placed under con-
trol in many countries of the world. 

of draft legislative acts in the field of organizing drug use 
treatment services.

758.  A cooperation meeting among counter-narcotics 
law enforcement agencies of the countries supported by 
the Triangular Initiative, which is supported by UNODC 
and comprises Afghanistan, Iran (Islamic Republic of), 
Pakistan and the Joint Planning Cell,59 was organized by 
the Drug Control Headquarters of the Islamic Republic 
of Iran and the UNODC country office in the Islamic 
Republic of Iran in January 2021, with the aim of further 
strengthening cooperation in addressing drug trafficking 
along major drug trafficking routes.

759.  The Government of Uzbekistan, with support 
from the UNODC Regional Office for Central Asia, inau-
gurated a new port control unit at Yallama customs post 
in Uzbekistan under the UNODC-WCO Container 
Control Programme. The unit was established to conduct 
systematic profiling, selection and inspection of high-risk 
consignments in order to prevent drug trafficking and 
other forms of black-market activity while facilitating 
legitimate trade flows. The first air cargo control unit in 
Central Asia was also inaugurated in Kazakhstan on 
19 February 2021. Its goals include preventing the use of 
air cargo for drug trafficking and other forms of trafficking 
and transnational criminal activities while respecting 
legal trade and promoting aviation security.

760.  CARICC and UNODC held a joint expert group 
meeting with representatives of the General Prosecutor’s 
Office, the Ministry of Internal Affairs and the Financial 
Monitoring Agency of Kazakhstan on the development of 
national inter-agency cross-border cooperation mecha-
nisms to effectively disrupt the financing of organized 
crime. Participants at the event discussed strengthening 
the capacities of authorities in Kazakhstan to carry out 
parallel financial investigations and detect financial flows 
linked to drug trafficking and to strengthen and develop 
inter-agency and regional cooperation.

761.  The Border Service of the National Security 
Committee of Kazakhstan, in partnership with the 
UNODC Regional Office for Central Asia, opened a new 
border liaison office between Kazakhstan and Uzbekistan. 
In May 2021, the UNODC Regional Office for Central 
Asia, in partnership with the law enforcement agencies 
of Tajikistan and Uzbekistan, established two border liai-
son offices at railway border crossing points on the border 

59 The Joint Planning Cell is one of the initiatives in UNODC wider 
“networking the networks initiative”, which is aimed at forging close alli-
ances with similar bodies along major trafficking routes. The initiative is 
designed to create greater effectiveness and efficiency in transnational 
operations.
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between Tajikistan and Uzbekistan. These newly estab-
lished border liaison offices are aimed at enhancing inter-
agency transborder cooperation and intelligence-sharing 
to effectively counter trafficking, including in narcotic 
drugs, psychotropic substances and precursors, while 
facilitating legitimate international trade.

762.  From 29 November to 19 December 2020, author-
ities of Afghanistan, Armenia, Iraq, Kuwait, Qatar, the 
Syrian Arab Republic, Turkey and the United Arab 
Emirates participated in Operation New Horizons, an 
INCB-led, time-bound global intelligence-gathering 
operation aimed at identifying key sources and redistribu-
tion points of tapentadol and tramadol. The objective was 
to identify and dismantle manufacturing, marketing and 
distribution points through the exchange of actionable 
intelligence. The operation brought together 164 officers 
representing 70 Governments and four international 
organizations. 

763.  On 24 February 2021, the INCB GRIDS 
Programme delivered two separate training webinars to 
240 international law and regulatory enforcement officers 
from 27 countries and territories in Africa, Central 
America and the Caribbean, East and South-East Asia, 
North America, Oceania, South Asia, South-East Europe, 
West and Central Europe and West Asia. The webinars 
included demonstrations of several new GRIDS 
Programme modules and state-of-the-art tools. The 
objective of the events was to inform competent authori-
ties of the Board’s operational tools to prevent and inter-
dict NPS, synthetic opioids and other dangerous 
substances not currently under international control. 
Participants learned about the changing NPS trafficking 
situation and regional differences in the opioids crisis and 
received practical information on interdiction and global 
intelligence-sharing tools to effectively respond to the 
new global paradigm of trafficking in dangerous sub-
stances, such as fentanyls. Participants were also intro-
duced to the Board’s new, interactive online training 
platform, GRIDS Elite, and received access to and train-
ing on the secure communication platform IONICS and 
the GRIDS Intelligence tool. GRIDS Intelligence is a state-
of-the-art, secure analytics package that visualizes global, 
real-time NPS trafficking incidents and provides intelli-
gence profiles of dangerous non-scheduled substances for 
profiling and risk assessment by law and regulatory 
enforcement focal points. 

764.  In March 2021, a special notification on xylazine 
was sent through the GRIDS Programme to all Project 
Ion and OPIOIDS project focal points. Prior to the special 

notification, INCB had noted increased communications 
involving the substance in IONICS. Through the GRIDS 
Programme, information relating to xylazine trafficking 
was provided to the relevant focal points in East and 
South-East Asia. Xylazine is commonly used in veterinary 
medicine as a sedative with analgesic and muscle-relaxant 
properties, but there have been recent increases in 
trafficking incidents involving this substance. 

3.	 National regulation, 
policy and action

765.  In Uzbekistan, the law on the prevention and treat-
ment of drug use disorders was approved on 27 October 
2020. Work is under way in the country to prepare regula-
tions on procedures for interaction among health-care, 
law enforcement and labour authorities in providing 
treatment services to drug users.

766.  On 26 May 2021, the Government of Armenia 
approved an amendment to national drug legislation to 
allow the production, export, import and wholesale trade 
of “industrial hemp” under licence. 

767.  In 2021, the Drug Control Headquarters of the 
Islamic Republic of Iran launched a comprehensive stra-
tegic development programme covering areas including 
drug demand reduction, expansion of community part-
nerships, drug supply reduction, international affairs, 
advocacy and public relations, and research and 
education.

768.  Drug control officials from the competent national 
authorities of 11 countries in West Asia, namely 
Afghanistan, Azerbaijan, Georgia, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, 
Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Tajikistan, Turkey and Yemen, have 
registered to use INCB learning e-modules. The e-modules 
cover narcotic drugs, psychotropic substances, precursors 
and the international drug control framework and are 
available upon registration to officials of competent 
national authorities at no cost. 

769.  In view of the relevant international conventions 
and protocols and resolutions of the General Assembly, 
the Economic and Social Council and other United 
Nations bodies on the application of the death penalty, 
the Board reiterates its call upon all States that retain 
the death penalty for drug-related offences in the region 
to consider the abolition of the death penalty for drug-
related offences, and to commute death sentences that 
have already been handed down.
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4.	 Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

770.  The area under opium poppy cultivation in 
Afghanistan was estimated at 177,000  ha in July 2020, 
representing a decrease of 21 per cent compared with the 
preceding year. 

771.  UNODC estimated potential production of opium 
in Afghanistan in 2021 at 6,800  tons, amounting to an 8 
per cent increase compared with the amount reported in 
2020. Afghanistan remains the country where the largest 
amount of opium is produced, accounting for about 85 
per cent of global opium production in 2020. Opium pro-
duced in Afghanistan supplies markets in neighbouring 
countries and in Africa, Europe, the Middle East and 
South Asia, while a small proportion is destined for mar-
kets in North America and Oceania.

772.  With an estimated total farm-gate value of opium 
production of $350 million in 2020, opium prices were 
at their lowest level since UNODC began systematic 
monitoring, in 2009. However, an increase in the farm-
gate price of opium was noted in August 2021, when it 
almost doubled compared with the price recorded in May 
2021. That increase may have been a result of political 
and security developments during that time. 

773.  At the sixty-fourth session of the Commission on 
Narcotic Drugs, held in Vienna from 12 to 16 April 2021, 
the Deputy Minister of the Interior for Counter-Narcotics 
of Afghanistan declared that 976 ha of opium poppy had 
been eradicated in 10 provinces in 2020. In April 2021, 
the Government reported that it had eradicated an addi-
tional 95 ha of opium poppy in Nangarhar.

774.  The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic does not seem 
to have affected the Balkan route as the main route for 
trafficking opiates from Afghanistan to destination markets 
in Central and Western Europe. Similarly, the sub-branch 
of the Balkan route that crosses the countries of the 
southern Caucasus continued to be used as a transit 
corridor for trafficking opiates to Europe. Significant heroin 
seizures along those routes were reported from March to 
December 2020. Large heroin seizures in countries other 
than Afghanistan suggest that large-scale opiate trafficking 
has continued throughout the pandemic.

775.  Opiate trafficking along the northern and southern 
routes also continued throughout the COVID-19 pan-
demic. The increased use of maritime transport for heroin 
trafficking continued to be observed, with large seizures 
reported in a number of European seaports in the second 
half of 2020.

776.  The largest quantities of opium and morphine 
seized globally in 2019 were recorded in Afghanistan, 
Iran (Islamic Republic of) and Pakistan, which together 
accounted for 98 per cent of the quantities of those sub-
stances seized globally. Iran (Islamic Republic of), 
Pakistan and Turkey accounted for 48 per cent of the 
global total of the quantities of heroin seized in 2019.

777.  The Islamic Republic of Iran observed a 41 per 
cent increase in the quantities of opiates seized in 2020 
compared with 2019, with opium representing the largest 
proportion, at 94 per cent. The quantities of heroin seized 
increased by 79 per cent from 2019 to 2020. A 5 per cent 
increase in the quantities of opiates seized was observed 
in the country in the first six months of 2021 compared 
with the same period in 2020, with the amount of heroin 
seized declining by 7 per cent.

778.  In 2020, Turkey seized 13.2  tons of heroin, which 
was a decrease of 35 per cent when compared with the 
record amount of over 20 tons seized in 2019. The decline 
could be explained by the substantial increase in the 
quantity of heroin seized in the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
which may have disrupted the supply chain, as well as 
the increased flow of heroin through the Caucasus to 
avoid the territory of Turkey and the increased use of 
maritime routes resulting from the closure of land and 
air borders between Iran (Islamic Republic of) and Turkey 
during the pandemic.

779.  According to CARICC, the total amount of heroin 
and opium seized in the territories of its member States, 
namely, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, the Russian 
Federation, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan, 
decreased by 23 per cent and 8 per cent, respectively, in 
2020, compared with 2019. In total, 5 tons of opiates were 
seized in 2020, compared with 5.8  tons in 2019. 

780.  With illicit methamphetamine manufacture 
becoming an increasing concern in Afghanistan, an anal-
ysis by EMCDDA reported on the extent of ephedrine 
extraction for methamphetamine manufacture in the 
country. EMCDDA suggested that the 329 suspected 
ephedrine extraction sites that were identified for its 
analysis, located in the central highlands where wild 
Ephedra plants grow, would be capable of producing 
about 98  tons of ephedrine per month, resulting in the 
potential production of 65.5  tons of crystalline metham-
phetamine per month.

781.  The Counter-Narcotics Police of Afghanistan 
reported seizing 1,202 kg of methamphetamine nation-
wide in 2020, compared with 1,251 kg in 2019. In addi-
tion to the amounts seized in Afghanistan, seizures of 
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significant quantities of the substance in neighbouring 
countries suggest that trafficking in the drug from 
Afghanistan continued during 2020, despite the COVID-
19 pandemic. Despite a 70 per cent rise in drug prices in 
the Islamic Republic of Iran owing to inflation in the 
country, methamphetamine prices decreased by roughly 
80 per cent between March and September 2019. This has 
been attributed to the increased availability of cheap 
methamphetamine from Afghanistan.

782.  In total, the amounts of methamphetamine seized 
in the Islamic Republic of Iran increased by 51 per cent 
in 2020 compared with 2019, according to the country’s 
Drug Control Headquarters, with seizures of about 
20.5  tons of the substance in 2020, compared with 
13.5  tons in 2019.

783.  According to UNODC, countries reporting sei-
zures of methamphetamine that had originated in or 
departed from South-West Asia over the period 2015–
2019 included Turkey and countries in Africa 
(Mozambique), Central Asia (Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan), 
the Caucasus (Armenia and Georgia), the Middle East 
(Iraq and Saudi Arabia), South Asia (Sri Lanka), South-
East Asia (Indonesia), Oceania (Australia) and Western 
Europe (France and United Kingdom).

784.  Seizures of significant amounts of methampheta-
mine of West Asian origin by Australia, Indonesia and 
Sri Lanka point to the possibility that international 
trafficking networks might be expanding to new inter
national markets. Although further research is needed on 
this topic, it appears probable that methamphetamine 
from Afghanistan is smuggled along pre-existing opiate 
trafficking routes, in particular the southern route, but 
perhaps also the Balkan route.

785.  The Middle East continues to be seriously affected 
by trafficking in and, more recently, manufacture of “cap-
tagon”, in part due to the continued political instability 
and unresolved conflicts in the subregion. Lebanon and 
the Syrian Arab Republic have been reported as source 
countries for “captagon” tablets. Markets for the substance 
are mostly found within the Middle East and include, in 
particular, Saudi Arabia and other Gulf countries, such 
as Qatar and the United Arab Emirates. In parallel, a 
number of law enforcement operations have documented 
trafficking in “captagon” tablets from Lebanon and the 
Syrian Arab Republic to countries in North Africa. While 
“captagon” was reported to be destined mainly for Middle 
Eastern markets, major seizures in 2020 and 2021 in other 
regions potentially indicate new routes or new markets. 
As noted in the report of the Board for 2020, Italy seized 
84 million “captagon” tablets in July 2020, potentially 

destined for European markets. In March 2021, police in 
Austria dismantled an international drug ring suspected 
of smuggling around 30  tons of “captagon” tablets origi-
nating in Lebanon via Austria to Saudi Arabia in recent 
years. In March 2021, customs authorities in Malaysia 
seized 94.8 million “captagon” tablets containing amphet-
amine, worth $1.26  billion, in the country’s largest ever 
drug operation. It was carried out jointly by the Directorate 
General of Narcotics Control of Saudi Arabia and the 
police of Malaysia. The drugs, weighing 16  tons, were 
found hidden inside three containers that had arrived at 
a Malaysian port from the Middle East and were destined 
for an East Asian country.

786.  An increase in trafficking in synthetic drugs, 
including amphetamines, synthetic cannabinoids and 
various NPS, further accelerated by the shortages in “tra-
ditional” drugs such as cannabis and opiates as a result 
of the pandemic, continued to be reported by Central 
Asian States. The volume of synthetic drugs seized in 
Kazakhstan in 2020 increased substantially compared 
with 2019 (from 6.2 kg to over 100 kg) and, between 
January and May 2021, 41 kg of synthetic drugs were 
seized in the country. Law enforcement agencies in 
Kazakhstan also observed a noticeable increase in the 
domestic manufacture of synthetic drugs in the country: 
4 synthetic drug laboratories were dismantled in 2019 
compared with 24 laboratories in 2020; a further 10 labo-
ratories were detected between January and May 2021. 
The laboratories dismantled in 2020 were accompanied 
by the seizure of 65 kg of ready-to-use psychoactive sub-
stances, including 11.1 kg of mephedrone. Uzbekistan 
also observed an increase in trafficking in synthetic drugs 
in 2020: 1.6 kg of synthetic drugs were seized in that year, 
compared with 194 grams in 2019. Authorities in 
Kyrgyzstan continued to report seizures of NPS, even 
though they represent only a small share of the illicit drug 
market. Central Asian States continued to observe the 
increased use of illegal websites, social networking 
accounts and messaging platforms for the marketing and 
sale of illicit drugs, and continued to undertake measures 
to address them through website monitoring and block-
ing, although the capacities to do so in most of the coun-
tries seem to be limited.

787.  The Islamic Republic of Iran also observed an 
increase in the use of the Internet, including social media, 
for marketing drugs. In order to monitor and identify 
drug networks operating online, the Anti-Narcotics Police 
set up a centre for the identification of criminals and the 
monitoring of the online sale of narcotic drugs in 2020.

788.  Armenia observed that, owing to the closure of 
borders because of the COVID-19 pandemic, narcotic 



108    INCB REPORT 2021

drugs and psychotropic substances were being imported 
into its territory more frequently in packages delivered 
through the postal system.

789.  According to the Narcotics Survey and Analysis 
Directorate of Afghanistan, the cultivation of cannabis 
plant was encountered in 155 of the 421 districts in the 
country. According to UNODC, Afghanistan remains the 
second main global source of cannabis resin after Morocco 
and was named as a source of the substance in 18 per 
cent of the countries worldwide that reported seizures of 
cannabis resin during the period 2015–2019. The two 
other most frequently mentioned countries of origin of 
cannabis resin seized were Lebanon and Pakistan. 
Afghanistan, Lebanon and Pakistan have been reported 
as source or transit countries of cannabis resin intercepted 
in other countries in the Middle East and South-West 
Asia, and cannabis resin originating in Afghanistan has 
also been identified by countries in Central Asia, Eastern 
Europe and, to a lesser extent, Western and Central 
Europe. 

790.  In 2020, the total quantities of cannabis and can-
nabis resin seized in the territories of CARICC member 
States continued to constitute the majority of the drugs 
seized in those States in terms of weight, namely, 70 per 
cent (or 34  tons) of the total amount of seized drugs 
(49 tons). According to CARICC, this trend was expected 
to continue throughout 2021. In comparison, of a total 
of 66.3  tons of drugs seized in 2019, 55  tons were can-
nabis and cannabis resin (which constituted 83 per cent 
of the total amount seized). 

5.	 Prevention and treatment

791.  On 15 and 16 December 2020, a hybrid meeting 
(in person and online) of a Paris Pact Initiative expert 
working group on investing in families for effective drug 
prevention and treatment was held. The experts discussed 
the role of family in the prevention and treatment of drug 
use disorders, prevention programmes aimed at teaching 
family skills, family therapy and the provision of services 
to families to support effective prevention as part of the 
treatment of substance use disorders during the COVID-
19 pandemic.

792.  On 21 May 2021, the second international anti-
drug campaign organized under the auspices of SCO, 
entitled “For a world without drugs”, was held. The devel-
opment of a new workplan for implementing the SCO 
Anti-Drug Strategy, which focuses on the exchange of 
experiences in drug prevention in secondary and higher 
educational institutions in SCO member States, the 

medical rehabilitation of drug users and the promotion 
of a healthy lifestyle, was addressed.

793.  In recent years, almost all CARICC member 
States have observed a reduction in the number of people 
registered in drug use treatment facilities. However, in 
2020, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan and Uzbekistan saw an 
increase in the number of newly registered drug users 
(primarily through referral), compared with 2019. 

794.  The Drug Control Headquarters of the Islamic 
Republic of Iran estimates that there are about 225,000 
methamphetamine users living with drug use disorders 
in the country and recent reports have indicated that 
methamphetamine use is increasing again. The Islamic 
Republic of Iran also reported that nearly 965,000 people 
received treatment through 7,428 outpatient treatment 
centres and clinics during 2020; 1,097 medium-term 
accommodation centres provided services to more than 
190,000 persons; and 27 community treatment centres 
provided advice to more than 2,900 people. As of March 
2021, 28 new treatment centres had been opened in dif-
ferent provinces of the Islamic Republic of Iran, 2 of 
which are specifically dedicated to women with drug use 
disorders. 

795.  UNODC estimates high levels of opioid use in 
South-West Asia, where the past-year prevalence was esti-
mated at 3.2 per cent of the adult population, or 6.8 mil-
lion past-year users of opioids. In that subregion, opiates 
(heroin in the case of Pakistan and opium in the case of 
Afghanistan and Iran (Islamic Republic of)) are the opi-
oids that are predominantly used. Central Asia and the 
southern Caucasus also reported high rates of opioid use, 
with an estimated past-year prevalence of 1 per cent of 
the adult population (more than half a million users). 

796.  In Turkey, as part of an anti-addiction training 
programme, a total of 390,926 students, 20,754 teachers 
and 82,448 parents were trained on substance addiction 
during the 2019/20 academic year. Under the same pro-
gramme, training was organized for non-governmental 
organizations and public institutions and organizations 
and a distance-learning module on substance addiction 
was delivered to 497 physicians in 2020.

797.  UNODC assessed that use of tramadol may have 
increased in the Middle East during the pandemic. It is 
believed that some health-care systems in the countries 
of the subregion could be treating COVID-19 symptoms 
and other related health issues, such as pain, with the 
substance. In this connection, the countries of the Middle 
East have observed a large growth in the availability of 
tramadol for non-medical use.
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798.  Israel reported that the COVID-19 pandemic had 
resulted in multiple challenges, including an increase in 
the use of drugs and alcohol among teenagers and youth, 
an increase in the use of drugs and alcohol among former 
drug users and an increase in sales of NPS, including 
through the use of messaging platforms and home deliv-
ery. Several mitigating mechanisms were applied, includ-
ing declaring drug use treatment service providers 
“essential workers” to avoid interruption of their services, 
increasing the use of Internet-based and telephone fol-
low-up calls, providing services outdoors and supplying 
medicines for longer-term use at home.

E.	 Europe

The COVID-19 pandemic had a limited impact on the illicit 
supply of and demand for drugs in Europe as traffickers 
adapted to pandemic restrictions, altering both inter
national trafficking routes and domestic distribution 
channels.

Intelligence-led investigations, based on information 
gained from intercepted encrypted communications 
devices, gave law enforcement authorities in Europe 
critical insights into the functioning of drug trafficking 
groups, led to seizures of significant quantities of 
trafficked drugs and resulted in the launch of several 
criminal proceedings.

Countries in the region continue to adopt legislative 
changes broadening the use of cannabis products for 
medical and scientific purposes. Some have also entered 
into political debate on permitting the use of cannabis 
for non-medical purposes.

1.	 Major developments

799.  Illicit demand for drugs continues to be high in 
Europe, and the manufacture of illicit synthetic drugs 
(mainly for trafficking to other regions of the world) 
continues to be a challenge in the region. Europe remains 
a lucrative and attractive destination and transit region 
for cocaine smuggled from South America and for 
cannabis resin from North Africa. 

800.  In a recent judgment, the European Court of 
Justice ruled that CBD extracted from the cannabis plant 
should not be considered a drug under the 1961 

Convention as amended or the 1971 Convention; several 
countries are in the process of adjusting their national 
laws to align them with that ruling. In that regard, the 
Board reminds Member States that, at the reconvened 
sixty-third session of the Commission on Narcotic Drugs, 
in December 2020, the States members of the Commission 
rejected the recommendation of WHO that a footnote be 
added to the entry for cannabis and cannabis resin in 
Schedule I of the 1961 Convention as amended to exempt 
from international control preparations containing 
predominantly CBD and not more than 0.2 per cent of 
delta-9-THC. In Switzerland, amendments that set out the 
requirements for pilot projects on the controlled 
distribution of cannabis for non-medical purposes came 
into effect in May 2021. Meanwhile, several European 
Union member States have adopted legislative changes to 
broaden the use of cannabis products for medical 
purposes. 

801.  The COVID-19 pandemic has had a limited 
impact on the supply of and demand for illicit drugs in 
Europe, and the adaptability of criminal networks was 
even more notable in the second wave of pandemic lock-
downs, in the second half of 2020. Levels of synthetic 
drug manufacture and the availability of cocaine remained 
stable despite the restrictions on movement and other 
COVID-19 control measures, according to EMCDDA. 
Changes in smuggling routes due to border disruptions 
were observed, notably the shift from land to maritime 
routes for the trafficking of heroin from West Asia and 
of cannabis resin from Morocco to Europe. Although 
levels of most drug use decreased during the initial lock-
downs in 2020, they increased again once restrictions 
were lifted. Most treatment services resumed operation 
after June 2020, although at reduced capacity because of 
COVID-19 preventive measures. 

802.  Although the number of first-time notifications 
of NPS reported each year is decreasing, their continuing 
prevalence on the drug market, together with non-
scheduled and designer precursors, creates challenges for 
regulatory, law enforcement and judicial authorities in 
Europe. Meanwhile, increasingly complex patterns of 
drug use, in particular the use of designer benzo
diazepines, pose significant difficulties for drug prevention 
and treatment services. 

803.  Several high-profile cases involving the decryption 
of encrypted communications devices used to further 
illicit criminal activities by organized criminal groups 
took place in Europe in 2020 and 2021. Law enforcement 
authorities gained access to hundreds of millions of 
encrypted messages, leading to a clampdown on criminal 
activities in different countries in Europe and beyond, 
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including large-scale seizures of drugs and precursor 
chemicals and the dismantling of illicit laboratories. In 
addition, valuable information on the functioning of 
criminal networks was discovered. Such cases show that 
drug traffickers use encrypted software as their primary 
means of communication. 

2.	 Regional cooperation

804.  In December 2020, the Council of the European 
Union approved the European Union Drugs Strategy 
2021–2025. The strategy provides the overarching politi-
cal framework and sets priorities for the drug policy of 
the European Union for the next five years. In June 2021, 
the Council approved an action plan setting out activities, 
indicators, timelines and the designated responsible insti-
tutions to implement the strategy by: (a) addressing illicit 
drug trafficking through drug supply reduction; 
(b)  protecting public health through an increased focus 
on prevention and access to treatment and care services; 
and (c) responding to drug-related harms. 

805.  In December 2020, Europol hosted its fourth inter
national drugs conference online, which provided a plat-
form for senior law enforcement officials to enhance their 
situational awareness of drugs and discuss operational 
responses. The meeting led to the establishment of the 
dedicated Drugs Unit within Europol, reflecting the 
European Union’s prioritization of the issue in the Europol 
Strategy 2020+. 

806.  In December 2020, Serbia and EMCDDA signed 
a new working arrangement that provides for greater 
cooperation in monitoring the phenomenon of drug use 
in Europe through the exchange of expertise between 
Serbian authorities and EMCDDA and the further devel-
opment of that country’s drug data-collection and report-
ing capacity. 

807.  On 28 October 2021, the Pompidou Group cele-
brated its fiftieth anniversary under the motto “Human 
rights at the heart of drug policies”. The Pompidou Group 
is the Council of Europe’s intergovernmental drug policy 
cooperation platform. It consists of 41 European and 3 
non-European countries and its core mission is promoting 
multidisciplinary and evidence-based drug policies in 
member States. The Committee of Ministers of the Council 
of Europe adopted a revised statute of the Pompidou 
Group that promotes the Group’s focus on human rights 
and public health and extends its mandate to foster 
collaboration with other international organizations.

808.  Authorities in Belgium, France and the Netherlands, 
in cooperation with Europol and Eurojust, disrupted the 
activities of criminal organizations by dismantling an 
encrypted communications tool, Sky ECC, which was 
being exploited for criminal purposes. The information 
led to several law enforcement operations in February and 
March 2021, including several seizures of cocaine at the 
port of Antwerp, Belgium, totalling more than 27  tons, 
and resulted in the launch of several criminal 
proceedings.

809.  The Federal Bureau of Investigation of the United 
States, in cooperation with Europol and national authori-
ties from 16 countries in Europe, North America and 
Australia, carried out an international law enforcement 
operation through an encrypted platform, Anom, covertly 
managed by the Bureau. Operation Trojan Shield and 
Operational Task Force Greenlight targeted criminal 
organizations that had increasingly made use of encrypted 
communications platforms for illicit purposes. By June 
2021, the operation had resulted in over 800 arrests and 
seizures of more than 8  tons of cocaine, 22  tons of can-
nabis and cannabis resin, 2  tons of amphetamine and 
methamphetamine and 6  tons of synthetic drug precur-
sors. The 27 million intercepted messages on Anom also 
provided critical intelligence revealing to law enforcement 
authorities the functioning of criminal groups involved 
in large-scale drug smuggling.

810.  In Operation Ferro, a submarine constructed in 
Europe for use in drug trafficking was seized by police in 
Spain in cooperation with other countries and Europol 
in March 2021. The semi-submersible vessel was being 
built when it was seized and would have been able to 
carry up to 2  tons of drugs. Operation Ferro took place 
in various Spanish cities and also led to the seizures of 
3.2  tons of cocaine, 6,000 litres of precursor chemicals 
and 700 kg of cannabis resin and the dismantling of an 
illicit cannabis laboratory.

811.  In March 2021, a joint operation between law 
enforcement entities in Hungary and Norway, as well as 
Europol and Eurojust, resulted in the dismantling of an 
illicit laboratory and the seizure of over 9 million falsified 
clonazepam tablets in Hungary. A further 250 kg and 
300 litres of various precursor chemicals were also seized. 
The falsified tablets had been sold across Europe, primar-
ily in Norway. EMCDDA has warned that the manufac-
ture and more frequent use of falsified benzodiazepine 
tablets, as well as the manufacture of products containing 
designer benzodiazepines, have become a concern in 
Europe.
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3.	 National legislation, 
policy and action

812.  In a judgment of 19 November 2020, the European 
Court of Justice stated that CBD extracted from the can-
nabis plant should not be considered as a drug under the 
1961 Convention as amended or the 1971 Convention. 
The Court stated that, while a literal interpretation of the 
1961 Convention as amended might lead to CBD being 
classified as a drug, insofar as it is a cannabis extract, 
such an interpretation would be contrary to the general 
spirit of the Convention and its objective. It also stated 
that the European Union industrial hemp regulations 
were not applicable to CBD extracts because CBD was 
not an agricultural product according to the definitions 
contained in those regulations. Several European Union 
member States are adjusting national laws and regulations 
to align them with that ruling. 

813.  In December 2020, EMCDDA published a report 
on low-THC cannabis products in Europe, highlighting 
the challenges faced by policymakers and suppliers. The 
report highlighted the complexities that existed due to 
the lack of a clear regulatory framework governing the 
issue.

814.  On the basis of risk assessments conducted by 
EMCDDA, in March 2021, the European Commission 
proposed placing two synthetic cannabinoids (MDMB-
4en-PINACA and 4F-MDMB-BICA) under control in the 
European Union. Health concerns have been raised in 
Europe about both substances. Once the proposal is 
adopted, member States will have six months to introduce 
the relevant national implementing measures. 

815.  Following its announcement in late 2018 that it 
would legalize the cultivation, distribution, possession 
and use of cannabis for recreational purposes within five 
years, on 22 October 2021, the Government of Luxembourg 
put forth further legislative proposals. Under the proposed 
legislation, individuals aged 18 and above would be 
allowed to grow up to four cannabis plants per household 
for recreational use. It would also be possible to buy 
cannabis seeds, without any THC limits, in shops and 
online. While the consumption and transport of and 
trade in cannabis or cannabis products other than seeds 
in public would remain illegal, the consumption and 
transport of cannabis of up to 3 grams in public would 
be considered as a misdemeanour instead of a criminal 
offence.

816.  In Switzerland, an amendment to the Federal Act 
on Narcotics and Psychotropic Substances came into force 
on 15 May 2021. The amendment specifies the 

requirements for pilot projects on the controlled distribu-
tion of cannabis for non-medical purposes, with a view 
to providing a scientific basis for the future regulation of 
cannabis. Pilot projects are authorized by the Federal 
Office of Public Health, after consultation with the rele-
vant cantons and municipalities. Pilot projects must be 
limited in duration to five years and may be extended 
once, for a period of two years. No more than 5,000 par-
ticipants in each study are permitted, and the company 
performing the pilot project must share the results with 
the Federal Office of Public Health. An evaluation of 
those research reports is then to be presented to the 
Federal Assembly of Switzerland. The amendment also 
allows broader access to cannabis for medical use and 
specifies that such use will no longer require an excep-
tional licence from the Federal Office of Public Health. 
Instead, the treating physician can decide whether to pre-
scribe cannabis. Physicians must collect anonymized data 
in connection with treatment with cannabis, and the 
Federal Office of Public Health must keep a register con-
taining the data for statistical purposes and scientific 
evaluation. 

817.  A multidisciplinary committee established by the 
Parliament of France published three reports on cannabis 
regulation in May 2021. The reports focus on relevant 
regulations and the impact of three types of cannabis use: 
(a) medical; (b) recreational; and (c) “wellness” (mainly 
CBD use). Composed of representatives from six 
parliamentary commissions and 30 parliamentarians 
from governing and opposition parties, the committee 
conducted 100 hearings with experts and professionals in 
relevant organizations over a period of more than a year. 
The report on the use of cannabis for medical purposes 
reviews the experiment conducted in the country, since 
March 2021, on prescribing cannabis products for 
therapeutic use, and looks ahead to fully implementing 
the programme for the development of a new medicinal 
cannabis sector. The report on recreational use proposes 
a national debate on key questions that would ensure 
State control of the trade and the protection of young 
people. The report on CBD calls for a broad consideration 
of potential legal aspects and recommends the development 
of an information, evaluation and regulatory system to 
ensure consumer safety. 

818.  In March 2021, the Government of Malta pub-
lished a white paper on cannabis aimed at strengthening 
the legal framework on the “responsible use of cannabis”. 
The main proposals include decriminalizing the posses-
sion of up to 7 grams (instead of 3.5 grams) of cannabis 
and permitting personal cultivation of up to four plants 
for private consumption. The white paper also contains a 
proposal for the establishment of a dedicated government 
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authority responsible for all cannabis-related matters, 
along with the provision of an educational campaign and 
training for front-line officials, should those proposals be 
accepted. The public was invited to submit their views 
and inputs. 

819.  The Board wishes to remind all parties to the 
1961 Convention as amended that, under article 4, 
paragraph (c), thereof, and subject to the provisions of 
that Convention, the production, manufacture, export, 
import, distribution of, trade in, use and possession of 
drugs are limited exclusively to medical and scientific 
purposes and that any measures allowing for the use of 
cannabis for non-medical purposes are in violation of 
the legal obligation incumbent upon parties.

820.  In November 2020, the Government of Denmark 
published its evaluation of the country’s medicinal can-
nabis pilot programme (January 2018–December 2021). 
In May 2021, the Parliament of Denmark decided to 
extend the pilot programme for the prescription of can-
nabis for medical purposes for another four years. That 
means that all doctors can continue prescribing cannabis 
products to their patients for the health conditions they 
deem appropriate. The Parliament also decided to perma-
nently extend the cultivation and production of medicinal 
cannabis in Denmark beyond the expiration of the cur-
rent pilot programme. 

821.  Ukraine legalized the use of some cannabis prod-
ucts for medical purposes. In April 2021, the Government 
introduced amendments that allow for the limited use of 
nabilone and nabiximols. Used to treat the side effects of 
cancer treatment and to relieve muscle spasms in multiple 
sclerosis, these drugs are intended to reduce pain for seri-
ously ill patients. Other, draft laws aimed at relaxing can-
nabis regulations in the country, including permitting the 
use of cannabis for medical purposes on a prescription 
basis, establishing a relaxed regulatory system for the cul-
tivation of low-THC cannabis plants and setting out a 
clear definition of CBD as a non-controlled substance, are 
expected to be adopted in 2021. 

822.  Aiming to boost the production and exports of 
medicinal cannabis, the Parliament of Greece approved a 
new bill on medicinal cannabis products in 2021. Under 
the new bill, medicinal cannabis produced by Greek com-
panies for export will be subject only to the laws and 
regulations of the importing country and will not be sub-
ject to the same legal regime as cannabis sold 
domestically. 

823.  In Ireland, in July 2021, the Minister for Health 
announced further developments in the Medical Cannabis 

Access Programme (a pilot programme that started in 
2019) to increase the availability of cannabis for medical 
purposes. Medical consultants can now submit applica-
tions to register, allowing them to prescribe their patients 
cannabis products that have been accepted for use in the 
programme. In December 2020, the country decriminal-
ized possession of cannabis and cannabis resin for per-
sonal use: “simple possession” of cannabis or cannabis 
resin for personal use will not be subject to criminal 
conviction if the perpetrator admits the offence and 
accepts an adult caution. 

824.  In Portugal, regulatory decree No. 2/2020 estab-
lished the authorization system for the cultivation of 
“hemp” and its industrial use. Under the terms of the 
regulatory decree, the agricultural services are responsible 
for the authorization of the cultivation of “hemp” for 
industrial purposes, food or animal feed use, the manu-
facture of compound feeding stuff and the production of 
fibres and seeds not intended for sowing. The control 
functions are conducted by the Institute for Financing 
Agriculture and Fisheries, together with the Judicial 
Police, the National Republican Guard and the Public 
Security Police. 

825.  Several countries in the region approved national 
drug strategies following the adoption of the European 
Union Drugs Strategy 2021–2025. In 2020, Bulgaria 
adopted a new national strategy for combating drugs for 
the period 2020–2024, which covers five main areas of 
action (supply reduction; demand reduction; increasing 
research and modernizing technological equipment; 
improving inter-agency coordination; and improving the 
regulatory framework) and contains specific performance 
indicators for institutions that are intended to contribute 
to the implementation of the new European Union 
strategy. 

826.  In June 2021, Estonia approved the second white 
paper entitled “Drug policy 2030”, which formulates the 
country’s priority goals for the next 10 years, including a 
steady downward trend in drug use, the provision of com-
prehensive assistance and care to users and the integra-
tion of drug services and interventions into health, social, 
educational and law enforcement services. 

827.  In 2021, Croatia completed the drafting of a new 
national strategy and action plan to combat addictive 
behaviour for the period 2021–2030. Taking the latest 
trends and challenges into consideration, the new strategy 
focuses on all types of addictive behaviour, in particular, 
habitual use of psychoactive substances, alcohol, tobacco 
and drugs. By engaging all relevant stakeholders, the new 
strategy maps out the actions required to keep the 
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prevalence of the use of different psychoactive substances 
within socially acceptable levels while not undermining 
or jeopardizing public safety. 

828.  In November 2020, the Russian Federation 
approved a new anti-drug strategy for the period 2021–
2030. The new strategy outlines the security threats posed 
by narcotic drugs and the increasing use of technology 
for distributing and selling them, and corresponding 
actions to suppress the illegal distribution of drugs, pro-
tect public health and ensure public security. The goals 
of the new strategy are to reduce drug trafficking, reduce 
the consequences of illegal drug use, foment a conscious 
negative attitude in society towards illegal drug use and 
involvement in drug trafficking, and improve the availa-
bility of and access to controlled substances for medical 
purposes. 

829.  In December 2020, the list of controlled precursor 
chemicals was extended to include an additional 10 pre-
cursors following decree No. 2007, which became effec-
tive on 4 April 2021.

830.  In February 2021, the Government of the Russian 
Federation approved amendments to article 230 of the 
Criminal Code establishing criminal responsibility for 
promoting or inciting the use of narcotic drugs, psycho-
tropic substances or their analogues over the Internet. 

831.  In February 2021, the Parliament of Iceland 
passed into law a bill that will make it legal for munici-
palities to open supervised injection sites for people who 
inject drugs. It is estimated that 700 people inject drugs 
in Iceland and that between 25 and 40 people would ini-
tially use the supervised injection sites in Reykjavik. 

832.  In January 2021, the Government of the United 
Kingdom announced 148 million pounds worth of new 
investment to reduce crime and protect people from ille-
gal drugs. Taking a system-wide approach in tackling the 
problem of illegal drugs in five of the hardest-hit areas in 
England and Wales, the new investment provides addi-
tional funding for law enforcement authorities and drug 
use treatment and recovery services and is the largest 
increase in drug use treatment funding in 15 years. 

4.	 Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

833.  The illicit drug market in Europe has demonstrated 
elasticity and adaptability as it rebounded from the short-
lived drug supply disruptions during the first wave of 
COVID-19-related restrictions in the first half of 2020. 

Countries reported only marginal impact of the COVID-
19 pandemic on the illicit supply of drugs. On the con-
trary, by turning to legal freight traffic as the main mode 
of transport, because it was exempt from the pandemic 
restrictions, traffickers smuggled more than 100  tons of 
drugs to Sweden in one year, a far larger amount than 
previously estimated. Traffickers in France were also pre-
pared for the second lockdown in late 2020 and avoided 
disruptions to the supply of illicit drugs to the extent 
experienced in the first lockdown, in early 2020. This was 
reflected in the greater amount of cannabis and other 
illicit drugs seized in comparison with the previous 
reporting period. Among the trends of the second lock-
down observed in France was the distribution of drugs 
at clandestine parties that took place at privately rented 
venues or in large public spaces. The opposite trend was 
noted in the Russian Federation, where the tightening of 
customs controls and limitations on the movement of 
goods and people led to a 40 per cent decrease in drug-
related crimes and a reduction in the availability of can-
nabis resin in the country during 2020.

834.  Eurojust has reported that, despite the slowing fre-
quency of first-time notifications of psychoactive sub-
stances, their continuing appearance on the drug market, 
as well as the use of alternative, non-scheduled precur-
sors, generates a challenging situation for authorities in 
the region. The difficulty in establishing evidence admis-
sibility and the diverse or even absent legal provisions in 
different European countries create challenges for law 
enforcement and legal practitioners in the investigation 
and prosecution of cases involving these substances. On 
the basis of an analysis of casework from 2017 to 2020, 
Eurojust confirmed that law enforcement entities face 
operational challenges in detecting criminal activity 
because of the increased use of online marketplaces by 
traffickers, notably on the darknet, and of cryptocurrency 
payments and anonymized postboxes for deliveries by 
clients.

835.  EMCDDA has warned that the ongoing digitaliza-
tion of drug markets to facilitate drug distribution may 
be one of the longer-term effects of the pandemic. In 
addition to the encrypted messaging services mentioned 
above, this can be seen in the increased use of the Internet, 
including social media and the darknet, to facilitate 
street-level sales and the supply of drugs. This was cou-
pled with the accelerating exploitation of postal, parcel 
and home delivery services for the trafficking of drugs. 
In that regard, Italy reported an upward trend in crimes 
related to the sale of drugs on the Internet in 2020. 
Bulgaria also saw an increase in the supply and demand 
of drugs online, with courier delivery companies increas-
ingly used in the country for the shipment of parcels 
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containing narcotic substances. Sweden reported that, 
from 2019 to 2020, the number of Internet-related drug 
seizures increased by more than 50 per cent, partially due 
to the country’s participation in INTERPOL Operation 
Pangea, which focuses on tackling counterfeit and illicitly 
produced medicines sold online.

836.  Europol confirms that, while illicit drug sales on 
the Internet (including the darknet) have accelerated, the 
Internet is used mainly for the sale and distribution of 
smaller, retail quantities of drugs, whereas wholesale 
amounts are trafficked offline. Assessing the threats that 
serious and organized crime poses to the European 
Union, Europol states that nearly 40 per cent of the crimi-
nal syndicates operating in the European Union are 
engaged in drug trafficking. As well as generating profits 
of several billion euros, drug-related crime has been asso-
ciated with heightened levels of violence in recent years.

837.  Large seizures of cocaine in Europe, mostly in 
Belgium, the Netherlands and Spain, indicate continuing 
strong consumer demand for the drug in the region and 
beyond. As the efficiency of the cocaine supply chain has 
improved, increased amounts of cocaine of higher purity 
are reaching the region, according to the UNODC World 
Drug Report 2021. EMCDDA confirms that cocaine 
potency has been on an upward trajectory over the past 
decade, increasing by 57 per cent between 2009 and 2019.

838.  Maritime trafficking in cocaine, including the 
exploitation of the transcontinental food trade from 
South America to Europe, remained largely unaffected by 
restrictions introduced to respond to the COVID-19 pan-
demic. A shift to trafficking larger consignments of 
cocaine was observed, with the North Sea coast serving 
as the primary point of entry for cocaine reaching Europe, 
as shown by continuing seizures in Rotterdam, the 
Netherlands, the seizure of 7  tons reported in Antwerp 
and the seizure of a 16-ton consignment in Hamburg, 
Germany. Belgium reported cocaine seizures in the port 
of Antwerp that accounted for a third of the total for all 
of Europe.

839.  Recent seizures of cocaine from South America at 
ports in Albania, Croatia and Montenegro point to the 
efforts of traffickers to enter the region by new routes other 
than through Western and North-Western Europe, notably 
seaports in South-East Europe. The port of Ploce, Croatia, 
recorded three seizures of cocaine, including one case 
involving half a ton of high-purity cocaine concealed in a 
shipment of bananas from South America, and the port of 
Durres in Albania reported a seizure of over 300 kg of the 
substance in June 2021. The seized drugs were intended 
for onward trafficking by land to neighbouring countries. 

Montenegro reported a seizure of over 1,500 kg of cocaine 
in a warehouse in Podgorica, suspected to have arrived by 
boat via the port of Bar, in August 2021.

840.  Judging by the large maritime seizures of heroin 
reported, a recent adaptation by traffickers to the situation 
caused by the pandemic has been the increased use of 
maritime vessels to traffic opiates, which were tradition-
ally smuggled into the region by land. Sea routes pose 
less risk and allow for larger quantities to be smuggled. 
The use of the Balkan route for heroin trafficking from 
West Asia was impaired by strengthened border control 
measures. Bulgaria, a transit country along this route, 
reported that no such land trafficking had been detected 
on its territory in 2020. 

841.  There has been greater use of the southern 
Caucasus route, by which heroin is smuggled by land 
from the Islamic Republic of Iran through Armenia and 
Georgia, then by ferry across the Black Sea to Bulgaria 
and Western Europe. The importance of this route was 
highlighted by the seizure of nearly 1.5  tons of heroin at 
the port of Constanţa, Romania, in May 2021. Another 
seizure of the same amount took place in the port city of 
Rotterdam in February 2021.

842.  The Netherlands also reported a seizure of 1 kg of 
fentanyl, a highly potent opioid. In addition, law enforce-
ment authorities discovered almost 2,000 litres of precur-
sor chemicals (aniline, (2-bromoethyl)benzene, and 
propionyl chloride) in late October 2020, likely destined 
for use in the illicit manufacture of fentanyl. It remains 
unclear whether the manufacture was to take place in the 
Netherlands or elsewhere. It was the first reported 
instance of such precursors appearing in the country, and 
fentanyl manufacture remains uncharacteristic of the 
region. More detailed analysis of the latest trends and 
developments related to precursor chemicals under inter
national control, as well as their non-scheduled substitutes 
and alternatives, can be found in the report of the Board 
for 2021 on precursors.

843.  Trafficking in cannabis and cannabis resin remains 
persistent in the region, as cannabis remains the most 
popular drug in the European Union. Illicit cannabis 
plant cultivation in Europe continued at pre-pandemic 
levels as trafficking in cannabis resin to Europe shifted 
from land to sea. Indoor cannabis cultivation remains 
prevalent in the region, according to UNODC. In addi-
tion, EMCDDA reports that home cultivation of cannabis 
continued in 2020, partially as a result of the pandemic. 
Morocco remains the main external source of cannabis 
resin that reaches the European Union, while Albania and 
North Macedonia continue to be major sources of 
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significant quantities of high-quality cannabis trafficked 
to countries of both Central and Western Europe.

844.  Spain remains a major point of entry for drugs 
trafficked from Africa to Europe, as seizures of large 
amounts of cannabis resin during the reporting period 
demonstrate. Among the largest of the seizures was one 
of more than 7 tons of cannabis resin seized at the Spanish 
coast in May 2021, which had been transported on a tug-
boat, and 15  tons of cannabis resin loaded on a vessel 
sailing from Morocco, which were seized east of 
Fuerteventura in July 2021. 

845.  Criminals exploited the growing legitimate market 
for cannabis products for illicit purposes. A total of 
372,000 cannabis plants from 52 plantations, located in 
different cities in Spain, were seized by the Spanish police 
in November 2020 after an investigation lasting several 
months. A business network that was using legitimate 
CBD oil sales as a front was illicitly cultivating cannabis 
with a prohibited THC content under the guise of culti-
vating cannabis for medical purposes. 

846.  Intelligence obtained from accessing encrypted 
telephone devices used by criminal networks contributed 
to the increase in illicit laboratories and drug storage 
locations discovered in the Netherlands. The number of 
sites of synthetic drug manufacture reported by the 
National Police of the Netherlands has continued to rise, 
to 108 dismantled sites in 2020. Of those, 32 were illicit 
methamphetamine laboratories in 2020, more than a 
threefold increase from the previous year. The illicit labo-
ratories are usually very sophisticated, with high-quality 
and high-output equipment. Europol, in its Serious and 
Organised Crime Threat Assessment, warns that large-scale 
methamphetamine manufacture will likely become more 
frequent due to the significant profit incentive. In that 
context, a crystalline methamphetamine laboratory with 
a daily production capacity of 100 kg was discovered in 
the Netherlands in July 2021.

847.  Bulgaria reported the presence of small laborato-
ries of the so-called “kitchen” type. Such laboratories were 
found to manufacture methamphetamine for personal use 
using medicinal products sold over the counter in 
pharmacies.

848.  Although the availability of “ecstasy” appears to 
have remained unaffected by the COVID-19 pandemic, 
in half of the cities assessed by EMCDDA, wastewater 
analyses showed that “ecstasy” and methamphetamine 
consumption was below pre-pandemic levels when lock-
down measures were in place. To adapt to the possibly 
different consumer needs during periods of lockdown, an 

increasing number of lower-strength “ecstasy” tablets 
emerged in the Netherlands in 2020, as reported by the 
country’s drug information and monitoring system.

849.  Estonia reported seizing significant amounts of 
“ecstasy” and cocaine in several individual criminal cases 
in 2020, but the total amounts of drugs seized in the 
country did not increase substantially. 

850.  The European Union early warning system received 
notifications of a total of 46 NPS in 2020, a considerable 
decrease from the peak years of 2014 and 2015, when it 
received notifications of about 100 NPS each year. Opioids 
and synthetic cannabinoids made up nearly half of the 
substances for which notifications were received in 2020. 
Despite growing concerns relating to the use of benzodi-
azepines, there were no formal notifications of new ben-
zodiazepines in 2020. The decrease in newly detected 
psychoactive substances is thought to be related to sus-
tained policy efforts by Governments to restrict the avail-
ability of such substances on the European market. 
Nevertheless, EMCDDA warns that the availability and 
accessibility of such substances remains high, through 
sales both online and at the street level.

851.  The competent authorities of the Russian 
Federation recorded rapid growth of synthetic drugs in 
the country, with the number of illicit laboratories dis-
mantled by law enforcement agencies increasing by one 
fifth and the amount of precursors seized increasing six-
fold in 2020 compared with 2019.

5.	 Prevention and treatment

852.  Most European countries continue to monitor the 
drug use situation through the collection, submission and 
dissemination of comprehensive prevalence and treat-
ment data. With the launch of the latest European Internet 
survey on drugs by EMCDDA in March 2021, which has 
been extended to include data collected through the par-
ticipation of EMCDDA partners in the Western Balkans 
and the European Neighbourhood Policy countries, more 
data can be collected in a timely manner. Aimed at 
improving understanding of patterns of drug use in the 
region in order to help shape future policies and interven-
tions, the voluntary, anonymous survey will be conducted 
in 31 countries and in 28 languages.

853.  Regional analysis of trends in the consumption of 
the main opioid analgesics (codeine, dextropropoxy-
phene, dihydrocodeine, fentanyl, hydrocodone, hydro-
morphone, ketobemidone, morphine, oxycodone, 
pethidine, tilidine and trimeperidine) conducted by INCB 
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shows that the highest consumption of these drugs is in 
some developed countries in Europe. Countries reporting 
some of the highest average consumption of opioids for 
pain management worldwide in the period 2018–2020 
include, in descending order of consumption rates, 
Germany, Austria and Belgium. The region also continues 
to be the one with the highest submission rate of con-
sumption data on psychotropic substances to INCB. 

854.  Approximately 29 per cent of persons in the 
European Union aged 15–64 (83 million people) are esti-
mated to have used illicit drugs at least once in their 
lifetime, according to the EMCDDA estimate for the year 
2019. Cannabis, with a total of 78.5 million adults report-
ing lifetime use, remains the most-used drug in the 
region. The level of lifetime use of cannabis varies con-
siderably within the region, from about 4 per cent in 
Malta to 45 per cent in France. Much lower estimates are 
reported for the lifetime use of cocaine (13.9 million), 
“ecstasy” (10.3 million) and amphetamines (8.6 million). 
About 17.5 million persons aged 15–34 reported using 
drugs in the past year, with that number composed of 
twice as many males as females. 

855.  According to the EMCDDA European Drug Report 
2021, patterns of drug use in the region have become 
more complex as an increasing number of substances 
become available and the patterns of polydrug use diverge. 
An emerging trend is the non-medical use of benzodiaz-
epines (at times in combination with opioids or alcohol) 
among high-risk people who use drugs, prisoners, per-
sons deprived of their liberty and other groups. The easy 
availability and low cost of the substance, together with 
the growing prevalence of pandemic-related mental 
health issues, might have been the main contributing fac-
tors. Given such polydrug use and the increasing domi-
nance of synthetic substances in the European Union, 
EMCDDA has called for further development of forensic 
and toxicological resources.

856.  Another major challenge for Europe is the grow-
ing availability of cannabis products adulterated with syn-
thetic cannabinoids and the health risks they pose. Both 
the number of deaths linked to the use of some synthetic 
cannabinoids reported in 2020 (over 20 deaths related to 
4F-MDMB-BICA in 2020) and public health alerts issued 
by EMCDDA concerning the presence of natural can-
nabis products adulterated with highly potent synthetic 
cannabinoids underline the urgent need for more robust 
scientific information.

857.  The latest report of the European School Survey 
Project on Alcohol and Other Drugs suggests that 
European students aged 15 and 16 perceived cannabis to 

be the illicit substance easiest to obtain, with about one 
third of respondents rating cannabis as easily obtainable 
in 2019. More students in Czechia, Denmark, the 
Netherlands, Slovakia and Slovenia perceived cannabis to 
be easily available (45–51 per cent). Jurisdictions with the 
lowest perceived availability of cannabis included North 
Macedonia, Romania and Ukraine, as well as Kosovo.60 
Perceived availability was lower for “ecstasy” (14 per 
cent), cocaine (13 per cent), amphetamine (10 per cent) 
and methamphetamine (8.5 per cent). Those drugs were 
perceived to be more easily available in Bulgaria, Denmark 
and Sweden. 

858.  A 2020 study in Norway examined the relationship 
between past-year cannabis use and associated factors 
(such as attitudes towards legalization, use intentions and 
risk perceptions) and possible dependence among univer-
sity and college students, and shed light on necessary 
intervention strategies. Given the relatively common use 
of cannabis, attitudes towards legalization, the level of 
intention to use cannabis if legalized and the perception 
of its low risk, the study suggests that cannabis use poses 
a tangible health risk for college and university students 
in the country. Campus-based intervention strategies 
should therefore target students’ cannabis-related atti-
tudes and risk perceptions, in addition to frequent use. 

859.  The EMCDDA European Drug Report 2021, which 
contains the latest study of wastewater from 82 cities in 
18 European countries, concluded that cannabis use in 
2020 was the highest in Southern and Western Europe, 
in particular in Croatia, France, the Netherlands, Portugal 
and Spain. Cocaine use also remained the highest in 
Southern and Western Europe, with the highest levels 
being found in Belgium, the Netherlands and Spain. As 
in the past, the highest concentrations of amphetamine 
use were reported in Eastern and Northern Europe. The 
use of methamphetamine, generally low and historically 
concentrated in Czechia and Slovakia, was also found in 
Cyprus, Germany and Spain. The highest levels of 
“ecstasy” use were found in Belgium, Germany, the 
Netherlands and Slovenia. While the levels of most drug 
use were lower during the initial COVID-19-related lock-
downs in 2020 in comparison with the data for 2019, the 
levels went back up once the lockdown measures were 
lifted. However, the use of drugs such as “ecstasy” that 
are associated with recreational events was much lower 
in 2020 in most cities.

860.  Similar to the recent trend observed using waste-
water analysis, online self-reporting drug use surveys 

60 References to Kosovo shall be understood to be in the context of 
Security Council resolution 1244 (1999).

https://undocs.org/S/RES/1244(1999)
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suggested a greater popularity of substances perceived as 
more suitable for home consumption, including 
psychedelics (for instance, LSD and 2C-B), and 
dissociatives (for example, ketamine). Preliminary results 
also suggested that occasional users might have reduced 
or stopped using drugs during the pandemic, while regu-
lar users increased their drug consumption. 

861.  Prevention and treatment services in most 
European countries resumed operations by June 2020, 
although at reduced capacity because of COVID-19 pre-
ventive measures. The number of people who use drugs 
entering treatment remained at lower levels throughout 
the year, likely because of a greater use of telemedicine. 
Meanwhile, restrictions on external service providers and 
social-distancing measures also disrupted treatment 
services in prison settings. 

862.  In May 2021, EMCDDA published a technical 
report entitled “Drug-related deaths and mortality in 
Europe”, highlighting that an estimated 9,200 deaths had 
involved one or more illicit drugs in the European Union 
and Norway and Turkey in 2018. Opioids were the main 
driver of those fatal overdoses, and men in their thirties 
and forties accounted for most of those deaths. The 
number of fentanyl-related deaths decreased markedly in 
Estonia and Sweden in 2018, while Scotland had some of 
the highest fentanyl-related mortality rates in Europe. 
Given that situation, the Government of Scotland intro-
duced Buvidal (which contains buprenorphine) as a treat-
ment option for people who use heroin in prisons and 
across the country and, in July 2021, allocated substantial 
funding for front-line services in order to get more people 
into treatment. England and Wales also recorded the larg-
est number of drug-related deaths in 2020 (about 4,500) 
since 1993. According to the Office for National Statistics, 
about half of those deaths occurred in 2019 but were 
recorded in 2020 owing to delays in registering deaths. 
Apart from that, the increase was possibly driven by an 
ageing cohort of people who use drugs and the new 
trends of polydrug use, including combining gabapenti-
noids and benzodiazepines with heroin or morphine. 

863.  In the light of the considerable number of people 
who use opiates and cocaine and of drug-related deaths 
in the United Kingdom, an independent review was 
undertaken for the Government. The report (“Review of 
drugs part two: prevention, treatment, and recovery”) put 
forth a list of recommendations on treatment and recovery 
services. Specifically, the report contains a call for a 
reform in central government leadership, increased 
funding for drug use treatment and wider recovery 
support, and the strengthening of local authority 
accountability. 

864.  In Ireland, drug use treatment and prevalence data 
suggest an increasing dominance of cocaine. While opi-
oids continue to be the primary drug of concern and 
accounted for 37 per cent of drug use treatment cases in 
2020, the number of treatment cases involving cocaine 
increased from 24 per cent in 2019 to 27 per cent in 2020. 
Cocaine was also, for the first time, the most common 
drug among new treatment cases in 2020. Findings from 
the Irish National Drug and Alcohol Survey also point to 
considerable increases in cocaine usage, from 1.8 per cent 
of males aged 25–34 reporting recent use of cocaine in 
the period 2002–2003 to 9.4 per cent in the period 2019–
2020, considerably higher than that recorded in most 
other European countries.

865.  According to data collected through the French 
“addictovigilance” system from 2010 to 2019, health harms 
related to the misuse of gabapentinoids (gabapentin and 
pregabalin) in France (hospitalization for serious neuro-
logical, psychiatric or cardiac effects, requests for support 
and deaths) were recorded and the intrinsic misuse poten-
tial of pregabalin was confirmed. The increasing misuse of 
gabapentinoids, in particular of pregabalin, in the country 
since 2018 highlights the importance of specific monitor-
ing of substance use-related disorders even after marketing 
authorization has been given.

F.	 Oceania

Exploitation of Pacific island States for trafficking in drugs 
to Australia and New Zealand continues and there are 
indications that the region is also being used to traffic 
synthetic opioids to the United States and Europe. 

Data on the prevalence of drug use and on treatment 
demand in Pacific island countries remain unavailable. 
The provision of prevention and treatment services 
throughout the region needs to be ensured if progress 
is to be made towards achieving Sustainable Development 
Goal 3, on ensuring healthy lives and promoting well-
being for all at all ages.

1.	 Major developments

866.  Transnational crime, including drug trafficking, 
continues to increase in the Pacific islands, with small 
craft being utilized by organized criminal groups for drug 
trafficking, in particular to Australia and New Zealand. 
In addition, Pacific island States are emerging as transit 
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points for trafficking in synthetic opioids to Australia, the 
United States and countries in Europe. 

867.  Non-parties to the three international drug control 
conventions remain concentrated in Oceania,61 which 
remains vulnerable to exploitation by organized criminal 
groups for large-scale trafficking in drugs and laundering 
of the proceeds of drug-related crimes and to other 
related risks, including domestic drug use. The Board 
calls upon non-parties to take steps towards accession 
to the conventions and encourages regional and bilateral 
partners to provide support to this end, so that these 
States can benefit from the implementation of the 
conventions in terms of improving the availability of 
controlled medicines, preventing drug trafficking and 
use and ensuring the provision of evidence-based 
treatment and rehabilitation services. This would con-
tribute to progress towards the achievement of Sustainable 
Development Goal 3, on ensuring healthy lives and pro-
moting well-being for all at all ages, in particular targets 
3.5 and 17.18 of the Goals, on strengthening the preven-
tion and treatment of substance use, and enhancing 
capacity-building support to developing countries, includ-
ing for least developed countries and small island devel-
oping States, and increasing significantly the availability 
of high-quality, timely and reliable data, respectively. The 
2030 Agenda, which contains the Goals, was adopted by 
the General Assembly in 2015 as a blueprint for achieving 
a better and more sustainable future for all. Regional and 
bilateral initiatives to prevent and address drug trafficking 
continue and the Board remains engaged with countries 
in Oceania, including through the implementation of the 
memorandum of understanding between the Board and 
the Oceania Customs Organization. 

868.  New Zealand enacted temporary legislation to 
permit the operation of drug- and substance-checking 
services during the 2020/21 summer festival season. In 
2021, New Zealand introduced the Drug and Substance 
Checking Legislation Bill (No. 2), which is intended to 
enable a permanent regulatory system for drug- and 
substance-checking providers. However, the possession of 
controlled drugs and unapproved psychoactive substances 
remains illegal.

61 Of the 10 States yet to accede to the 1961 Convention as amended, 
7 are in Oceania: Cook Islands, Kiribati, Nauru, Niue, Samoa, Tuvalu and 
Vanuatu. Of the 13 States not party to the 1971 Convention, 8 are in 
Oceania: Cook Islands, Kiribati, Nauru, Niue, Samoa, Solomon Islands, 
Tuvalu and Vanuatu. Of the seven non-parties to the 1988 Convention, 
four are in Oceania: Kiribati, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands and 
Tuvalu.

2.	 Regional cooperation

869.  In November and December 2020, the Australian 
Border Force held train-the trainer courses for customs 
and immigration officials from the region in the use of 
the Pacific Small Craft Application, which was developed 
by the Australian Border Force for Oceania Customs 
Organization members to improve the collection and 
sharing of information on small craft within the region. 
In April 2021, the Oceania Customs Organization and the 
Australian Border Force conducted training for border 
law enforcement agencies of Fiji on the use of the applica-
tion. The Oceania Customs Organization has recognized 
that small craft remain a threat to all countries in the 
Pacific as they are used for a number of illicit activities, 
including drug trafficking by organized criminal groups. 
In June 2021, online training was held for Oceania 
Customs Organization members, including officers who 
are to serve as regional coordinators for the application. 
The training session was followed by a meeting of the 
Pacific Small Craft Application Regional Coordinators 
Forum to discuss the implementation of the technology 
within each jurisdiction. 

870.  In December 2020, the INCB GRIDS Programme 
provided access to and training on its latest intelligence 
tools for the Oceania Customs Organization and its mem-
bers throughout the Pacific. The training was held within 
the framework of the 2019 memorandum of understand-
ing between the Oceania Customs Organization and 
INCB, which is aimed at facilitating the sharing of infor-
mation and the development of actionable intelligence for 
customs officers in the Pacific. Recognizing the critical 
role that customs administrations play in intercepting 
emerging dangerous substances, in particular in the 
Pacific, 11 front-line customs officers in Australia, Fiji, 
Micronesia (Federated States of) and Palau participated 
in the event. GRIDS Intelligence is a state-of-the-art 
secure analytics package that visualizes global real-time 
NPS trafficking incidents, providing intelligence profiles 
of dangerous non-scheduled substances for profiling and 
risk assessment by law and regulatory enforcement focal 
points. The training also provided an opportunity to 
highlight the emergence of Pacific island States as 
trafficking points for synthetic opioids.

871.  In March 2021, the Pacific Islands Chiefs of Police, 
the Pacific Immigration Development Community, the 
Pacific Transnational Crime Coordination Centre and the 
Oceania Customs Organization conducted a joint pilot 
exercise on operation command with 26 participants 
from Fiji, Samoa and Solomon Islands. The exercise was 
conducted as part of ongoing efforts to improve 
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communication and networking processes to combat 
transnational crimes, which continue to increase in the 
region.

872.  In August 2021, the Oceania Customs Organization 
held its annual conference, at which member customs 
administrations noted that the threat in the Pacific 
remained high from, inter alia, trafficking in drugs and 
welcomed the WCO Operational Guidelines for the 
Facilitation of Situationally Critical Medicines and 
Vaccines. Reference was made to the capacity-building 
activities carried out in the Pacific, including training on 
vessel searches, border security assessments, small craft 
targeting, cargo search, disruption of criminal business 
activities, risk assessments, document examination, and 
investigations and intelligence. In June 2021, the Oceania 
Customs Organization held a criminal business disrup-
tion workshop with the participation of 23 member cus-
toms administrations, law enforcement agencies from Fiji, 
the Pacific Transnational Crime Coordination Centre, the 
Pacific Transnational Crime Network, the Pacific Islands 
Chiefs of Police, the Pacific Islands Forum Secretariat, the 
Pharmaceutical Security Institute, the WCO Regional 
Intelligence Liaison Office for Asia and the Pacific, INCB 
and UNODC. 

873.  Drug control officials from the competent national 
authorities of four countries in Oceania, namely Australia, 
Kiribati, New Zealand and Papua New Guinea, have reg-
istered to use INCB Learning e-modules. The e-modules 
cover narcotic drugs, psychotropic substances, precursors, 
and the international drug control framework. They are 
available upon registration to officials of competent 
national authorities at no cost. 

3.	 National legislation, 
policy and action

874.  The Fiji Revenue and Customs Service announced 
the signing of an agreement with the Fiji Police Force for 
the sharing of information through the INTERPOL data-
base and the National Customs Enforcement Network, 
with a view to further strengthening the country’s border 
management system. The Fiji Police Force also announced 
the establishment of a narcotics bureau.

875.  In June 2020, the Parliament of the Marshall 
Islands adopted an amendment to its national legislation, 
renaming the Narcotic Drugs (Prohibition and Control) 
Act the Prohibited Drugs (Prohibition and Control) Act. 
To reflect the substances present on the illicit market, the 
Act places methamphetamine, synthetic cathinones and 
“ecstasy” under national control.

876.  In Palau, a canine detection unit was established 
to support law enforcement efforts, including drug 
detection. 

877.  In December 2020, the Therapeutic Goods 
Administration of Australia announced a final decision 
to reschedule certain low-dose CBD preparations from 
Schedule 4 (prescription medicine) to Schedule 3 
(pharmacist-only medicine), which would allow low-dose 
CBD preparations approved by the Therapeutic Goods 
Administration of up to a maximum of 150 mg per day 
to be supplied by a pharmacist over the counter for adult 
consumption without a prescription. The decision also 
covered limits on dosage form and packaging requirements, 
including pack size and the use of child-resistant 
closures. 

878.  In June 2021, the Narcotic Drugs Amendment 
(Medicinal Cannabis) Act 2021 was adopted in Australia. 
The legislation is aimed at reducing the burden of the 
licence assessment process by providing for a single 
medicinal cannabis licence to replace the previous three-
licence structure that was required for cultivation, pro-
duction, manufacture and research activities, and by 
providing for the majority of licences to be permanent. 
The amendments were presented as reaffirming the com-
mitment of the Government to the availability of a safe, 
legal and sustainable supply of cannabis-derived medi-
cines for patients. 

879.  In December 2020, the Parliament of New 
Zealand passed time-limited legislation, the Drug and 
Substance Checking Legislation Act 2020, permitting the 
operation of drug- and substance-testing services during 
the 2020/21 summer festival season. However, it will 
remain illegal for members of the public to possess con-
trolled drugs and unapproved psychoactive substances. 
The Act is to be repealed automatically 12 months after 
commencement. As mentioned in paragraph 868 above, 
New Zealand also introduced the Drug and Substance 
Checking Legislation Bill (No. 2).

880.  In October 2021, Tonga hosted a national sympo-
sium on illicit drugs. The panel discussions were focused 
on three strategic focus areas: (a) demand reduction; 
(b)  supply reduction; and (c) harm reduction. The sym-
posium revealed that the main illicit drugs circulating on 
the local market were methamphetamine, cocaine and 
cannabis. It also revealed an increase in the proportion 
of people being admitted to the psychiatric unit at the 
main hospital with drug-related issues, from 31.7 per cent 
in 2016 to 47.4 per cent in 2018.
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4.	 Cultivation, production, 
manufacture and trafficking

881.  Most drug seizures in Oceania are accounted for 
by Australia and New Zealand. However, continued 
reports of seizures in other countries of the region illus-
trate the exploitation of Pacific island States for trafficking 
in drugs to Australia and New Zealand.

882.  The Fiji police service reported seizures of meth-
amphetamine, as well as the seizure of over 4  tons of 
cannabis plant on the island of Kadavu, over the period 
June 2020–March 2021. The Government of the Federated 
States of Micronesia reported the seizure of cannabis 
shipped in a parcel from the United States. 

883.  In December 2020, the Samoa police reported the 
eradication of approximately 4,000 cannabis plants and 
the Samoa Customs and Revenue Service reported a 
record seizure of 500 grams of methamphetamine, 
together with 2 kg of cannabis. This was followed in 
January 2021 by a further record seizure in Samoa, of 900 
grams of methamphetamine concealed in packages 
shipped from the United States. The Government of 
Tonga reported seizures of methamphetamine and can-
nabis, as well as of cocaine that had washed up on the 
shores of Vava’u in July 2021.

884.  A record 38.5  tons of illicit drugs were seized in 
Australia in the 12-month period from July 2019 to June 
2020, including 18 tons of ATS and 10.6 tons of cannabis. 
This marked a 45 per cent increase compared with the 
previous year and a 314 per cent increase compared with 
the 12-month reporting period 2010/11. There are indica-
tions that the illicit markets for ATS and cannabis remain 
large, with the potential to expand. In addition, the illicit 
market for cocaine continued to expand and the heroin 
market, while relatively small, also appeared to be 
expanding. 

885.  Preliminary drug seizure data from New Zealand 
Customs show that the amounts of methamphetamine 
seized at the country’s border increased in the first half 
of 2021, reaching 381.8 kg, compared with the same 
period in 2020, when they reached 105 kg, while the 
volume of “ecstasy” seized decreased, from 197.6 kg to 
27.8 kg. The amount of cocaine seized remained stable at 
about 10 or 11 kg.

886.  Of people self-reporting drug use in Australia and 
New Zealand, the proportion who purchased drugs over 
the darknet (based on a non-representative convenience 
sample of some 3,600 people per year in Australia and 
3,200 people in New Zealand) increased from 6.0 per cent 

in January 2014 to 17.5 per cent in January 2021, 
suggesting that the popularity of the darknet for drug 
purchases in the two countries remains above the global 
average (namely 4.7 per cent in January 2014 and 14.5 per 
cent in January 2021, based on roughly 100,000 self-
selected people from more than 50 countries each year).

5.	 Prevention and treatment

887.  There is a persistent lack of data on drug use and 
treatment demand in Pacific island States. The Board 
recommends that these States prioritize the collection 
of data on drug use trends and treatment demand in 
order to inform the development of evidence-based 
drug control policy, and encourages bilateral partners 
and regional and international organizations to provide 
support to this end. 

888.  Wastewater analysis in April 2021 covering 56 per 
cent of the population of Australia indicated signs of 
recovery in the illicit market for methamphetamine, 
which remained the most-consumed illicit drug in the 
country. Fentanyl and oxycodone consumption decreased 
to the lowest levels recorded by the National Wastewater 
Drug Monitoring Programme. Heroin consumption con-
tinued to decline and cocaine consumption also decreased. 
“Ecstasy” consumption decreased from the record level 
seen in December 2019. 

889.  Of a sample of people who had injected drugs at 
least once monthly in the preceding six months, 9 per 
cent reported an increase in using their own needles and 
13 per cent reported injecting more alone following the 
introduction of measures to prevent the spread of 
COVID-19. Among the sample group, the prevalence of 
recent (past six months) use of heroin increased from 55 
per cent in 2019 to 63 per cent in 2020. The proportion 
of respondents reporting recent methamphetamine use 
decreased from 78 per cent in 2019 to 72 per cent in 
2020. While reported recent use of cocaine had declined 
from 35 per cent in 2001, an increase was seen between 
2019 and 2020, from 13 per cent to 17 per cent. Recent 
use of cannabis reached the lowest level (67 per cent) 
since monitoring commenced. Morphine was the phar-
maceutical opioid most commonly used without a pre-
scription (15 per cent) and the non-medical use of 
fentanyl was reported by 6 per cent of respondents. A 
decrease in recent use of codeine without a prescription 
was seen, from 9 per cent in 2019 to 4 per cent in 2020. 
Nearly half (48 per cent) of the sample were engaged in 
drug use treatment, reflecting an increase compared with 
2019 (42 per cent). 
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890.  Among adults detained by police in Australia, past-
month use of methamphetamine decreased from 55 per 
cent in the period January–February 2020 to 38 per cent 
in the period April–June 2020 and then increased to 39 
per cent in the period October–November 2020. 

891.  In Australia, between the 12-month reporting 
period 2015/16 and the 12-month reporting period 
2019/20, amphetamines replaced cannabis as the most 
common illicit drug of concern leading to treatment. The 
number of closed treatment episodes62 where ampheta-
mines were the principal drug of concern increased from 
about 12,500 episodes to 61,000 episodes over the 10-year 
period to 2019/20. In 2019/20, nearly 8 in 10 treatment 
episodes within the amphetamines group were for meth-
amphetamine as a principal drug of concern, having 
increased from 12 per cent in the 12-month reporting 
period 2010/11. Over the same period, the number of 
treatment episodes for cannabis rose by 27 per cent and 
the number of treatment episodes for cocaine increased 
about fourfold.

892.  According to provisional data, the proportion of 
drug-induced deaths involving amphetamines increased 
by a factor of four over the period 2009–2019 in Australia. 
The proportion of drug-induced deaths involving cocaine 
increased by a factor of 2.5 over the period 2016–2019. 
While natural and semi-synthetic opioids were the most 
commonly identified opioid in opioid-related deaths in 
the period 1997–2018, heroin was the most commonly 
identified opioid in opioid-related deaths in 2019. The 
rate of opioid-induced deaths involving heroin doubled 
in the period 2009–2019. 

893.  The New Zealand Health Survey for the period 
1  July 2019–19 March 2020 found that past-year preva-
lence of use of cannabis and amphetamine prior to the 
pandemic was 14.9 per cent and 1.1 per cent respectively, 
which was similar to the previous survey period but rep-
resented an increase compared with earlier years. 

894.  Wastewater monitoring covering up to 75 per cent 
of the population in New Zealand indicated that meth-
amphetamine use in the first quarter of 2021 had 

62 A treatment episode is considered closed when treatment is com-
pleted or has ceased; there has been no contact between the client and 
treatment provider for three months; or there is a change in the main 
treatment type, principal drug of concern or delivery setting.

decreased by 14 per cent compared with the previous 
quarter, and by 30 per cent compared with the first quar-
ter of 2020. The lowest level of “ecstasy” consumption 
since reporting began was recorded in the first quarter of 
2021, representing a 53 per cent decrease from the previ-
ous quarter. Cocaine consumption remained relatively 
stable but represented a decrease of 41 per cent compared 
with the first quarter of 2020. Comparison of wastewater 
data in one week of May 2021 and April 2021 indicated 
an increase in the quantities detected of methampheta-
mine (27 per cent increase), “ecstasy” (43 per cent 
increase) and cocaine (37 per cent increase). Total 
detected levels of “ecstasy” in May 2021 remained lower 
than in May 2020 and May 2019. The total level of cocaine 
detected in May 2021 indicated an increase compared 
with the quantity consumed in May 2020 and May 2019.

895.  In 2021, the early warning system of New Zealand, 
operated by the Drug Information and Alerts New Zealand 
of the National Drug Intelligence Bureau, issued alerts 
about dangerous synthetic cannabinoids, possibly linked 
to a number of deaths and hospitalizations, and about 
tablets containing a dangerous amount of eutylone that 
had been likely sold as “ecstasy”. 

896.  In Oceania, the level of availability of narcotic 
drugs for medical and scientific purposes remains skewed, 
with lower levels of availability seen in the Pacific island 
States. In 2020, Australia and New Zealand, representing 
0.4 per cent of the global population, accounted for 4 per 
cent of global consumption of morphine. During the 
period 2019–2020, there was a marked decrease in the 
reported consumption of opioid analgesics in Oceania. 
However, the level of consumption of opioids, including 
fentanyl and oxycodone, in Oceania remains among the 
highest in the world, and represents a risk for potential 
misuse and overdose. Determining levels of consumption 
of psychotropic substances for Oceania remains a chal-
lenge, as over a quarter of the countries in the region 
have not provided consumption data on any psychotropic 
substance for the past several years. A slight improvement 
for 2020, however, suggests that continuous efforts in this 
regard will facilitate better assessments on the availability 
of psychotropic substances in the region.




