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|. About the United Nations

The United Nations is an international organisation founded in 1945 in the aftermath of the
Second World War, with the central purpose of preventing future conflict and fostering
cooperation between sovereign states. What began with 51 founding members has grown into a
body of 193 member states, making it the most universal political organisation in existence
today. The UN Charter, signed in San Francisco, lays out its core purposes: maintaining
international peace and security, developing friendly relations among nations, achieving
international cooperation in solving economic, social, cultural and humanitarian problems, and
being a centre for harmonising the actions of nations.[1]

The UN operates through six principal organs - the General Assembly, the Security Council, the
Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC), the Trusteeship Council, the International Court of Justice
and the Secretariat. Beyond these, a vast network of specialised agencies, funds, programmes
and offices carry out the day to day work of the organisation in fields ranging from health to
refugees to drug control. It is within this wider UN system that the United Nations Office on
Drugs and Crime sits, reporting through ECOSOC and headquartered at the UN Office at Vienna.
[2]

For the purpose of this committee it is worth remembering that the UN is not a world
government. It cannot compel states to act against their will outside of very narrow Security
Council powers. What it can do, and what it does in the area of drugs and crime, is build
consensus, set international standards through treaties, gather and publish data that no single
state could collect on its own, and provide technical assistance to countries whose institutions
are struggling. Delegates should keep this in mind throughout the conference: the question is
rarely "what should be done" in the abstract, but "what can realistically be achieved through
cooperation between states that often have sharply competing interests."[3]

Il. About the Committee
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)

1. Introduction and Brief History

The United Nations Office on Drug and Crimes is the UN's prime organization on addressing the
increase in complexity of transnational threats mainly being drug trafficking, organised crime,
money laundering, corruption and terrorism was formally established as a specialized body in the
UN in 1997. This organ of the UN came to be through the merging of 2 previously existing bodies
— The United Nations Drug Control Program and the Centre for International Crime Prevention.
Since then the UNODC has taken the lead in combating such issues. With its main headquarters
being in Vienna they also have 80 global offices and its key governance



commissions being Commission on Narcotic drugs as well as the Commission on Crime
Prevention and Criminal Justice.

2. Purpose
The primary purpose of the UNODC is to provide technical assistance to member states, mainly
in the areas of public security, health and criminal justice. This includes the world drug
problem, fight organised crime, prevent and counter corruption, prevent as well as counter
terrorism, promote fair and active criminal justice systems.
The UNODC provides a stage for member states alongside stakeholders to deliberate on issues
pertaining to drugs and crime syndicates. Here discussion and policy development take place
alongside negotiations of different treaties and agreements. The UNODC also plays a crucial
role in informing policy decisions. Deliberations like these aim to build consensus on
international standards and best practices to be implemented on a global scale. Although the
UNODC itself cannot directly enforce laws; it plays a vital role in the implementation of
international mandates.
Led by the Executive Director, its role is providing technical assistance and capacity building in
areas like drug treatment, law enforcement, and criminal justice reforms for member states.
Moreover, they conduct constant research to support the global efforts against drugs, crime,
and terrorism.

While the UNODC doesn't have any punitive powers and cannot impose any penalties on
offenders, the majority of their work focuses on prevention strategy and plays a supportive role.
Despite the lack of enforcement authority, UNODC helps states in addressing transnational
crime. Ad Hoc committees within the UNODC are temporary specialized bodies formed to
handle specific issues or tasks. Moreover their work involves reviewing, negotiating drafts and
providing support in policy formation, in cases of transnational crime, drug trafficking and
cybercrime. Even though bodies like these are temporary and not long lasting they play a crucial
role in the advancement of UNODC's mission.

3. Functions of UNODC

Supports member states efforts in identifying, investigating, and documenting organised crime
groups. Provides technical and operational assistance for law enforcement to tackle crimes
such as human trafficking, cyber crime and arms. They work in the promotion of joint
operations and intelligence exchanges between different international agencies. Assists
member states in the implementation of United National Convention Against Corruption
(UNCAC) — they develop sturdy legal and institutional frameworks. Helps in developing robust
anti corruption laws for effective prosecution and preventions and offers capacity building



through policy guidance to improve transparency, accountability and ethical guides. It also
collects, analyzes and assesses data related to global drug production, trafficking corridors and
consumption and selling patterns. While also helping governments craft laws, treaties and
enforcement strategies which are aligned with UNODC's drug treaties and strengthening the
ability of national enforcement bodies to prosecute drug related offences. The UNODC works in
raising awareness and also functions at a communal level by visiting schools, local
communities. They lead international campaigns to spread awareness on drug abuse, crime
and corruption. They align their functions with those of the SDGs. Works to develop and
provide specialized training for border and customs officials for better interdiction of illegal
goods. Provides nation-wise toolkits and operational guidelines tailored for their needs. They
also work to enhance capabilities of custom and country-wise units. They work in multiple field
offices internationally doing ground work to provide support tailored to country and regional
needs and interests. While also designing and implementing long term projects in drug
trafficking, criminal justice reforms and anti corruption.

4. Working of UNODC

In the UNODC the Commission.on Narcotic Drugs plays a key.role in public policymaking for
drug related issues. They meet annually in Vienna, where nations review global trends, adopt
resolutions and set priority lists for the work of the UNODC. They have specialised groups
working on specific issues like precursor chemical regulation and trafficking in firearms. Smaller
panels like these allow detailed negotiations and technical discussions.

UNODC has multiple field offices in 70 plus countries allowing ground delivery of initiatives
tailored to member states needs. A decentralized process like this allows fast responses.
UNODC has produced some of the world's extremely influential reports which help in informing
international policymaking and help measure progress. The committee works very closely with
other organs of the UN, regional organisations, civil society and private sectors.

5. Important Laws Governing the UNODC

The committee's work is firmly set on foundational laws and policies such as the Single
Convention on Narcotic Drugs (1961), which provides for the control of narcotic production and
distribution. The Convention on Psychotropic Substances (1971) establishes regulations on
psychoactive substances and synthetic drugs. The United Nations Convention against Traffic in
Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances (1988) strengthens cooperation of law
enforcement, bans money laundering and precursor chemicals. The United Nations Convention
against Transnational Organized Crime (2000), also known as the Palermo Convention, is the
first international treaty which targeted criminal organisations and includes protocols for
migrant trafficking. The United Nations Convention against Corruption (2003) is an
encompassing legal framework aimed to prevent and combat corruption in public and private
sectors.



6. Relationship with Other Committees in UN and Its Role

Commission on Narcotic Drugs acts as the main policymaking body which governs the UNODC's
drug mandate. The Security Council coordinates on aspects related to crime security and counter
terrorism. The Human Rights Council collaborates to ensure the rights of humans in anti-
terrorism and drug efforts. The Economic and Social Council gives overall policy making guidance.
The WHO cooperates to reduce the drug demand worldwide and focuses more on treatment and
mental health for users. The International Labour Organisation (ILO) combines efforts to stop
human trafficking and forced labour. Regional Enforcement Bodies work through Ilaw
enforcement cooperation to join forces to put an end to transnational crime.

7. Limitations of the Committee
Limited Enforcement Challenges: UNODC cannot actually enforce laws, it can only recommend
and support. Varying Political Desires: Different countries have different approaches to their
approach of drug control or crime prevention. Capacity Disparities: Different capacities of
different countries to implement uniform policies.

8. History, Milestone Resolutions, Achievements
Annual World Drug Reports provide extensive data to shape drug policy globally. Asset
Recovery and Money Laundering: helps in finding and confiscating criminal assets. Human
Trafficking Protocol Implementation supports victim assistance and law enforcement
worldwide. Counter-Terrorism Programmes develop legislative guidelines and framewaorks to
assist member states for training. Collaboration on SDGs incorporates crime prevention and
justice policies into the global sustainable development goals.

I1l. Detailed Analysis of The Agenda

Transnational drug trafficking has turned into a cast and highly organised industry that corrodes
state authority, institutional integrity and democratic governance which generates massive
illicit financial flows that gravely undermine the rule of law, human security and sustainable
development.

By systematically exploiting maritime corridors and weaknesses in port and coastal governance
structures and parallel illicit economies entrench alternative systems of power and violence
transforming sea routes and coastal communities into critical fault lines where state
sovereignty, regional stability and international security are directly imperilled.

Trafficking: The Logistics of a Shadow State



Trafficking is where drug economies meet territory, and territory is where governance begins.
Moving tonnes of product across continents requires controlled corridors - border crossings,
ports, airstrips, river routes - and controlling a corridor requires either corrupting the officials
who police it or replacing them with your own armed authority. This is why trafficking
organisations end up governing: control of the route is the business model.[17]

The infrastructure of modern trafficking is striking in its sophistication. Cartels operate
semi-submersible vessels and contaminated container shipments through ports like Guayaquil,
Antwerp and Rotterdam; West African networks move cocaine across the Sahel along routes
taxed by jihadist groups; Southeast Asian syndicates push methamphetamine out of Myanmar's
Shan State through Laos and Thailand in volumes measured in billions of tablets.[18] At every
node of these chains, somebody is being paid - a customs officer, a port worker, a general, a
minister - and that payroll is the skeleton of the parallel state.

Diversification compounds the problem. The same networks that move drugs also move
weapons, people, gold, timber and counterfeit goods, and they launder for each other. Violent
extremist organisations in the Sahel such as JNIM tax traffickers and control smuggling routes
while presenting themselves as governing authorities and service providers in neglected
regions - a textbook illustration of how illicit economies and parallel governance fuse.

Nature of the problem: narco-governance and parallel economies

Drug trafficking can be defined as a global illicit trade involving the cultivation, manufacture,
distribution and sale of substances that are subject to drug prohibition laws. The UN underlines
that this trade is a major driver of transnational organised crime, corruption and violence,
undermining the rule of law and sustainable development.

In many regions, drug trafficking no longer operates only at the margins of the state; instead, it
interacts with political and security institutions in ways that can entrench corruption and
weaken democratic accountability. This committee highlights how organised crime networks
use drug revenues to infiltrate institutions, capture parts of the state, and influence
decision-making, creating a cycle in which public authority is used to shield illicit activity. This
pattern is often described in policy debates as narco-states, narco-regimes or broader
narco-governance, in which criminal and political interests become intertwined and mutually
reinforcing.

Drug economies also contribute to large illicit financial flows (IFFs) and shadow economic
activity. IFFs are financial flows that are illicit in origin, transfer or use, that involve an exchange
of value and that cross borders. UNCTAD AND UNODOC stress that flows likes this drain



resources from development weaken domestic revenue mobilisation and create parallel
systems of finance and patronage than can rival or undermine the formal economy in some
contexts communities become economically dependent on illicit crops trafficking and
associated services which complicate efforts to dismantle drug markets without addressing
livelihoods and social protections

The Impact of narco-governance

Narco-governance can manifest along a spectrum, from localised criminal governance to
broader patterns of state capture. At the territorial level, armed groups and trafficking
organisations presume order, resolve disputes and deliver social assistance where state
presence is weak, in exchange for loyalty and impunity. These arrangements let criminal actors
enforce their own rules, levy informal taxes and regulate local markets, substituting or
competing with state institutions. Higher up, political elites, security services or local authorities
may collude with or profit from drug trafficking, with corruption enabling protection,
manipulation of investigations and fraudulent documentation, sometimes producing narco-
regimes or narco-kleptocracies where state and criminal power blur in practice.

Across this spectrum, drug proceeds are moved and concealed through money-laundering and
IFFs. UNODC describes money-laundering as the process of disguising the illicit origin of
proceeds of crime and integrating them into the legitimate financial system through stages
commonly referred to as placement, layering and integration. These financial flows distort
currencies and asset prices, undermine financial integrity and reduce fiscal space for social
investment. The result is a set of parallel systems:
e Parallel tax regimes based on extortion, “protection payments” and informal
levies by armed groups.
e Parallel welfare systems through handouts, jobs in illicit markets and clientelist
“charity” projects.
e Parallel enforcement, where private militias or cartel “police” replace or co-opt
formal security actors.
Such intertwined systems make communities structurally dependent on drug economies
protection networks which means that purely regressive responses can if no carefully designed
exacerbate preexisting poverty,displacement and human rights violations hence UNODC
emphasises an integrated approach that combines law enforcement,institution-building anti
corruption measures and socio economic development.



Maritime corridors central arteries of the drug economy

UNODC’s World Drug Report and Global Maritime Crime Programme highlights a growing
reliance on maritime routes which traffic bulk shipments of cocaine heroin and synthetic drugs
which are concealed in commercial shipping during the covid 19 pandemic UNODC reported that
restriction on air and land transport disrupted with traditional trafficking networks pushing
trafficker to rely heavily on maritime routes with large consignments of cocaine which are being
seized in major European ports, This shows that sea based routes now work as the system which
breathes life into such trafficking routes.

Traffickers exploit containerised:shipping and busy ports by hiding drugs in legitimate cargo,
often at points in the supply chain where inspection rates are low. Corruption among port
officials, customs officers and private logistics staff is a critical enabler, linking drug trafficking
to wider integrity challenges in trade facilitation and customs systems. The UN Toolkit on
Synthetic Drugs—developed by UNODC with other UN entities and international
organisations—emphasises that effective responses require close cooperation with customs,
postal and transport authorities, as well as improved risk-profiling and cargo monitoring.
Beyond container shipping semi-submersible and low profile vessels are being designed in
order to evade detection while transporting tones od cocaine across long distances at sea such
vessels alongside fast boats and fishing vessels they exploit gaps in maritime domain awareness
and limited interdiction capabilities on the high seas as well as in exclusive economic zones
maritime drug trafficking is known to overlap with other maritime crimes like piracy arms
smuggling human trafficking and migrant smuggling illegal fishing and environmental offences
which then create complex nexuses at sea.

Strategic maritime transit regions include the Atlantic and eastern pacific corridors lining Latin
American Production zones to north america and europe as well as the indian ocean and
adjacent seas where heroin and other drugs transit between south and south west asia east
africa and beyond.Unodc analysis and capacity building activities in west africa and the western
indian ocean show coastal states with limited resources in high levels of poverty and
governance challenges are particularly vulnerable to becoming transit hubs, storage points and
refuelling bases for maritime trafficking. In such contexts narco-governance can extend
offshore as traffickers cultivate influence among coastal communities port authorities and
even segments of security forces through corruption, intimidation and profit sharing

The UNODC Global Maritime Crime Programme works with member states to strengthen
maritime law enforcement judicial cooperation and legislative frameworks and to enhance
maritime dominance awareness through training and technology.GMCP emphasizes regional
and inter agency cooperation between navies,coast guard and financial intelligence units and



prosecutors as essential to detecting interceptions and prosecuting maritime drug trafficking

and related crimes

IV.Timeline

Date / Period

Event / Innovation
Title

Event Description /
Technological
Impact

Landmark
Regulations & Laws

1839-1842

First Opium War

Armed conflict over
trade

disputes sparked by
the mass
importation

of
British-merchant-su
pplied opium into
Qing China.

Treaty of Nanking
(1842)

1856-1860

Second Opium War

Anglo-French
military
intervention

in China, resulting
in the legalization

of the opium
tradeand
expanded
foreign commercial
access.

Treaties of Tianjin
(1858); Convention
of Peking (1860)

1859

Invention:
Isolation of Pure
Cocaine Alkaloid

German
Albert
Niemann
isolated the
purealkaloid
from coca leaves,

chemist

creating highly
concentrated




cocaine
hydrochloride.

1874

Invention: Synthesis

of
Diacetylmorphine
(Heroin)

English chemist C.R.Alder
Wright synthesized
diacetylmorphine, later
mass-marketed
by Bayer in1898asa
"non-addictive"
alternative.

February
1909

International Opium
Commission

Representatives from
13
nations convened
in Shanghaito
address the
unregulated global
opium tradeand
growing addiction
epidemics.

Final
Resolutions
of the
Commission
(Non-binding
)

23 January
1912

International Opium
Convention

The world’sfirstlegally
bindinginternational
drug controltreatywas
adopted toregulate
morphinic
and opium
derivatives.

International
Opium
Convention
(1912)




December
1914

Harrison
Narcotics Tax Act

A landmark u.s.

federal law

regulating and

taxing the

production, importation,
and

distribution

of opiatesandcoca

products.

Harrison
Narcotics Tax
Act (U.S.)

24 October
1945

Establishment
of the United
Nations

The charter-based
founding  of the
United Nations to
promote international
peace, security, and
global institutional
cooperation.

UN Charter (1945)

16
February
1946

Establishment of the
Commission on
Narcotic Drugs (CND)

The UN Economic and
Social Council

(ECOSOC)  created
the CND as
the central
policymaking
body for  global
drug

management.

ECOSOC Resolution 9(l)




30 March Single Universal Single Convention on
1961 Convention on treaty Narcotic Drugs (1961)
Narcotic Drugs consolidating previous
international
agreements, targeting
the
prohibition of
unregulated
cultivation,
production,
and distribution.
October Comprehensive Drug U.S. federal law | Controlled Substances
1970 Abuse Prevention creating Act (CSA)
and Control Act the "Controlled
Substances Schedules"
system based on
medical utility
and abuse
potential.
21 Convention Multilateral Convention
February on Psychotropic treatyengineered on
1971 Substances to Psychotropic
respond to Substances
the diversification (1971)

ofthesynthetic
drug market
(amphetamines,
barbiturates,

and psychedelics).




1970s

Expansion of the "Golden
Triangle" Drug Economy

Border regions of

Myanmar, Laos, and

Thailand transformed
intomajor
centers of

global

opium

production
amidlocalized

conflicts.

Mid-1970
s

Invention:
The Turbocharged
Smuggling Aircraft

Cartels

began utilizing
modified twin-engine
turbo-props and

commercial airliners

Engppede fuel tanks
ta %vaderadar.
wit

1979-198
9

Soviet—Afghan War

Decade-long armed
conflict

in
Afghanistan
that eroded
formal agricultural
sectors and
devastated institutional
infrastructure.

Early 1980s

Consolidation of
the Guadalajara
Cartel Partnership

Miguel Angel Félix
Gallardo consolidated
independent Mexican
smuggling factions
into a single logistics
pipeline.




February 1985 | Assassination of US DEA specialagent =
DEA Agent Enrique
Enrique "Kiki" Camarena
Camarena was abducted,
tortured, and
assassinated by the
Guadalajara Cartel in
Mexico.
20 United Nations Treaty UN Convention
December Convention expanding Against Illicit
1988 Against lllicit enforcement Traffic (1988)
Traffic mandates to target
asset
forfeiture, money
laundering,and
essential
precursor chemicals.
July 1989 Establishment of G7 SummitinParis FATF
the Financial 40

Action Task Force
(FATF)

created

Hter-governmental
watchdog to design
and promote
anti-money
laundering

(AML) standards.

Recommendations

August 1989

Assassination
of Luis Carlos
Galan

Prominent Colombian
presidential candidate

Luis Carlos
Galan, an
anti-cartel advocate,
was assassinated by
the Medellin Cartel.




1989-1993 Intensified State-led crackdowns
Counter-Trafficking targeting
Operations the leadership
in Colombia structures of major
cartels
(e.g., Medellin and
Cali).
1991-1999 Fracturing of the "New Post-Soviet geopolitical
Silk Road" / Balkan fragmentation opened
Routes up
alternative
transit corridors via
Central Asia and
Eastern Europe.
1993 Invention: Colombian
Narco-Submarines drug syndicates
(Self-Propelled engineered fiberglass,
Semi-Submersibles) low-profile vessels
designed to sit nearly
flush with the water
line to evade radar.
1995 Formation of the United Paramilitary groups

Self-Defense Forces of
Colombia (AUC)

formed a loose
federation primarily
funded by illicit
narcotics trafficking and
extortion.




December Foreign Narcotics Kingpin u.sS. legislation Kingpin Act
1999 Designation Act authorizing sweeping (U.S.)
financial sanctions
against targeted
foreign
drug kingpins and their
global
networks.
1999 Launch of A bilateral security, Bilateral
Plan economic development, | U.S.-Colomb
Colombia and ia Accord
counter-narcotics
initiative ~ executed
by Colombia with
extensive us
backing.
15 United The adoption of a Palermo
November Nations milestone framework Convention
2000 Convention focusing on global (UNTOC)
Against criminal coordination, (2000)
Transnational encompassing
Organized Crime extortion,
money laundering,
and trafficking.
2001 Founding of Eurasian political, SCO Charter
the Shanghai economic,
Cooperation and security
Organisation alliance formedby
(SCO) regional powers.




31 October United Nations The adoption of the United
2003 Convention first global, legally Nations
Against binding instrument Convention
Corruption aimed at preventing Against
and penalizing Corruption
public and (UNCAC) (2003)
corporate corruption.
Mid-2000s Emergence of Latin American —
West Africa as a syndicates pivoted to
Transshipment using the Gulf of
Hub Guinea and West
African states as
strategic maritime and
aerial staging grounds
for Europe.
December Deployment Mexican —
2006 of OperationMichoacan President
Felipe
Calderén
deployed

thousands of
federal troopsto
Michoacan,
launching

the official

militarized
offensive

against
drug cartels.




2006

ECOWAS Political
Declaration on Drug
Trafficking

West

African
leadership
organized a
unified,
sub-regional
pact to confront
the rising wave
of organized

crime and
transit
trafficking.

ECOWAS
Regional
Action Plan

June 2008

Signing of
the Mérida Initiative

A multi-billion
dollar security

cooperation
agresigaRe
between the
United States,
Mexico, and
Central
American
nations.

Mérida
[EYE
Framework

2009

Invention: Cryptocurrency
and Darknet Markets

The launchof
Bitcoin

(2009)
followed by the
creation of the
Silk Road

darknet
marketplace
(2011) utilizing
Tor routingand
decentralized
crypto
payments.




August 2010 | San The LosZetascartel —
Fernando executed 72 migrant
Massacre workers
in
Tamaulipas, Mexico,
for refusingtoworkfor
the cartelorcarry
narcotics.
2013 Scaling of Security Insecurity in —
and Maliandthe
Trafficking wider Sahelcatalyzed
Convergence in deepconnections
the Sahel between
illicit contraband
networks,
armed
insurgencies,
and local
political factions.
25 UN Adoption of the | The formalizationof UN SDG 16 (2015)
September 2030 Agenda the Sustainable
2015 Development Goals
(SDGs), particularly
targeting Goal 16
(Peace, Justice, and
Strong Institutions).
19-21 April UNGASS on the A landmarkSpecial UNGASS 2016
2016 World Session Outcome
Drug Problem prompted by Latin Documen
American nations t

pushing fora
fundamental
re-evaluation of
counter-narcotics
paradigms.




2020 COVID-19 Global pandemic —
SupplyChain protocols restricted
Adaptation standard maritime,
border, and aviation
traffic.
February Geopolitical Shifting Renewed regional
2021 and the Golden political
Triangle instability altered
enforcement priorities
across parts of
Southeast Asia.
2021-Prese| Rise of Middle Eastern Exploiting
nt Captagon Networks the governance vacuum in
Syria,
state-aligned factions scaled
up the
industrial production
and
trafficking
of Captagon (fenethylline).
2023 Invention / Trend: Al-Driven | Cartels began
Financial Laundering leveraging automated

algorithmic trading and
Al-enhanced shell
company creation
to obfuscate
transborder transaction
trails instantly.




August Assassination Ecuadorean presidential —
2023 of Fernando candidate Fernando
Villavicencio Villavicencio,
a prominent
anti-corruption advocate,
was
assassinated
in Quito.
ELTELRY Ecuador Declares "Internal Following the prison Presidential
2024 Armed Conflict" escape of a prominent Decree No. 111
cartel leader, (Ecuador)
President
BEIIE] Noboa
declared a "state of
war" against 22 gangs.
June 2024 Sentencing Former Honduran Bilateral
of FormerHonduran President Extradition
President Juan Orlando Treaties
JuanOrlando Hernandez was
Hernandez sentenced to

45 years in a US
federal prison for
conspiring with drug
traffickers.




2021-2026 | Domination Industrial Global
of GlobalSynthetic manufacturing shifted Coalition to
Drug Markets drastically Address
toward Synthetic
non-cultivation-bas ed | Drug Threats
narcotics,
primarily
fentanyl-type
synthetic
opioids and
methamphetamine.

Ongoing Modern Organized crime UNTOC &
Narco-Governance & syndicates  deploy UNCAC

P hybrig Frameworks
Economies tactics, utilizing
encrypted

technologies

and
decentralized
cryptocurrency
laundering

to establish

localized,
deep-rooted
authority.

V.Historical Background

The global narcotics trade initially revolved around substances which were cultivated naturally
like opium,coca and cannabis with trafficking networks remaining regionally concentrated and
heavily dependent on agricultural systems.However,at cross trade borders and global expansion
grew in the 20th century allowed narcotics trafficking to turn into an internationalized crime
economy.

The adoption of the Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs which institutionalised a prohibition
oriented framework where the main aim was the suppression of drug production and its
consumption globally.Althought this system worked to standardize regulation it unintentionally



increased the profitability of drug markets as it criminalized supply chains without sufficiently
addressing the socio-economic conditions sustaining cultivation and trafficking. In vulnerable
regions illicit crop cultivation remained one of the few sources of livelihood due to lack of
development and infrastructure.

The 1970s and 1980s saw the emergence of cartels which fundamentally transformed the
structure of the narcotics economy the formation of organisations like the Medellin Cartel and
the Cali Cartel helped in the industrialization of cocaine trafficking through integrated
operations which involve cultivation, transportation, distribution and financial laundering
systems.Thess organisations rapidly led to economic influence which rivaled state institutions
drug trafficking enabled criminal groups to establish militias,political systems and influence law
enforcement agencies .

The globalization of trade and transportation further accelerated the expansion of trafficking
networks on a transnational scale. This combined with maritime shipping,expanded aviation
networks with liberalisation of trade networks created new ways for crime syndicates to
conceal narcotics in legitimate transit corridors. This combined with weak border governance
and disintegrated custom systems especially in West Africa,Latin America and Southeast
Asia.These structural risks assist in the establishment of parallel economies.

This economy has also become deeply intertwined with socio-economic inequality and
institutional fragility.In regions where government failed to provide employment,security these
vacuums were filled with criminal organisations this further helps the normalization of illicit
economies within vulnerable groups whilst strengthening the influence of such deviant
organisations.

The end of the 20th century also witnessed the increasing diversification of narcotic production
through the emergence of synthetic chemicals and New Psychotropic Substances.Unlike the
traditional drugs which are dependent on agricultural cultivation,synthetic substances can be
formed through precursor chemicals which are sourced through supply chains.This significantly
reduced a majority of the limitations faced earlier especially geographically speaking which
further allowed the establishment of clandestine laboratories they alter the chemical
composition of substances at rates which are unprecedented compared to legal systems
globally making regulation nothing short of a nightmare.

The adoption of the United Nations Convention Against lllicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and
Psychotropic Substances marked an important shift toward stronger international enforcement
cooperation by criminalizing precursor diversion, money laundering and trafficking



conspiracies. However despite extensive legal framework,inconsistent implementation and
corruption create asymmetries in enforcement.

Current Scenario

Contemporary narco-governance has evolved into a multidimensional challenge which is
shaped by globalization,technological innovation,illicit financial systems and institutional
fragility Modern trafficking organisations don't just function solely as a distributor but also as
parallel governance actors which exercise economic,territorial influence across multiple
regions.The expansion of synthetic opioid markets, digital trafficking and laundering systems
have increased both the scale and complexity of transnational drug economies.

One of the most significant shifts has been the transition from plant based narcotics towards
synthetic opioids like fentanyl and methamphetamine. These substances give major operational
advantages to criminal organisations due to lower production costs and the reduced
dependence on agricultural cultivation which proved to be a problem earlier.Production for
such opioids can be done through clandestine labs with the help of precursor chemicals
sourced through legitimate pharmaceutical markets allowing them to operate with greater
concealment and flexibility.

Cartels now like the =Sinaloa Cartel and Jalisco New Generation Cartel operate through highly
sophisticated transnational which involve precursor.These organisational structure have such
extensive logistical networks they start resembling multi-national corporations their
technological capabilities and diversified revenue stream often add to this.Simultaneously
these groups have extended beyond narcotics trafficking into activities including extortion,
illegal mining, arms and human trafficking.

Technological innovation has significantly transformed the capabilities through which
transnational organised crime can operate.Encrypted communication platforms, darknet
marketplaces, cryptocurrencies and parcel-based micro-distribution systems now facilitate
anonymous international transactions while reducing detection risks. Criminal organisations
increasingly rely on digital financial systems,crypto-wallets and decentralised online
marketplaces bypass traditional enforcement mechanisms.These developments have
decentralised operations enabled supplier to consumer models which makes international
regulation difficult.

The globalization of trade and finance has deepened the integration of narcotics trafficking
within legitimate economic systems.Drug trafficking groups increasingly exploit containerized
shipping zones and international logistics infrastructure to conceal narcotics and precursor
chemicals within legal commercial flows.At the same time shell companies offshore financial



centres and trade based money laundering have enabled the integration of illicit revenues into
formal economies. The merger of illicit and legitimate markets has made financial detentions a
multi-dimensional challenge.

ngage the standards of the Convention on the Rights of the Child. Indigenous and cultural
communities: from Andean coca-growing communities for whom the leaf has millennia of
traditional significance, to hill peoples of the Golden Triangle and pastoralist communities of the
Sahel, these groups face the double injustice of bearing eradication and militarisation on their
lands while receiving the least state investment; durable solutions require their participation,
not their displacement. Displaced persons and migrants: trafficking routes and migration routes
overlap, and criminal organisations exploit, tax and recruit people in transit, while host-country
drug markets absorb the desperate.

VI. Present Day Solution

The contemporary landscape of narco-governance has evolved far beyond conventional drug
trafficking which exposes the inadequacy of traditional enforcement centric response.Modern
smuggling networks now operate as a highly adaptive transnational systems deeply embedded
within illicit financial flow,cyber enable trafficking ,maritime logistics,corruption networks and
parallel governance structures.Organized crime groups increasingly exploit globalization,digital
finance,encrypted communication technology and weak frameworks which sustain parallel
economies and expand territorial influence across multiple regions.As synthetic
opioids,decentralised trafficking systems continue to grow at rates unprecedented enforcement
efforts must shift from reactive measure to preventive measures.

1. UNODC’s Global SMART Programme

The Global SMART Programme — under the mandate of the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime (UNODC), is an essential tool in addressing the challenges presented by synthetic drugs.
It also assists countries in developing early warning systems, testing seized substances for
chemical composition and sharing real-time data. Among these, one of its most significant
innovation is the EWA (Early Warning Advisory) platform, which currently monitors over 1,200
NPS across the world. SMART does not make laws but provides those in government with the
food for thought and the skills to act more quickly and on a more informed basis. This program
has been particularly useful in areas where there is only a limited forensic structure in place

2. INCB’s Precursors Control Framework

The International Narcotics Control Board (INCB) has established the PEN online and the
Pre-Export notification system following the 1988 UN convention against illicit trade in Narcotic



Drugs and Psychotropic Substances. The software is used by more than 160 countries in order
to track cross border shipments of chemical,legal substances which can be diverted from drug
production.They are widely abused, and trackers have taken advantage of legal gaps by
producing unregulated or freshly-synthesised variants. However, the structure of the INCB, is
still one of the most coordinated frameworks aimed at reducing precursor diversion at the
global level.

3. ASEAN Work Plan on Securing Communities Against lllicit Drugs

The ASEAN Work Plan is a customized regionally owned framework for Southeast Asia --one
of the most impacted regions from synthetic stimulant production. It includes laboratory
capacity-building, heightened border security, and support for education and prevention
initiatives. Regional countries have cooperated with UNODC to achieve these goals, especially
because of drug tracking from the Golden Triangle. But progress has been uneven between the
nations, and consistent funding continues to present a problem

4. The Financial Action Task Force Anti-Money Laundering Framework

As the primary international body responsible for combating illicit financial flows and
money laundering the Task Force established global money laundering and Counter
Terror Financing standards for its member states.It requires government to implement
mechanisms like suspicious transaction reporting,beneficial ownership
transparency,customer due diligence and regulation of crypto currency exchanges.They
conduct mutual evaluations and use frey listing and blacklisting mechanisms to pressure
states into strengthening financial oversight systems. IT Standards have significantly
improved international cooperation between financial intelligence units,customs
authorities and banking regulators.

5. UNODC-WCO Container Control Programme

The Container Control Programme jointly operated by the United Nations Office on
Drugs and Crime and the World Customs Organization is one of the most important
operational mechanisms addressing maritime trafficking and illicit trade flows. The
programme establishes specialized Port Control Units trained to identify high-risk cargo
shipments, suspicious shipping patterns and narcotics concealed within commercial
container systems.It additionally strengthen intelligence sharingbetween custom
agencies ports and ecofencement authorities across major trafficking corridors in latin
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america, africa and asia the CCp has significantly improved maritime intervention
capacities and customs coordination between different countries however the sheer
scale of global containerized trade and continuing corruption vulnerabilities within port
systems continue restricting comprehensive enforcement coverage.

6. Global lllicit Financial Flow Intelligence and Asset Tracking System (GIFFIATS)

This is a multilateral financial surveillance and asset tracking mechanism which intends to break
cross border laundering systems sustaining transnational trafficking organisations.Modern
narcotics networks increasingly.rely on cryptocurrency systems,offshore bank accounts and
shell companies which conceal cartel revenues within legitimates formal economic
markets.Since existing systems remain fragmented and are heavily dependent on delayed
intergovernmental cooperation which allowed transnational groups to move illicit capital faster
than regulatory mechanisms can respond.

GIIFITAS would establish an intelligence sharing platform which will incorporate the following-

e Financial Intelligence Units (FIUs),
e customs authorities,
e central banks,
e cryptocurrency regulators,
e and anti-corruption
agencies.

The platform would integrate:
® suspicious transaction reports,
e cross-border trade invoices,
e cryptocurrency wallet tracking,
® shell-company ownership registries,
e and maritime shipping data.
Upon the identification of suspicious behaviour there would be a multi layered assessment
which would evaluate irregularities in transaction, repeated use of offshore companies and
prior compliance history. The operational systems will regulate the system by
° by state level reporting through FUIS
° External audits adhering to FATF standards
Additionally member states would work in the harmonization of legislation for cryptocurrency
regulation,beneficial ownership transparency and assist seizure procedure procedures within a
fixed implementation timeline.Non-compliance could result in increased FATF scrutiny and
reduced access to international financial cooperation mechanisms.



7. International Parallel Economy Disruption and Recovery Framework (IPEDRF)

Treaty based economic and governance framework designed to target the core of narco-
governance which is the the integration of illicit economies within legitimate local
markets and governance systems.In many trafficking prone regions,organised crime
groups sustain themselves and their influence not only through violence but also
economic dependency.Cartels frequently finance local businesses, provide employment,
control transportation networks and even replace state welfare systems in economically
marginalized communities. Traditional anti-drug strategies have often focused on
narcotics seizures without addressing the underlying financial ecosystems allowing these
parallel economies to survive.

The IPEDRF would require participating states to identify “High-Risk Parallel Economy Zones”
using indicators such as:

° illicit cash-flow dependency,

° cartel-linked commercial activity,
° informal employment ratios,

° corruption exposure,

° and weak institutional presence.

Once identified, these zones would receive coordinated economic transition assistance jointly
supervised by governments, development banks and the United Nations Office on Drugs and
Crime.

The framework would establish:

° regional economic stabilization funds,
° alternative employment programmes,
° legal business reintegration schemes,
° and anti-corruption monitoring mechanisms.

On top of that all business which operate in areas considered to be high risk will undergo
mandatory beneficial ownership transparency and verification as well as annual financial audits
and reviews

To prevent cartel infiltration into development programmes:

° all contracts above a fixed threshold would require third-party auditing,

° digital public procurement systems would be mandatory,

° and local governance councils would operate under external anti-corruption
oversight.

States which are failing to implement financial transparency mechanisms within designated
regions could face restriction on financing for development and reduced access to international
anti-trafficking assistance programmes.Simultaneously, compliant regions demonstrating
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sustained reductions in illicit financial dependency would receive incentives and preferential
access to international infrastructure funding.

Over time this framework will weaken the economic legitimacy and the impact of
narco-governance by reducing the local dependence on trafficking linked commercial systems
whilst restoring state authority within vulnerable communities.

8. Global lllicit Economy Observatory and Parallel Governance Index (GIEO)

What does not get measured does not get fixed, and today no UN instrument systematically
measures criminal governance. A GIEO housed within UNODC research would fuse seizure data,
financial intelligence typologies, satellite monitoring of cultivation and infrastructure, and field
surveys into an annual Parallel Governance Index scoring territories on indicators such as criminal
taxation, service provision by armed groups, electoral interference and contested state presence.
The index would trigger graduated responses: technical assistance at lower thresholds, integrated
UN country task forces at higher ones, and automatic briefing of the relevant regional
organisation and, where conflict-linked, the Security Council. The political obstacle is obvious -
states do not enjoy being measured - so participation could be incentivised by tying concessional
stabilisation finance to enrolment, on the FATF model where assessment is the price of standing.
[66]

9. International Compact on Criminal Asset Recovery

The single greatest asymmetry in this field is financial: trafficking generates hundreds of billions
yearly while confiscation captures a fraction of one percent. An ICARR protocol, negotiated
under UNTOC Article 28 mechanisms, would commit parties to non-conviction-based
confiscation statutes within a fixed period, mutual recognition of freezing orders among
parties, public beneficial ownership registers, and - the innovation - a default rule of social
reinvestment: confiscated assets are channelled, under joint oversight, into the very territories
the networks governed, funding the schools, clinics and credit that criminal groups used to
provide. This converts asset recovery from an accounting exercise into a direct instrument for
replacing narco-governance with legitimate governance, on the model of Italy's reuse of
confiscated mafia property.[67

VII. Case Studies

a. Haiti Case Study

Haiti has become one of the clearest modern examples of narco governance where criminal
groups no longer just partake in trafficking but actively replace state authority across several
urban regions.Following prolonged political instability,institutional collapse and economic crisis



armed groups consolidated territorial control over key infrastructures like ports,roads and fuel
distribution systems

Drug trafficking has further enabled these gangs to transform from localised criminal actors
into quasi-political authorities, cocaine shipments in Haiti generate revenue which can then be
used to purchase weapons,recruit members and maintain dominance and influence.In a
majority of the gang controlled areas residents rely on armed groups rather than the
government for conflict resolution,economic access and security this is a clear indication of
how trafficking revenue directly sustains parallel governance where criminal organisations
perform state-like functions.

Entire informal economies now function under gang supervision with businesses and civilians
paying “taxes” to maintain access to transport routes and marketplaces.Drug trafficking is then
the financial backbone which enables broader illicit systems to survive and expand their
regime. International responses including sanctions, UN interventions, and multinational
security missions continue to face major limitations due to weak state institutions and
widespread corruption.

b. Afghanistan's Case Study

Afghanistan represents one of the most significant examples of how narcotics economies can
sustain parallel governance during conflict.For decades it remained the largest producer of
illicit opium globally supplying a substantial share of heroin.According to the UNODC
assessments prior to Taliban's 2022 cultivation ban,Afghanistan accounted for 80% of the
world's total opium production.

The opium economy enabled insurgent organisations particularly the Taliban establish
extensive governance structures independent of the central government. Armed groups taxed
farmers, protected trafficking routes, and regulated local production in exchange for loyalty and
revenue.ln several rural areas taliban authorities operate courts,checkpoints etc funded
significantly though narcotic economies.

The economic dependence on narcotics transformed local livelihoods millions of afghans relied
directly or indirectly on opium cultivation due to poverty,unemployment and the absence of
viable agricultural alternatives.International counter-narcotics responses including eradication
campaigns and military interdiction operations failed to dismantle the illicit narcotic economy
which is clear demonstrator on how narco-governance can not solely be erased through
enforcement when trafficking has routes in economic survival.



This is clearly regarded by analysts and institutions as an historical example of a narco state a
case where trafficking states achieved systematic state capture rather than merely operating
alongside state institutions.Beginning in the mid 2000s south american cartels particularly
Colombian trafficking organisations identified Guinea Bissau's fragile institutions and its island
geography and impoverished security forces as the ideal transshipment cocaine hubs for
Europe markets.

Senior military officers,government ministers and heads of states become directly implicated in
facilitating cocaine shipments,receiving payments and providing protection for trafficking
operations.The military itself has.staged multiple military coups since independence become
particularly financed through narcotics revenues,fundamentally corrupting the accountability
structures that otherwise might constrain political violence or criminality.This is representation
of narco governance as not not the replacement of the state by criminal actors, but the
transformation of the state apparatus itself into a trafficking instrument.

The economic consequences are dire with one of the lowest GDPs in the world and minimal
formal economic activity,narcotics generated rents constitute a disproportionate share of elite
income creating powerful incentives to perpetuate trafficking arrangements rather than
pursuing institutional reforms counter narcotic efforts by EU,UN and ECOWAS has achieved
durable results due to elite resistance to institutional change — demonstrating that narco
governance becomes self-reinforcing when criminal revenue constitutes the primary source of
political power.

Vill. Guiding Questions

1. At what point should the international community treat a drug trafficking organisation as
a governance actor rather than only a criminal one, and what legal and political consequences
should follow from that recognition?

2. How can UNODC and member states attack the financial architecture of parallel
economies - laundering, state capture, criminal investment in the legal economy - when less
than one percent of illicit flows are currently intercepted?

3.  What obligations do demand-side and arms-exporting states bear for the
narco-governance crises of producer and transit states, and how should burden-sharing be
structured?

4. How should the committee respond when the trafficker is the state itself, as in Assad-era
Syria, given the UN's foundational commitment to sovereignty?

5. Can territories be transitioned out of criminal control without simply militarising them, and
what must replace the wages, services and order that criminal groups provided?



6. How can responses protect rather than further punish vulnerable groups - women
couriers, recruited children, cultivating indigenous communities - who are simultaneously
participants in and victims of parallel economies?

7. Does the shift to synthetic drugs, which decouples trafficking from territory and
agriculture, demand new treaty instruments, or can the 1961-1971-1988 framework be
adapted?

8. What incentives could realistically persuade states to accept measurement, peer review and
intervention in matters as politically sensitive as criminal penetration of their own institutions?
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	resources from development weaken domestic revenue mobilisation and create parallel systems of finance and patronage than can rival or undermine the formal economy in some contexts communities become economically dependent on illicit crops trafficking and associated services which complicate efforts to dismantle drug markets without addressing livelihoods and social protections  The Impact of narco-governance
	Narco-governance can manifest along a spectrum, from localised criminal governance to broader patterns of state capture. At the territorial level, armed groups and trafficking organisations presume order, resolve disputes and deliver social assistance where state presence is weak, in exchange for loyalty and impunity. These arrangements let criminal actors enforce their own rules, levy informal taxes and regulate local markets, substituting or competing with state institutions. Higher up, political elites, security services or local authorities may collude with or profit from drug trafficking, with corruption enabling protection, manipulation of investigations and fraudulent documentation, sometimes producing narco-regimes or narco-kleptocracies where state and criminal power blur in practice.
	Across this spectrum, drug proceeds are moved and concealed through money-laundering and IFFs. UNODC describes money-laundering as the process of disguising the illicit origin of proceeds of crime and integrating them into the legitimate financial system through stages commonly referred to as placement, layering and integration. These financial flows distort currencies and asset prices, undermine financial integrity and reduce fiscal space for social investment. The result is a set of parallel systems:
	● Parallel tax regimes based on extortion, “protection payments” and informal
	levies by armed groups.
	● Parallel welfare systems through handouts, jobs in illicit markets and clientelist
	“charity” projects.
	● Parallel enforcement, where private militias or cartel “police” replace or co-opt
	formal security actors.
	Such intertwined systems make communities structurally dependent on drug economies protection networks which means that purely regressive responses can if no carefully designed exacerbate preexisting poverty,displacement and human rights violations hence UNODC emphasises an integrated approach that combines law enforcement,institution-building anti corruption measures and socio economic development.
	Maritime corridors central arteries of the drug economy
	UNODC’s World Drug Report and Global Maritime Crime Programme highlights a growing reliance on maritime routes which traffic bulk shipments of cocaine heroin and synthetic drugs which are concealed in commercial shipping during the covid 19 pandemic UNODC reported that restriction on air and land transport disrupted with traditional trafficking networks pushing trafficker to rely heavily on maritime routes with large consignments of cocaine which are being seized in major European ports, This shows that sea based routes now work as the system which breathes life into such trafficking routes.
	Traffickers exploit containerised shipping and busy ports by hiding drugs in legitimate cargo, often at points in the supply chain where inspection rates are low. Corruption among port officials, customs officers and private logistics staff is a critical enabler, linking drug trafficking  to wider integrity challenges in trade facilitation and customs systems. The UN Toolkit on Synthetic Drugs—developed by UNODC with other UN entities and international organisations—emphasises that effective responses require close cooperation with customs, postal and transport authorities, as well as improved risk-profiling and cargo monitoring. Beyond container shipping semi-submersible and low profile vessels are being designed in order to evade detection while transporting tones od cocaine across long distances at sea such vessels alongside fast boats and fishing vessels they exploit gaps in maritime domain awareness and limited interdiction capabilities on the high seas as well as in exclusive economic zones maritime drug trafficking is known to overlap with other maritime crimes like piracy arms smuggling human trafficking and migrant smuggling illegal fishing and environmental offences which then create complex nexuses at sea.
	Strategic maritime transit regions include the Atlantic and eastern pacific corridors lining Latin American Production zones to north america and europe as well as the indian ocean and adjacent seas where heroin and other drugs transit between south and south west asia east africa and beyond.Unodc analysis and capacity building activities in west africa and the western indian ocean show coastal states with limited resources in high levels of poverty and governance challenges are particularly vulnerable to becoming transit hubs, storage points and refuelling bases for maritime trafficking. In such contexts narco-governance can extend offshore as traffickers cultivate influence among coastal communities port authorities and even segments of security forces through corruption, intimidation and profit sharing
	The UNODC Global Maritime Crime Programme works with member states to strengthen maritime law enforcement judicial cooperation and legislative frameworks and to enhance maritime dominance awareness through training and technology.GMCP emphasizes regional and inter agency cooperation between navies,coast guard and financial intelligence units and
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	increased the profitability of drug markets as it criminalized supply chains without sufficiently addressing the socio-economic conditions sustaining cultivation and trafficking. In vulnerable regions illicit crop cultivation remained one of the few sources of livelihood due to lack of development and infrastructure.
	The 1970s and 1980s saw the emergence of cartels which fundamentally transformed the structure of the narcotics economy the formation of organisations like the Medellin Cartel and the Cali Cartel helped in the industrialization of cocaine trafficking through integrated operations which involve cultivation, transportation, distribution and financial laundering systems.Thess organisations rapidly led to economic influence which rivaled state institutions drug trafficking enabled criminal groups to establish militias,political systems and influence law enforcement agencies .
	The globalization of trade and transportation further accelerated the expansion of trafficking networks on a transnational scale. This combined with maritime shipping,expanded aviation networks with liberalisation of trade networks created new ways for crime syndicates to conceal narcotics in legitimate transit corridors. This combined with weak border governance and disintegrated custom systems especially in West Africa,Latin America and Southeast Asia.These structural risks assist in the establishment of parallel economies.
	This economy has also become deeply intertwined with socio-economic inequality and institutional fragility.In regions where government failed to provide employment,security these vacuums were filled with criminal organisations this further helps the normalization of illicit economies within vulnerable groups whilst strengthening the influence of such deviant organisations.
	The end of the 20th century also witnessed the increasing diversification of narcotic production through the emergence of synthetic chemicals and New Psychotropic Substances.Unlike the traditional drugs which are dependent on agricultural cultivation,synthetic substances can be formed through precursor chemicals which are sourced through supply chains.This significantly reduced a majority of the limitations faced earlier especially geographically speaking which further allowed the establishment of clandestine laboratories they alter the chemical composition of substances at rates which are unprecedented compared to legal systems globally making regulation nothing short of a nightmare.
	The adoption of the United Nations Convention Against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances marked an important shift toward stronger international enforcement cooperation by criminalizing precursor diversion, money laundering and trafficking
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