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The Golden Crescent and the Golden Triangle are distinct geographical confluences in Asia 

that allow drug cartels to smuggle their merchandise across borders due to the favourable 

geography. The routes by which illicit substances are transported are often heavily armed by 

national guards, but the elusive trafficking cartels evade their grasp. This report explains the 

geographical landscapes of these regions and how they are optimal for transnational 

smuggling. Additionally, drug trafficking has been widely portrayed in popular media as an 

endeavor taken up by morally grey characters or exaggerated mafias, but the reality of the 

process involves hundreds of unassuming men, women, and children who often engage in 

drug production and consumption as a means of sustenance. This report discusses and 

analyzes the international efforts to curb drug production and consumption by economic, 

social, and psychological means.  

This report is a product of the Centre for Security Studies, Jindal School of International Affairs 
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  TERROR AND TRADE  

Afghanistan’s Opium trade and terrorism  

Preeti Sharma1 
 

 

Introduction 

The Golden Crescent is an Opium Producing Region in Asia, comprising Afghanistan, Iran, 

and Pakistan. The Golden Crescent, being the older Drug Region in Asia, is also called The 

Silk Route of Drugs. It sits at the crossroads of Central, Southern, and Western Asia with 

mountainous peripheries defining the region. Trafficking in the region picked up pace only in 

the 1980s and led to the illegal production of a large quantity of opium. Out of the three 

countries, Afghanistan alone produces 90% of the world’s non-pharmaceutical grade opium. 

The Drug Economy in Afghanistan was fuelled by Cold War rivalries and the Civil War and 

has grown to negatively impact the economy, society, and politics in Afghanistan. Raw opium 

is obtained from unripe seeds of opium poppy. It contains a milky substance that changes into 

gel-like consistency upon exposure to air. Raw opium is collected and further processed into 

morphine (which is a pharmaceutical grade drug) and heroin (which is an illicit drug). 

 

Trends and Trafficking Routes 

Trends of opium cultivation in Afghanistan picked up in the 1990s and saw its first dip in 2001, 

during the invasion of Afghanistan when production took a huge hit. It soon saw an increase 

again after the fall of the Taliban Government with 2007 marking the highest level of opium 

cultivation since the 1990s. Since then, Afghanistan enjoys a near-monopoly on opium 

production. More than 450 tons of opioids enter the global market annually and are only 

continuing to grow in quantity. Out of these, 380 tons come from Afghanistan alone.1 While 

Opium is cultivated in Afghanistan, heroin is produced in Pakistan and Iran as well. Iran used 

to be Afghanistan’s first market, but soon demand in the West exceeded it. Cultivation of poppy 

is concentrated in the South and the West regions of the country with the Helmand alone2 

accounting for over 50% of Afghanistan’s cultivation. For this bulk heroin produced, 

Afghanistan does not have the capacity to produce the precursor chemicals required, nor does 

it have any licit use for them. Hence, these chemicals enter The Golden Crescent from China’s 

licit chemical market, transiting through Central Asia.  

 

1 Preeti Sharma is Research Intern at the Center for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal School of 

International Affairs. 

 
1 Nabil Bhatia, Opioids In The Golden Crescent: Production, Trafficking, And Cooperative Counternarcotic Initiatives 

(NATO Association of Canada) 2017.  

 
2 Tehseena Usman, Drug Trafficking From Afghanistan to Pakistan and its Implications. 2013.  
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There are three general trafficking routes. The Northern Route 3through Central Asia transports 

14 percent of Afghan Opiates. These drugs enter through Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, 

Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan. Their primary destinations are Europe and Russia, and, 

increasingly, China. The Western Route – or the Balkan Route4 – through Iran transports 53 

per cent of all Afghan opiates. A large portion of this is consumed within the country. Drugs 

are also moved through the northwest into Turkey and Azerbaijan for Europe, and through 

south ports for Iraq and the Arabian Peninsula. The Southern route5 through Pakistan transports 

33 per cent of Afghan Opiates. Drugs travel through the porous border into Baluchistan and 

North-Western Frontier Province For internal use and shipment into China, India, African 

states, as well as the rest of South Asia. Karachi and Quetta are important hubs for transport of 

opiates into global markets. The Pakistan-Afghanistan border has natural passes like the 

Khyber Pass6 which is an important highway for drug trade close to the farming region.  

 

Factors that Led to the Growth of the Illicit Drug Economy 

The Drought of 1978 pushed the cultivation of poppy to new heights7. It also increased the 

dependency of farmers on poppy. Since there were no irrigation sources, poppy opium was one 

of the only crops that could be grown in such harsh conditions. An increase in production was 

also seen during the Soviet withdrawal from Afghanistan. Russia shut down its trade routes 

and therefore Afghanistan was forced to expand its drug market to Europe and America for 

revenue. Since Afghanistan lacks a stable government and a formal economy due to the civil 

war, opium became the chief revenue and foreign exchange generator. Drug trade accounts for 

over a third of Afghanistan’s illicit economy. 8 

 

Mujahidin commanders and warlords also involved themselves directly in the drug trade to 

generate income and finance their own military operations. Leaders like Hikmatyar have also 

depended on heroin trafficking to consolidate their power in the region.  

 

The most important factor is the willingness of farmers. They were drawn to poppy cultivation 

due to poverty9, crop profitability, lack of irrigation10, political instability, absence of law, and 

an assured market. The demand for Opium never fell and so, it was a safe bet for the farmers 

to engage with its market.  Poppy farming is a major source of physical security due to the link 

between basic wants of the farmers and revenue from poppy cultivation. Since Afghanistan is 

mainly agrarian, poppy cultivation alone is up to 40% of its GDP. Several  

 

 
3 UNODC, Country Office for Afghanistan, The Paris Pact Initiative, 2008.  
4 Ibid.  
5 Ibid. 

 
6 Tehseena Usman and Minhas Khan, Drug Trafficking From Afghanistan to Pakistan and Its Implications. 2013.   
7 Ibid.   
8 Ibid.   

 
9 UNODC, Country Office for Afghanistan, The Paris Pact Initiative, 2008. 

  
10 Tehseena Usman and Minhas Khan, Drug Trafficking From Afghanistan to Pakistan and Its Implications. 2013.  
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other actors also benefit from the drug economy such as producers, distributors, consumers, 

money launderers,11 war lords, militia, and the Taliban. Corrupt government officials due to 

their own self-interest have also supported farmers, as they could make money from it by 

sparing fields and accepting bribes in return.  

 

Counter-Narcotic Efforts 

There is a strong need for wider global networks to combat trafficking of opioids in and around 

Afghanistan. This calls for engaging community efforts to provide alternative employment and 

earning opportunities for opium farmers as incentive to move away from poppy cultivation. 

Identifying and addressing all aspects of drugs and related criminal activity in Afghanistan is 

important to hamper the illicit drug economy. Maritime security initiatives need to be 

encouraged as a response system to the growing use of maritime trade routes for drug 

trafficking.  

 

Many domestic, regional, and international efforts have already been made to curb the growing 

opium industry in Afghanistan. Such as triangular initiatives linking Afghanistan, Iran, and 

Pakistan with increased efforts to limit the cross-border flow of Afghan opiates12 and AKT 

(Afghanistan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan)13 to strengthen joint law enforcement capabilities in 

order to reduce drug trafficking. The USA, the UK, and Northern Ireland have been tasked with 

Counter Narcotic initiatives in Afghanistan. Regional groups have initiated forensic, law, and 

training programs including Border Liaison Officers Response Operations to trafficking. 

Between 2009-2017, they have conducted 11 joint exercises. The Regional Programs which 

are Afghanistan specific in nature include The Gender Responsive Human Rights based 

approach, regional law enforcement cooperation and international cooperation as well as 

prevention and treatment of drug dependency among vulnerable groups of society. More 

recently, the United Nations Programme for the Country of Afghanistan 2016-2019 has worked 

to strengthen the capacity of the Government and has assisted with policy frameworks, 

providing accurate data and information to improve security and stability of the country while 

promoting the rule of law. Rule of Law priority includes improving and expanding access to 

the formal sector, increasing capacity of the judicial sector, promoting gender justice, reducing 

corruption, and collaborating with the Government to develop a system that meets international 

standards to defeat the drug economy.   

 

Reasons for the Failure of These Initiatives 

However, these initiatives have not been able to achieve the level of success required to 

eradicate the drug economy. Only 1 percent of Afghanistan’s opiates are seized by international 

authorities during trafficking across borders. Afghanistan still remains at the centre of the illicit 

global drug economy. Despite domestic as well as foreign counternarcotic agencies, the market 

continues to flourish. Drug Trafficking has formed a high-paying market  

 
11 Tehseena Usman and Minhas Khan, Drug Trafficking From Afghanistan to Pakistan and Its Implications. 2013.  

  
12 Nabil Bhatia, Opioids in The Golden Crescent: Production, Trafficking and Cooperative Counternarcotic Initiatives. 

(NATO Association of Canada) 2017.  

 
13 Ibid. 
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where individuals make large profits due to the high risk involved with the task of transporting 

Drugs across borders. Trafficking routes both through land and sea have also seen an increase 

in value since their role in drug trafficking has increased. The Country of Afghanistan faces 

the challenge of illicit cultivation, production, trafficking and consumption of narcotics which 

undermines the governance, economy, and public health. A resource hungry region like 

Afghanistan is thoroughly dependent on Poppy Cultivation to make ends meet which has led 

to rising corruption and insecurity internally.  

 

With the Golden Crescent becoming the largest opium producing region, there has been a 

significant increase in transnational organised crime. The Golden Crescent has created 

increased vulnerability at its shared borders, threatening the internal security of countries in the 

neighbourhood such as India. Nearly 35 million people suffer from drug addiction. In turn, 

illicit drug trafficking is ruining human capital and also has other economic, military, 

environmental, and psychological long-term consequences. Afghanistan-produced opioids 

have caused public health crises, not only in its neighbourhood but in market countries all over 

the world - including the Soviet and European regions. Drug Trafficking itself has bred 

militancy and corruption and has deteriorated the security scenario. In turn, this has made room 

for war-lordism and increased criminal activity. It has destabilised the region through increased 

organised crime and facilitated the endemic of drug induced HIV14. Drug Trafficking also plays 

a major role in fuelling insurgency through providing financial aid.  

 

Criminal activity related to drug trafficking has undermined local security measures as it 

survives on external funding. Although there is little data available regarding the extent of 

organised crime in Afghanistan, as well as their involvement in drug trafficking. There are 

several risk factors that could magnify the threat of organised crime. The large profits available 

from the drug economy provide incentive for any group to organise and attempt control over 

it. Lack of effective government control makes it a permissive environment for organised 

crime. The central government has been unable to expand the scope of its control, creating a 

vacuum that power seekers were easily able to fill. Drugs can be linked to armed conflict in 

two ways - either drugs itself generate conflict or the drug economy financially fuels the 

conflict. Links between politico-military armed actors and the drug business have been seen 

through the Taliban in Afghanistan. The high profitability of the drug economy allows militant 

groups to achieve self-sufficiency.  

 

Afghanistan’s underdeveloped state15 has made room for lack of transparency, accountability, 

and necessary checks and balances - making criminalisation of the state easy. Indicators can be 

examined to consolidate the number of criminal organisations. The degree of organisation 

would be greater further up the chain of production and would not influence farmers as much. 

HIV spread across the country due to wide availability of opiates, injecting drugs, unsafe 

practices and armed conflict involving the refugees and other displaced persons as well as low 

HIV awareness but high levels of discrimination. About 2 percent of opiates are consumed  

 

 
14UNODC, Country Office for Afghanistan, The Paris Pact Initiative, 2008.  
15 Ibid. 
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intravenously. Sharing of needles and other injection equipment fuels the spread of HIV. 

Eradication of poppy would only burden the poorest, while continuing to generate  

 

political capital for the elites. The Taliban, criminal gangs, Afghanistan Police, militias, tribal 

elites, and warlords benefit from this industry due to which corruption has complicated the 

eradication process further. The Taliban as a Government attempted to ban poppy in 2000. 

While they stated Islamic reasons, it could also have been to gain respect in the international 

arena as a political force or to increase prices in the market by lowering the availability. In any 

case, their attempt was not successful nor was it sustainable.  

 

Counter Narcotic policies and alternative efforts are dependent on external donor funding. 

Without funding, Afghanistan, which is one of the poorest countries in Asia, will collapse. This 

would allow for the drug economy to dig its roots deeper. However, no sustained decline has 

been achieved primarily through international funding. This has been seen in Afghanistan itself 

since the early 2000s. Community involvement and action by state authorities with the capacity 

to address such a problem may be able to bring about some change. As of 2017, cultivation of 

poppy and processing it into heroin is a market worth 6 billion USD16. Both rural and urban 

populations are connected to the drug economy and all efforts to stop cultivation have failed 

due to lack of efforts to reduce demand for the narcotics produced. Alternative livelihood 

efforts have often been poorly designed and ineffective, rarely generating sustainable income. 

Eradication of poppy should be held off till peace is achieved in the region and alternative 

options for livelihood are implemented, not just as suggestions. Stabilising programs 

themselves can generate thousands of job opportunities. The drug economy has surpassed the 

legal trade of goods and services and Afghanistan has high levels of unemployment due to 

which employment available in the drug economy is a lifeline for the poorest groups of society. 

Poppy cultivation and opium production have become the principal economic activities. 

However, there are many related macro-economic distortions such as inflation and reducing 

productivity of other sectors causing increasing harm.  

 

Conclusion 

Decline in poppy can only be caused by overproduction and dropping prices17. Or rise in price 

of food crops where farmers shift to grow their own demands instead, for their self-sustenance. 

Less production of opium can also be caused by lessening demand through disrupted networks. 

Temporary declines in poppy cultivation caused by market forces, acts of nature and 

government policies have not sustained and the Afghan Drug Economy continues to flourish 

as structural drivers remain unaddressed. Mounting insecurities within Afghanistan have 

defeated all efforts. Most counter-narcotic measures have been ineffective or counterproductive 

with respect to stabilising attempts.

 
16 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Country Office for Afghanistan “Illicit Drug Trends In Afghanistan”. 

(2008) 

 
17 Tehseena Usman, Drug Trafficking from Afghanistan to Pakistan and its Implications, 2013.  

 



Drug Trafficking in the Golden Crescent and the Golden Triangle Centre for Security Studies 8 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

DRUG TRAFFICKING ON THE INDIAN 

PENINSULA  

Focus on India 

Mehul Singh Gill2 

 
 

 

 

Drug Trafficking, as the name implies, refers to the trafficking of illicit drugs, and licit drugs 

for illicit purposes, and controlled substances across and within national boundaries. Popular 

TV shows such as Breaking Bad and Narcos, which deal with this subject, have brought the 

subject into public imagination. Historically, drugs have been mostly plant-based. In recent 

times, there has been major growth in synthetic drugs, such as Amphetamine type substances 

(ATS). The international drug trafficking circuit is a highly complex chain, employing different 

means and technologies to remain hidden. New technologies such as Bitcoin have also been 

used to help transactions. 

 

The Golden Crescent and the Golden Triangle 

Before proceeding any further, one warrants an explanation of two terms that are rather 

important regarding the international drug circuit. These are the “Golden Crescent” and the 

“Golden Triangle”. These are the world’s two most active opium-producing areas. The Golden 

Crescent consists of Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan, to India’s west. The Golden Triangle, lies 

to India’s east, encompassing the intersection between Burma, Thailand, and Laos.  

 

India’s Awkward Position 

India has historical, geographical, and technological factors that make it vulnerable to drug 

trafficking. Historically, India was a major part of the world opium trade, producing opium 

under the British Empire. Geographically, India is wedged right in between the Golden 

Crescent and the Golden Triangle, thus making it vulnerable as both a destination and a transit 

for drugs from these areas. India has a massive pharmaceutical industry, producing a huge 

number of licit drugs. However, a lot of these are diverted to illicit uses. There is a growing 

demand for synthetic drugs in recent times. India has a rather advanced chemical industry 

which could be used in synthesizing these drugs. 

 

Drug Use Patterns 

A study conducted by AIIMS shows that – not counting alcohol – cannabis is the most used 

drug, and opioids are the most dangerous. There were 23 million opioid users in 2019, One-

third of whom suffered from drug-related disorders. The use of heroin was the most prevalent  
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2 Mehul Singh Gill is a Research Intern at the Centre for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal School of 

International Affairs. 

 

of all opioids1. There is a higher pattern of use among men when compared to women. The use 

of drugs has increased fivefold since the first study conducted in 20042.  

 

Recent Trends in Drug Trafficking 

Some of the recent trends in drugs trafficking include the trafficking of heroin from 

Afghanistan to India via Pakistan, with the help of local terror networks in Punjab and Jammu 

and Kashmir. There is an increased use of maritime routes to circumvent the heavily monitored 

Indo-Pak border. Hashish is trafficked from Nepal to the Eastern States of India. Cannabis is 

illegally cultivated, while opium poppy is both legally and illegally cultivated, with most of the 

illegal opium in the market coming from legal opium diverted for illegal use. India is also a 

major supplier of precursor chemicals. Recent times have seen the use of bitcoin and the dark 

web to conduct transactions as well as maintain anonymity. Foreign nationals are involved with 

certain drug cartels, most notably African nationals in the Heroin trafficking cartels. 

 

Opium 

Derived from the opium poppy plant, it is legally cultivated in Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, and 

Madhya Pradesh for medical purposes. Most of the illicit opium in the country is that which is 

diverted from this legal production. Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, and Madhya Pradesh are the 

main sources of opium to the rest of the country. There is also some trafficking of opium from 

Burma to the North-Eastern states of India. NCB raids have also found some illicit plantations 

in the north and east of the country3. 

 

Heroin 

A semisynthetic drug, obtained from refining opium. Two varieties are found in India, one that 

is refined in India, and the other that comes from Afghanistan. The Afghan version is purer 

than the Indian. India is both a destination country for Afghan opium, as well as a transit to 

Southeast Asia. This is trafficked via Pakistan using their terrorist networks in Punjab and 

Kashmir who use this smuggled heroin to fund their terrorist activities. There has been an 

increase in its trafficking via the maritime route. In the air, it is trafficked mostly on the Kabul-

Delhi route, with seizures being reported from border states such as Punjab, Jammu and 

Kashmir, Gujarat, West Bengal, and Uttar Pradesh, with some of it finding its way to Delhi4. 

 

 
1 National Survey on Extent and Pattern of Substance Use in India’ 2019, AIIMS New Delhi and Ministry of Social 

Justice and Empowerment, Government of India 

 
2 National Survey on the Extent, Pattern and Trends of Drug Abuse in India, 2004, United Nations Office on Drugs and 

Crime and Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment, Government of India 

 
3 Annual Report 2018, Narcotics Control Bureau, Ministry of Home Affairs, Government of India, pp 08-11,27-29 
4 Ibid, pp 11-17 
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Cannabis 

Two varieties exist, Cannabis (ganja) and Hashish (charas). Ganja is mostly trafficked into 

India via Nepal, along with trafficking from North-East India to the eastern states. The major 

transit routes cross Assam, Orissa, West Bengal, Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Nagaland, and 

Chhattisgarh, as is visible on the map. Along with that, there is widespread cultivation in the 

eastern states, most notably Orissa. Charas refers to the secretion of the flower part of the opium 

poppy which is pressed into blocks. Most of the illicit cultivation of Charas is done in South 

Kashmir and Kullu in Himachal Pradesh, along with some trafficking from Nepal into India5. 

 

Cocaine 

Obtained from the leaves of the Coca plant found in Central America, there is no cultivation of 

this plant in India, with only very limited smuggling, which is done mostly by swallowing and 

hiding it in body cavities. Most of the seizures have occurred mostly at airports, and there is 

heavy involvement of African nationals in the same. These smugglers also hide cocaine in 

common household and travel items and are relatively easy to hide. This is mostly consumed 

by so-called “elites”. A new trend in cocaine smuggling is the smuggling of cocaine in a liquid 

form6. 

 

Pharmaceutical Drugs and Precursor Chemicals 

India is a major pharmaceutical industry, with licit production of controlled substances being 

diverted for illicit uses. Along with this, there is rampant abuse of pharmaceutical products, 

especially in North-Western and North-Eastern India. The best example of the same is Cough 

Syrup. There exists a misconception that having pharmaceutical drugs is better than having 

illicit drugs, however, this is not the case, with even these drugs proving to be rather harmful. 

These drugs are also sent to the US and the UK. 

 

Precursor chemicals are chemicals that have multiple uses, as ingredients in both legal and 

illegal drugs. The best example of this is ephedrine, which is used in cough syrups as well as 

in meth. These are mostly smuggled from Delhi, Chennai, and Kochi airports to Central 

America.7 

 

Synthetic Drugs 

The new trend in the drug scene, these are proving to be rather challenging for states to deal 

with. In India, these are mostly manufactured in Gujarat and Maharashtra, with some 

trafficking from Burma to N.E India. India also smuggles a large amount of these drugs, such 

 
5 Ibid, pp 18-23, 29-31 
6 Ibid, pp 23-26 
7 Ibid, pp 31-32, 34-36 

 



Drug Trafficking in the Golden Crescent and the Golden Triangle Centre for Security Studies 11 

 

 

as Methamphetamine, ATS, and Mandrax to the USA, S.E Asia, Australia, and South Africa.  

 

 

Most synthetic drugs seizures have occurred at Delhi, Calcutta, and Bombay airports8. Figure 

1 shows the common drug trafficking routes to and from India, and the substances being 

transported via these channels. 

 

INTERNATIONAL DRUG TRAFFICKING 

TO INDIA FROM INDIA TRANSIT 

Afghan Heroin via Pakistan Meth to India, S.E Asia, Oz Afghan Heroin to S.E Asia 

Cannabis from Nepal Mandrax to US, RSA,Oz   

Opium and ATS from Burma Ephedrine to Cent. America   

DOMESTIC DRUG TRAFFICKING 

Opium: Rajasthan, Uttar Pradesh, and Madhya Pradesh to Rest of India 

Cannabis: Northeast India to East India 

Pharmaceutical Products: Via unregulated Online dealers, local stores 

Amphetamine Type Substances (ATS): Maharashtra and Gujarat to Rest of India 
Fig 1. Source: Narcotics Control Bureau (India), Annual Report 2018 

 

Effects of COVID-19 on International Drug Trade 

It is tough to predict how the COVID-19 pandemic may affect the international drug trade and 

the drug trafficking syndicates. The effects of the 2008 financial crisis on this industry can be 

analyzed to present us with an idea of what might happen. As with 2008, there will be a change 

in drug use patterns. In the case of 2008, injected drugs became more popular. Trafficking via 

air would be the worst hit due to travel restrictions. Rising unemployment would result in a 

rising drug demand among the poorer sections of society.9  

 

Drug makers will have to improvise and adapt, finding out cheaper ways to manufacture these 

drugs, along with new ways to smuggle them. The lockdown would also result in factories 

being closed due to which drug makers may lose access to certain drugs and would have to find 

new methods to make drugs. Smugglers have resorted to new means to smuggle drugs, such as 

hiding them within medical kits and oxygen cylinders. Since these are high priority lifesaving 

items, these aren’t going to be stopped and searched. There is also a possibility of drug-related 

budgets being reduced. 

 

Government Measures  

The Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances Act was passed in 1985, building on the older 

Dangerous drugs act of 1930. This has also gone through multiple amendments to keep up with 

changing times. India is a signatory to the Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs 1961, as 

 
8 Ibid, pp 32-34 

 
9 World Drug Report 2020, Booklet 1: Executive Summary, Impact of Covid-19, Policy Implications, United Nations 

Office on Drugs and Crime (https://wdr.unodc.org/wdr2020/en/exsum.html)  

 

https://wdr.unodc.org/wdr2020/en/exsum.html
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amended by the 1972 Protocol, The Conventions on Psychotropic Substances, 1971 and the 

United Nations Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic  

 

Substances, 1988. It also mandated the creation of the Narcotics Control Bureau10 which has 

been conducting a war on drugs, and to its credit has prevented India, a super vulnerable 

country, from becoming another Colombia. They’ve done this by surveilling the border, entry 

points, along with intercepting shipments they know about, cooperating with foreign countries, 

NCB has trained Burmese and Bhutanese officials11. Along with that, the NCB has also worked 

with the DEA in busting drug networks and has been cooperating with the UNODC on training 

matters. With increased funding, the NCB has been able to get modern equipment and testing 

kits that help them in tracing drug shipments. 

 
10 Narcotics Control Bureau of India, Official Website (http://narcoticsindia.nic.in/)  

  
11 Annual Report 2018, Narcotics Control Bureau, Ministry of Home Affairs, Government of India, pp 58-60 

 

http://narcoticsindia.nic.in/
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SUBSTANCE ABUSE IN THE ISLAMIC 

REPUBLIC  
Iran’s history with drugs 

Aulina Pandey3 

 

 

Introduction 

In January 2020, a notorious drug trafficker famously known as the “Crocodile of the Persian 

Gulf” was captured in Iran. Known to be the head of one of the most vicious drug trafficking 

networks in Iran and the region he was found to be guilty of laundering 147 million US dollars 

in Iranian real estate and trafficking 400 tons of narcotics. Eisa Zamin Koofte, aka the 

Crocodile, was hanged a few days later. The 18 men who were his accomplices were sentenced 

to life in prison1. Iran is one of the three countries that forms the Golden Crescent along with 

Afghanistan and Pakistan. It is the key link to the transnational opiates supply chain operating 

in this region. These countries are the principal global sites for opium and heroin production 

and distribution. They face constant political strife, economic and socio-economic issues that 

have facilitated the massive inflow drugs and addiction rates within the region. Rise in opium 

and heroin trade has had a long-lasting impact on public health such as the spread of HIV and 

other blood borne infections. Iran is infamous for trafficking of specific Afghan opiates. Iran 

currently has the highest per capita number of opiate addicts in the world, which is an estimated 

2 million. The regular and easy access to opiates has severely affected the local population of 

Iran including women, men, and children. Iran however continues to be an integral part of the 

international drug trade market despite its aggressive anti-narcotics policies and laws. While 

this instance may suggest that the Islamic Republic of Iran is intolerant towards drug 

trafficking, the reality is far from it. In this report, the author explores the trafficking routes 

operating through Iran and the nature of drug use in Iran before and after the Revolution of 

1979. The author will also analyse the possible reasons and state and non-state actors involved 

in causing the rise in the illicit economy of Iran, the counter measures by the state, and the 

recommended approach for Iran to tackle drug trafficking. 

 

Navigating the Trafficking Routes 

Iran is the transit hub for drugs that are produced in the isolated mountain valleys of 

Afghanistan forming the Golden Crescent. From here the drugs are transported through the 

 

3 Aulina Pandey is a Research Intern at the Centre for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal School of 

International Affairs. 

 
1 N. Yerby, “Iran Executes Drug Trafficker Called the ‘Crocodile of the Persian Gulf,’” Addiction Center, November 20, 

2020, https://www.addictioncenter.com/news/2020/01/iran-drug-crocodile-persian-gulf/. 
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country for transnational distribution as well as domestic consumption. Most of the drug 

trafficking that goes to Turkey and Europe through Iran is known as the Balkan Route. It uses  

 

roadways and goes across Iran for further distribution into Europe. This route is also used for 

domestic sale of drugs. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime estimates that 60% of 

the heroin and Afghan opiates moves through Iran to the external market, primarily Europe2. 

With the increase in surveillance activities by the Iranian authorities a new route emerged 

known as the Southern Route. This route operates through Iran and Pakistan and makes use of 

the Southern ports. The trafficking on these routes usually take place through sea or air travel 

to the rest of the world3. In 2017, Iran accounted for 3/4th of the world’s opium seizures along 

these routes. 

 

Drug Use in Iran  

Before the Iranian Revolution of 1979 

The drug prevalence in Iran has increased significantly in the past decade. This is primarily 

because Iran shares its borders with one of the world’s busiest opium manufacturers, 

Afghanistan. Additionally, Iran lies right between Afghanistan and Europe making it one of 

the most important transit hubs for drug trafficking of Afghan opiates. Recent reports have 

stated that currently there are about 2 to 3 million regular users of opium in Iran, making it one 

of the highest per capita number of opiate addicts in the world4. Iran has undergone numerous 

changes in its drug policy and dealt with many political and socio-economic factors that have 

eventually resulted in the current drastic situation.  

Till the 16th century opium cultivation and use was a socially acceptable practice in Iran. The 

practice of poppy cultivation was common but the practice of opium smoking can be dated 

with evidence back to the 19th century. Scholars have said, “the 19th century could be called the 

century of widespread use of [opium] in the country” and divided the causes for the same into 

two categories; economic and hygienic. The former was the need for foreign currency and to 

become a part of international trade and commerce. The farmers were so dependent on the 

opium trade that substituting wheat for opium led to the great famine of 1870 costing the lives 

of millions. The latter reason however was fuelled by the lack of healthcare methods and 

facilities in Iran which left the population dependent on opium as the only available medication 

to alleviate pain and sickness5.  As a result of the Opium Commission set up in Shanghai, in 

which Iran participated, the first law dealing with the rise in opium trade was enacted in 1910. 

 
2 John Calabrese, “Iran’s War on Drugs: Holding the Line?,” Middle East Institute: Policy Brief 3 (December 2007). 

 
3 Syeda Ayesha Farooq et al., “Opium Trade and the Spread of HIV in the Golden Crescent,” Harm Reduction Journal 14, 

no. 1 (2017), https://doi.org/10.1186/s12954-017-0170-1. 

 
4 Mehdi Moradinazar et al., “Prevalence of Drug Use, Alcohol Consumption, Cigarette Smoking and Measure of 

Socioeconomic-Related Inequalities of Drug Use among Iranian People: Findings from a National 

Survey,” Substance Abuse Treatment, Prevention, and Policy 15, no. 1 (May 2020), 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s13011-020-00279-1. 

 
5 G.T. McLaughlin and Thomas M. Quinn, “Drug Control in Iran: A Legal and Historical Analysis,” Iowa Law Review 59, 

no. 469 (1974). 
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This law stated that in seven years the use of non-medical opium would be forbidden, and this  

 

 

is considered the first step towards suppressing opium trade and use. The International Opium 

Conference at the Hague in 1911 although signed by Iran could not ratified because of the 

state’s reluctance to compromise on its profitable underhand exports to China and the problem 

of crop substitution6. By the 1920’s opium trade was the key source for foreign trade 

constituting a quarter of Iran’s exports. Between 1929 to 1955 Iran exported 25 percent of the 

world’s licit opium7. World War 2 had a devasting impact on the opium trade in Iran and any 

measures taken to control its use and distribution were largely unsuccessful. When opium was 

finally banned in 1955 by the Shah, it directly impacted its production in Afghanistan and 

Pakistan. However, this led to massive economic troubles for a country that was largely 

dependent on opium trade and so in 1969 Iran reversed its policy and legalized opium 

cultivation. However, the land allocated for poppy cultivation was reduced and drug 

consumption remained a crime. Given the lack of rehabilitation and crop substitution programs, 

this policy change did more harm since the demand for opium remained the same thereby 

driving up the domestic price of opium causing severe economic losses to Iran. Interestingly, 

addicts – due to physical issues – were also given registration cards for state-provided opium 

during this time8.  

 

After the Revolution of 1979  

Iran’s approach towards drug trafficking changed drastically after the Revolution. One of the 

major changes in 1979 was the declaration of drug use as “un-Islamic” by the Khomeini regime. 

As a result, a “purification” program was rolled out to wherein drug offenders were extensively 

imprisoned and executed. With the international ban on illicit drugs, there was proper 

codification of anti-drug laws in Iran thereby ending any form of illicit opium production within 

Iran9. Drug use continued to increase, however, because neighbouring Afghanistan produced 

large amounts of opium, which was trafficked into Iran, and westward from there. During this 

time the Soviet-Afghan war was also ongoing. The Soviet army used opium as a weapon to 

destabilise the Mujahideen army, and this led to increased production of opium. The Iran-Iraq 

war from 1980-1988 resulted in further proliferation of the drug market as resources started 

being diverted towards the war. By 2003, the Iran-Iraq border became weak and “porous” 

thereby becoming a famous route for trafficking10. Till 2005, drug addiction itself was treated 

as a crime in Iran. After 1988, capital punishment became a common penalty for drug related 

offences. About 10,000 people have been executed in the past three decades under the Anti-

 
6 Ibid.  
7 Ibid.  
8 Ibid. 

 
9 Vanda Felbab-Brown and Bradley S. Porter, “Out with the Old, in with the Old: Iran's Revolution, Drug Policies, and 

Global Drug Markets,” Brookings (Brookings, January 24, 2019), https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-

chaos/2019/01/24/out-with-the-old-in-with-the-old-irans-revolution-drug-policies-and-global-drug-markets/. 

 
10 Syeda Ayesha Farooq et al., “Opium Trade and the Spread of HIV in the Golden Crescent,” Harm Reduction 

Journal 14, no. 1 (2017), https://doi.org/10.1186/s12954-017-0170-1. 

 

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2019/01/24/out-with-the-old-in-with-the-old-irans-revolution-drug-policies-and-global-drug-markets/
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Narcotics Law. In the late 1990’s drug treatment and harm reduction camps were set up to 

tackle the addiction rates. However, these progressive methods did not last long in the country. 

 

 

Factors leading to Rise of Illicit Economy in Iran 

There are several social, political and economic factors that have caused the rise in drug 

trafficking in Iran. The proliferation of illicit economy, which essentially means trading with 

illegal goods in an informal system, accounts of a significant portion of Iran’s GDP. The heavy 

sanctions endured by Iran have been a major reason for this11. Since the revolution, Iran has 

faced a wave of Western sanctions and external pressures from the international community. 

A combination of Western threat and domestic corruption has been fundamentally problematic. 

The expansion of the illicit economy has been inevitable given the lack of any profitable trade 

deals with Europe or the West leading to widespread unemployment, inequality and poverty. 

Iran’s role in the international drugs market provides for vital source of income for the 

communities along the supply chain. A circular system has strengthened the power of the 

political elite at the expense of the ordinary Iranian citizens12. With widespread corruption and 

lack of transparency by the government, democracy in Iran seems to be withering away. The 

illicit economy has risen because of the real power in Iran lies with unelected institution under 

the unquestionable power of the Supreme Leader. The political arrangement of the country is 

such that it fosters a climate of corruption and undermines the rule of law constantly. 

Additionally, marginalized communities have developed a dependence on the illicit economy 

because of unemployment, poverty, and lack of opportunities. There are several state and non-

state actors involved in the process, as will be discussed below.  

 

Actors involved in Drug Trafficking  

Several scholars and reports have suggested active state involvement in drug trafficking. The 

alleged role of Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps, the Basij, and the Quds Force in the narco-

trafficking has been debated extensively by scholars because but there is severe lack of data 

regarding their role. These authorities under the direct control of the Supreme Leader of Iran 

are unelected and unaccountable that are bound to profit through these illicit trade flows. The 

problem lies with the officers who are highly corrupt individuals and are looking to make 

profits through drug trade as a way to supplement their income. Many have stated that the 

IRGC is involved in facilitating drug trade from Iran to Iraq and Turkey and is an integral part 

of the organized drug trade network through the use of “invisible jetties” to export13. Several 

reports including the 2018 report of the US State Department has stated that the operation of 

these forces are funded through illegal activities. The IRGC is also believed to rely on the 

revenue from the illicit economy14. Additionally, a well-oiled system including truckers, 

 
11 Saeed Ghasseminejad, “How Iran's Mafia-like Revolutionary Guard Rules the Country's Black Market,” Business 

Insider (Business Insider, December 10, 2015), https://www.businessinsider.com/how-irans-mafia-like-revolutionary-

guard-rules-the-countrys-black-market-2015-12?IR=T. 

 
12 A. Soderholm, “Under the Shadow: Illicit Economies in Iran.,” Geneva: Global Iniative Against Transnational 

Organized Crime., 2020. 
13 Ibid.  

 
14 S Canna, “IRGC’s Role in the Black Economy,” Virtual Think Tank (ViTTa) Analysis, 2020. 

https://www.businessinsider.com/how-irans-mafia-like-revolutionary-guard-rules-the-countrys-black-market-2015-12?IR=T
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shopkeepers, and locals act as couriers to transport these drugs across the various routes. While 

exploring the narratives of drug addicts, prisoners of drug offences, and smugglers it was found 

that most of these smugglers are local citizens looking to make money and want easy access to  

 

opium. The drug trade is also prevalent within the prison system with prisoners stating that it 

is easier to get access to drugs within the walls of the prison than outside. The use of opium is 

ingrained in the societal structure of Iran. It is pertinent to note here that the Iranian police has 

lost around 3700 of its officers in their interactions with dangerous smugglers and drug gangs 

and may others have been seriously injured during such confrontations15.  

 

Counter Measures Adopted by the State  

Iran has invested heavily on border security and border enhancement. Iran’s border-blocking 

budget was 800 million US dollars and focused on building walls, fences and digging ditches. 

The purpose of these infrastructural changes along the country’s border with Afghanistan and 

Pakistan was to deter smugglers from entering the country. Additionally, the Drug Control 

Headquarters were established in 1988. Iranian law enforcement agencies are far more 

aggressive than Pakistan and Afghanistan. Harm reduction programs to reduce drug use and 

treat opioid addiction have been initiated since 2005. As of 2018, Iran changed its policy of 

death penalty for drug possession and use. Iran carries out 500–600-armed interdiction 

operations annually. According to UNODC World Drug Report in 2020, Iran accounts for 

33.1% of global heroin and morphine seizures. According to the situational analysis by 

UNODC Iran is a major transit country for illicit drugs16. In response to this the country has 

one of the strongest counter-narcotics enforcement capabilities in the Golden crescent17. In 

2018, the law was amended to convict a person of death penalty only in cases of large quantities 

of illegal drug possession. Otherwise, life imprisonment or fines and penalties are charged to 

drug offenders. Despite these policies, Opium addiction remains a rampant issue in Iran. 

  

Recommended Approach  

Scholars have suggested numerous approaches to tackle and limit a drug trafficking. The proper 

state enforced regulation of drugs from cultivation of poppy seeds, production and distribution 

in an organized manner. Reformation of policies could be an important step towards drug 

control. The purpose of the same is to effectively manage drugs rather than to just prohibit 

drugs since the latter has been largely unsuccessful18. Participation and inclusive tackling of 

both supply and demand sides of the drug problem by the Golden Crescent is imperative. In 

several instances Iran has helped Afghanistan and Pakistan with alternate livelihood programs.  

Similar schemes can be undertaken by all the countries forming the Crescent. International 

assistance should be increased by organizations such as the UN, non-profit organizations etc. 

 
15 Saghafi-Ameri, Nasser. “The "Afghan Drugs" Problem - A Challenge to Iran and International Security.” (2010). 

 
16 M.G., “Drugs Politics: Managing Disorder in the Islamic Republic of Iran,” Cambridge University Press, 2019. 

 
17 Syeda Ayesha Farooq et al., “Opium Trade and the Spread of HIV in the Golden Crescent,” Harm Reduction 

Journal 14, no. 1 (2017), https://doi.org/10.1186/s12954-017-0170-1. 
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Better coordination and active measures by UNODC. Finally, massive awareness campaigns 

and harm reduction programs should be rolled out for the population of Iran.  
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IN THE MAKING 
Laos- A hub for transnational drug trade 

Vedant Saigal4 

 

 

Introduction 

Globalization has induced its own pros and cons for the world order. On one hand it has 

facilitated the interconnectedness of countries through trade, communication networks, 

treaties, and other factors like tourism. Whereas on the other side it has brought with itself the 

illegal practices that occur between the international borders. Hence, globalization has forced 

the world to closely look and examine the ground realities that hinder the overall functioning 

of the world order as such.  

 

Practices such as illicit drug trading have secured their place throughout the globe. Over the 

last decade, it has been noticed that drug trafficking and the use of illicit drugs have expanded 

and nearly doubled over the passing time. The youth have faced dangerous consequences as 

the use of drugs have increased among them, leading them into the warehouses of criminal 

activities. It is not only the youth that gets affected, but also the whole legislative system, law 

enforcement, and the opportunities of sustainable development. It is because of globalization 

that there have been improved facilities of transportation and easy communication from one 

place to another. Simultaneously it has become difficult for the countries to identify and control 

the illicit drug trading that takes place through their borders1.  

 

This report narrows down the research to Laos, a country in the northeast-central mainland 

Southeast Asia, thereby highlighting the factors that facilitate drug trade in the region, 

negatively affecting the youth and future generations. The paper will be providing certain 

countermeasures against illicit-drug trading and throwing light on the future prognosis.  

 

Laos – Transnational Drug Trafficking 

Landlocked Laos remains one of the few remaining communist states and is one of East Asia’s 

poorest countries. It is argued that though it is said to be a landlocked country, it is also a land-

linked country that connects itself to the international borders by trade. However, even after 

opening to the world after the fall of the Soviet Union in 1990s, it remains the poor and  

 

4 Vedant Saigal is a Research Intern at the Centre for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal School of 

International Affairs. 

 
1 Luong, Hai Thanh. “Drug Trafficking in the Mainland Southeast Asian Region: The Example of Vietnam’s Shared 

Borderland with Laos.” International Annals of Criminology 58, no. 1 (2020): 130–51. doi:10.1017/cri.2020.19. 
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dependent on foreign financial aid. With most of its population working in rural areas, 

specifically agriculture, the state has made no secret of its hydropower ambitions. Undoubtedly, 

hydropower can become the country’s major source of revenue. However, with the other 

ongoing problems the country faces, it is believed that it will have to get rid of various barriers 

that stand in its way. Despite being one of the countries with sinking economies, Laos also 

faces a problem of drug trafficking within itself2.  

 

Lao People’s Democratic Republic (Lao PDR) is a part of the largest opium producing area 

known as the Golden Triangle. China, Cambodia, Vietnam, Thailand, and Myanmar are its 

bordering countries, particularly near the Mekong region. The country has been witness to 

expansion with regards to its international contacts, for instance joining ASEAN in 1997. Most 

of the illicit activities mostly dug trading occur in the infamous Golden triangle, that overlaps 

the mountains of Myanmar, Laos, and Thailand3. It is quite natural that a country like Laos is 

subject to becoming a hub for exploitation by traffickers, since it’s a crossroad and borders 

every other country in the Mekong region. Therefore, it is essential for the regional and 

international partners to look closely into the matter and not to overlook Laos, especially when 

concerning drug trafficking. 

 

According to a report put forth by the United Nations Office on Drug Control (UNODC), it 

was noticed that Myanmar itself produced an estimated 647 tons of opium in 2015. Since it 

was clear that Myanmar was counted as a drug producing region, Laos and Thailand on the 

other hand are believed to be categorized into more of drug trafficking states than production4.  

 

Current Scenario 

It is believed that the drug trade has been doubling since the past few decades and there have 

been varieties of opioids that have shown an increasing graph. It can be related to the criminal 

activities; according to a UN report, it was noticed that the increase in ATS, heroin, precursors 

and other illegal substances that facilitate in the making of a drug were trafficked by the 

transnational organized crime groups. It was in no time that the youth was attracted to trying 

drugs and as well as help the criminal organizations in completing their objectives5.  

 

Even during the times of the novel coronavirus pandemic, the drug trade and trafficking  

 
2  Christopher B Roberts, “Laos: A More Mature and Robust State?,” Southeast Asian Affairs 2012, 2012, pp. 153-168, 

https://doi.org/10.1355/9789814380256-012. 

 
3 Xiaobo Su, “Nontraditional Security and China's Transnational Narcotics Control in Northern Laos and 

Myanmar,” Political Geography 48 (2015): pp. 72-82, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.polgeo.2015.06.005. 

 
4 Leik Boonwaat, “Opium Elimination in Laos: Poverty Alleviation and Development Challenges,” Development Bulletin, 

2006, pp. 52-55. 

 
5 Madsen, Frank G. “INTERNATIONAL NARCOTICS LAW ENFORCEMENT: A STUDY IN 

IRRATIONALITY.” Journal of International Affairs 66, no. 1 (2012): 123–41. http://www.jstor.org/stable/24388255. 
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continues to flow at larger scale than before in this region. It is believed that there stands a 

reasoning behind it i.e., that this region has a competitive advantage. Indeed, in order to 

facilitate illicit drug trade, there is a definite need of the precursor chemicals, which are traded 

through illegal border crossings. Hence, the illegal trafficking of such precursor chemicals is 

seen from the neighboring countries into the regions of the Golden Triangle. Though it can be 

truly said that the pandemic has caused some changes in the way the drugs were traded, 

particularly in terms of their routes, since the flights have been completely shut down. 

However, the fact that cannot be ignored is that there has not been a significant change in the 

overall supply of drugs. 

 

When talking about the discourse of drug control in particular, Laos entered a Memorandum 

of Understanding with the UNODC in 1993 to implement what was called its Regional Action 

Plan that specifically dealt with the reduction of drug use. In order to confront the drug use 

situation in Laos it became crucial for the government to strengthen capacity and institutional 

building. There is undoubtedly a need to upgrade human, physical, and technical resource 

development across all sectors. The law enforcement officers, lawyers, prosecutors and other 

healthcare staff are not to be ignored as well6.  

 

Though there have been efforts made by the officials of Myanmar by conducting operations 

against drug labs and complexes in places controlled by the militias, as a result seizing large 

quantities of drugs and contraband. The neighboring countries have contributed in similar 

ways, for instance Thailand tasked the paramilitary police to confront the traffickers along the 

country’s borders. However, there still have been significant changes in the patterns of the 

facilitation of the drug trade. It is very similar to the balloon effect, which explains that the 

more a person squeezes a balloon, it will be spreading to other parts. Similarly, in the case of 

Laos the problem is just getting pushed to other parts of the region and the traffickers have 

reacted by rerouting massive shipments through Laos7 

 

It was in the year 2020 that Thailand sought help from Laos to step up efforts against drug 

trafficking along the Thai-Lao border. This was a consequence of the smugglers changing their 

routes from the North to Northeast due to heavy suppression along the Myanmar northern 

boundaries. There was hence participation of the Royal Thai Armed Forces who formed a 

working group essentially taking care of the drug trafficking in Thai provinces that borders 

Laos.  

 

Despite the government worked with its full potential to prevent smuggled drugs, some of them 

have still been sneaked into the inner parts of the country. It was at the end of May 2020, about  

 
6 UNODC, “The Government of Lao PDR National Drug Control Master Plan - A Five Year Strategy to Address the Illicit 

Drug Control,” United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 2009. 

 
7 Jeremy Douglas, “Opinion: Laos Is a Missing Link in Asia's Fight against Organized Crime,” CNN (Cable News 

Network, August 20, 2020), https://edition.cnn.com/2020/08/19/asia/laos-organized-crime-intl-hnk/index.html. 
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a million pills of methamphetamine were confiscated in Bangkok. 

 

Future Prognosis 

After the recent attacks in Vietnam’s Northwestern border areas, drug traffickers shifted their 

operations to other central localities, particularly Nghe An, Ha Tinh, and Quang Binh. 

According to the functional forces, drug traffickers gathered drugs in large quantities in the 

Lao border areas and then sought various means to transport them into Vietnam. Drugs were 

transported by vehicles or even carried pick-a-back across the border 8. 

 

It is certain that the drug traffickers needed to avoid law enforcement agents while they 

smuggle drugs. As a result, it was clearly noticed by the local police officials that the drug 

traffickers changed not only their routes but also their transports many times, simply to avoid 

getting into any sort of trouble with the officials. It was observed that there were some of the 

overseas Vietnamese who lived in Laos and recruited it to form criminal networks so that drug 

transportation becomes easier. These criminals used fine tricks and appeared to be touch-and-

go and ready to fight back law enforcement forces.  

 

Against this backdrop, the Ha Tinh police force, border guard force, customs force, and other 

relevant forces have together taken a pledge to fight against the drug crime and critically devise 

measures that act as a counterpart. It was commendable that the local police contributed at the 

same time with the local organizations to promote dissimilation of the harmful effects of drugs 

as well as combating it with suitable and appropriate legal measures and forms.  

 

It is predicted that there will still be some sort of drug trafficking present in the region in some 

form or another. The governments of the concerned states must ensure that, even when the 

precursor chemicals are being transported, they are not used to create illegal drugs, further 

promoting its trade. There is reasonably a reform of policies and measures required towards 

stopping trafficking of illicit drugs, especially in the Golden Triangle. 

 

 
8 Bangkok Post Public Company Limited, “Drug Gangs Start to Target Laos Border,” https://www.bangkokpost.com, 

2020, https://www.bangkokpost.com/thailand/general/1946772/drug-gangs-start-to-target-laos-border. 
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TOWARDS A RULES BASED ORDER 
Focusing on Myanmar 

Palak Maheshwari6 

 

 

The Golden Triangle is the area where the borders of Thailand, Laos, and Myanmar meet at the 

confluence of the Ruak and Mekong rivers. This region is one of the world's largest drug-

producing zones. Papaver somniferum or the opium poppy is produced here. The extracts of 

this poppy are then used to produce heroin and other opiates. 

 

Some factors that facilitate the drug trade in Myanmar and the golden triangle region are as 

follows: 

- The golden triangle region and the rugged north-eastern part of Myanmar have the perfect 

soil and weather conditions for the cultivation of opium роpру. This plant is originally believed 

to have been introduced into Myanmar by Chinese traders coming from the Yunnan province, 

where opium cultivation was common since the 18th century. 

- Initially, opium was used by hill tribes in Burma for medicinal and recreational purposes. 

Later, it also spread to other sections of Burmese society but its widespread use was still 

uncommon until the 19th century, due to the nature of society and Buddhist morality. 

- The increase in opium usage and production to problematic levels is linked to the period 

of colonial rule in Burma which started in 1824. 

- The English colonizers of Burma were stimulated by the proximity of a huge opiate 

market in China and production started to increase. By this time, China was also producing 

huge amounts of opium and the international drug trade market was rapidly expanding. 

- The policy towards opium use was reversed in 1878 but it was too late to curb use and 

production. Smuggling developed swiftly. 

 

Historical Overview 

Opium had been introduced into China by European nations in the 19th century and the 

migration of Chinese labourers to Southeast Asia encouraged growth in addiction to and 

production of opium in Burma. By the 20th century, opium had become a popular cash crop in 

the Golden Triangle area. Traders and brokers appeared on the scene to link the cultivators with 

the growing urban markets1. 

 

5 Palak Maheshwari is a Research Intern at the Centre for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal School 

of International Affairs. 
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Trends in Myanmar’s Illicit Drug Trade 

- Shan State in Myanmar accounts for 92% of the production of the opium poppy. The rest 

of the production takes place in Kachin State2. 

- Food insecurity and poverty in rural areas continues to fuel illicit opium poppy 

cultivation. 

- It is reinforced by ethnic tensions in Shan and Kachin states. These areas have been 

marked by limited development assistance and over 60 years of civil wars and tensions. The 

United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) estimates that over 350,000 households 

in Burma are dependent on opium cultivation3. 

- According to a 2007 report by the US Department of Justice, large criminal organisations 

or terrorist organizations are not involved in the drug trafficking business in the Golden 

Triangle4. Drug trafficking and street dealing in Southeast Asia continue to remain 

entrepreneurial practices undertaken with close contacts.  

- In the last decade, drug production in Shan state has shifted sharply from heroin to 

methamphetamine (meth). 

- That does not imply that heroin production has stopped. Myanmar remains the second-

largest global producer of heroin, behind Afghanistan. However, heroin is no longer the most 

predominant or the most profitable; meth is, and it is locally known as yaba. 

- There are also very serious allegations against the military government in Myanmar that 

they actively encourage narcotics production and trafficking in return for a share of the profits. 

Those proceeds are used to finance the Tatmadaw’s impressive military weaponry and fleet in 

recent years. 

 

Policy Approach  

- In early 2018, the government of Myanmar and the UNODC announced a new National 

Drug Control Policy (NDCP)5. The overall aim is “to contribute to safe, secure and healthy 

communities through a policy that addresses all aspects of the drug problem, focusing on the 

unique needs of the country.” 

 
1 UNODC, “How did Myanmar become a major supplier of illicit opium?” Global illicit drug trends, 2001, 

https://www.unodc.org/pdf/report_2001-06-26_1/analysis_myanmar.pdf 

 
2 UNODC, “Myanmar,” United Nations: Office on Drugs and Crime, https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/alternative-

development/myanmar.html. 

 
3 Ibid. 

 
4 Ko-lin Chin and Sheldon Zhang, “The Chinese Connection: Cross-Border Drug Trafficking between Myanmar and 

China: Final Report to the United States Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, National Institute of Justice,” 

The Chinese connection: Cross-border drug trafficking between Myanmar and China: Final report to the United States 

Department of Justice, Office of Justice Programs, National Institute of Justice § (2007). 

 
5 UNODC, “New National Drug Policy Announced for Myanmar,” 2021, 

https://www.unodc.org/southeastasiaandpacific/en/myanmar/2018/02/new-national-drug-control-policy/story.html. 
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- The earlier approach focused on supply reduction alone which did not have very good 

results. 

- The new policy is a departure from the punitive approach to a more health and human-

centred approach. It takes into account five policy areas: supply reduction and alternative 

development; demand and harm reduction; international cooperation; research and analysis; 

and compliance with human rights. 

 

Present situation: Pandemics and Coups 

- It is expected that meth trade will see a surge this year in Southeast Asia as a result of 

pandemic-related supply abundance, and an even greater increase in production due to 

Myanmar's growing political crisis6. 

- Last year, the UNODC reported that the price of meth pills or yaba dropped to its lowest 

levels in a decade because the market was overwhelmed with supply. 

- This drop in prices can also be attributed to the fact that crime syndicates of the golden 

triangle region have developed the ability to produce the ingredients to manufacture various 

synthetic drugs, including crystal meth and yaba, locally. 

- Amid Myanmar's political turmoil, crime groups and militias in eastern Myanmar will 

take the opportunity to consolidate their control, thriving on the chaos unleashed by the military 

coup on 1st February this year7. 

- A spike in illegal narcotics in Myanmar is a big cause of worry for India as well which 

shares over 500 km of border with Burma. The Assam Rifles that guard India's border with 

Myanmar have reported a significant rise in drug seizures in the states of Manipur and 

Mizoram8. 

 

 
6UN News, “Fighting Drug Trafficking in the Golden Triangle: A UN Resident Coordinator Blog | | UN News,” United 

Nations (United Nations, 2021), https://news.un.org/en/story/2020/09/1071192. 

 
7 Sebastian Strangio, “Chaos Is Opportunity for Myanmar's Drug Trafficking Syndicates,” The Diplomat, March 29, 2021, 

https://thediplomat.com/2021/03/chaos-is-opportunity-for-myanmars-drug-trafficking-syndicates/. 

 
8 WION Web Team, “Myanmar Drug Surge Worry for Neighbours Including India,” WION (WION, April 30, 2021), 

https://www.wionews.com/india-news/myanmar-drug-surge-worry-for-neighbours-including-india-381602. 
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RE-ESTABLISHING INFLUENCE 
Focusing on Pakistan 

Medha Shukla7 

 

 

Introduction 

The Golden Crescent is the name given to one of Asia’s two principal areas of illicit drug 

production and trafficking. The crescent is located at the intersection of Central, South and 

Western Asia. Most South Asian countries have a long history of psychotropic substance use 

with opium and cannabis being the traditionally popular drugs used. The ‘crescent’ is formed 

by the mountainous terrains found in the territory of Iran, Afghanistan, and Pakistan. This is 

also where opium poppy cultivation has been a source of living for a very long time. At the 

peak of its opium production in 2007, countries of the Golden Crescent produced more than 

8,000 of the world’s almost 9,000 tons of opium1.  

The Center for Asia Africa Policy Research (CAAPR) conducted an analysis on drug 

trafficking in the Afghanistan-Pakistan area which deduced that from all the opium that is 

produced in Afghanistan more than half is smuggled into Pakistan to be converted to heroin 

before been trafficked to other countries.  

 

Country Profile 

The Islamic Republic of Pakistan is the 33rd largest country in terms of area and the fifth-most 

populous one. With a population of over 210 million, it has a huge reservoir of young people. 

Pakistan shares its borders with four countries: China on the northeast (through PoK), 

Afghanistan to the west and northwest, Iran to the west, and India to the east. This geographical 

juncture makes it a natural transit country and a production post for global drug trade. This is 

also what makes the country a key leg of China’s larger Belt and Road Initiative. Those 

engaged in cross-border drug trafficking considerably exploit this geographical significance. 

Though Pakistan is a signatory to several multilateral treaties including those related to drug 

trafficking and corruption, efforts still need to be made to ensure effective implementation of 

these treaties at the national level. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) has  

 

 

6 Medha Gupta is a Research Intern at the Centre for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal School of 

International Affairs. 

 

1 UNODC, “Drug Trafficking,” Intervention Toolkit Module 1, 2021, 

https://www.unodc.org/pdf/india/modules/module1/1b.pdf  

Sankar Sen, “Heroin Trafficking in the Golden Crescent,” The Police Journal: Theory, Practice and Principles 65, no. 3 

(1992): pp. 251-256, https://doi.org/10.1177/0032258x9206500310. 

 

https://www.unodc.org/pdf/india/modules/module1/1b.pdf


Drug Trafficking in the Golden Crescent and the Golden Triangle Centre for Security Studies 27 

 

 

 

been working closely with the Government of Pakistan and civil society to fill this gap2. A 

country program was signed between the government of Pakistan and UNODC in December 

2016, highlighting the commitment of the two sides to jointly work in the areas of illicit 

trafficking, border management, criminal justice systems, legal reforms and drug demand 

reduction, prevention, & treatment.  

 

Pakistan’s Drug Problem  

The drug production in Pakistan has largely been confined to poppy cultivation and its 

processing into hashish, or ‘charas’. According to one account, opium was cultivated on 

approximately 32,000 hectares in 1978, which reduced to 5,215 hectares in 1995. In subsequent 

years, as noted by a UNODC report, “Pakistan’s cultivation of opium poppy largely declined”. 

The report noted that though the poppy cultivation in Pakistan dropped to mere 213 hectares in 

2001, it spiked from that point- this came because of high opium prices following the Taliban’s 

ban of poppy cultivation in Afghanistan. As a result, in 2003 poppy cultivation reached 6,703 

hectares in Pakistan, however by around mid-2007 the total area cultivated again declined to 

2,306 hectares. 

 

Since 2001, Pakistan has maintained a legal stance claiming a zero-tolerance policy towards 

illegal drug use of any type. Reports suggest that this approach has contributed significantly 

towards ensuring that the country’s drug production declines. While steps to limit poppy 

cultivation have been successful two kinds of drug problems remain: first, Pakistan is being 

used by global drug traffickers as a transit route; and secondly, the growing domestic drug 

abuse. Parallelly the collaboration and correlation of other forms of organized crime remain 

strong, worsening the drug trafficking problem. Often, drug smugglers, human traffickers, and 

traditional smugglers collaborate and share intelligence. 

 

Conflict in Afghanistan boosted poppy cultivation and drug production in the country. Drug 

traffickers are astute in adapting to and exploiting border controls. Paradoxically, the measures 

adopted by the authorities to curb drug trafficking provide the traffickers with a pretext to 

increase the price or street value of the drugs and thus make more profits, thereby boosting 

incentives for peddlers3.  

 

Factors that Facilitate Drug Trade in the Country 

Due to the border with Afghanistan, which stretched to around 2,400 km, Pakistan bears the 

brunt of large-scale heroin trafficking on the southern route. It is amongst the most significant 

countries for analysis of opiate trafficking on the southern route and is the choice for anyone  

 
2 UNODC, “United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime,” Country Profile, 2021, 

https://www.unodc.org/pakistan/en/country-profile.html. 

 
3 NIOC, “Drugs Trafficking in Pakistan: An Analysis,” Centre for Governance Research (CGR), 2021, 

https://nioc.pk/drugs-trafficking-in-pakistan-an-analysis/. 
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interested in reducing the scale of damage caused by Afghan heroin trafficking networks. In 

2009, UNODC estimated that around 35-40% of illicit Afghan opiates are trafficked via the 

Pakistani territory. With the relatively small exception of trafficking occurring through 

northern Pakistan into China, almost all trafficking taking place through the country occurs 

along its southern route. It is important to differentiate Pakistan as a country from the southern 

route, which is a transnational trafficking route passing through numerous other countries. The 

opium-producing areas of Afghanistan and transit routes through Pakistan offer a broad and 

deep canvas on which traffickers operate. There are presently three officially known border 

crossing points- two of which are located in the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) 

and the other in the Balochistan province4. 

 

The topography of the border area is such that it includes numerous mountain ranges, whose 

natural passes and deserted roads act as apt smuggling routes. The country’s long western 

borders with Afghanistan and Iran are also largely porous. These are being fenced but many 

parts are remote and unguarded due to the difficult terrains. Similarly, Pakistan’s coastline of 

around 990 km long, stretching from India to the Middle East and Iran, is another alternative 

that smugglers often use. The international drug cartels exploit these areas and situations to 

misuse the territory as a transit route for international drug trafficking.   

 

The transit route issue gives rise to two important issues for the country: first, the smuggling 

of heroin and other drugs from Afghanistan to the rest of the world; and secondly, inward 

smuggling of precursor chemicals. The Anti-Narcotics Force (ANF) officials believe that 

precursor chemicals are most likely smuggled through UAE, Central Asia, China, and India 

into Pakistan and then onwards to Afghanistan. It is also believed by Pakistani officials that 

mislabelled containers of acetic anhydride form part of the cargo in the Afghan transit trade5. 

 

Policies and Legal Stance  

There are many legislative instruments in place to criminalize trafficking and use of all forms 

of narcotics substances. The following are some domestic laws that cover the spectrum of drug 

abuse: 

a) Control of Narcotics Substance Act (1997)  

b) Customs Act 1969  

c) Pakistan Penal Code 1860 

 

In 2007 a 5-year agreement was signed between the government of Pakistan and the   

 
4  Saurabh Sat and Jacob T.H. Mil, “Afghan Opiate Tracking Through the Southern Route,” UNODC, 2015, pp. 1-14, 34-

44, https://doi.org/https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-

analysis/Studies/Afghan_opiate_trafficking_southern_route_web.pdf. 

  
5 NIOC, “The Intergenerational Drug Abuse in Pakistan,” Centre for Governance Research (CGR), 2021, 

https://nioc.pk/the-inter-generational-menace-drug-abuse-in-pakistan. 
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government of the United States. Under this, the Pakistan government received a $750 million 

US aid package to facilitate capacity building programmes that aimed to promote agriculture 

and eliminate the trend of opium poppy cultivation.  

 

Pakistan also developed an Anti-Narcotics Policy in 2010. The policy had the following four 

pillars: 

(i) Drug Supply Reduction  

(ii) Drug Demand Reduction  

(iii) International cooperation and  

(iv) The Formation of the parliamentary committee tasked with monitoring and reviewing the 

policy as well as the National Anti-Narcotics Council (NANC).  

 

The policy was made to address the prevailing situation and the global narcotics environment 

changes. The Drug Control Master Plan (2010-14) was initiated to reduce social, economic and 

health problems associated with substance abuse and drug trafficking in the country. 

 

Countermeasures and Agencies Established 

There are four federal government divisions mandated to prohibit illegal drugs. All provincial 

police forces also carry the same mandate under the legal framework. Officially designated law 

enforcement apparatus include: 

i. Anti-Narcotics Force working under Narcotics Control Division: the primary drug law 

enforcement agency in Pakistan tasked with collecting drug-related intelligence, arresting 

offenders with drug-related offences and crimes. It also engages in investigating and 

prosecuting the offenders.  

ii. Frontier Corps under Ministry of Interior: which are commissioned with the primary 

responsibility of guarding Afghanistan and the Iran borders as well as carrying out operations 

involving counter drug trafficking. Members are drawn from the tribal areas, but they are led 

by the Pakistani army.   

iii. Pakistan Coast Guards under Ministry of Interior: tasked with securing the coastline of 

Pakistan,  

iv. Pakistan Customs working under Federal Board of Revenue 

v. Airport Security Force under Ministry of Interior 

vi. Pakistan Rangers under Ministry of Interior, and the  

vii. Frontier Constabulary under Home Department along with Provincial Police Departments6.  

 

 
6  Saurabh Sat and Jacob T.H. Mil, “Afghan Opiate Tracking Through the Southern Route,” UNODC, 2015, pp. 1-14, 34-

44, https://doi.org/https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-

analysis/Studies/Afghan_opiate_trafficking_southern_route_web.pdf. 
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Challenges 

As the country continues to struggle with ensuring the implementation of all policies, here are 

the two of the biggest challenges that are likely to cause a hindrance:  

Transactional challenge- Despite a comprehensive response, the precursor chemicals are still 

being transited through Pakistan and processed drugs are being transited back. Similarly, drug 

use is on the rise amongst citizens, especially party drugs like ecstasy pills. The situation 

projects a transactional challenge, which can be addressed via short to medium terms plans. 

The goal should be reduced transit route flows as well as a crackdown on the domestic drug 

use problem. Some critics have presented concerns over issues such as ruptured law 

enforcement and budgetary allocation issues.  

 

Structural challenges- As cited earlier, Pakistan’s proximity to Afghanistan, and the latter’s 

continuously increasing drug production is a structural challenge, cannot be addressed until 

peace is established in the region or drug demand is reduced globally. With an increase in the 

number of prohibitions, the street value of drugs also increases, adding more profit margins to 

traffickers. The drug traffickers use this to invest in new routes and means to bypass law 

enforcement infrastructure. These structural challenges cannot be overcome in the short to 

medium term. 

 

Recent Developments  

In a high-level ceremony organized at the Headquarters Anti-Narcotics Force (ANF), UNODC 

Country Office Pakistan, in collaboration with the Embassy of Japan, handed over specialized 

equipment to the ANF. It comprised IT equipment for automating Pakistan’s National 

Precursors Management System (NPMS), and for consolidating networking under the 

framework counter-narcotics policy formulated by the Government of Pakistan in February 

20107.  

 

 
7 Rizwana Asad and Said Abbasi, “United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime,” Press Release Japan contributed 

$3,730,935 to UNODC Country Office Pakistan, May 10, 2018, https://www.unodc.org/pakistan/en/press-release-japan-

contributed-3-730-935-to-unodc-country-office-pakistan.html. 
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BALANCING BETWEEN OBJECTIVES 
Focusing on Thailand 

Rushil Khosla8 

 

 

The war on drugs in Asia have been earmarked by the presence of the Golden Crescent and the 

Golden Triangle. The two areas of influence have accounted for the majority of opium 

production in the world, as well as drugs such as heroin, methamphetamines etc. The Golden 

crescent and the triangle have been a major focal point of the UNODC, as well as the 

governments of all major Asian countries. Although the dialogue discussed issues pertaining 

to both the golden triangle and the golden crescent, it is the former which is the subject of this 

report. Whereas the Golden crescent is comprised of South Asian nations, the Golden Triangle 

encompasses nations within south-east Asia. It is specifically pinpointed at the confluence of 

the Ruak and Mekong rivers. The area is roughly 950,000 km wide and is based in the 

mountainous borders of Thailand, Laos and Myanmar. 

 

The Golden Triangle is the largest producer of synthetic drugs in the world and is the second-

largest opium producer. The Golden Triangle’s infamous reputation was born through the 

KMT’s (Kuomintang; Chinese rebel group) seizure of the Burmese (Myanmar) border. 

Although the opium trade had its roots under British colonial rule, it was in fact the KMT’s 

rampant increase in production of drugs, which catalysed the state of the Golden Triangle. As 

the industry grew, KMT expanded to the southern Mekong region. The lack of government 

authority in Myanmar and the corruption of government officials led to the establishment of a 

KMT foothold. However, one must not gloss over the economic impact of the drug trade. The 

drug trade acted as Myanmar’s second-largest export, bringing in upwards of 2 billion USD 

annually. Consequentially, many were in fact in on the deal. For example, A four-year 

investigation into the Myanmar Oil and Gas Enterprise (MOGE), concluded that the enterprise 

acted as a channel for laundering the revenues generated by Heroin production. Upwards of 15 

million $ were laundered, even under the control of the Myanmar Army. The activities of the 

Golden Triangle and the corruption highlights the deep-rooted economic foothold garnered by 

the drug trade.  

 

Myanmar was the mass producer; however, Laos and Thailand were the main distributors. The 

opium and heroin base were produced in north-eastern Myanmar, transported by horse and 

donkey caravans to refineries along the Thailand-Burma border for conversion to heroin. It was 

then that the finished product was shipped to towns in North Thailand and down to Bangkok. 
1Given such a background, the objective of the session was to explore the role of Thailand in  

 

8 Rushil Khosla is a Research Intern at the Centre for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal School of 

International Affairs. 
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the golden triangle. The discussion aimed to extrapolate the stance of the Thai government, 

their policies and implementation as well as any recent developments.  

 

Thailand’s history helps understand its prominence as an international drug distributor. 

Thailand is home to the largest community of Teo Chiu, a Chinese diaspora who are likely to 

have the largest underground network in the world. A host of political conflicts in the Thai 

kingdom gave rise to an economic opportunity availed by the Teo Chiu. Consequentially, their 

network of merchants and nobles also led to a monopoly of other key exports such as rice. 

Therefore, the Thai politico-economic system was synonymous with the powers of the Teo 

Chiu syndicate. The prominence of such a network led to a relationship with the KMT. 

Thailand played an intermediary role between the KMT (producers) and Japan. 

Consequentially, Thailand became the traditional route for opiates, opium, and heroin.  

 

However, there were signs of change as early as 1984. The change in the Thai government’s 

attitude and policies were discussed. A nationwide opium eradication campaign initiated by the 

Govt, considerably reduced smuggling and trafficking along the Thai-Burma (now Myanmar 

border). The crackdown considerably reduced the use of the well-developed road system by 

traffickers, along the Thai-Burma border. The crackdown was followed by further border 

patrols along the north and north-western Thai border. Since then, the Thai govt has always 

had a tough anti-drug policy. In 1999 for example, Thai authorities increased the number of 

border checkpoints along the border from 100 to 269. The government believed, in order to 

stop Thailand as becoming a major international trafficker of opium, meth, and heroin, it must 

stop the arrival of drugs into Thailand. Therefore, killing the problem of trafficking by attacking 

the roots of the issue. 

 

The government upped the ante in the 2000s. Upon taking office in 2001, Thai PM, Thaksin 

Shinawatra vowed to prevent and suppress drug trafficking and drug consumption. The first 

step taken by the government was to categorize drugs such as heroin, methamphetamine, 

opium, etc., under the ‘I narcotics category’. Being in possession or intent to distribute such 

drugs, would land a heavy penalty. Intent to distribute would mean life imprisonment or even 

the death penalty (depending on the quantity), and 20 years for possession. Subsequently, in a 

7-year period from 1996-2002 (even though Thaksin was appointed PM later, the government 

already started to take action) 70% of prisoners were in prison for drug-related charges. Thaksin 

yet again declared an anti-drug campaign in 2003. However, this was the most potent 

campaign. Thaksin and the Thai government focused on the emotional aspect of drug abuse. 

The Thaksin led government aimed to illustrate how drug traders are ruthless to children and 

how they introduce drugs to people who don't know any better. The Prime Minister aimed to 

prove that being ruthless against traffickers was justified. 

 

 
1  Pierre-Arnaud Chouvy, “Drug Trafficking in and out of the Golden Triangle,” An Atlas of Trafficking in 

Southeast Asia, 2013, https://doi.org/10.5040/9780755619153.ch-002. 
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The Thai police had subsequent autonomy to take any action "they see fit" against drug 

suspects, in accordance with the directive set by PM Thaksin. This induced a climate of fear, 

and traffickers resorted to other ways of distributing their products internationally. The 

intention wasn't to curb the illegal drug trade but to make it much more dangerous to do so. 

However, the country today issues a more humane counter-narcotics policy since hard-line 

drug laws led to the overcrowding of prisons and multiple cases of humanitarian abuse. Now. 

Thailand employs an evidence-based drug policy that is in line with human rights. However, 

the culture of fear instilled in Thailand has ceased the return of pre-modern Thai drug routes 

and trafficking. 

 

The reasons for such strict anti-drug policy implementations were also discussed during the 

dialogue. Along with seeking welfare for its citizens, the speaker had pointed out 4 socio-

economic factors, which catalysed the rampant prohibition. Thailand is not as economically 

ravaged as Myanmar. The illicit drug production in Myanmar, brings in 1 to 2 billion dollars 

annually, making it the second-highest export of the country, behind petroleum gas. For 

Thailand, its total exports amount to 236.69 billion annually, with key exports being machinery 

(23%) electronics (19%) and being the world’s largest exporter of rubber2. Consequentially, 

Thailand is renowned for its ease of conducting business. The activities of the Golden Triangle 

and the accompanying risk of a disparaged reputation could negatively impact FDI and 

diplomatic relationships. Therefore, the vehemence of the anti-drug policies is, in part, carried 

out to maintain the country’s economic reputation. Thailand is also seen as an internationally 

friendly country and a major stakeholder in global tourism, which accounts for roughly 16% 

of the Thai GDP3. The Thai hospitality sector has been built by its reputation of being a safe 

getaway. The drug trades infamous nature of causing security issues along the Burma-Thailand 

border could negatively impact their tourism industry.  

 

Buddhism is seen as the country’s premier soft power. Thailand is the largest Buddhist country 

in the world. Over 90% of Thai people follow Buddhism, therefore Thailand is renowned for4 

its Buddhist and monk culture. Thailand is seen as a clean, and simplistic country. Much of 

that international perception is influenced by Buddhism. A rampant drug trade, and the 

connotations it brings along with it, would impinge on Thailand’s premier soft power. 

 

A political reason for the continued stringent anti-drug policy is influenced by the Thai 

kingdom itself. The Thai royal family's approval domestically is waning. A series of protests 

and demonstrations against the royal family for curbing Thai liberty and freedom of expression  

 
2 International Trade Administration, US Department of Commerce. Thailand - Market Overview. 

http://www.trade.gov/country-commercial-guides/thailand-market-overview. Accessed 7 Sept. 2021. 

 
3 “Uncertainty Continues.” Bangkok Post. www.bangkokpost.com, 

https://www.bangkokpost.com/business/2162323/uncertainty-continues. Accessed 7 Sept. 2021. 

 
4 Busbarat, Pongphisoot. "A Review of Thailand's Foreign Policy in Mainland Southeast Asia: Exploring an Ideational 

Approach." European Journal of East Asian Studies 11, no. 1 (2012): 127-54. Accessed July 8, 2021. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23615440. 

 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/23615440


Drug Trafficking in the Golden Crescent and the Golden Triangle Centre for Security Studies 34 

 

 

 

have broken out. The king had exiled himself in Germany and Austria at the height of these 

protests. Implementation of anti-drug trafficking policy at least yields diplomatic support by 

the West. Since the demand for drugs has been catalysed by the American markets. Ensuring 

and implementing anti-trafficking measures/policies, would mean Thailand has a diplomatic 

friend in the US. Such friendliness with the US, especially in south Asia (Under SAARC and 

ASEAN, who have been notorious for their anti-western influences), is immensely important. 

 

The discussion was concluded, by illustrating the recent developments in the region. It was 

noted that presently, measures in Thailand are more cautionary and reactive, rather than large 

overhauls and national campaigns seen during Thaksin’s tenure as PM. The government is 

extremely vigilant about these issues. However, there are traces of trafficking still in Thailand. 

The most basic form of trafficking, on-person carry through airports, is a norm. These courier 

services, especially to the US, have been established through the connection of Asian prisoners 

and gangs in the US. However, with an increase in airport security, the individual is unable to 

carry high amounts of drugs. In Thailand, speed drugs are the choice, especially in the 

nightlives of tourist cities such as Bangkok and Pattaya. The government has its eyes on that 

as well. 

 

A concluding question was asked, on the lines of the drug trade’s transit points. The speaker 

extrapolated, answering that the major hotspot of the drug trade was between the North Burma 

and Thai border. However, the speaker also added an important caveat. With the increase of 

patrolling checkpoints from a mere 100 to 269, any transit of drug shipments is extremely 

difficult5. The traditional Thai route has therefore been largely unused. 

 

 

 

5 Kara, Siddharth. "Thailand and the Mekong Subregion." In Sex Trafficking: Inside the Business of Modern Slavery, 152-

78. New York: Columbia University Press, 2017. Accessed July 8, 2021. http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7312/kara18033.11. 
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COUNTERING DOMINANCE 
Focusing on Vietnam 

Jyot Shikar Singh12 

 
 

Introduction 

The problem of drug abuse and trafficking is not hidden from the international community. 

1988 United Nations Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic 

Substances states that “concerned by the magnitude of and rising trend in the illicit production 

of, demand for and traffic in narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances, which pose a serious 

threat to the health and welfare of human beings and adversely affect the economic, cultural 

and political foundations of society.1” The consequences of the rising drug trade have affected 

various sections of society, which seems to be formidable in underdeveloped and developing 

countries. In this paradigm, Vietnam presents the case study where the drug trade in the Golden 

Triangle in a systematic fashion has structurally affected Vietnamese society. United Nation 

Development Program introduced the concept of human security in 1994 which is based on 

normative humanism, ethical responsibility, and aiming to re-orient security around the 

individual and the society instead of being centred solely on territory or state2. Being next to 

Golden Triangle, Vietnam is near manufacturing centres and the huge drug market of China3. 

Before the 1990’s the prevalence of drug use in Vietnam was low and mainly opium and 

cannabis smoking was involved. By 1994, opium use accounted for 86% of registered drug 

addicts but in 2000, 80% were heroin users4. Upon these existing issues, the rapid increase in 

the addiction by young drug users of amphetamine-type stimulants (ATS) has become a 

particular concern in Vienna, and in some provinces, 85%-90% of new addicts only use ATS5. 

Vietnam is not recognized as a major drug-producing country but what brings the concern to 

the international community is the route that Vietnam provides for drug smuggling. As per 

UNODC’s (United Nations Office of Drugs and Crime) 2019 country report, it is estimated 

that about 95% of illicit drugs transported to the country are smuggled from neighbouring 

countries to European countries.   

 

 
8 Jyot Shikar Singh is a Research Intern at the Centre for Security Studies and a student at the Jindal School of 

International Affairs. 

1 H.T. Luong, "Time to rethink Vietnam's drug policies," Economics, Politics and Public Policy in East Asia, 2019. 

 
2 H.T. Luong, "Vietnam and the Mekong's Synthetic Drug Epidemic," The Diplomat, 2019. 

 
3 H.T Luong, "Drug Trafficking in the Mainland Southeast Asian Region: The Example of Vietnam's Shared Borderland 

with Laos," International Annals of Criminology, 130-151, 2020. 

 
4 Narumi Yamada, "UNODC Country Profile- UNODC," UNODC- Country Profile- 2005, 2005. 

 
5 H.T. Luong, "Vietnam and the Mekong's Synthetic Drug Epidemic," The Diplomat, 2019. 
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Current Problems with Drug Trafficking 

Drug trafficking in Vietnam became a prominent problem after the adoption of its “open door” 

economic policy in 19866. 2003 annual report of the National Committee for Prevention and 

Suppression of AIDS, Drugs and Prostitution and 2006 publication of the Standing Office for 

Drug Control titled “Drug Control Activities in Vietnam”, observed that an increase in drug 

trafficking flowed through the open-door economic policy. Located in the vicinity of the 

Golden Triangle where the borders of Thailand, Laos, and Myanmar meet at the confluence of 

the Ruak and Mekong rivers, porous borders make it difficult for Vietnam to be immune from 

the issue of trafficking in the region. As Afghanistan is one of the biggest opium-producing 

areas in the Golden Crescent, most of the world’s heroin also comes from the Golden Triangle7.  

Concerning Vietnam, most routes that connect the central-north and northern provinces8 open 

the possibility of smuggling and trafficking into the European countries. With the growing 

phenomenon and complexity of increasing drug trade and smuggling, Vietnam is used as a 

transit route for the manufacturing and transport of drugs. According to International Narcotics 

Control Board (2011), the region provides storage places for heroin manufactured in the Golden 

Triangle being directed to Australia, Canada, Europe, and North America. Major trafficking 

routes for heroin manufacture mainly in the border areas of Myanmar include corridors that 

lead through Yunnan province of China, and then further east to point along that country's coast 

and through the Lao People's Democratic Republic to coastal areas in Cambodia and Vietnam9. 

From the coastal areas, the heroin is shipped to illicit markets in Australia, Canada, the United 

States, and countries in Europe. Heroin, cannabis, and other synthetic drugs are brought to 

Vietnam through points along its borders with Laos, Cambodia10and China. This puts Vietnam 

in a special place via-à-vis drug trafficking as being one of the heaviest smuggling routes in 

Indo- Pacific region.  In the other direction, Vietnam is used by drug traffickers as a transit area 

for opiate shipments to China. Chinese border routes have become heavily used due to better 

road links and greater individual freedom to travel into Beijing. In addition to international 

trafficking routes, domestic smuggling routes converge on major Vietnamese cities. Among 

the 64 provinces of Vietnam, Hanoi and Ho Chi Minh are the most vulnerable destinations11. 

Ho Chi Minh City, the economic center of Vietnam, is a destination for drugs brought from 

Nghe An province via Ha Tinh and Quang Tri provinces.  

 

Prominent issues such as that of unemployment and fluctuant poverty also act as factors  

 
6 Alexander Vuving, "Vietnamese Perspective on Transational Security Challenges," Issues for Engagement: Asian 

Perspectives on Transnational Security Challenges, 2012. 

 
7 H.T. Luong, "Drug Trafficking in the Mainland Southeast Asian Region: The Example of Vietnam's Shared Borderland 

with Laos," International Annals of Criminology, 130-151, 2020. 

 
8 H Luong, "Transational narcotics trafficking and law enforcement: a Vietnam perspective,” 2017. 

 
9 ROSE, Hoa Phuong T. Nguyen and Gregory L., "Criminalization of Drug Trafficking in Vietnam: Developments and 

Challenges." Colombia Journal of Asian Law.  

 
10 Ibid 

 
11 H.T. Luong, "Vietnam and the Mekong's Synthetic Drug Epidemic," The Diplomat, 2019. 
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contributing not only to the transit of drugs, but also its manufacture and abuse. Most of the 

drug usage in the Vietnamese population is found to be opiate. According to the Ministry of 

Labour Invalids, Social Affairs (MOLISA) report, 70% of the drug population are heroin users 

(this rate is higher, up to 80 % to 95%) in big cities. Opium use is decreasing from 85% in the 

1990s to 28% by 2004. Opium is mainly smoked by elderly ethnic minority people in the 

mountains. Heroin is predominantly injected. Around 2% of drug users take synthetic 

stimulants (ATS) and pharmaceutical narcotic drugs like dolargan (pethidine), seduxen 

(diazepam)12.  Ecstasy and ketamine13 are identified as the most recent drugs abused in 

Vietnam. Drug abuse has been also reported in workplaces, schools, and universities. Those 

unemployed, out of school youth, migrant workers, ethnic minorities, and street children are at 

higher risk to be involved in the abuse and trafficking of illicit drugs. Traffickers may also take 

advantage of the gaps in the current legislative and judiciary systems and the lack of knowledge 

and experience of the regulatory and law enforcement officials to divert precursor chemicals 

for illicit drug manufacture. The Vietnamese Government has reported that in the period 2016-

2017 the quantities of illicit drugs seized have increased by the following: heroin 50%, 

synthetic drugs 46%, and cannabis 36%. More than 18,200 people in some 12,000 drug cases 

were arrested in 2018.  

 

In Hanoi, Ho Chi Minh, Lai Chau, Son La, Nghe An, Thanh Hoa, Yen Bai, and Bac Thai 

provinces, groups of professional traffickers who specialize in purchasing opium harvests, who 

are called "barefoot in slang”14, bring money and goods to deposit with peasants in exchange 

for promises by the peasants to produce opium. Vietnamese international trafficking of illicit 

drugs has started to be in the hands of professional criminal organizations. Many overseas 

Vietnamese use their relatives residing in Vietnam to establish transnational drug trafficking 

routes.  Conversely, increasing numbers of Vietnamese drug traffickers have been arrested in 

other countries such as Thailand, Canada, Singapore, and Australia. In addition, in the eight 

years from 1993 to 2000, foreign nationals accounted for 5.66% of Vietnamese drug-related 

criminal convicts sentenced to death or life imprisonment, which increased by a further 5% by 

201215. Among them, a majority were Laotian, followed by Thais, Chinese, and Cambodians. 

A few others from America, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Canada, and Spain also were convicted. The 

National Committee for Prevention and Suppression of AIDS, Drugs, and Prostitution, 

summing up in 2006 the five years of implementing the Vietnamese Law on Narcotics 

Prevention and Suppression, reported that international criminal organizations have used the 

"open-door policy to develop contacts with domestic criminal organizations to collaborate in 

illicit drug smuggling." 

 

 
12 H Luong, "Transational narcotics trafficking and law enforcement: a Vietnam perspective,” 2017. 

 
13 Ibid.  

 
14 Nguyen, Van & Scannapieca, Maria, "Drug abuse in Vietnam: A Critical Review of the Literature and Implications for 

Future," Addiction- Abingdon, England, 2008. 

 
15 P. Battersby, M. B. Steger & J. M. Siracusa, "Global crime and global security," The SAGE handbook of globalization, 

697- 719, 2014. 
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Legislative Actions 

Vietnam’s commitment to drug trafficking conforms with the United Nations Drug Control 

Conventions along with its national legal framework. Vietnam’s Criminal Code, enacted in 

1985, article 20316 talks about the offence of organizing illegal use of drugs, which is the only 

article that prescribed for an offence relating to drugs. Therefore, prosecutions relating to the 

unlawful transportation, stockpiling, import, export, trade and distribution of controlled drugs 

could proceed only under customs offences that are not specific to drug control, i.e., 

‘stockpiling or trading in banned goods’, article 16617, or "smuggling or transporting goods 

and/or currencies across the border under article. Even with the 1993 UN declarations of drug 

substances, Article 61 of the 1992 Vietnamese Constitution declared drug use a “dangerous 

social disease” and laid the foundation for some of the world’s toughest drugs laws. The 2000 

Law on Preventing and Combating Narcotic Drugs reiterated that drugs are a danger to both 

public health and national security. To remove some of these contradictions regarding the lack 

of rehabilitation facilities available in the state, the 2000 Law on Preventing and Combating 

Narcotic Drugs was amended in 2008 to provide support for the harm reduction measures 

proscribed in the Law on AIDS/ HIV Prevention and Control. And in 2009, the Penal Code 

was amended to characterize drug users as patients rather than criminals. The legislation also 

provided the procedure of treatment and rehabilitation. This system was established by Article 

61 of the 1992 Constitution, which specified that “the State provides for compulsory treatment 

of drug addiction and certain dangerous social diseases.18”  

 

In 1993 the National Assembly launched Resolution No. 06/CP establishing measures focusing 

primarily on anti-drug information and education, supply reduction, interdiction, and 

compulsory treatment of drug users. It contextualizes rehabilitation treatment for citizens who 

use illegal drugs as “compulsory treatment as determined in article 29 of the Law for Protection 

of People”. Following Resolution No. 06/CP, activities related to drug treatment officially 

began in 1994 when there were only 55,445 registered drug users nationwide. At this time, 

most drug treatment activities were home-based, and community-based and focused purely on 

detoxification and didactic moral teaching. In 1995, the National Assembly issued the 

Ordinance on Administrative Violations which states that people who use illegal drugs, if not 

successful with home or community-based drug addiction treatment, will be subject to 

administrative violations and compulsory treatment for 3 months to 1 year. During the first 2 

years of the implementation of Resolution 06/CP, there were only a few small compulsory 

centres in some richer cities with the capacity to house around 3000 people in total. However, 

because of the 1995 Ordinance on Administrative Violations, by the end of 2005 up to 80 

compulsory centres had been established. The 2005 Directive No. 54, which replaced Directive 

52 of 1995, shows a remarkable shift in the mindset of the Communist Party which has been 

continued till this date. The old Directive called for “healthy and faithful lives avoiding drugs 

and prostitution” and further linked AIDS and social evils in prescribing that “interventions  

 
16 H.T. Luong, "Vietnam and the Mekong's Synthetic Drug Epidemic," The Diplomat, 2019. 

 
17 Ibid. 
18 Narumi Yamada, "UNODC Country Profile- UNODC," UNODC- Country Profile- 2005, 2005. 
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should be integrated with the prevention of social evils, drug use and sex work. Police should 

make timely discoveries and punish drug users, brothel owners and decoys”. The language in 

the new Directive shows that the Communist Party leaders realized the need to deal with drug 

use and HIV in a more coordinated and holistic approach. It calls for “the relevant government 

agencies to improve the legal documents to ensure consistency to facilitate more effective 

implementation of the HIV prevention programme”. This shift in thinking was critical since 

the Communist Party of Vietnam exerts political influence overall political organizations at 

both the national and the local levels. These political and sociological shifts in ideology 

influenced budget allocation for various health programmes including HIV. The National 

Assembly subsequently realized they needed to amend the Drug Law to make it more consistent 

with the HIV Law. The Amended Drug Law, which was passed in 2008, contains a section that 

has generic references to harm reduction as defined in the Law on HIV but could not resolve 

the inconsistencies of rehabilitation or reducing the causes of drug abuses. Vietnamese case 

depicts that despite the efforts to reduce drug trafficking was a success, but drug abuses were 

not reduced at the same rate which continues to be persistent and does not end the association 

of drug trade within the Golden Triangle. 

 

Conclusion 

Vietnam’s case presents certain challenges that are persistent on a societal level despite 

Vietnam’s active working of its legislation to curb the causes of drug abuse and trafficking. 

The part of the solution that relies on is a multilateral approach to curb drugs trafficking in all 

the regions of the golden triangle. With the working of the Communist Party, the focus should 

be on curbing the amount of drug trade happening in the routes. Understanding that organized 

crime in Vietnam is not as rampant and the point on the drug market in Vietnam is only limited 

to travelling in the routes, the legislation can curb the issue by improving the effects of drug 

abuse and increasing the public health issues. It has slowly moved from having one of the 

world’s more repressive drug policies to embracing certain aspects of harm reduction. These 

changes have come about because Vietnam has suffered one of Asia’s worst HIV epidemics, 

and needle exchanges and the legislation has helped in reducing the worst situations.  But the 

declining level of funding from international donors for harm reduction and law enforcement 

vis-à-vis drugs is also worrying. It is unknown whether Vietnam will be able to scale up or 

even maintain harm reduction, which will depend upon whether the Vietnamese government 

possesses the political will to invest19. The case of Vietnam provides lessons for other states. 

First, it demonstrates how law enforcement and compulsory detention for drug offences can 

present barriers to effective treatment and harm reduction while not positively focusing on the 

issues of external trafficking. Second, needle exchanges and methadone maintenance can help 

reduce the transmission of HIV. Third, illicit drug crop cultivation and production can be 

suppressed using coercion and eradication, without the support of alternative development, but 

only if the state possesses authority over most opium farming areas. These normative can 

enable the necessary machinery required to counter the issue of drug trafficking in Vietnam 

and depends on the legislative capabilities. 

 
19 H.T Luong, "Drug Trafficking in the Mainland Southeast Asian Region: The Example of Vietnam's Shared Borderland 

with Laos," International Annals of Criminology, 130-151, 2020. 
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