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Explanatory notes

The designations employed and the presentation of the 
material in this report do not imply the expression of 
any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat 
of the United Nations concerning the legal status of 
any country, territory, city or area, or of its authorities, 
or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or 
boundaries.

Co n ries and areas are re erred o by e na es a  
ere in o ficial se a  e i e e rele an  da a ere 

collected.

ince ere is so e scien ific and legal a big i y abo  
the distinctions between “drug use”, “drug misuse” and 
“drug abuse”, the neutral term “drug use” is used in the 
report. 

All uses of the word “drug” and the term “drug use” 
in the report refer to substances controlled under the 
international drug control conventions, and their non-
medical use.

The term “seizures” is used in the report to refer to 
an i ies o  dr gs sei ed  nless o er ise s ecified

e erences o dollars  are o ni ed a es dollars  
unless otherwise stated.
References to tons are to metric tons, unless otherwise 
stated. 
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C    Cártel de Sinaloa
C C  Cártel de Jalisco Nueva Generación
Co     Cen re o  cellence or llici  r g ly 

ed c ion ra il
C    Cri inal e ork isr ion lobal 

rogra e C
    r g n orce en  d inis ra ion ni ed 

a es
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EU   European Union 
Europol  European Union Agency for Law 

n orce en  Coo era ion
FIP   Fundación Ideas para la Paz
Ha   ec are s

g   kilogra s
C-   ari i e nalysis era ions Cen re 

arco ics
C   rganisa ion or cono ic Co-o era ion 

and e elo en
OMG  Outlaw Motorcycle Gangs  

C   fice o  e a ional r g Con rol olicy  
United States

C   pasta básica de cocaína coca as e
CC  Primeiro Comando da Capital
C   o  rican Co ni y ide iology 

e ork on r g se
SAMHSA   Substance Abuse and Mental Health 

Services Administration
C  Sistema Integrado de Monitoreo de Cultivos 

Ilícitos
C   ni ed a ions fice on r gs and Cri e 
C  ni ed a ions Con en ion agains  

ransna ional rgani ed Cri e
C   orld C s o s rgani a ion



Table of Contents

Special points of interest  9
Cocaine arke  e ands  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  10

e  ra ficking bs e erge . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 20
Con rol o  ra ficking ro es rag en s  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  25
ec nology boos s ra ficking  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 28

The big picture   32
Recent trends  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  32
The balance of supply and demand   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 38
Globalization, convergence and emerging markets  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 40
Cocaine in rela ion o o er dr gs . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  42
The spectrum of cocaine products   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 46
Outlook . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  47

Established markets  50
The Americas . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 50

es ern and Cen ral ro e  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  76
Violence linked to the cocaine supply chain in Europe  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 88
Australia and New Zealand . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  92

lica ions o  cocaine ra ficking or borderland co ni ies in o  erica  . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  97

Potentially developing markets  104
Africa  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  104
Asia  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  121
Eastern and South-Eastern Europe  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  130

Criminal actors  140
eogra y and y es o  ac ors in ol ed in cocaine ra ficking . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  140

Structure of criminal groups  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  154
Formation of networks and alliances  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  156

raf ing o alitie   
ari i e ra ficking  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  163
ir ra ficking . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  173

Annex  180
Methodology . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  180

e ails o  n er ie s Cond c ed   . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  181
Regional groupings  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  182

7Global Report on Cocaine 2023





Special 
points of 

interest



2 Cocaine market expands

Cocaine market expands

The impact of COVID on cocaine markets worldwide

Bolivia (Plurinational State of), Peru:

• Impact on eradication activities. 
• Increases in coca leaf cultivation. 
• i fic l ies or b yers o access 

sellers.

Brazil

• i fic l ies aced by 
criminal groups in the 
internal consolidation and 
redis rib ion o  cocaine 
towards ports on the 
Atlantic. 

• Increased use of aircraft 
for incoming and internal 
movement of cocaine.

• s ing in inco ing o s 
at the same time as 
declines in o going o s

South Africa

• Shift towards the use 
of sea transportation 
and vehicles.

Australia

• Consumption peaked in the 
iddle o   declined by 

 o er e ollo ing year 
and rebo nded odera ely 
in the last quarter of 2021.

• Decrease in detections of all 
drug importations into some 
jurisdictions. 

• Cocaine detection volume 
rebo nded in e la er al  
of 2020.

• Following record levels in 
2019, seizures fell in 2020. 

• reli inary da a indica e 
rebo nds in  
es ecially in rica

Africa, Asia, East and 
Southeast Europe

• Following a period of 
s eady gro  cocaine 
sei res s abili e in  
be ore rebo nding in 
2021.  

• as e a er-based 
indicators suggest a dip 
in cons ion be ore 
rebo nding in  

• i ilar rends isible in 
prevalence where data 
a ailabili y allo s

Central America

Western and 
Central Europe

• Increases in, and 
di ersifica ion o  
channels through 
Central America 
and surrounding 
seas towards 
Europe. 
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4 Cocaine market expands

Cocaine market reasserts itself after COVID-19 bump

The COVID-19 pandemic had a disruptive effect on drug 
markets. With international travel severely curtailed, 
producers struggled to get their product to market. Night 
cl bs and bars ere s  as o ficials ra ed  eir 
attempts to control the virus, causing demand to slump 
for drugs like cocaine that are often associated with 
those settings.

However, the most recent data suggests this slump has 
had little impact on longer-term trends. The global 
supply of cocaine is at record levels. Almost 2,000 tons 
was produced in 2020, continuing a dramatic uptick in 
manufacture that began in 2014, when the total was less 
than half of today’s levels.

The surge is partly a result of an expansion in coca bush 
cultivation, which doubled between 2013 and 2017, hit a 
peak in 2018, and rose sharply again in 2021. But it is also 

due to improvements in the process of conversion from 
coca bush to cocaine hydrochloride.

In parallel, there has been a continuing growth in 
demand, with most regions showing steadily rising 
numbers of users over the past decade. Although these 
increases can be partly explained by population growth, 
there is also a rising prevalence of cocaine use.

Interceptions by law enforcement have also been on the 
rise, at a higher speed than production, meaning that 
interdiction has contained the growth of the global 
amount of cocaine available for consumption. 

0

200

400

600

800

1000

1200

1400

1600

1800

2000

0

100,000

200,000

300,000

400,000

500,000

600,000

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

20
21

Co
ca

in
e 

se
iz

ur
es

 (t
on

s)

Co
ca

 b
us

h 
cu

lti
va

tio
n 

(h
a)

Coca bush cultivation, by country, and cocaine 
seizures worldwide, 2010–2021

Coca bush cultivation in Bolivia (Plurinational State of)
Coca bush cultivation in Peru

Coca bush cultivation in Colombia
Cocaine seizures worldwide (right axis)
2021 Cocaine seizures worldwide, preliminary (right axis)

0

300

600

900

1,200

1,500

1,800

2,100

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

20
21

Gl
ob

al
 c

oc
ai

ne
 m

an
uf

ac
tu

re
 (t

on
s)

Q
ua

nt
iti

es
 s

ei
ze

d 
(to

ns
)

Quantities of cocaine seized in selected markets, 
in comparison with global cocaine manufacture, 2005–2021

Global cocaine manufacture (right axis)

Cocaine seizures in Western and Central Europe (left axis)

2021 Cocaine seizures in Western and Central Europe, 
preliminary (left axis)

Cocaine seizures in the United States (left axis)

2021 Cocaine seizures in the United States, 
preliminary (left axis)

Cocaine seizures in Brazil (left axis)

Report 2022

Quantities of cocaine seized in selected markets, in 
comparison with global cocaine manufacture, 
2005–2021

Coca bush cultivation, by country, and cocaine 
seizures worldwide, 2010–2021

12



5Global Report on Cocaine 2023 – SPECIAL POINTS OF INTEREST

 0

 10

 20

 30

 40

 50

 60

 70

 80

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

20
21

Gr
am

s 
of

 c
oc

ai
ne

 p
er

 p
as

t-
ye

ar
 u

se
r (

be
st

 e
st

im
at

es
)

In comparison with selected actual estimates of consumption, 
expressed per past-year user

Estimated quantity of cocaine available for consumption 
per past-year user (global, range)

Estimated cocaine consumption (RAND) per past-year user, 
United States (best estimate)

Estimated cocaine consumption (EMCDDA, 2022) 
per past-year user, European Union

Estimated cocaine consumption per past-year user, 
Western and Central Europe, based on modelling of 
wastewater data (UNODC)

Estimated cocaine consumption per past-year user, 
Western and Central Europe, based on simple average 
of wastewater measurements in 142 cities

0.75

1.00

1.25

1.50

1.75

2.00

Av
ai

la
bi

lit
y 

in
di

ca
to

rs
: A

ve
ra

ge
 s

ei
zu

re
 p

ur
ity

 
(w

or
ld

w
id

e)
/r

et
ai

l p
ric

e 
(U

ni
te

d 
St

at
es

), 
(in

de
xe

d,
 2

00
7=

1)

 0

 10

 20

 30

 40

 50

 60

 70

 80

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

20
21

2007=1

Estimated quantity of cocaine available for consumption 
per past-year user (global, range)

Estimated average purity of seizures 
worldwide (indexed, 2007=1, right axis)

Purity-adjusted retail price, 
United States (indexed, 2007=1, right axis)

In comparison with selected availability indicators

Estimated supply of cocaine available for consumption (net of seizures) per past-year cocaine user worldwide, 
2005–2020

Estimated quantity of cocaine available for consumption per past-year user (global, range)

Estimated cocaine consumption (RAND) per past-year user, United States (best estimate)

Estimated cocaine consumption (EMCDDA, 2022) per past-year user, European Union

Estimated cocaine consumption per past-year user, Western and Central Europe, based on modelling of wastewater data (UNODC)

Estimated cocaine consumption per past-year user, Western and Central Europe, based on simple average of wastewater measurements in 142 cities

Estimated average purity of seizures worldwide (indexed, 2007=1, right axis)

Purity-adjusted retail price, United States (indexed, 2007=1, right axis)

13



6 Cocaine market expands

Concentration of established markets raises potential for large expansion

In established cocaine markets, the proportion of the 
general population using the drug is high. But these 

arke s only co er aro nd one-fi  o  e global 
population. 

If the prevalence in other regions increases to match 
established markets, the number of users globally would 
increase tremendously because of the large underlying 
population. 

This type of market convergence has already been 
happening in the case of Western and Central Europe, 
where purity levels and prices have harmonised with the 
United States, although prevalence of cocaine use in 
Western and Central Europe has not yet reached the level 
in the United States. 
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The presence of foreign criminal groups could incentivize producers in Colombia

The cocaine trade in Colombia was once controlled by 
just a few major players. As a result of a fragmentation of 
the criminal landscape following the demobilization of 
the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC) 
in 2016, it now involves criminal groups of all sizes, 
structures and objectives. But, signs of consolidation of 
some of these groups have recently emerged.

These developments have led to an increasing presence 
of foreign actors in Colombia. Mexican and Balkan 

criminal groups have moved closer to the centre of 
production to gain access to supplies and wholesale 
quantities of cocaine. 

These foreign groups are not aiming to take control of 
territory. Instead, they are trying to make supply lines 

ore e ficien  eir resence is el ing o incen i i e 
coca b s  c l i a ion and finance all s ages o  e s ly 
chain.

Retail purity of cocaine in Europe and the 
United States, 2005–2020
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8 Cocaine market expands

Use of ‘crack’ on the rise in Europe

The use of “crack” cocaine is on an upward trend in 
several Western European countries, according to data on 

eo le seeking rea en  or e firs  i e  ile e se 
of “crack” has been well documented in the United 
Kingdom, countries in continental Europe also appear to 
show an increased incidence. Belgium, France and Spain 
each registered abrupt rises in crack users entering 
treatment starting in 2017 or 2018. Italy also showed a 
slow but steady increase. 

This comes in parallel with an increase in cocaine 
consumption shown by wastewater data, where rises in 
overall use appear to come a year before rises in admis-
sions to treatment. The lag could be down to the time it 
takes users to feel the physical impact of their drug use. 

While smoking of cocaine products could be a driver 
contributing to the increase in consumption, it could also 
be part of the broader trend of intensifying use patterns 
in the subregion. 
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Research reveals how cocaine ‘competes’ with methamphetamine

Cocaine users are often involved with other drugs, so 
high levels of cocaine use often go hand in hand with 
other drugs such as cannabis and ecstasy. This relation-
ship has been shown across various indicators, including 
residues found in wastewater and levels of seizures by 
law enforcement.

However, this relationship may be  reversed with meth-
amphetamine. Analysis shows that a big domestic market 
for cocaine appears to “alternate” with a big market for 
methamphetamine. 

ese findings a ear o s o  e a e a ine as a 
potential “competitor” to cocaine. Though it is possible 

a  ese rela ions i s on a global le el si ly re ec  
e geogra y o  dr g ra ficking  e a e a ine is 

much more widespread than cocaine in Asia. For Latin 
America and Europe, the opposite is true.

But data from the United States, where both drugs have a 
foothold, show how this relationship also plays out 
within a country. The more frequently a person uses 
methamphetamine, the less they use cocaine. Cannabis 
trends, for example, showed the opposite relationship: 
heavier users of cannabis were more likely to be heavier 
cocaine users.
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10 Cocaine market expands

Brazil faced spike in cocaine-related deaths during the pandemic

The pandemic seems to have disrupted the cocaine 
market in Brazil on both supply and demand sides. 
aced i  se ere logis ical rdles  ra fickers increas-

ingly shifted to aircraft to get cocaine into the country, 
leading to an overall rise in amounts entering Brazil. But 
criminal gangs seem to have struggled to coordinate 
transit of the drug within Brazil to ports on the Atlantic. 
Various indicators show that the level of cocaine leaving 
the country fell. 

At the same time, there was a dramatic spike in the 
number of deaths attributable to cocaine use. It is 

ossible a  e s i ing ra ficking dyna ics res l ed in 
a surge in the availability of cocaine in Brazil, and 
in ensified se a erns

Changing trends (rates of change) in cocaine seizures in Brazil following the onset of COVID 
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Ca o age conceal en  
Rip-on/rip off method
“drop-off”, “three-seals”, 
”switch”, “trojan horse”
Front companies used to 
imitate legitimate import-
e or  ac i i y
False paperwork 

ariti e  traf ing

Containers

Technological advances in 
maritime navigation allowed 
sailing essels o di ersi y 
their departure ports on the 
Atlantic coast from where 

ey deli er cocaine o 
Europe or Africa

Sailing e el

sed or ra ficking o er 
shorter stretches
Long-range maritime routes 
are sed or ra ficking 

an i ies abo e  kg by 
go- as  boa s or by 
se i-s b ersibles

Speed boats 
go fa t

“mother ships” from which 
s aller essels ra fic dr gs 

ro ide go- as  boa s in 
transit with fuel and supplies

aller fis ing essels ra fic 
drugs in smaller quantities

i hing e el

gboa s  general cargo 
essels and b lk carriers 

Merchant vessels

r isanal essels b il  
s ecifically or ra ficking 
drugs
Uncrewed underwater 
vehicles following a 

re- rogra ed ra ec ory

Se i u er i le an  
water drones

Method where cocaine is 
attached to the vessel from 

e o side  belo  e 
waterline

Parasite modality

ir traf ing

Small quantities of cocaine 
carried on assenger ig s 
by assengers  cre  

e bers  or in ns er ised 
luggage

Increasing importance in 
recen  years o  clandes ine 

ig s o ing cocaine along 
the southern cone route
Use of airdrops – drugs 
thrown from airplane while a 
group on the ground picks 
them up (used with 
ultra-light aircraft and aerial 
drones)

General aviation ir a enger  

O  re tri tion  ai e  the gro th in traf ing ia international o tal er i e

e se o  arcel and co rier ser ices increased signifi-
cantly during COVID-related lockdowns. Restrictions on 

assenger ig s ean  ra fickers co ld no  rely on 
couriers to transport drugs on planes. 

o e co n ries in es  rica a e no ed a significan  
increase in these services to smuggle small quantities of 
cocaine to Europe and beyond. In Costa Rica, smaller 
quantities of cocaine were being mailed to Asia, Africa 
and Europe concealed in goods such as books, religious 
images, and vehicle spare parts. 

The pandemic may have accelerated the trend, but 
ra fickers ad already been increasing eir se o  

international mail services to get cocaine into Europe. 
Evidence from Spain and Argentina points to a lon-
ger-term decline in the use of drug mules on passenger 

ig s  o  co n ries recorded ins ances o  larger 
shipments being concealed in unaccompanied luggage.
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12 e trafficking hubs emerge

e  trafficking h bs e erge

‘Southern Cone’ route becomes major departure point for Europe-bound cocaine

Colo bia s ill do ina es ra ficking ro es ro  o  
America, particularly to North America where most 
cocaine is Colo bian  Ho e er  ra ficking ro es o 
Europe have evolved. The dominant role of Colombia’s 
ports as a point of departure appears to be declining, 

i  ra fickers increasingly ransi ing eir rod c  
through Central America and other countries in South 
America.

Cocaine from landlocked Bolivia (Plurinational State of) 
and Peru is increasingly transported via the so-called 
Southern Cone route through Paraguay and the 
Paraná-Paraguay waterway. Criminal groups, often from 
Brazil, use planes to cross the border and then boats 
along the river to the Atlantic. 

Seizures linked to the Paraná-Paraguay waterway or the River Plate estuary, and aircraft-related incidents along 
the Southern Cone Route, 2017– September 2022
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The points of arrival in Europe have also changed, with 
Belgium and the Netherlands now eclipsing the Iberian 
peninsula as the main hub. These two developments 
appear to be linked, with seizures connected to the 
Southern Cone route prominent in North Sea European 
ports. 

The growing prominence of Netherlands-linked routes 
over the past decade, and the more recent rise to 
prominence of the Southern Cone route, may have been 
instrumental in increasing the availability of cocaine in 
Europe.

Cocaine seized at seaports by customs authorities in Western and Central Europe, quantities seized in 2021 and 
trend in comparison with 2020
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Africa’s role in global supply chain on the rise

Seizure data suggest that the role of Africa, especially 
West and Central Africa, as a transit zone for cocaine on 
its way to markets in Europe has picked up substantially 
since 2019. Both the total quantity seized in Africa and 
the number of large seizures appear to have reached 
record levels during 2021, according to preliminary data. 

Maritime nations in West Africa account for much of the 
volume of cocaine seized. But other indicators suggest a 
widening issue on the continent. South Africa, for 

example, reported a record amount of cocaine seized, 
s gges ing a large increase in o s in o e co n ry and 
raising the prospect of a rebound in the domestic market.

Brazilian crime groups seem to be increasingly targeting 
Portuguese-speaking countries like Mozambique, Angola 
and Cabo Verde. And airports in Kenya and Ethiopia are 
also believed to have been targeted as “stopovers” en 
route from Brazil to Europe.

Main cocaine trafficking routes into and out of Africa, and cocaine seizure cases in Africa, 2018–2022
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on i t in raine li el  to affe t tran it route  an  on u tion attern

Cocaine is expensive and its use in Eastern Europe is the 
preserve of groups of high-income consumers, and often 
associated with recreational venues like night clubs. In 
Ukraine, the market had been expanding. But the armed 
con ic  a  began in ebr ary  is likely o a e 
drastically disrupted those lifestyle patterns and reduced 
opportunities for cocaine use.

In the Russian Federation, the domestic market for 
cocaine had also been expanding. It is not yet clear how 

e econo ic allo  ro  e c rren  ar ed con ic  i  
Ukraine and sanctions might disrupt consumption habits.

Some supply lines are also likely to be affected. There is 
evidence that foreign criminal groups have used 
Ukraine’s ports as a way of avoiding law enforcement 
controls in Western Europe. It is likely that those groups 
will shift such activities to other Black Sea ports in 
Romania or Bulgaria.

Cocaine trafficking routes affecting Eastern and South-Eastern Europe
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South-Eastern Europe consolidates position as transit region

Türkiye’s role as a transit country for cocaine has been 
growing in recent years. Since 2014, the amount of the 
drug seized in the country has increased sevenfold to a 
record 2.8 tons in 2021. Some of the cocaine reaching 
Türkiye arrives after transiting through Western Africa, 
and some also comes directly from Latin America.  

ro  rkiye  e o bo nd cocaine o s es ards 
through the Black Sea and the Balkans, a route tradition-
ally associa ed i  ra ficking o  o ia es and s ggling 
of cigarettes.

Neighbouring Greece has also been receiving rising 
quantities of cocaine in recent years, much of it destined 
for the same Balkan route and the markets of Western 
Europe. Seizure data showed Greece intercepting almost 
2 tons in 2020 before falling back slightly in 2022. Brazil 
and Ecuador are often the countries of departure for 
seized cocaine shipments. 

Cocaine seizures in Greece and Türkiye, 2011-2021
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ontrol of trafficking ro tes frag ents

Loose networks of criminal groups take charge of smuggling

Small to medium-sized criminal groups are playing an 
increasingly key role in global cocaine ra ficking  ey 
function like networks rather than well-delineated 
organizations. These groups manage only parts of the 
supply chain and form partnerships with other organiza-
tions. This fragmentation has been seen across regions, 
and the actors involved have become increasingly 
specialized.

Mexican crime groups remain powerful actors at the 
global level. The Cártel de Sinaloa and the Cártel Jalisco
Nueva Generación (CJNG), for example, largely control the 
ra ficking corridors ro  e ico o e ni ed a es   

they then rely on local criminal groups and street gangs 
to distribute cocaine. Most Mexican crime groups are 
offshoots of former larger organizations. They constantly 
s i  eir alliances and fig  or con rol o  erri ory

The Brazilian crime group Primeiro Comando da Capital
(PCC) has expanded its presence in other South American 
countries and beyond in Africa and Europe, and controls 
several stages of the cocaine supply chain. But the 
criminal landscape in Brazil is increasingly fragmented 
and many smaller criminal groups now also operate in 
the cocaine trade, often specializing in logistics.

In Europe, cocaine smuggling appears to be controlled by 
European criminal groups, some facilitating the receipt of 
the drug and others specializing in its distribution. Crime 
groups from the Balkan region have become major 

layers in large-scale cocaine ra ficking in o ro e

Expansion of the criminal group Primeiro Comando da Capital from Brazil to other countries in South America, 
and beyond to Africa and Europe

Expansion of the criminal group Primeiro Comando da Capital from Brazil to other countries in South America, and beyond to Africa and Europe
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18 Control of trafficking routes fragments

Example of a network of criminal groups
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Crime groups increasingly farm out work to ‘service providers’

The move to decentralized networks of criminal groups 
has given rise to a system of “service providers” who 
manage parts of the supply chain without ever owning 
the drug. They often collect the cocaine from the port, 
provide local transportation, and protect the shipments. 

These service providers will generally guarantee delivery 
of the cocaine in return for a fee based on the quantities 
ra ficked  o e gro s recei e ay en  or eir 

services in kind, which drives cocaine availability on the 
domestic market of the transit countries.

These groups range from motorcycle gangs in Belgium to 
well-connected organized crime groups in Guatemala. 
Experts believe the practice is widespread throughout 
South and Central America, the Caribbean, and Africa. 

Some service providers are so successful that they have 
been able to gain political protection and set up as 
inde enden  ra fickers  

Local service providers may work for several clients and 
organize deliveries to buyers in various locations. 
Lieutenants of foreign crime groups often travel to transit 
countries to establish operations with local service 

ro iders  or e a le  ra fickers ro  e alkans and 
members of Italian crime groups have set up in Ecuador 
to establish supply lines to European markets.
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igerian grou  o inate fri an traf  route

Criminal networks from Nigeria appear to play an 
es ecially significan  role in s ggling ac i i ies across 
West and North Africa. They are also active globally, 
supported by a segment of the Nigerian diaspora and a 
large network of drug couriers. 

igerian gro s are kno n or ra ficking o  s all 
an i ies by eans o  les on assenger ig s  a a 

from Brazil show that in each year since 2018 the most 

common foreign nationality of drug mules arrested at 
Brazilian airports has been Nigerian. 

igerian ra ficking gro s are nders ood o be ribe-
based cells o  o r or fi e e bers  ere eac  e ber 
of the cell has a small number of people working for 
them without knowing the members of the core group. 
They are thought to collaborate with larger groups 
outside of the country.

Cocaine trafficking routes across West and North Africa, and significant cocaine seizures in the Sahel and 
North Africa 2018-2022

o aine traf ing get  entangle  ith other ri inalit

s ro es and e ods o  ra ficking con erge  e sa e 
ac ors ay beco e in ol ed in di eren  ra ficking 
activities. For example, criminal networks in the 
north-western Spanish province of Galicia make drug 
boa s or as is  ra fickers a  ay also be sed by 
o er gro s s ggling igran s  alician ra ficking 
groups are also active in redistributing heroin by land to 
the rest of Spain and Portugal. Some Galician cocaine 
smuggling groups appear to have transitioned from 
cocaine to heroin distribution, lured by the promise of 
greater rewards and less risk.

ra ficking o  cocaine also occ rs along e sa e ro es 
as smuggling of legal goods. The Brazilian criminal group 
Primeiro Comando da Capital apparently uses the same 
logistics to transport cigarettes and drugs, facilitated by 
their control over smuggling corridors on the borders 
with Bolivia (Plurinational State of) and Paraguay. 

nd in o  and Cen ral erica  ra ficking o  cocaine 
is carried out by backpackers across porous land borders. 

igra ory and con raband o s o en in ersec  i  
dr g- ra ficking on ese ro es  e osing eo le o 
use them to increased levels of criminality. 
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20 Technology boosts trafficking

Transatlantic trafficking routes involving sailing, merchant and fishing vessels, 2022

Technology boosts trafficking

Smuggling by sea buoyed by technological advances

ra ficking gro s a e access o a gro ing arie y o  
vessels – from yachts and speedboats to ferries and 
fis ing boa s  o el  ge  eir rod c  o arke  

o is ica ed na iga ion ec nology is enabling ra fick-
ers o cons r c  e er ore e ficien  ari i e ro es  

o a oid la  en orce en  a  sea or s  ra fickers re-
en ly o oad cocaine ro  e o er s i  be ore 

reaching land. Ship-to-ship transfers occur at 

rendez-vous points using small and medium-sized 
essels likes s eedboa s and fis ing boa s  is e od 

is widely used around West and North Africa, in Central 
erica and e Caribbean  and in e acific islands

Container ships are also known to have dropped off 
cocaine to be picked up by speedboats. This is a known 
tactic for vessels bound for the Netherlands and Belgium.
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Smugglers expand use of shipping containers

Cocaine ra fickers a e long aken ad an age o  s i ing 
containers to transport their cargo. But this method of 
transportation is growing in importance and the logistics 
are becoming more complex and sophisticated. 

Cocaine ra ficked in con ainer s i s can be in rod ced 
at various stages – away from the port, in transit to the 

or  in e or  i sel  or e en a  sea  ra fickers o en 
se crea i e e ods o  ca o age  r gs a e been 
o nd s ed in o r i  assed o  as s gar or o r  

mixed with soya, and even concealed in the structure of 
a container.

ile ra fickers are kno n o organi e eir o n 
shipments, typically using front companies, the most 
popular method in recent years is to “piggy-back” on a 
legitimate shipment without the shipper’s knowledge. 
Moving large quantities of cocaine in this way requires a 
network of collaborators – port workers, transport 
co anies  dri ers  or c s o s o ficials

 Container shipping of cocaine

PORT A

1 2 3

45

PORT B

“rip-off”

“rip-on”

6
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22 Technology boosts trafficking

he i al a ou aging on the ri e in uro e

Some of the most sophisticated techniques to conceal 
cocaine in ol e i regna ion in o a carrier a erial  
ro  e iles o ani al skins  ra ficking o  cocaine 

hydrochloride impregnated in clothing was detected 
se eral decades ago   e idence s gges s ra fickers 
are getting increasingly sophisticated. Cocaine has been 
detected recently in beeswax, plastics, herbs, charcoal 
and various liquids. In Europe in particular, these 
methods are making the drug hard to detect. 

However, this method requires a complex process of 
chemical extraction to separate the cocaine from other 

substances. Large extraction laboratories have been 
uncovered in Europe in recent years, suggesting this 
process is becoming more widespread. According to 
Dutch police, these clandestine laboratories are set up as 
exact copies of Colombian cocaine production sites. 
Dutch crime groups organize the chemicals and equip-
ment, using highly skilled local facilitators to build the 
laboratories using technical drawings from South 
America. They hire Colombian chemical experts to carry 
out the extraction process.

Example of cocaine camouflaging

COCAINECocaine
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The big picture 

Recent trends

e global s ly o  cocaine is a  record le els  C l i a-
tion doubled between 2013 and 2017, peaked in 2018 and 
rose sharply again in 2021. The process from coca bush 
cultivation to cocaine hydrochloride has also become 

ore e ficien  con rib ing e en r er o e global 
supply of cocaine. 

In parallel, law enforcement agencies are seizing greater 
a o n s o  cocaine  reli inary fig res or  s gges  
a very sharp rise in seizures. In recent years, seizures 
showed an underlying upward trend across most regions, 

nc a ed by a b  bro g  abo  by C  

or  erica and es ern and Cen ral ro e re ain 
the largest destination markets for cocaine, but data sug-
gest that the new markets are the fastest growing.

e C  ande ic ad s or - er  ra ifica ions or e 
cocaine market across the world. In the origin countries 
o  oli ia l rina ional a e o  and er  c l i a ion 
rose and eradication efforts were curtailed during the 

ande ic  e  ra fickers s r ggled o ge  eir rod c  
to market, creating an overabundance of coca leaf that 
pushed down prices.

Global cultivation of coca bush and global cocaine seizures, 2010-2021

Sources: UNODC calculations based on UNODC data and data from the respective 
Governments, and coca bush cultivation surveys carried out in Bolivia 
(Plurinational State of), Colombia and Peru in 2020 and previous years; UNODC, 
responses to the annual report questionnaire.
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Increase in cocaine seizures, by (sub)region, 2019–21 versus 2016–18

Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.

ring e ande ic in ra il  ra fickers increased eir 
use of aircrafts to get cocaine into the country. This led 
to an overall rise in the amount of cocaine coming into 

ra il s  as o going o s began o all  e ande ic 
also had a possible impact on domestic consumption. 

n es ern and Cen ral ro e  e ande ic a ears o 
have had a temporary restraining effect on the ongoing 
expansion of the cocaine market. Following a period of 
steady growth, cocaine seizures stabilized in 2020 before 
rebounding in 2021. Wastewater-based indicators also 
suggest a dip in consumption that recovered in 2021. 

Wastewater measurements from Australia suggest 
consumption declined by approximately one half in the 
year from late 2020, before rebounding moderately in 
the last quarter of 2021. This was probably linked to the 
lockdowns and curfews that reduced opportunities to use 
drugs in social settings. These measures may have also 
made it more onerous for criminal groups to coordinate 
their activities. 

Outside of the principal markets, the pandemic affected 
ra ficking ac i i ies in rica  sia  and as  and o -

east Europe. Seizures fell during 2020 in those regions, 
before rebounding in 2021. In South Africa, the authori-
ies re or ed ra fickers ere increasingly sing ari i e 

routes since the pandemic. 
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The impact of COVID on cocaine markets worldwide

Bolivia (Plurinational State of), Peru:

• Impact on eradication activities. 
• Increases in coca leaf cultivation. 
• i fic l ies or b yers o access 

sellers.

Brazil

• i fic l ies aced by 
criminal groups in the 
internal consolidation and 
redis rib ion o  cocaine 
towards ports on the 
Atlantic. 

• Increased use of aircraft 
for incoming and internal 
movement of cocaine.

• s ing in inco ing o s 
at the same time as 
declines in o going o s

South Africa

• Shift towards the use 
of sea transportation 
and vehicles.

Australia

• Consumption peaked in the 
iddle o   declined by 

 o er e ollo ing year 
and rebo nded odera ely 
in the last quarter of 2021.

• Decrease in detections of all 
drug importations into some 
jurisdictions. 

• Cocaine detection volume 
rebo nded in e la er al  
of 2020.

• Following record levels in 
2019, seizures fell in 2020. 

• reli inary da a indica e 
rebo nds in  
es ecially in rica

Africa, Asia, East and 
Southeast Europe

• Following a period of 
s eady gro  cocaine 
sei res s abili e in  
be ore rebo nding in 
2021.  

• as e a er-based 
indicators suggest a dip 
in cons ion be ore 
rebo nding in  

• i ilar rends isible in 
prevalence where data 
a ailabili y allo s

Central America

Western and 
Central Europe

• Increases in, and 
di ersifica ion o  
channels through 
Central America 
and surrounding 
seas towards 
Europe. 
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Selected indicators of cocaine demand in major established consumer 
markets, 2010-2021 (relative to 2015 levels)

Sources
Western and Central Europe: UNODC calculation based on SCORE dataset (waste-
water). 
United States: SAMHSA, National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH) 2020. 
Brazil: Ministry of Health, DATASUS portal.
Australia: The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, Alcohol and other drug 
treatment services in Australia annual report, Supplementary tables – Drugs 
(episodes)

Cocaine s ly i  a a or rning oin  in  
Almost a decade of gradual decline in cultivation eventu-
ally bottomed out in 2014. From 2015 onwards, cultivation 
has been on the rise. And transit routes have multiplied. 

ei res a e increased across o  erica  Cen ral 
erica  es ern and Cen ral ro e  and o so e e en  

Oceania and North America. 

Quantities of cocaine seized in selected markets, in comparison with 
global cocaine manufacture, 2005–2021

Note: Data for 2021 are preliminary.
Sources: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire; UNODC World 
Drug Report 2022.
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Quantities of cocaine seized in selected markets, 
in comparison with global cocaine manufacture, 2005–2021
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2021 Cocaine seizures in Western and Central Europe, 
preliminary (left axis)
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West and Central Europe, consumption based 
on 77 cities, conservative

United States, total cocaine use days, estimates based 
on household survey, indexed

Brazil, deaths attributed to cocaine use disorders

Australia, closed treatment episodes for 
cocaine use disorders

e arke  in or  erica eaked in  and as a -
tened since then even as other regions continued to see 
e ansion  n es ern and Cen ral ro e  or e a le  
the market accelerated around this time. This is clear 
in all main market indicators including seizures purity, 
cons ion as eas red in as e a er  and se as 

eas red in re alence ra es  e and-side indica ors 
from Australia also indicate an expansion around this 
time, although the timing of this shift is less distinct. 
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Timeline of key developments in the global cocaine market 

2012

Western and Central 
Europe

ly s ar s o increase  ore sei res  s ly c annels de elo  ro g  or ern ro ean  
ig er ri y  lo er rices  arke  indica ors s ar  o a roac   arke  

Coca b s  c l i a ion  
rod c i i y o  cocaine 

processing, and cocaine 
an ac re rod c ion  begin 

o increase s ar ly

eace agree en  be een e 
Colo bian go ern en  and e 
FARC in 2016

Fragmentation of criminal 
landscape leads to more 
competitive, diverse and 
compartmentalized “free market”

Coca b s  c l i a ion 
increases in Bolivia and Peru

olesale ri y le els increase

ore cocaine s ar s o ransi  e arag ay- aran  a er ay 

arke  s ar s o con rac  Hig er sei res  lo er olesale ri y  
ro  in cocaine se in  ollo ed by s able or odera ely decreasing rends

Ongoing expansion of the cocaine market takes hold

br  rises in crack sers en ering rea en  

edi - er  increases bo  in a ailabili y and in cons ion o  cocaine n il 

ncrease in a ailabili y and se

Colombia

Bolivia, Peru

Brazil

Southern Cone route

United States

Western and Central 
Europe

Western and Central 
Europe

Australia

2014 – 2016

2016

2015 – 2016

2016 – 2017

2016 – 2017

2017 – 2018

2016
onward

2017
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On the demand side, the estimated number of users 
worldwide has grown steadily over the past 15 years, 
driven in part by rising population levels but also by a 
gradual long-term increase in prevalence, while markets 
incl ding es ern and Cen ral ro e  and s ralia  
have shown a tendency for use patterns to shift towards 
more intensive consumption.

These indicators suggest that following the increase in 
global manufacture, more cocaine has been globally 
available for consumption, but this increased availability 
has not been proportional to the increase observed in 
cocaine manufacture due to increased efforts in interdic-
tion of the drug. 

The balance of supply and demand 

Supply of cocaine is at a record high, seizures are rising 
globally, and various indicators show increasing use in 
several regions. All this information points to an overall 
expanding market, but with a different rate of increase 
across the various elements of the market. 

In 2020, the potential manufacture of cocaine was 44 
per cent higher than the previous peak level of 2006. 
But seizures rose by 94 per cent over the same period. 
While these indicators are not directly comparable in 
er s o  cocaine ri y an ac re is es i a ed a  

 er cen  re and sei re aggrega es re ec  arying 
degrees o  ri y  e idence o  an o erall ri y increase 
during the period would indicate that interdiction has 
risen even more compared to manufacture, suggesting 
that the global law enforcement response may not have 
only coped with the increased supply, but may have also 
contained it. 

Cocaine manufacture, breakdown into seizures and net supply available for consumption, 2005–2020
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Cocaine manufacture, breakdown into seizures and net supply available for consumption, 2005–2020

Net supply of cocaine available for consumption (lower estimate)
Uncertainty range (seized or available for consumption)
Seizures (purity-adjusted, lower estimate)

Notes: The uncertainty range is obtained by considering two extreme scenarios on the purity of seizures, namely that seizures were made entirely at wholesale level 
(with corresponding purities) or entirely at retail level (with corresponding purities). The best estimate was obtained by assuming (conservatively) that 80 per cent of 
seizures are made at wholesale level. One UNODC estimate for the case of Italy, based on 2009 study, assessed that 93 per cent of cocaine seizures made over the 
period 2000–2007 in Italy were at the level of 1kg or above.1 In source countries and the neighbouring countries in South and Central America, which account for the 
majority of seizures, this percentage is likely to be higher than in destination markets. The same holds for other transit countries outside of these regions.
Sources:
Seizures and purities: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire; Brazilian Federal Police.
Manufacture: UNODC World Drug Report 2022.
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Number of past year cocaine users worldwide (best estimates), by region, 2004–2020

Note: Data for 2004, 2010, 2014 and 2020 are previously published UNODC best estimates. These years are chosen to maximize comparability over time and to 
minimize spurious year-on-year volatility linked to changes in availability of data. Data for intermediate years are interpolated at regional (and hence global) level 
and thus differ slightly from previously published UNODC estimates for these years.
Sources: UNODC World Drug Report 2006, 2012, 2016, 2022. 

Comparison of trends in global cocaine supply and demand indicators, 2005–2020

Note: Number of users based on previously published UNODC best estimates for 2004, 2010, 2014 and 2020. These years are chosen to maximize comparability over 
time and to minimize spurious year-on-year volatility linked to changes in availability of data. Data for intermediate years are interpolated at regional (and hence 
global) level and thus differ slightly from previously published UNODC estimates for these years.
Sources:
Population: United Nations Population Division.
Manufacture: UNODC World Drug Report 2022.
Past-year users: UNODC World Drug Report 2006, 2012, 2016, 2022 and estimates based on these values.

national sources, and data indicated above.
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Globalization, convergence and emerging 
markets
Europe and North America are the largest markets for 
cocaine, and indicators show that the two regions are 
increasingly portraying parallel behaviour. While the 
signs of such developing behaviour can be traced back 
a long time, it has become progressively more visible, 
especially at retail level. 

An analysis of upstream dynamics in the supply chain to 
ro e olesale le el  s gges s a  e res onsi e-

ness to global supply was already visible in the 2000s.

Purity levels for cocaine available at the retail level con-
verged in these two major destination markets around 
2012 and have remained in sync since then. This probably 
re ec s an increasingly e ficien  s ly c ain acili a ed 
by European actors establishing direct links with suppli-
ers in South America. 

Estimated supply of cocaine available for consumption (net of seizures) per past-year cocaine user worldwide, 2005–2021

Notes: Although estimates of consumption quantities are expressed per past-year user in the above, the quantities consumed vary widely among past-year users. 
Moreover, the numbers of past-year users are obtained independently of the consumption estimates and are mainly based on household surveys, which likely do not 
capture marginalized users (a minority in the case of cocaine). However, this applies consistently across the different estimates. In view of this, these values are best 
understood as benchmark ratios rather than typical quantities consumed by users. 
Sources: Estimations based on cocaine manufacture (from WDR 2022), seizures, purity and price data (from UNODC responses to the annual report questionnaire, 

World Drug Report 2022 and previous editions); US National Survey 
on Drug Use and Health 2020, Detailed Tables (SAMHSA); What America’s Users Spend on Illegal Drugs, 2006–2016 (RAND, 2019); EMCDDA, EU Drug Markets: In-depth 
analysis.

Selected indicators of cocaine availability based on price data, United 
States and West and Central Europe, 2005–2020

Sources: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire; ONDCP.
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Selected indicators of cocaine availability based on price data, 
United States and West and Central Europe, 2005–2020

Purity-adjusted price, weighted average of Germany, 
Spain and United Kingdom (Euro per kg)

Purity-adjusted retail price, 
United States (dollars per gram, right axis)
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In comparison with selected availability indicators

Estimated quantity of cocaine available for consumption per past-year user (global, range)

Estimated cocaine consumption (RAND) per past-year user, United States (best estimate)

Estimated cocaine consumption (EMCDDA, 2022) per past-year user, European Union
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Purity-adjusted retail price, United States (indexed, 2007=1, right axis)
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Law enforcement efforts along the route to North Amer-
ica may have contributed to reshaping the path of least 
resistance towards the European market. In 2012, the 
purity-adjusted price rose in the United States but fell in 

ro e  is ossibly indica es a  ra fickers ay a e 
diverted cocaine from North America towards Europe. 

The transition appears to have had a lasting impact. The 
purity-adjusted price remained relatively stable in both 
markets until the impact of the expanding supply from 
South America was felt in 2016. 

 is also la sible a   as an inc ba ion 
period” for Europe’s domestic market. The increased 
availability was initially not matched by demand. The 
price remained low, increasing the accessibility of 
cocaine to European consumers and eventually ushering 
in a supply-driven expansion of consumption.

This increase may explain the different behaviour of 
retail prices in the United States and Europe since 2015. 
While the purity-adjusted price in the United States 
fell, in Europe there was a generally stable trend. Ris-
ing demand in Europe may have compensated for the 
increasing supply and maintained an equilibrium in the 
market with stable prices. 

As a result, purity-adjusted retail prices also appear 
to have converged between the United States and 
Europe, albeit much later than purities, especially when 
expressed relative to the cost of living.

Retail purity of cocaine in Europe and the United States, 2003–2020

Note: For 2019 and 2020, comparable data for the United States were not 
available.
Sources: EMCDDA, ONDCP.

Retail cocaine prices in Europe and the United States, 2005-2020

Note: For 2019 and 2020, comparable data for the United States were not 
available
Sources: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire; EMCDDA; ONDCP.

Purity-adjusted cocaine retail prices in Europe, adjusted for cost of 
living differences across countries, in comparison with United States, 
2005–2020 (purchasing power parities, international dollar)

Notes: Purchasing power parity adjustments were made on the basis of OECD 
purchasing power parity conversion factors for individual consumption. Note: For 
2019 and 2020, comparable data for the United States were not available
Sources: UNODC, responses to the annual response questionnaire; EMCDDA; 
ONDCP; OECD.

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

Pu
rit

y 
(p

er
ce

nt
ag

e)

Retail purity of cocaine in Europe and 
the United States, 2003–2020

Europe (23 countries, cocaine hydrochloride), 
average weighted by estimated number of users

0

20

40

60

80

100

120

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

Pr
ic

e 
in

 E
ur

op
e,

 E
ur

o 
pe

r g
ra

m

Pr
ic

e 
in

 E
ur

op
e 

an
d 

in
 U

ni
te

d 
St

at
es

, 
Un

ite
d 

St
at

es
 d

ol
la

r p
er

 g
ra

m

Unadjusted for purity

Europe (weighted average, 18 countries, 
United States dollar per gram, left axis)

United States (United States dollar per gram, left axis)

Europe, weighted average, 18 countries, 
(Euro per gram, right axis)

0

100

200

0

100

200

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

Pr
ic

e 
in

 E
ur

op
e,

 E
ur

o 
pe

r g
ra

m

Pr
ic

e 
in

 E
ur

op
e 

an
d 

in
 U

ni
te

d 
St

at
es

, 
Un

ite
d 

St
at

es
 d

ol
la

r p
er

 g
ra

m

Purity-adjusted 

Europe (weighted average, 18 countries, 
dollars per gram, left axis)
United States (United States dollar per gram, left axis)

Europe (weighted average, Euro per gram, right axis)

0

50

100

150

200

250

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

Pr
ic

e 
(in

te
rn

at
io

na
l d

ol
la

rs
 p

er
 g

ra
m

)

Purity-adjusted cocaine retail prices in Europe, 
adjusted for cost of living differences across countries, 

in comparison with United States, 2005–2020
(purchasing power parities, international dollar)

United States

Europe (weighted average, 18 countries)

41Global Report on Cocaine 2023



Geographical breakdowns of cocaine market based on selected supply 
and demand indicators, 2020

Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.

Cocaine in relation to other drugs

Both demand and supply of cocaine are geographically 
concen ra ed  e ericas  es ern and Cen ral ro e  
and Oceania are “established markets” where use levels 
far surpass other regions. As of 2020, these established 
markets accounted for more than three quarters of cocaine 

sers  b  only a fi  o  e global ad l  o la ion  

oreo er  al os  all  er cen  sei res ere ade in 
these regions, particularly around the source countries of 

oli ia l rina ional a e o  Colo bia and er

es i e is  cocaine is s ill dis inc ly ore a ordable in 
the United States than in Europe. Also, the annual prev-
alence in e ni ed a es  er cen  o  e general 

o la ion aged  is s ill ig er an in ro e  
er cen  in es ern and Cen ral ro e and  er cen  

in ro e o erall  

Measures of affordability of cocaine in Europe and the United States, 
2005-2020

Notes: Note: For 2019 and 2020, comparable data for the United States were not 

Serving Households (NPISH). Based on World Development Indicator “House-

includes income (net of tax) available to households such as wages and salaries, 

social transfers in kind, such as health or education provided for free. Based on 

Sources: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire; EMCDDA; ONDCP; 
World Bank; OECD.
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This concentration brings a potential for further expansion.
The geographically localized nature of supply means 
cocaine needs to travel large distances and cross 
national borders to reach its markets and law enforce-
ment can target supply channels both at their source and 
destination.

Co aring across di eren  y es o  dr gs globally  
cocaine ra ficking sei res  is in recen  years a ong e 
fastest growing, along with amphetamine-type stimu-
lants.

Generally, drugs can serve as gateways for each other; 
in other words, an individual who has used a given drug 
at least once is more likely to use another drug. For 

Geographical breakdowns of drug markets based on main supply and demand indicators, by drug class, 2020 

Notes:
the misuse of prescription stimulants.
Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.

Quantities of drugs seized globally, relative to 2014, by drug type, 
2010 – 2021

Note: Data for 2021 are preliminary.
Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.
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a a ro  e ni ed a es s o  is rela ions i  ro  
a di eren  angle  r g sers de elo ing intensive use 
patterns of one drug are less likely to develop intensive 

se a erns o  e o er  Cons ion o  increasing 
quantities of one drug comes at the expense of the 
other. Among methamphetamine users, frequency of use 
of cocaine appears to decrease as frequency of use of 
methamphetamine increases.

example, data from the United States for 2020 illustrate 
how cocaine use was strongly associated with the use of 
ecstasy, heroin, cannabis herb and methamphetamine, 
as e re alence o  cocaine se as significan ly ig er 
among users of these drugs versus the general population; 
conversely, the prevalence of use of these drugs was higher 
among cocaine users than in the general population.

Both complementary and competitive relationships are 
possible between drugs. At the macro level, looking at 
aggregated national indicators, cocaine exhibits com-
plementary relationships with some other “recreational” 
dr gs  s c  as cannabis and ecs asy  ile e -
amphetamine emerges as a potential “competitor” to 
cocaine. A large domestic market for cocaine appears to 
“alternate” with a large market for methamphetamine 
 al o g  ere are e ce ions  n e case o  o ia es  

there is not much evidence of either a competitive or a 
complementary relationship with cocaine.

Past-year prevalence of use among adult population, cocaine versus 
other drugs, by country, 2020 or latest year available

Source: UNODC, World Drug Report 2022.

Drug residues in European cities, cocaine versus other drugs, 2021 (per 
day, per 1000 inhabitants)

Note: Points refer to cities. 
Source: SCORE dataset.
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The relationship between cocaine and methamphet-
amine in the United States apparently goes back two 
decades. A 2009 study2 observed that methamphetamine 
treatment admissions in 2003 in the United States were 
heavily concentrated in the west while cocaine treatment 
admissions were heavily concentrated in the east.

2 Ralph Weisheit and Whilliam White, Methamphetamine: Its History, Phar-
macology and Treatment, Hazelden Publishing, 2009.

Number of seizure cases per capita, cocaine versus other drugs, by 
country, 2019

Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.

Increase/decrease in likelihood of cocaine use associated with use of 
other drugs, United States, 2020

Notes:

days or more within the past year.
2) All estimates based on individuals aged 12 years or older
3) The values shown above are calculated as odds ratios, which are unchanged if 
the roles of the two drugs are inverted. Hence, these values also indicate, 
symmetrically, increases/decreases in the likelihood of use of the second drug 
(e.g. cannabis, methamphetamine) among the corresponding category of cocaine 
users (versus the remaining individuals in the universe).
Source: UNODC estimations based on National Survey on Drug Use and Health 
(NSDUH) 2020, SAMHSA, United States.
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Increased likelihood of intensive cocaine use among 
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"Ecstasy" users are 104 times 
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Intensive users of cannabis are more 
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Intensive users of methamphetamine are less 
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The spectrum of cocaine products 

Cocaine a ears on e arke  in se eral or s and can 
be cons ed by ins a ion snor ing  s oking and 
in ec ion  Cocaine ydroc loride is y ically ins a ed  
while other forms including “crack” are amenable to 
smoking. 

It appears that smoking of cocaine results in more inten-
sive use patterns. One study among users in treatment5

in C icago  ni ed a es  indica ed a  crack sers 
consumed 9.1 grams of cocaine per week, considerably 

ore an snor ers  gra s  and in ec ors  gra s  
C es i a es based on da a ro  ano er s dy 

examining marginalized drug users6 in London, United 
Kingdom, suggest that weekly crack consumption was 4.7 
times higher than cocaine salt. However, among socially 
in egra ed sers e ra io as  ence cons ion 
o  cocaine sal  as ig er   arginali ed dr g sers 
consumed more than socially integrated users in general 
bo  or cocaine sal  and crack

idence ro  C ile and e ni ed a es bears o  a 
similar pattern of intensifying use among smokers.7

The driver behind this difference in intensity of use is 
probably because smoking yields more intense and 

icker ig s  an ins a ion 8 It seems that, even 
when the number of cocaine smokers declines, the 
population of those who persist gradually tends towards 
including a majority of intensive users. This can be seen 
in e case o  C ile and e ni ed a es  in bo  cases 
the prevalence of smoking of the corresponding cocaine 
products actually declined.

-

6 Irmgard Eisenbach-Stangl, Jacek Moskalewicz, and Betsy Thom, ‘Two 

2010).
7 See also Chapter Established markets, in this report.
8 Brian D. Kiluk et al., ‘Smokers versus Snorters: Do Treatment Outcomes 

Clinical Psychopharmacology 21, no. 6 (2013): 490–98.

Another potential manifestation of the dynamics of com-
petitiveness between methamphetamine and cocaine 
may be observed in the case of Australia, a country that 
e ibi s no able le els o  se ann al re alence  o  bo  
cocaine and methamphetamine. While annual prevalence 
of cocaine use in Australia is the highest worldwide by 
far, wastewater measurements suggest that in April 2021 

s ralia ranked belo  os  ro ean co n ries  o  
o   ro ean co n ries i  a ailable da a  in er s 
of cocaine consumption per capita; considering the high 
prevalence in Australia, the consumption per past-year 

ser is likely significan ly ore odes  n e o er 
and  s ralia as ranked in firs  lace a ong  co n-

tries with available data in terms of methamphetamine 
consumption, based on wastewater analysis.3

yna ics in e ni ed a es and s ralia are o e a -
ples of the competitiveness between cocaine and metham-
phetamine suggested by global indicators. Other dynamics 
may be seen in other countries where the two markets of 
cocaine and methamphetamine may increase together.4

3 Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, University of Queensland, 
and University of South Australia, ‘National Wastewater Drug Monitoring 

-
ralian Criminal Intelligence Commission, 2022).

Frequency of cocaine use among users of other drugs (cannabis/meth-
amphetamine), in relation to frequency of use of second drug, United 
States, 2020 (modelled)

Source: UNODC modelling of data from the National Survey on Drug Use and 
Health (NSDUH) 2020, SAMHSA, United States.
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The current increase in cocaine supply at source in Latin 
erica co led i  e e ansion o  ra ficking o  

the drug eastward may potentially lead to an expan-
sion of the still limited markets in Africa and Asia. From 
an estimated 21.5 million users of cocaine in 2020, that 
number would increase to 55 million, should the prev-
alence in Asia, Africa and the rest of Europe increase 

Outlook

Cocaine se is on e rise a  e global le el  e n -
ber of people who use cocaine has been increasing at 
a faster rate than population growth. The main markets 
for cocaine worldwide are North America, Western and 
Cen ral ro e  ollo ed by o  and Cen ral erica 
and e Caribbean

Trends in the share of past-month users among past-year users, comparisons of smokable forms of cocaine 

Sources: Observatorio Nacional de Drogas, Décimo Cuarto Estudio Nacional de Drogas en Población General, 2020; National Survey on Drug Use and Health (NSDUH)
2020, SAMHSA, Detailed Tables.
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Comparison of growth in number of cocaine users and global adult population, 2004–2020 and simple projections up till 2030 

Sources: UNODC World Drug Reports; United Nations Population Division.
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prevalence jumps by 1.32 percentage points to align with 
a  o  es ern and Cen ral ro e  e n ber o  sers 

would increase to over 40 million in Asia from the current 
illion

o e le el o  es ern and Cen ral ro e  and by an 
addi ional  illion s o ld i  increase in ose s b
regions to the level of North America. Asia, where cocaine 
use is comparatively very low, has the largest potential 
for an increase in the number of cocaine users, largely 
due to its population size; in a scenario whereby the 

Potential additional cocaine users if the prevalence rate in Western and Central Europe or in North America extends to other regions in the world

Source: UNODC estimates based on UNODC World Drug Report 2022.
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The shaded areas are proportional to the number of users:

The shaded areas are proportional to the number of users
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n  c l i a ion in Colo bia increased s ar ly by 
43 per cent, and potential manufacture of cocaine also 
increased significan ly by  er cen  reac ing record 
levels in both cases, and driving the corresponding global 
totals to the highest levels ever registered. In contrast 
with the preceding years, the overall productivity per unit 
area declined as coca c l i a ion e anded o ne  fields 

i  yo nger cro s rod cing eir firs  ar es s 16

Coca b s  c l i a ion in oli ia l rina ional a e o  
and Peru followed largely similar long-term trends over 
the 2005-2020 period, in particular a generally increas-
ing rend i  indi id al year-on-year e ce ions  
observed since 2015. In 2020, the onset of the global 
C  ande ic likely con rib ed indirec ly o increases 
in e rod c i e area nder coca lea  c l i a ion ne  
o  eradica ion  in bo  co n ries  ainly as eradica ion 
activities were negatively impacted.17 18 19 20 Furthermore, 

e ande ic e orarily obs r c ed e e ficiency o  
e early s ages o  e s ly c ain crea ing di fic l ies 

or b yers o access sellers  s leading o a e o-
rary over-abundance of coca leaf21 and price declines of 
coca lea  doc en ed in bo  er  and  or coca lea  
sold in authorized markets, the Plurinational State of 

oli ia  as ell as in e case o  er  coca as e C  
and cocaine hydrochloride.22 I In Peru, prices rebounded 
around November 2020 but subsequently declined 
again; as of October 2022, prices of coca leaf and cocaine 
hydrochloride remained well below the level of January 
2020.23 In the Plurinational State of Bolivia, prices of coca 
leaf sold in authorized markets fell abruptly in June 2020 
and recovered somewhat in the following months, while 
remaining generally lower24 than 2019 levels during the 

16 UNODC Colombia, SIMCI, and Gobierno de Colombia, ‘Colombia: Monito-

17 UNODC and CoE Brazil, ‘Brazil in the Regional and Transatlantic Cocaine 
-

ODC, July 2022).
18

19
20 UNODC, Estado Plurinacional de Bolivia: Monitoreo de Cultivos de Coca 

2020 (La Paz: United Nations publication, 2021)..
21
22

23 -
cos en zonas estratégicas de intervención. Reporte No 31, October 2022

24 Every month from June 2020 to December 2021, coca leaf prices, calcula-
ted as a weighted average of prices in the authorized markets of La Paz 
and Cochabamba and expressed in Bolivian currency, were lower than 
the corresponding month in 2019, with the exception of December 2020 

Established markets

The Americas

Supply of cocaine originating from Bolivia (Plurina-
tional State of), Colombia and Peru
The world’s supply of cocaine originates virtually entirely 
in o  erica  s ecifically in e ree co n ries 
o  oli ia l rina ional a e o  Colo bia and er  
Colo bia con in es o acco n  or e larges  s are o  

e area nder coca b s  c l i a ion be een  and 
 er cen  eac  year be een  and o en ial 
an ac re o  cocaine be een one al  and o irds 

eac  year d ring e sa e eriod  

Le els o  coca b s  c l i a ion in Colo bia  ic  
increased strongly during the period of negotiation 
be een e o ern en  o  Colo bia and C-  
plateaued in the aftermath of the signing of the peace 
agree en  in o e ber  and s bse en ly 
declined.9 10 es i e is  e o en ial an ac re o  
cocaine ydroc loride con in ed o increase  dri en  
o  by a rocess o  concen ra ion o  coca c l i a-

tion in areas where enhanced agricultural practices and 
processing methods resulted in improvements in the 
o erall rod c i i y o  coca b s  c l i a ion  ore coca 
leaf per unit area under cultivation; coca leaves con-
taining higher concentrations of cocaine;11 and greater 
e ficiencies in e rac ing e said cocaine and con er ing 
i  in o an e or -ready rod c  in e or  o  cocaine 

ydroc loride  ese i ro e en s ay a e been 
incentivized by a more competitive, diverse and compart-

en ali ed ree arke  in ic  ar ers and ra fickers 
operated, increasingly characterized by numerous small 
actors rather than the monolithic ones which previously 
“regulated” the market.12 13 This environment appears also 
o a e acili a ed e ene ra ion o  non-Colo bian 

actors, such as the active presence of Mexican organized 
crime groups14 and other, new, direct links with emerging 
European actors.15

9 UNODC Colombia, SIMCI, and Gobierno de Colombia, ‘Colombia: Moni-

2021).
10
11 UNODC Colombia, SIMCI, and Gobierno de Colombia, ‘Colombia: Monito-

12 UNODC and Europol, ‘The Illicit Trade of Cocaine from Latin America to 

UNODC, September 2021).
13 UNODC Colombia, SIMCI, and Gobierno de Colombia, ‘Colombia: Moni-

Forthcoming).
14 UNODC Colombia, SIMCI, and Gobierno de Colombia, ‘Colombia: Monito-
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long dis ances  o reac  cons ers orld ide  Cocaine 
e i s Colo bia along ario s ro es  ia i s acific coas  

rest of 2020 and 2021.25 26 27

Reporting from Member States on the country of prove-
nance incl ding en ions o  co n ries o  de ar re and 
transit prior to seizure, aside from countries of produc-
ion or origin  o  cocaine sei ed by eir a ori ies  gen-

erally confir s e rela i e i or ance  a  global le el  
o  Colo bia  er  and oli ia l rina ional a e o  in 
that order, as source countries for cocaine.28

Given the concentration of the source of the world’s 
supply of cocaine in three contiguous countries in South 

erica  a ea re ic  se s e cocaine arke  a ar  
from other drug markets, such as those for heroin, can-
nabis or syn e ic dr gs  i  is er a s o be e ec ed 
that the majority of global cocaine seizures are also 
concentrated in and around South America. From 2008 
onwards, more than one half of global seizures of cocaine 
have taken place in this subregion. In 2020, the subre-
gions o  Cen ral and o  erica and e Caribbean 
collectively accounted for 72 per cent of total global 
seizures of cocaine,29 and approximately one quarter of 
past-year cocaine users.

Aside from supplying the domestic markets of Bolivia 
l rina ional a e o  Colo bia and er  and ose 

o  neig bo ring co n ries  cocaine is ra ficked ro  
these three countries in various directions, often across 

UNODC, Estado Plurinacional de Bolivia: Monitoreo de Cultivos de Coca 
2019 (La Paz: United Nations publication, 2020).

26 UNODC, Estado Plurinacional de Bolivia: Monitoreo de Cultivos de Coca 
2020.

27 UNODC, Estado Plurinacional de Bolivia: Monitoreo de Cultivos de Coca 
2021 (La Paz: United Nations publication, 2022).

28 UNODC, ‘Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire from Member 

29

Coca bush and cocaine production indicators in Bolivia (Plurinational State of), Colombia and Peru

Note:
Sources: UNODC calculations based on UNODC data and data from the respective Governments, and coca bush cultivation surveys carried out in Bolivia (Plurinational 
State of), Colombia and Peru in 2020 and previous years.

Frequency of cocaine-producing countries mentioned by reporting 
countries as provenance for cocaine-type drugs (as proportion of 
reporting countries), 2002–2020

Note: Reporting on provenance in the Annual Report Questionnaire was revised 

production (2010-2019), departure (2010 onwards) and transit (all years) of drugs 
seized by reporting countries. In order to maintain comparability over time, the 
frequency is expressed as a percentage of countries providing information in 
response to these questions.
Sources: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire, 2002-2020.
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s okable cocaine cons er rod c s in base or 46 47

ic  are likely deri ed direc ly ro  coca as e C  or 
cocaine base in the case of Brazil.48 Some indications of 
the presence of laboratories in Brazil producing cocaine 
hydrochloride suggest however that the intended desti-
nation of cocaine in base form goes beyond the domestic 
Brazilian market for smoked cocaine, but the extent of 
this phenomenon is unknown 49 50  and significan  n -
bers of laboratories processing cocaine hydrochloride for 
the domestic market likely also exist in Brazil.51

oli ia l rina ional a e o  a landlocked co n ry 
sharing borders with 5 countries, functions to some 
extent as a transit country in addition to a country of 
origin for cocaine. Aside from cocaine coming into Bolivia 

l rina ional a e o  across e border i  er  
cocaine ra ficking ro  oli ia l rina ional a e o  
occurs eastwards and southwards, into Brazil,52 53 54 Para-
guay,55 56 57 Argentina58 59 60 61 and C ile 62 63 64 On the other 
hand, aside from Brazil, the available evidence does not 
indica e significan  an i ies o  cocaine reac ing o  
American transit countries north of the Plurinational 

a e o  oli ia s c  as c ador  yana  rina e or 
oli arian e blic o  ene ela  ro  oli ia l rina-
ional a e o 65

There appear to be marked differences across the desti-
nation markets of Europe and North America in terms of 
the relative importance of the three countries of origin; 
in ar ic lar e s are raceable o oli ia l rina ional 

a e o  and er  ends o be ig er in ro e an in 
or  erica des i e Colo bia being an i or an  

46
47 -

48
UNODC, October 2021).

49
web-based, 17 June 2021). 
In its response to the Annual Report Questionnaire for 2017, Brazil repor-
ted 3 cocaine hydrochloride laboratories seized during this year. 

-

n.d.

Interview #34, interview by UNODC, 2022.

n.d.
Interview #19, interview by UNODC, 2022.

60
61
62
63
64

In January 2020, Mexican authorities seized 780 kg of cocaine were seized 
from a plane which had landed in Chetumal, close to the southern 
border (UNODC Drugs Monitoring Platform). According to an Argentinian 
prosecutor cited in media coverage, the jet had likely left empty from 
Salta, Argentina and was loaded with cocaine in Peru or the Plurinational 
State of Bolivia. ‘Piloto boliviano capturado en México con una tonelada 

January 2020, sec. PAÍS.

eading nor ards o ards Cen ral and or  erica 30

via Ecuador, from where it exits via a variety of modalities 
to different destinations, including Europe as well as a 
nor ard ro e o ards Cen ral and or  erica 31

via Peru;32 ia e lan ic coas  on e eas ern ank 
o  Colo bia  es ecially ro g  ene ela oli arian 

e blic o 33 34 and to some extent through Guyana and 
Suriname;35 36 via Brazil37 and on its waterways leading 
o e lan ic Coas 38 and across the land border with 

Panama.39 40 Outgoing cocaine consignments detected 
a  or s in Colo bia con in e o be redo inan ly in 

e or  o  cocaine ydroc loride  in  Colo bian 
National Police seized 67 tons of cocaine hydrochloride in 
ports, but only 109 kg of cocaine base out of a total of 62 
ons o  cocaine base sei ed by Colo bian a ional olice 

in 2021 were seized in ports.41 era ions o  e Colo -
bian a ional olice in  yielded sei res o   kg 
of cocaine base along the route towards Ecuador.42

From Peru, cocaine may exit through the following 
c annels  ia i s e ensi e coas line i  e acific 
Ocean; into Ecuador; via its eastern borders with Bolivia 

l rina ional a e o  and ra il  incl ding ro g  
clandes ine ig s  and ia i s border i  C ile 43 This 

ay incl de significan  an i ies o  cocaine in base 
form, which so far have been documented mainly across 
the land borders shared with neighbouring countries; 
in ar ic lar a s are o  cocaine ra ficked ro  er  
in o oli ia l rina ional a e o  is belie ed o be in 

e or  o  coca as e C 44 45 Multiple experts indi-
ca e a  ra ficking in o ra il in base or  also occ rs 
across the land borders with Peru and the Plurinational 
State of Bolivia in order to feed the domestic market for 

30 -
lombia, 11 November 2021).

31 Ibid.
32

33 Drug Enforcement Administration, ‘2020 National Drug Threat Assess-

34

Interview #24, interview by UNODC, 2022. 
36 -

ve Against Transnational Organized Crime, 2021).
37

38
39 Drug Enforcement Administration, ‘2020 National Drug Threat Assess-

40

41 -

(Bogotá, April 2022).
42

43

44 Ibid.
Mauricio Quiroz Teran, ‘Resabios de Sendero y dos carteles de Brasil 
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sing go- as  boa s  ia clandes ine ig s  and also  ia 
land. 

ari i e ra ficking a ears o be e do inan  odali y 
along e es ern acific  coas  o  e Cen ral eri-
can landmass,72 i  se eral iden ified ari i e ro es 
ending directly on the western coast of Mexico, including 
s a es like C ia as  a aca  errero  ic oac n  alisco 
and Sinaloa,73 74 while others make landfall further south, 
in Cen ral erican co n ries i  a coas  on e acific  
s c  as ro  nor  o so  a e ala 75 76 El Salvador,77 

78 79 Nicaragua,80 81 Cos a ica82 83 and Panama,84 before 
con in ing e o rney nor  ra fickers rely e ensi ely 
on go- as  boa s or ra ficking along is ro e 85 but 
other vessels, including semi-submersibles86 and fis ing 

72 Drug Enforcement Administration, ‘2020 National Drug Threat Assess-

73
74

Sol de México, 26 February 2021.

76
InSight Crime, 18 May 2022.

77 Interview #16, interview by UNODC, 2022.
78 Interview #32, interview by UNODC, 2022.
79 Interview #33, interview by UNODC, 2022.
80 Interview #32.
81 Interview #33.
82 -

tation by Costa Rica
83 Interview #29, interview by UNODC, 2022.
84

Drug Enforcement Administration, ‘2020 National Drug Threat Assess-

86

co n ry o  origin also in ro e  ile e or  er-
ican market appears to be supplied predominantly from 
Colo bia  ased on orensic rofiling cond c ed by e 
Cocaine igna re rogra e o  e r g n orce en  

d inis ra ion ni ed a es  d ring e second al  o  
2021, of the 436 samples taken from 99 seizures in the 

ni ed a es o  a  leas  kg eac  ade d ring an ary
June 2021, 98 per cent were assessed to have originated 
ro  Colo bia  n e o er and  o  o   sa les 

s b i ed o e r g n orce en  d inis ra ion by  
European countries for which the origin could be deter-
mined66 and analysed during the same period, 67 per cent 

ere raced o Colo bia   er cen  o er  and  er 
cen  o oli ia l rina ional a e o 67

Trafficking from South America to North America
North America, with its large consumer base,68 continues 
o be one o  e ain des ina ions or cocaine ra ficked 

from South America. Mexico is an important transit 
country functioning as a gateway for cocaine reaching 
the United States,69 which accounts for the majority 
of cocaine users in North America,70 as ell as Canada 

ri arily ia e ni ed a es  b  also direc ly ro  
Mexico71  Cocaine reac es e ico ro  o  erica 
ia di eren  ro es  ia ari i e s i en s  es ecially 

66 In another 39 cases the origin could not be determined.
67 Drug Enforcement Administration. January 2022 CSP Report, DEA PRB 

2022–07, 2022.
68 See subsequent section on North America
69 Drug Enforcement Administration, ‘2020 National Drug Threat Assess-

70
71

n.d.

Cocaine seizures in Central America and in Mexico, 2008–2020

Note: 
such as Europe, and thus do not necessarily transit Mexico.
Sources: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.
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Transition of cocaine trafficking towards Mexico from seaborne and airborne modalities to land routes, in El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras

Sources: UNODC CRIMJUST Annual Meeting of Strategic Analysts, Girardot, Colombia, November 2021; UNODC interviews #16, #32 and #33; Héctor Silva Ávalos et al., 

Aerial Routes

Maritime Routes

Land Routes

Transition of cocaine trafficking towards e ico 
from seaborne and airborne modalities to land 

routes, in l Sal ador, uatemala and onduras

Cocaine trafficking routes from South America to North America, 2021

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Sources: UNODC CRIMJUST Annual Meeting of Strategic Analysts, Girardot, Colombia, November 2021; US Drug Enforcement Administration. 2020 National Drug Threat 
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ari i e or air odali ies  s ecific ins ances o  is ran-
sition to land routes have been documented for exam-

le in ra ficking ro  l al ador in o a e ala a er 
reaching El Salvador via maritime routes through the Gulf 
o  onseca  113 114 115 fro  Hond ras in o a e ala a er 
reaching Honduras by air116 117  and ro  a e ala in o 

e ico a er reac ing a e ala by air118

nce cocaine en ers e ico  i  is ra ficked in ernally 
towards the United States, predominantly by land, and 
also by eans o  in ernal clandes ine ig s 119 In con-
trast with the important role of containerized shipping 
on ari i e ro es sed or ra ficking o ro e  cocaine 
ra ficking ro  e ico in o e ni ed a es as been 

mainly documented across the shared land border using 
non-con aineri ed ode o  con eyance e en i  so e-
i es co ingled i  legi i a e goods  o en con-

cealed in vehicles, and sometimes using underground 
tunnels and drones.120 However, the use of maritime 
essels or ra ficking in o e ni ed a es  incl ding 
ro g  o ficial oin s o  en ry  as also been obser ed 121

Aside from cocaine transiting through Mexico, a minority 
of cocaine reaches the territory of the United States via 

e eas ern Caribbean ro e  ereby e dr g o es 
nor ards ro  ene ela oli arian e blic o  
o ards e Caribbean islands ia a co bina ion o  

go- as  essels and fis ing boa s  and reac es e ni ed 
States via Puerto Rico and Florida, bypassing the land-

ass o  Cen ral erica and e ico en irely  e o in-
ican Republic functions as an important transit country 
on this route.122 123 124 Furthermore, maritime containers 
are sed o ra fic cocaine ro  e o inican e b-
lic to ports in Florida, Georgia, Philadelphia, and New 
York.125

113 Interview #32.
114 Interview #33.

Interview #16.
116 Ibid.
117 Ford, ‘Game Changers 2020: The Resurgence of the Central American 

118 Ibid.
119
120 Drug Enforcement Administration, ‘2020 National Drug Threat Assess-

121 Ibid.
122
123 Drug Enforcement Administration, ‘2020 National Drug Threat Assess-

124 Interview #24.
Drug Enforcement Administration, ‘2020 National Drug Threat Assess-

boats,87 88 89 are also sed  e  r g n orce en  
Administration estimated this route to account for 74 

er cen  o  cocaine o ing nor  o  o  o  eri-
ca.90 Ecuador is a major departure country for cocaine 
leaving the South American landmass along this route.91 

92 nce e essels reac  or a roac  e acific coas  o  
Cen ral erica  cocaine ay also be rans erred o o er 
maritime vessels to continue northward along the coast.93 

94 95 96

l o g  so e clandes ine ig s a e been obser ed 
along e acific coas  o  Cen ral erica  incl ding 
some affecting the Mexican airspace close to the border 
with Guatemala,97 and some departing from Ecuador to 
various destinations,98 this mode of conveyance appears 
o be ore rono nced along e eas ern Caribbean  

coas  ere ig s are e ensi ely sed alongside 
ari i e s i en s o acili a e e nor ard o  o  

cocaine from South America towards Mexico.99 Venezuela 
oli arian e blic o  is a a or oin  o  de ar re or 

s c  ig s 100 101 102 ile so e o  ese ig s a ear o 
reac  e ico direc ly close o i s so ern borders  or 
e a le in e s a e o  in ana oo 103 others land on 
the Guatemalan side of the Mexico-Guatemala border,104

or else in Honduras105 106 or Belize.107

Cocaine is also ra ficked ro g  Cen ral erica 
towards Mexico via land routes, sometimes crossing 
several land borders sequentially from south to north.108

109 110 111 all an i ies are ra ficked already across e 
Colo bia- ana a border112 b  ra ficking by land o en 
comes after earlier segments of the itinerary involving 

87 Ibid.
88 Interview #32.
89 Interview #33.
90 Drug Enforcement Administration, ‘2020 National Drug Threat Assess-

91
92 Drug Enforcement Administration, ‘2020 National Drug Threat Assess-

93 Interview #29.
94

Interview #32.
96 Interview #33.
97
98 Ibid. 
99 Ibid.
100 Interview #24.
101 Interview #16.
102 Alessandro Ford, ‘Game Changers 2020: The Resurgence of the Central 

103
104 Interview #24.

Ibid.
106 Interview #16., 
107 Ibid.
108
109 Interview #32.
110 Interview #33.
111 Ford, ‘Game Changers 2020: The Resurgence of the Central American 

112 Drug Enforcement Administration, ‘2020 National Drug Threat Assess-
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Dominant Mexican transnational organized crime groups active in the United States, 2019

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Note: Different groups may be present in the same city; only the ones with the strongest presence are shown.
Source: Adapted from: US Drug Enforcement Administration, National Drug Threat Assessment 2020, March 2021.

Alaska (USA)

Hawaii (USA)

Puerto Rico 
(USA)

Individual cocaine seizure cases recorded in UNODC Drugs Monitoring Platform in and around Central America and the Caribbean, 
2020–June 2022

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. 
Source: UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.
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America, notably maritime routes, are important in sup-
plying cocaine markets worldwide. 

irs ly  e acific coas  is a s ringboard or s i en s o  
cocaine o o lying des ina ions  n  alone  Colo -
bian authorities made at least four seizures of 1 ton or 

ore a  e acific or  o  ena en ra  ro  con ain-
ers destined for Guatemala, Netherlands, Mexico, and 
Spain.127 Peruvian authorities estimated that, as of 2019, 
maritime routes accounted for 45 per cent of the outgo-
ing o s o  cocaine- y e dr gs ro  er  ese ro es 
exploit in particular the legal trade from ports such as 
Callao and ai a 128 c ador  bordering bo  Colo bia 
and Peru, has in recent years gained in importance as a 
departure point for cocaine shipments, especially those 
destined towards Europe; based on reporting by customs 

127
128

According to United States authorities, Mexican orga-
nized crime groups, especially the el de inaloa
and the el de ali co eva ene aci n, are fore-

os  in orc es ra ing e ra ficking o  cocaine in o e 
United States, and they are also active within the United 
States, controlling the wholesale distribution within the 
co n ry  o inican gro s anage e inco ing o s 

ro g  e eas ern Caribbean ro e and are es ecially 
involved in the distribution of cocaine in the north-
east of the United States, including having a role at the 

id-le el roc ring ro  s liers i in e ni ed 
a es 126

Trafficking within and from South America to other 
markets

side ro  nor ards ra ficking o ards e or  
American market, a number of other intra-regional and 
in er-regional ra ficking ro es origina ing in o  

126 Ibid.

Cocaine trafficking from the Pacific coast of South America, 2019-2021

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.

Policía Nacional del Peru, Tendencias de las redes criminales del Tráfico Ilícito de Drogas en Perú, 2020; World Customs Organization Regional Intelligence Liaison 

Sea routes 

and routes

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.

Cocaine trafficking from the Pacific 
coast of South America, 2019-2021

Sea routes

Land routes
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ra ficked ro  Colo bia and er 135 to Europe and the 
United States, in particular via ships departing the port of 
San Antonio;136 this includes a strategy in which container-
ized goods are nominally imported and re-exported so that 

e co n ry o  de ar re a ears as C ile  137 138

econdly  large an i ies o  cocaine are ra ficked across 
land borders in o ra il ro  eac  o  oli ia l ri-
na ional a e o  Colo bia and er 139 140 The entry 
c annels incl de ra ficking by air s all lanes  land 
co riers  cars  r cks and b ses  and ri ers s all boa s  

es ecially in e a on area 141 side ro  ra ficking 
directly from the source countries, cocaine also enters 
Brazil from Paraguay. Paraguayan authorities assessed 
that, in 2019, 38 per cent of cocaine salts seized on their 
territory was destined for Brazil.142

Interview #2, interview by UNODC, 2022.
136

(Fiscalía de Chile, 2021). 
137 Interview #2.
138
139
140
141
142

a ori ies o e orld C s o s rgani a ion  e ro-
portion of cocaine reported to the Regional Intelligence 

fice or es ern ro e i  c ador iden ified as a 
departure point rose from 14 per cent in 2018 to 29 per 
cent in 2020 and 28 per cent in 2021.129 130

Based on seizures made by Ecuadorean authorities, the 
proportion of cocaine destined for Europe increased from 
9 per cent in 2019 to 33 per cent in 2021, increasing to more 
than 50 percent when only counting cases where the des-
tination was known.131 In 2021 most of the largest seizures 
in Ecuador were made at the port city of Guayaquil.132 In 
January 2021, Gambian authorities seized nearly 3 tons 
of cocaine from a container, likely owned by a Gambian 
resident, which had been shipped from Guayaquil.133 These 
ro es are in addi ion o e ore es ablis ed ra ficking 
from Ecuador towards North America, mainly on unde-
clared sea voyages using go-fast boats, underwater craft 
and fis ing essels so e i es in co bina ion i  g-
boa s 134 C ile is also sed as a ransi  co n ry or cocaine 

129
130 Shipments with an unknown point of departure are not considered.
131

February 2022).
132
133 Ibid.
134

Cocaine seizures on highways by Brazilian Road Police, 2020

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Source: Polícia Rodoviária Federal, Brazil; Centre of Excellence for Illicit Drug Supply Reduction, Brazil.
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 er cen  er   er cen  Colo bia  er cen  and 
ene ela oli arian e blic o   er cen 150

Some of the cocaine reaching Brazil serves to supply its 
substantial domestic market; however large quantities 
are r er ra ficked o ards des ina ion arke s151 152

such as Europe, notably in containerized shipments via 
the numerous seaports along Brazil’s Atlantic coast.153

Large quantities of cocaine are seized both at Brazil-
ian seaports and at seaports in destination countries, 
having departed from Brazil,154 especially in Europe. 
ndeed  sei res a  sea or s a e defined e o erall 

trend in aggregate seizures in Brazil over the period 
 and e ceeded al  o  e o al sei res in 

Brazil in 2019 and 2020.155 Based on reporting by customs 
a ori ies o  co n ries in es ern and Cen ral ro e 
o e orld C s o s rgani a ion  in  ra il as 

e second os  ro inen  by eig  a er c ador  
country of departure156 among cocaine seizures reported 
o e egional n elligence fice or es ern ro e 157

ecen ly  a di ersifica ion o  e ra ilian or s sed as 
been observed, with the total share seized in the ports 
o  an os o a lo  and aranag  aran  decreasing 

ile o er or s  s c  as al ador a ia  l s a ia  
and oin ille an a Ca arina  regis ered increases 158 159

i ersifica ion is also isible in er s o  e des ina ion 
o  cocaine ra ficked ro  ra ilian or s  e n ber 
o  kno n des ina ion co n ries iden ified ro  sei res 

Interview #36.

Ibid.
Based on data from Brazilian Federal Police.
The point of departure represents the location from which the shipment 
containing the seized drug was dispatched, based on the details of 

e ra ilian s a es o  a o rosso bordering e 
l rina ional a e o  oli ia  and a o rosso do l 
bordering e l rina ional a e o  oli ia and ara-

g ay  are i or an  oin s o  en ry or cocaine ra fick-
ing.143 Clandes ine ig s ra ficking cocaine in o ra il 
on small planes are often detected in this region, and 
this modality appears to have increased recently, likely 
as a reac ion by ra fickers o obs acles in sing o er 
c annels i ac ed by res ric ions rela ed o C -
19.144 However, cocaine also enters Brazil through the 
nor ern s a es o  a onas bordering Colo bia and 

ene ela oli arian e blic o  as ell as er  and 
orai a bordering oli arian e blic o  ene ela  in 

addi ion o yana 145 146 The northern parts of Brazil are 
di fic l  o olice  i  large e anses o  ro ical ngle  
while transportation along the rivers is inexpensive;147 148

seizures in this region are potentially under-represented 
in co arison i  e e en  o  ra ficking  ccording 
o Colo bian la  en orce en   ons o  cocaine en 

route o ra il ere sei ed o er  e region 
o  a iare Colo bia  a ears o be key in e s ly 
c annel across e Colo bia- ra il border  oreo er  e 
area around the triple intersection of the borders of Bra-
il  Colo bia and er  is also a ec ed by ario s o er 
y es o  cri inal ac i i y  incl ding ra ficking in ersons  

wildlife crime and illegal mining.149

According to the Brazilian Federal Police, over the period 
2014 to August 2021, 65 per cent of incoming clandestine 

ig s carrying dr gs  de ec ed in ra il origina ed in 
the Plurinational State of Bolivia, followed by Paraguay  

143
144 Ibid.

146 Interview #36, interview by UNODC, 2022.
147
148 Interview #36.
149

Quantity of cocaine detected in aircraft-related trafficking incidents in 
Brazil, 2016-2020 (30-day moving window)

Source: Monitoring of media reports by UNODC; reproduced from UNODC and CoE 
Brazil, ‘Brazil in the Regional and Transatlantic Cocaine Supply Chain: The Impact 

an i y o  cocaine de ec ed in aircra -rela ed ra ficking 
incidents in Brazil captured in open-source monitoring, 

2016-2020 (30-day moving window)
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a e o  and ra il acco n ed or  er cen  o  e o -
going o s o  cocaine- y e dr gs ro  er 174 Moreover, 

ey assessed a  increased sei res o  coca as e C  
in several regions175 ere ossibly linked o ra ficking 
eas ards or r er rocessing in oli ia l rina ional 

a e o  arag ay  ra il or ro e 176 Bolivian author-
ities seized 50 clandestine laboratories manufacturing 
cocaine ydroc loride crys alli a ion  labora ories  in 
2019,177 36 in 2020178 and 26 in 2021.179

Paraguay is an important transit country which receives 
cocaine predominantly across the shared border with 

oli ia l rina ional a e o 180 181 182 and whose role 
has recently been highlighted by detections of large 

an i ies o  cocaine ra ficked across e lan ic  or 
example, in February 2021, 16.2 tons of cocaine were 
sei ed in Ha b rg er any  a ing been s i ed ro  

ille a or  in arag ay on e arag ay i er  close o 
s nci n 183 The main points of entry into Paraguay are 
e nor  C aco arag ayo  and nor eas  de ar en s 

o  Conce ci n  a bay and an edro  o  e co n-
ry  and clandes ine ig s are an i or an  odali y 

used.184 To a lesser extent, cocaine enters Paraguay 
ro g  e land border i  oli ia l rina ional a e 

o   bo  a  o ficial c eck oin s and by eans o  irreg -
lar passage.185 In 2019, Paraguayan authorities seized 302 
kg o  inco ing cocaine ra ficked by air and  kg by 
land.186 187

ro  e landlocked co n ries o  oli ia l rina ional 
a e o  and arag ay  cocaine ra ficking o ards e 
lan ic cean roceeds along o a or ro es 188 east-

ward through Brazil; or southward towards the River Plate 
or s o  rgen ina and r g ay along e so ern cone  

ro e  ia a co bina ion o  a erborne and airborne con-

174 Ibid.
Ayacucho, Cusco, Loreto, Junin, Pasco, San Martin and Ucayali.

176

177 UNODC, ‘Plurinational State of Bolivia, Responses to the Annual Report 

178
-

taries are not included.
179

-
tories are not included.

180
181
182 Interview #34.
183
184 Interview #34.

Ibid.
186
187 The corresponding information for 2020 was not available.
188

occurs. In its response to the UNODC Annual Report Questionnaire for 

Colombia and Peru) as a country of departure for cocaine hydrochloride 

paste (PBC) likely intended for the domestic market; as of 2020, the 
lifetime prevalence of use of coca paste (PBC) among the general popu-
lation was estimated at 2.6 per cent, and past-year prevalence at 0.3 per 
cent.

in Brazilian ports grew from 7 in 2018 to 20 in 2019 and 
21 in 2020. The main destinations in 2019 and 2020 were 
Belgium and Netherlands, followed by Spain.160 161

In Brazil, the organized crime group Primeiro Comando da 
Capital (PCC) reportedly dominates most of the interna-
ional cocaine ra ficking ro es ro g  ra il o ro e 

and Africa162, and appears to be the primary interlocutor 
for European groups sourcing cocaine supplies from 
Brazil,163 no ably e alian C  ’Ndrangheta.164The fore-

os  radi ional ri al o  e CC  e Comando Vermelho, 
re or edly also as in erna ional dr g ra ficking links 
to source countries.165 Another important group which 
has emerged recently is the Familia do Norte, especially 
active close to the triple border of Brazil, Peru and 
Colo bia  ese ree a or gro s are in co e i ion 
for the dominance of the drug trade in the area around 
the triple intersection of the Amazonian borders of Brazil, 
Colo bia and er  166 167 168

A channel which has recently gained in importance is 
the “southern cone” route which goes from Peru and 

oli ia l rina ional a e o  o ards e i er la e 
estuary on the Atlantic coast of Argentina or Uruguay, 
frequently through Paraguay, and typically relies on the 
Paraguay-Paraná Waterway, often used in combination 

i  clandes ine ig s 169

oli ia l rina ional a e o  and er  s are a land bor-
der  and so e cocaine ra ficking170 occurs from Peru into 

oli ia l rina ional a e o  171 including via clandes-
ine ig s 172 Peruvian authorities linked clandestine air-

strips in the regions of Ayacucho, Huánuco, Junín, Madre 
de ios  asco  an ar n and cayali o ra ficking by air 
o e l rina ional a e o  oli ia and on ard o ar-

ag ay  rgen ina and ra il  ile ig s ro  er  in o 
ra il ere an e erging rend as o    lea ing ainly 

ro  e region o  Lore o  clandes ine airs ri s in er  
were concentrated in the contiguous regions of Huánuco 

 er cen  asco  er cen  and cayali  er 
cen 173 The Peruvian authorities further estimated that, 
as o   clandes ine ig s o oli ia l rina ional 

160 Data from Polícia Federal, Brazil.
161
162
163 Interview #36.
164

166 Ibid.
167
168 Interview #36.
169
170

of cocaine, including cocaine salts (such as cocaine hydrochloride) as 
well as products containing cocaine in its base form, such as coca paste 

171 UNODC, ‘Plurinational State of Bolivia, Responses to the Annual Report 

172

173 Ibid.
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ires  rgen ina and on e ideo  r g ay  and ence o 
the Atlantic.191

This channel for legal trade has increasingly been 
e loi ed o ra fic cocaine o ards des ina ion ar-
kets outside South America. Argentina receives signif-
icant shares of incoming cocaine across the borders 
with Bolivia192 193 194 195 or Paraguay196 197 198 via different 
modalities. The main entry point for cocaine has in the 

as  been i s nor es ern border ro inces o  al a 
and y  a o s o  or con raband 199 The border with 
Paraguay in the northeast was predominantly used for 
ra ficking o  cannabis origina ing in arag ay in o rgen-

tina.200 n recen  years  o e er  e cannabis ra ficking 
ro es a e been increasingly sed o ra fic cocaine

191 Honorable Cámara de Diputados de la Nación Argentina, ‘Proyecto de 

192
193 Interview #19.
194

196 Interview #19.
197
198
199
200 Ibid.

veyances. The Paraguay-Paraná Waterway is a key channel 
enabling the latter route. 

e arag ay- aran  a er ay Hidrovía Para-
guay-Paraná – HPP  consis s ainly o  o ial 
branc es ic  erge in o one  na ely  a sec ion o  e 
aran  i er  ro  o  de g a  a  e ri le border 

o  rgen ina  ra il and arag ay  do ns rea  o e 
con ence i  e arag ay i er near Corrien es  
and all the way to the estuary at the Atlantic Ocean; 
and os  o  e arag ay i er  ro  er o C ceres 

ra il  do ns rea 189 In addition, the Tamengo canal, 
an 11km long stretch of water along the border between 

oli ia l rina ional a e o  and ra il o ing in o 
the Paraguay River, is also considered to be part of the 
Paraguay-Paraná Waterway. 190 The different branches of 
the HPP amount to around 4,100km of navigable water-
way of crucial importance for the movement of goods, 
connecting more than 200 ports and docks of 5 countries 

rgen ina  ra il  arag ay  l rina ional a e o  oli ia 
and r g ay  o e i er la e es ary close o enos 

189 Comité Intergubernamental de la Hidrovía Paraguay-Paraná, ‘Informe de 
-

vía Paraguay-Paraná, 2018).
190 Ibid.

Aircraft-related trafficking incidents and cocaine seizures in Paraguay, 2017-September 2022

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Note: Some aircraft-related incidents involve a seizure of cocaine.
Source: UNODC Drug Monitoring Platform.
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an i ies o  cocaine  kg or ore  sei ed in ari i e 
or s in elgi  C e d oire  er any  e erlands  

Portugal and Spain which appear to have departed from 
Paraguay and reached the Atlantic Ocean via the Para-
guay-Paraná waterway.204

The Paraguayan cities and ports along the Paraguay River, 
such as Asunción and nearby Villeta, are key points of 
transit and trans-shipment. In October 2020, 2.9 tons of 
cocaine were seized in Villeta Port from a containerized 
shipment which was meant to travel downstream along 
the Paraguay River and on to the Atlantic Ocean, Europe 

204

201 202 The same criminal groups that had been providing 
logistics for cannabis now use their infrastructure for 
cocaine as well.203

o e o  ese inco ing o s in o rgen ina likely 
feed into the domestic market. The available anecdotal 
evidence on maritime consignments seized in destina-
tion countries suggests that the waterborne segment of 
itineraries having transited the HPP often begins further 

s rea  in arag ay  er e eriod ebr ary 
July 2022, at least 10 instances were documented of large 

201 Ibid.
202 Interview #19.
203 Ibid.

Traditional and emerging inland cocaine trafficking routes towards the southern Atlantic

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.

Brazil in the regional and transatlantic cocaine supply chain: The 
impact of COVID-19

Traditional and emerging inland cocaine trafficking routes towards the southern Atlantic

Affected Countries

Paraná -Paraguay 
(HPP) waterway
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Southbound route 
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Traditional route 
to Brazil’s ports

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
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e ydroelec ric da s  ence e cargo in ese laces 
s  be s i ed on barges y ically oined oge er on 

barge rains  ro elled by gboa s  ne barge rain 
can consist of up to 36 units and may carry up to 54,000 
tons, thus simplifying concealment and making detection 
through the HPP ransi  ro e di fic l 208 The waterway 
widens downriver and deepens to over 12 metres by the 
time it reaches the River Plate estuary. 209

Cargo des ined o be s i ed on ocean essels s  
be trans-shipped at some point on the HPP or e 
River Plate estuary where the HPP ee s e lan ic  
Large ocean-going vessels, such as those with Panamax 
hulls, can only sail up the Paraná River up to Rosario 
and nearby San Lorenzo, where the depth is still no less 

208 Ibid.
209 Comité Intergubernamental de la Hidrovía Paraguay-Paraná, ‘Informe de 

and subsequently Israel, including a stop in Belgium.205

e eral o  e sei res en ioned abo e  ade in 
Europe after having transited through Paraguay, dis-
played links to Asunción or the nearby Villeta port. This 
incl ded a sei re o   ons o  cocaine in n er  el-
gi  in ril  and a sei re o   ons o  cocaine in 
Ha b rg er any 206

ile e a erborne seg en  o  e ra ficking i iner-
ary often begins in Paraguay, logistics necessitate that 
shipments are trans-shipped between vessels further 
downstream, in Argentina or Uruguay. Not all vessels can 
navigate all parts of the HPP; big ocean-going vessels 
cannot navigate all the way upstream because the water-
way becomes too shallow. Upriver the waterway may be 
no more than 2.5 metres deep207 de ending on e rain 
season in the Amazon basin and the status of the gates in 

Ibid.
206

207
de Economía Argentina, n.d.).

The Paraná-Paraguay waterway

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Sources: Comité Intergubernamental de la Hidrovía Paraguay-Paraná. Informe de la Secretería Ejecutiva del CIH, 2018; Argentina, Ministerio de Economía- Agricultura, 
Ganadería y Pesca, Hidrovía Paraná-Paraguay. 
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However, before the waterborne segment, clandestine 
ig s across di erse land borders are sed o acili a e 

the movement towards the Atlantic. 

e e en  o  ra ficking along is ro e is di fic l  o 
an i y based on o ficial na ional da a  ic  is y ically 

a ailable a  e aggrega e le el and s does no  ro-
ide a clear associa ion i  a s ecific ra ficking c an-

nel  Ho e er  sei res recorded in e r gs oni oring 
Platform which can be linked to the HPP or the River 
Plate estuary yielded 42 instances occurring over the 

eriod an ary ril  and a e oral analysis 
of these instances indicates a distinctly increasing trend. 

Clandes ine ig s are arder o associa e concl si ely  
on a case-by-case basis, to the “southern cone” route, 
because the link typically depends on the intended 

re  i inerary  ic  is in con ras  i  con ainer-
i ed s i en s  no  declared and no  al ays kno n o 
law enforcement. However, 125 aircraft-related incidents 
occ rring o er e eriod e e ber  co ld 
be documented along the southern cone route. In most 
cases, the incidents involved cocaine products such as 
cocaine ydroc loride or coca as e C  o e er   
incidents involved cannabis, while the nature of the drug 
was unclear in 16 other incidents. 

Once more, increases can be noted both in terms of the 
number of incidents and the quantity of cocaine seized 
over the period 2011 to 2020.

than 10 metres.210 211 212 Thus, San Lorenzo and the ports 
do ns rea  ro  i  s c  as osario  ara e-Ca ana  
Buenos Aires, Nueva Palmira and Montevideo, are the 

laces ere rans i en  o  cargo  and any cocaine 
consign en s concealed erein  s  occ r  ne s c  
instance came to light in the seizure mentioned above of 

 ons o  cocaine sei ed in Ha b rg er any  ic  
having been shipped from Paraguay, was trans-shipped 
a  enos ires rgen ina 213 

Aside from consignments reaching the ocean through 
e final s re c es o  e aran  i er in rgen ina  e 

“southern cone” route may include shipments which are 
loaded on to ocean-going vessels directly at the ports at 

e o  o  is ri er  s c  as on e ideo r g ay  
or e a le  in ece ber   ons o  cocaine ere 

seized in the port of Montevideo from containers des-
ined or Lo e ogo  e cocaine ad been rans or ed 

from a ranch in the department of Soriano, where an 
additional 1.5 tons were also seized.214 Cocaine s i en s 
are sometimes consolidated within Uruguay before being 
shipped out of its port.215

ring e eriod e e ber ece ber  edia 
so rces doc en ed a  leas  fi e ins ances incl ding e 
one abo e  o  large an i ies o  cocaine all in e cess o  

 kg  sei ed in ari i e or s in er any and r -
guay, from containerized shipments departing or transit-
ing from Uruguay, with destinations in Africa or Europe.216 

Clandes ine ig s are re or edly e ore os  odali y 
or inbo nd ra ficking in o r g ay  r g ayan a or-

ities assessed that slightly more than three quarters of 
cocaine hydrochloride seized during 2020 had been traf-
ficked by air 217 Clandes ine ig s in o r g ay deli er 
cocaine both by landing on airstrips or by air-dropping 
the consignment, without landing, to be picked up by 
accomplices;218 as of 2020, the points of entry for such 

ig s incl ded e nor ern de ar en s o  r igas  
Salto and Paysandú. 219

In summary, the “southern cone” route includes a crucial 
waterborne segment which begins at some point on the 
Paraguay-Paraná waterway or the estuary of the river 
aran  a  e la es  be ore con in ing o e lan ic  

210
n.d.

211 Comité Intergubernamental de la Hidrovía Paraguay-Paraná, ‘Informe de 

212
213
214 Ibid.

9 November 2020..
216
217 UNODC, response to the Annual Report Questionnaire for 2020 from 

Uruguay.
218

9 November 2020.
219

November 2020.
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an i y o  cocaine sei ed in significan  indi id al cocaine sei res 
linked to the Paraná-Paraguay waterway, 2010–April 2021

Quantities of cocaine seized in individual cocaine seizures linked to 
the Paraguay-Paraná waterway or the River Plate estuary, by incident 
and country of seizure, 2010–2021

Note: A seizure was considered to be linked to the HPP or the River Plate estuary 
if its itinerary (actual or planned) included a stretch or a port on the HPP or the 
River Plate estuary.
Sources: UNODC Drugs Monitoring Platform.
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rgen ina and r g ay  baserolo c ador  pay er  
chespi arag ay  as ell as ore generic na es s c  as 
“crack” and pasta base, are widely smoked by consumers 
in these countries.220

220

Domestic markets in Central and South America and 
the Caribbean
The consumption of cocaine via smoking is particularly 

rono nced in o  erica and so e co n ries in Cen-
ral erica and e Caribbean  indeed a arie y o  or s 

of cocaine known by terms such as pitillo l rina ional 
a e o  oli ia  merla ra il  mono C ile  basuco

Colo bia and oli arian e blic o  ene ela  paco

Seizures linked to the Paraná-Paraguay waterway or the River Plate estuary, and aircraft-related incidents along the Southern Cone Route, 
2017–September 2022

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Notes: A seizure was considered to be linked to the Paraná-Paraguay waterway or the River Plate estuary if its itinerary (actual or planned) included a stretch or a port 
on the HPP
detection, drugs had just been, were about to be, or were being transported on an aeroplane. Not all of the aircraft-related incidents represent physical apprehen-
sions of the relevant aircraft by law enforcement.
See Methodological Annex for details
Sources: UNODC Drugs Monitoring Platform. .
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users indicates that the population of adult regular 
users concentrates towards the younger age categories, a 
pattern that is even more pronounced outside the state 
capitals. In addition, the proportion of males among 

ese sers in ra il as es i a ed in e range o   
per cent.

Co bining e res l s o  ese s dies  C es i a es 
suggested that the prevalence for regular use in the 
Brazilian state capitals reached almost 1.7 per cent of the 
general population aged 23 to 29. It is important to note 
that this does not include snorting of cocaine powder.

While the available data do not allow a reliable analysis 
of the evolution of the trend in the prevalence of use 
since 2012, several indicators suggest that the availability 
of cocaine in Brazil has increased in recent years, and 
this may have also translated into an expansion of the 
domestic market and increased levels of use. Supply-side 
indicators, such as seizures225 and purity levels indicate a 

rning oin  in e eriod  is occ rred in ar-
allel with the trend in the levels of coca bush cultivation 
in oli ia l rina ional a e o  and  ic  oge er 
acco n  or significan  o s o  cocaine in o ra il  226 227

228 as borne out, for example, by the fact that, over the 
period 2014 to August 2021, 90 per cent of incoming clan-
des ine ig s carrying dr gs  de ec ed in ra il 

in this chapter.
226
227
228

While the exact composition and nature of such products 
is hard to determine conclusively and comprehensively 
across these countries, an important characteristic is that 
they are smoked, and their presence and relative impor-
tance in the domestic market is a hallmark of cocaine 
consumption in this region. 

The country with the largest domestic market in this 
region is Brazil. As of 2012, past-year prevalence of 
cocaine ins a ion as es i a ed a   er cen  a ong 
the general population aged 14 or over, and 0.8 per cent 
in the case of smoking.221

A separate study222 based on the network scale-up 
e od considered e conce  o  reg lar se   

defined as a ing sed e s bs ance o  concern on  
days or more in the previous six months223  and es i-
mated the number of regular users of “crack” or other 
si ilar s okeable or s o  cocaine s e cl ding 
cocaine sal s  in  in e ra ilian s a e ca i als alone 
at approximately 370,000, or 0.81 per cent of the entire 
general o la ion o  all ages  ong ese   
users were below the age of 18. A parallel exercise, based 
on time location sampling, 224 on e rofile o  reg lar 

221 Renata Rigacci Abdalla et al., ‘Prevalence of Cocaine Use in Brazil: Data 
-

ve Behaviors 39, no. 1 (1 January 2014): 297–301.
222 Secretaria Nacional de Políticas sobre Drogas (SENAD), Ministério da 

Saúde Brasil, and Ministério da Justiça Brasil, ‘Estimativa do número do 
-

nal de Políticas sobre Drogas (SENAD), 2013).
223

prevalence.
224 Secretaria Nacional de Políticas sobre Drogas (SENAD), Ministério da Saú-

2013).

Known aircraft-related incidents along the Southern Cone route , 2011- 2020

Note:
circumstances suggested that, at the moment of detection, drugs had just been, were about to be, or were being transported on an aeroplane. Incidents involving 
cannabis are not considered. Not all of the aircraft-related incidents necessarily represent physical apprehensions of the relevant aircraft by law enforcement.
Sources: UNODC Drugs Monitoring Platform.
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Prevalence of use of cocaine hydrochloride in relation to smokable cocaine products, selected countries in Latin America 
(latest available data) 

Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.

Distribution of reported number of seizures of cocaine products, by broad category of products, comparison between Latin America 
and rest of the world, 2020

Note: Reliable distinctions between different cocaine products depend on forensic analysis, which is not always carried out systematically, in addition to recording 
and reporting practices, which do not always contemplate the entire spectrum of cocaine products.
Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire, responses for 2020.
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cocaine sers incl ding sers o  crack  cocaine  ay 
also use other drugs.

side ro  coca lea  c l i a ion in er  and oli ia l ri-
na ional a e o  e link be een or ali y da a and 
inco ing o s is no able in s a is ical er s  en co -
paring the trend in mortality to seizures data, especially 

en s ecifically considering sei res in s a es o  ra il 
bordering oli ia l rina ional a e o  and er

The fact that the trend in mortality mirrors that of the 
supply-side indicators mentioned above, especially the 
extent of coca leaf cultivation in the Plurinational State 
of Bolivia and Peru,232 also point to the possibility that 
the supply channel from Peru and the Plurinational State 
o  oli ia as o osed o Colo bia  ay be ar ic larly 
important in supplying the Brazilian domestic market 

ile e inco ing o s ro  Colo bia o ld con-
tribute to a lesser extent, being routed predominantly 
o ards ro e  is also ies in i  e in ernal ra -

ficking ro es a ec ing ra il  as described by ra ilian 
Federal police,233 which suggest a certain convergence of 
the routes from Peru, the Plurinational State of Bolivia 
and arag ay o ards e s a e o  o a lo  ere 

232 Coca leaf cultivation in Colombia followed a rather distinct trend from 
Bolivia (Plurinational State of) and Peru. In Colombia, both coca leaf 
cultivation and estimated potential production of cocaine hydrochloride 
bottomed out in 2013.

233 ‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting – Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

Annual Meeting – Africa, Ghana, 23 November 2021).

originated in one of the Plurinational State of Bolivia, 
Paraguay or Peru.229 230

e and-side indica ors in ra il are also indica i e o  a 
long-term expansion of the domestic cocaine market and 
raise the possibility of potential recent increases in levels 
of cocaine consumption.231 Mortality data in particular 
also show a turning point in 2016; one possibility is that 
the increase in availability may have spilled over into 

ore in ensi e se a erns o  eo le already sing 
cocaine  or ore ides read cocaine se indi id als 
ini ia ing se   s o ld be borne in ind o e er a  

229
also important, and the available data do not allow an accurate determi-
nation of the overall shares of cocaine entering Brazil from each Bolivia 
(Plurinational State of), Colombia and Peru. Seizures in the regions of 
Brazil bordering Colombia (state of Amazonas) are limited in comparison 
with states of Brazil further south on its western borders, such as Mato 
Grosso, Mato Grosso do Sul and Paraná, reinforcing the evidence that an 
important component comes from Bolivia (Plurinational State of) and 
Peru (collectively). However, this geographic breakdown may not neces-

overall picture emerging from these supply-side indicators is somewhat 
skewed towards the segment of the market supplied from these two 
source countries. Nevertheless, it is clear that Bolivia (Plurinational State 

entering Brazil. 
230
231 Measured in overall quantities consumed, rather than number of users.

Estimated prevalence of regular* use of “crack” and similar drugs in 
Brazilian state capitals, among males, females and overall, by age, 2012

*
Note: The above estimations assume that the breakdown of regular adult users 
of crack and similar drugs in the Brazilian state capitals into age groups, 
established via Time Location Sampling (Perfil dos usuários de crack e/ou 
similares, SENAD, Brazil, 2013), is consistent with the number of adult regular 
users in the Brazilian state capitals established separately via the Network 
Scale-up Method (Estimativa do número dos usuários de crack e/ou similares 
nas Capitais do País, SENAD, Brazil, 2013). The estimations approximate the 
male-female breakdown within individual age categories by a constant ratio, 
independent of the age category.
Sources: UNODC estimates based on drug use data from Secretaria Nacional de 
Políticas sobre Drogas (SENAD), Brazil and census data for 2010 for the Brazilian 

adjusted using 2010 and 2012 population data from the United Nations 
Population Division.

Estimated number of regular cocaine users in Brazilian state capitals, 
by age and gender (population pyramid), 2012

Note:
estimations assume that the breakdown of regular adult users of crack and 
similar drugs in the Brazilian state capitals into age groups, established via Time 
Location Sampling (Perfil dos usuários de crack e/ou similares, SENAD, Brazil, 
2013), is consistent with the number of adult regular users in the Brazilian state 
capitals established separately via the Network Scale-up Method (Estimativa do 
número dos usuários de crack e/ou similares nas Capitais do País, SENAD, Brazil, 
2013). The estimations approximate the male-female breakdown within 
individual age categories by a constant ratio, independent of the age category.
Sources: UNODC estimates based on drug use data from Secretaria Nacional de 
Políticas sobre Drogas (SENAD), Brazil and census data for 2010 for the Brazilian 

adjusted using 2010 and 2012 population data from the United Nations 
Population Division.
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cocaine may be consolidated and distributed onwards 
towards the ports as well as to the areas of consumption, 
and also depict some routes from the state of Amazo-
nas bordering Colo bia  direc ly o ards e nor ern 
Atlantic coast of Brazil. 234

n  coinciding i  e onse  o  C -  e n -
ber of deaths attributed to cocaine use disorders spiked 
abr ly  rising by  er cen  o er e le el in   e 
larges  year-on-year c ange in rela i e er s235  since 
2010. Based on preliminary data, the increased levels 
were sustained into 2021.236

234 In addition, the hypothesis that the domestic market in Brazil is dispro-

corroborated by the following observations: (1) the population in Brazil 
is overall more concentrated in the south rather than the north (2) the 
waterways of the Amazonas are particularly remote and provide a rela-

is particularly well suited to cater for the demand for smokable cocaine 
-

cking of coca paste (PBC) and similar products points in particular to the 

indicates that Colombia continues to be the predominant country of 
origin for cocaine seizures in Europe, despite the fact that it receives 

And the biggest on record (since 1996) in absolute terms.
236

n.d.

Coca bush cultivation in Bolivia (Plurinational State of) and Peru, in comparison with purity levels in Brazil, 2005–2021

Note:
Sources: Purity: Centre of Excellence for Illicit Drug Supply Reduction and UNODC SIMCI, “Dinâmicas do mercado de drogas ilícitas no Brasil, Analise Comparativa dos 

Peru in 2020 and previous years.

Trend in number of deaths attributed to cocaine use disorders in 
comparison with selected indicators of cocaine supply in Brazil, 
2012–2021

Note: Data on deaths attributed to cocaine use disorders based on deaths 
registered under ICD-10 code F14 (Mental and behavioural disorders due to the 

physical and psychological symptoms, clinical signs and behaviour, and other 

informed third parties. Therefore, these data need to be interpreted with caution.
Sources: Purity: Centre of Excellence for Illicit Drug Supply Reduction and UNODC 
SIMCI; “Dinâmicas do mercado de drogas ilícitas no Brasil, Analise Comparativa 

Cultivation: Coca bush cultivation surveys carried out in Bolivia (Plurinational 
State of) and Peru in 2020 and previous years; Seizure data: Brazilian Federal 
Police; Deaths: Brazil Ministry of Health, DATASUS data portal. 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

0

10,000

20,000

30,000

40,000

50,000

60,000

70,000

80,000

90,000

2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Pu
rit

y 
(p

er
ce

nt
ag

e)

Co
ca

 c
ul

tiv
at

io
n 

in
 B

ol
iv

ia
 

(P
lu

rin
at

io
na

l S
ta

te
 o

f) 
an

d 
Pe

ru
 (h

a)

Coca bush cultivation in Bolivia (Plurinational State of) and Peru, in comparison with purity levels in Brazil, 2005–2021

Wholesale purity of cocaine in salt form (right axis)

Wholesale purity of cocaine in base form (right axis)

Coca bush cultivation in Peru (ha)

Coca bush cultivation in Plurinational State of Bolivia

-

0.25

0.5

1

2

4

0

0.5

1

1.5

2

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Se
iz

ur
es

 (i
nd

ex
ed

, 2
01

5=
1, 

lo
ga

rit
hm

ic
 s

ca
le

)

To
ta

l c
oc

a 
bu

sh
 c

ul
tiv

at
io

n 
in

 B
ol

iv
ia

 
(P

lu
rin

at
io

na
l S

ta
te

 o
f) 

an
d 

Pe
ru

 (h
a,

 in
de

xe
d,

 2
01

5=
1)

Trend in number of deaths attributed to cocaine use 
disorders in comparison with selected indicators 

of cocaine supply in Brazil, 2012–2021

Number of deaths attributed to cocaine use disorders

Total cultivation in Peru and Bolivia (Plurinational State of)

Wholesale purity in Brazil (average of salt and base)

Seizures in Brazilian states bordering Bolivia or Peru only (3
states, right axis, logarithmic scale)

69Global Report on Cocaine 2023



Main cocaine trafficking routes affecting Brazil

Note: This map, reproduced from a visualization by the Brazilian Federal Police, captures the main routes from the international perspective as well as the most 
important internal routes. A more detailed map can be found in: Centre of Excellence for Illicit Drug Supply Reduction, COVID-19 and drug trafficking in Brazil: the 
adaptation of organized crime and the actions of polices during the pandemic, December 2021. Available at: https://www.cdebrasil.org.br/boletins/
Source:

Deaths attributed to cocaine use disorders in Brazil, by federal unit, 1996-2021

Note: -

with caution.
Source: Brazil Ministry of Health, DATASUS data portal.
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the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries. 

0

50

100

150

200

250

19
96

19
97

19
98

19
99

20
00

20
01

20
02

20
03

20
04

20
05

20
06

20
07

20
08

20
09

20
10

20
11

20
12

20
13

20
14

20
15

20
16

20
17

20
18

20
19

20
20

20
21

Nu
m

be
r o

f d
ea

th
s

Deaths attributed to cocaine use disorders in Brazil, by federal unit, 1996–2021

Minas Gerais Rio de Janeiro São PauloParaná Rio Grande do Sul Other

70 Chapter 2 – Established markets The Americas



 e sa e i e in  e onse  o  C -  bro g  
abo  significan  e en i  e orary  s i s in ra ficking 
patterns into and though Brazil. While a number of devel-
opments in source countries and in the west of Brazil 
 s c  as c a ions in s ly  s i s in odali ies and 

res ric ions in e o s o  goods and eo le  increased
e o s o  cocaine in o ra il  di fic l ies in in ernal 

consolidation of cocaine and its redistribution towards 
the Atlantic coast appear to have temporarily reduced

e o s ra ficked o  is co n ry 237 238 It cannot be 
excluded that this may have resulted in a surge in the 
a ailabili y o  cocaine i in ra il  and s in ensified 
use patterns, with the repercussion ultimately visible in 
the number of deaths which were clearly attributable to 
cocaine use.239 However, the available data do not allow 
to establish this conclusively. 

237
238

239 Another sign of changes in internal dynamics was the increased use of 

and consumption centres. Source: Brazilian Federal Police, presentation 

Changing trends (rates of change) in cocaine seizures in Brazil following the onset of COVID 

Note: The above map is based on 3 consecutive 6-month periods: April-September 2019 (Period A), October 2019- March 2020 (Period B), and April-September 2020 

increasing (rising trend) if the ratio c/b is larger than b/a, decreasing (falling trend) if c/b is smaller than b/a.
Source: Polícia Rodoviária Federal, Brazil; reproduced from UNODC and CoE Brazil, ‘Brazil in the Regional and Transatlantic Cocaine Supply Chain: The Impact of 

Cocaine seizures in selected part of Brazil versus deaths due to 
cocaine use disorders in Brazil, 2014–2020

Note: Data on deaths attributed to cocaine use disorders based on deaths 
registered under ICD-10 code F14 (Mental and behavioural disorders due to the 

physical and psychological symptoms, clinical signs and behaviour, and other 

informed third parties. Therefore, these data need to be interpreted with caution.
Sources: Seizure data: Brazilian Federal Police; Deaths: Brazil Ministry of Health, 
DATASUS data portal.
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Approximately half a million past-year users of cocaine 
reside in Canada  n i s res onse o e nn al e or  

es ionnaire or  Canada re or ed a  e ni ed 
a es  e ico and a aica in a  order  ere e os  

frequently occurring transit countries observed from 
seized cocaine shipments.241 However, based on devel-
o en s in  Canadian a ori ies ad obser ed a 
continued rise in cocaine seizures with a European nexus, 
as e ican C s con in ed o in es  in orking rela ion-
s i s i  c  and anis  co n er ar s  242

e C -  ande ic significan ly i ac ed e o erall 
dr g rea  in Canada in  Canadian a ori ies also 
re or ed a  in  e C -  ande ic signifi-
can ly i ac ed e o erall dr g arke  in Canada  
in encing e social s ress ac ors o  dr g se  a ec ing 
access to health services, and contributing to increased 
adulteration and toxicity in the supply of drugs,243 as well 
as the emergence of new synthetic opioids. In order to 
compensate for obstacles arising from border and travel 
res ric ions  ra fickers increased eir se o  co ercial 
rans or   s c  as co ercial r cks  ari i e con-
ainers  and cargo lanes  as ell as os al or co rier 

services and online services, including both the surface 
and dark web. 244

241
n.d.

242
243 Ibid.
244 Ibid.

The North American consumer market
North America has for many years represented a pri-
mary cocaine consumer market worldwide; in 2020, it 
accounted for about 30 per cent of past-year cocaine 
users worldwide, and 1.95 per cent of the population 
aged  as es i a ed o a e sed cocaine a  leas  
once second only o ceania a ong all o er regions or 
s bregions or ic  s c  es i a es ere a ailable 240

Various indicators suggest that the market in the United 
States peaked in 2017 and has contracted slightly since 
then. Seizures and wholesale purity levels point to a 
slig  decline in inco ing o s and in a ailabili y  ile 
most demand-side indicators also suggest a drop in 2018 
followed by stable or moderately decreasing trends. 
Recent declines are evident from data on people taking 

 cocaine se or e firs  i e in eir li es  ic  
also show that the average age at which this happens 
has increased gradually. Overdose deaths involving 
cocaine, which need to be interpreted with caution due 
to the concomitant occurrence of other substances, also 
exhibit a recent declining trend when overdoses also 
in ol ing syn e ic o ioids o er an e adone  are 
excluded.

On the other hand, the best available proxy metric for 
trends in the quantity of cocaine consumed, namely the 
es i a ed n ber o  cocaine se-days based on o se-

old s r eys  as re ained i e s able o er    
ollo ing e dro  in  erall  e de and-side 

indicators, and to some extent the supply-side indicators, 
suggest that the recent slight contraction is minor in the 
broader, long-term picture, and the market appears to 
s and a  le els ic  are abo e e ro g  o     
b  s ill belo  e eak le els o    

There also appears to have been a certain long-term 
di ergence be een sers o  crack  and sers o  ins -

a ed  cocaine ydroc loride o der cocaine  ile 
“crack” users have become fewer in number, the popula-
tion of “crack” users appears to have gradually gravitated 
to slightly more intensive use patterns. Although the 
available data do not allow an analogous comparison 
based s ecifically on sers o  cocaine ydroc loride  an 
o osi e declining  rend in re ency o  se is already 
visible in the overall data for cocaine use in general 
incl ding cocaine ydroc loride as ell as crack  

implying that the underlying trend for cocaine hydrochlo-
ride is also declining, and even more pronounced.

240
2022).

Selected indicators of cocaine supply and consumption in the United 
States, 2005–2020

Note: The number of cocaine use days is obtained by multiplying the number of 
cocaine past-year users aged 12 or older (as published by SAMHSA) by the 
average number of days these users used cocaine (as published by SAHMSA).
Sources: Cocaine use days: UNODC estimate based on US National Survey on 
Drug Use and Health 2020, Detailed Tables (SAMHSA); Purity data: ONDCP 

responses to the annual report questionnaire and UNODC Drugs Monitoring 
Platform.
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Selected indicators of cocaine use, consumption and harm, United 
States, 2002–2020 (indexed)

Note: SOOTM stands for synthetic opioids other than methadone.
Sources: US National Survey on Drug Use and Health 2020, Detailed Tables; US 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Wide-ranging Online Data for 
Epidemiologic Research (WONDER).

First-time users of cocaine, by age category, United States, 2002–2020

Sources: US National Survey on Drug Use and Health 2020, Detailed Tables.

Long-term trends in the annual frequency of use among past-year 
cocaine users, comparison between “crack” and cocaine overall, 
United States, 2002–2020

Source: US National Survey on Drug Use and Health 2020, Detailed Tables.
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Overdose deaths involving cocaine, and co-occurrence of other selected substances, United States, 1999–2020

Sources: US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Wide-ranging Online Data for Epidemiologic Research (WONDER).

Estimates and proxy measures of cocaine consumption in the United States, 2002-2020

Note:

Sources: US National Survey on Drug Use and Health 2020, Detailed Tables (SAMHSA); What America’s Users Spend on Illegal Drugs, 2006–2016 (RAND, 2019); What 
America’s Users Spend on Illegal Drugs, 2000–2010 (RAND, 2014).
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Cocaine overdoses in the United States

Source: US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Wide-ranging Online Data for Epidemiologic Research (WONDER).

Rate of overdose deaths involving cocaine, by age category and 
gender, United States, 2020

Source: US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Wide-ranging Online Data 
for Epidemiologic Research (WONDER).
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Western and Central Europe

es ern and Cen ral ro e as e erged  alongside 
other regions, as a primary consumer market for cocaine. 

ei res o  cocaine in es ern and Cen ral ro e 
e ceeded ose in or  erica or e firs  i e in 
2019, and as of 2020 they accounted for slightly more 

an one al  o  all sei res o side o  o  and Cen ral 
erica and e Caribbean  n er s o  e n ber 

o  sers  es ern and Cen ral ro e is es i a ed o 
account for some 21 per cent of the estimated number of 
global users as of 2020.245

e eral indica ors s gges  a   as a i o al 
period which saw the ongoing expansion of the cocaine 

arke  in es ern and Cen ral ro e ake old  -
ply-side indicators such as aggregate seizures, and 
to some extent wholesale purity, point to an abrupt 
increase in availability starting in 2017, while retail-level 
indica ors  s c  as as e a er-based rends re ec ing 
consumption, and retail purity, in addition to seizure 
da a in s ecific co n ries s c  as elgi  s gges  
that dynamics began to shift already as of 2016 or even 
earlier. Indeed, the supply channels which enabled this 
expansion appear to have developed around 2012, which 
saw the beginning of a process of greater integration of 

es ern and Cen ral ro e i in e global cocaine 
arke  ro g  increased di ersifica ion o  ac ors  closer 

ties of smaller European actors with providers in source 
countries, and the emergence of European ports on the 

or  ea  no ably n er  elgi  as ri ary oin s 
o  en ry or cocaine o s in o ro e 246

246

Overdose deaths involving selected drug combinations, by day of the 
week, United States, 2019–2020

Source: US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, Wide-ranging Online Data 
for Epidemiologic Research (WONDER).
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ra ficking and se ad i er o only been obser ed on a 
s all scale e g  reece  al a  oland 247

 a ears a  C -  ad a e orary res raining 
e ec  on e gro  o  e arke  in es ern and Cen-
tral Europe, without stopping the ongoing longer-term 
expansion, which continued and may have somewhat 
masked the transitory effects of the pandemic. Following 
a period of steady growth, total cocaine seizures in this 
subregion were stable in 2020 but rebounded in 2021. 
Wastewater-based indicators suggest a dip in consump-
ion i edia ely ollo ing e onse  o  C -  b  in 

 ey re rned o and slig ly e ceeded   le els  
Moreover, similar trends could be observed in past-year 
prevalence in every country in this subregion where these 
data are produced on an annual basis. 

e dyna ics be ind e e ec s o  C -  on e 
cocaine arke  in es ern and Cen ral ro e a e bo  
supply-side and demand-side dimensions and can be 
seen at various levels. At the early stages of the supply 
chain, despite plentiful supplies of coca leaf in areas of 
cultivation in South America, producers may have faced 
so e e orary di fic l ies in accessing ra  a erials 
incl ding rec rsor c e icals as ell as coca lea  or 

coca as e 248 249 and mobility restrictions and lockdowns 
ay a e resen ed ra fickers i  so e obs acles in 

247 In several other countries with a relatively large domestic market, such 
as France, Germany and the United Kingdom, the available data up until 

overall trend.
248
249

Seizure data, in particular, point to quite abrupt changes 
increases  in recen  years in se eral co n ries in es -

ern and Cen ral ro e  incl ding co n ries ic  are 
key points of entry for cocaine reaching Europe or have 
rela i ely large do es ic arke s e g  elgi  aly  

e erlands  ain  as ell as so e ere cocaine 

Trends in selected supply and demand indicators, Western and Central 
Europe, 2011–2021

Note: Seizure data for 2021 are incomplete and preliminary.
Sources: Wastewater: SCORE dataset; Seizures: UNODC, responses to the annual 
report questionnaire; supplemented (for 2021) by data from WCO; UNODC, Drugs 
Monitoring Platform; Purity: UNODC, responses to the annual report question-
naire.

Cocaine retail prices and purities in Western and Central Europe, 
2003–2020

Sources: EMCDDA; UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.

Cocaine seizure quantities in Western and Central Europe, 2005–2021

Note: Seizure data for 2021 are incomplete and preliminary
Sources: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire; supplemented 
(for 2021) by data from UNODC Drugs Monitoring Platform.
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setting up international transactions250 and in maintain-
ing supply and distribution channels, especially along 

ose relying on land rans or a ion  across borders b  
also domestically. 251

Some of these disruptions may have had repercus-
sions downstream in the supply chain towards Europe, 
even as seizures continued at high levels. For example, 
seizures at seaports in Brazil, a major transit country 
for cocaine intended for Europe, declined dramatically 
in 2020, and obstacles encountered by criminals in the 
internal consolidation of cocaine and its redistribu-
tion within Brazil towards the Atlantic coast appear to 

a e e orarily red ced e o s ra ficked o  is 
country.252 This pattern is corroborated by data on con-
sign en s sei ed closer o des ina ion in ro e and 
beyond  a ing de ar ed ro  ra il  o e ery large 
individual seizures made in European countries also 
suggest an increased appetite for risk among organized 
cri e gro s  ossibly a re ec ion o  ese disr ions 
leading to inventory accumulation, or rebounds in sup-
ply levels.

At the retail level within the European domestic market, 
lockdown measures impacted the ability of dealers and 
cons ers across dr g y es  o connec  s increas-
ing the use of contactless transactions and delivery 
methods relying on online purchases, communication 
platforms, mail delivery, etc.253 The United Kingdom, for 

United States, Customs and Border Protection, Presentation at Confe-
rence of the Parties to the United Nations Convention against Transnatio-
nal Organized Crime side event, October 2020.

Ibid.

Seizure-based metrics of large-scale trafficking of cocaine from Brazil, 
April 2018-March 2021 (6-month periods)

Note: The acronym DMP stands for the UNODC Drugs Monitoring Platform. 
Seizures recorded in the DMP made in Brazil itself are excluded.
Sources: Federal Police (Brazil), UNODC Drugs Monitoring Platform; reproduced 
from UNODC and CoE Brazil, ‘Brazil in the Regional and Transatlantic Cocaine 

2022).

Cocaine seizures by customs authorities in Western and Central Europe 
departing from Brazil, by seizing country, in comparison with total 
seizures by customs (any departure), 2018–2020

Western Europe; reproduced from UNODC and CoE Brazil, ‘Brazil in the Regional 

Past-year prevalence of use of cocaine, countries in Western and 
Central Europe with annual data, 2004–2021

Notes:
except the United Kingdom (England and Wales). Data for the United Kingdom 
(England and Wales) refer to 12-month (or shorter) periods starting the year of 
the axis label and ending in March of the following year. For example, data 

the 2020 datapoint with previous years should be made with caution.
Sources: EMCDDA; UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire; Crime 
Survey for England and Wales (year ending March 2020), Drug Misuse Appendix; 

and its relationship to drug misuse, common mental disorder and well-being in 
England and Wales tables, year ending March 2021, Appendix Tables.
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Notable increases in levels of cocaine seizure quantities in countries in Western and Central Europe

Note: Seizure data for 2021 are incomplete and preliminary.
Sources: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.
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n e erging role or Cen ral erica in ra ficking 
towards Europe is also suggested by increasing quantities 
seized from consignments departing from Guatemala, 
El Salvador and Nicaragua; these quantities,261 while 
still relatively small, suggest that cocaine is increasingly 
being diverted eastwards towards Europe from the estab-
lished northward route toward North America.262 These 
s i s ay be linked o e ra ifica ions o  e C -  
pandemic; one hypothesis that has been put forward by 
one in er ie ee ro  a Cen ral erican co n ry as 

a  in e a er a  o  C -  di fic l ies in crossing 
l i le  land borders on e nor ard ro e rendered 

ari i e ra ficking c annels o ards ro e ore 
attractive versus the land route towards North America.263

Authorities from the United Kingdom also assessed that 
border closings i  Colo bia and obili y res ric ions 

ay a e s rred ra fickers in ana a o ake ea ier 
se o  Caribbean ra er an acific  a ers  and r er 
ig lig ed increases in cocaine ra ficked ro  Cen ral 

erican co n ries  s c  as Cos a ica and ana a  
towards Europe.264

i ilar o Cen ral erica  significan  an i ies sei ed 
in ro e de ar ing ro  e o inican e blic ore 
than 5 tons in 2020265  oin  o e role o  is co n ry 
as a oin  o  bi rca ion o  e ro e ro  Colo bia and 

ene ela oli arian e blic o  o ards e eas ern 
United States to its north and towards Europe to its 
east.266 267 c  a ori ies re or  a  in recen  years 
cri inal ies be een e e erlands and e o ini-
can Republic have strengthened. 268

side ro  s i en s de ar ing ro  co n ries in Cen-
ral and o  erica and e Caribbean  an i ies 

o  cocaine sei ed in ro e and iden ified as a ing 
de ar ed ro  e ni ed a es  Canada  o a bi e  
C e d oire  rkey and ain s gges  a  rans-s i -
ment of cocaine may have occurred in these countries 
o lo er e risk rofile o  e con ainers  ignifican  

quantities were also seized from shipments from more 
ar- ng or n s al oin s o  de ar re in co n ries i  

li i ed e idence o  cocaine ra ficking  s c  as C ina  
Singapore, India, and Israel; however it should borne in 
mind that the point of contamination of a shipment may 
not always be the point of departure of the itinerary, 
as containers may potentially be contaminated during 

261
Europe

262 See section on North America
263 Interview #29.
264 UNODC, ‘United Kingdom, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

Europe
266 Drug Enforcement Administration, ‘2020 National Drug Threat Assess-

267 US Department of the Treasury, ‘Treasury Designates Dominican Repu-

Treasury.gov, 20 August 2019.
268

Trimbus Instituut, 2021).

e a le  re or ed a significan  increase in sei res o  
cocaine in the fast parcel and postal modes.254

On the demand side, it should be borne in mind that 
cocaine, alongside other drugs, is frequently used in 
social settings; thus, the occasion and motivation to 
use the drug may have declined accordingly during the 
C  lockdo ns   eb-based s r ey a ong eo-
ple who use drugs across 22 countries in Western and 
Cen ral ro e indica es a   cocaine o der 
and a e a ine  all associa ed i  se in recre-
a ional se ings  e ibi ed res ec i ely e s ronges  
second and ird s ronges  decreases in a  order  
a ong  ca egories o  dr gs  in se since e s ar  o  e 
C -  ande ic 255

Trafficking into Western and Central Europe
Con aineri ed rade con in es o be sed by C s  o 
exploit the possibility to conceal large quantities within 
legitimate goods or within the structure of the container, 
o ra fic e er larger a o n s o  cocaine o ro ean 

seaports,256 no ably n er  elgi  o erda  e -
erlands  Ha b rg er any  ioia a ro aly  alen-
cia  lgeciras  arcelona and Las al as de ran Canaria 

ain 257 ased on da a re or ed o e orld C s o s 
Organization by customs authorities of 13 countries258

in es ern and Cen ral ro e i  access o e sea  
during 2020 cocaine seizures at the seaports of these 
countries amounted to 141 tons,259 representing 97 per 
cent of total seizures reported by the customs authorities 
of these countries, and 73 per cent of total aggregate sei-

res in e sa e co n ries incl ding do es ic sei res 
by law enforcement agencies other than customs author-
i ies  and re or ed ia e C 

Although the points of departure for these shipments 
remain largely concentrated in Latin America, they have 
s i ed a ay ro  Colo bia  i  o er co n ries in 

o  erica no ably c ador and arag ay  ic  
has access to the Atlantic Ocean via the Paraná-Paraguay 

a er ay  and in Cen ral erica no ably ana a and 
Cos a ica  gaining in i or ance  ra il  yana and 

rina e also acco n ed or significan  an i ies in 
 as ell as C ile and er  on e acific coas 260

UNODC, ‘United Kingdom, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

EMCDDA, ‘European Web Survey on Drugs 2021: Top Level Findings, 21 EU 

Drug Addiction, 2021).

Based on seizure data from WCO RILO (Regional Intelligence Liaison 

Belgium, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Malta, Net-
herlands, Norway, Portugal, Spain and Sweden

Europe
260

Europe
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ei er o ards Cabo erde and e es ern coas  o  
Africa; or further south towards the more distant Gulf 
of Guinea. On the other hand, vessels which pick up a 
cocaine consignment north of Brazil may in some cases 
navigate directly towards continental Europe; in other 
cases, including some of the instances of sailing vessels, 
the vessel may make a stop at the Azores, or take more 
circ i o s a s ei er o e nor  ia er da be ore 

e ores  or e eas  ia e Canary slands or e en 
Cabo erde be ore e Canary slands   a ears a  
the coast of Brazil has recently increased in importance 
as a point of departure. 271

Cocaine ay be rans-s i ed be een essels on ese 
routes starting from Brazil, and some vessels which pick 
up cocaine may be based at the destination rather than 
at the source region. Some consignments reach land on 
the coast of West Africa; in this case, in order to con-
tinue towards their destination, the drugs may be loaded 
on a container and shipped to Europe, or they may be 
ra ficked by land ro g  or  rica  Ho e er  o en 

the maritime segment of the itinerary across the Atlantic 
Ocean leads directly to Europe, typically to the coasts 
of Portugal or Spain; occasionally pickups have been 
obser ed by fis ing boa s o  e coas  o  reland  272 and 

271 Ibid.
272 Ibid.

transportation, at intermediate points of the itinerary, or 
e en  in e case o  ailed ra ficking a e s in ol ing 
cocaine embedded within the container structure but 
never retrieved, in a prior itinerary. For this minority of 
cases  e co n ry o  de ar re ay also re ec  in a 
probabilistic sense, the high volume of legitimate trade 

ic  goes ro g  s ecific or s  and ic  ay be 
contaminated in a random fashion.269

Aside from containerized trade, which relies on well-de-
fined s i ing ro es ro g  sea or s i  a ro ria e 
in ras r c re  significan  an i ies o  cocaine are ra -
ficked o ards es ern and Cen ral ro e on a arie y 
o  essels incl ding leas re cra  fis ing essels and 

erc an  essels  s ar ing ro  e Caribbean ea and 
the east coast of South America, across the Atlantic and 
towards Africa and Europe. There are two major areas 
o  de ar re or is y e o  ransa lan ic o rney  in 
the south, along the coast of Brazil; further north, in the 
Caribbean ea and along e coas s o  Colo bia  ene -
ela oli arian e blic o  or rina e 270

essels de ar ing ro  ra il y ically ake o ro es  

269 For example, according to the World Shipping Council, in 2020 Singapore 
was the port with the second-highest throughput of containers worldwi-

-
ping.org, n.d.

270 Interview #41, interview by UNODC, 2022.

Transatlantic trafficking routes involving sailing, merchant and fishing vessels, 2022

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Final boundary between the Republic of Sudan and the Republic of South Sudan has not been yet determined.
Source: MAOC-N
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nizations mainly arrives via the ports of Antwerp and 
Rotterdam and via smaller ports such as Vlissingen and 

iden s erda  in addi ion o c i ol air or  
s erda 277 There are indications that cocaine impor-

a ion as s i ed ro  e c  or  o  o erda  o 
the Belgian port of Antwerp in recent years.278 279 However 
the majority of cocaine reaching Antwerp is believed to 
be channeled into the Netherlands. 280 281 Some of the 
criminal groups involved in the extraction of cocaine from 
the Belgian ports maintain close ties across the border 
with the Netherlands, sometimes based on family ties.282

e inco ing o  o  cocaine ro g  or  ea or s 
ay a e been ins r en al or ra fickers o increase 

the availability of cocaine in Europe. One study has 
a rib ed e significan  dro  in e olesale rice 
of cocaine in the Netherlands, beginning around 2012, 
o e role o  lbanian-s eaking ra fickers in roc r-

ing cocaine directly at source in South America and 
undercutting the prevailing price at the time.283 Belgian 
a ori ies confir  a  gro s o  lbanian e nici y are 
among those involved in the extraction of cocaine from 
the port of Antwerp, and have expanded their role in the 
procurement of cocaine and the development of contacts 
in South America.284 Around the same time, retail purity 
levels in Europe appeared to converge towards the levels 
seen in the United States;285 moreover, seizures levels 
spiked in Belgium in 2013.

From the Netherlands, cocaine is further distributed 
to other European countries,286 and Albanian-speaking 
groups appear to play an important role in this, in par-
ic lar in e ra ficking o ards aly and lbania 287 288

The important destination of the United Kingdom, where 
Albanian-speaking groups have also been assessed to 
exert considerable control across the drug market,289

is also supplied to a large extent via “roll-on, roll-off” 
freight reaching ports in the south-east of the United 

277 Interview #14.
278 Robby Roks, Lieselot Bisschop, and Richard Staring, ‘Getting a Foot in the 

Organized Crime 24, no. 2 (1 June 2021): 171–88.
279 Freja De Middeleer et al., ‘Illegale drugsmarkten in België en Nederland : 

280 Interview #12, interview by UNODC, 2022. 
281
282
283 Tony Saggers, ‘An Assessment of the Extent of Albanian(-Speaking) 

Organised Crime Groups Involved in Drug Supply in the European Union: 
-

missioned by the EMCDDA for the EU Drug Markets Report 2019 (European 
Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, 2019).

284

286
Netherlands among the countries of provenance of cocaine reaching 
their territory.

287
288
289 Thirteenth Meeting of Heads of National Drug Law Enforcement Agencies, 

Europe, ‘Country Report: The United Kingdom of Great Britain and 

small vessels may also sail directly to the Netherlands 273 

and the United Kingdom.274

erall  ari i e ro es con aineri ed or no  acco n  
for the vast majority of cocaine reaching Western and 
Cen ral ro e  or e a le  in or gal   ins ances o  
cocaine seized from a maritime conveyance amounted 
to 8.3 tons in 2020, representing 83 per cent of the total 
amount of cocaine seized and 3.5 per cent of all cocaine 
seizure cases in 2020.275

There are two main entry channels into Western and 
Cen ral ro e  firs  ia e or s o  elgi  e e -
erlands and Germany on the North Sea; second, via the 
coasts and ports of Portugal and Spain. Other channels, 
of varying volume, lead into Italy, France, and the United 
Kingdom, although cocaine reaching these countries 
a ears o be ri arily i  so e e ce ions  in ended 
for the domestic market.

e firs  o  e abo e c annels  i  e e erlands 
as the main hub, appears to have eclipsed the Iberian 
Peninsula as the primary conduit for cocaine arriving 
to Europe.276 Cocaine des ined or c  cri inal orga-

273 Interview #14, interview by UNODC, 2022.
274 Maurizio Franco, Youssef Hassan Holgado, and Filippo Poltronieri, ‘How 

March 2022.

276
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Sources:
Western Europe.
Note: Based on countries in Western and Central Europe reporting to the 

Organization. Seizures with unknown country of departure are excluded; based 

Argentina is driven by one seizure of 16 tons made in Hamburg, Germany, which 
had departed from Buenos Aires, having been trans-shipped from a shipment 
originating in Paraguay.
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sei res as e bal incl ding e or  ci y i  e 
sa e na e  close o Lisbon 295

o e o  e ra ficking ac i i y occ rring in or gal 
appears to be managed by groups based in Spain, includ-
ing in the Spanish autonomous community of Galicia, 
north of Portugal on the Atlantic coast of Spain.296 Some 
o  e alicia-bo nd cocaine is firs  ro ed o e nor  
o  or gal  nloaded a  nig  on a beac  and ra ficked 
to Galicia, Spain, by road.297 In 2020, 400 kg of cocaine 

ere sei ed in e nor ern os  dis ric  o  or gal  
iana do Cas elo  bordering alicia  lacing is dis ric  

in fi  lace a ong e  ic  ake  e erri ory o  
continental Portugal.298

296
297 Ibid.
298

Kingdom290 from nearby European ports291 such as those 
in the Netherlands and Germany.292

es i e e e ansion o  e or  ea c annels 
described above, the Iberian peninsula remains a major 
gateway for cocaine destined for the markets of Western 
and Cen ral ro e  or gal s loca ion and e ensi e 
coastline on the Atlantic renders it a natural point of 
arri al or cocaine o be o oaded ro  ari i e essels  

e ain oin s o  arri al or is y e o  non-con ainer-
i ed  ra ficking are in e lgar e region  ere cocaine 
arri es ainly ia leas re boa s and yac s  in addi-
tion to islands in the Atlantic such as Madeira and the 
Azores.293 Ho e er  significan  an i ies are also ra -
ficked in o e ain or s  concealed a ong legi i a e 
cargo.294 In 2020, the district of Portugal with the largest 

290 UNODC, ‘United Kingdom, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

291 UNODC, ‘United Kingdom, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

292

293
November 2019.

294

Cocaine seized at seaports by customs authorities in Western and Central Europe, quantities seized in 2021 and trend in comparison 
with 2020

Note: Reporting may be incomplete.
Source:
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or rans erring o ra fickers in o er ro ean co n ries 
s ecific e er ise needed or so is ica ed conceal en  
methods.312

In May 2020, for example, an investigation led by Spanish 
police reported in the media brought to light an interna-
ional o era ion  a aren ly led by a Colo bian na ional 

with links to Spain, whereby cocaine was impregnated in 
cardboard boxes before departure from South America 
and retrieved in Europe at secondary extraction facilities 
in Bulgaria and the Netherlands. Individuals with special-
i ed c e ical skills ra elled ro  Colo bia o ain and 
subsequently onwards to Bulgaria and the Netherlands 
s ecifically o er or  e e rac ion s e 313 314 Italian law 
enforcement highlighted a similar case with links to Bar-
celona ain  a aren ly in ol ing e alian organi ed 
crime group ‘Ndrangheta  in ic  oli ian and Colo -
bian nationals were sent from Spain to the Italian port 
o  ioia a ro in order o se   a labora ory o refine 
cocaine.315

er co n ries in es ern and Cen ral ro e ose 
do es ic cocaine arke  is s lied  o arying degrees 
 direc ly ia ari i e ro es as o osed o being 

c annelled ia land ro  neig bo ring co n ries  incl de 
Italy, France and, likely to a lesser extent, the United 
Kingdom.

n  based on da a re or ed by alian C s o s 
a ori ies o e orld C s o s rgani a ion  e or  
of Livorno registered the largest quantities of cocaine 
seizures among Italian ports, but in 2021, seizures in the 

or  o  ioia a ro loca ed nor  o  e ci y o  eggio 
Calabria  by ar e ceeded ose in any o er alian or  
corroborating the continued importance of the role of 
the ‘Ndrangheta, whose origins and heartland lie in the 
so ern alian region o  Calabria  Cocaine sei res in 

is or  a o n ed o  ons ore an al  o  o al 
cocaine sei res in aly d ring a  year  i  ra il  
C ile  Colo bia  c ador  a e ala  icarag a and er  
among the countries of departure.316 However, cocaine 
also reaches Italy from other European countries, includ-
ing the Netherlands and Spain.317 Italian organized crime 
groups, notably the ’Ndrangheta but also the Camorra, 
and Albanian-speaking groups, leverage extensive 
international networks of orchestrate the importation of 
cocaine into Italy, sometimes working in collaboration.318

ring  in rance   ons o  cocaine ere sei ed in 
e or  o  Le Ha re on e s ore o  e nglis  C an-

312
313 Sam Jones, ‘Smugglers Impregnated Cardboard with Cocaine, Spanish 

314
France24, 13 May 2020.

per i Servizi Antidroga, 2022).
316
317
318

Cri inal gro s in alicia a e long ain ained ies i  
Colo bian co n er ar s 299 including some present in 
Spain itself,300 o o era e ese cocaine ra ficking ro es  
Galicia-based narcotransportistas pick up cocaine from 

e o er s i  a  a dis ance as ar as e ores or Cabo 
Verde and bring it ashore by small boats, sailing vessels 
or fis ing boa s   e coas  ey and e dr g o er o 

e recei ing organi a ion ere Colo bians are o en 
in ol ed 301

Cocaine no adays reac es ain ro g  a ide arie y 
of points of entry and modalities. In 2020, each of the 

ro inces o  alicia  Co ni a  alenciana and ndal c a 
accounted for between 20 and 25 per cent of cocaine sei-

res ade in ain  ollo ed by e Canary slands and 
Ca al na  er cen  eac 302 In Spanish ports, seizures 
were made from 45 contaminated containers, collectively 
a o n ing o  ons one al  o  e o erall o al or 

ain in  303 Among the various routes, established 
s ly c ains ic  originally ser ed o ra fic cannabis 
resin from Morocco through Spain to the rest of Europe, 
notably the Netherlands, may have been adapted to also 
ra fic cocaine in ended or dis rib ors in e e -

erlands.304  a ears a  ese ra ficking ro es are 
managed by networks based in Gibraltar.305 306 307

Once cocaine reaches Spain, a large proportion is dis-
tributed across Europe over land by vehicle. 308 However, 
cases of trans-shipment of containers to ports of other 
European countries, such as Belgium, the Netherlands 
and Italy, have also been observed, for example at the 
port of Algeciras near the Strait of Gibraltar. 309

side ro  e ysical o  o  cocaine in o i s erri ory  
Spain appears to be used as a staging point for criminals 
acili a ing cocaine o s o ards e res  o  ro e  

Wholesale buyers of cocaine in Europe include some 
ac ing on be al  o  lbanian-s eaking  ri is  c  and 
Italian groups.310 One interviewee indicated that low-level 
criminals have been observed to operate at the port of 
Antwerp at the behest of individuals based in Spain.311

Colo bian gro s a e long ad a resence in ain 
and sometimes these ties appear to be key in providing 

299
300 Interview #8, interview by UNODC, 2022.
301 Ibid.
302 Centro de Inteligencia contra el and Terrorismo y el Crimen Organizado, 

2021)., 79.
303 Ibid.
304

Douwe Den Held, ‘Spain: The European Base for Latin American Organi-

306 Departamento de Seguridad Nacional España, ‘Informe Anual de Seguri-

P.71
307 Interview #7, interview by UNODC, 2022.
308 Interview #10, interview by UNODC, 2022.
309 Interview #7.
310 Ibid.
311 Interview #12.
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not only increasing in number, but on average are also 
consuming more. 

Cocaine in is s bregion is nders ood o be ainly 
cons ed ro g  ins a ion o  cocaine ydroc loride 
 y ically bo g  by cons ers in o der or  Hence  

the shifts in consumption patterns which may explain 
this development could relate to cocaine hydrochloride 
consumed with greater frequency, or in larger doses. 
However, they could potentially also relate to shifts 
towards different routes of administration such as smok-
ing of cocaine in base form, usually in the form of “crack”.

The available data on prevalence of cocaine use based 
on household surveys suggests that smoking of cocaine 
products such as “crack” affects only a minority of 
cocaine sers in es ern and Cen ral ro e  or e a -

le  e la es  a ailable da a or ain 324 and 
er any 325 suggest that, for every past-year user of 

“crack”, there were respectively 7 and 11 users of cocaine 
ydroc loride incl ding as -year sers o  bo  cocaine 
ydroc loride and crack  ile si ilar da a ro  e 

324

n.d.

nel and  ons in e or  o  nkirk near e elgian 
border.319 French authorities assessed Suriname as the 
most frequently detected departure country for cocaine 
reaching France in 2020, with neighbouring French Guiana 
also playing an important role. 320

The United Kingdom receives a major portion of incoming 
cocaine ia erry ra fic ro  ro ean or s  b  sei res 
from containers also occur.321 Yachts and small boats are 
also used.322 323

Domestic Market
e re alence o  as -year se in es ern and Cen ral 
ro e s ood a  aro nd  er cen  in   s ill belo  
e le els in or  erica  er cen  Ho e er  
is fig re as increased significan ly ro   ercen  

es i a ed or  oreo er  e bes  a ailable ro y  
eas res o  cons ion  based on as e a er da a 

 a e o aced is gro  s gges ing a  sers are 

319
320
321 UNODC, ‘United Kingdom, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

322 -
meagency.gov.uk, n.d.

323 UNODC, ‘United Kingdom, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

Quantities of cocaine seized in Portugal and Spain, by province, 2020

The designations employed and the presentation of material on this map do not imply the expression of any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the 
United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, territory, city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.
Non-Self-Governing Territory * 

Sources: Estadística Anual sobre Drogas 2020, Informe 2021, Ministerio del Interior, Secretaría de Estado de Seguridad Centro de Inteligencia contra el Terrorismo y el 
Crimen Organizado (Spain); Policía Judiciaria, Relatorio Anual 2020 (Portugal).
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ni ed ingdo  or ril arc  326 suggest an 
even higher ratio. 

However, it should be borne in mind that marginalized 
individuals may be over-represented among smokers 
o  cocaine rod c s s c  as crack 327 thus household 
surveys may be prone to underestimating the prevalence 
of use of these products. Moreover, as the conversion 
from cocaine hydrochloride to base form can be per-
formed relatively easily,328 some users may perform this 
conversion themselves and may not identify as “crack” 
users.

ile rea en  da a confir  e general associa ion o  
o der cocaine generally ass ed o be in ydroc lo-

ride or  i  ins a ion  and crack  cocaine i  
smoking, as the corresponding routes of administration, 
based on da a ro  C  so e co n ries e g  aly 329

Germany,330 Portugal331  also recorded significan  n bers 
of individuals in treatment for use of “cocaine powder” 
via smoking, even as data from each of these countries 
confir ed in arallel a  s oking as e redo inan  
route of administration for users of “crack”.332 Based on 
da a ro   co n ries in es ern and Cen ral ro e or 
which treatment data was available separately for “crack” 
and or o der cocaine  in  or e os  recen  year 

i  a ailable da a   er cen  o  a ien s en ering 
treatment for cocaine use were recorded as users of 
“crack” cocaine, while 27 per cent of all cocaine patients 

326

327
328
329
330 440 out of 3,337 users of cocaine powder in treatment in 2020.
331 308 out of 499 users of cocaine powder in treatment in 2020.
332

Trends on demand-side indicators in Western and Central Europe, 
2010–2021

Note: Estimates of past-year prevalence published in the UNODC World Drug 

not retroactively revised and data which become available after publication are 

past-year prevalence is meaningful in the medium or longer term, year-on-year 
changes are not necessarily captured.
Trends in consumption based on unweighted aggregate of data on loads of 
benzoylecgonine per thousand inhabitant per day from wastewater plants in 77 
cities in Western and Central Europe. Data was not available for all cities and all 

lies in the way missing data are handled. Both approaches use interpolation 
when possible. When interpolation is not possible, the conservative approach 

assumes that the year-on-year trend based on cities with available data only 

Sources: Past-year prevalence: UNODC World Drug Report, 2013-2022; Past-month 
prevalence: UNODC estimates based on EMCDDA Statistical Bulletin 2022; 
Consumption trends: UNODC calculations based on wastewater data provided by 
the Sewage Analysis CORe group Europe.

Past-year prevalence of use of different cocaine products, Spain and United Kingdom

Sources: Informe 2021 Alcohol, tabaco y drogas ilegales en España, Observatorio Español de Las Drogas y Las Adicciones;
Crime Survey for England and Wales (year ending March 2020), Drug Misuse Appendix. 
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These increases appear to parallel the increase in con-
s ion re ec ed in as e a er-based rends  albei  
with a delay of 1 year, a lag which could be attributable 
o e i e in be een c anges in a erns o  se firs  

occurring and the consequent impacts on the lives and 
health of users resulting in them seeking treatment. 
While smoking of cocaine could be a driver contributing 

registered with a known route of administration used 
s oking or in ala ion  o cons e e dr g 333

Given that smoking often leads to more intensive 
patterns of use334 an ins a ion  i  is la sible a  
cocaine smokers are generally over-represented among 
treatment entrants. On the other hand, such users likely 
account for larger quantities of cocaine consumed 
per capita. Thus, the available data only allow indirect 
assessments of the relative magnitude of the quanti-
ties of cocaine consumed via smoking, as opposed to 
ins a ion  in es ern and Cen ral ro e  ne er eless  
there are indications that the recent trend of smoking 
cocaine in this subregion has been on the increase.335

In several countries data on people entering treatment 
or e firs  i e336 show sharp increases in the share 

of such patients registered as “crack” users. While the 
use of “crack” has been well documented in the United 
Kingdom, countries in continental Europe also appear to 
show an increased incidence of “crack”, notably Bel-
gium, France and Spain, each of which registered abrupt 
increases in crack users entering treatment starting in 
2017 or 2018. In Italy a slow but steady increase can also 
be observed since 2016. 

333 Ibid.
334 See Chapter Introduction: Big Picture in this report.

-
bourg: European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, 2022).

336

Routes of administration of individuals entering drug treatment for cocaine and “crack” use, countries in Western and Central Europe, latest data 
available

Note: Only countries in Western and Central Europe with at least 40 treatment entrants in the latest available dataset are included.
Source: EMCDDA Statistical Bulletin 2022.

New treatment entrants in Western and Central Europe, ratio of “crack” 
users to “powder cocaine” users, 2009–2021

Source: EMCDDA Statistical Bulletin 2022
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Violence linked to the cocaine supply chain 
in Europe 338

While organized crime is commonly associated with 
violence, its use is typically deployed in a selective and 
strategic manner in order to avoid the attention of law 
enforcement.339 en con ic s in dr g arke s arise and 
the use of violence becomes excessive and overt, it may 
signal instability due to power shifts among criminal 
actors and/or following law enforcement intervention.340

r g-rela ed iolence ay s e  ro  di eren  ec a-
nis s  i  ay be econo ic-co lsi e iolence in order 
o nd a dr g abi  syc o ar acological iolence 

ind ced by e se o  dr gs  or sys e ic  e la er is 
that associated with the functioning of the drug markets 
and such contexts in which drug-related violent episodes 
occ r ary  ey ay incl de  co e i ion a ong C s 
or among members of the same criminal group; targeted 
killings of people involved in a criminal prosecution 
process; intimidation of facilitators from legal industries, 
such as port employees; and violence at the retail level, 
against drug dealers or users alike.341 In such contexts, 
acts or threat of violence typically serve either an instru-

en al iolence as a ool  or an e ressi e iolence as 
co nica ion  goal  or bo 342

The use or threat of violence by criminal networks is a 
growing concern in Europe. Over the last few years, a 
spike in serious violent incidents associated with orga-
nized crime, particularly in drug markets, has been seen 
in some countries of the European Union and neigh-
bouring regions.343 s e anding cocaine and cannabis  
markets in Europe have recently attracted new drug traf-
ficking organi a ions  dr g-rela ed con ic s a e res l ed 
in public shootings, bombings, kidnappings and tor-
ture.344 In the spring of 2020 for example, the French and 

c  a ori ies  i  e s or  o  ro ol and o er 
countries, carried out investigations into organized crime 
groups using an encrypted communications platform. The 

338
(psychopharmacological violence), from obtaining drugs or money to 
buy drugs (economic-compulsive violence), and from the structure of the 
illicit markets (systemic violence). This section focuses on the systemic 
violence related to cocaine supply and distribution, including turf wars, 

339

340 Justin Kotzé, Georgios Antonopoulos, and Mohammed Rahman, ‘The 

341 Roks, Bisschop, and Staring, ‘Getting a Foot in the Door: Spaces of Cocai-

342 Examples of instrumental violence include obtaining wealth, removing 
a competitor, ensuring compliance, etc. Expressive violence, such as 
beheadings, body exposure, and other excessive cruelty, is aimed at 
sending a signal to the rivals, police or community. See Kotzé, Anton-

343
2022).

344

to some extent to the increase in consumption, it could 
also be ar  o  e broader rend o  in ensifica ion o  se 
patterns in this subregion. 

Finally, it should be noted that the evidence, mentioned 
above, of a temporary decline in the use of cocaine pow-
der ollo ing e onse  o  e C -  ande ic does 
not extend to “crack” cocaine.337

337 EMCDDA, ‘European Web Survey on Drugs 2021: Top Level Findings, 21 EU 

Comparison of trends in cocaine consumption and relative importance 
of “crack” users entering treatment in Europe, 2011–2021

Source: EMCDDA Statistical Bulletin 2022

New entrants in treatment for cocaine use in France, 
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Source: EMCDDA Statistical Bulletin 2022
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them repay the debt.356 esearc  on blin s inner ci y 
drug markets points out that drug users from vulnerable 
communities often acquire cocaine, which is beyond their 
financial eans  i o  a ing o ay or i  d ring e 
transaction. As a result, they accrue debts which may 
lead to them becoming victims or perpetrators of intimi-
dation and violence.357  o en ial ne  rend iden ified by 
a recent study is the growing participation of children as 
yo ng as  in in i ida ion rac ices  s c  as ro -
ing stones at houses and damaging cars.358 Although 
some members of disadvantaged communities, where 
drug use is concentrated, perceive a greater incidence of 
drug-related violence and intimidation than before, there 
is no systematic data to indicate an increase in violence 
over time.359

According to Ireland police, as of 2018, killings resulting 
from feuds between the Hutch and Kinahan criminal 
groups over drug distribution markets became a serious 

roble  in blin 360 While the cocaine market is still 
largely controlled by Irish groups, Albanian organized 
crime has started establishing its presence in the coun-
try, although there is no evidence yet of their encroach-
ment on to the activities of established groups. However, 
analysts warn that expanding cocaine use across diverse 
user groups in Ireland and the UK, as well as Ireland’s 
potential role as a transit country for the UK cocaine 

arke  are likely o r er a rac  C s  ic  ay lead 
to violent clashes in future.361

According to some analysts, the competition between 
criminal groups from the Balkans, including Alba-
nian-speaking groups, has been driving targeted killings 
in Montenegro, Serbia, and Albania since 2015. These 
con ic s a e s illed o er in o so e  co n ries  i  
isolated assassinations reported in Austria, Germany, 
Greece, the Netherlands, and Spain. It appears, however, 
that Balkan criminal groups employ selective violence, 
rather than using it in indiscriminate way.362 363

The Netherlands, a major cocaine hub in Europe, has 
seen an increase in violence in recent years as a result 
o  e ri alry be een and i in l i le dr g ra fick-

2021., 18.
Sarahjane McCreery, Matt Bowden, and Marcus Keane, ‘Debts, Threats, 
Distress and Hope – towards Understanding Drug-Related Intimidation 

Ibid., 21–22.
360 Health Research Board, ‘Focal Point Ireland: National Report for 2021 

European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, 2022)., 24.
361 Alexander Chance, ‘Exploring Serious and Organised Crime across Ireland 

The Azure Forum for Contemporary Security Strategy, March 2022)., 33–34. 
362
363 Walter Kemp, ‘Making a Killing: What Assassinations Reveal about the 

Crime, July 2020).

data collected provided law enforcement agencies with a 
unique global view of the activities of high-risk organized 
cri e gro s  ar ic larly in dr g ra ficking  b  also in 
the use of violence. Hundreds of serious violent crimes 
including homicides and threat to life incidents were 
detected and/or prevented. 345

In the United Kingdom, “crack” cocaine is one of the drug 
y es alongside eroin  os  s rongly associa ed i  

e co n y lines  ra ficking odel 346 which is assessed 
by authorities in the United Kingdom to be driving 
violence at the lower end of the supply chain.347 348 349For 
example, the UK police reported carrying knives and 
firear s 350 severe beatings and sexual violence, injuring, 
robbery and assault among players in drug distribution 
ne orks dealers  co riers and sers  n addi ion  in 
2016 and 2017, the use of acid or ammonia to perpetrate 
acid throwing attacks was reported in relation to county 
lines ac i i y  Ca ses or iolence incl de co e i ion 
between county lines operators and local dealers to 
establish and maintain drug distribution areas, punish-
ment of gang members, enforcement or creation of drug 
debts which the victim has to pay off, and intimidation 
of individuals into working for the line.351 Much of this 
criminal activity relies on the exploitation of vulnerable 
people, including young people.352 353

Similarly, in Ireland, where cocaine use is among the 
highest in Europe,354 violence and intimidation are 
perceived to be associated with the dealing of cocaine 
at the community level.355 As drug users quickly accumu-
late debts, they are often victimised as a means to force 

Europol, ‘Dismantling of an Encrypted Network Sends Shockwaves 

press release, 2 July 2020.
346

exporting illegal drugs from large cities to suburban, rural and coastal 
areas within the UK, using dedicated mobile phone lines. “They are 
likely to exploit children and vulnerable adults to move [and store] the 
drugs and money and they will often use coercion, intimidation, violence 

-

Council, 2021). P.44
347

2016.
348 Dame Carol Black, ‘Review of Drugs – Evidence Relating to Drug Use, 

349 Ibid.
According to a UK National Crime Agency report, as of 2017, the weapons 
were typically not discharged but used to make threats. See United 

United Kingdom National Crime Agency, 10–12.

Black, ‘Review of Drugs – Evidence Relating to Drug Use, Supply and 

Based on the latest available data, Ireland ranks in fourth place among 
European countries in terms of past-year prevalence (2.4 per cent of the 
general population). See chapter Established markets, in this report.
National Advisory Committee on Drugs, ‘An Overview of Cocaine Use in 

Drugs Strategy Team, 2007).
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geting of people not associated with the criminal world. 
Cri inal s ice ro essionals  s c  as dges and ros-
ecutors, non-criminal witnesses or the press involved in 
the prosecution process seem now to also be targeted.374

For example, media report the killing of a lawyer and a 
prominent journalist in the Netherlands in 2019 and 2021 
respectively, allegedly in retaliation for their role in a 
cri inal rial o  a ig - rofile c  ra ficker 375

The port of Antwerp in Belgium is a key point of entry 
into the EU for cocaine from South America.376 The 
cocaine then typically proceeds to neighbouring Nether-
lands by land, where major criminal groups have settled, 
and from where the drug is redistributed to other coun-
tries.377 According to a Belgian prosecutor interviewed for 

is s dy  dr g ra ficking organisa ions in elgi  re-
dominantly cooperate rather than compete. For example, 
the same facilitators may launder money and arrange 
port logistics for several criminal groups. The prosecu-
tor noted in particular that cocaine-related violence in 

elgi  as no  been as isible as in o erda  in e 
e erlands  or ins ance 378

An assessment of harm to public safety in Belgium posed 
by cocaine ra ficking in e firs  decade o  e cen ry 
found little evidence of threat or use of violence in any 
o  e s ages o  e s ly c ain i or a ion  olesale 
dis rib ion and re ail arke s 379 However, the con-
temporary Belgium may not be exempt from cocaine-re-
lated violence. Media sources cite shootings, grenade 
attacks and hostage-taking, especially in the province 
of Limburg, which borders Antwerp province and the 

e erlands and is o e o so e cocaine ra fickers and 
clandestine laboratories that produce synthetic drugs.380

In January 2022 for example, a known Albanian gangster 
was shot dead by hitmen in Antwerp in an apparent con-
tract killing.381

With European ports receiving record quantities of 
cocaine shipments, port employees, such as crane 
operators, stevedores and shipping administrators, are 
especially vulnerable to pressures from criminal groups. 
For example, according to media reports, Serbian and 

lbanian ra fickers linked o e ina an clan an ris  
C  in ol ed in large-scale cocaine ra ficking  e loy 

criminals, reportedly from North Africa, to intimidate 
dock workers in large European ports if they refuse to 

374 Ibid.

376
377
378 Interview #12.
379 -

43, no. 4 (2013): 407–36.
380

October 2020.
381

ing organizations.364 In the ongoing Marengo trial, for 
example, media report that 16 defendants, members of 
a ro inen  dr g ra ficking ne ork kno n as ocro 

a fia  are acc sed o  orc es ra ing si  rders o  
underworld associates and planning another seven.365

The previously mentioned investigations linked to the 
infil ra ion by la  en orce en  o  an encry ed co -
munication platform led to the discovery of shipping 
containers in the Netherlands that had been converted 
into cells to be used as torture chambers.366 367

Although the number of contract killings among mem-
bers of organised crime in the Netherlands fell in 2019 
o i s lo es  al e  since  e na re o  s c  

killings has changed, and the victims have included a 
mistakenly or unintentionally targeted person368 almost 
every year since 2013.369 Indeed, a comparison of criminal 

nder orld con ic s in e e erlands d ring e las  
two decades suggests that methods of settling scores 
have become increasingly violent and ruthless. In a 
s dy on se ling o  con ic s d ring  assassi-
nations were found to be an extreme measure after less 
violent means had failed,370 while an examination of con-
tract killings from 2014 to 2020 shows a trend towards 
more excessive and ostentatious use of force.371 It seems 
also that the new developments in contract killings are 
mainly associated with the cocaine market, which has 
allegedly seen a roli era ion o  C s se ling in e 

e erlands and an increase in e associa ed o s o  
illicit money.372

Research by the Ministry of Justice and Security of the 
Netherlands notes “a sliding scale in the extension of 
excessive violence,” both internally with punishment of 

C  e bers or relatively minor mistakes,” and exter-
nally with contract killings, in the presence of family, for 
the purposes of intimidation.373

Unlike the patterns found in the previous decade, it 
seems that contemporary contract killings in the Neth-
erlands’ criminal underworld also feature deliberate tar-

364
York Times, 4 December 2021.
DutchNews.nl, ‘Life Sentence Demanded for Ridouan Taghi and Four Co-

366
July 2020.

367 Europol, ‘Dismantling of an Encrypted Network Sends Shockwaves 

368

who was not the intended target. 
369

Research and Documentation Centre (WODC), 2020).
370

En Professionalisering Bij Liquidaties in Nederland [Contract Killings in a 
New Style. The Coarsening and Professionalization in Contract Killings in 

-
ningen (Research and Documentation Centre (WODC), 2017), 9–28.

371 -

372 Ibid.
373
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ain cocaine ra ficking bs in e co n ry  in addi ion 
o a or cannabis o s inco ing ro g  e rai  o  

Gibraltar.391 As a result of law enforcement measures in 
2018 aimed at containing increasing violence in the area 
o  e rai  o  ibral ar  cocaine and cannabis ra fick-
ing routes appear to have shifted recently towards other 
Spanish provinces, mainly to the east of Gibraltar.392

In the eastern provinces of Spain, in turn, there have 
been signs of an increase of threats to public security 
deri ed ro  cocaine and cannabis ra ficking   an-
ish prosecutor interviewed in the context of this report 
mentioned as an example the municipality of Torrevieja 

lican e ro ince  o  s  o er  in abi an s  
where there was no court in 2000. Fifteen years later, 
the Spanish government had to focus its public security 
reso rces on e nici ali y i  e es ablis en  o  
rial co r s and reso rce endo en s or olice ni s  in 

response to public safety concerns due to the presence 
o  C s393 any o  e C s in ol ed in cannabis and 
cocaine ra ficking in e eas ern ro inces o  ain are 
of Eastern European origin.394 According to media cover-
age, their growing presence has been accompanied by 

e sei res o  ri es and ac ine g ns 395

While the available data on drug-related homicides 
do not allow for systematic tracing of the dynamics of 
cocaine-related violence, anecdotal evidence suggests 
that, in some European countries, competition between 
cri inal gro s or cocaine ra ficking bs or cons er 
markets leads to an increase in violent acts. Moreover, 
in the Netherlands, violence has taken on an expressive 
form, rather than being only instrumental. Although the 
response from law enforcement institutions may succeed 
in abating the violence, it may result in the displace-
ment of criminal hubs to neighbouring areas, as this has 
happened in the south and east of Spain. In addition, 
demand for cocaine in the United Kingdom and Ireland, 
including the emergence of crack cocaine in certain 
parts of Ireland,396 may fuel further violent competition 
among criminal groups.397 Finally, the current political 
and economic instability in eastern Europe as a result of 

e con ic  in kraine ay lead o addi ional s rains on 
cocaine arke s in ar s o  ro e  i  so e ra ficking 
routes shifting away from the ports on the Black Sea and 

391 Centro de Inteligencia contra el and Terrorismo y el Crimen Organizado, 

392
2021, 613–46., 616.

393 Interview #10.
394 Ibid.

2021.
396 Health Research Board, ‘Focal Point Ireland: National Report for 2019 

European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, 2021).
397 Chance, ‘Exploring Serious and Organised Crime across Ireland and the 

collaborate in retrieving cocaine shipments.382 As men-
tioned also by a prosecutor from Belgium, port employ-
ees sometimes do face threats and may feel forced to 

ro ide logis ics-rela ed in or a ion o ra fickers 383

Similarly, cases of intimidation, kidnapping, torture, 
and murder targeted at port workers to enforce their 
co liance a e been re or ed in cocaine ra ficking 

bs in rance  s ecifically in e or  ci ies o  ar-
seille and Le Havre.384 As pointed out by media sources, 
violent incidents, such as drive-by shootings as a means 
of score-settling among criminal groups involved in 
the cocaine retail distribution, have been increasing in 
Marseille and especially affecting some disadvantaged 
neighbourhoods.385 Although the number of gang-related 
killings remained stable in the Marseille area as of 2021, 
the age of victims has become younger over the last 
decade, due to gang leaders increasingly recruiting teen-
agers from vulnerable backgrounds to work as lookouts 
and drug dealers.386

Aside from port workers, owners and managers of 
companies involved in transatlantic trade are also 
a roac ed  as ra fickers look or fir s i  a 
long-standing commercial record to reduce the probabil-
ity of customs inspections. Owners or employees of such 
companies may be under pressure to collaborate with 
ra fickers in i or ing cocaine  n one case s ared by 

the Belgian prosecutor, an owner of a logistics company 
s ecialised in a s ecific y e o  con ainer as o ered 
money in exchange for using his containers to import 
cocaine o n er  en e o ner re sed  e ra fick-
ers made clear that they knew exactly where his parents 
li ed ic  as in a illage in ano er co n ry 387 Thus, 
even when no physical violence is involved, import 
companies and port employees may occasionally face 
pressure and intimidation.

According to media sources, the south of Spain also has 
seen severe public security problems associated with 
dr g ra ficking  e Cos a del ol area as long ser ed as 
a base or a di erse range o  ig -le el ra fickers ro  
across Europe.388 ere ay be o er  dr g ra ficking 
groups in the area, which results in tight competition 
for wholesale distribution markets and the settling of 
scores through targeted killings,389 sometimes resorting 
to hitmen squads.390 The port of Algeciras is one of the 

382

383 Interview #12.
384

386

387 Interview #12.
388

389 Ibid.
390
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- on  eriod ence a ro i a ely  days o er e 
previous 6-month period.405

Aside from the impact of price, a fact which potentially 
might have a bearing on the relatively low levels of per 
capita consumption in Australia is the ready availability 
of methamphetamine, whose use and consumption in 
Australia is relatively high. The same report406 mentioned 
abo e by e s ralian Cri e n elligence Co ission 
ranked s ralia in firs  lace or er ca i a e a -
phetamine consumption among countries covered by 

e C  da ase  a ead o  C ec ia in second lace  
res l ing in an o erall firs  ranking a ong  co n ries 

en all s i lan s a e a ine  cocaine   and 
e a e a ine  are aken oge er

Independent of the underlying dynamics, the above data 
suggest that the progression from occasional to intensive 
use of cocaine has been relatively more limited, or slower, 
in Australia than in other countries. This is also corrobo-
rated by the fact that routes of administration other than 
ins a ion are li i ed  Crack  cocaine is rarely enco n-
tered407 408 and smoking of cocaine is infrequent. The most 
recent record of seizures of “crack” cocaine reported by 

s ralia rela e o less an  kg sei ed in  co ared 
o  ons o  cocaine sal s in e sa e year 409 based on 

interviews conducted in 2021 with a sentinel sample of 
people who regularly use stimulants such as ecstasy or 
cocaine, 99 per cent of participants who had consumed 
cocaine within the past 6 months and responded to the 
relevant question had snorted cocaine, followed by swal-
lowing as the second most frequent mode of administra-
tion.410 cross e eriod   er cen  o  ose 
reporting use of cocaine used the powder form and 1 per 
cent the “crack” form.411

Injection of cocaine also appears to be limited in Aus-
tralia; based on interviews conducted in 2020 with a 
sentinel sample412 of people who regularly413 inject drugs, 
only 1 per cent reported cocaine as their drug of choice 
in 2020.414 Seventeen per cent of these interviewees 

(Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2022).: 
Detailed Tables, Table 7.17B

406 Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, University of Queensland, 
and University of South Australia, ‘National Wastewater Drug Monitoring 

407 Sutherland, R et al., ‘Australian Drug Trends 2021: Key Findings from the 

2021).
408 Sutherland et al., ‘Australian Drug Trends 2021: Key Findings from the 

409
n.d.

410 Sutherland et al., ‘Australian Drug Trends 2021: Key Findings from the 

411 Nicola Man et al., ‘Trends in Cocaine Use, Markets and Harms in Australia, 

412
edu.au, n.d.

413 At least monthly during the six months preceding the interview.
414 Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, ‘Illicit Drug Data Report 

diverting towards the Balkan peninsula.398 399 If the supply 
o  cocaine and o er dr gs  increases in as ern and 
South-Eastern Europe, coupled with increased availability 
o  ea ons d e o e con ic  fig ing a ong cri inal 
groups is likely to arise.

Australia and New Zealand

Australia constitutes its own distinct, and well estab-
lis ed  cocaine arke  Concerns abo  e gaining 
importance of cocaine use in Australia arose among law 
enforcement and treatment practitioners in Australia as 
early as the mid-1980s.400 In terms of number of past-
year users, as of 2019, Australia had the highest known 
national prevalence of past-year use of cocaine world-

ide  er cen  a ong eo le aged  years or older  
ell abo e co n ries in o er es ablis ed arke s  a a 

on lifetime prevalence401 from the same year indicated 
that more than 1 adult in 10 had used cocaine at least 
once in their life. 

At the same time, retail prices in Australia, as well as 
neighbouring New Zealand, have remained very high; 
the geographical location of these countries and the 
associated effort required to transport goods from 
South America may go some way towards explaining 
these high prices. Nevertheless, the high prices may 
have contributed to keeping the quantity consumed 

er ser o odera e le els  e s ralian Cri e 
n elligence Co ission es i a ed  based on as e-
a er eas re en s ro  e C  da ase  a  e 

per capita level of cocaine consumption in Australia 
in ece ber  as belo  e le els o   a ong  
countries in Europe.402

Based on interviews conducted annually with sentinel 
samples of people who regularly use stimulants such as 
ecs asy or cocaine  o er  e edian n ber 
of days of use over a six-month period of the interview-
ees never exceeded 5.403 While these samples were not 
statistically representative of the entire population of 
cocaine sers  i  is s gges i e by ay o  co arison  
that the results of household surveys in the United States 
indicate that, as of 2020, past-year users of cocaine con-
sumed the drug on average 36.5 days404 over the previous 

398

399 See also Chapter Potentially developing markets, in this report.
400

401 11.4 per cent among the general population aged 14 or older.
402 Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, University of Queensland, 

and University of South Australia, ‘National Wastewater Drug Monitoring 
-

ralian Criminal Intelligence Commission, 2022).
403 Rachel Sutherland et al., ‘Australian Drug Trends 2021: Key Findings from 

the National Ecstasy and Related Drugs Reporting System (EDRS) Inter-

404 This value has remained relatively stable in recent years, staying within 
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concern rose by 163 per cent between 2015-16 and 2018-
19, and rose by a further 43 per cent by 2020-21.425 One 
study which examined several such indicators concluded 
that treatment episodes and 6-month prevalence of use 
among a sentinel sample of interviewees who use stim-
ulants underwent an upward change in trend in 2016-17, 
while in the case of hospitalizations the most likely year 
when the change occurred was estimated to be in 2010-12 
o er indica ors ere assessed o a e increased a  a 

cons an  ra e in e eriod e a ined 426

i ilar o es ern and Cen ral ro e  e onse  o  
C -  likely ad a odera e res raining e ec  on 
the Australian domestic cocaine market; for example, 
estimates by Australian authorities based on testing for 
cocaine metabolites in wastewater plants in state capi-
tals conducted every two months suggest that consump-
tion peaked in the middle of 2020, declined by approxi-
mately one half over the course of the following year and 
rebounded moderately in the last quarter of 2021.427

The mechanisms driving the slowdown in the after-
a  o  e onse  o  C  likely ad bo  s ly-side 

and demand-side aspects. One reason emerging from 
interviewed regular users of stimulants such as ecstasy 
and cocaine was a reduction in occasions to use drugs 
in social settings.428 On the other hand, Australian law 
en orce en  re or ed C -  also ade i  ore oner-
ous for criminal groups to coordinate criminal activity 
d e o C -  res onses s c  as lockdo ns and 
curfews, and observed some changes brought about by 
C -  in e e odology o  dr g ra ficking across 
dr g y es  i  a decrease in de ec ions o  i or a-
ions in o so e risdic ions es ecially in o or ern 
erri ory  o e er cocaine de ec ion ol e rebo nded 

in the latter half of 2020. In general, organized crime 
groups proved themselves to be resilient and capable of 
adapting quickly to identify new and alternate ways of 
importing illicit drugs and precursors.429

Cocaine cons ion is belie ed o be rela i ely lo  in 
New Zealand.430 Cocaine se is ig es  in e rban cen-
res o  aki aka ra  incl ding ckland e ro ol-

i an rea   as borne o  by as e a er eas re en s  
which were consistently far higher on a per capita basis 
than in other districts in each of the four quarters of 
2021.431

Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, ‘Alcohol and Other Drug Treat-

Health and Welfare, 2022). Supplementary tables - Drugs (episodes)
426 Man et al., ‘Trends in Cocaine Use, Markets and Harms in Australia, 

427 Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, ‘Illicit Drug Data Report 

428 Sutherland et al., ‘Australian Drug Trends 2021: Key Findings from the 

429
n.d.

430 UNODC World Drug Report 2022.
431

reported use of cocaine via any route of administration;415

among these, snorting and injecting were the most com-
on ays o ad inis er e dr g a ro i a ely one al  

o  res onden s in eac  case 416

es i e e rela i ely lo  le els o  cocaine cons -
tion per capita, recent trends suggest medium-term 
increases both in availability and in consumption of 
cocaine in Australia, with temporary disruptions brought 
abo  by e C -  ande ic  ri y da a a  e 
subnational level suggest that there has been an overall 
increasing trend in retail purity across the country over 
the past decade.417

Evidence from several sources suggests that a turning 
oin  ay a e occ rred in  a a re or ed a  

the national level indicate that retail purity levels have 
increased substantially since 2016;418 at the same time, 
the median price reported by a sentinel sample of inject-
ing dr g sers na ionally re resen a i e da a on rice 

ere no  sys e a ically a ailable  ell s eadily ro   
Australian dollars in 2016 to 300 Australian dollars in 2019 
be ore rising again in  o  s ralian dollars 419

Total quantities seized spiked in 2017, driven in part by 
a seizure of 1.4 tons in open waters420 but also driven by 
overall increased seizures in New South Wales.421,422

Based on sentinel sampling of regular users of stimu-
lan s s c  as ecs asy and cocaine 423 the percentage 
of respondents indicating that cocaine was “very easy” 
o ob ain increased ro   er cen  in  e lo es  

since  o  er cen  in 424 growing steadily 
throughout this period with the exception of a drop of 2 
per cent in 2020.

e and-side indica ors s gges  a  e increased 
availability of cocaine has resulted in increased levels of 
use pointing to a distinct upswing in the trend in recent 
years. Not only did the number of past-year cocaine 
users increase sharply between 2016 and 2019, but 
several indicators of more intensive use outpaced this 
growth, suggesting that use patterns may be intensifying. 
For example, the number of closed treatment episodes 
for drug use where cocaine was a principal drug of 

While the sample consisted of interviewees who regularly injected drugs, 
respondents may report the use of different drugs via different routes of 
administration.

416
417 Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, ‘Illicit Drug Data Report 

418
419
420
421
422 Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, ‘Illicit Drug Data Report 

423 Sutherland et al., ‘Australian Drug Trends 2021: Key Findings from the 

424

to 77 per cent in 2021.
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Cocaine sei res in e  ealand  ile rela i ely s all  
have mirrored the trend in Australia with a time lag of 1 
year. While aggregate seizure quantities are susceptible 
o large c a ions dri en by s oradic indi id al e en s  

and as such need to be interpreted with caution, an 
analysis of the number o  sei re cases  a less ola ile 
indica or  in e o co n ries also indica es a si ilari y 
in trends, with a delay of 1.5 years,432 suggesting that the 
developments in the market in Australia may percolate to 
New Zealand with a certain time lag.

ccording o s ralian a ori ies  orensic rofiling o  
cocaine seized in Australia indicates that the vast major-
i y o  cocaine in is s bregion origina es in Colo bia  
with Peru a distant second as a country or origin, and 
with no recent evidence of cocaine originating in Bolivia 

432 -
relates (R2=0.81) with the average number of seizures in Australia in the 
preceding 2 years.

Past-year prevalence of cocaine use, countries with values above the global average, most recent data (2015 or later)

Sources: UNODC World Drug Report 2022
Victimisation and its relationship to drug misuse, common mental disorder and well-being in England and Wales tables, year ending March 2021, Appendix Tables.
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Zealand authorities indicated the United Kingdom, the 
United States and France as the three most frequently 
occ rring co n ries o  de ar re or cocaine ra ficked 
to New Zealand.434 Based on reporting from Australia via 

e C  o  rica is ano er i or an  ransi  
country for cocaine reaching Australia435 - a country with 
its own domestic market for cocaine but also a natural 
stopover on the maritime route from South America via 
the Atlantic and Indian Ocean.

Aside from these routes, anecdotal evidence and 
edia re or s oin  o a significan  ossibly nder-

re or ed  ra ficking ro e es ard ro  o  er-
ica, approaching Australia and New Zealand across the 
acific  ese ro es rely on s all essels and s o o ers 

in acific islands s c  as i i  an a  onga and e  

434

UNODC, ‘Australia, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 2018, 

l rina ional a e o  d ring e re or ing eriod ly 
2019-June 2020.433 Cocaine reac es is s bregion ia a 
variety of different routes and modalities. 

It is notable that Australia and New Zealand have in the 
as  re ea edly iden ified co n ries in or  erica and 

in Europe, which are themselves key destination mar-
kets, as important countries of provenance for cocaine 
reaching their territory. For example, over the period 

ly - ne  s ralian a ori ies iden ified e 
United States, Germany, Austria, the United Kingdom, 

elgi  e e erlands  rance and Canada a ong 
e key e barka ion co n ries based on eig  sei ed  

for detections at the border. However, Mexico was the 
primary embarkation country during this period, and 

ra il as also iden ified as key   e barka ion co n-
ries ere iden ified in o al  n eir res onse o e 

C nn al es onse es ionnaire or  e  

433 Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, ‘Illicit Drug Data Report 

Cocaine retail prices, by country or subregion, most recent data (2018 or later)

Sources: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire; UNODC DAINAP; EMCDDA Statistical Bulletin 2022; UNODC CRIMJUST responses to the Flows Question-
naire; ONDCP; UNODC-SIMCI-Policia Nacional de Colombia-DIRAN. 
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America. 442 In its response to the Annual Report Ques-
ionnaire or  s ralia also iden ified renc  oly-

nesia as the second most frequently occurring departure 
country for seizures of coca leaf.443

Another relatively undocumented phenomenon appears 
o be e se o  clandes ine ig s o i or  cocaine in o 

Australia. Media sources suggest that, as of 2019, Mexican 
organized crime groups were in the lead in orchestrat-
ing i or a ions o  aro nd  kg ia ig s landing in 
remote locations and small airports.444 In July 2020 law 
enforcement agencies of Australia and Papua New Guinea 
foiled an attempt by members of a Melbourne-based 

442
443
444

Caledonia  as ell as a a e  inea  436 437 According 
o a re or  by e Lo y ns i e  o er e eriod ece -

ber  o o e ber  acific-based la  en orce-
ment agencies seized approximately 7.6 tons of cocaine 
from 11 small vessels believed to be bound for Austra-
lia.438 is ra ficking as allegedly ad a s illo er  e ec  
on dr g cons ion  dr g rod c ion and ra ficking in 
these islands, including the involvement of local criminal 
actors.439

Some of the largest detected cocaine consignments 
intended for Australia have been intercepted in open 

a ers o  e acific  eas ards o  e s ralian coas  
These included 1.4 tons seized from a yacht in February 
2017,440 1.5 tons seized, also from a yacht, close to New 
Caledonia in ly 441 and 1.8 tons seized in August 
2020 after a trawler was intercepted off the coast of New-
cas le e  o  ales  s ralia  a ing recei ed cargo 
ro  a C inese fis ing boa  likely co ing ro  o  

436

437 Mark Saunokonoko, ‘Mother Ships and Huge Underwater Caches: How 
-

tember 2019. 
438

439 Ibid.
440 -

441

Selected supply-side and demand-side indicators of the domestic 
cocaine market in Australia, 2010–2020

Sources: Prevalence: The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, National 
Drug Strategy Household Survey 2019, July 2020; Wastewater-based consumption 

Wastewater Drug Monitoring Program; Purity: UNODC, responses to the annual 
report questionnaire.

Trend in past-year prevalence of cocaine use compared with the other 
indicators of cocaine demand in Australia, 2001–2020, indexed (1=2013)

Note: Data on hospitalizations, treatment and arrests refer to 12-month periods 

July 2019-June 2020. Data on prevalence of use (past-year, past-month, 
past-week) are based on household surveys conducted every three years (2001, 

-
lated for illustrative purposes assuming a constant (linear) rate of growth.
Sources:
Prevalence: The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, National Drug 
Strategy Household Survey 2019, July 2020.
Treatment: The Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, Alcohol and other drug 
treatment services in Australia annual report, Supplementary tables - Drugs 
(episodes).
Cocaine-related deaths: Australian Institute of Health and Welfare (AIHW) 2022, 
Alcohol, tobacco & other drugs in Australia, Impacts, Supplementary data tables. 
Retrieved 18 August 2022.
Cocaine-related hospitalizations (deaths recorded under the codes F14.0-F14.9, 

and Welfare, National Hospital Morbidity Database (NHMD).
Arrests: The Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, Illicit Drug Data Report 
2019-2020
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In some cases, border communities are located away 
ro  a or rban cen res and are e osed o illici  o s 

and criminal groups that take advantage of the scarcity of 
state resources in the area. In other cases, border cities 
are centres of commercial activity, sometimes facilitated 
by a ree one regi e  i  cons an  o s o  goods and 
people. Border control and surveillance are especially 
di fic l  in areas c arac eri ed by n os i able geogra-

y  s c  as e deser  in e nor  o  C ile i  i s as  
n o la ed areas  or e border be een Colo bia and 

Ecuador, with large expanses of mountain ranges and 
rainforests. Such geographic conditions contribute to 
border porosity, while facilitating smuggling of goods and 
unregulated movement of people.452 453 However, vulner-
abilities may also emerge in urban areas, as for example 
in e in ci ies o  on a or  ra il  a o rosso s a e  
and edro an Caballero arag ay  a bay de ar -

en  a  are only di ided  by a border a  residen s 
and ra fickers alike cross reg larly  e ec i ely cons i -
ing a single urban agglomeration.454

Border areas are characterized by a convergence of 
illicit activities 

order regions o en re resen  s aces ere ra ficking 
routes converge and where differences in regulations 
and prices between two or more national economies 
are exploited by criminal actors.455 i eren  or s o  
ra ficking can s are ro es and logis ics  n edro an 

Caballero in arag ay  or e a le  ere is a is ory o  
cigarettes and pesticides smuggling,456 as well as timber 
ra ficking 457 o on a or  on e ra ilian side o  e 

border. Moreover, the city has been traditionally a hub 
or cannabis ra ficking  e de ar en  o  a bay 

accounted for approximately two thirds of the cannabis 
plantations eradicated in Paraguay over the period 2009 
to October 2019.458 In addition, the airport in Pedro Juan 
Caballero ig  ser e as a base or lanes in ol ed in 
cocaine ra ficking across o  erica 459 Overall, the 

in ci ies ser e as si l aneo s bs or e ra fick-

Academia Nacional de Estudios Políticos y Estratégicos (ANEPE), Desafíos 
nacionales en un contexto internacional complejo (Chile: ANEPE, 2013), 
121.
Katherine Pamela Herrera Aguilar, ‘Desarrollo, Caracterización y Efectos 

-
fensa 3, no. 1 (2018).

-

67–88.

March 2011.

Mixed sources point out that illegal logging in the department of 

trees to clear the area for illicit crop plantations. Moreover, the tree 

the cannabis. See Instituto Forestal Nacional, ‘INFONA detectó desmonte 

-
nales (NPY, 14 November 2019).

-
guayo de Drogas (OPD/SENAD), October 2009).
Tristan Clavel, ‘Corruption Undermining Paraguay Efforts to Combat Drug 

criminal syndicate, with alleged links to Italian organized 
cri e gro s  o ra fic cocaine aboard a Cessna odel 
airplane from a remote runway in Papua New Guinea, 
close to the capital Port Moresby, into Queensland, Aus-
tralia.445 The cocaine had allegedly reached Papua New 

inea on a yac  and e rans er o e airfield as 
facilitated by local criminal actors. 446

While air cargo and sea cargo are the predominant 
importation streams into Australia, the use of interna-
tional mail, facilitated by darknet marketplaces,447 for 
small quantities at a time appears to be more important 
in comparison with other countries, accounting for 96 
per cent of cocaine detections at the Australian border 
by n ber   er cen  by eig  d ring ly -

June 2020.448 However, during this period this tendency 
was visible, to varying degrees, across drug types - 
most notably those associated with “recreational” use, 
na ely   er cen  by n ber  and cannabis  

er cen  ollo ed by a e a ine- y e s i lan s 
e cl ding   er cen  and eroin  er cen 449

Moreover, high values for these proportions were also 
recorded in previous years.450 is s gges s a significan  
importation stream in small quantities, likely including 
users who procure the drugs directly from abroad. 

nce in s ralia  cocaine a ong o er dr gs  can be 
transported between different states and territories. For 
e a le  cocaine is rans or ed o e s ralian Ca i al 
erri ory C  ainly by road and can be so rced in ar-

ticular from neighbouring New South Wales and Victoria. 
Cocaine is ainly sold in en es s c  as nig cl bs in 
entertainment districts.451

li ation  of o aine traf ing for 
borderland communities in South America

eogra ic areas ay rn in o s ggling or ra ficking 
hubs due to a series of enabling factors, such as being in 
a strategic geographic location, the historical presence of 
ar ed ac ors  ro i i y o o er ra ficking bs  oli i-
cal and economic instability, or opportunities for money 
laundering. This section reviews some of the conse-
quences of illicit activities for some communities where 
cocaine ra ficking as ri ed or an e ended eriod o  
time and examines implications for local development 
and citizen security. 

Australian Federal Police, ‘Organised Crime Syndicate Charged and More 

446

447
448 Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, ‘Illicit Drug Data Report 

449 Ibid.
Australian Criminal Intelligence Commission, ‘Illicit Drug Data Report 
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routes.468 e nor ern border o  C ile re resen s a cor-
ridor ere ra fickers o e cocaine o e or s o  rica 
and Antofagasta, while taking advantage of the transit 
o  ree legal goods ro  oli ia l rina ional a e o  
to the ports of Arica and Antofagasta, regulated by the 
rea y o  eace and riends i  469 The same border 
as been sed o ra fic increasing an i ies o  ke a ine 
o C ile  a s bs ance a  is so e i es sed as a c ing 

agen  or cocaine res l ing in a i re kno n as C 470

In a recent multi-drug seizure, for example, reported in 
the media, a drug courier was detained in the area of 
Colc ane o n ile rans or ing a o al o   kg o  dr gs 
incl ding coca as e C  cocaine ydroc loride  and 
ketamine.471 is s gges s a  e sa e dr g ra ficking 
organizations might be catering to different groups of 
cons ers on e C ilean arke s

n addi ion  as no ed by a C ilean senior rosec or  
stolen vehicles or their parts are actively smuggled 
ro  C ile o oli ia l rina ional a e o  across e 

C ile- oli ia border ic  incl des abo   n a-
trolled passages472 473 According to media sources, in the 
o n o  Colc ane C ile  s olen e icles are o en dis-

assembled into spare parts to be sold on the other side 
of the border.474 As mixed sources point out, this activity 
appears to generate occasional collaborations between 
e icle s gglers and cocaine ra fickers o e c ange 

small quantities of cocaine for stolen vehicles.475 476

e or edly  C ile as also seen a roli era ion o  cri inal 
groups who buy vehicles with cash of illicit origin and 

en sell e  in oli ia l rina ional a e o  o la n-
der e roceeds ro  ar s and dr g ra ficking 477

s no ed by i ed so rces  besides dr g ra ficking  
ra ficking in ersons and s ggling o  igran s ro  

e neig bo ring co n ries and ro  ene ela oli ar-
ian e blic o  a e beco e an increasing concern in 
nor ern C ile  es ecially in e icini y o  rica border 

i  er  and Colc ane border i  oli ia 478 479 For 
example, it is not uncommon for migrants from Peru and 

468 Observatorio Nacional de Drogas, ‘Décimo Cuarto Estudio Nacional de 

Ministerio del Interior y Seguridad Pública, 2021)., 128.
469 Ibid., 71, 77. 
470 Ibid., 192.
471
472 Forbes Staff, ‘Así funciona el contrabando de vehículos robados entre 

473 Interview #2.
474 Forbes Staff, ‘Así funciona el contrabando de vehículos robados entre 

Ibid.
476 Interview #2.
477 Forbes Staff, ‘Así funciona el contrabando de vehículos robados entre 

478 Laura Ávila, ‘How Tren de Aragua Controls the Destiny of Migrants from 

479 The mix of illicit activities has especially impacted the Chilean village 

BioBioChile edition, sec. Radiograma.

ing o  a n ber o  co odi ies  arag ayan cannabis 
ainly o e ra ilian arke  ndean cocaine in o 

ra il and on ard o ards ro e  ea ons and a -
ni ion i or ed ro  e ni ed a es  ro e and sia 
for the Brazilian market460  and or oney la ndering   
is or  no ing a  so e o  e cocaine ra ficked ro  

edro an Caballero is likely refined locally ro  coca 
as e C  se eral larger-scale si es rod cing cocaine 

hydrochloride have been discovered in recent years near 
the city.461 462 edro an Caballero also is a ong e 
main gateways of illegal weapons into Brazil to be used 
by criminal groups. Brazil-based criminal groups acquire 
weapons from Paraguayan smugglers in exchange for 
stolen cars that are later resold in Paraguay.463 There have 
also been re or s o  ra ficking in ersons  i  o en  
c ildren  and adolescen s ra ficked in bo  direc ions or 
the purposes of sexual exploitation, slavery-like practices 
and illegal adoptions.464

i ilarly  borderlands in nor ern C ile a e been 
traditionally used for smuggling legal commercial goods, 

ainly ro  e C ilean or s o  rica and i e 
e la er being a ree one  in o oli ia l rina ional 

a e o  and er 465 Research shows that smuggling 
of legal goods, such as clothing items, electronics and 
used vehicles is a major income-generating activity for 
some border communities.466 According to media reports, 
so e areas o  e oli ia-C ile border are do ina ed 
by dr g- ra ficking ne orks  o ers are do ina ed by 
smugglers of legal goods, and some areas are shared 
between the two.467

ccording o C ilean a ori ies  e nor ern regions 
of Arica y Parinacota, Antofagasta and Tarapacá, that 
border with Peru and Bolivia, are the main entry points 
for drugs, including cocaine hydrochloride and coca 

as e C  ro  abroad   is es i a ed a   er cen  
o  dr gs os ly cocaine rod c s and cannabis  en er-
ing C ile ro  abroad se ese regions as eir en ry 

460 Camila Nunes Dias and Edgar Dias, ‘Notas Contextuales Acerca de La 
Creciente Presencia Transnacional Del Grupo Criminal Brasileño Primer 

461
Antidrogas, Paraguay, 2021)., 13.

462 Prensa Latina, ‘Desactivan en Paraguay moderno laboratorio para produ-

463
América Del Sur Más Allá Del Bloque Andino: Los Casos de Argentina y 

464

José Muñoz and Alejandro Garcés, ‘Circulación y contrabando de mercan-
cías chinas en la espacialidad fronteriza Atacama-Lípez (Chile y Bolivia) 

466

130–49.
467 Media reports point out that northern areas of the Bolivia-Chile border 

are dominated by smugglers. Southern parts of the border, in turn, are 

from the interior of the country to cross the border to Chile with small 
quantities of cocaine and its derivatives hidden in backpacks. See Ivan 

Deber, 13 September 2021.
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The mix of illicit flows leads to the rise of local crim-
inal groups, fighting over territories and threatening 
citizen security
Cri inal gro s a  engage in rading angible illici  
commodities, such as drugs, typically depend on terri-
orial con rol or econo ic rofi 490 When a territory is 

disputed by several armed actors or when law enforce-
ment agencies clash with criminal groups, the compet-
itive dynamics typically lead to increases in violence.491

As some borders in Latin America have gradually shifted 
from being locations of contraband to locations of multi-

le illici  ransna ional o s o er e as  decades  ey 
have also become vulnerable to violence perpetrated 
by different types of criminal actors operating in those 
border areas.492

In 2010, the Brazilian criminal group PCC began estab-
lis ing i s resence in edro an Caballero  on e 
Paraguayan side of the border with Brazil. Its expansion 
to Paraguay by sending trusted emissaries was aimed 
at directly controlling cannabis production and cocaine 
ra ficking ile c ing o  in er ediaries 493 494 In 2016, 

s ggling ro es in edro an Caballero ere ea ily 
disputed between the PCC and smaller local actors which 
led to a spike in violence.495 After eliminating their main 
competitor in Paraguay, the PCC took control over the 
ro e and beca e e do inan  C  in e edro an 
Caballero border area  i  a gro ing n ber o  ara-
guayan associates.496 497 C rren ly  o e er  e si a ion 
seems to have changed again, following several high-pro-
file arres s o  PCC associates; according to a Paraguayan 
la  en orce en  o ficial  e ci y s dr g arke  and ra -
ficking ro es see  o be dis ed a ong locally-based 
independent groups, without any apparent PCC leader.498

According to ethnographic research, leaders of drug traf-
ficking gro s are re or edly in eres ed in kee ing co -

on cri e incl ding selling dr gs o inors  lo  ere-
fore, the high murder toll is typically a result of targeted 
killings as means of punishment for “wrongdoings” in the 

490 Anna Sergi and Luca Storti, ‘Shaping Space. A Conceptual Framework 

491 Deborah Yashar, Homicidal Ecologies: Illicit Economies and Complicit 
States in Latin America (Cambridge University Press, 2019).

492 Carrión Mena and Llugsha Guijarro, ‘Cross-Border Urban Complexes: The 

493 Ana Isadora Meneguetti and Marcos Alan Ferreira, ‘Transnational Gangs 
in South America: The Expansion of the Primeiro Comando Da Capital to 

494

Series, December 2020.
David Gagne, ‘Killing of Mysterious Figure Part of Larger Narco War in 

496 Meneguetti and Ferreira, ‘Transnational Gangs in South America: The Ex-

497 Interview #36.
498 Follow-up consultation to the ‘Meeting of Strategic Analysts on Cocaine 

oli ia l rina ional a e o  o be rans or ed illegally 
in hidden compartments of trucks or to cross through 
unregulated border crossings to access the informal 
labour market of Arica.480 As reported in the media, 
the situation of vulnerability of these migrants is often 
e loi ed by an ra ficking ne orks  res l ing in 
forced labour or sexual exploitation.481

Ecuador’s northern border, situated in proximity to 
e Colo bia s coca c l i a ing de ar en s o  ari o 

and Putumayo, is the main entry point into Ecuador for 
cocaine an ac red in Colo bia  ic  is y ically 
exported in large quantities through Ecuadorean sea-

or s  s c  as aya il  or rans or ed nor  o Cen ral 
America by go-fast and fis ing boa s 482 By 2019, there 
were more than 70 non-authorized border passages 
de ec ed be een c ador and Colo bia  ic  ere 

ri arily sed or ra ficking cocaine and rec rsor 
chemicals.483 The north-western province of Esmeraldas 
in Ecuador has an extensive shore with ports, including 
clandestine ones, which appears to attract multiple traf-
ficking o s  s c  as cocaine co ing ro  Colo bia  and 

el gasoline and li efied e role  gas  rec rsor 
chemicals, arms and ammunition484 going the other way 
ro  c ador o Colo bia  e sa e borderland is o e 

to illegal mining,485 and large igra ion o s 486 providing 
additional revenue sources for criminal groups.

Recent media reports suggest that some of the gaso-
line distributed to coastal communities in Esmeraldas, 
through state subsidies, for the purposes of artisanal 
fis ing is being sold o cocaine ra fickers 487 This gasoline 
is either supplied to the vessels that carry cocaine along 

e coas  or s ggled o Colo bia s rod c ion si es 
to be used for cocaine processing. According to media 
sources, there are at least 17 clandestine storage points 
along e acific coas  o  s eraldas  os  o  ic  are 
si a ed in i s nor ern ar  close o e Colo bian bor-
der.488 The manufacture of cocaine hydrochloride on the 
border in recent years489adds yet another layer of security 
threats to the borderland communities.

480 Troncoso, ‘Una aproximación al crimen organizado en la Triple Frontera 

481 Felipe Díaz Montero, ‘Secuestros con homicidios en Chile: cae brazo del 

2022.
482 See Chapter Established markets, in this report.
483 Renato Rivera-Rhon and Carlos Bravo-Grijalva, “Crimen Organizado y 

(December 2020), 22.
484 Juan Camilo Jaramillo and Mayra Alejandra Bonilla, ‘Ecuador Arms 

March 2019.
-

486
-

487 Arturo Torres, ‘Narcos Se Llevan La Gasolina Para Pesca Artesanal En 

488 Ibid.
489

n.d.
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2021. 510 While this pattern may seem similar to the one 
obser ed in edro an Caballero  ere ig  le els o  
violent crimes are combined with low levels of common 
crime, the reasons behind this decrease in the context 
o  ara ac  C ile are nclear and need o be s died 
further. 

In Ecuador, a recent surge in homicides prompted the 
President in 2022 to declare a state of emergency in the 

ree os  iolen  ro inces incl ding s eraldas  all 
si a ed along e cocaine ro e ro  e Colo bian 
border to the port of Guayaquil.511 a a ro  o ficial and 
media sources indicate that Esmeraldas province, the 
most violent at the national level as of 2022, saw homi-
cides increase sharply from 79 in 2018 to 151 in 2021,512

and o a ar ial fig re o   in  as o   e e ber  
placing its homicide rate at 48.8 per 100,000 inhabi-
an s in e firs  eig  on s o   co ared o e 

national average of 15.5 per 100,000 inhabitants over the 
sa e eriod 513 514 The government, as cited in the media, 
a rib es is s ike o cri inal gro s s c  as Los 
Tiguerones, Los Choneros, and Los Templados  fig ing 
or con rol o er cocaine ra ficking ro es and do es ic 

drug retail markets, while they evolve from small crim-
inal gangs to more sophisticated groups.515 Ecuador’s 
domestic groups, who had long served mainly as logis-
ics o era ors or oreign ra fickers s c  as Colo bian 

and e ican C s  a e been laying a grea er role in 
international cocaine operations, which might have led 
o in ensified co e i ion a ong e ario s cri inal 

groups.516 In 2019, several villages in the western part of 
e Colo bia- c ador border ere a ic ed by fig ing 

be een dr g ra ficking gro s in ol ing Colo bians  
ic  dro e so e residen s o ee eir o es 517

Social impacts of cocaine trafficking on border 
communities vary 
Although transit border areas are typically not the 

ri ary des ina ion o  e ra ficked cocaine  e se 
of cocaine products, both in salt and smokable forms, 
may increase as a result of greater availability in com-

ni ies ro g  ic  ra ficking ro es ass   is no  
uncommon, for example, that local logistics facilitators 
receive payments in kind, which are subsequently sold 

La Fiscalía de Chile, ‘Fiscal Regional de Tarapacá: “enfrentar la criminali-

Secretaría General de Comunicación de la Presidencia, ‘El Presidente 
Guillermo Lasso Decreta Estado de Excepción En Guayas y Esmeraldas 

Guillermo Lasso Mendoza, ‘Estado de Excepción Por Grave Conmoción 
Interna En Los Cantones Guayaquil, Durán y Samborondón Con Una 

El Comercio, ‘Muertes violentas crecen en Esmeraldas por disputas entre 

James Bargent, ‘Esmeraldas: An Ecuador Province Gripped by Drug Con-

cri inal orld s c  as no  kee ing one s ord 499 Media 
sources point out that from 5 to 25 persons are assas-
sina ed in edro an Caballero on ly d e o score 
settling between criminal groups.500 They also highlight 
assassination attempts against local politicians;501 while 
a prosecutor and a journalist were among the victims of 
recent targeted killings.502 503

esearc  also finds a  o icides in edro an Cabal-
lero are no  generally ercei ed as significan ly a ec ing 
citizen security, as killing innocent people, or employ-
ing violence and aggressions towards minors, women 
and the elderly is not generally tolerated, even among 
illici  ac ors  and s seldo ly occ rs  r g ra fick-
ing in turn is more tolerated by the population, as it is 
believed to affect only the destination countries rather 
than the domestic market.504 Yet, the outright confron-
a ion be een dr g ra ficking gro s does no  see  
o be olera ed by e residen s o  edro an Caballero 

as it threatens the stability of market relationships and 
increases insecurity.505

n e nor ern region o  ara ac  in C ile  e e ansion 
o  cri inal ac ors ro  abroad  in o C ile  and e ens -
ing co e i ion or dr g dis rib ion and an ra fick-
ing markets may, according to media reports, be driving 
violence.506 e region  o e o illici  o  bs on e 

l rina ional a e o  oli ia-C ile border  as seen a 
drastic increase in homicide rates after 2019, becoming 
the most violent in the country.507 In 2021, according to 

e fice o  e egional rosec or  iolen  cri es in 
Tarapacá increased, in comparison with the previous 
year, by 501 per cent in the case of migrant smuggling, 
183 per cent in the case of homicides, 42 per cent in the 
case o  dr g ra ficking  and  er cen  in e case o  
violent robbery.508 n e firs  al  o    o icides 
were reported in the Tarapacá region, at least 13 of which 
had signs of score settling between criminal groups.509

As for non-violent crimes, theft and economic crimes in 
Tarapacá decreased by 27% and 16% respectively during 

499 Marcelo Moriconi and Carlos Aníbal Peris, ‘Merging Legality with Illegality 

Quarterly 40, no. 12 (2019): 2210–27.
Alexandre Peyrille, ‘Pedro Juan Caballero, Enésima Capital Mundial de La 

Infobae, ‘Pedro Juan Caballero, La Peligrosa Ciudad Paraguaya Dominada 

Chris Dalby, ‘Pedro Juan Caballero – The Descent into Madness of a Para-

‘Embajada de Estados Unidos Condena Atentado Contra Periodista de 

Moriconi and Peris, ‘Merging Legality with Illegality in Paraguay: The 

Ibid.
Eduardo Córdova, ‘Revelan que Tarapacá es la región con la tasa de 

compared to the national rate of 2.3 per 100,000. See Ibid.
La Fiscalía de Chile, ‘Fiscal Regional de Tarapacá: “enfrentar la crimina-

2022.
Eduardo Córdova, ‘Revelan que Tarapacá es la región con la tasa de 
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rein orced nder C -  ro ocols  a ered e 
cross-border mobility that had been occurring regularly 
among members of borderland indigenous communities, 
preventing some of them from accessing legal goods 
and services on the other side of the border.529 One 
conse ence as a  s ggling and cocaine ra ficking 
ac i i ies s i ed a ay ro  e o ficial border crossings  
resulting in the proliferation of unauthorized border 
passages. This, in turn, appears to have led residents of 
co ni ies like Colc ane o engage in illegal border 
crossing and be exposed to potential violence by criminal 
groups.530

Remote borderland communities are often character-
ized by higher poverty levels compared to the rest of the 
national territories, which may push some residents to 
beco e in ol ed in illici  ac i i ies  n C ile  e regions 
of Tarapacá and Arica y Parinacota, for example, are 
among the poorest in the country,531 with the border 
co ni ies o  Colc ane and eneral Lagos being e 
poorest within these regions as of 2013.532 Evidence from 
academic research points out that international drug 
ra ficking ne orks a e ired o er y-s r ck ar ers a  

e oli ian-C ilean border o ra fic cocaine in o C ile  
aying e    eac  i e or a -day o rney on 

foot, through the desert, with up to 40 kg of cocaine at a 
time.533 In recent years, agricultural communities of the 
ara ac  region  incl ding Colc ane  a e s ered ro  

torrential rains on the one hand and scarcity of water on 
the other, which reduced small farmers’ livelihoods.534

These climatic conditions have created further vulnera-
bilities that may continue to drive farmers to search for 
addi ional inco e so rces  incl ding ra ficking o  dr gs

Similarly, in Ecuador, the deterioration of the environ-
ment and the degradation of natural resources also 
present vulnerabilities for livelihoods at the northern 
border i  Colo bia  es ecially or ose o de end 
economically on the harvest of shell and crabs, 535 which 
may potentially push some residents to enter the illicit 
economy. According to ethnographic research and open 
sources, in the province of Esmeraldas, a large number 
o  fis ing co ni ies li e o  e cocaine ra ficking 
econo y  o e o  e fis er en are sed by ra fickers 
to watch over movements on the border,536 while oth-

Carlos Piñones-Rivera et al., ‘Indigenous Border Migrants and (Im) 

Ibid.
Ministerio de Desarrollo Social y Familia, ‘Caracterización Socioeconómi-

Ibid., 269.
Ministerio de la Secretaría General de la Presidencia, ‘Mensaje Presiden-

Ernesto Estupiñán Quintero, ‘Plan de Desarrollo y Ordenamiento Terri-

by retail dealers within the community.518 519 520 521 The 
limited evidence suggests varying effects of cross-bor-
der cocaine ra ficking on e cons ion o  cocaine 
products. For example, the Ministry of Interior of Ecuador 
notes that retail distribution of cocaine in San Lorenzo, a 
coastal city in Esmeraldas, is a result of its location on an 
in erna ional ra ficking ro e 522 However, there is a lack 
of evidence regarding the consumption level of the drug 
among the population of Esmeraldas.

In addition, data from Paraguay suggest that the inha-
lation of solvents is being displaced by the smoking 
of cocaine products due to their high availability and 
accessibility.523 A study of public health services for users 
of smokable cocaine in the border cities of Pedro Juan 
Caballero and on a or  oin s o  a  e area is 
c arac eri ed by serio s nderre or ing and ins ficien  
cross-border cooperation in providing treatment to drug 
users.524

n con ras  in e nor ern regions o  C ile  a ailable 
data for 2020 suggest that the use of cocaine products525

is not higher than in the rest of the country; moreover, 
the prevalence of cocaine use has been overall decreas-
ing in the past decade in these regions.526 Previous 
research on the regions of Tarapacá and Antofagasta has 
found some evidence of a positive correlation between 
cocaine use and poverty levels, likely driven by the use 
of cheaper smokable forms of cocaine by sectors of 
low-income population in urban areas. As poverty rates 
declined between 2006 and 2014, the use of cocaine 
products declined as well for the most part of the same 
period.527 528

C ilean y ara co ni ies loca ed in s arsely o -
la ed areas on e border i  oli ia l rina ional 
a e o  a e been also a ec ed by an increase in 

ra ficking ac i i ies  ccording o e nogra ic researc  
the strengthening of border control measures, further 

Interview #8.
Interview #18, interview by UNODC, 2022.
Interview #20, interview by UNODC, 2022.
Interview #21, interview by UNODC, 2022.
Ministerio del Interior, ‘Plan Nacional de Seguridad Ciudadana y Convi-

2019)., 213.
Secretaría Nacional Antidrogas (SENAD), ‘Política Nacional Sobre Drogas 

Maria das Graças Rojas Soto et al., ‘Crack Em Cidades Gêmeas: O Que 

org. 139-140.
Based on aggregate data for cocaine hydrochloride and coca paste (PBC), 

Observatorio Nacional de Drogas, ‘Décimo Cuarto Estudio Nacional de 

Pilar Francisca Lizana Toresano, ‘Respuestas Nacionales y “Soberanía 

Academic research suggests that the correlation of cocaine with poverty 
in Tarapacá and Antofagasta is explained by lower price of coca paste 
(PBC) that is consumed by lower-income population as compared to 
cocaine hydrochloride. See Ibid., 287.
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Overall, borderland communities are an example of a 
cocaine econo y inser ed in broader illici  o s  or 
e a le  co ni ies o  ar ers incl ding o en 
and c ildren  de end econo ically on e c l i a ion o  
cannabis. Farmers in need may even receive payments in 
ad ance or re cannabis ar es  ro  dr g ra fickers  

es i e e significan  s are o  e econo y re resen ed 
by e illici  ac i i ies  incl ding cocaine ra ficking  in 
co ni ies si a ed along ra ficking o s  border 
communities would seem to remain underdeveloped 
compared to other national areas. Moreover, security 
concerns can become a major impediment to the devel-
opment of a tourism economy, as has been noted in the 
case o  fis ing co ni ies in nor ern c ador 541

de Los Pequeños Pescadores de Conchas Negras de La Comuna El Playón 

Latinoamericana, October 2018.

ers smuggle cocaine on their boats.537 ere are fis ing 
companies in Esmeraldas, that are entirely dedicated to 
transporting cocaine shipments to other countries or to 
dropping the GPS-tagged illicit cargo in open seas to be 
collected by other vessels.538 In addition, as reported by 

edia so rces  any fis ers a e o ed or s ggling 
s bsidi ed gasoline o cocaine ra fickers in ari o  
Colo bia or i s se as a rec rsor in cocaine an ac-

ring  as eir ri ary so rce o  inco e  ccording o 
a la  en orce en  o ficial ci ed in e edia  en e 
gasoline is sold in e or  o  aco in Colo bia  on 

e acific coas  i s rice can be ree i es ig er 539

Moreover, as suggested by media sources, with the possi-
ble co ing re o al o  el s bsidies in Colo bia  e 
difference in the fuel price will be even higher, which is 
likely o increase e incen i e or fis ing co ni ies o 
continue the resale of fuel.540

Rivera-Rhon and Bravo-Grijalva, ‘Crimen organizado y cadenas de valor: 

Ibid., 23-24.
Torres, ‘Narcos Se Llevan La Gasolina Para Pesca Artesanal En Esmeral-

Ibid.
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Potentially developing 
markets

Africa

rica con in es o lay a significan  ar  in e global 
cocaine market. While an important aspect of this is its 
role in as a transit region, this role has also likely contrib-
uted to the development of local markets. Nevertheless, 
cocaine ra ficking and se re ain ne en across di er-
ent parts of Africa; while cocaine use has been a reality in 
certain parts of Africa for many years, it now appears to 
overlap to a large extent with the transit routes of West 
and Cen ral rica and or  rica o ards ro e  
and Southern Africa. The prevalence of past-year use for 
Africa overall is estimated at 0.27 per cent as of 2020, an 
a erage le el significan ly less an e ericas  ro e 
and ceania  b  abo e sia  er cen  Ho e er  
Africa remains the region most affected by a lack of data 
on drug supply and demand and any estimate is affected 
by a high level of uncertainty.

Seizure data suggest that the role of Africa, especially 
es  and Cen ral rica  as a ransi  one or cocaine 

on its way to destination markets such as Europe has 
expanded substantially starting in 2019. Indeed, both 

e o al an i y sei ed in rica based on reli inary 
da a  and e n ber o  large sei res  a ear o a e 
reached record levels during 2021, following a temporary 
dro  in  coinciding i  e onse  o  e C -  
pandemic.

West, Central and North Africa
The geographical location of the subregion of West 
and Cen ral rica renders i  a na ral s o o er oin  
for cocaine originating from South America en route
to Europe, especially for vessels departing from Brazil. 
The shortest distance between the South American and 

rican land asses  a ro i a ely k  - is real-
ized between the Brazilian state of Rio Grande do Norte 
and  in rica  e lan ic coas  so  o  e Casa ance 
River, approximately at the border between Senegal and 
Guinea-Bissau.

ndeed  as borne o  by e loca ion o  significan  sei-
zures made on the Atlantic coast of Africa, and maritime 
ro es described by C- 542 the area around this 

es ern os  e re i y o  rica  incl ding Cabo erde  
the Gambia, Guinea-Bissau and Senegal, is one of two 

a or arri al ones or cocaine reac ing es  and Cen ral 
Africa across the Atlantic, alongside the coast on the 

See Chapter Established markets, in this report.

Trends in cocaine seizures in Africa

Note: Data for 2021 are incomplete and preliminary.
Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.
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Bissau.547 548 Some of the largest seizures occurred in, 
or close o  Cabo erde  ons in ebr ary 549 and 
2.3 tons in August of the same year550  ollo ed by  
tons in April 2022551  C e d oire  ons in arc   

enegal  ons in ril 552  and e a bia  ons 
in an ary 553 n e case o  C e d oire  e sei re 
was made in open waters from a cargo ship, coming 
ro  o a lo ra il  en route o bid an  C e d oire  

Guinea-Bissau, Senegal and Sierra Leone.

Ibid.
Ibid. 
Ibid. 
Ibid. 

l  o  inea ro  C e d oire eas ards  a a on 
individual seizures suggest that, most recently, the Gulf 
of Guinea has gained in importance;543 this may be linked 
to the increased frequency of certain types of vessels 
disc ssed belo  de ar ing ro  ra il as o osed o 

nor ern o  erica or e Caribbean 544

Over the period 2019-2021, 13 cocaine seizures of 100kg or 
more were documented in countries with a coastline on 
the Gulf of Guinea,545 546 and another 16 were documented 
in the more westerly arrival zone centred around Guinea-

Interview #41, interview by UNODC, 2022. 

Main cocaine trafficking routes into and out of Africa, and significant cocaine seizure cases in Africa, 2018–2022

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Final boundary between the Republic of Sudan and the Republic of South Sudan has not been yet determined 
Sources: UNODC responses to the annual report questionnaire; UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform; UNODC Interviews, supplemented by open sources.
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acco n ing or ore an  on 557 In 2020, coinciding 
i  e onse  o  C - 558 such seizures declined in 

Brazil, with only 123kg being seized with a known destina-
ion in es  and Cen ral rica s ecifically C e d oire 

and igeria  in addi ion o one consign en  des ined 
or gy  kg  and ni ed e blic o  an ania  

kg 559 While comprehensive comparable data for 2021 
ere no  a ailable  i  a ears a  ra ficking ro  ra il 

o es  and Cen ral rica rebo nded d ring  as a  
least 3 cocaine consignments in excess of 500 kg each, 
amounting to 2.9 tons, were seized in Brazil with destina-
tion Ghana,560 in addition to smaller consignments meant 
for Nigeria and Sierra Leone.561 In March 2022, 1 ton of 
cocaine was seized in the Brazilian port of Santos from 

o con ainers on eir ay o elgi  and C e d o-
ire.562

Overall, the available data on individual seizures linked 
o ra ficking across e lan ic o es  and Cen ral 

rica confir  a  is eno enon as rebo nded  and 
a  e o arri al ones  a  e l  o  inea and e 

western coast of Africa - both remain important, with the 
Gulf of Guinea apparently gaining in importance. 

Brazilian Federal Police

affecting Brazil, see UNODC and CoE Brazil, ‘Brazil in the Regional and 

Brazilian Federal Police

UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform., n.d.

however, according to the crew, the cocaine was to be 
recovered at sea by a boat coming from Nigeria.554

Brazil continues to be an important country of depar-
re or cocaine ra ficked o des ina ions in rica  n 

September 2018, a seizure of 1.2 tons of cocaine in the 
Brazilian port of Santos was made from a consignment 
of heavy machinery about to be exported to a company 
in bid an  C e d oire 555 According to an investigative 
journalist source sources based on court and police doc-
uments, Italian orders of custody, and interviews with law 
en orce en  e ra ficking sc e e as orc es ra ed 
by an ’Ndrangheta member from the Romeo-Staccu clan, 
operating with the support of several individuals based 
in Abidjan, including Italian businessmen with links to 
the Camorra, while the arrangements in Brazil to supply 
the cocaine may have involved an individual with ties 
to the PCC as well as an ‘Ndrangheta broker. Investiga-
tors also suspect the gang had been shipping cocaine in 
machinery since at least July 2017.556

In 2019, 5 instances of cocaine seized in Brazilian sea-
ports with a known destination in Africa were recorded 
by the Federal Police of Brazil, going to Nigeria, Ghana 

ose coas line ab s on e l  o  inea  and ierra 
Leone on e es ern coas  a o n ing o  ons 
in o al i  eac  o  e ree des ina ions co n ries 

‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

Annual Meeting - Africa, Ghana, 23 November 2021). 

Cecilia Anesi, Margherita Bettoni, and Giulio Rubino, ‘“Armed and Dan-
IRPI 

Media, 6 August 2021.

Number of large cocaine consignments seized in or intended for West and Central Africa, by arrival zone, 2010–2021

Note: Based on seizures of 100kg or more.
Source: UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.
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members of “cult groups” in European destination coun-
tries575 576 as well as, according to media coverage citing 
Nigerian law enforcement, Nigerians operating in Brazil.577

From an analysis of foreign nationalities of individuals 
arrested in Europe in connection with individual cocaine 
sei res d ring  igeria e erges as e os  
prominent among African nationalities, followed by 

orocco b  less ro inen  an so e co n ries in 
ro e and o  erica  is analysis s gges s a  

the role of Nigerians is relatively important at mid-level 
and dealer le el  ra er an large-scale ra ficking 578

ased on aggrega e re or ing o C  by igeria 
and o er co n ries  on e ain cocaine ra ficking 
routes during 2018-2021,579 ra ficking o  cocaine as 
reported from Nigeria to 20 countries or territories, 
incl ding co n ries i in e s bregion rkina aso  

ali  iger  ana  enegal  Liberia  ransi  co n ries 
in rica lgeria  io ia  orocco  and co n ries and 
erri ories in e sia- acific region s ralia  C ina  

Hong ong  C ina  ndia  alaysia  ri Lanka  in e 
ear and iddle as o - es  sia akis an  a di 
rabia  ni ed rab ira es  and in ro e rkiye  

Interview #40, interview by UNODC, 2022.
-

lombia, 11 November 2021).
Nicholas Ibekwe and Daan Bauwens, ‘Special Report: Drug Frontier: How 

Premium Times, 1 January 
2020.

Data for 2021 are incomplete and preliminary.

ransa lan ic ra ficking o es  and Cen ral rica occ rs 
in containerized trade as well as merchant vessels, 
fis ing essels and sailing essels  n  and e firs  
quarter of 2022, at least 5 seizures made in Brazilian 

or s i  des ina ion in rica ana  C e d oire  
orocco  ierra Leone and o  rica 563 as well as 2 

seizures made in Togo564 were known to have been made 
from containers.565 ring e sa e eriod  in er en ions 
in the Atlantic Ocean coordinated by the Maritime Anal-
ysis and era ions Cen re C-  led o a  leas   
sei res in o en a ers ro   fis ing essels   erc an  
essels and  sailing essels as o osed o con ainer 

s i s  incl ding  ose loca ion s rongly s gges s a  
e in ended des ina ion as in es  and Cen ral ri-

ca.566 Brazil in particular appears to have gained impor-
ance s ecifically as a oin  o  de ar re or essels no  

connected to international shipping of legitimate cargo 
 s c  assailing essels  ra ficking cocaine across e 

Atlantic.567

While shipments in containers are likely retrieved in the 
port of arrival, vessels other than container ships typi-
cally rendezvous with other vessels close to the African 
landmass to hand over the cocaine consignment before 
the drug continues its itinerary. The route typically con-
tinues northwards towards Europe, either via land or via 
maritime routes along the African coast, and frequently 
in smaller batches. The second maritime segment may 
involve the use of legal cargo dispatched to a European 
des ina ion ro  a co n ry in es  and Cen ral rica  

ic  ra fickers ay o e o ld be less likely o a rac  
scrutiny versus a country of departure in South Amer-
ica.568 For example, one seizure at the port of Antwerp 

elgi  in ebr ary  in ol ed  kg o  cocaine 
ic  ad arri ed in a s i  ro  C e d oire 569 and a 

similar instance occurred in June 2020, with a seizure in 
the same port of 1.2 tons coming from Sierra Leone.570

Trafficking through countries on the Gulf of Guinea
igerian ra fickers  and o so e e en  e erri ory o  
igeria  a ear o lay a significan  role in e consolida-

tion of cocaine entering the subregion and distribution 
to other countries,571 both within the subregion572 573 574 and 
beyond  igerian ra fickers o en ork in collabora ion 
with Nigerian counterparts in other countries, notably 

Ibid. 
Information on the method of concealment, including whether the consi-
gnment was in a container or not, is not systematically available.
Data from MAOC-N.
Interview #41. 
Ibid.
UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.
Ibid.

Spain: Observatorio Internacional de Estudios sobre Terrorismo, 2022).
Ibid.
Dublin Group, ‘Drugs Problem: Regional Situation in West Africa (Septem-

Interview #37, interview by UNODC, 2022.

Distribution of foreign nationals arrested in Europe in connection with 
individual cocaine seizures, by nationality, according to size of seizure, 
2018-2020

Note: BCMS stands for Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Montenegro and Serbia 
and thus includes the Serbo-Croat-speaking groups in Europe. The distribution 
at a given quantity is determined by considering all relevant cases in which the 
quantity seized was within a factor of 10 of the nominal value indicated on the 
axis (the moving window is indicated as a range in brackets). Since the largest 

Source: UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.

an i y kg  o  cocaine sei ed er sei re case  
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res ec i ely ro  ra il  or o ro e  ddis baba 
io ia  e erged as a ar ic larly re en  ransi  

airport.588

Cocaine arri es in igeria ia a arie y o  c annels  
incl ding  b lk carrier essels arri ing a  sea or s s c  
as a a  incan sland and nne  assenger ig s in o 
airports such as those of Lagos, Abuja, Enugu and Kano; 
across land borders at various locations, including Seme 
on e border i  enin  and lela on e border i  
iger  and ia arcels deli ered by co rier co anies or 

postal services.589 The most prominent departure country 
for cocaine reaching Nigeria is Brazil.590

In Nigeria, instances of large seizures of cocaine linked to 
maritime routes have been relatively limited. In Septem-
ber  e a ional r g La  n orce en  gency o  
Nigeria announced the seizure of 1.8 tons in a warehouse 
in a secluded estate in Lagos.591 Moreover, the primary 

odali ies or o bo nd cocaine ra ficking ro  igeria 
a ear o be les on assenger ig s  cargo ig s 
and parcel services.592 Thus, despite the established and 

ell-connec ed resence o  igerian ra fickers i in 
an international network of actors and counterparts traf-
ficking cocaine and o er dr gs  no ably i  regard o 
ra ficking by air  in ie  o  e a ailable sei re da a i  is 

plausible that the volume of cocaine transiting Nigerian 
territory is a relatively modest share of the quantities 
reac ing es  and Cen ral rica   s o ld o e er be 
borne in ind a  igerian ra fickers are also ac i e in 
neighbouring countries as well as North Africa.593 594 One 
law enforcement source even indicated that Nigerian 
ra fickers ere ac i ely ac iring ri a e lanes o rans-

port cocaine within Africa.595

The recent increased frequency of large individual 
cocaine seizures has been more noticeable in some of 
the neighbouring coastal countries along the Gulf of 
Guinea, especially in Benin, where authorities seized 6 
consignments596 in e cess o   kg d ring -  o  

ic  o r ook lace in  incl ding  ons in one 
instance in September 2021, from a shipment originating 
in Suriname en route to the European ports of Antwerp 
and Rotterdam.597 In addition to this, Beninese law 
enforcement observed a new route from Brazil to Benin 
ia e Canary slands  and on ard o igeria  relying on 
e iden ifica ion a ers o  con ainers being c anged 

Interview #40.
Ibid.
UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.
Interview #40.
Dublin Group, ‘Drugs Problem: Regional Situation in West Africa (Septem-

Interview #37.
‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

ni ed ingdo 580 a a on  s ecific cases o  cocaine 
sei res doc en ed by C confir  ra ficking  ro  
2019 onwards, from Nigeria to several of these countries, 
and also ro ide addi ional e idence o  ra ficking o 
neig bo ring co n ries enin  Ca eroon  a orial 

inea  or  rica Libya  and ro e Cy r s  aly  
ain 581

Cocaine ra ficking ro g  igeria is es ecially isible 
in e ra ficking o  s all an i ies by eans o  les 
on assenger ig s  ong e  cocaine sei res 
mentioned above, all but one involved quantities of less 
than 20 kg.582 ei res ade a  des ina ion o side o  

igeria  ere redo inan ly e ce  ins ances ere e 
rele an  in or a ion as no  a ailable  cases o  ra fick-
ing by air, while seizures made in Nigeria itself included 

redo inan ly ra ficking by ail or e ress arcel as 
ell as co ercial ig s  aside ro  a inori y o  cases 
 o  o   cases ere e rele an  da a ere a ailable  

involving vehicles. 583

In Brazil, in each year over the period 2018-2020, and 
d ring e firs  o r on s o   e os  re en ly 
occ rring oreign na ionali y i e  non- ra ilian  o  dr g 
mules arrested at Brazilian airports was consistently 
Nigerian.584 n  dr g ra ficking ia assenger ig s 
was in general disrupted due to the reduction of interna-
ional ig s in e con e  o  e C -  ande ic 585

In the case of Nigeria, the disruption in the aftermath of 
the closure of airports may have resulted in a spillover 
o Co ono  air or  in neig bo ring enin  ic  ad 

already reo ened in ly  ile igerian air or s 
re ained closed n il e e ber 586

i en a  direc  assenger ig s do no  al ays e is  
between any given pair of countries, air travel relies on 
a number of travel hubs with direct connectivity to a 
large number of destinations; some of these hubs may 
also lay i or an  roles as ransi  oin s or ra fick-
ing on assenger ig s  n e case o  ra ficking in o 
and out of Nigeria, one interviewee indicated that these 
hubs include airports in Ethiopia, Qatar and the United 
Arab Emirates, corresponding to hubs of airlines offering 
connectivity between South America and Africa.587 Based 
on analysis of the itinerary of 150 mules on passenger 

ig s o ere arres ed d ring g s  - ay  
ile ra ficking dr gs in o  or o  o  igeria or enin  

UNODC, ‘Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire from Member 

preliminary.
UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.
One seizure at Lagos airport involved a shipment of 70 kg of cocaine 
sent through a courier company to the United Kingdom. UNODC, ‘Drugs 

UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.
Data from Federal Police of Brazil.

2021).
Interview #40.
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Trafficking through countries on the West African coast
ring -  en cocaine ra ficking ro g  es  

and Cen ral rica beca e es ecially rono nced  e 
small country of Guinea-Bissau was at the epicentre of 
this channel.612 According to one open-source report, 
cocaine o s ro g  inea- issa  e anded in e 
aftermath of the military coup of 2003, and, shortly after 
the 2005 election , were further facilitated by the pres-
ence o  Colo bian and ene elan ra fickers as ell as 
the emergence of local criminal entrepreneurs.613

ile cocaine o s ro g  is co n ry allegedly 
peaked in 2007,614 recent developments, in particular 
some large shipments seized in 2019, point to the contin-
ued potential for this country to be used for cocaine traf-
ficking by a arie y o  ac ors  n  o large cocaine 
seizures were made in Guinea-Bissau, both with links to 
Mali. In March 2019, 789kg were seized in Guinea-Bissau 
from a truck615 allegedly registered in Senegal and bound 
for Mali.616 A report617 on ali by a  ec ri y Co ncil 
panel of experts linked618 this seizure to a sanctioned 
Malian individual found to use the proceeds of drug 
ra ficking o s or  erroris  ar ed gro s  in ar ic lar 

the sanctioned entity Al-Mourabitoun619 a filia ed i  
Al-Qaeda.620 A few months later in September 2019, 1.9 
tons of cocaine were seized in the northwest of Guin-
ea-Bissau,621 622 resulting in the arrest of six Bissau-Guin-
eans  ree Colo bians and one alian 623 This case was 
linked to one of the major Bissau-Guinean actors who 
emerged in the mid-2000s, alongside a co-conspirator 
o  d al e ican and Colo bian na ionali y 624 625 A third 
consignment, consisting of 2 tons of cocaine, seized in 
October 2021 by Senegalese 

612
2011).

613
-

nized Crime, July 2022).
614 Ibid.

616 -

617 UN Panel of Experts Established pursuant to Security Council Resolution 
2374 (2017) concerning Mali, ‘Final Report of the Panel of Experts Esta-
blished Pursuant to Security Council Resolution 2374 (2017) on Mali and 

Panel of Experts Established pursuant to Security Council Resolution 2374 
(2017) concerning Mali, ‘Final Report of the Panel of Experts Established 
Pursuant to Security Council Resolution 2374 (2017) on Mali and Renewed 

618
the shipment seized in March 2019 was an accomplice of the sanctioned 
individual.

619
July 2019.

620
621
622 UNODC, ‘Largest Drug Seizure Ever Made in Guinea-Bissau by Law Enfor-

623 Ibid..
624

-

while in trans-shipment at the port of Las Palmas in 
ran Canaria 598 Nigeria, as well as other countries out-

side Africa, such as Italy, Spain and Qatar, were among 
e des ina ions or cocaine ra ficking ro g  enin 

observed in 2021.599

Another country in the region which has seen a notable 
increase in large sei res is C e d oire  side ro  
seizures in open waters,600 large quantities were seized in 

is co n ry in ril   ons 601 and February 2021 
 on 602 n  o significan  sei res ere also ade 

in ogo  bo  ro  con ainers origina ing in ra il  kg 
seized in July 2021603 and 55 kg in May 2021604  

ince  e C r gs oni oring la or  as 
recorded only one seizure of 100 kg or more in Ghana, 
s ecifically in e e ber  a  e a or 605While this 

or  is one o  e b sies  in rica alongside bid an and 
Lo  in neig bo ring C e d oire and ogo  res ec-
i ely 606 e  re or  o  e blin ro  on e dr g 

situation in West Africa607 assesses that the security sys-
tems render “rip-off” attempts particularly challenging 
or ra fickers a  is or  

Ghanaian law enforcement sources however report that 
Ghana continues to be a transit country for cocaine. For 
inbo nd ra ficking  e ari i e odali ies  incl d-
ing con aineri ed s i en s b  also e se o  fis ing 
boats and other vessels, were the primary channel, while 
o bo nd ra ficking occ rred ainly ia assenger 

ig s and os al and co rier ser ices  ased on sei re 
data for 2018-2021, the main destinations were in Europe 

os ly e ni ed ingdo  and e e erlands  and  o 
a lesser degree  in sia os ly ailand 608

One open source report has highlighted Ghanaian traf-
fickers  alongside ne orks based in igeria and in-
ea- issa  as a or layers or dr g ra ficking in es  
Africa.609 ro s a  ra fic cocaine in ana re or edly 
o era e id ne orks  ra er an ig ly organi ed 
hierarchical structures, and they have international 
collaborators who are mostly Ghanaians and Nigerians.610

ra ficking by land ro  igeria o ana  across e land 
borders of Benin and Togo, also occurs.611

Ibid. 
Ibid. 

600 6 tons of cocaine seized in March 2021 and 411kg seized in February 2020 
(UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.).

601 UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.
602
603 UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.
604 Ibid.

606

n.d. 
607 Dublin Group, ‘Drugs Problem: Regional Situation in West Africa (Septem-

608
609
610
611 Ibid. 
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baco nda enegal  o ards a ri ania 640 641 Indeed, 
based on interviews conducted in 2019, the latter route 
had allegedly increased in importance due to insecu-
rity along the routes towards Libya.642 This is somewhat 
corroborated by reporting from Morocco, which indi-
cates a small but increasing share of inbound cocaine 

o s en ering orocco by land  reac ing  er cen  in 
2021.643

It is unclear to what extent cocaine reaching the African 
landmass directly via the Senegalese coast may contrib-

e o e o s on o bo nd land ro es ro  enegal  
most of the large seizures by Senegalese forces have 
been made at sea,644 in ransi  a  e or  o  akar645 or 
close to tourist areas in Senegal.646

Some clandestine laboratories where cocaine was being 
processed have been dismantled recently. For instance, 
in January 2021, Senegal dismantled a laboratory in 
Ngaparou, seizing 675 kg of cocaine, leading to the arrest 
of nationals from Belgium, Spain and Senegal.647 In April 
2022, the Ivorian law enforcement raided an apartment in 
Abidjan where 168kg of cocaine and conditioning equip-
ment were seized.648 Niger also reported dismantling two 
clandestine laboratories where cocaine was transformed 
into crack in 2017.649 These developments highlight that 
the region is no longer a simple region of storage and 
transit, but an area where cocaine is being processed 
including for repackaging and transformation into crack.

From the West African coast towards the destination 
markets
The territory of the landlocked countries of Mali and 

iger is an i or an  ransi  region or cocaine ra ficked 
northwards via land routes. Both the arrival zone in the 
Gulf of Guinea and that in the west African coast appear 
o con rib e o ese land ro es  n i s o ficial re or ing 
or  ali iden ified inea  i  o  i  s ares a 

border on e es  in second lace a er igeria650  as 
a country of departure for cocaine hydrochloride in its 
territory.651 o sei res a  o re al  a border s a ion 
be een inea and ali  confir  is en ry c annel  
20 kg seized in November 2021,652 and 160 kg seized in 
August 2022.653

640
641 -

642 Lucia Bird and Lyes Tagziria, ‘Organized Crime and Instability Dynamics: 

Against Transnational Organized Crime, September 2022).
643 UNODC Annual Report Questionnaire, responses from Morocco.
644

646
647 UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.
648 Ibid.
649

Nigeria does not share a land border with Mali.

Ibid.

authorities some 360km off the coast,626 was believed to 
be headed to Guinea-Bissau.627 628

One report indicates that investigations following the 
two above-mentioned seizures in Guinea-Bissau revealed 
networks of individuals spanning Senegal, Guinea-Bissau, 
Mali and Guinea, 629 and s gges s a  Colo bian ra -
fickers o e re en ly be een inea- issa  and e 
neighbouring countries of Guinea and Senegal.630 A fol-
low-up report suggests that Judicial Police in Guinea-Bis-
sau have gathered evidence pointing to the emergence 
of a new network of local actors who, having travelled to 
Latin America, are engaging in direct negotiations with 
counterparts in this region.631

The Bijagos archipelago, a group of 88 islands forming 
part of Guinea-Bissau, appears to play a prominent role 
as a point of entry for cocaine entering Guinea-Bis-
sau.632 633 For example, according to media sources, the 
island o  Cara ela as sed as a s aging os  in e 
importation of the consignment of 1.9 tons seized in 
September 2021.634 From Guinea-Bissau, cocaine may be 

r er ra ficked by road o ards ali ia e bordering 
countries of Senegal and Guinea, and one open source635

s gges s a  on ard ra ficking ro  inea- issa  also 
occurs on northward maritime routes. In recent years, 
the Gambia,636 Senegal,637 and Portugal638 have all ranked 
Guinea-Bissau among the top countries of provenance 
for seized cocaine shipments. According to media 
re or s ci ing a senior in elligence o ficer ro  ali s 
cen ral agency in c arge o  co n ering dr g ra ficking  
the O fice en al de fian , cocaine from Guin-
ea-Bissau reaches Mali either via Guinea or via Senegal, 
passing through the Senegalese inland city of Tamba-
counda.639

Aside from the route to Mali, according to open sources, 
the land routes from Guinea-Bissau may branch at Tam-

626 Diadie Ba, Aaron Ross, and Steve Orlofsky, ‘Senegal Seizes Record 2 
Reuters, 20 October 2021. 

627 ‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

628 -

629

Crime, April 2021). 
630 Ibid.
631 -

632 ‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

633 -

634 UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.
-

636
n.d.

637 UNODC, ‘Senegal, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 2018, 

638
n.d.

639 Pulitzer Center, 14 April 2022.
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consignment of 214 kg of cocaine which had entered Niger 
ro  ao ali  and as being rans or ed o Libya 659 660

Some Malian individuals who have been sanctioned by the 
ni ed a ions ec ri y Co ncil Co i ee es ablis ed 
rs an  o resol ion   concerning ali 661 662

and linked o dr g ra ficking ac i i y incl ding cocaine 
ra ficking in inea- issa 663 664 665 have strong ties to the 

Gao region.666 A quantity of 1 ton of cocaine was report-
edly intercepted prior to 13 May 2019 in nearby Tabankort, 
Mali.667

660 UN Panel of Experts Established pursuant to Security Council Resolution 
2374 (2017) concerning Mali, ‘Final Report of the Panel of Experts on 

661
662

2019.
663 UN Panel of Experts Established pursuant to Security Council Resolution 

2374 (2017) concerning Mali, Final report of the Panel of Experts on Mali 
established pursuant to Security Council resolution 2374 (2017).

664 UN Panel of Experts Established pursuant to Security Council Resolution 
2374 (2017) concerning Mali, Final report of the Panel of Experts Esta-
blished pursuant to Security Council resolution 2374 (2017) on Mali and 
renewed pursuant to resolution 2484 (2019), 2020.

666 Ibid.
667 UN Panel of Experts Established pursuant to Security Council Resolution 

2374 (2017) concerning Mali, Final report of the Panel of Experts Esta-
blished pursuant to Security Council resolution 2374 (2017) on Mali and 
renewed pursuant to resolution 2484 (2019), 2020.

ccording o o en so rces  ra ficking ro g  ali 
allegedly occ rs ainly ro  es  o eas  ence likely 
originating from the westerly arrival zone on the Atlan-
ic coas 654 towards the borders with Niger and the 

intersection of the borders of Algeria, Mali and Niger.655

However, one report suggests, on the basis of inter-
views conducted in 2019, that instability along some of 
the established routes through Mali’s eastern borders 

ay a e s rred so e ra ficking ro  ali and ro  
enegal  nor ard in o a ri ania 656 This is somewhat 

corroborated by reporting from Morocco, which indicates 
a s all b  increasing s are o  inbo nd cocaine o s 
entering Morocco by land, reaching 23 per cent in 2021.657

Some of the above sources also suggest that various 
cocaine land ra ficking ro es in o ali con erge a  

a ako ali  and s bse en ly bi rca e o ards e 
o ra ficking bs o  i b k  and ao  be ore roceed-

ing eastwards.658 In January 2022, police in Niger seized a 

Mali borders Senegal in the west, Guinea on the south-west and Maurita-
nia in the north-west. 

Bird and Tagziria, ‘Organized Crime and Instability Dynamics: Mapping 

Bird and Tagziria, ‘Organized Crime and Instability Dynamics: Mapping 

Cocaine trafficking routes from across West and North Africa

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Final boundary between the Republic of Sudan and the Republic of South Sudan has not been yet determined 
Note: In the above, only individual seizures made in countries in the Sahel and in North Africa are shown.
Sources: UNODC responses to the annual report questionnaire; UNODC UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform; UNODC Interviews, supplemented by open sources.
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military presence of troops in the Sahel, in addition to 
in er-e nic con ic  in so ern Libya  bandi ry in iger 
and insecurity and violence in northern Mali, have been 
attributed, on the basis of information collected up till 
2019, as factors which discouraged the use of land routes 
or e o  o  cocaine o ards Libya 685 686 687 688 These 

dynamics likely started in 2012 and developed progres-
sively. It is plausible, even if not conclusively demon-
strated by the available evidence, that they resulted in a 
general westward shift of the land routes towards North 
Africa, with a possible reduction in volumes into Libya 
and increase into Morocco or possibly Algeria. In parallel, 
North Africa saw an increase in inbound consignments 
on maritime routes, including through the Mediterranean 
coasts of Algeria and Libya. However, the above-men-
tioned recent seizures in Burkina Faso, Niger and Mali 
demonstrate that the land routes through the Sahel, 
including towards Libya, continue to be used. 

Maritime routes into North Africa
From 2016 onwards, the increased importance of mari-
i e ra ficking e erges clearly in e case o  orocco  

even while this country continues to be among those 
a ec ed by o erland cocaine ra ficking ro es   a ears 

a  significan  an i ies o  cocaine are arri ing direc ly 
in Morocco in maritime shipments as opposed to being 
trans-shipped from West Africa.689 690 orocco iden ified 
Colo bia and ra il as e redo inan  co n ries o  
departure for cocaine seized in 2021 and 2020, followed 
by igeria in  b  no  in 691 Moroccan authori-
ties also reported that, in November 2019, a consignment 
o   kg o  cocaine co ing ro  Colo bia as sei ed 
ro  a boa  a  e ara so  o  aba  on e lan ic 

coas 692 n ece ber  edia o le s re or ed a  
seven individuals were arrested in Morocco in connec-
tion with the seizure of 1 ton of cocaine. The individuals 
were suspected of belonging to a criminal group which 
ra ficked e cocaine by sea on a erc an  essel ro  

Latin America to Moroccan waters, from where it was 
rans or ed o l adida  in e icini y o  Casablanca  by 

a fis ing essel 693 Moreover, according to media reports, 
one of the largest seizures ever made close to the African 
coas  - carrying  ons o  cocaine sei ed in Cabo erde

Ibid.
686 Micallef et al., ‘After the Storm: Organized Crime across the Sahel-Sahara 

687

688
Peaceworks (Washington, DC: United States Institute of Peace, 28 May 
2020).

689 UNODC and Europol, ‘The Illicit Trade of Cocaine from Latin America to 

UNODC, September 2021), 1.
690

n.d.
691

n.d.
692
693 UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.

o e ra ficking o  cocaine in o ali ay also occ r 
across the border from Burkina Faso; 668 s c  o s 
would likely originate from the arrival zone of the Gulf 
o  inea  as rkina aso iden ified igeria  ogo and 
Ghana as the most frequently detected transit countries 
for cocaine on its territory in 2021.669 In September 2022, 
373 kg of cocaine were seized in Burkina Faso.670

iger recei es cocaine bo  ro  e es  s ecifically 
ali  re or edly in e s ecific or  o  cocaine ydro-

c loride  in  and ro  e so  s ecifically igeria 
and Benin, reportedly in the form of “crack” cocaine in 

671 From Niger cocaine continues north into Algeria 
ic  also recei es  albei  less re en ly  consign-

en s direc ly ro  ali 672 673 as well as Libya.674 675 676 The 
cocaine seized destined to the domestic market in Alge-
ria is y ically ra ficked in s all an i ies by occasional 
smugglers, in particular from Mali and Niger, as a means 
o finance acco oda ion  rans or  and alse doc -

ments for illegal immigration to Europe.677 Seizures have 
also been made on the border between Libya and Tuni-
sia,678 and so e ra ficking ro  lgeria in o Libya ay 
also occur, although the relative importance of cocaine 
in this route, as opposed to cannabis resin originating in 
Morocco, is unclear.679

e so es  o  Libya radi ionally kno n as e an 
ro ince  is an i or an  oin  o  en ry or se eral dr gs 

into Libya, especially the area around the Salvador pass 
on e border be een iger and Libya  in e case 

of cocaine.680 681 682 ra ficking ro g  e area aro nd 
this pass is reportedly controlled by smugglers from 
the Tuareg and Tubu ethnic groups, and has allegedly 

c a ed de ending on e resence o  roo s in e 
nearby ili ary base o  ada a iger 683 684 Indeed, the 

668
669 UNODC, ‘Burkina Faso, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

670
671
672 UNODC, ‘Algeria, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 2018-

673
674 Interview #39, interview by UNODC, 2022.

-

Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime, May 2020)., p. 19.
676 -

Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (commissioned 
by the EMCDDA), 2019).

677
678 Interview #39.
679
680 Interview #39.
681

682 Mark Micallef et al., ‘After the Storm: Organized Crime across the Sahel-

Transnational Organized Crime, 2019). 
683

684 -
to per gli Studi di Politica Internazionale, 9 September 2019. 
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leveraging direct contacts with suppliers in South Amer-
ica. This consortium included an organized crime group, 
allegedly composed of individuals with roots in the same 
neig bo r ood o  ara e o osnia and Her ego ina  
with a presence in Rotterdam as well as Peru.697 698 699 700 

701 702 Belgium reported that, as of 2019, groups of Moroc-
can and lbanian  e nici y  o ere in ol ed in e 
extraction of cocaine from the port and maintained close 
ies across e border i  e e erlands so e i es 

based on a ily ies  ad e anded eir role in e 
procurement of cocaine and the development of contacts 
in South America.703 704

697
698

NL Times, 18 October 2019.
699

AD, 18 October 2019.
700 The Journal.ie, ‘The Curious Case of Daniel Kinahan: Cocaine Scion or 

The Journal.Ie, 17 May 2020.
701

The 
Irish Sun, 22 December 2019.

702 InSight Crime, 9 
February 2021.

703
n.d., 2.

704

 in   as ade ro  a essel ic  as ini ially 
headed to Tangier but had to make an emergency stop in 
Cabo erde 694

The development of cocaine routes into and through 
Morocco may have been facilitated by long-standing 
ro es or ra ficking o  cannabis resin in o ain  Con-
cerns about the overlap among these routes between 
Morocco and Europe were already raised in 2011.695

According to media reports, one major player in the 
criminal underworld of the Netherlands, who initially was 
in ol ed in cannabis ra ficking ro  orocco ia ain o 
the Netherlands, was subsequently also actively involved, 
around 2008, in setting up the logistics of waterborne 
ra ficking o  cocaine on e oroccan coas 696 Around a 

decade later, the same criminal leader came under suspi-
cion o  or ing ar  o  a di erse consor i  o  ra fickers 
importing large quantities of cocaine to Europe and 

694

696 Jessica Loudis, ‘The Cartel, the Journalist and the Gangland Killings That 
The Guardian, 6 October 2022.

Modes of transportation for inbound and outbound cocaine trafficking affecting Morocco

Note:
and 2019-2021 were not available.
Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire from Morocco.
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ra ficked ro  es  o eas 710 The drugs involved include 
synthetic drugs such as “ecstasy” and methamphet-
amine,711 but also cannabis resin.712 713 714According to 

edia so rces  e Canary slands and Cabo erde once 
more appear to function as important nodes in these 
routes,715 likely a natural consequence of the typical 
routes that sailing vessels need to follow in view of 
wind and swell conditions.716 Brazil appears to be the 
o  des ina ion or cannabis resin ra ficked across e 

Atlantic, from North Africa or from Europe.717 In Sep-
tember 2020, large quantities of cannabis resin were 
intercepted from several sailing boats,718 including two 
which were believed to make the transatlantic crossing 
on ore occasions   ons ro  a sailing boa  close o 

er e en ra Canary slands  and  ons o  e coas  

710
El Confidencial

April 2021.
711

InSight Crime, 10 August 2022.
712
713 -

714  InSight 
Crime, 24 June 2021.

-

716 Interview #41.
717
718 UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.

Cabo erde is a na ral s o o er oin  on ari i e 
routes across the Atlantic Ocean towards North Africa or 
Europe, especially for sailing vessels.705 The 2021 report 
o  e blin ro  on e dr g si a ion in es  rica 
assessed that Nigerian criminal gangs are well estab-
lis ed in raia ca i al o  Cabo erde and a or  ci y on 

e island o  an iago  in indelo a or  ci y on e 
island o  o icen e  and on e island o  al  and a  

ile ra ficking occ rs ainly by sea  dr gs are occa-
sionally s ored brie y on land  706

e Canary slands ain  cons i e e ne  i or -
ant stopover point; out of nine seizures coordinated by 

C-  and ade in e icini y o  e Canary slands 
over the period 2007-2021, eight were from sailing ves-
sels.707

There are also indications of a growing pattern of drug 
ra ficking across e lan ic ro  eas  o es  708 709

reversing the route used for cocaine and possibly used 
in “bartering” arrangements as payment for cocaine 

See Chapter Established markets, in this report.
706 Dublin Group, ‘Drugs Problem: Regional Situation in West Africa (Septem-

707 See Chapter Trafficking modalities, in this report.
708 Interview #41.
709

February 2022).

Typical routes for sailing vessels crossing from Europe towards the Americas, 2022

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Sources: Source: MAOC-N
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feeding a nascent domestic cocaine market.736 As of 2019, 
ra ficking ro  Libya in o gy  likely occ rred ro g  

e o ficial border crossing a  el- allo  as ell as 
across deser  areas slig ly r er so  be een ag -
b b and i a 737 The eastern Mediterranean port town of 
Ajdabiya, on the Gulf of Sirte, reportedly functioned as 
an in ernal ransi  b or o s ro g  Libya o ards 
Egypt, including consignments routed from the entry 
zone in the southwest border with Niger.738 However, as of 
2022, maritime transportation was the primary modality 
or cocaine o s e i ing Libya 739

The impact of cocaine trafficking on domestic markets 
Cocaine ra ficking ro g  es  and Cen ral rica  
as well as North Africa, has led to the development of 
domestic markets in these countries. However, data 
measuring the extent of cocaine use are only available 
for a minority of countries, and those which are avail-
able o en do no  allo  co arisons o er i e  a a or 
Morocco based on school surveys show an increase in 
past-year prevalence of use of cocaine hydrochloride 
a ong adolescen s aged -  ro   er cen  in  
o  er cen  in   ile re alence o  se o  crack  

cocaine was stable at 0.4 per cent.740

Some experts perceive that the use of some type of 
“crack” cocaine has been on the rise among youth in 
Cabo erde  and a  is as been a a or dri er o  an 
increase in violence.741 This is corroborated by treatment 
data, which indicate that, as of 2017, cocaine accounted 
or  er cen  o  dr g rea en  ro ision in Cabo erde 
in er s o  e ri ary dr g sed by a ien s 742 Accord-

ing to media coverage, “crack” use, and associated vio-
lence, have reportedly also increased in Guinea-Bissau.743

Ghanaian law enforcement perceived that cocaine traf-
ficking ro g  ana ad res l ed in e es ablis en  
of a domestic market,744 which may also be the case in 
C e d oire 745 As of 2017, cocaine accounted for 26 per 
cent of drug treatment provision in Ghana and 27 per 
cen  in C e d oire 746

er co n ries in e region i  significan  s ares o  
treatment provision attributable to cocaine use in recent 
years ere  Liberia  er cen  inea  er cen  

enin  er cen  ierra Leone  er cen  ali  

736

737 Ibid.
738 Ibid.
739 Interview #39.
740
741 ‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

742
743

Spiegel Abroad, 18 April 2022.
744 Annual Expert Meeting 2021, Girardot, Colombia

-

746

of Mauritania.719 In June 2021, 4.3 tons of cannabis resin 
were discovered in international waters, some 420 km 
from the Brazilian port of Recife, on a boat travelling 
from Portugal.720

e increases in ari i e ro es or cocaine ra ficking  
sometimes originating directly in South America, also 
affect other countries in North Africa. Algeria’s port of 

ran as been linked o o large cocaine sei res   
kg seized in May 2018 from a container originating in Bra-
zil,721 and 490 kg seized in June 2021 from the water 11 km 
away from the same port,722 while 301 kg were found on a 
beach in Skikda in 2019.723

Several incidents point to a growing role of Libya’s Med-
iterranean coast as an arrival zone for cocaine consign-
ments.724 These include a seizure of 612 kg in Malta from a 
container en route to Libya, having departed from Ecua-
dor and ransi ed Colo bia 725 and, 582 kg seized in the 

or  o  aya il c ador  ro  a con ainer des ined 
for Libya and Syria;726 these seizures occurred within 
a eek o  eac  o er in ece ber  ne re or  
assessed a  as o   e or s aro nd ri oli on 

e es  side o  Libya s edi erranean coas  ad co e 
to constitute a point of entry for cocaine shipped from 

or  rica s ecifically a ri ania  or direc ly ro  
o  erica  and also iden ified so e s aller cocaine 

sei res be een  kg and  kg eac  occ rring in 
Colo bia  aly and Libya  oin ing o e eas  coas  o  
Libya, in particular Benghazi, being used in a similar 
fashion. 727

From the countries of North Africa, notably Morocco728

and Algeria729 730  cocaine o s roceed ri arily nor  
across the Mediterranean towards Europe. However, in 
the case of Libya, the destinations appear to be more 
di ersified  and ay incl de so ern and so -eas -
ern Europe , 731 732 Egypt733 734 and countries in the Middle 
East.735 A portion of the incoming cocaine may possibly be 

719 Ibid.
720
721

722
723
724

InSight Crime, 11 January 2021.
Department of Customs, Malta, ‘Press Release: Largest Drug Haul by 

726
727

728
ARQ Morocco 2021

729
n.d.

730
731 Interview #39.
732

733 Ibid.
734

Interview #39.
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Southern Africa
i in e rican con inen  cocaine ra ficking and 
se a ear o a e firs  e erged in o  rica in e 

early s  likely acili a ed alongside e se o  o er 
dr gs so rced ro  abroad  by e co n ry s s rong links 
to high-income countries, including reopened borders 
and reinvigorated trade links which followed the end 
of the apartheid era.750 High levels of income inequality 
and unemployment may also have been conducive to 
increases in drug use, including cocaine alongside other 

1999).

er cen  all in  enegal  er cen  in  ogo 
 er cen  in  and rkina aso  er cen  in 

2017.747 In Senegal, mules are reportedly used to import 
small quantities of cocaine by land for the local mar-
ket and then package it, or turn it into “crack”, before 
reselling it to a mainly urban client base.748 In Nigeria, 0.9 
per cent of the population aged 15-64 used cocaine in the 
last year as of 2017.749

747 Ibid.
748 Dublin Group, ‘Drugs Problem: Regional Situation in West Africa (Septem-

749

Cocaine trafficking routes affecting Southern and Eastern Africa, 2018–2022

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Final boundary between the Republic of Sudan and the Republic of South Sudan has not yet been determined.
Sources: UNODC responses to the annual report questionnaire; UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform; UNODC Interviews; supplemented by open sources.
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drugs, observed during the 1990s.751 752 753 Already in 1994, 
a survey among “African Blacks” aged 10-21 years in South 

rica o nd a li e i e re alence o  cocaine incl ding 
crack  o   er cen 754

While recent data on prevalence of use in South Africa 
are not available, treatment data suggest that cocaine 
consumption in this country peaked around 2007 and 
has declined since then; in 2008, a household survey 
estimated prevalence of use at 0.78 per cent among the 
general population aged 15-64, noticeably higher than 

e os  recen  es i a e or rica  er cen  as o  
755 Preliminary treatment data for 2021 suggest a 

rebound in this year. 

Nowadays, experts perceive cocaine use to be mostly 
concentrated among the higher income population or 
used recreationally, but cocaine can also be used by 
o ris s  en- o- a e-se - i - en  and se  

workers.756 ince a en  cocaine sers in need o  rea -
ment may resort to private treatment centres that do not 
participate in public health networks, it is possible that 
cocaine users are under-represented in treatment data. 
Nevertheless, experts perceive the cocaine domestic 
market in South Africa as stable.757

Ibid.
A. Atkins, ‘The Illegal Drugs Trade and Development in South Africa: Some 

1997).
- South African Community Epidemiology Network on Drug Use (SACEN-

Karl Peltzer et al., ‘Illicit Drug Use and Treatment in South Africa: A Re-
Substance Use & Misuse

Interview #43, interview by UNODC, 2022.
Ibid.

Provision of treatment for cocaine use disorders, South Africa, 
2002–2021

Note:
Sources: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire; South Africa 
Medical Research Council. 

Provision of drug treatment in South Africa, by primary drug, 2007 versus 2021

Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.
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be een e or  o  rban and e or  o  an os 
ra il  or o decades 762

ndeed  sei re da a s gges  a  cocaine o s in o 
o  rica a e increased significan ly in recen  years  

and a a ori y o  is is likely r er ra ficked o o er 
countries,763 consolidating South Africa’s long-standing 
role as a ransi  co n ry  as confir ed by o  rican 
authorities.764 Over the period 2018-2021, reporting to 

C ia e nn al e or  es ionnaire indica es 
ra ficking ro  o  rica o  co n ries or erri o-

ries, including regional neighbours but also disparate 
des ina ions s c  as s ralia  ndia  Hong ong  C ina  

acao  C ina  akis an  i or-Les e and e ni ed ing-
dom.765 South African authorities further reported that 

e C -  ande ic crea ed a s i  in in erna ional 
ra ficking o ards e se o  e icles and sea rans or-
a ion  and confir ed rans-s i en  o  cocaine co ing 

from South America.766

Aside from South Africa, there are indications that the 
broader region of Southern Africa is increasingly affected 
by cocaine ra ficking  e ies o  e o l so one 
co n ries in is s bregion  ngola and o a bi e 
 o ra il ay be a key acili a or o  is  e role o  
e ra il- o a bi e link in cocaine ra ficking as 

documented as early as 2001.767 c  ra ficking as likely 
continued on a small scale throughout the 2000s and 

s  in ar ic lar ia ig s in o a o air or  in e 

762 Caryn Dolley, ‘Blood Ties: South Africa Caught in a Web of Murderous, 
Daily Maverick, 14 February 2022. 

763 Directorate for Priority Crime Investigation (HAWKS), ‘News: Half a Billion 

764
n.d.
UNODC, ‘Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire from Member 

766 UNODC, ‘South Africa, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

767 Metical, 28 June 2001, no 
1017 edition.

However, the most recent available treatment data 
indica e a clear increase in one s ecific region o  o  
Africa, namely KwaZulu-Natal, which shares part of South 
Africa’s border with Mozambique and also includes 

rban  one o  e b sies  or s o  rica ic  as 
recently been linked to a spate of large cocaine sei-
zures. According to media reports, in June 2021, 541 kg 
of cocaine were seized from a container in Isipingo, 
a s b rb o  rban 758 In July 2021, 715 kg were seized 
in Aeroton, an industrial area of Johannesburg, from 
e icles ra elling ro  rban or 759 this was followed 

by a related seizure of 1 ton of cocaine in the harbour of 
rban in g s  760 761 According to media sources, 

a cocaine ra ficking c annel as been in o era ion 

Ibid.
760 Ibid.
761 Directorate for Priority Crime Investigation (HAWKS), ‘News: Half a Billion 

African Police Service, 8 August 2021. 

Share of primary cocaine users among patients receiving treatment for substance use, South Africa, by region and notable trends at 
regional level

Notes:
Source:

Cocaine seizures in South Africa, 2002–2021

Note: Aggregates for 2010, 2011, 2013 2014 2019 and 2019 were not available.
Sources: Responses to the annual report questionnaire.
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the two countries in the same year.778 779 Moreover, 
cross-border ra ficking ro  o a bi e o i s es ern 
neighbours also occurs; in 2019, Zambia ranked Mozam-
bi e in firs  lace as a co n ry ro  ic  i  recei ed 
cocaine ollo ed by ngola  on e es ern ank  in 
second lace  and also re or ed a  cocaine ra ficking 
and consumption was detected in many housing com-
pounds such as “kimboni  s an y o ns 780 One year 

rior  a bia ad ranked ala i  ic  s ares borders 
with Mozambique and United Republic of Tanzania, as 

ell as a bia  in firs  lace as e ransi  co n ry ro  
which it received cocaine, and South Africa in second 

lace as a des ina ion second only o a bia i sel 781  
suggesting that both Malawi and Zambia could be transit 
co n ries or cocaine ra ficking ro  e eas ern coas  
of Africa to South Africa.782 This is corroborated by one 
report which suggests that, as of 2022, routes may also be 
developing from Mozambique across the western border 
into Malawi.783 However, from Mozambique cocaine may 
still also continue to European countries, such as France, 
Italy and Switzerland, which were reported as the major 
destinations as of 2019.784

The lusophone link to Brazil is also visible in the case of 
Angola. While aggregate data for this country are lim-
i ed  s ecific inciden s and re or ing in o en so rces 

oin  o a rela i ely es ablis ed c annel or ra ficking 
by air into Luanda airport in the capital.785 ring -

 se en sei res o  s all an i ies o  cocaine e 
larges  a o n ing o  kg  being ra ficked by air ro  

ra il o ngola ere doc en ed by C  o  ic  
si  ere ade in o a lo ra il 786 and the other one 
in L anda ngola 787 According to media sources citing 

e ngolan Cri inal n es iga ion er ices C  in 
ece ber  ngolan la  en orce en  dis an led an 

in erna ional cocaine dr g ra ficking gro  ic  as 
sing les on co ercial ig s o ra fic cocaine ro  
e air or  o  o a lo ra il  e gro  as o era -

ing out of Palanca, an urban district of Luanda, and had 
links in ngola  ra il  e e ocra ic e blic o  Congo 
and Portugal,788 suggesting that Angola was being used 
as a transit country in this instance. Moreover, “crack” 

778 UNODC, ‘South Africa, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

779 UNODC, ‘Mozambique, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

780
n.d.

781
n.d.

782
and 2021 was not available.

783 Stanyard et al., ‘Insurgency, Illicit Markets and Corruption: The Cabo 

784 UNODC, ‘Mozambique, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

InSight Crime, 14 September 2021.
786
787 Ibid. 
788 -

AllAfrica, 7 December 2020.

capital city.768 ring -  a  leas   ins ances ere 
doc en ed ere cocaine as ra ficked ro  ra il 
to Mozambique via air, of which 2 seizures were made 
in Maputo airport, and the others were made in Brazil 

ainly a  e in erna ional air or  o  o a lo  i  
ns ecified  des ina ion in o a bi e 769 All of these 

instances involved quantities of less than 20 kg, with the 
exception of 110 kg seized from air cargo at the interna-
ional air or  o  o a lo in ne 770

ecen ly ere a e been signs a  C s a e a e ed 
to further develop this channel from Brazil to Mozam-
bi e o ra fic larger an i ies  so e i es ia e se 
o  ari i e ro es  and a  cocaine ra ficking as also 
come to affect the northern provinces of Mozambique, 
in ar ic lar e con ic -a ic ed ro ince o  Cabo 

elgado and e ad acen  ro ince o  a la  n ril 
2020, according to media sources, an alleged high-level 

e ber o  e ra ilian C  Primeiro Comando do 
Capital was arrested in Mozambique.771 In October 2021 
police in Brazil seized 5 tons of cocaine in the port of Rio 
de Janeiro from a shipment bound for Mozambique.772

ccording o o en so rces  e or s o  acala ro ince 
o  a la  and e ba ca i al o  Cabo elgado ro -
ince  on e nor ern coas  o  o a bi e  in addi ion 
o ar-es- alaa  ni ed e blic o  an ania  r er 

nor  on e eas ern coas  o  rica  recei e cocaine  as 
of 2022, in containerized shipments from Brazil.773 In May 

olice ac ion o en orce ra fic reg la ions led o e 
discovery of 425 kg of cocaine in a vehicle in Nampula 
province.774

Mozambique’s geographical location places it also as 
a natural transit country along the long-standing her-
oin ra ficking ro es ro  sia  across e rabian ea 
toward the eastern coast of Africa and onward towards 
South Africa; these routes have recently also been used 
or e a e a ine ra ficking 775 776 It is plausible that 

cocaine reaching the eastern coast of Africa can proceed 
southward along the same land routes, as suggested 
by some open sources; 777 indeed South Africa indicated 
Mozambique as one of the transit countries through 
which it received cocaine, as of 2018, and Mozambique 
also indica ed cross-border cocaine ra ficking be een 

768
InSight Crime, 18 June 2021.

769
770
771 -

BBC News, 14 April 2020.
772 UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.
773 Julia Stanyard et al., ‘Insurgency, Illicit Markets and Corruption: The Cabo 

Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime, February 2022).
774

776 Stanyard et al., ‘Insurgency, Illicit Markets and Corruption: The Cabo 

777 Ibid.
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Eastern Africa
ra ficking by air lays a significan  role in cocaine o s 

affecting Eastern Africa. Based on 156 documented 
seizures of outbound consignments made in Brazil with 
a known destination in Africa, 65 were bound for Ethio-

ia ore an any o er co n ry  and all o  ese ere 
made at airports in Brazil.795 As discussed above, some of 
these may have been in transit to intermediate destina-
tions such as Nigeria. However, the airports of Ethiopia,796

alongside those of Kenya, also play an important role 
in cocaine ra ficking ro  rica o ards es ern and 
Cen ral ro e and o er cons er arke s  

enya iden ified e e erlands  Canada and e 
United Arab Emirates as the top three destinations for 
o bo nd cocaine ra ficking in 797 Kenya further 
iden ified io ia in firs  lace as a ransi  co n ry 
from which cocaine entered its territory, followed by 
the United Republic of Tanzania.798 Moreover, Kenya 
assessed that, as of 2019, 80 per cent of inbound 
cocaine reac ed i s erri ory ia ra ficking by air  799In 

enya  a significan  do es ic arke  or cocaine also 
exists. Past-year prevalence of “crack” use was esti-
mated at 0.1 per cent of the population aged 15-64 in 
2016.800

Media coverage suggests that cocaine also reaches Kenya 
via maritime routes,801 and other open sources indicate 

796 ‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

797
798 Ibid.
799
800
801

France24, 18 October 
2019.

cocaine was reportedly the second most consumed drug 
in Angola.789

Furthermore, some emerging signs point to the possi-
bility that, similar to the case of Mozambique, maritime 
ro es are being sed o ra fic larger an i ies o  
cocaine into Angola. In August 2022, 164 kg of cocaine 
were seized in the Port of Luanda.790  e or  o  akar 

enegal   kg o  cocaine ere sei ed in ne  
concealed within cars bound for Angola; the vessel had 
departed from Brazil.791 792

Namibia’s geographical location, with borders shared 
with both Angola and South Africa as well as a coast 
on the Atlantic, make it vulnerable to the development 
o  ra ficking ro es as ell as a do es ic arke  or 
cocaine se  s o   a n ber o  les ra ficking 
cocaine from Brazil had been arrested at Namibian 
airports;793 moreover Namibia reported that, as of 2021, 
cocaine reac ed a ibia ro g  air ra ficking ro  
Brazil via Ethiopia, and that the destination was Namibia 
itself, suggesting that a local market for this drug exists 
in Namibia. However, cocaine seizures in this country 
have been very limited, with the exception of 2018, when 

 kg o  cocaine origina ing in an os ra il  ere 
seized in Walvis Bay.794 Such a large quantity could poten-
ially a e been ean  or r er ra ficking

789
Organized Crime Index, 2021.

790
791 Ibid. 
792

Politico SL, 13 July 2019.
793 Thirtieth Meeting of Heads of National Drug Law Enforcement Agencies, 

794 Ibid. 

African countries of departure for inbound cocaine seized at airports by customs authorities in Western and Central Europe, by number of seizing 
countries, 2018–2021
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o adays  os  o  e e idence o  cocaine ra ficking 
oin s o Hong ong  C ina and acao  C ina  as ell as 

to neighbouring areas close to the coast of Guangdong. 
ei res in Hong ong  C ina end o e ceed e an i-

ties seized in the rest of the country and have increased 
s bs an ially in recen  years  Hong ong  C ina also 
regularly reports seizures of kitchen laboratories pro-
ducing “crack” or other cocaine products.811 812 Based on 
inciden s recorded in e C r gs oni oring la -
form, over the period January 2019-March 2022, seizures 
in 12 countries813 were made with destination Hong Kong, 
C ina  ile sei res ade in Hong ong  C ina i sel  ad 
de ar ed ro   di eren  co n ries  no ably ra il  
cases  io ia  cases  alaysia  cases  e erlands 

 cases  and o  rica  cases  

The location of seizure incidents and circumstantial 
information from media sources suggest that the nearby 
coast of Guangdong is also used as a point of entry, 
including Futian border control in Shenzhen and the Jiazi 
Port of Lufeng in Shanwei814 815 In April 2018, 1.3 tons of 
cocaine were seized in Guangzhou.816 817 In this case, a 
boat allegedly set sail from the port of Jiazi, through the 

as i c annel and across e acific o er ian a ers 
where it picked up the cocaine and returned to the 
coast of Guangdong; from there the cocaine was routed 
o ards Hong ong  C ina 818 819 Another instance of sus-
ec ed ra ficking across e acific o ards Hong ong  

C ina ca e o lig  in ril  en  kg o  cocaine 
where seized by Hong Kong Police.820

n  o significan  sei res ere also ade ro  
or s in e nor eas  o  C ina   kg sei ed a  e or  

of Qingdao Shi in June821 and 200 kg seized from a ship at 
e or  o  alian i in o e ber 822

ere are indica ions a  Hong ong  C ina is also sed 
as a ransi  loca ion in on ard ra ficking o  cocaine 
o ards o er co n ries in e sia- acific region  no a-

bly s ralia  n i s o ficial re or ing or e calendar 
years -  Hong ong  C ina iden ified s ralia in 

 C ina in  a an in  and e ili ines 

811 UNODC, ‘Hong Kong (SAR) of China, Responses to the Annual Report 

812 In addition, Hong Kong reported one packaging facility in 2021.
813 Belgium, Brazil, Dominican Republic, Germany, Nepal, South Africa, Spain, 

-
varian Republic of).

814 Song Liu and Yihe Ding, ‘“围猎 可卡因毒枭 广东 特大跨境贩毒案侦破
记 China News, 26 June 2020. 

edition.
816 Liu and Ding, ‘“围猎 可卡因毒枭 广东 特大跨境贩毒案侦破记
817

818 Liu and Ding, ‘“围猎 可卡因毒枭 广东 特大跨境贩毒案侦破记
819

820
821 Ibid.
822 Ibid.

the same phenomenon applies to the United Republic of 
Tanzania802 and Madagascar.803

One report assesses that Madagascar is acquiring 
importance as a trans-shipment point for heroin and, 
to a lesser extent, cocaine.804 Madagascar reported that 
inco ing cocaine o s origina ed  as o   in o  
Africa.805 As suggested by the above report, as of 2021 
this may include shipments in containers from South 
America transiting South Africa; in addition, cocaine may 
reach Madagascar via Kenya and the United Republic of 
an ania by air 806 From Madagascar, cocaine may be 
r er ra ficked o a ri i s and e island o  nion 
rance 807 as well as the Seychelles, Europe and the 

United States.808

Cocaine se is ercei ed o be lo  b  rising in ada-
gascar  as ell as eyc elles  e and or cocaine is also 

ercei ed o a e risen in nion 809

Asia

East, South-East and South Asia
e indica ions o  cocaine se and ra ficking in as  and 

South-East Asia are limited and point mainly to mod-
era e le els o  se in s ecific rban ocke s  and o e 
exploitation of some countries in this subregion as tran-
si  oin s or cocaine ra ficked o ards rban cons er 
centres or other destination markets such as Australia. 
However, this subregion accounts for a large share of the 
world’s population and a number of these countries have 
experienced strong economic growth, creating a bur-
geoning middle class which could be susceptible to the 
initiation of cocaine use.

ne s c  co n ry is C ina  ere os  indica ions o  
the presence of cocaine relate to the coastal region in 
the southeast of the country. According to open sources, 
a e s by o  erican ra fickers o de elo  a ar-
ke  or cocaine in C ina ere obser ed by o ficials in e 
coas al ro ince o  ian on e ai an rai  as early 
as 2007.810

802 Stanyard et al., ‘Insurgency, Illicit Markets and Corruption: The Cabo 

803 Lucia Bird et al., ‘Changing Tides: The Evolving Illicit Drug Trade in the 

Against Transnational Organized Crime, June 2021).
804 Ibid.

UNODC, ‘Madagascar, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

806 Bird et al., ‘Changing Tides: The Evolving Illicit Drug Trade in the Western 

807 UNODC, ‘Madagascar, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

808 Bird et al., ‘Changing Tides: The Evolving Illicit Drug Trade in the Western 

809 Ibid.
810

United States Department of Justice, April 2007).
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national investigation revealed a Balkan-based network 
operating in Europe, South America and Hong Kong, 
C ina and led o e sei re o   kg o  cocaine carried 
o  by Hong ong C s o s and acanese dicial olice  
and o e arres  o   indi id als in Hong ong  C ina 830 

831 In its reporting for the calendar year 2019, Mexico iden-
ified C ina a ong e o  ree des ina ions or cocaine 

consignments seized in Mexico.832

ra ficking o  dr gs  no ably o ia es and e a -
e a ine  across e yan ar-C ina border is a 

830

831
832

n.d.

in  a ong e o  ree co n ries o  des ina ion 
o  cocaine consign en s sei ed in Hong ong  C ina 823

ile s ralian a ori ies ranked Hong ong  C ina in 
third place among the countries or territories of depar-
ture for cocaine hydrochloride detected in Australia in 
2021.824 In May 2021, Australian Federal Police seized 160 
kg of cocaine arriving into Melbourne, via Sydney, from 
Hong ong  C ina  e s i en  as allegedly coordi-
na ed by an C  o era ing o  o  Hong ong  C ina and 

rkiye 825 n o e ber  Hong ong C s o s sei ed 
about 145 kg of suspected cocaine from an air cargo con-
signment, arriving from Guatemala, en route to Australia 
ia Hong ong  C ina 826 In their reporting for the 2019 

calendar year  ndonesian a ori ies also iden ified 
Hong ong  C ina a ong e os  i or an  oin  o  
de ar re in firs  lace  or e li i ed an i ies o  
cocaine salts detected in Indonesia.827 828

Aside from local actors, media sources suggest that 
igerian gro s are ar ic larly ac i e in e ra ficking 

o  cocaine ro  ra il o Hong ong  C ina 829 Cri inal 
groups with ties to the Western Balkan region have also 
been linked o cocaine ra ficking in e region  one in er-

823 Nevertheless, over this period the top ranked destination was consist-
ently Hong Kong, China itself; in particular, 99 per cent of cocaine seized 
in 2019 in Hong Kong, China was reportedly destined for Hong Kong, 
China itself.

824
n.d.
Australian Federal Police, ‘IRONSIDE: Alleged Australian Drug Boss and 

Federal Police, 20 June 2021.
826 The Government of the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, ‘Hong 

Kong Customs Seizes Suspected Cocaine and Suspected Methampheta-
-

ber 2021.
827

n.d.
828 Cocaine seizures in Indonesia in 2019 amounted to 8.4kg.
829 Raquel Carvalho and Marcelo Duhalde, ‘Narcos: The Hidden Drug High-

South China Morning Post, 24 
November 2018.

Cocaine seizures in China, including Hong Kong, China, and Macao, China, 2000–2020

Sources: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.

Registered people who used cocaine and registered people who used 
any drug in China, 2013–2020

Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.
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The available data which allow comparisons over time of 
e do es ic cocaine arke  in ainland C ina resen  

a mixed picture of trends; while data on registered drug 
users suggest an increase in cocaine use , the number 
of persons brought into formal contact with the criminal 

s ice sys e  on s s icion o  cocaine ra ficking o ences 
has declined. Moreover, data on cocaine seizures do 
no  indica e a clear rend  n Hong ong  C ina  on e 
other hand, the most recent available data do suggest an 
overall medium-term expansion of the cocaine market, 
beginning aro nd  re ec ed or e a le in da a on 
seizure quantities, seizure cases, and persons suspected 
of cocaine-related offences. Moreover, the number of 
ki c en labora ories rocessing cocaine ainly crack  
labora ories  ic  a eraged  o er e eriod -
2020,836 rose o  in  e ig es  on record 837 838

 do es ic arke  or cocaine also e is s in acao  C ina 
and likely in ai an ro ince o  C ina  n  al os  
one al  o  dr g sei re cases in acao  C ina ere 
rela ed o cocaine  o  o   ollo ed by  cases o  
crys al e a e a ine  n e sa e year  e sa e 
ranking across dr g y es cocaine in firs  lace  e -
a e a ine in second lace  as re ec ed in da a on 
the number of drug users in prison while, among indi-
id als recorded in e Cen ral egis ra ion ys e  o  
r g-de enden  ersons  cocaine ranked in second lace 

 er cen  in er s o  e ri ary dr g sed  a er 
e a e a ine  er cen 839

n ai an ro ince o  C ina  e as -year re alence o  
cocaine use among the adult population was estimated 
at 0.1 per cent of as of 2005.840 The available data on sei-
zure quantities suggest that the domestic market remains 

836 Data for 2017 were not available and are not taken into account in the 
average.

837 UNODC, ‘Hong Kong (SAR) of China, Responses to the Annual Report 

838 In addition, Hong Kong, China reported one packaging facility in 2021.
839 Instituto de Acção Social do Governo da RAEM, ‘Report on Drug Control 

2019).
840

long-standing phenomenon.833 While evidence of 
cocaine in Myanmar is very limited, in February 2017, 
450 kg of cocaine were seized from a warehouse in 
the Shwepyithar industrial zone, having entered the 
country through the industrial port of Yangon.834 The 
most recent wastewater-based study conducted in late 

 in  ndisclosed ci ies in so es  C ina did no  
o e er find e idence o  cocaine cons ion 835

833

834
Huanbo Wang et al., ‘Consumption of Common Illicit Drugs in Twenty-One 

Science of The 
Total Environment

Number of persons brought into formal contact with the criminal justice 
system on suspicion of cocaine trafficking offences, China, 2010–2019

Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.

Share of cases of seizures of cocaine-type drugs among all drugs, 
Hong Kong, China, and Macao, China, 2010–2021

Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.
Notes: Data for 2021 are preliminary. Data for Hong Kong, China for 2010, 2020, 
2021 and for Macao, China for 2012, were unavailable.
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consignments with Malaysia as the departure country 
during 2019.850

ra ficking o  cocaine by air ro g  alaysia also occ rs  
n  and  Hong ong C s o s sei ed  consign-

ments of cocaine, ranging between 1 kg and 11 kg in size, 
which had departed from Malaysia; 3 of these had been 
ra ficked by les on assenger ig s  and e o r  

was seized from air cargo.851According to media sources, 
in September 2021, Malaysian police arrested seven 
individuals suspected of being involved in distribution 
of small quantities852 of cocaine, including to Qatar and 
Hong ong  C ina 853 Media sources have documented 
some rather convoluted itineraries involving drug traf-
ficking by les ra elling ro g  alaysia  one alay-
sian passenger who was arrested at Tribhuvan Interna-
ional ir or  e al  in  ad re or edly ra elled ia 
ndia o ra il  ere s e icked  e dr g  en e  o 

Nepal and was due to return to Malaysia before travelling 
o er final des ina ion o  o e  llegedly e sa e le 
ad si ilarly ra ficked  re io s cocaine consign en s 

to destinations such as Rome and Amsterdam.854 In 2020, 
as dr g ra ficking by air as disr ed d e o res ric-
ions rela ed o C -  dr g ra ficking organi a ions 

resorted to courier services to send drugs in parcels from 
Malaysia to other countries, including Australia, Republic 
o  orea  Hong ong  C ina  ai an ro ince o  C ina  
Indonesia and New Zealand.855

While the domestic market for cocaine in Malaysia is 
small, like other countries in East and South-East Asia, 
Malaysia has experienced strong economic growth in 
recent years,856 raising the prospect for consumption to 
develop. Wastewater testing in 2017 detected low levels 
of cocaine consumption in Kuala Lumpur, with an average 
estimate of 12 mg per 1000 inhabitants per day.857 858 The 
use of cocaine in Malaysia, albeit among a limited sample 
o  eo le  as confir ed by an e lora ory s dy con-
ducted in Kuala Lumpur in 2022.859

Seizures of cocaine in this case amounted to 4.9kg
‘Cocaine Distribution: In Selangor, Cops Nab Seven, Seize 174 Sacks of 

Malay Mail, 20 September 
2021.

The Kathmandu Post, 17 

n.d.
Based on data from the World Bank, year-on-year GDP growth in 
Malaysia was between 4 and 6 per cent throughout 2002-2019, with the 
exception 2009, which coincided with a recession worldwide.
Peng Du et al., ‘Monitoring Consumption of Common Illicit Drugs in Kuala 

International 
Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health 17, no. 3 (January 
2020): 889.
Average of three estimates based on measurements made in each of 
June, July and August.

of an exploratory study on cocaine use, 2022.

limited, with annual aggregates typically under 10 kg. One 
departure from this pattern appears to have occurred in 

ece ber  en  according o edia so rces   kg 
ere sei ed in ai an ro ince o  C ina ro  a consign-

ment originating in Brazil, in an instance which, like more 
recen  si ilar inciden s in Hong ong  C ina  s gges s 

a  ai an ro ince o  C ina as  as o   also being 
sed as a ransi  oin  or cocaine ra ficking o des ina-

tions such as Australia.841 842

The importance of Malaysia in the global cocaine market 
has been limited thus far. However, Malaysia plays a 
significan  role as a ransi  co n ry or ra ficking ari-
ous types of drugs to countries in South-East Asia and 
Oceania. According to Malaysian authorities, as of 2019 
dr g ra ficking organi a ions ere e loi ing alaysia s 
proximity to the drug-producing region around the triple 
border o  yan ar  Lao eo le s e ocra ic e b-
lic and Thailand to use Malaysian territory as a hub to 
transport drugs to other countries, especially Indonesia, 
C ina  a an  e blic o  orea and s ralia 843 Malay-
sian law enforcement agencies also regularly detect and 
sei e significan  n bers o  clandes ine labora ories on 
a erage  ann ally o er e eriod -  ainly 
producing heroin, methamphetamine and “ecstasy”.844

ile dr g ra ficking o  o  alaysia rela es redo -
inantly to opiates and synthetic drugs, some incidents 
point to the possible expansion of this phenomenon to 
cocaine. In 2019, two very large cocaine seizures were 
made in Malaysia, both of which were believed to have 
been in ransi  o o er co n ries   ons sei ed in a  

la  close o or  lang and ala L r  in g s  
2019;845 and a reported quantity of 12 tons of cocaine, 
mixed with coal, seized from a vessel at Butterworth 
Port in September 2019.846 847 In its aggregate reporting 
for the 2019 calendar year, Malaysia reported a new 
ro e or cocaine ra ficking ro  Colo bia ia alaysia 
o s ralia  and iden ified s ralia as e only co n-

try, aside from Malaysia itself, which was the intended 
destination of cocaine seized in Malaysia.848 Cocaine as 
also been seized in European seaports from legal cargo 
originating in Malaysia. According to media reports, in 
May 2021, 570 kg of cocaine were detected in Rotterdam 
in a container with computer parts from Malaysia,849 and 
354 kg of cocaine were seized in Belgian seaports from 

841 China.Org.
Cn, 6 December 2016.

842 The track record of previous activities of the company which imported 
the legal goods (vehicle batteries, used as a cover) suggests that they 
were likely to be re-exported to Australia. 

843
n.d.

844 UNODC, ‘Malaysia, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 2012-

846 Ibid. 
847

The Straits Times, 20 September 2019.
848
849
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complained that some street dealers tended to sell 
a low purity cocaine. One male respondent reported 
that sometimes, his cocaine supply was spiked with 
higher amounts of ephedrine, which he was able 
to determine given his wide experience in cocaine 
consumption. There have also been situations where 
b yers ere ricked in o ac iring ecial  ke -
a ine  ins ead o  cocaine as ey co ld in er ro  e 
sedative and hallucinatory effect, not typical for the 
la er

The respondents reported obtaining their cocaine 
supply from local dealers, and a few have obtained it 
from foreigners who reside in Malaysia. In addition, 

e dealers canno  be easily iden ified or a roac ed 
directly; they would only communicate with trusted 
customers. Therefore, almost all of the participants 
claimed that they usually obtained their cocaine sup-
ply through close contacts or trusted friends who also 
used cocaine or who happened to know someone who 
distributed cocaine. In fact, cocaine supply seems to 
go through many layers of people before it is distrib-
uted. All cocaine purchasing activities are reported to 
occ r ia co nica ion ne orks obile ones  
and the dealers usually deliver the drugs at a pre-
ferred location. A substantial number of respondents 
believed that dealers often obtained their cocaine 
supply from the dark web. None of the respondents 

ad e erienced any di fic l ies in ob aining cocaine  
e ce  or e eriod d ring Co id- -rela ed o e-
ment restrictions. Respondents claimed that, to 
purchase high-purity cocaine, one must know the right 
person or dealer; inferior- or low-quality cocaine can 
be easily obtained but it is not worth the money.

The study also found that cocaine is sold at a high 
price compared to other illicit substances in Malay-
sia. One gram of cocaine can range between RM 600 
a ro i a ely   o   a ro i a ely 

  ne res onden  clai ed a  cocaine rices 
sed o be as lo  as   a ro i a ely   

per gram a few years ago. Given the high price, most 
respondents said that they think twice before purchas-
ing cocaine.

o es
a Study participants were selected through purposive sampling through key 

informants who were familiar with the local entertainment scene. Current 
cocaine users and those who have used cocaine in the last 12 months were 
eligible to take part in the study. A total of 12 semi-structured interviews 
(conducted online) were conducted during March-September 2022.

b

were Malays, one was a Yemeni national who lived in Malaysia, and one 
participant did not reveal their ethnicity. Most of the respondents were 
employed professionals (e.g., self-employed, chef, marketing executives, 
personal assistant, holistic practitioner, director of shipping company, 
music teacher, food and beverage industry, digital marketer, performer, and 

c

Cocaine use in Malaysia: an exploratory study in Kuala 
Lumpur

n  e Cen re or r g esearc  ni ersi i ains 
Malaysia, conducted an exploratory qualitative study 
to gain insights into the contextual use of cocaine in 
Malaysia.a e ar ici an s o  e s dy  a  e i e 
o  ri ing  ere ei er c rren  sers o  cocaine or ad 
used the drug in the past year; they were 6 men, 5 
women, and 1 non-binary, all of whom were employed 
and residents of Kuala Lumpur.b

All the respondents had been using cocaine for 
rolonged eriods o  i e  years on a erage  and 

on a reg lar basis a  leas  once a eek  es on-
dents used cocaine for various reasons or motives 
 o i ro e oc s  o re ain aler  ac i e  or confi-

dent during long hours of partying; and to enjoy the 
partying atmosphere or exuberance. All respondents 
reported administering cocaine powder by snorting; 
cocaine users inhaled 1-2 “lines” if the cocaine was of 
high purity, or 3-4 “lines” in the case of a lower purity 
cocaine.c No smoking or diluting cocaine powder 
in alco olic be erages as re or ed  Cocaine as 
re or ed o be co only sed on i s o n i o  

i ing or co-inges ing i  i  o er dr gs   e  
respondents mentioned having used cocaine con-
currently with illicit drugs such as ecstasy, ketamine, 

 and crys al e a e a ine  b  ey 
e erienced n leasan  e ec s e g  a ango er  as a 
result. All the respondents claimed that, to boost the 
euphoric effects, they usually consumed alcohol prior 
to slowly moving to snorting cocaine. None of the 
study’s participants had noticed health issues after 
having used cocaine and none had sought treatment 
for their cocaine use.

While most participants reported having about 5 to 
10 friends who used cocaine, they preferred a smaller 
circle -  eo le  en cons ing e dr g  e 
preferred setting to consume cocaine was a private 
space, such as a friend’s place, including home-based 
parties with a small group of friends. A public setting, 
such as a club or a bar, was typically not perceived 
safe by cocaine users as it may attract attention from 
other party goers and law enforcement personnel. It 
was also mentioned that cocaine is available in the 
city’s premium clubs for consumption by upper-class 
individuals. One female respondent claimed that she 
normally used cocaine after parties.

The respondents claimed that their cocaine supply 
usually came from overseas, with varying purity levels. 
Based on their personal experience and dealers’ 
assurance, male respondents perceived that cocaine 

ri y le els ere s ally ig  allegedly ranging 
be een  o  er cen  e ale res onden s  
however, claimed their cocaine supply to be sub-
s andard o  lo er ri y le els   e  res onden s 
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2022868 and several times during 2019.869 870 However, 
given that the detected packages of cocaine were loosely 
scattered, these instances may represent losses from 
ra ficking ro es i  nkno n des ina ion

In Japan, a small domestic market for cocaine has existed 
for several years. Total seizures averaged 31 kg annually 
o er -  ranging be een  kg and  kg 871 While 
these quantities are relatively small, there are some 
indications that the market in Japan has grown in recent 
years. The estimated number of lifetime users of cocaine 
doubled between 2015 and 2017;872 in other words, more 
than one half of people who had ever used cocaine in 
a an as o   ad done so or e firs  i e i in e 

previous two years.873 As of 2019, the number of lifetime 
users of cocaine was estimated at 300,000.874 Experts 
perceived the demand for cocaine in Japan to be linked 
to communities of South American origin.875

In 2018-2020, larger quantities of seized cocaine were 
registered in Japan, driven by individual large seizures 
at ports; however, in these cases it was unclear whether 

868
Gulf News, 24 March 2022.

869 BBC News, 9 
July 2019.

870

871
872
873

on estimates from the National Survey on Drug Use and Health, slightly 
less than 3 per cent of people who had ever used cocaine in 2020 had 
initiated use in 2020 or 2019.

874
Interview #30, interview by UNODC, 2022.

In Thailand, the market for stimulant drugs appears to be 
dominated by methamphetamine. Over the period 1991-
2021, aggregate seizures of cocaine never exceeded 70 kg 
in a single year.860 In 2019, 87 per cent of drug treatment 
was provided for methamphetamine use, while cocaine 
accounted for less than 1 per cent.861 However, in report-
ing by Member States for the calendar year 2021, Thailand 

as iden ified a ong e o   co n ries o  des ina ion 
of cocaine-type drugs by two important transit countries 
or cocaine ra ficking  r g ay ic  ranked ailand in 

ird lace  and ana in second lace

Viet Nam may also play a role as a transit country for 
cocaine ra ficked o neig bo ring co n ries  Cocaine 
seizures in Viet Nam exceeded 100 kg in 2018 and 2019.862

According to the United States Government, cocaine 
arrives in Viet Nam both to supply local consumption and 
for further distribution to countries such as Japan and 

s ralia  Cocaine re or edly reac es ie  a  on sea 
freight containers, inside air shipments or concealed by 
human couriers.863 n  o cases o  cocaine ra fick-
ing to Viet Nam shared a number of similarities, as they 
both involved female drug mules of Malaysian nationality 
ra ficking cocaine ro  ra il  on assenger ig s  o Ho 

C i in  Ci y  ie  a  one as arres ed in c ober  
with 3.3 kg cocaine, and the second one in November 
2018 with 4.1 kg. 864

The market for cocaine in Indonesia and the Philip-
pines appears to be limited; however sporadic seizures 
occasionally raise the prospect of potential attempts 
o in rod ce cocaine in o ese co n ries in significan  

quantities. In September 2022, 179 kg of cocaine were 
found in the waters near Merak port on Java island, Indo-
nesia  e larges  cocaine sei re on record in e co n-
try.865 This case appears to be linked to a consignment 
o  cocaine ic  reac ed e cas le e  o  ales  

s ralia 866 however, the fact that the cocaine consign-
ment appears to have been split in Indonesia raises the 
possibility that one part of it was intended to explore the 
Indonesian market. 

In 2021, 661 kg of cocaine were seized in the airport serv-
ing Quito, Ecuador, concealed in industrial machinery to 
be sen  o e ili ines ia ia i ni ed a es 867 On 
se eral o er occasions  cocaine as been o nd oa ing 
in open sea close to the Philippines, or having washed 
up on the shores of the Philippines, for example in March 

860
861
862
863 Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs, ‘2022 

-
ment of State, 1 March 2022).

864
Ibid.

866
ABC News, 12 May 2022.

867

Cocaine market indicators in Japan, 2011–2020

Sources: Seizures: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire: 
Number of users: DAINAP.
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A household survey of drug use conducted across India 
in 2018886 estimated an annual prevalence of 0.11 per cent 
o  e general o la ion aged -   er cen  a ong 
males and 0.01 per cent among females. Although these 
levels are well below the global average on a per capita 
basis, as the same study points out, they translate into 
1.1 million past-year users, or 5 per cent of the global 
number of users. 

High levels of past-year prevalence were found in two 
s a es on e nor ern borders  r nac al rades   

er cen  in e nor eas  and n ab in e nor es  
 er cen   and in so e es ern ad inis ra i e 

regions  na ely a an and i   er cen  adra and 
agar Ha eli  er cen  a aras ra incl ding e 

ci y o  bai  and e arc i elago o  Laks ad ee   
er cen  ic  is also a o ris  des ina ion 887 According 
o edia so rces  e arco ics Con rol rea  o  ndia 

has concerns about cocaine present in Mumbai in par-
ticular.888 As of 2017, provision of treatment services for 
dr g se in ndia as do ina ed by o ioids  er cen  
and cannabis  er cen  as e ri ary dr g sed  i  
cocaine accounting for only 0.3 per cent.889

It appears that the domestic market in India is usu-
ally supplied by small shipments. In 2019, seizures of 
incoming cocaine consignments, amounting to 33 kg in 
total, were mainly from air and land channels, with none 

886 -
nistry of Social Justice and Empowerment, Government of India, February 
2019).

887 The union territories of Daman and Diu, Dadra and Nagar Haveli and 
Lakshadweep are geographically small and have higher population den-
sities than the national average for India. The union territories of Daman 
and Diu and Dadra and Nagar Haveli were merged into one as of 2020.

888 Shishir Gupta, ‘Mundra Port Seizure Had a Dry Run on June 9, Govt Alar-
Hindustan Times, 4 October 2021.

889

the destination was Japan.876 For example, in April 
 abo   kg o  cocaine e larges  an i y e er 

sei ed in a single ins ance in a an  ere de ec ed in 
a sea cargo vessel that had arrived in Yokohama Port 
ro  c ador b  c s o s o ficers s s ec ed i  ig  

have been a result of a failure to unload the drugs in a 
previous port along the route.877 878 According to media 
sources, a similar case was detected in the Republic of 

orea in o e ber   kg o  cocaine ere sei ed 
from a container in Busan, the largest cocaine seizure 
ever registered in the Republic of Korea.879 The itinerary 
of the container had involved Peru, Ecuador, Guatemala, 
and Mexico, and it had also transited Japan before the 
cocaine was accidentally detected in the Republic of 
Korea. Korean prosecutors reportedly assessed that 
the intended destination was likely not the Republic of 
Korea,880 and the circumstances of the case suggest that 
there may have been a failure in an intended ‘rip-off’ 
unloading somewhere earlier along the route. Irrespec-
tive of potential recent increases, the domestic market in 
Japan remains relatively small; as of 2020, only 429 out of 
19,676 seizure cases in Japan concerned cocaine.881

side ro  ra ficking direc ly ro  o  erica  so e 
cocaine is ra ficked o a an by ail ro  ro ean 
countries, such as the Netherlands and Germany, and, 
less frequently, from North American countries.882 Those 
in ol ed in cocaine ra ficking by assenger ig s o en 
include second generation immigrants with Brazilian 
nationality living in Japan; other nationalities include 
Mexican, American, Spanish and Thai. With the restriction 
on assenger ig s d e o C -  ere as a s i  
in cocaine ra ficking odali ies ro  air assengers o 
air cargo. Moreover, concealment methods observed in 
Japan have become increasingly sophisticated, including 
cases of cocaine mixed with a solid substance, such as 
carbon black cocaine  ra ficked by ail  i regna ed 
in clothes, and concealed in correspondence/documents 
also ra ficked by ail 883

es i e e large o la ion o  ndia  s ly side da a do 
no  re ec  a large do es ic cocaine arke  n il  
annual seizure aggregates had never exceeded 150 kg.884 In 
2020, both the number of seizures and the quantity seized 
declined  a ac  ic  as been a rib ed o e i ac  o  

e C -  ande ic and associa ed res ric ions 885

876 Ibid.
877 Ibid.
878 Kyodo 

News, 16 April 2020. 
879 Prior to 2019, total annual seizures in the Republic of Korea had never 

exceeded 24kg. In August 2019, a seizure of 101 kg was made in the port 

880 Ji-hye Han, ‘“역대 최대 규모 코카인 400kg 밀반입 적발…1401억 원 추산
Donga, 24 November 2021.

881
882 Interview #30.
883 Ibid.
884

The Economic Times, ‘Drug Seizures in India in 2020 Highest in Five Years: 
The Economic Times, 7 April 2022.

Cocaine seizures in India, 2010–2021

Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.
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a a  o  rica  io ia in a  order  and ra il ia 
a ar  in 894

India also appears to play a minor role within the global 
cocaine market as a transit country for cocaine, or related 
products, both to neighbouring countries and to more 
distant destinations. It is notable that, even though India 
is not a major cocaine consumption country and is geo-
graphically removed from the cocaine production zones 
o  o  erica  so e ra ficking ro g  ndia a ears 
to involve raw or intermediate “cocaine-type” products. 
Canadian a ori ies assessed a  ndia as e second 

os  re en ly occ rring de ar re co n ry a er er  
b  a ead o  Colo bia  or in er edia e cocaine rod-

c s in e or  o  coca as e C  or refined cocaine 
base sei ed in Canada in 895 896 Similarly, India was 
iden ified by a ori ies in o  rica in  in firs  

894
n.d.

n.d.
896 Data for 2021 are preliminary.

reported from sea channels.890 In 2020, the restrictions 
on international air travel may have spurred an increase 
in the use of mail, which accounted for more than one 
third of inbound consignments by weight; nevertheless 
ra ficking by air acco n ed or e re ainder 891 How-

ever, in 2021, sea transportation was the predominant 
mode of transportation, accounting for 95 per cent of 
inbound seizures by weight.892 This is likely driven by a 
large  kg  in elligence-led sei re  doc en ed in 
open sources,893 ade in icorin or  in o  ndia 
from a consignment which had originated in Panama 
and ransi ed ro g  n er  elgi  and Colo bo 

ri Lanka  ased on e os  recen  o ficial re or ing 
from Indian authorities, the most important countries of 
departure for cocaine seized in India in 2021 are Pan-

890
n.d.ARQ 2019 India

891
892
893 SATP, ‘India: 303 Kg of Cocaine Seized at Tuticorin Port in Tamil Nadu, Says 

April 2021. 

Past-year prevalence of cocaine use in India, by state or union territory, 2018

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.

been yet agreed by the parties.
Source: Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment, Government of India, Magnitude of Substance Use in India, New Delhi, 2019.
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Lebanon as o   and  er cen  in srael already as 
of 2016910 911 In Lebanon, shares in excess of 15 per cent 
were also registered consistently each year during 2013-
2017.912 913 In 2020, Israel also accounted for the highest 
quantities of cocaine seized in this region.914

n i s res onse o e C nn al e or  es ion-
naire  srael iden ified gy  Libya and Lebanon in 

a  order  as e ain ransi  co n ries ro  ic  i  
de ec ed inbo nd cocaine ra ficking  as o   ased 
on inciden s doc en ed by C and occ rring ro  
2019 onwards, Israel was believed to be the intended 
destination of cocaine consignments seized in eight dif-
ferent countries.915 916 However, at least one instance has 
also been recorded in which Israel appears to have been 
used as a nominal destination for a cocaine shipment 
concealed in con ainers as a decoy o de ec  scr iny 
from law enforcement, while the intended point 

910 More recent data for Israel were not available.
911
912 Data for 2018 were unavailable, and data for 2019 appear to be exceptio-

nal, with a share of 8 per cent. 
913
914 UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.

Brazil, Czechia, Italy, Germany, Greece, Paraguay, Panama, Ukraine.
916

place897  and s ralia in  in ird lace898  as a 
de ar re co n ry or ra ficking coca lea 899 Moreover, in 
March 2019, 31.5 kg of cocaine in base form were seized 
ro  a essel in e or  o  ar on enegro  a ing 

departed from India.900

ndia as also been iden ified as a de ar re or a ransi  
co n ry or ra ficking o  cocaine sal s  in  by ri 
Lanka and Nepal. Moreover, aside from the above-men-
ioned inciden  in on enegro  se eral o er s ecific 

instances have been documented of non-negligible 
quantities of cocaine seized as they were about to depart 
from India, or in destination countries from shipments 
or individuals having departed from India; from 2019 
onwards, the destination countries included Australia,901

902 Belgium,903 Italy,904 and Sri Lanka.905 The largest of these 
involved 771 kg seized in January 2021 in Belgium, having 
departed from India.906

ccording o edia so rces o ing e a ional r g 
gency o  e aldi es  cocaine ra ficking o e al-

dives has increased recently, and the country is being 
sed as a ransi  oin  or s c  ra ficking 907 Indeed, a 

joint report of the same agency and the World Health 
rgani a ion assessed a  e y e o  dr gs ra ficked 

into the Maldives had seen radical change over the 
eriod -  i  cocaine and  ac iring 

importance.908 A recent study of wastewater from nine 
di eren  si es across al  confir ed e cons ion o  
cocaine in the Maldives, albeit at low levels.909

Near and Middle East, Southwest Asia, Central Asia and 
the Transcaucasian Countries
Within the subregion of the Near and Middle East/
South-West Asia, the clearest signs of a domestic cocaine 
market are in Israel and Lebanon. Based on the most 
recent available data, these two countries account for 
the highest share of treatment provision for cocaine use 
disorders a ong co n ries in is region   er cen  in 

897 UNODC, ‘South Africa, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

898
n.d.

899

Australia in 2017.
900 UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform. (32 kg seized in Montenegro in March 

2019, having departed from India.)
901

2019, having departed from India.)
902 Ibid. (10 kg seized in India in May 2021 with Australia as the intended 

destination.) 
903 Ibid. 
904 Ibid. (3.9 kg seized in Italy in October 2019, having departed from India.)

Ibid. (3 kg seized in India in May 2020 with Sri Lanka as the intended 
destination.)

906 Ibid. 
907 The 

Edition, 8 September 2021.
908

Organization and National Drug Agency of the Maldives, 2021).
909 Luca Fallati et al., ‘Use of Legal and Illegal Substances in Malé (Republic 

The Science of the Total 
Environment 698 (January 2020): 134207.

Cocaine seizures in Near and Middle East/South-West Asia, total and 
selected countries, 2005–2020

Sources: National aggregates: UNODC, responses to the annual report 
questionnaire; Additional seizures: individual seizures cases from UNODC Drugs 
Monitoring Platform and World Customs Organization.
Notes: Data for 2021 are preliminary. Additional seizures are only included in 
cases when the national aggregate in a given country was not available. In order 
to preserve comparability over time, additional seizures are not included in data 
at country level. Dashed lines indicate gaps in national aggregate data 
(intermediate years).
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Eastern and South-Eastern Europe

The role of South-Eastern Europe in cocaine trafficking 
is likely to continue to grow
South-Eastern Europe is another entry point for cocaine 
destined primarily for European markets. Based on 
sei res  cocaine a ears o be increasingly ra ficked 

ro g  rkiye o reac  o - as ern and as ern 
ro e ia air co riers  and sea ro es 932 Since 2014, 

the quantities of cocaine seized in the country increased 
sevenfold, from 393 kg to a record 2.8 tons in 2021.933 934

e oin s o  de ar re or cocaine ra ficking o rkiye 
remain in South America.935

ra ficking o  s all an i ies o  cocaine in o rkiye 
by air is frequent.936 Air couriers often land in Istanbul 
airport and may arrive from South America as well as 

rica  in ar ic lar es ern rica   ra ficking by sea 
is also occ rring  or e a le  rkis  ra fickers see  o 
have been involved in the seizure of 528 kg of cocaine off 

e coas  o  inea ro  a rkis - agged fis ing boa  in 
February 2022, according to Turkish law enforcement.937

In recent years, large quantities have been seized in indi-
id al cases  bo  in rkiye and en route o rkiye in 

Latin American countries. In May 2020, 4.9 tons of cocaine 
ere sei ed a  e or  o  ena en ra Colo bia  

932 Turkish National Police Counter Narcotics Department, “2021 Turkish Drug 

933 Data for 2021 are preliminary.
934

Subcommission on Illicit Drug Traffic and 
Related Matters in the Near and Middle East
2020.

936 Ibid.
937 Republic of 

Türkiye, Ministry of Interior (blog), 7 February 2022.

of recovery of the cocaine was in an intermediate port of 
the transit.917 918

There are also some signs of a potentially emerging mar-
ket in Saudi Arabia. Already in April 2020, authorities in 

a di rabia obser ed an increase in cocaine ra ficking 
by air from Nigeria.919 igeria ranked a di rabia in firs  
place among the most frequently detected countries of 
destination of cocaine seized in 2020,920 and in second 
place in 2021.921 In recent years, Ghana922 and Benin923

a e also iden ified a di rabia a ong e ain des-
ina ion co n ries or ra ficking o  cocaine rod c s  
ased on inciden s doc en ed by C  aside ro  

instances of small quantities seized in Kenya924 and 
Nigeria925 bound for Saudi Arabia, since 2020 two large 
consignments seized in Ecuador were headed for Saudi 

rabia   kg sei ed in c ober  and  kg sei ed 
in January 2022.926

In Saudi Arabia, cocaine seizures, which had never 
exceeded 30 kg until 2015, increased distinctly as of 2016, 
averaging 691 kg over 2016-2020.927 However, in 2021 such 
seizures fell to 28 kg.928 929 In view of the established 
market for stimulants in this country, Saudi Arabia may 
represent a market with a potential to develop further. 
The retail price of cocaine in Saudi Arabia is especially 
high,930 suggesting that availability is still relatively low, 
b  o en ially also in enced by de and  and r er 
rendering is co n ry a rac i e or ra fickers  

In the United Arab Emirates, a seizure of around half a 
ton of cocaine was made in October 2021.931 While the 
cocaine had entered in a container via a seaport, it was 
subsequently moved within the country and one arrested 
individual was suspected of purchasing power tools to 
retrieve the cocaine from the container, suggesting that 
the cocaine may have been intended for the local market 
or for distribution within the region. 

917 German De los Santos and Gabriel Di Nicola, ‘El misterioso tránsito por 
La 

Nacion, 27 March 2021.
918 DataClave, ‘El mayor cargamento de cocaína de la historia decomisado 

919 Subcommission on Illicit Drug Traffic 
and Related Matters in the Near and Middle East Fifty-Fifth Session, 

920
n.d.

921
n.d.

922
n.d., in second place for cocaine hydrochloride

923

924
Ibid. 

926 Ibid. 
927 Data for 2018 were unavailable.
928 Data for 2021 are preliminary.
929 UNODC, ‘Saudi Arabia, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

930 See Chapter Established markets, in this report.
931

Cocaine seizures in Türkiye, 2000–2021

Note: Data for 2021 are preliminary.
Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.
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sei ed a  n alya or  ro  a cargo s i  ro  an ndis-
closed oin  o  de ar re 942

rkis  a ori ies also ig lig  a  rkiye s gro ing 
role as a ransi  co n ry or cocaine o s ig  o en-
tially affect other South-Eastern and Eastern European 
countries, as well as Greece.943 Cri inal gro s in ol ed 
in e ra ficking o  eroin along e alkan ro e ay 
exploit their connections to also expand into the poten-
tially emerging cocaine markets of Eastern Europe, the 
Ca cas s  and iddle as

942 Turkish Coast Guard Command, ‘Approximately 184 Kg Of Drugs Were 
Republic of Türkiye, Ministry of Interior (blog), 12 

October 2022.
943 Turkish National Police Counter Narcotics Department, “2021 Turkish Drug 

ro  a con ainer bo nd or rkiye 938 In June and July 
o   olice in aya il c ador  sei ed  kg and 

 kg o  cocaine res ec i ely i  des ina ion rkiye 939

940 In August 2022, Turkish law enforcement seized 242 
kg of cocaine on a merchant vessel that had sailed from 

ra il o ekirda  ar a  or  es  o  s anb l a  e ea 
of Marmara.941 In October 2022, 184 kg of cocaine were 

938
939

Policía Nacional de Ecuador, June 
23, 2022.

940 -
Policía Nacional de Ecuador, July 18, 2022.

941 Turkish Coast Guard Command, ‘Approximately 242 Kg Of Cocaine Was 
Repu-

blic of Türkiye, Ministry of Interior (blog), 31 July 2022.

Cocaine trafficking routes affecting Eastern and South-Eastern Europe

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Sources: UNODC Drugs Monitoring Platform;
UNODC, Responses to Annual Report Questionnaire;

TUB%C4%B0M/2021-TURKISH-DRUG-REPORT.pdf,
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For example, seizure data suggest that, starting in 
2019, Greece has been receiving growing quantities of 
cocaine.953 Brazil and Ecuador have been repeatedly 
mentioned by Greece as departure countries, in their 
res onses o e C nn al e or  es ionnaire or 
the 2012-2021 period. Some shipments make a stopover 
in other European ports prior to arriving in Greece, from 
where the drug typically travels through the Balkan 
countries to the rest of Europe. For instance, according 
to media reports, in March 2022, 100 kg of cocaine were 
seized from a shipment of bananas in the port of Thessa-
loniki on a ship that arrived from Malta. In June 2022, four 
British nationals were arrested in Thessaloniki for traf-
ficking  kg o  cocaine  also in a s i en  o  bananas  
Reportedly, the drugs were bound for distribution in 
other European countries and Australia. Before arriving 
to Thessaloniki, the drugs had been transported to the 

alian region o  Calabria  ic  s gges s e in ol e en  
of ‘Ndrangheta.954 In addition, according to open sources 
Bulgarian networks seem to be active in Greek ports by 
infil ra ing legal b siness and sing ake co anies o 
receive shipments from Latin America, while Albanian 
nationals are believed to provide logistical support with 
cocaine ra ficking o lgaria and erbia 955

In the last decade, Albanian-speaking groups have 
become major players on Europe’s cocaine market,956 957

while relying on a vast network of associates among the 
Albanian diaspora abroad958 and often working in con-

See Chapter Established markets, in this report.
BBC 

News

UNODC and EUROPOL, “The Illicit Trade of Cocaine from Latin America 

UNODC, September 2021) 
-

Europol News
Maurizio Franco, Youssef Hassan Holgado, and Filippo Poltronieri, ‘How 

IRPI Media, 3 
March 2022.

Turkish authorities suggest that, beyond its role as a 
ransi  co n ry  rkiye is i sel  arge ed by cocaine 
ra fickers as a des ina ion arke 944 Prior to 2019, it 

was mentioned as a destination for cocaine seized in 
Armenia, Bulgaria, Georgia, Italy and Romania. More 
recen ly  erbia as en ioned rkiye as a des ina ion 
for cocaine seizures every year since 2018, and again 
Bulgaria in 2021.945 There has been a steep increase in 
the number of cocaine seizure cases between 2014 and 
2017. In 2021, there were 2,961 cocaine-related incidents 
in rkiye in ic   s s ec s ere de ained 946 Of 
those incidents, 66 per cent were related to cocaine use, 
and  er cen  o cocaine ra ficking 947 Furthermore, 
wastewater analysis suggests that cocaine consumption 
co ld be ig er in so e ci ies in rkiye  an re ec ed 
in recent household surveys.948 949 Nevertheless, these 
cocaine consumption estimates are still several times 
lower than those reported in Western European coun-
tries.950

ro  rkiye  e o bo nd cocaine o s o ards ro-
pean countries likely transit north through the Black Sea 
and the Balkans, which have been traditionally asso-
cia ed i  ra ficking o  o ia es and s ggling o  cig-
arettes but have been recently growing in prominence 
as a ransi  s b-region or cocaine ra ficking ro es  
Con ainer s i en s o  res  r i  ro  o  erica  
especially Ecuador, have been a typical method of con-
cealment for cocaine that arrives at the Balkan seaports 
as ill s ra ed by e e a les en ioned belo  n 

addition, according to Italian authorities, since 2020, 
alian or s ainly e so ern or  o  ioia a ro  

have been increasingly used as a transhipment point for 
cocaine directed eastward to the Balkan ports on the 
Aegean Sea and on the Black Sea. At these ports, large 
shipments of cocaine from South America are received 
by Balkan criminal groups, in particular Albanian and 
Serbian-Montenegrin nationals, who ensure its whole-
sale distribution and transportation to markets and 
to stockpiling areas in Greece, Bulgaria, Romania and 
Ukraine.951 952

944

2021.
946 Turkish National Police Counter Narcotics Department, “2022 Türkiye 

947 Turkish National Police Counter Narcotics Department, “2022 Türkiye 

Interior, 2022) , 36.
948
949 While the annual prevalence of cocaine use in the general population in 

in Western and Central Europe, the average level of benzoylecgonine in 
Turkish cities (30 mg/1000 population/day, based on measurements for 

average value in cities in Western and Central Europe.
Nebile Daglioglu, Evsen Yavuz Guzel, and Serdar Kilercioglu, ‘Assessment 
of Illicit Drugs in Wastewater and Estimation of Drugs of Abuse in Adana 

Forensic Science International 294 (2019): 132–39.

per i Servizi Antidroga, 2022).

Seizures of cocaine in Greece, 2011–2021 (in kilograms)

Note: Data for 2021 are preliminary. 
Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.
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en  incl de s ri s ro  c ador  and coal  lbanian 
la  en orce en  also no ed a ne  ra ficking odali y  
cocaine can be hidden in heavy tonnage vehicles and 
shipped from Italy to Albania by ferry, with the aim of 
proceeding to other EU countries via Montenegro, North 
Macedonia and Kosovo.973

The Montenegrin port of Bar is also an active transit 
point for Balkan criminal groups. Nationals of Montene-
gro have for some time featured frequently in detected 
cases o  cocaine ra ficking  es ecially as cre  e bers 
of sea vessels,974 likely re ec ing e sea- aring radi-
tion of Montenegro and their linguistic commonality 

i  o er erbo-Croa ian-s eaking gro s ic  a e 
emerged as major players orchestrating transatlantic 
cocaine shipments.975 For example, in June 2019, author-
ities in the port of Philadelphia, United States, seized 
the remarkable quantity of 20 tons of cocaine from a 
container ship976 en route to the port of Rotterdam in the 
Netherlands, and arrested several Montenegrin members 
of its crew. 977

Montenegrin authorities assessed that, between 2017 
and 2021, police seized over 30 tons of cocaine world-
wide in cases where criminals from Montenegro were 
involved.978 While the individuals involved in several 
of these cases may have been lower-level operatives, 

on enegrin a ori ies also iden ified  as re or ed in 
open sources, the Skaljari and Kavac groups as powerful 
and high-risk organized crime groups in the country.979

Moreover, according to media sources, an Austria-based 
Montenegrin national who allegedly occupies a leader-
s i  osi ion in a dr g ra ficking ring  oge er i  o 
Croa ian associa es o are in c s ody in Croa ia  are 
suspected by law enforcement agencies to have links to 
large cocaine consign en s sei ed in Colo bia and aly  
Notably, according to the same media sources, a large 
quantity of heroin stored in Austria was to be shipped as 
payment for cocaine shipments.980  confir ed  e case 
would be another example of convergence of different 
ra ficking o s and bar ering  arrange en s as ay-

ment. 

 si ilar e c ange re or edly in ol ing Croa ian cre  
members appears to have occurred in 2018, with canna-
bis resin from Morocco being shipped to South America 
in exchange for cocaine.981 n Croa ia i sel  e larges  

973
974

Ibid.
976
977
978

March 2022).
979

Balkan Insight, 26 October 2022.
980

Kurier, 9 October 2022.
981 See Chapter Criminal actors, in this report.

junction with Italian criminal groups.959 According to Ital-
ian a ori ies  e increase o  cocaine ra ficking ro g  
South-Eastern Europe signals further consolidation of 
Balkan criminal organizations, able to establish close 
collaborative relationships both with the criminal groups 
in rod cing co n ries and i  local ro ean ra fick-
ers.960 Albanian and Albanian-speaking criminal groups 

a e e anded eir in ence across ro e  allegedly 
facilitated by the extensive diaspora-based network, in 
turn associated with the migration of Albanian and Koso-
var refugees during the Kosovo961 War in 1998-1999.962 963 964

According to Italian authorities, this network has contrib-
ed o es ablis ing rofi able rela ions i s i  cri inal 

groups in host countries and has allowed Albanian groups 
to penetrate different illicit markets in the European con-
text. Over the years, this has resulted in a high criminal 
capacity achieved with the possibility to exploit criminal 
alliances across wide geographical areas.965

While Albanian groups are very active in receiving cocaine 
shipments across Western Europe, especially at the 
ports of Belgium and the Netherlands,966 some cocaine 
also arri es in lbania s ain or  o  rres  ei res o  
cocaine in Albania have increased sharply since 2018,967

dri en by large indi id al sei res in e or   kg in 
 and  kg in 968 possibly as a result of cooper-

ation between Albanian, Kosovar and Italian police.969 As 
reported in open sources, a seizure in May 2021 of 400 kg 
of cocaine by the police in Kosovo,970 in a cargo of meat 
ro  ra il  re ec s e link be een alkan and alian 
ra fickers  as e s i en  ad arri ed ro  e or  o  
ioia a ro in so ern aly rior o reac ing rres and 

proceeding towards the town of Lipjan in Kosovo.971 972 As 
reported by Albanian authorities, it is less common than 
before to detect cocaine inside a container structure; the 
drug is more likely to be concealed inside boxes con-
taining bananas. Other types of cargo used as conceal-

UNODC and EUROPOL, “The Illicit Trade of Cocaine from Latin America 

UNODC, September 2021), 10.
960
961 References to Kosovo shall be understood to be in the context of Securi-

ty Council resolution 1244 (1999).
962

963
964 Tony Saggers, ‘An Assessment of the Extent of Albanian(-Speaking) 

Organised Crime Groups Involved in Drug Supply in the European Union: 
-

ber 2019).

966
967 From 1999 to 2017, quantities of cocaine seized in Albania annually were 

2019. UNODC, “Albania, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 

968
969 Ibid.
970 References to Kosovo shall be understood to be in the context of Securi-

ty Council resolution 1244 (1999).
971 References to Kosovo shall be understood to be in the context of Securi-

ty Council resolution 1244 (1999).
972

OCCRP, 20 May 2021.
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controls in Western European ports.990 The involvement 
o  ra fickers bo  ro  o ania and ro  e alkans is 
increasingly noticeable in Romania.991 Moreover, Roma-
nian law enforcement points out the increasing levels of 
collaboration between criminal networks, versus the cre-
ation of ad hoc e orary alliances o sa is y a s ecific 
need  Cri inal ne orks beco e increasingly oly- ra -
ficking  by sing e in ras r c re de elo ed or ra fick-
ing synthetic drugs and heroin to transport cocaine, often 
under a disguise of legitimate commercial activity.992

According to Romanian authorities, the growing con-
ergence o  ra ficking ro es as allo ed ra fickers 

to connect the heroin production areas of Afghanistan, 
akis an and ran sla ic e blic o  i  e ain 

points of entry into Europe for large quantities of cocaine 
from South America, but also with production areas of 
syn e ic dr gs s c  as e e erlands  e la er dr g 
types having a very high retail price in the Middle East 
and in Arab states.993

rior o e s ar  o  e ar ed con ic  in ebr ary  
Ukraine also saw increased levels of cocaine quantities 
sei ed in   kg  and   kg  in con ras  i  
annual amounts of less than 50 kg seized in the country 
in the previous years.994 A law enforcement operation in 
which 400 kg of cocaine were seized in Kyiv in 2019 shows 
the multinational nature of criminal groups that operate 
in Ukraine; among the detainees were citizens of the 
United Kingdom, the Netherlands, the Russian Federation, 

rkiye and kraine 995 The increase in cocaine seizures 
was partly a result of relatively large seizures in Ukraine’s 
southern ports, from where the route would typically fol-

990
991
992 Ibid., 33.
993 Ibid., 32.
994 UNODC, ‘Ukraine, Responses to the Annual Report Questionnaire 1999-

cocaine seizure in the country’s history took place in 
2021, when police found 575 kg of cocaine hidden in a 
container with bananas from Ecuador that had arrived in 

e or  o  lo e 982

On the Black Sea shore, Bulgaria and Romania have con-
tainer ports where, according to open sources, cocaine 
arri es o be o ed o es ern and Cen ral ro e by 
land or  occasionally  ia e an be i er  e la er also 
being used to smuggle cigarettes, oil and migrants, and 
o ra fic cannabis 983 n an ary  Colo bian olice 

seized a ton of cocaine from a shipment of bovine skins 
bound for Bulgaria.984 Moreover, both Bulgaria and Roma-
nia show an upward trend in the number of seizures 
since 2016-2017, which may signal a growing domestic 
market for cocaine. Indeed, Romania’s authorities noted 
that domestic cocaine consumption was on the rise in 
2021, especially among the young and high-income pop-
ulation.985

n  o ania re or ed a significan  increase in sei-
zures of cocaine, from 43 kg in 2020 to 875 kg in 2021.986

Large quantities were also reported in previous years, 
including over a ton of 90 per cent pure cocaine from a 
ca si ed boa  in e an be el a  sei ed in 987 In 
July 2022, a cocaine secondary extraction site was discov-
ered or e firs  i e in o ania  ccording o o a-
nian law enforcement, the site was organized in a rented 
rural cottage by two Romanian nationals and one Israeli. 
Cocaine ca o aged in co ee as bro g  on a as-
senger lane by o Colo bian na ionals a iliar i  
the chemical extraction process. At the site, authorities 
seized 148 grams of non-crystallized cocaine and 5 kg of 
coffee mixed with cocaine.988 The same month, Romanian 
la  en orce en  disco ered  bags o  syn e ic o er 
soil mixed with cocaine in a shop selling ceramic pot-
tery from Tunisia. According to media sources, the drugs 
origina ed in Colo bia and ere s i ed o o ania 

ro g  e or  o  Cons an a  a ing ade a s o o er in 
Morocco, and, based on law enforcement information, the 
separation was to be conducted in the same clandestine 
laboratory described previously.989

In a 2021 report, Romanian authorities noted that the 
or  o  Cons an a re ains an al erna i e or in rod cing 

large quantities of cocaine into Europe to avoid stricter 

982
983 Ruggero Scaturro and Walter Kemp, “Portholes: Exploring the Maritime 

984 National Police of Colombia, ‘Frustramos El Envío de Una Tonelada de 
Cocaína Que Iban Dentro de Pieles de Bovinos Con Destino al País de 

986
n.d.

987
988 Direcţia de Investigare a 

Infracţiunilor de Criminalitate Organizată şi Terorism (blog), 12 July 2022.
989

Europa Liberă România, 2 
August 2022.

Number of seizures of cocaine in Bulgaria and Romania, 2010–2021

Note:
Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.
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six-fold between 2016 and 2021, from 144 kg to 872 kg.1006

1007 One international expert indicated that the size of 
individual cocaine seizures in the Russian Federation has 
also increased, as commercial sea containers began to be 

sed ore o en or ra ficking 1008 Previously, individual 
an i ies sei ed ere y ically nder  kg  ra ficked 

mostly from Western Europe by land in trucks or private 
cars, or by air passengers from South America.1009

Ecuador has been traditionally a common country of 
de ar re or significan  an i ies o  cocaine sei ed 
in the Russian Federation,1010 especially at the port 
o  e ersb rg   searc  o  sen encing doc en s 
included in an open source judicial database1011 of court 
cases occurring in the Russian Federation yielded 4 cases 
referring to the importation of cocaine by sea, and all 
four took place in the port of St. Petersburg.1012 From 2013 
onwards, open sources documented at least six detec-
ions o  a e ed ra ficking o  cocaine in o e ers-

b rg  o  ic  fi e dis layed kno n connec ions o 
Ecuador.1013 1014

As with countries in South-Eastern Europe, cocaine is 
often concealed in shipments of bananas. For example, 
in 2020 an operation of the Russian Security Service, 

1006 Data for 2021 are preliminary.
1007 UNODC, ‘Russian Federation, Responses to the Annual Report Question-

1008 Interview #42.
1009 Ibid.
1010 Ecuador was mentioned 9 times in the responses to the UNODC Annual 

Report Questionnaires from 2007 to 2021 by the Russian Federation.
1011 -

1012

-

2-10/2018 (St. Petersburg City Court 19 February 2018).
1013
1014 MVD Media, 13 

September 2021.

low to Western Europe by land, while smaller quantities 
remained in the country to supply the domestic mar-
ket.996 997 In 2019, Ukrainian police seized 257 kg of cocaine 
concealed in bananas that arrived at the port of Yuzhny 
ro  ene ela oli arian e blic o 998 The same year, 

about 200 kg of cocaine were discovered in the same 
or  dissol ed in cons r c ion ain  ro  Colo bia 999

Ukraine’s ports have been possibly used by foreign crim-
inal gro s o di ersi y e ra ficking ro es eas ard  
away from law enforcement controls at Western Euro-
pean ports. For example, according to media coverage 
of a press statement by the Ukrainian Ministry of Inter-
nal Affairs and the State Border Service, in August 2021, 

o s i en s o  cocaine  kg eac  a  belonged o 
’Ndrangheta were seized in Odessa and Yuzhny sea ports. 

ring e o era ion  a krainian  an lbanian and a 
Romanian national were detained.1000 Although some of 
the cocaine that arrives at Ukrainian ports may poten-
tially be bound for the Russian Federation, there is no 
clear evidence of this route.

s con ic s ay disr  and s i  dr g ra ficking 
routes,1001 i  is likely a  so e o s ro g  kraine 
might eventually be diverted to other Black Sea ports, 
such as those of Romania and Bulgaria. Moreover, 

e gro ing s ly o  cocaine ransi ing rkiye adds 
another stream through the Balkans. With Balkan crim-
inal actors more active in the European cocaine market 
than ever, the Balkan route is likely to continue growing 
in importance.

Expanding traffic of cocaine to the Russian Federation 
is performed by fluid networks of criminal actors from 
diverse ethnic backgrounds
There are signs that cocaine has become more available 
in e ssian edera ion in recen  years  Cocaine sed 
o be dis rib ed ainly in a e  a or ci ies s c  as 
osco   e ersb rg and ka erinb rg 1002 as con-

fir ed also in edia so rces 1003 In contrast, by 2018, the 
drug was sold in all subregions across the country.1004 The 
Russian Federation reported one clandestine cocaine-
type processing facility detected in 2020.1005 In terms of 
quantities, seizures of cocaine in the country increased 

996

997 Interview #31, interview by UNODC, 2022. 
998

999
Korrespondent.Net, 13 June 2019.

1000
Liga, 16 August 

2021.
1001
1002 Interview #42, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1003 MK, 28 May 2014.
1004 Interview #42.

UNODC, ‘Russian Federation, Responses to the Annual Report Question-

Seizures of cocaine in the Russian Federation, 2011–2021

Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.
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als hired by Russian criminal groups, in the case of air 
passengers.1023

irec  ra ficking ro  so rce co n ries o e ssian 
edera ion see s o be organi ed by a id se  o  ac ors 

of various nationalities. It can be Russian nationals with 
access to special channels affording logistical advan-
tages, for example in a case involving almost 400 kg of 
cocaine smuggled via Argentina in 2016.1024 Or it can be 
Serbian groups; one judicial case describes how, around 

 a gro  o  erbian na ionals ra ficked  kg o  
cocaine on a bulk carrier from Port Bolivar in Ecuador.1025

ere are also cases ere c adorean ra fickers a e 
organised ra ficking o era ions o e ssian edera-
tion themselves, without resorting to intermediaries. In 
2018, for example, an Ecuadorean-Spanish national was 
detained in St. Petersburg port after having organised a 
“dry run” shipment of 7 kg of cocaine in a sea container. 

rior o is de en ion  e s lying c adorean C  
i  o era ions in ain as lanning o ra fic  kg o  

cocaine weekly to the Russian Federation.1026

Prior to the armed conflict in Ukraine, the domestic 
market for cocaine was expanding both in the Russian 
Federation and Ukraine
On the Eastern European markets,1027 cocaine remains an 
expensive drug that only a limited group of consumers 
can a ord  Cocaine cons ion in elar s  e blic o  
Moldova, and Ukraine appears to be limited due to its 
high price. In the case of Belarus, for example, cocaine is 
not readily available; small quantities of the drug are typ-
ically re-ordered and ra ficked back ro  e ssian 
Federation to supply the domestic market.1028 It should be 
noted however, that circles of cocaine users in contexts 
where cocaine is an expensive “elite” drug tend to be 
very closed and hardly accessible for health providers. 
Therefore, data on cocaine use in Eastern Europe may not 
always fully capture the phenomenon of drug use.

Yet, as described above, cocaine availability in the 
Russian Federation may have increased in recent years. 

e o i s ig  rice and e ig  a ailabili y o  syn e ic 
drugs, cocaine in the Russian Federation is typically 
cons ed by ig -inco e indi id als incl ding b si-
ness eo le  oli icians  eal y yo  os ly in a 
recrea ional se ing and ia ins a ion  as oin ed o  
by media sources.1029 However, the current socioeconomic 

1023
1024

1026
1027 Eastern Europe includes Belarus, Republic of Moldova, the Russian Fede-

ration and Ukraine. 
1028

is often mixed with mephedrone at the retail distribution stage.
1029

E1.RU, 19 
June 2014.

conducted in collaboration with foreign law enforcement, 
res l ed in e dis an le en  o  a cocaine ra ficking 
scheme and in three seizures amounting to at least 330 
kg of cocaine, including 295 kg seized in the Moscow 
region in November.1015 More recently, in September 
2022, 50 kg of cocaine were seized among Ecuadorean 
bananas in the port of St. Petersburg.1016 While some of 
the cocaine that reached St. Petersburg is likely intended 
for the domestic market, as pointed out in media reports, 
the port’s proximity to the border allows for some of 

e cocaine o ollo  by land o es ern and Cen ral 
Europe.1017

Some cocaine reaches the Russian Federation from West-
ern and Cen ral ro e by land  os ly ia elar s  as 
ra fickers e loi  e o en border o  e C s o s nion 

agreement between the two countries. According to a 
Belarus law enforcement source, the actors in control of 
this transit route are predominantly Lithuanian, Serbian 
and ssian na ionals in order o  re ency  o ac  
through logistics companies that deliver goods from 

es ern and Cen ral ro e o e ssian edera ion  
These actors, known to have links to western European 
cri inal gro s s c  as anis  and elgian  do no  
“own” the drugs but rather provide logistics services by 
concealing them among legal goods in containers or in a 
truck structure and smuggling them into the Russian Fed-
eration from western European ports.1018 1019 Sometimes, 
cocaine enters Belarus from Baltic states, especially 
Lithuania.1020 1021

According to one international expert, there are two 
eas ard s rea s ro  es ern and Cen ral ro e o 
the Russian Federation, which are characterized by the 
presence of a diverse set of actors who enter ad hoc
o or nis ic alliances  erbians are e ain ra fickers 
on e ro e ro  es ern and Cen ral ro e eas ard  
via Balkan countries and Belarus, while cooperating with 
Albanian-speaking groups to coordinate the logistics. 
Albanian-speaking actors, in turn, cooperate closely with 
Li anian-based ac ors o ra fic cocaine o e ssian 
Federation via the Baltic states.1022 Smaller quantities of 
cocaine ransi ing elar s are ra ficked by indi id al 
couriers who are predominantly Russian nationals, in the 
case of passenger vehicles; and Belarusian nation

1016 Ibid.
1017

Novye Izvestiya, 12 June 2019.
1018
1019 Lithuanian-based logistics providers also distribute other drugs. See, for 

example: Redacción, ‘Frustrado en Almería un transporte por carretera 
Diario de 

Almería, 14 July 2022.
1020

ABW, 21 April 2021.
1021 Lithuania also mentioned the Russian Federation as a destination for 

cocaine in the Annual Report Questionnaire from 2017 to 2019. UNODC, 

1022 Interview #42. 
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In sum, cocaine use in Eastern Europe is generally lim-
i ed o s ecific gro s o  ig -inco e cons ers d e o 
its high price. While the domestic market for cocaine is 
likely to have been expanding in the Russian Federation 
in recent years, the economic impact of the armed con-

ic  in kraine and sanc ions1041 may disrupt consumption 
habits of cocaine users. In the case of Ukraine, which also 
showed signs of an expanding cocaine market prior to 
February 2022, recreational settings, typically associated 

i  cocaine se  are c rren ly no  a reali y  Cocaine con-
sumption in a humanitarian setting, however, remains to 
be studied.

1041

situation1030 in the country may eventually affect the pur-
chasing power of some cocaine consumers who may opt 
for cheaper synthetic alternatives.

 si ilar cons er rofile as obser ed in kraine 1031

where cocaine was limited to certain groups of rec-
rea ional sers i  ig  rc asing o er s c  as 
students of elite universities, female workers of elite 
escor  ser ices  oli icians  and b siness eo le 1032 1033 

1034 One expert noted some changes in cocaine consump-
tion patterns stating that, during 2000-2014, cocaine was 
an eli e dr g  sold e cl si ely o ine by ono-dealers  
dealers o sell only one y e o  dr g  ro g  er-

sonal contacts. In the wake of the 2014 political crisis, 
any radi ional cocaine cons ers e bers o  e 

b siness and oli ical eli e  e igra ed  lea ing a s r-
plus of cocaine stocks in the country. This, among other 
factors, may have led to the gradual “democratisation” of 
cocaine distribution; dealers who sold other drugs also 
received access to cocaine, which may have led to the 
spread of cocaine use to wider segments of the popula-
ion incl ding o  anagers  yo  in e nig  cl bs  

e c 1035 Indeed, treatment data suggest a recent increase 
in use, as the number of registered patients in treatment 
increased sharply from 40 in 2018 to 346 in 2019.1036 It 
is worth mentioning that the aforementioned jump in 
seizures of cocaine also occurred in 2019, but it is unclear 
i  e o eno ena increase in sei res and in rea -

en  are rela ed

Nevertheless, one expert noted that cocaine did not 
beco e a s ree  dr g in kraine  as ere as a signifi-
cant competition from cheaper synthetic drugs, such as 

e edrone and i s deri a i es e g  al a-  -C 1037

The overall evidence on cocaine availability in Ukraine 
be ore e c rren  con ic  i  e ssian edera ion 
is not conclusive. On the one hand, cocaine was offered 
on online distributing platforms across all regions of 
the country.1038 On the other hand, some public health 
professionals stressed that other drugs were often sold 
online as cocaine, for branding purposes.1039 Real cocaine, 
in con ras  as dis rib ed al os  e cl si ely o ine 
through personal contacts.1040

1030
Economic Update (Fall) (Washington, DC: World Bank, 2022).

1031 Information on cocaine consumption patterns in Ukraine is based on 

Russian Federation.
1032 Interview #3, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1033 Interview #4, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1034 Interview #6, interview by UNODC, 2022.

Interview #4.
1036

1037 Interview #4.
1038 Interview #31.
1039 -

view #3; Interview #4). 
1040 Interview #4.
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border areas  i in one geogra ical region  or a  
e in erregional le el in ore an one geogra ical 

region

n e earlier days s- s  o  large-scale cocaine 
ra ficking  e en ire dr g s ly c ain ended o be 

do ina ed by so e big layers  e no orio s Colo -
bian organized crime groups,1046 later substituted by 

e ican dr g ra ficking organi a ions  C rren ly  ins ead 
o  con rolling e ole s ly c ain  os  ra ficking 
organi a ions only anage a cer ain ar  o  i  a s ecific 
s age or a nc ion  ile rag en a ion o  e s ly 
chain is not a new phenomenon, experts interviewed 
from different regions agree that it has become increas-
ingly common, and that the actors involved have become 
increasingly s eciali ed in s ecific asks re ired a  
different stages.

In line with the general trend of the organized crime 
landscape observed in the European Union,1047 global 
cocaine ra ficking relies ea ily on ser ice ro iders and 
brokers  a or C s ose o o n  e dr g  s bcon-
tract smaller service providers to carry out certain jobs. 
These service providers have become increasingly spe-
cialized in areas such as transportation, money launder-
ing, corruption of state agents, etc. They do not typically 
o n e dr g b  only anage i  d ring a s ecific s age 
of the supply chain. These specialized groups charge the 
“owners” of the drug a fee for services rendered. These 
ac ors ay be in ol ed in ra ficking di eren  y es o  
dr gs s c  as cocaine and cannabis  and can ser ice 
different clients.1048 1049 1050

C s in ol ed in cocaine ra ficking also ary in er s 
of their main sources of revenue.1051 For example, some 
gro s ra fic l i le dr gs  ile o ers are ac i e in 
additional criminal markets, such as illegal mining, arms 
ra ficking or ra ficking in ersons  a ong o ers  ile  
C s are generally dri en by an ai  o e rac  rofi  ro  

their illicit activities, some groups are entirely focused 
on e illici  rade b siness-orien ed  ile o ers also 
seek o er o er a cer ain erri ory go ernance-orien -

1046
Sistema Integrado de Monitoreo de Cultivos Ilícitos (SIMCI), “Monitoreo 

October 2022), 62-63.
1047 EUROPOL, “European Union Serious and Organised Crime Threat Assess-

1048 Interview #19, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1049 Interview #10, interview by UNODC, 2022.

Interview #38, interview by UNODC, 2022.
Not all criminal activities perpetrated by a criminal group constitute a 
source of revenue. For example, homicide and sexual violence can be 

Criminal actors

e ni ed a ions Con en ion agains  ransna ional 
rgani ed Cri e C  defines an organized criminal 

group1042 as “a structured group of three or more persons, 
existing for a period of time and acting in concert with 
the aim of committing one or more serious crimes or 
o ences es ablis ed in accordance i  is Con en ion  
in order o ob ain  direc ly or indirec ly  a financial or 
o er a erial benefi 1043 With this rather broad charac-
terization, there is a variety of groups involved in cocaine 
ra ficking globally  rgani ed cri inal gro s C s  ary 

across a range of dimensions, which can be consequen-
tial for policy makers and law enforcement. 

With the global market for cocaine booming,1044 the 
rela ed ra ficking ac i i y is likely o in ol e a gro ing 
n ber o  di erse ac ors  ro  ig - rofile large-scale 
cri inal organi a ions o indi id al ra fickers orking 
in association with a small number of people. For some 
o  ese ac ors  cocaine ra ficking is s  one ac i i y 
among a broader criminal repertoire. For others, it rep-
resents the main source of revenue and determines the 

C s modus operandi. This chapter provides an overview 
o  e ain ac ors in ol ed in cocaine ra ficking  eir 
geographical reach, structure, and interaction with other 
actors.

Geography and types of actors involved in 
o aine traf ing

The cocaine supply chain is typically structured accord-
ing to the geography of production and consumption of 
cocaine rod c s  C s in ol ed in cocaine ra ficking 
can be roughly divided into those operating at origin 

rod c ion s age  globally cross-border ra ficking 
o era ions  and a  des ina ion olesale and re ail 
dis rib ion 1045 ese ac ors ary significan ly in eir 
geographical reach. Some criminal organizations are 
present on multiple continents, while others are limited 
to one region, and others operate within one country. 
Cocaine-rela ed ac i i ies ay be cond c ed a  e 
do es ic le el across or i in ar s o  a single co n-
ry  in border areas b  ainly based in one co n ry  

a  e regional le el in o or ore co n ries  beyond 

1042
used interchangeably. The tendency, however, is to refer to loosely struc-

to criminal entities with more clearly delineated structure and identity, 

1043 United Nations, “United Nations Convention Against Transnational Orga-

1044
UNODC and Europol, ‘The Illicit Trade of Cocaine from Latin America to 

UNODC, September 2021).
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ing degrees across different regions of the country.1054 1055

Increases in the area under coca bush cultivation and 
cocaine manufacturing have taken place in the context 
of the restructuring and regrouping of these criminal 
actors.1056 Firstly, as pointed out in open sources, over 
the last two years, there has been a tendency towards 
integration and consolidation of some of these criminal 
actors, namely the FARC dissident groups.

From 30 splinter groups, there are now two factions 
encompassing about 38 dissident groups spread across 
coca cultivating areas.1057 Both factions have raised the 
idea of “reviving” the secretariat model.1058 In August 
2019, Iván Márquez, a former member of the FARC secre-
tariat, announced the creation of the “segunda mar-
quetalia” after withdrawing from the peace process and 
returning to arms.  The consolidation of a new version of 
the secretariat in a scenario where multiple groups par-
ici a e in dr g ra ficking 1059 power is highly fragmented 

Paz, 2021).

Sistema Integrado de Monitoreo de Cultivos Ilícitos (SIMCI), ‘Monitoreo de 

Ibid.

-

Colombia. See Fundación Ideas para la Paz (FIP), ‘Ni Paz Ni Guerra. Esce-

(Bogotá, May 2022)., 20-22.
Fun-

dación Ideas para la Paz (FIP), 7 July 2021.

ed 1052 e resence o  C s on l i le arke s as 
important implications for communities; typically, these 
are erri ory-based go ernance-orien ed  C s a  
e loy s ra egies ai ed a  cri inal go ernance s c  
as dispute settlement, protection, racketeering, intimi-
dation, debt recovery or enforcement of criminal groups 
agree en s

Actors in source countries
Colombia: a myriad of actors
n Colo bia  e co n ry acco n ing or e larges  s are 

of cocaine manufacture, the illicit economy is the basis 
for operations of a myriad of criminal actors, many of 
whom emerged out of a decades-old political armed 
con ic  e obili a ion o  e co n ry s larges  g errilla 
group, the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colom-
bia FARC  ollo ing e  eace gree en  led o a 
greater number of various splinter groups vying for con-
trol over the cocaine supply chain.1053 This complex set 
of non-state armed actors includes the FARC dissidents, 
ac i e ins rgencies e g  Ejército de Liberación Nacio-
nal  dr g ra ficking gro s e g  e Clan del Golfo, Los 
Pachencas  and n ero s s aller cri inal gro s a  
con rol e rod c ion and ra ficking o  cocaine o ary-

The British 
Journal of Criminology 58, no. 6 (2018): 1381–1400.
The FARC controlled a proportion of the area under coca bush cultivation 
and regulated access to the cocaine supply available to brokers and 

splinter groups exercising control over different regions and the cocaine 
production therein. See UNODC and EUROPOL, “The Illicit Trade of Cocai-

Type of actors, and their roles, in the cocaine supply chain

September 2021)
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tactics in its relationship with the communities. In turn, 
in areas disputed with other armed actors, such as the 
Clan del Golfo, the ELN tends to base its criminal gover-
nance on coercion and violence.1065 The ELN’s involvement 
in coca bush cultivation, cocaine manufacturing, illegal 
mining and illegal logging reportedly also varies across 
i s geogra ic areas o  in ence  ile in so e areas 
e g  C oc  Ca ca  Ca a bo  e ELN groups engage 

in ac i i ies rela ed o cocaine ra ficking  in o ers e g  
ra ca  ey ado  a osi ion agains  coca b s  c l i a-

tion.1066

Finally, after the demobilization of the FARC, territorial 
con rol o er cocaine ra ficking ro es as dis ed 
by illegal armed actors such as the Clan del Golfo, the 
Puntilleros, the Pelusos, the Rastrojos, among others.1067

However, as indicated by open sources, over the past four 
years, clashes with rivals and aggressive action by state 
forces led to the eventual weakening or dismantling of 
most of these actors. This has in turn resulted in a more 
localized and fragmented criminal landscape, in which 
smaller actors become coopted or form alliances with 

1066
1067 Defensoría del Pueblo, ‘Informe Especial: “Economías Ilegales, Actores 

Derechos Humanos y el DIH; Sistema de Alertas Tempranas (SAT), 2018)., 
10, 63.

and political discourse is worn out, constitutes a threat 
to the implementation of the peace agreements. Unlike 
the FARC insurgency, which used illegal activities to 
finance i s oli ical ro ec  o  con ron ing e a e  e 
dissident groups’ main objectives are related to having 
con rol o er e illici  arke s  ainly cocaine ra fick-
ing.1060 The consolidation of these criminal actors, how-
ever, has not resulted in a cohesive and vertical chain of 
command; instead, each faction resembles a federation 
of groups where local warlords establish their own rules 
in their controlled territories.1061

Secondly, the Ejército de Liberación Nacional ELN  as 
succeeded to increase its military power and expand 
its territorial presence by occupying the areas left by 
the FARC after the demobilization.1062 In addition, as 
pointed out in open sources, the ELN would seem to 

a e e anded i s resence o ene ela oli arian 
e blic o 1063 1064 As analysts indicate, in areas where 

i  as consolida ed erri orial con rol e g  ra ca and 
Ca a bo  e ELN is less inclined to employ violent 

1060 Fundación Ideas para la Paz (FIP), ‘Ni Paz Ni Guerra. Escenarios Híbridos 

1061 Fundación Ideas para la Paz (FIP), 22-23.
1062

Sistema Integrado de Monitoreo de Cultivos Ilícitos (SIMCI), “Monitoreo 

1063 Fundación Ideas para la Paz (FIP), 24.
1064 -

InSight Crime, 3 October 2022.

Timeline of changes in the dynamics of key criminal actors participating in coca bush cultivation and cocaine manufacturing

Note:
(such as the Cártel de Cali, the Cártel de Medellín, the Cártel del Norte del Valle, and the Cártel de la Costa). At the same time, illegal armed actors, – including three 
main insurgent groups (Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC), Ejército de Liberación Nacional (ELN) and Ejército Popular de Liberación (EPL)) and 
paramilitary groups (such as the Autodefensas Unidas de Colombia (AUC)

FARC in 2016-2017, the control over coca/cocaine production 
areas has been distributed among the ELN, the FARC dissident groups, and other armed actors (e.g., the Clan del Golfo, the Puntilleros, the Pelusos, the Rastrojos).
Source:

1980 – 1993 1993 – 2016 2016 – 2021 onward
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try.1078 In some departments, mainly in the northwest of 
Colo bia  e Clan del Golfo owns numerous cells, which 
have different degrees of autonomy from central com-
mand and impose territorial control over illicit markets, 
including cocaine production sites, illegal mining and 
extortion.1079 In other departments, the organization sub-
contracts or forms alliances with smaller local criminal 
groups.1080

Accordingly, the Clan del Golfo central command would 
seem to consist of a group of leaders1081  based in the 
Urabá area who independently manage their own traf-
ficking ro es 1082 The Clan del Golfo regulates coca bush 
c l i a ion and e arke  or cocaine base incl ding 

rod c ion o  cocaine base  and also ro ides ro ec-
tion for cocaine processing sites. Territorial control over 
coca b s  c l i a ion areas and ra ficking corridors 
inside Colo bia allo s e Clan del Golfo to provide ser-
ices s c  as escor ing s i en s o  cocaine  ro iding 

s orage and dis a c  ser ices  or o er ra fickers 1083 As 
pointed out in the media, after the capture of the main 
leader of the Clan del Golfo, Otoniel, in October 2021, the 
organization may fragment as its remaining commanders 
are likely to vie for the leadership position.1084 Neverthe-
less, analysts note that, as of early 2022, there were no 
signs of violent rivalry between Otoniel’s successors.1085

It has been posited that the fragmentation of the crim-
inal landsca e in Colo bia a er e breakdo n o  e 
FARC’s monopoly led to a proliferation of criminal actors 
who do not have the capacity to wield enough control 
o er e cocaine s ly c ain  Colo bian C s sed 
to be able to arrange large-scale shipments for foreign 
clients on previously agreed terms; foreign actors, mean-
while, used to send “emissaries” to observe and control 

e lfil en  o  con rac s a  or s and border crossings  
After the Peace Agreement, the atomization of criminal 
actors and the vacuum in territorial control imposed 
constraints on foreign buyers’ capacity to negotiate the 
so rcing o  cocaine in Colo bia  is ro elled oreign 
criminal organizations, including Mexican and Balkan 

C s  o ra el o Colo bia o cond c  nego ia ions in 

1078
Capital District. See Fundación Ideas para la Paz (FIP), “Ni Paz Ni Guerra. 

1079 InSight Crime, 8 November 2022.
1080

1081
La Opinion, 24 January 2021.

1082
1083 Ibid.
1084 EFE, ‘El Clan del Golfo saca de Colombia 20 toneladas de coca mensuales 

Fundación Ideas para la Paz (FIP), “Ni Paz Ni Guerra. Escenarios Híbridos 

more powerful groups.1068 C rren ly  ere is a yriad 
of criminal cells, most of which have limited territorial 

resence co ni y- or ci y-le el  Cri inal gro s 
a  ac  in e s alles  erri orial ni s e g  neig -

bo r ood-based  se eir local kno ledge o ro ide 
services for larger groups. They are believed to work with 
multiple groups and may easily shift alliances.1069 In this 
highly complex context, the Autodefensas Gaitanistas 
de Colombia, also known as the Clan del Golfo or the 
Urabeños, is the criminal organization with the largest 
erri orial reac  in Colo bia 1070 1071 It is also alleged in the 

media to export about 20 tons of cocaine per month to 
at least 28 countries,1072 acili a ed as re or ed in o en 
so rces  by i s ar ners i s i  e ican organi ed cri -
inal gro s e Cártel de Jalisco Nueva Generación and 
the Cártel de Sinaloa  alian afias ‘Ndrangheta and 
Cosa Nostra  and cri inal ne orks ro  e alkans 1073

According to open sources, the Clan del Golfo operates 
ainly along e acific and Caribbean coas s o  Colo -

bia  con rolling ari i e cocaine ra ficking corridors 
to the United States. In addition, the vicinity of Panama 
gi es i  con rol o er cocaine o s direc ed nor  ia 

e Cen ral erican land corridor  ile e sea or  o  
Car agena ro ides a s ra egic loca ion o e or  cocaine 
across the Atlantic.1074 Open sources further indicate that 
the Clan del Golfo also has established links with several 
ana a-based ra ficking gro s a  ro ide logis ics 

ser ices or cocaine s i en s ro  Colo bia 1075 while, 
on e Caribbean coas  o  Colo bia  incl ding e or  
o  Car agena  e Clan del Golfo is reportedly challenged 
by Los Pachencas, a smaller illegal armed group with its 
o era ional base in ierra e ada Colo bia  and sig-
nifican  in ence o er e Caribbean cocaine ra ficking 
routes.1076 ficial re or s clai  a  Los Pachencas con-
rol so e cocaine ra ficking ro es o e ni ed a es  
o so e sian co n ries  o e o inican e blic and 

to Europe.1077

According to open sources, the Clan del Golfo organiza-
tion has a mixed networked structure, which allows it to 
have a presence in at least 12 departments of the coun-

1068 Fundación Ideas para la Paz (FIP), “Ni Paz Ni Guerra. Escenarios Híbridos 

1069 Fundación Ideas para la Paz (FIP), 28-29.
1070 Fundación Ideas para la Paz (FIP), “Ni Paz Ni Guerra. Escenarios Híbridos 

1071
Sistema Integrado de Monitoreo de Cultivos Ilícitos (SIMCI), ‘Monitoreo de 

1072 EFE, ‘El Clan del Golfo saca de Colombia 20 toneladas de coca mensuales 
Swissinfo, 3 November 2021.

1073 Fundación Ideas para la Paz (FIP), “Ni Paz Ni Guerra. Escenarios Híbridos 

1074

InSight 
Crime, 6 December 2021.

1076 Fundación Ideas para la Paz (FIP), “Ni Paz Ni Guerra. Escenarios Híbridos 

1077
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and finance all s ages o  e s ly c ain in order o 
increase volumes of cocaine production.1095

Domestic criminal groups of Bolivia (Plurinational State 
of) and Peru

nlike eir Colo bian co n er ar s  e resence o  
Bolivian and Peruvian criminal actors is rarely mentioned 
by experts from other continents. Peru does not have 
a single dominant criminal organization; the criminal 
landscape is rather fragmented, consisting primarily of 
domestic family clans who have a strong presence in 
cocaine production areas and supply cocaine to for-
eign ra fickers  ainly Colo bian  e ican and la ely 
Brazilian.1096 ficial so rces in oli ia l rina ional 

a e o  also re or  a  ere is no record o  any large 
criminal organisation composed, or in the process of 
being composed, by various criminal organizations in the 
country.1097

 senior ra ilian la  en orce en  o ficer 1098 corrob-
orated by open sources,1099 suggests that the Brazilian 
criminal organizations Primeiro Comando da Capital
PCC  and Comando Vermelho have representatives in 
oli ia l rina ional a e o  and in er  ro  ere 

they organize the logistics of transporting cocaine to 
Brazil.1100 According to Bolivian authorities, there has 
been a number of homicides at the border with Brazil, 
in the town of San Matías, and in the city of Santa de la 
Sierra, but to date it is not clear whether such killings 

ere rela ed o dr g ra ficking nor e er ey ere 
committed by members of the PCC or the Comando 
Vermelho  ere is no e idence  according o is o ficial 
so rce  o  dis es o er dr g ra ficking ro es a  

o ld a e res l ed in a o r o  one dr g ra ficking 
organization in the sector.1101

In terms of Brazilian criminal groups participating in the 
cocaine crystallization process in neighbouring source 
co n ries  one in er ie ed la  en orce en  o ficial 
from Brazil claimed not to have knowledge of such a 

resence in oli ia l rina ional a e o 1102 while 
another Brazilian police source claimed that Brazilians 
sometimes oversee cocaine production process in the 
country.1103 Ho e er  as en ioned in a oli ian o ficial 

Sistema Integrado de Monitoreo de Cultivos Ilícitos (SIMCI), ‘Monitoreo de 

1096
November 2021.

1097 -
co desbaratadas estaban conformadas por clanes familiares y personas 

1098 Interview #38.
1099 -

InSight Crime, 10 February 2022.
1100 Interview #38.
1101

2023. Based on information from the Fuerza Especial de Lucha Contra el 
Narcotráfico.

1102  Interview #38.
1103 Interview #36, interview by UNODC, 2022.

the cultivation areas with brokers and owners of crystalli-
zation laboratories.1086 1087

According to media sources, since about 2010, Mexican 
C s a e sen  eir e issaries emisarios  o Colo bia 

to permanently settle and oversee cocaine production 
and ra ficking o era ions 1088 It appears that after the 
demobilization of the FARC, the presence of Mexican 

C s as been incre en al  s reading o ore rod c-
ion areas o  Colo bia 1089 For example, recently, Mexican 

emisarios have been especially present in the south of 
Colo bia  ere ey ac ire cocaine ro  Colo bian 
s liers and nego ia e i s rans or a ion  e ican C  
representatives are also present during the processing 
o  coca as e C  o ens re e ali y o  e final 
product.1090

As pointed out in media sources, representatives of 
e ican C s CJNG and Cártel de Sinaloa  collabora e 

with FARC dissidents to export cocaine shipments from 
areas in Colo bia close o e acific  n e nor ern 
Colo bian region o  Ca a bo  ere e illegal ar ed 
groups ELN and EPL vie for territorial control, Mexican 
emissaries reportedly only arrive to “close the con-
tracts” for the export of large quantities of cocaine.1091

n e de ar en  o  C rdoba  on e Caribbean coas  
re resen a i es o  e ican C s are also resen  o 
guarantee cocaine shipments. However, due to the highly 
fragmented criminal landscape, they allegedly have 
to negotiate with different local actors, which further 
fuels violence.1092 n rban areas  s c  as Cali  e ican 

C  re resen a i es also engage in arranging cocaine 
s i en s d e o e inabili y o  eir Colo bian co n-
terparts to control the supply chain towards the United 
States.1093

The removal of centralized control over much of the 
cocaine supply chain and the opening of the cocaine 
s ly arke  in Colo bia ay no  be ro iding an 
o or ni y or s aller in erna ional ra ficking organi-
zations to gain access to supplies of wholesale quanti-
ties of cocaine.1094 While not aiming at establishing vast 
erri orial con rol in Colo bia  in erna ional ra fickers 

arg ably ai  a  s reng ening e e ficiency o  e s ly 
chain by moving closer to the source and creating condi-
tions for quick cocaine production locally. In this context, 
non-Colo bian C s incen i i e coca b s  c l i a ion 

1086
Sistema Integrado de Monitoreo de Cultivos Ilícitos (SIMCI), “Monitoreo 

1087
1088

Mexico Today, 22 July 2022.
1089

La Silla Vacía, 9 January 2019.
1090 -

lombia, 11 November 2021).
1091
1092 Ibid.
1093 Ibid.
1094
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arke s and ra ficking corridors ro ides er ian a -
ily clans and logistics groups with opportunities to enter 
new stages of the supply chain. 

Overall, domestic Peruvian family clans act primarily 
as rod cers and firs - ier s liers o  cocaine or i s 
derivatives. Their structure is not clear and their role in 

e rod c ion and ra ficking o  cocaine see s rela i ely 
li i ed co ared o e larger C s i  a ransna ional 
reach, such as the Brazilian PCC or e Colo bian Clan 
del Golfo. 

As mentioned by an Argentinian prosecutor for example, 
des i e e rela i ely lo  rofile a  e in erna ional 
level, some Bolivian criminal groups provide logistics ser-
vices to transport cocaine by small planes to Argentina. 
These groups are often composed of Bolivians who reside 
in Argentina or Paraguay.1116  

Given the increases in coca cultivation and cocaine man-
ac re in oli ia l rina ional a e o  and er 1117

their domestic criminal groups may grow more powerful 
and become more interconnected with foreign actors, 

s osing a significan  rea  o e res ec i e socie -
ies. 

Actors in transit countries
Brazilian criminal group PCC expanding its presence in 
transit regions
As Brazil has been gaining importance as a country of 
departure for cocaine reaching Europe and Africa, its 
criminal landscape has evolved. According to one Bra-
ilian rosec or and edia so rces  dr g ra ficking in 

the past was dominated by notorious individuals who 
worked independently to procure cocaine from source 
countries and sold it directly to European buyers or to 
Brazilian domestic criminal groups such as the Primeiro 
Comando da Capital PCC  and e Comando Vermel-
ho.1118 1119 1120 However, according to the Brazilian source, 
a er e arres  o  ese fig res  dr g ra ficking and 
other criminal activities in the past 4-5 years have been 
increasingly concentrated in the hands of three large 
organi a ions  Comando Vermelho, PCC, and Família do 
Norte  i  eac  do ina ing eir res ec i e erri ory 
and fig ing or e con rol o  dis ed illici  arke s 1121

The PCC  ose s rong old is e ra ficking b o  
o a lo or  is considered e larges  and e os  

powerful among these organizations. It also seems to 
a e e larges  in ol e en  in cocaine ra ficking  ile 

1116 Interview #19.
1117 The total area under coca bush cultivation in the Plurinational State of 

Bolivia and Peru in 2021 stood at 84 per cent higher than the level in 
-

1118
El País, 2 July 2017.

1119
Globo.Com

1120
1121 Ibid.

source, Bolivian nationals are occasionally hired by 
Colo bian and ra ilian ra fickers o o era e cocaine 

rod c ion si es in e area be een an a Cr  l ri-
na ional a e o  oli ia  and ra il 1104 Peru also reports 
that the PCC and the Comando Vermelho may send their 
members to the areas of Peru bordering Brazil to control 
the cocaine production process.1105

According to open sources referring to Peruvian law 
en orce en  in e as  er ian cocaine as ra ficked 
mostly to the United States from the country’s coastal 
areas  i  ra ficking o era ions financed by Colo bian 
and e ican ra fickers 1106 n recen  years  ra ficking 
ro es or cocaine so rced in Colo bia and er  a e 
di ersified1107 towards other South American countries 
s c  as rgen ina  e l rina ional a e o  oli ia  and 
ra il  ic  is acili a ed by links be een e er ian 

a ily clans and ra fickers ro  o er co n ries  incl d-
ing co n ries in o  erica l rina ional a e o  

oli ia and ra il  and ro e aly  elgi  erbia 1108

1109 n e con e  o  e gro ing ac i i y o  dr g ra fick-
ers from the Western Balkans who procure large amounts 
of cocaine at source in Latin America,1110 Peru has seen a 
significan  resence o  erbian ra fickers 1111 For example, 
a Serbian national and leading member of the transna-
tional criminal organization “Group America” was report-
edly arres ed in  ile a e ing o ra fic  kg 
out of Peru.1112

Family clans from coca production areas of Peru either 
have direct links with foreign buyers or sell cocaine to 
brokers in the coastal areas who own the infrastructure 
for large quantities of cocaine to be stockpiled and 
shipped from the Peruvian seaports.1113 Recent open 
sources suggest that Peruvian criminal groups who 
typically act as such brokers might be expanding their 
operations to ship large quantities directly to Europe.1114

1115 Thus, the establishment of new cocaine consumption 

1104 -
co desbaratadas estaban conformadas por clanes familiares y personas 

1106
InSight Crime, 18 October 2018.

1107
has been recently used as a transit country for Colombian cocaine that 

(Tolima, Colombia, 11 November 2021).
1108
1109

November 2021.
1110
1111

November 2021.
1112 -

1113
November 2021.

1114
La Republica, 29 June 2022.

Gabrielle Gorder, ‘Two Coca Regions in Peru, One Cocaine Shipment to 
InSight Crime
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as a logis ics ar  a  lends i s ser ices o o er C s 
on territories it controls, especially in the port of Santos, 
one of the PCC’s strongholds. When independent logistics 
groups deliver cocaine from producing countries to a 
buyer in Europe or elsewhere via the port of Santos, they 
pay the PCC for the usage of the port.1132

Outside of Brazil, the PCC operates in several countries 
in e region by financing ra ficking o era ions and 
subcontracting local groups for logistics services. The PCC
appears to have a presence in neighbouring Paraguay, 
where it disputes territories with the Comando Vermelho. 
However, the presence of the PCC and the Comando 
Vermelho  in Paraguay is not new; these organizations are 
alleged to have been sending their members to establish 
a foothold in the country at least since 2010 and currently 
may have a dominant presence in Paraguayan prisons.1133

According to Paraguayan law enforcement, in recent 
years, PCC cells have been migrating towards strategi-
cally loca ed ci ies in arag ay  s c  as Ci dad del s e  

edro an Caballero and s nci n  o a oid de ec ion 
and exploit money laundering opportunities.1134 Brazilian 
PCC-a filia ed ra fickers i  links o ro ean olesale 
buyers often act as brokers and use Paraguayan logis-
ics gro s o ra fic large cocaine s i en s along e 

Paraguay-Paraná waterway.1135 Connec ed o is a er ay  
Uruguay and Argentina, with their seaports, are especially 
vulnerable to the rapid spread of the PCC, which typically 
finds a oo old a ong rison o la ions 1136 1137 In addi-
tion, open sources suggest that the PCC has been establish-
ing links in Mozambique, a Portuguese speaking country; a 
no orio s ra ilian dr g ra ficker in o  i  links o 
the PCC was arrested in Mozambique in 2020.1138

Mexican OCGs remain powerful actors at the global 
level
The Mexican criminal landscape is also becoming 
increasingly ore co le  and rag en ed  C rren ly  

e ico s a ori ies a e iden ified nine a or C s 
that include approximately a total of 53 groups, that in 
turn consist of 65 cells across Mexico.1139 As pointed out 
by an international expert, smuggling routes across the 
border between Mexico and the United States are usually 
con rolled by e logis ics cells o  an C   y ical cell is 
led by one high-ranking coordinator who has two lieuten-
ants. The cell only facilitates drug transportation across 

e border or c arges inde enden  ra fickers o allo  

1132 Interview #38.
1133 InSight Crime, 11 May 2018.
1134

November 2021.
Interview #34, interview by UNODC, 2022.

1136
La 

Nación, 12 June 2022.
1137

InSight Crime, 27 January 2017.
1138

InSight Crime, 18 June 2021.
1139

November 2021.

its geographical reach exceeds that of other Brazilian 
C s 1122 1123

e s i  ro  indi id al ra fickers o large organi a-
tions marks a change in the structure and operations of 
cocaine ra ficking in ra il  s or rayed in e edia  
the PCC, for example, consists of multiple factions with a 
diffuse group leadership and collective decision making, 
even at the neighbourhood level.1124 It originated as a 
prison gang by establishing a code of conduct to main-
tain order inside prisons, but quickly spread to spaces 
outside prisons,1125 and seems to have become involved 
in other illicit activities, such as illegal mining.1126 1127 Its 
structure represents a network of factions, each special-
i ed in a s ecific cri inal ac i i y s c  as cannabis ra -
ficking  cocaine ra ficking  assa l s or i en ser ices 1128

As one expert noted, the PCC resembles a corporation 
with a horizontal command, rather than led by a single 
leader  aking i  ore di fic l  or la  en orce en  o 
tackle its activities.1129 Such large networks of virtually 
autonomous cells are far from being homogeneous and 
e en ally ay e erience in ernal infig ing  be ore 
splitting into rival factions.

At the same time, other groups have been actively 
en ering e boo ing cocaine ra ficking arke  in ra il  
While the PCC may control several stages of the cocaine 
s ly c ain o erseeing cocaine ydroc loride ro-
duction abroad, sourcing cocaine from the producing 
countries, transporting cocaine across Brazil, dealing with 
wholesale buyers and organizing logistics to dispatch 
cocaine s i en s o ro e or rica  ere as been a 
proliferation of smaller criminal groups specialized only 
in logistics operations in recent years. According to a 
senior olice o ficial ro  ra il  ese are b siness-ori-
ented actors who focus on drug transportation, rather 
than controlling an entire supply chain, and who avoid 
using violence in their operations.1130 These groups act as 
“service providers” that can be hired by any of the larger 

C s Comando Vermelho, PCC, or Família do Norte  o 
organize the logistics in ports or other transit points. 
Generally, they collaborate peacefully with larger organi-
zations, but may pick a side when an area is disputed.1131

n addi ion  as e olice o ficial e lained  e PCC also 

1122 Ibid.
1123
1124 Naiara Galarraga Gortázar and Gil Alessi, ‘PCC, a Irmandade dos Crimino-

El País, 12 June 2020.

1126
Reporter Brasil, 24 June 2021.

1127
Amazonia Real, 11 May 2021.

1128
November 2021.

1129
1130 Interview #38.
1131
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ni es ic  els iolence 1151 and the Cártel de Sinaloa 
relying on relatively moderate violence and predictable 
patterns of extortion.1152 However, the expansion of these 

C s in o oreign erri ories ay no  necessarily ollo  
the domestic pattern. According to some analysts, the 
rise in dr g-rela ed iolence across o  and Cen ral 
America has been fuelled mostly by the competition 
be een local ro ies o  ese o C s 1153

n an ins ance o  Colo bian- e ican collabora ion  
individuals linked to the Cártel de Sinaloa are known to 
be se ling do n in Cos a ica and sing eir ad in-
is ra ion skills o el  Colo bian C s es ablis  eir 
operations in the country.1154 At the same time, as pointed 
o  by a Cos a ican rosec or  e ican i en ig  
be be ind a recen  a e o  iolence occ rring in Cos a 

ica  in ic  se eral local ra fickers a e been killed  
ossibly o be re laced by e bers o  e Colo bi-

an-Mexican alliance.1155

Mexican operatives can be also sent to transit countries 
temporarily to oversee the logistics for cocaine ship-

en s  or e a le  in one ra ficking o era ion in ara-
guay in 2021, a Cártel de Sinaloa representative oversaw 
a cocaine consignment being sent from Peru to storage 
locations in Paraguay by an independent small logistics 
group. The cocaine was to be shipped concealed in heavy 
machinery, through a newly established export company, 
with the Netherlands as destination. The group was 
composed of Paraguayan and Mexican nationals, with 
Paraguayans providing logistics services, such as guar-
anteeing processing through customs and legal formal-
ities for the cargo, as well as providing transport for the 
Mexicans. The Mexicans, in turn, oversaw the operational 
details, such as the process of concealment.1156

Media sources indicate that recently, Ecuador has seen 
a drastic increase in homicide rates driven primarily by 
drug-related violence.1157 1158 The most affected coastal 

ro inces  si a ed on e cocaine ra ficking ro es  
host a myriad of criminal groups that provide support 

-
Mexico Today, 29 May 2022.

Mexico 
Today, 3 April 2022.

Prosecutors from Panama and Costa Rica cite instances of collabora-

America as a meeting point to arrange shipments of cocaine to the North 
American drug markets (Interview #18, interview by UNODC, 2022.; Inter-
view #20, interview by UNODC, 2022.). 
Interview #20.

November 2021.

dataUNODC, n.d. Moreover, according to media sources, the rate (per 

already as of September. Carolina Mella, ‘Ecuador Alcanza La Tasa Más 
Primicias, 2 September 

2022.
El Universo, ‘Estas son las cinco provincias con más muertes violentas en 

El Universo, 18 February 2022.

assage   is y ically a filia ed o one C  a  a i e b  
may switch allegiance.1140 In addition, there are numerous 
local cri inal gro s i in e ico  o lend s ecific 
ser ices o e C s a  e nici al le el  

erall  C s end o or  a decen rali ed ne ork o  
bosses who conduct illicit activities by controlling certain 
territories and make alliances with each other and local 
criminal groups.1141 The Cártel de Sinaloa, for example, 
can be described as a “networked alliance”1142 of multi-

le s eciali ed cells  eac  a ing a s ecific nc ion in 
the supply chain. Their functions may include acquiring 
vessels and formalizing their new ownership; picking up a 
dr g s i en  in o  erica  or in Cen ral erica  o 
transport it to Mexico; or collecting the drugs in the south 
of Mexico and transporting them towards the border of 
the United States by land or by air.1143

Cocaine ra ficking is only one ar  o  e cri inal econ-
o y in ic  e ican C s are inser ed  n C  can 
con rol  o  cri inal arke s incl ding e ra ficking 
in cannabis  eroin  e a e a ine  ar s ra ficking 
and ra ficking in ersons a ong o ers 1144 and may take 
over some licit economies, such as the seafood pro-
duction chain.1145 However, this landscape is constantly 
s i ing  os  e ican C s are rag en ed re nan s 
of former larger organizations that constantly shift their 
alliances and fig  o er erri orial con rol 1146 1147

s ar as dr g ra ficking ainly cannabis  cocaine and 
syn e ic dr gs  is concerned  o  o  nine ain cri inal 
organi a ions iden ified by la  en orce en  in e -
ico  o a e significan  links o arke s abroad  e 
Cártel de Sinaloa and the Cártel de Jalisco Nueva Gener-
ación CJNG 1148 According to open sources, the Cártel de 
Sinaloa is believed to operate in at least 50 countries1149

and the CJNG is quickly catching up by establishing its 
presence throughout the Americas, but also in Australia 
and South-East Asia.1150

en so rces oin  o  a  ese ri al C s di er in e 
way they achieve territorial control in Mexico, with the 
CJNG basing its power on force and intimidation tech-

1140 Interview #42, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1141 -

1142 Beittel, 26.
1143

Zeta, 16 May 2022.
1144

November 2021.

Mexico Today, 20 February 2022.
1146

InSight Crime, 27 March 2017. 
1147
1148

November 2021.
1149

OCCRP, 2020.
InSight Crime, 27 

March 2017.
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subcontracting model; they may gain more power and 
ay e en beco e inde enden  ra fickers i  eir o n 

capacity to acquire drugs instead of just providing ser-
ices or o er ra fickers  c  ac ors ose a significan  

threat to the communities they are embedded in as their 
increased reso rces  incl ding fire o er  allo  e  o 
enter additional markets and diversify their sources of 
revenue.

In South America, Ecuador is a telling example of the 
threat posed by local criminal groups who collaborate 

i  oreign ra fickers  esides Colo bian1169 and Mexi-
can C s  o a e ad a long-es ablis ed rela ions i  

i  local cri inal gro s  ra fickers ro  e alkans 
and e bers o  alian C s a e been co ing o e 
country to settle and establish supply lines to European 
markets.1170 1171 According to Ecuadorian law enforcement, 

ese ac ors ac  os ly as financiers  ile do es ic 
C s are in c arge o  e logis ics and e dis a c  

of large shipments of cocaine to Europe.1172 However, 
recently, Ecuadoran home-grown criminal groups, such as 
the most prominent Los Choneros,1173 have been splitting 
in o ac ions and fig ing or con rol o er illici  econo-
mies, which also fuelled critical levels of prison violence 
in 2021.1174 Meanwhile, according to media sources, their 
rivals Los Tiguerones started their own cocaine produc-
tion.1175 1176

ere are also signs o  c adoran ra fickers carrying o  
large-scale operations to Africa independently. According 
to Gambian and Ecuadoran law enforcement sources, an 
c adoran C  see s o be be ind a - on s i en  

o  cocaine o e a bia e larges  in e co n ry s 
is ory  in an ary 1177 1178 The container with cocaine 

was shipped from Guayaquil, Ecuador, through Las Pal-
mas, Spain, and belonged to a French national of Gam-
bian descent residing in the Gambia.1179 The suspect, who 

ad a long is ory o  in ol e en  in cocaine ra ficking  
had already started looking for a shipping company to 
send cocaine in smaller batches to the port of Valencia, 
Spain.1180 His involvement with an Ecuadoran group points 
out that there may be direct links between domestic 

1169 Such as Frente Oliver Sinisterra (FOS), a dissident faction of FARC active 
in Nariño, a coca-growing region bordering Ecuador.

1170
1171

InSight Crime, 28 February 2022.
1172

November 2021.
1173 InSight Crime, 4 October 2021.
1174

Primicias, 26 February 2021.
In March 2021, police discovered a crystallisation lab that belonged to 

Primicias, 11 
March 2022.

1176 Juan Manuel Yepez, ‘Los Tiguerones salen de Guayaquil y se expanden a 
Primicias, 23 March 2022.

1177
February 2022).

1178 Interview #37, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1179
1180 Interview #37.

o o era ions led by e ican and Colo bian C s 1159

On the one hand, media sources link the recent wave of 
violence in the country to the rivalry between coalitions 
o  local gro s a filia ed i  e ri al e ican Cártel 
de Sinaloa and CJNG.1160 1161 On the other hand, while 

e ican C s re ain in ence o er so e dr g ra ficking 
corridors, the role of local Ecuadorian groups might be 
expanding.1162 Open sources suggest that after 2019, the 
Cártel de Sinaloa changed its modus operandi. Instead 
o  es ablis ing fi ed o era ions i  e ican o era-
tors permanently based in Ecuador, it has been relying 
on sending s all cells o  brokers o se   ra ficking 
logistics with local “contractors” and then leaving the 
country.1163

Domestic “service providers” in transit countries may 
grow powerful enough to conduct trafficking opera-
tions independently
In transit countries where there are no home-grown large 
criminal organizations, foreign actors typically subcon-
tract smaller local groups to organize logistics within 
the country. These “service providers” may work for 
multiple clients; a transportation network may organize 
deliveries of cocaine to different buyers who operate in 
di eren  loca ions  Lie enan s o  oreign C s o en 
travel to a transit country to establish their operations 
with local “service providers”. Some of them stay, while 
others return to their base leaving the domestic oper-
ators in charge of overseeing logistics and day-to-day 
operations.1164 1165 Subcontracting local criminal groups for 
logistics within a country has been described as a wide-
spread practice by experts from many countries in South 
and Cen ral erica  e Caribbean and rica 1166 These 
actors typically do not own the illicit cargo, but guaran-
tee its delivery for a fee, which depends on the quantity 
ra ficked

It should be borne in mind that after operating for a 
prolonged period in their territories, some logistics crim-
inal groups may develop political protection, succeed to 
increase eir o era ional ca aci y and begin ra ficking 
larger quantities of drugs.1167 1168 Eventually, such groups 
may shift from a small-scale logistics support to a full 

Primicias, ‘Carteles y grupos narcodelictivos activan la violencia en 
Primicias, 20 April 2022.

1160 Juliana Manjarrés, ‘Colombian and Mexican Cartels Pick Sides in Ecua-
InSight Crime, 9 May 2022.

1161 Primicias, ‘Carteles y grupos narcodelictivos activan la violencia en 

1162
InSight Crime, 16 November 2021.

1163
InSight Crime

1164 Interview #29, interview by UNODC, 2022.

November 2021.
1166 Ibid.
1167 US Department of Justice, ‘Dominican Drug Lord Extradited to the United 

December 2021.
1168 -

gov, 2022.
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presence in West Africa to coordinate the logistics.1191 One 
such group was dismantled in April 2022 during a police 
o era ion in C e d oire  ccording o edia re or s  a  
leas  en e bers o  a cocaine ra ficking ne ork ere 
arres ed  na ionals o  ain  Colo bia  C e d oire  
Lebanon and Portugal. The group was reportedly headed 
by a Spanish national who is believed to have oper-
ated in West Africa, facilitating the logistics of cocaine 
ra ficking  or ore an a decade  ro  Colo bia by air 

and sea to Europe, while keeping a part of the drug as a 
commission. .1192

erall  a a or ea re o  cocaine ra ficking in rica 
is its multinationalism. According to media sources, for 
e a le  cocaine ra ficking ro g  e or  o  bid an  
C e d oire  is con rolled by ra ilian  alian  Lebanese 
and Nigerian criminal groups.1193 Operation “Spaghetti 
Connec ion  in  re ealed e in ol e en  o  Ca orra 
and drang e a  o C s ro  aly  in C e d oire  

e firs  gro  as s lying s all ands on e gro nd 
ile e second as in c arge o  e ra ficking  ring 

the operation, 6 Italians, 1 Franco-Turk and 3 Ivorians 
were detained, showing the internationality of the crimi-
nal groups involved in West Africa.1194

Cocaine ra ficking ro  rica o ro e see s o be 
organi ed by loose ne orks o  ra fickers  ra er an a 

a or rican-based C 1195 1196 1197

Cri inal ne orks ro  igeria  ainly ro  e so -
east of the country, appear to play an especially import-
ant role in smuggling activities across West and North 
Africa. Nigerian ra fickers re or edly o era e in enin  
Cabo erde  ana  e a bia  and Libya a ong o -
ers.1198 1199 1200 They are also active globally, supported by 
a segment of the Nigerian diaspora and a large network 
of drug couriers.1201 In 2021, Nigerian law enforcement 
o nd a  igerian ra fickers se ene elan na ionals 

as dr g co riers o ra fic dr gs ro  rica o ro e 
by passenger planes.1202 Nigerian law enforcement also 

arns abo  e recen  s read o  igeria C l  gro s 
s c  as lack e  iye  ccaneers ra erni ies  across 

1191 Interview #41, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1192 Pablo Muñoz, ‘Un Expolicía Expulsado Del Cuerpo Dirigía Una de Las 

ABC España, 30 April 
2022.

1193 Daan Bauwens and Nicholas Ibekwe, ‘Hezbollah in Africa: Forgotten Link 
Premium Times, 31 July 2021.

1194
Franceinfo, 12 June 2019.

Interview #41.
1196 Interview #24.
1197 JeuneAfrique, 20 

March 2019.
1198 Dublin Group, ‘Drugs Problem: Regional Situation in West Africa (Septem-

1199 Interview #37.
1200 Interview #39, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1201 Dublin Group, “Drugs Problem: Regional Situation in West Africa (Septem-

1202
November 2021.

actors of transit countries who have expanded beyond 
logistics services.

In Paraguay, where criminal groups that specialize in 
logistics are also common,1181 in January 2022, author-
ities detained a group of logistics operators who were 
preparing a shipment of 947 kg of cocaine in containers 
bound for Belgium.1182 According to a Paraguayan law 
en orce en  o ficial  e sa e gro  as res onsible or 
a previous large shipment of cocaine to Spain.1183 Among 

e s s ec s ere fi e arag ayans and one krainian 
national. Notably, the leader of the criminal group was 
planning to run for Governor of one department in Para-
guay; his role was to plan and organize the reception of 
dr g s i en s ra ficked by air as ell as eir r er 
transportation, security, and storage. The role of the 
Ukrainian national, in turn, was to be the intermediary 
be een e arag ayans and a ro ean C   e 
moment of arrest, he had lived in Paraguay for about two 
years.1184 This case shows the previously described modus 
operandi of European criminal groups who relocate their 
emissaries to source countries in order to coordinate 
cocaine shipments to Europe.

The “melting pot” of cocaine trafficking in Africa
As far as the African continent is concerned, large cocaine 
shipments usually arrive from South America to West 
Africa by sea and require small boats to collect the drugs 
o  e es  rican coas  La  en orce en  o ficials 
agree that this stage is mostly operated by small West-Af-
rican criminal groups, who provide cocaine collection and 
storage logistics services to foreign, mostly European, 
ra fickers 1185 1186 1187 os  ra fickers based in es  rica 
re en ly see  o o era e inde enden  id ne orks 
eld oge er by ies o  kins i  and riends i  no  a fil-

ia ed o any large in erna ional dr g ra ficking organi a-
tion.1188 1189 Nevertheless, the recent detections of cocaine 
ra ficking ro g  inea- issa  and ali1190 illustrate 

the ability of African criminal groups, notably Malian 
ac ors  o orc es ra e and organi e co le  ra ficking 
operations autonomously. 

Ho e er  e er s no e a  ro ean C s o en o ersee 
the operations in Africa and sometimes establish their 

1181 Scott Mistler-Ferguson, ‘Landlocked Paraguay Becoming Major Cocaine 
InSight Crime, 12 January 2022.

1182
1183 Follow-up consultation to the ‘Meeting of Strategic Analysts on Cocaine 

1184 German De los Santos, ‘Al exsoldado ucraniano, que se había escondido 
Aire de 

Santa Fe, 11 January 2022.
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1186 Interview #41, interview by UNODC, 2022.
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Annual Meeting - Africa, Ghana, 23 November 2021).
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November 2021.
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Spain: Observatorio Internacional de Estudios sobre Terrorismo, 2022).
1190 See Chapter Potentially emerging markets, in this report.
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ern European-bound drugs, it is likely that the operation 
was conducted in collaboration with other European 

C s

Actors in the destination markets
Mexican criminal groups remain unchallenged in the 
North American cocaine market
The North American cocaine market has been tradition-
ally s a ed by e resence o  e ican and Colo bian 

C s  ccording o o ficial so rces  e ican C s  es e-
cially the Cártel de Sinaloa and the CJNG, and to a lesser 
degree the Cártel de los Beltrán Leyva, remain major play-
ers in dr g ra ficking in e ni ed a es  ey con rol 
smuggling corridors at the border between Mexico and 

e ni ed a es  e ican C s also con rol cocaine 
transportation routes throughout the United States in 
cooperation with. criminal groups and street gangs from 
the United States, on whom they also rely for retail-level 
distribution within the United States.1211 ile o ini-
can criminal groups transport cocaine and other drugs 

ro g  e Caribbean corridor  eir ain s liers are 
e ican C s 1212

Some observers note a shift in the criminal landscape of 
Canada  ere cocaine ra ficking sed o be do ina ed 
by e alian afia- y e organi a ions ’Ndrangheta and 
Cosa Nostra o la  o orcycle gangs s  s c  as 
the Hells Angels  and rban gangs based in s ecific ci ies  
Around 2013, the control over this criminal activity shifted 
into the hands of the Wolfpack group, a young generation 
o  Canada-based cri inals  e Wolfpack facilitated the 
en ry o  e ican gro s in e Canadian dr g arke  

o began ra elling or se ling do n in Canada 1213 1214

Nowadays, some Mexican emissaries travel or establish 
residence in Canada  and are likely o lay a ore direc  
role in cocaine importation.1215 ccording o Canadian 
a ori ies  Canadian ra fickers also ra el o so rce and 
transit countries to meet with drug suppliers.1216

Like in any o er es ablis ed dr g arke s  Canadian 
s are also associa ed i  cocaine ra ficking a  e 

local, regional and interprovincial level.1217 As reported 
by Canadian la  en orce en  fi e o  e  key acili-
tators1218 of organized crime assessed in 2020 were key 

1211 Drug Enforcement Administration, “2020 National Drug Threat Assess-

1212 Drug Enforcement Administration, 73.
1213 InSight Crime, 

13 December 2021.
1214

California 18, 

Criminal Intelligence Service Canada, “2020 Public Report On Organized 

28, 2021) , 12.
1216 Criminal Intelligence Service Canada, 12.
1217 Criminal Intelligence Service Canada, 13.
1218

the work of a criminal network, or who plays an important role within 
it, whose disruption may compromise the criminal activities of multiple 
groups in this network.

European countries who play important role in drug traf-
ficking across ro e  La  en orce en  a ori ies a e 
detected that the Black Axe has its headquarters in Italy. 

e eral o er co n ries in ro e incl ding eden  
France, Spain, Belgium and most recently, the Nether-
lands  a e re or ed e secre  c l  gro s o igeria as 
being in ol ed in dr g ra ficking 1203

os  cri inal gro s iden ified in igeria consis  o  ige-
rian na ionals o collabora e i  a larger C  o side 
o  igeria o en consis ing o  igerians based abroad   

igerian la  en orce en  so rce s a ed a  os  C s 
in the country are small tribe-based cells of 4-5 mem-
bers, where each member of the cell is typically linked 
to about 5 or more people working for them, without 
knowing the members of the core group.1204

Cri inal gro s ro  e alkans are also en ioned in 
rela ion o cocaine ra ficking ia rica  or e a le  lo-
venian and Montenegrin networks appear in the case of 

 kg o  cocaine sei ed in ay  in C e d oire ro  
a lo enian sailboa  nder a anis  ag  ring e 
operation, 6 people of Slovenian and Ghanaian nation-
alities were arrested. The cocaine was bound to Europe 
for a Montenegrin criminal group.1205 ore recen ly ril 

 e arres  o  o on enegrin and fi e ra il-
ian sailors as re or ed in e edia a  sea near Cabo 

erde ro  a ra ilian fis ing boa  carrying  ons o  
cocaine.1206

In another case involving South European nationals, 
almost 1 ton of cocaine was seized in South Africa in 2021 
from a ship with 6 crew members from Myanmar and 

 lgarians as ar  o  e n er ol s Lionfis  o era-
ion 1207 Three of the Bulgarians had entered the country 

illegally sing alsified doc en s1208 and were suspected 
o belong o a lgarian C  i  links o a dr g ra fick-

ing network with operations in South Africa.1209

inally  e sei re o   ons o  cocaine in Cabo erde 
in 2019 from a vessel with a Russian crew points out that 
Russia-based groups dedicated to logistics may also use 
Africa as a springboard for European markets.1210 The 
vessel sailed from Panama to Morocco but had to make 
an e ergency s o  in Cabo erde  ere e dr g as 
discovered by the police. Given that the Russian market 
is unlikely to absorb such a large quantity of cocaine 
and that Morocco is a traditional transit point for West-

1203 Ibid.
1204 Interview #40, interview by UNODC, 2022.

‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

1206
1207 Ibid.
1208 ‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

1209
Sunday Times, 12 March 2021.

1210 -
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shipments. The same OMG also manages the transfer of 
cocaine consignments from Antwerp to the Netherlands, 
where the drug is unloaded.1226 n addi ion  c  s 
are in ol ed in e ra ficking o  syn e ic dr gs  lso  e 
increasing demand for ecstasy in South America has been 

ro iding an o or ni y or c  cri inal gro s o 
trade ecstasy for cocaine.1227

Spain and Portugal constitute another cluster of traf-
ficking ne orks  ccording o a or g ese rosec -
or  anis -based C s end o ra el o or gal o 

establish links with Portuguese “intermediaries”. These 
“intermediaries” are often businesspeople who own an 
import company and agree to receive cocaine in Portugal, 
concealed a ong lici  goods o en r i s  in e c ange 
for a fee. When delivered, they retrieve the cocaine and 
pass it to their Spanish partners who transport it to Spain 
and redistribute it further in Europe.1228 Besides Spanish 
gro s  o er C s ere iden ified in or gal  s c  as 
the Italian ‘Ndrangheta,1229 the OMG Hells Angels and Los 
Bandidos,1230 1231 and the Brazilian PCC.1232 Retail distribu-
tion in Portugal is managed by Portuguese-based groups 

o kee  a or ion -  kg  o  large cocaine s i en s 
they help import and distribute it locally.1233

Albanian-speaking groups have been found operating 
wholesale cocaine distribution in many parts of Europe, 
particularly in the United Kingdom and the Nether-
lands.1234 1235 It appears that Albanian-speaking groups 
may manage cocaine distribution networks across Europe 
with a certain degree of transnational coordination, in 
addition to forming direct relationships with suppliers 
in Latin America.1236 alkan C s a ear o be also sing 
their contacts and access to wholesale supply in Latin 

erica o ra fic cocaine no  only o ro e  b  also o 
o er rofi able des ina ion arke s in sia and ceania  

ere ey see  o coo era e i  local C s or e 
distribution of the drug.1237 n   C inese and  on-
tenegrin nationals were apprehended at sea near Papua 

e  inea or e ra ficking o  abo   kg o  cocaine 
on a fis ing boa 1238 The presence of one Montenegrin 

1226 Interview #12.
1227

1228
1229 Diario de 

Noticias, 24 October 2010.
1230

Diario de Noticias, 11 July 2019.
1231 Roberto Bessa Moreira, ‘Portugal é dos países com menos crimes mas 

Jornal de Noticias, 30 Septem-
ber 2021.

1232 Luís Adorno, ‘Investigação detecta membros do PCC em EUA, Europa e 
Universo Online, 6 October 2020.

1233
1234 InSight 

Crime, 9 February 2021.

the United Kingdom, 2020), 8.
1236
1237

EUROPOL News
1238

cocaine brokers, most of whom were also involved in 
afia-s r c red  ne orks and  ne orks 1219

Wholesale cocaine distribution in Europe and Australia 
is dominated by domestic (national) or regional crimi-
nal groups
Based on expert interviews, it appears that the entry of 
cocaine into Europe is controlled by European-based 
criminal groups, of which some facilitate the receipt of 
the drug and others specialize in its distribution. For 
example, as pointed out by a Brazilian law enforce-

en  o ficial  ro ean organi a ions are redo inan  
in Europe, despite the presence of the PCC members 
there.1220 

Similar to their counterparts from transit countries, Euro-
pean experts also note a high number of “service pro-
viders”, i.e., groups that fully manage specialized parts of 

e s ly c ain s c  as e rac ion o  cocaine ro  e 
or  rans or a ion  iolence  e c  y ically  e gro  

that offers the service is independent from the client and 
can service multiple clients. Service providers handle 
the drug but do not own it and do not decide on whom 
to sell it to.1221 1222 1223 According to a Belgian prosecutor, 
one of such “service providers” is a Belgian national who 
coordinates the logistics in the port of Antwerp, Belgium, 
or a  leas  ree di eren  C s  ile is clien  C s 

have direct contacts with suppliers in different countries 
of South America, the logistics group only controls the 
part from when the cocaine enters the port until it leaves 
the port.1224

With the shift of the epicentre of the cocaine market in 
Europe towards the ports of Antwerp, Belgium, and Rot-
terdam, the Netherlands, criminal organizations based 
in the Netherlands with transnational connections have 
become central in managing the import of cocaine into 
Europe. The majority of cocaine reaching Antwerp is likely 
intended for organizations operating out of the Nether-
lands, from where the cocaine is further distributed to 
other European destinations.1225

elgian and c  s a ear o be ig ly in ol ed in 
cocaine ra ficking o e or s o  n er  and o -
terdam. However, it is not clear if this activity involves 
the gang as a whole or just some individual members. 
As reported by a Belgian prosecutor, several Belgian 
nationals, members of an OMG residing in the south 
of Spain, have been acquiring cocaine shipments from 
South America without being present in Antwerp. Instead, 
they have been hiring “service providers” to receive the 

1219 Criminal Intelligence Service Canada, 4.
1220 Interview #38.
1221 Interview #12, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1222 Interview #7, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1223 Interview #10, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1224 Interview #12.
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o  e bers o  alkan C s  incl ding erbian1248 and 
Albanian1249 nationals.1250 With the market for cocaine 
in ro e and else ere e anding  e fig  be een 

alkan C s a ong e sel es and i  La in erican 
ri als o er ra ficking ro es is likely o con in e

Unlike Serbian groups, who ensure a presence in source 
co n ries  Li anian C s see  o o era e ore locally  

ey are e redo inan  ra fickers in or - as ern 
Europe and the Baltic states, where, as reported by 
ario s so rces  ey se rans or  co anies o ra fic 

cocaine in s all an i ies and o er dr gs  by land 1251

1252 1253 However, Lithuanians may also be involved in 
transatlantic shipments of cocaine. For example, media 
sources have documented how, from 2013 to 2019, a 
Li anian- ssian C  led by a Li anian na ional 
imported a total of about 500 kg of cocaine in 6 separate 
shipments from Ecuador to the Russian Federation. The 
drugs were hidden in containers with fruits that sailed to 
the port of St. Petersburg.1254

1248 Stalin Carrión, ‘Serbio asesinado en Plaza Navona tenía cuatro meses en 
Extra.ec, 21 July 2020.

1249 El Universo, ‘Dashi Ergys, el albanés asesinado en Guayaquil, era parte de 
El Universo, 24 

January 2022.
-

Interfax, 21 May 2021.
Interview #42.

Transinfo News, 9 October 2020.
MVD Media, 13 

September 2021.

raises e ossibili y o  a link o an C  ro  e alkan 
region.

Australian OMGs are often reported in the media as 
receivers of drugs in Australia and New Zealand.1239 They 
are reportedly one of the key links between South Amer-
ican criminal groups and the Australian and New Zealand 
drug markets.1240 s or oreign ac ors  e ican C s  
especially the Cártel de Sinaloa  a e been iden ified 
as active in Australia over the past decade. They have 
been importing crystal methamphetamine and cocaine 
to Australia and may have established presence in the 
country.1241 There are also reports of Asian criminal groups 

ar ic larly C inese  o era ing dr g ra ficking ro es in 
co n ries in e acific  so e i es in collabora ion i  

e ican and o  erican C s and so e i es being 
challenged by them.1242 In 2019, 9 people were arrested in 
ndia o ere allegedly in ol ed in e ra ficking o   

kilograms of cocaine to Australia in a shipping container. 
Among those detained were 5 Indian nationals, 2 Nige-
rian nationals, 1 national from the United States, and 1 
Indonesian national. They allegedly sourced cocaine from 
Canada  ere o er e bers o  ndian origin resided 1243

OCGs from the Balkan region are main actors in large-
scale cocaine trafficking in Eastern Europe
The less explored cocaine markets of Eastern Europe 
have been supplied mostly by Albanian and Serbian 
criminal groups. In particular, Serbian criminal groups 

o ld see  o a e been long ac i e in ra ficking 
cocaine from Ecuador to the Balkans, but also to the 
Baltic states and the Russian Federation.1244 For example, 
according to an international expert, Serbians typically 
procure larger shipments of cocaine by sending emissar-
ies to source countries in order to settle down and estab-
lis  ra ficking logis ics o ssia  ssian ra fickers  in 
contrast, do not usually travel to source countries but 
instead organize logistics at the domestic level.1245 Co r  
documents from Russia show that this modus operandi is 
no  ne  in   kg o  cocaine ere ra ficked aboard 
a bulk carrier with bananas from the port of Bolivar to 
the port of St. Petersburg. The criminal group was led 
by a Serbian national who had long resided in Ecuador 
and whose associates travelled from Serbia to Russia to 
receive the shipment.1246 1247C rren ly  c ador s a e o  
iolence is co o nded by ig - rofile assassina ions 

1239
7News, 12 April 2019.

1240
Lowy Institute, February 16, 2022.

1241 Ibid.
1242 Ibid.
1243
1244

Kommersant
Interview #42.

1246
Petersburg April 9, 2014).

1247
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assigns the task of splitting the drugs into smaller 
an i ies o a firs  ier  dealer  l i le ba c es o  

different drugs are then passed further down from 
higher to lower tiers by hiding them in drug caches 
and communicating the location to the “leaders”. At 
each step, the quantities passed to the next link are 
smaller than at the previous level, until they reach the 
size of a consumption unit.a b c

The “leaders” of the network can “promote” its mem-
bers or impose monetary sanctions for mistakes. For 
e a le  according o e sen encing file o  one o  
the members of a retail distribution network in the 
Russian Federation, the defendant initially occupied 
a ird ier  osi ion in is case dis rib ing o con-
s ers  n il e e ber  en e as ro o ed 
to a “second tier” dealer, and in November 2018, he 
was promoted to the next higher level.a

a Case Law 1-121/2019 (sentence) (Atkarskiy Court of Saratov Oblast 4 Decem-
ber 2019).

b 

September 2020).
c

February 2021).

Contactless delivery allows multi-layered retail distri-
bution networks

At the lower levels of the supply chain, dealers typically 
offer multiple drugs and are easily replaceable. In some 
countries, drugs are sold by territory-oriented street 
gangs who vie for controlling drug distribution points in 
s ecific neig bo r oods  n o er con e s  lo -le el 
dis rib ion ne orks are e cl si ely rofi -orien ed 
and do not seek power over a certain territory.

a les o  rofi -orien ed dr g re ail ne orks can 
be o nd in Cen ral sia and in e ssian edera ion  
where drugs are often distributed to consumers via 
contactless means. Such a distribution method does 
no  re ire con rol o er a s ecific erri ory  s all dr g 
cac es are idden in blic s aces dead dro s  and 
coordinates are shared with a buyer via a messaging 
application after the payment is received. These distri-
bution networks consist of linked cells which, despite 
being structured in layers, are coordinated from the 
top by the “leaders,” who also communicate directly 
with consumers.  The members of the cells communi-
cate via encrypted messaging platforms, and some of 
those at intermediate levels may also themselves be 
consumers.

In a typical scheme of this kind, based on judicial 
files  in e ssian edera ion  a er recei ing a ba c  
of drugs from a supplier, the “leader” of the network 

Example of a contactless distribution network in the Russian Federation

1st tier
(leader)

2nd tier
(distributors)

3nd tier
(distributors)

4nd tier
(distributors)

Customers

• Coordinate quantities and 
location of caches

• Communicate with customers 
(e.g., receive orders)

• ecei e and dis rib e ay en s

• Store
• Make caches with larger quantities
• ra fic across co n ry regions

• Split larger quantities into 
smaller doses

• Split larger doses into retail 
quantities

• Make caches
• Communicate their location to 

leaders

Drug caches

Drug caches

Drug caches

Drug caches
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the point of arrival, the cargo is likely to be received by 
several buyers.1260 Logistics operators usually receive part 
of the payment in advance and the rest after delivering 
the drug “successfully”.1261

Logistics operators work across geographies; cocaine 
producers in source countries may hire them to deliver 

e dr g o an e or a ion oin  s c  as a sea or  in 
a transit country. On the receiving side, transportation 
networks guarantee the retrieval at the destination and 
sometimes provide transportation to the buyer. Transpor-
tation networks typically represent a business-oriented 
cri inal c l re as ey oc s on s ecific ro es en ry 
points, rather than controlling a whole territory and all 
its illicit activities.1262

The offer of these type of groups is their well-estab-
lished infrastructure and professional members. As 
mentioned by an Argentinian prosecutor and a Brazilian 

olice o ficial  gro s a  se general a ia ion as eir 
ain odali y o  ra ficking a e landing s ri s  lanes  

and storage places, as well as highly skilled pilots.1263 1264 

According to a Brazilian expert, pilots are normally inde-
enden  con rac ors  ra er an e bers o  an C  

However, the PCC and the Comando Vermelho are known 
o ay or e raining o  yo ng ilo s  as e ig s are 
ery dangero s beca se ey in ol e ying a  ig  al i-

tudes to avoid detection by surveillance radar.1265 Besides 
pilots, transportation networks may include aviation 
mechanics and assistants responsible for opening the 
aircraft fuselage to store or hide the drugs.1266

i ilarly  gro s a  rely on ari i e ra ficking odal-
ities, typically possess different types of vessels and
consis  o  sea en or fis er en o kno  e ro es ell 
and are capable of navigating in rough waters, includ-
ing crossing the Atlantic Ocean.1267 1268 1269 Transportation 
groups do not typically need to become involved in other 
stages of the supply chain as it would entail higher risks 
and greater complexity. 

1260 Interview #8.
1261 Sometimes, however, the logistics groups are paid for their services in 

kind, which may lead to the increasing availability of the drug in the 
communities where the criminal actors are based.

1262 Angel Rabasa et al., ‘Counternetwork: Countering the Expansion of Trans-

1263 Interview #19.
1264 Interview #36, interview by UNODC, 2022.

Ibid.
1266 Diario de Pernambuco, ‘Polícia Federal prende, na Imbiribeira, doleiro 

Diario de Pernambuco, 19 April 2022.
1267 Interview #41.
1268 Interview #8..
1269

Structure of criminal groups

The organizational structure of a criminal group is mainly 
defined by e role o  i s leaders i  and e rela ion-
ships between its members.1255 Leadership types may 
range ro  a ig ly decen rali ed ori on ally s r c-

red  o a ig ly cen rali ed er ically ierarc ical  
command structure. In a decentralized structure, leader-
ship is loose, consisting of relatively independent cells, 
each with their respective bosses. This type of organiza-
ion generally orks like a ranc ise  a  is  an C  can 

have a group leadership, which can act either as a board, 
or a council, where all leaders have relatively equal 
decision-making power. In a centralized organization, in 
contrast, there is usually a single leader who holds much 
of the decision-making power.

s e analysis abo e s o s  large-scale dr g ra fick-
ing nowadays appears to be dominated by small- to 
medium-sized criminal groups that function like net-
works rather than well-delineated organizations with 
stable membership and a clearly established chain of 
co and  s no ed by one e er  ro  Cos a ica  only 
the highest members of the criminal hierarchy in that 
country may belong to a stable criminal structure. The 
lo er le els are re or ed o be ore id  ile es ab-
lishing clientelist relationships of convenience with 
various actors.1256 e re ie  o  C s a  di eren  le els o  
the supply chain shows that even relatively hierarchical 
entities, such as Mexican or Brazilian criminal groups, 
operate as business-oriented networks, with operations 
spread across multiple specialized cells that can act 
semi-autonomously.

Transportation networks play an increasingly import-
ant role in the cocaine supply chain

e seg en a ion o  cocaine- ra ficking organi a ions is 
also ill s ra ed in e roli era ion o  logis ics ne orks  
mostly groups specialized in drug transportation. As drug 
ra ficking organi a ions a e been o so rcing logis ics 

services to independent agents, specialized transporta-
tion networks have come to play an increasingly import-
an  role in in erna ional ra ficking  ese ac ors ay be 
in ol ed in ra ficking di eren  y es o  dr gs in large 

an i ies s c  as cocaine and cannabis  and can ser-
vice different clients. They tend to maintain business-cli-
ent relationships with various types of groups operating 
in the same territory. As mentioned by some experts, 
sometimes logistics networks collect drugs from several 
suppliers to maximize the capacity of the transport, such 
as a small plane or a container.1257 1258 1259 In this case, at 

European Journal of Sociology
177–220.
Interview #21, interview by UNODC, 2022.
Interview #19.
Interview #8, interview by UNODC, 2022.
Laura Álvarez, ‘Así cayó en Colombia la organización que mandó cocaína 

La Razón, 27 November 2020.
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in ain  e leader s bro er  as in c arge o  
coordina ing ari i e ra ficking o era ions and 
providing technical means to avoid communications 
surveillance.

The group had multiple boats and engines stored in 
different locations between northern Portugal and 
Galicia. The boats were acquired and prepared through 
a boa - ain enance co any  ose o ner  as 
a key member as he possessed specialized skills on 
maintaining and adapting different types of boats for 
ra ficking o era ions  He also see ed o be a con ac  

person for the broker, a Portugal-based “observer” 
 ired by e s lier o in or  e  o  e es-

sel’s voyage and to control the delivery of the cocaine.

s logis ics C s o en re ain ar  o  e cocaine 
shipments for distribution in the domestic market, the 
second cluster consisted of three individuals, includ-
ing one Colo bian na ional  o rans or ed and 
dis rib ed edi -si ed an i ies o  cocaine ro  

 o  kg  in ain  e Colo bian na ional see ed 
to be the only member of this cluster who maintained 
contact with the broker.

A third cluster consisted of the crew members, almost 
all o  o   in o al  ere e al and anglades  
nationals, except one Galician, who appeared to act as 
a “guarantor” for the owners of the shipment. Accord-
ing to media sources, only 3 crew members, including 
the captain and the Galician, were allegedly involved 
knowingly in the operation.

Later the same year, on the other side of the Atlantic, 
a criminal group responsible for the dispatch of the 

Case study 1.  Shipping 3.8 tons of cocaine from 
Colombia to Galicia, Spain (April 2020)

Galicia in Spain is a hub where experienced boatmen 
have been known for their long-standing involve-

en  in s ggling obacco and ra ficking cannabis 
and cocaine.a b c As explained by a Spanish prose-
cutor, these actors do not typically acquire cocaine 
and thus are not linked with the suppliers in South 
America directly, but rather provide transportation 
services to multiple clients.d In April 2020, Spanish law 
enforcement seized 3.8 tons of cocaine on board of a 
ogo- agged essel en route to Galicia.e Based on the 

o ficial ress release e media reportsf g h and prosecu-
tion documentation, it is possible to reconstruct the 
ra ficking o era ion and e s r c re o  e cri inal 

network involved. This case provides an example of 
the structure of an important criminal group spe-
cialized in logistics services that operated in Galicia 
be een  or earlier i and 2020.

The network on the receiving side of the operation 
consisted of two Galicia-based clusters - a logistics 
group and a distribution group. The logistics group, 
comprised of about 11 members, offered their ser-
ices o  collec ing cocaine a  sea o ario s C s  n 

this case, they were to receive the 3.8-ton shipment 
of cocaine by unloading it from the mother ship and 
delivering it to the shore by speed boats. The group’s 
leader j coordinated the operation and managed 
co nica ions i  e Colo bia-based s liers  
He also relied on a corr  c s o s o ficial  or 
the relevant information on investigative activities by 

olice  e c s o s o ficer  in rn  also ar ici a ed 
in drug transportation and mid-level distribution 

Structure of a transportation network (example of one trafficking operation)

Source: UNODC analysis based on prosecution documents.
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quantity of cocaine. If the Guatemalan group does not 
have the amount needed or the capacity at the moment, 
i  co nica es i  o er do es ic gro s o lfil e 
order. This suggests a certain degree of coordination 
and respect for each other’s territory. This development 

ig  be ar  o  an ada a ion s ra egy by e C s a  
prefer to attract less attention from the police.1271

Similarly, on the European destination market front, 
many of the European-based actors who procure whole-
sale cocaine shipments from South America constitute 
business-oriented networks, where several groups of 
ra fickers coe is  s an e er  in elgi  re or ed  

dr g ra fickers ere are no  co e ing  ey are sing 
each other’s experiences and, because there is so much 
demand, they can exist besides each other. They are 
more colleagues than competitors.”1272 In other words, 

C s in elgi  crea e o or nis ic alliances by sing 
the same “service providers,” rather than competing with 
each other. As a result, there has been relatively little 
drug-related violence in Belgium.

The Netherlands, in turn, has experienced an increase 
in violence in the last few years as a result of the rivalry 
be een l i le dr g ra ficking organi a ions 1273 The 
con ic s occ r a ong bo  ig -le el cri inals and 

i in lo er ranks  or e a le  a s s ec ed c - o-
roccan leader o  e ocro a fia  as allegedly linked 
o e rders o  a ro inen  o rnalis   and 

a la yer 1274 He appears to have used hitman 
services to systematically eliminate his rivals and trial 

i nesses  ean ile  ano er dr g ra ficking orga-
nization has been assassinating his people as well.1275

n ano er e a le ro  e edia  a ra ficker ro  
o erda  ad b il  con ac s i  a Colo bian C  and 
as anaging a dr g- ra ficking organi a ion 1276 when 

in 2020, seven shipping containers converted into cells 
and torture chambers, built on his orders, were discov-
ered between Rotterdam and Antwerp near the Belgian 
border.1277 1278

The establishment of new business-client relationships 
can also start with the hiring of a new “service provider” 
ad hoc which then leads to a subsequent collaboration 
on a regular basis. In a case described by a prosecutor 
in Belgium, when a contaminated container suddenly 

as selec ed or ins ec ion  e recei ing C  co ld no  

1271 Interview #16, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1272 Interview #12.
1273 The New 

York Times, 4 December 2021.
1274

France24, 2 October 2021.

1276
Irish Times, 12 April 2022.

1277 Daniel Boffey, ‘Dutch Torture Container “Shows Cocaine Users the Conse-
The Guardian, 7 February 2022.

1278 NL Times, ‘Hit List with 18 Names Found in Investigation into Rotterdam 
NL Times, 27 November 2020.

- on s i en  as dis an led in Colo bia f The 
group operated since at least 2015 and was focused on 
providing transportation services to connect cocaine 

rod c ion areas in e Colo bian ngle i  e 
Alta Guajira coastal area, on the border with Venezuela 

oli arian e blic o  ro  ere  e gro  sen  
large cocaine s i en s o Cen ral erica  e Carib-
bean, the United States and Europe by loading cocaine 
onto mother ships from go-fast boats. The leader 
of the group had been linked to over 10,000 tons of 
cocaine seized in multiple counterdrug operations.l
The 3.8 tons of cocaine were also loaded onto the 
mother ship at sea using small boats, after the ship 
passed the port of Panama.

a Nacho Carretero, Snow on the Atlantic: How Cocaine Came to Europe (New 
York: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2018). 

b Javier Romero, ‘Los Charlines, un clan ideado a imagen y semejanza de las 

c

d Interview #8, interview by UNODC, 2022.
e -

f Laura Álvarez, ‘Así cayó en Colombia la organización que mandó cocaína a 
La Razón, 27 November 2020.

g

h -

Galicia, 23 April 2022.
i -

cking. However, it is unclear from open sources when the group began its 
operations.

j Numbers, such as (#1), correspond to the number assigned to the respective 

l Luis Antonio Hernández Barbosa, Extradición CP177-2021, No. Radicación 

November 2021).

Formation of networks and alliances

ince os  C s do no  con rol e en ire s ly c ain 
of cocaine from South America to destination markets, 
gro s o  ra fickers a  di eren  s ages o  e c ain or  

ally beneficial ar ners i s  ese collabora ions 
are often highly dynamic and unstable, as for example in 
the case of Mexico, where yesterday’s criminal allies may 
become today’s enemies and vice versa.1270 As a result, 
co e i ion a ong C s or ra ficking corridors or dis-
tribution points often generates violence. In other cases, 
however, groups may collaborate with each other at any 
level of the supply chain. 

For example, a prosecutor from Guatemala pointed to a 
grea er coordina ion be een cocaine ra fickers ac i e 
in the country in recent years. According to this source, 
it is not uncommon to see a potential Mexican buyer 

o con ac s a a e alan gro  o re es  a s ecific 

1270
November 2021.
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To achieve levels of trust needed to conduct an illegal 
activity, actors form alliances based on shared char-
acteristics, such as ethnicity, kinship, religion, shared 
environment, geographical1282 or social1283 proximity. Trust 
becomes especially relevant in the context of an increas-
ingly fragmented criminal landscape and the diversity of 
nationalities involved1284 in cocaine ra ficking  e ican 

C s or e a le are kno n or sol ing e roble  o  
trust by placing family members at the head of important 
operations at home and abroad.1285 Analysis of cocaine 
sei res in aly s o s a  ra fickers end o associa e 
with individuals from a similar ethnic background or the 
same linguistic group.1286

1282 -

The Evolution of Illicit Flows: Displacement and Convergence among 
Transnational Crime, ed. Ernesto U. Savona, Rob T. Guerette, and Alberto 
Aziani (Cham: Springer International Publishing, 2022), 173–92, https://doi.

1283 Luca Giommoni, Alberto Aziani, and Giulia Berlusconi, ‘How Do Illicit 
Drugs Move Across Countries? A Network Analysis of the Heroin Supply to 

Journal of Drug Issues 47, no. 2 (1 April 2017): 217–40.
1284

November 2021.
1286

roceed i  e lanned od s o erandi e s i c  
e od  and s e reci ien  ad o find ano er 
C  o co ld se ano er e rac ion e od  e 

new organization had access to the port through a port 
driver; they retrieved the container, extracted the bags 
with cocaine and returned the container to the harbour. 
That operation became the start of a new cooperation, as 
bo  C s collabora ed in e sa e ay abo  -  i es 
afterwards.1279

erall  cri inal consor ia a ong ro ean ra fickers 
seem to be occurring more often than before, especially 
since so e o  ese dr g ra ficking organi a ions no  
have direct access to cocaine producers in Latin Amer-
ica, but individually lack the capital required to procure 
cocaine in an i ies a  o ld ens re s ficien  rofi  

argins  n so e cases  ese dr g ra ficking orga-
nizations pool their capital to jointly purchase larger 

an i ies and a i i e rofi s 1280 It is plausible that a 
dynamic and stimulated global market for cocaine will 
continue to engender such patterns of collaboration 
in e roc re en  and ra ficking o  cocaine in e 
future.1281

1279 Interview #12.
1280

of the European Union, Luxembourg: European Monitoring Centre for 
Drugs and Drug Addiction and Europol, 2019).

1281

Strength of association between pairs of nationalities of individuals arrested simultaneously in connection with cocaine seizures in Italy, 
2017–2020

Source: UNODC Drugs Monitoring Platform.
Note:
propensity for the nationalities not to occur together. The neutral value of 1 indicates that the two nationalities occur independently of each other. More precisely, the 
value shown (odds ratio) for a given pair of nationalities (N1, N2) expresses the increase (or decrease) in likelihood that the second nationality (N2) occurs when the 

and N2 are inverted.
The calculations are based on cocaine seizure cases in which at least 2 individuals of known nationality were arrested.
For a given nationality pair, the number in brackets indicates the number of cases in the dataset where the two nationalities occurred together. Only pairs of 
nationalities which occurred in at least 4 cases are considered.
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Beyond Europe, the Cártel de Sinaloa from Mexico, 
Colo bian ra fickers a e sed a orial inea as a 
transit point for their transatlantic cocaine shipments. 
These links might have been facilitated by the common 
lang age anis 1288 Similarly, anecdotal evidence 

oin s o  a  ra ilian ra fickers ig  a e links i  
e or g ese-s eaking rican co n ries  s c  as Cabo 

Verde1289 1290 1291 and Angola1292, besides Mozambique.1293

1288 Thomson Reuters Legal, ‘Money-Laundering Methods of Drug Cartels and 

1289

1290 C. Cohen, ‘Development of the Brazilian Drug Market Toward Africa: 
Journal of Illicit Economies 

and Development 1, no. 2 (2019): 134–44.
1291
1292
1293

Similarly, among individuals detained in association with 
cocaine ra ficking in or gal in  na ionals o  l so-
phone countries prevail.1287

The calculations are based on cocaine seizure cases in 
which at least 2 individuals of known nationality were 
arrested.

For a given nationality pair, the number in brackets indi-
cates the number of cases in the dataset where the two 
nationalities occurred together. Only pairs of nationali-
ties which occurred in at least 4 cases are considered.

1287

Most prominent nationalities of non-Portuguese individuals arrested 
in Portugal on cocaine trafficking charges, by nationality, 2020

Note:
Belarus, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Germany Macedonia, Montenegro, 
Morocco, Peru, Romania, Russian Federation, and USA.
Source:
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locations in Spain, including to Spain-based Albanian 
buyers. To pay the Portuguese suppliers for cocaine 
consignments, the Sevilla group resorted to services 
o  a C inese oney broker based in ain  o a oid 
physical movement of cash or bank transfers, the 
money broker would receive payment in cash from 
the Spanish cocaine distributors, provide them with 
a numeric code and pass the code to his associate 
abroad  e associa e abroad in or gal or ano er 
co n ry  o ld ay e corres onding a o n  o  

oney on a ing ded c ed a co ission  o a or-
tuguese supplier’s representative after the latter had 
presented the numeric code. On one occasion, over 
50,000 euro were moved at one time.

Finally, the Barcelona-based group had multiple 
suppliers. It procured cocaine in Spain and other 
European countries, including the Netherlands. After 
a r s ed e ber  in rod ced is boss  o 
the Sevilla group’s leadership, the Barcelona group 
began obtaining some of its cocaine supply from the 
Sevilla group. Later, the same broker shared with the 
Barcelona group’s leader that the Sevilla group had an 
established relationship with the Portuguese suppli-
ers  a er ic  e ree o  e    and  
decided to travel to Portugal to initiate the collabo-
ration between the Barcelona group and the Portu-
guese.d

At the same time, the Barcelona group also conducted 
nego ia ions direc ly a  e so rce  in Colo bia  e 
con ac s i  e Colo bia-based s liers ere 
facilitated by family ties of one of the members, a 

o an o  Colo bian origin  ose a er and 
brother were involved to some degree in cocaine traf-
ficking  n a  leas  one occasion  e o an ra elled 
to South America to negotiate large-scale container 

Mid-level cocaine distribution network in four cities 
across Spaina

e case o  a dr g ra ficking ne ork ac i e in ain 
from at least September 2017 until November 2018,a
when it was taken down, illustrates how different 
groups establish linkages and collaborate. Rather than 
being a nified s r c re nder a single co and  e 
network consisted of 4 separate groups of mid-level 
suppliers, wholesale buyers and retail distributors 

o o era ed in  ci ies across ain al a  arce-
lona  adrid  and e illa  o e o  e gro s ad 
links i  s liers in Colo bia and i  logis ics 
operators across Europe; others operated only within 

ain   o   eo le in ol ed   ere o  Colo bian 
origin;b and a small portion of members were related 
by a ily or ro an ic ies  o  o   ies  ne ird 
of the members were female, with some occupying 
important positions within the network.

The Palma-based group’s main activity was to acquire 
mid-scale quantities of cocaine and cannabis resin in 
other Spanish cities and distribute them in Mallorca 
to retail drug dealers and users alike. In spring 2018, 
i s leader  so g  o e and e ool o  s liers 
beyond his traditional Barcelona stream. Therefore, a 
broker  o belonged o e adrid-based gro  
in rod ced e al a gro s leader  o a Colo -
bia-born couple, who acted as mid-level leaders of 

e adrid gro   and c In addition, the Palma 
group’s leader travelled personally to Sevilla, Barce-
lona and Madrid to negotiate the supply of cocaine 
consignments and to deliver payments in cash.

n e o er side  e e illa-based cl s er  o  
received cocaine directly from Portugal and supplied 
it to the Barcelona group, the Palma group and other 

Structure of a cocaine mid-level distribution network in Spain

Source: UNODC analysis based on Audiencia Provincial, Palma de Mallorca, SAP IB 919/2021, 24 February 2021.
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with multiple groups. For example, the Sevilla group 
distributed cocaine to dealers and consumers in 
Madrid, independently of the Madrid group. Moreover, 
it apparently had no reservation in facilitating the 
direct contact between its Portuguese supplier and its 
buyer, the Barcelona group.

a Based on the analysis of a sentencing document: Audiencia Provincial, 
Palma de Mallorca, SAP IB 919/2021, 24 February 2021.

b

information on their immigration status in Spain, however, is not available.
c

group, hence only four members are presented in the Madrid cluster of the 
graph (#8 to #11). The Tier 1 leader of the Madrid group is not mentioned in 
the document and thus does not appear on the graph.

d The Sevilla group leader accompanied the Barcelona group leader in order 
to introduced him to the Portuguese.

shipments. In addition, she was also in charge of 
negotiating the supply for the Palma group and 
travelled to Mallorca to collect payment from it after 
cocaine was distributed in the island.

The interactions within this network highlight the key 
role o  e brokers nodes   and  in connec -
ing the suppliers with the distributors at the national 
le el  rokers are r s ed e bers o  an C  and 
have the highest number of ties and serve as a bridge 
between different clusters. This case also illustrates 
the collaborative rather than competitive dynamics 
of the structure; cocaine distributors at the national 
level are in constant search to diversify their suppliers, 
while forming non-exclusive business partnerships 

Internal links and roles of a cocaine mid-level distribution network in Spain

Source: UNODC analysis based on Audiencia Provincial, Palma de Mallorca, SAP IB 919/2021, 24 February 2021.

Chapter 4 Box: 
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raf ing 
modalities

To arrive from a production site to a consumer market 
abroad, a shipment of cocaine is typically transported 
by l i le eans  so e i es co bining a erborne  
airborne and land ro es  ile o ing be een di -
ferent storage points and exchanging hands from one 
actor to the next. Routes and modalities typically shift in 
res onse o dr g in erdic ion e or s  ra fickers do no  
always choose the shortest geographical route; rather 
their strategy to deliver the drugs to their next buyer is 
aimed at avoiding law enforcement measures. Moreover, 
the supply chain to consumer markets involves multi-
ple transactions between various actors, often acting 
autonomously, so that the overall route is not necessarily 
de er ined by one grand design b  re ec s ra er e 
path of least resistance, even if that path may appear 
circuitous in geographical terms. 

C anges in e ernal ac ors  as ell as la  en orce en  
efforts, determining this path of least resistance may 
lead to shifts in destinations, shifts between different 
geographical routes and shifts between different means 
of transportation. Such changes are often referred to 
as the “balloon effect”, especially when linked to law 
enforcement efforts and when they result in geographic 
displacement. For example, successful law enforcement 
along e cocaine ra ficking ro e ro  o  o or  
America likely contributed indirectly to the increased 
a eal or ra fickers o  es  and Cen ral ro e as a 
destination market, and to rendering the transatlantic 

route the new “path of least resistance”,1294 a channel 
which itself expanded through extensive use of contain-
eri ed s i en s or ra ficking  i ilarly  in e a er-

a  o  C -  di fic l ies in crossing l i le  land 
borders on e nor ard ro e ro g  Cen ral erica 

ay o en ially a e ade ari i e ra ficking c annels 
towards Europe more attractive than the route towards 
North America,1295 while in Brazil the shifting landscape 
ollo ing e onse  o  C -  a ears o a e res l ed 

in an increased use of air modalities as opposed to 
ra ficking by land 1296 A Guatemalan prosecutor pointed 

out that sea transport and aircraft seemed to alternate 
in Guatemala in seizure incidents during 2018-2021, likely 
d e o s i c ing be een ari i e and aerial ra ficking 
routes. Meanwhile, land routes remained consistent.1297

Con aineri ed s i en s  y ically rans or ed es e-
cially in e case o  cocaine  as o osed o o er dr gs  
in ocean-going vessels for long segments of their itiner-
ary, and maritime modalities in general, allow for large 
quantities to be transported in single consignments.

1294 UNODC and Europol, ‘The Illicit Trade of Cocaine from Latin America to 

UNODC, September 2021).
Interview #20, interview by UNODC, 2022.

1296
1297 Interview #16, interview by UNODC, 2022.

Distribution of cocaine seizures documented in the UNODC Drugs Monitoring Platform, by subregion and means of transportation, 2018–2021

Source: UNODC Drugs Monitoring Platform.
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ariti e traf ing

Waterborne modalities have been instrumental in 
enabling e o  o  increasing ol es o  cocaine 
towards destination markets. Based on seizures doc-

en ed in e C r gs oni oring la or  
the share of cocaine quantities seized associated with 

ari i e ra ficking reac ed  er cen  in 1298 To 
o e cocaine o er a er  ra fickers se co ercial 

and private vessels, as well as underwater drones and 
semi-submersibles. 

1298

Moreover, in South America, waterways and their ports 
play an increasingly important role in the movement and 
trans-shipment of cocaine on its way to a seaport. For 
e a le  as confir ed by in er ie ed arag ayan c s-
o s o ficers  large an i ies o  cocaine lea e arag ay 

by ri er essels  ainly ro g  inland or s y ically 
s nci n  ere cocaine is loaded in o con ainers  i er 

vessels can also make stops in other inland ports where 
cocaine can be trans-shipped. The containers then travel 
downstream along the Paraguay-Paraná Waterway and  
are loaded onto container vessels in deeper waters to 
reac  e lan ic ia e i er la e es ary close o 

on e ideo and enos ires 1299 In addition, according 
to Uruguayan authorities, the Uruguay River, on the bor-
der between Argentina and Uruguay, is used to transport 
cocaine via barges.1300 Further north, limited evidence 
suggests that the Amazonian waterways are also used for 
cocaine ra ficking 1301,1302 including towards the Atlantic 
coast.1303 1304 1305 The semi-submersible detected off Span-
ish shores in November 2019 appears to have been man-
ufactured in a shipyard in the vicinity of Leticia, a major 
port on the Amazon River located at the juncture of the 

ra ilian  Colo bian and er ian border  and ade i s 
way to the Atlantic along the Amazon River.1306 1307 1308

Containers continue to be actively used for transoce-
anic shipments of cocaine

ile cocaine ra fickers a e long aken ad an age o  
legal trade in containerized goods, their techniques of 
“contamination”1309 and concealment continuously evolve. 
As interviewed experts agree, the logistics of container 
ra ficking are beco ing ore co le  and so is ica ed  

requiring a network of collaborators among port work-
ers  rans or  co anies  dri ers  or c s o s o ficials  
Although not new, the use of container vessels to conceal 
cocaine still seems to be on the rise. Law enforcement 
o ficials oin  o  a significan  o e en  o  con a i-
nated containers from such countries as Panama, Ecuador, 
Cos a ica  o inican e blic  and ra il 1310 1311 1312 1313

1299 Interview 38, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1300

November 2020.
1301
1302 Interview #36, interview by UNODC, 2022.

1303
Mongabay, 8 November 2022.

1304 Tom Phillips and Dan Collyns, ‘Police Losing Narco War in Deadly Amazon 
The Guardian, 16 June 2022.

The Guardian, 4 February 2022.
1306 Jesús Cañas and Patricia Ortega Dolz, ‘La Narcolancha Semisumergible de 

El País, 12 March 2021.
1307
1308

1309

1310 Interview #24, interview by UNODC, 2022. 
1311 Interview #18, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1312 -

lombia, 11 November 2021).
1313

February 2022).

Number of cocaine seizures greater than 125 kg in Guatemala in air-
borne and seaborne consignments documented in the UNODC Drugs 
Monitoring Platform, 2018–2021

Source: UNODC Drugs Monitoring Platform.
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cocaine hidden inside an 11-ton grinding machine were 
seized by Spanish authorities. The drug was introduced 
ro  Colo bia ro g  e or  o  alencia 1326 i ilarly  

in October 2022, 66 kg of cocaine were seized in Spain 
hidden inside industrial machinery. According to open 
sources, the criminal group responsible for the shipment 
was acquiring industrial machinery in Peru, where several 
people with specialized mechanical knowledge equipped 
it with hidden compartments to conceal cocaine and 
send i  o ain by sea o e rac  e cocaine in s c  
cases  ra fickers o en need o se s eciali ed e i -
ment.1327 n e as  decade  o e er  ra fickers a e 
been increasingly o ing or e ri -on ri -o  gan-
cho perdido / gancho ciego  ec ni e 1328 This method 
involves “piggy-backing” on a legitimate shipment with-
out the shipper’s knowledge, and relies on port workers, 
truck drivers or other individuals with access to the 
terminal to introduce the drug into a container together 
with the licit cargo, for later retrieval at the port of des-
tination.1329 In this method, criminal groups typically pick 
large legitimate companies and target their licit cargo. 
Brazilian interviewees indicate that PCC, which is a major 

layer in cocaine ra ficking ro  e ra ilian or  o  
Santos, has extensive links among truck drivers and long-
shoremen to ensure the “right” people are connected to 
the “right” cargo.1330 en so rces confir  a  ri -on
rip-off” is widely used to ship medium to large quantities 
o  cocaine ro  ens o  kilogra s o se eral ons 1331

According to one Spanish interviewee, it is the most 
common contamination method in the port of Valencia, 
Spain, that also surpasses other Spanish ports in cocaine 
seizures involving this method.1332

o o en a sealed con ainer  ra fickers break e original 
customs seal and then replace it with a replica to avoid 
signs o  a ering  n Cos a ica  ere ra fickers a e 
been increasingly using shipments of fruits and vege-
tables to send cocaine to Europe,1333 cloning of customs 
seals kno n as e ree seals e od  is o en sed 
when the container is contaminated while still on the 
farm or en route to the port.1334 This modus operandi 
involves one original seal and two replicas that are inter-
changed while the goods are transported.1335 Alternatively, 

1326 Ibid.
1327 Tony Kingham, ‘Seized 66 Kilos of Cocaine That Were to Be Introduced 

Border Security Report, 20 
October 2022. 

1328
Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction, 2016).

1329
ropan/en/BorderControl/container-control/ccp-glossary-of-terms.html.

1330
1331

InSight Crime, 9 February 2021.
1332 Interview #10.
1333 -

mentación de la normativa y recomendaciones sobre buenas prácticas, 
-

lincuencia organizada, realizadas por medio de contenedores marítimos 

Sobre Drogas, 2020) , 67.
1334

A common pattern reported in various sources has been 
to contaminate containers in ports that are not a typical 
source of cocaine shipments, or to route a contaminated 
container through a transit port which is not “suspi-
cious.”1314 1315 1316 But, as was stated by one prosecutor, 
ra fickers also ay con a ina e  ro es on r ose  

This may happen to divert more police attention to the 
route to stop it from being used by a rival criminal group. 
In other cases, a criminal group itself may facilitate the 
detection of a contaminated container by the police on 
a non-traditional route to divert attention from a larger 
shipment of cocaine that is about to arrive via a typical 
route.1317

Cocaine ra ficked in con ainer s i s can be in rod ced 
in o e con ainer a  di eren  s ages  a ay ro  e or  
e g  in e case o  s i en s o  agric l ral rod ce  on 

e ar  ere e rod ce origina es  in ransi  o e 
or  on a road or railroad  or in a are o se  in e or  

itself; or at sea. As widely documented in media cover-
age, when concealing cocaine among legitimate goods on 
a ar  or in a are o se  ra fickers o en se crea i e 

e ods o  ca o age  s c  as s fing r i s i  
cocaine as fruit pulp,1318 and imitating sugar1319 or o r1320, 
among others. In Uruguay, soya and wool cargoes have 
been often used for concealing cocaine, with the contam-
ination occurring before the container is delivered to the 
port.1321 1322 In other cases, cocaine can be concealed in 

e s r c re o  a con ainer s c  as ooring  alls  or a 
refrigeration unit1323 1324

Large quantities of cocaine have been also found con-
cealed within heavy machinery shipped in containers. For 
example, in July 2019, over 380 kg of cocaine were found 
inside construction machinery in an Australian town. The 
cocaine was concealed inside the steel hydraulic lifting 
arm of an excavator. The drug arrived at Port Botany in a 
shipment from South Africa.1325 n an ary   kg o  

1314

Trends in Organized Crime, 2022.
-

The Evolution of Illicit Flows: 
Displacement and Convergence among Transnational Crime, ed. Ernesto 

1316 UNODC and CoE Brazil, ‘Brazil in the Regional and Transatlantic Cocaine 
-

ODC, July 2022).
1317 Interview #10, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1318 EuropaPress, ‘Desarticulado un grupo que introducía cocaína en piñas 

EuropaPress, 8 May 2021.
1319 Globo.com, ‘Receita Federal localiza mais de 700 kg de cocaína em carga 

Globo.com, 29 December 2021.
1320

CadenaSer, 21 January 2019.
1321

November 2020.
1322

9 November 2020.
1323 Cooling 

Post
1324

of the European Union, Luxembourg: European Monitoring Centre for 
Drugs and Drug Addiction and Europol, 2019, 62.
UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform., n.d.
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Failures to retrieve cocaine at a destination are not 
uncommon

rrors or lack o  coordina ion a ong ra fickers ay 
lead o ra ficked co odi ies re aining i in lici  
cargo and moving on to the next port. In November 
2021, 400 kg of cocaine were discovered in a ship-
ping container in South Korea, the largest seizure of 
cocaine in i s is ory  e con ainer s ro e as er   
c ador  a e ala  e ico  a an  o  orea  

Bags with the illicit cargo were discovered accidentally, 
among avocados, during a quarantine procedure. As 
the bags were placed in the front part of the container, 
with no intention of hiding them, the Korean authori-
ties believe that it might have been a result of a failed 
‘rip-off’ unloading at some point along the route.a

One international expert explained that, in February 
2022, 50 kg of cocaine concealed in a container structure 
were seized in the port of Gdansk (Poland). The container’s 
route had been from Ecuador via Mexico to Antwerp and 
then St. Petersburg (the Russian Federation), where the drug 
was to be picked up by the receiver. It appears that the drug 
failed to be retrieved from the container in St. Petersburg, 
and the ship continued its trajectory to Poland.b

In another instance reported by Estonian authori-
ies as ci ed in e edia   ons ere sei ed in 

ga Harbor s onia  in arc   idden a ong 
bananas from Ecuador, in one of the largest seizures in 
the Baltic and Nordic region.  According to an Estonian 

blic rosec or as ci ed in e edia  e case 
could have been the result of a failed drug retrieval 
from the port of Rotterdam, and according to the Tax 
and C s o s oard o  s onia  e s i  ad le  ro  
Rotterdam.b

In another case, described by a Belgian prosecutor, 
a container in the port of Antwerp turned out to be 
inaccessible for the drug “collectors”. As wiretapped 
conversations showed, a criminal organisation had 
two “rip-off” extractions of cocaine cargo planned 
in the harbour that day. While one was successful, 
the other one failed because the container had been 

laced o  o  reac  on o  o  o er o con ainers  
Hoping to reach the container, smugglers contacted a 
crane o era or o asked or a large financial co -

ensa ion  illion  or e ser ice  e s gglers 
were unwilling to pay such a high fee and had to 
abandon the cargo.c

e erences
a UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform., n.d.
b Interview #42, interview by UNODC, 2022.
c Interview #12, interview by UNODC, 2022.

as mentioned by a Panamanian prosecutor, smugglers 
may take the doors off of a container and place them 
back on after contaminating it.1336

Con a ina ion can also occ r in areas close o e or  
In one scenario, the container enters the port “clean” and 
is registered at the entry. Then, shortly before loading the 
vessel, it is removed clandestinely from the port at night 
to be contaminated. It is then returned to the port and 
loaded onto the ship.1337 For example, Brazilian customs 
o ficials s s ec  a  so e con ainers are con a ina ed 
in Santos Metropolitan Area, so that the truck carrying 
the container remains close to the port which reduces 
the risk of the loss of the cargo.1338

There are several ways to unload cocaine from a con-
tainer in the destination port. For example, the “switch 

e od   ic  according o a elgian in er ie ee  as 
firs  de ec ed in e or  o  n er  elgi  and en 
s read o o er ro ean or s  in ol es dock orkers 
transferring the illicit cargo from an overseas, “risky” 
container to a container coming from an EU country, 
before an inspection takes place.1339 In doing so, the 
ra fickers  associa es a  e docks so e i es ens re 

the two containers are located close to each other. After 
the drugs are transferred, a complicit driver removes the 
newly contaminated container from the port to unload 
the cocaine.1340

In other instances covered in the media, cocaine “col-
lectors” have been known to hide for days in a container 
stored in the port, before retrieving the drug with the 
assistance of dock workers.1341 This tactic, sometimes 
called “Trojan horse”, is relatively new and not seen 
often. It may also be deadly if the “collectors” are 
trapped inside and run out of oxygen.1342

The described techniques generally require complicity 
o  corr  or  e loyees or c s o s o ficials  C s o s 
o ficers ay be bribed o rn a blind eye on a con a -
inated container or to swap it for a legitimate one. In an 
e a le ro  Cos a ica  a e ale scanner o era or a  
the port regularly let “clean” containers pass the scanner 
firs  sen  eir ic res o e c s o s o ficers or re ie  
and then would pass the contaminated containers with-
o  sending e ic res  e recei ed  or eac  
operation.1343

1336 Interview #18. 
1337
1338
1339 A container coming from South America is more likely to be subject to a 

customs inspection than an EU-originated container.
1340 Interview #12, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1341

Daily Mail, 1 February 2022.
1342

BBC News, 26 November 2021.
1343
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that originate in Brazil and are transhipped in Spain.1349 In 
C ile as ell  according o one in er ie ee a er ork is 
so e i es odified o re ec  a c ange in e co anies 
owning the container or its legal cargo. That is, contam-
ina ed erc andise i or ed ro  Colo bia o C ile is 
no inally i or ed na ionalised  and en e or ed 

reexportación”  ro  C ile o ro ean or s 1350

Another interviewee indicated that, in some cases, ship-
ping documents for containers sometimes declare a false 
ro e no  indica ing e real des ina ion 1351

False business dynamics represent a major challenge 
for law enforcement and prosecutors as they typically 
involve intricate webs of companies and unclear owner-
ship. As a prosecutor from Spain explained, in the case 
o  co anies co lici  in ra ficking  ere is o en a 
continuous change of ownership registered on paper, 
depending on where the illicit cargo is directed. For 
e a le  as soon as an C  finds o  a  i s con a -
inated container has been intercepted, it can quickly 
c ange e des ina ion o  e con ainer ro g  a fic i-
tious sale in an attempt to dispose of the responsibility 
for the cargo. When confronted by the investigators, the 
receiving companies usually claim that they were not 
aware of a change in ownership during the transit; or that 
the merchandise was intended for another buyer who 
changed their mind, leading them to sell the goods to 

e ig es  bidder  ere ore  i  can be e re ely di fic l  
or rosec ors o a rib e a ors i  o  e ra ficking 

operation to the recipient company.1352

Complex logistics and technological advances allow 
smaller watercraft to carry cocaine across oceans with 
greater efficiency than before

leas re essels yac s  co ercial essels gboa s  
erries  and cargo s i s  and fis ing essels are e en-

si ely sed o ra fic cocaine globally  esides e ac  
that navigation technology has become more advanced, 
enhancing the capabilities of some of these vessels, the 
logis ics o  ari i e ra ficking re resen  an increasingly 
complex relay system that relies on well-coordinated 
actions between multiple actors. In addition, as high-
lighted by international experts, when it comes to the 
choice of a vessel, logistics operators are opportunistic; 
one ra ficker can ac ire di eren  y es o  essels o 
expand their range of services.1353  Furthermore, as sug-
ges ed by one e er  e c oice o  essel or a ra ficking 
o era ion o en de ends on a  asse  an C  as in e 
area.1354

1349 ‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

Annual Meeting - Africa, Ghana, 23 November 2021).
Interview #2, interview by UNODC, 2022.
Interview #34, interview by UNODC, 2022.
Interview #7.
Interview #41, interview by UNODC, 2022. 

To imitate business activity on maritime routes, traf-
fickers use increasingly sophisticated methods
Front companies
In the context of high volumes of international trade 
facilitated by maritime transportation and more stringent 
c s o s con rols in or s  cocaine ra fickers o o er-
ate on maritime routes resort to increasingly sophisti-
ca ed b siness sc e es  or e a le  c s o s o ficials 
in Brazil note that about ten years ago, criminal groups 
would use shell companies to ship cocaine abroad. This 
allowed law enforcement to detect the illicit cargo by 
screening a non-existent company. Suspicious cargoes 

ose being s i ed ro g  an n s al ro e or i  
n s al con en s  ere sed ore re en ly and o ld 

raise s s icion o  la  en orce en  o adays  ra fickers 
are ore so is ica ed  and c s o s o ficials ig lig  

e increasing di fic l y in de ec ing illici  s i en s 
through container imagery.1344

nlike e ri -on ri -o  e od described abo e  
ic  i lies a  ra fickers ake ad an age o  legi i-

a e co anies i o  eir kno ledge  so e co -
anies are co lici  in cocaine ra ficking  ese ay be 

bo  e is ing b sinesses  ac ired by a ra ficker  i  a 
history of legitimate commercial activity, and companies 
s ecifically es ablis ed or e r oses o  cocaine ra -
ficking  ccording o one anis  rosec or  e la er 
method is more common.1345

Co anies se   by ra fickers are ai ed a  i i a ing 
legitimate export-import activity. As multiple interviewed 
experts noted, prior to sending cocaine consignments, 
ra fickers o en carry o  one or ore rial r ns  or 
dry r ns  in ic  ey send clean  s i en s i  

legitimate goods. Afterwards, they may send smaller 
a o n s o  cocaine -  kg  o ens re e cargo 
is not seized, before shipping larger quantities. Such 
activity allows the company to acquire the status of a 
functioning legitimate enterprise and to avoid scrutiny by 
c s o s o ficials 1346 1347 n Cos a ica  or e a le  ar s 
and ackaging co anies a e been sed by ra fickers 
as ron s o ide cocaine in legi i a e cargo  ra fickers 
may either buy an existing company or set up a new 
one.1348

False paperwork
n order o islead c s o s o ficials abo  e origin o  

a s i en  ra fickers can on occasion orge s i ing 
documents for containers, so that they appear to be 
coming from a port deemed to be of “low risk”. This was 
mentioned in the case of Benin in regard to shipments 

1344
Interview #7, interview by UNODC, 2022.

1346 Ibid.
1347 Interview #36.
1348 Ministerio de Seguridad Pública Costa Rica, ‘Comunicado de Prensa No. 

seguridadpublica.go.cr (blog), 7 September 2018.
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moving at the same speed, the cocaine is dropped over 
the board to be picked up by speedboats. This method 
i lies e in ol e en  o  cre  e bers in e ra fick-
ing operation or the presence of a stowaway.1361 1362 There 
have been crews and vessels detected that are involved 
in this method repeatedly.1363

Anecdotal evidence suggests that small watercraft might 
be increasingly used off the coast of West Africa, possibly 
as a res onse o s reng ened con rols in or s  Cocaine 

a  arri es in es ern rica is o en o oaded ro  es-
sels before reaching the port, and is further transported 
in small quantities by boats1364 to be stored in a ware-
house on land.1365 One media source suggests that some 
fis ing essels in is region are re rofi ed o be able o 
transport between a ton and a ton and a half of cocaine 

1361 An illegal actor who hides on the ship and assists with unloading the 

Armada de Colombia, 2022).
1362 Interview #8, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1363 Interview #41.
1364 Ibid.

Institute for 
Security Studies (blog), 4 December 2021.

o a oid la  en orce en  eas res a  sea or s  ra fick-
ers o en o oad cocaine ro  e o er s i  in o en 
seas be ore reac ing e or  e dro -o  e od  
Ship-to-ship transfers occur at rendezvous points using 
small and medium-sized boats, such as speedboats 

go- as  and fis ing essels  is odali y is e en-
sively used off the coasts of transit regions, such as in 
western and northern Africa,1355 1356 1357 in Cen ral er-
ica and e Caribbean 1358 and in e area o  e acific 
islands.1359  sailing essel ra er an a s eed boa  or 
a fis ing essel  can also sail ro  ro e o ick  e 
drug during a rendezvous in the Atlantic.1360

ccording o in er ie ees ro  C-  con ainer es-
sels have also been “dropping off” cocaine, especially 
o  e elgian and c  coas s  ile e essel kee s 

Interview #41.
Ibid.

-

Global Initiative Against Transnational Organized Crime (commissioned 
by the EMCDDA), 2019).

Mark Saunokonoko, ‘Mother Ships and Huge Underwater Caches: How 
9News, 7 Sep-

tember 2019.
1360

Location of cocaine seizures in the Atlantic ocean coordinated by the Maritime Analysis and Operations Centre (Narcotics), by type of vessel from 
which cocaine was seized, 2007 – April 2022

Final boundary between the Republic of Sudan and the Republic of South Sudan has not yet been determined.
Source: MAOC-N.
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Fishing vessels
Fishing vessels of all types, from industrial to artisanal, 

a e been long in ol ed in dr g ra ficking  Larger fis ing 
vessels can act as “mother ships”1376 essels a  carry 
large quantities of cocaine and from which smaller ves-
sels ra fic dr gs o-and- ro  edi  and s all fis ing 
vessels can provide go-fast boats in transit with fuel and 
s lies  aller fis ing essels ra fic dr gs in and o  
of harbours in smaller quantities, frequently tranship-
ping drugs to or from mother ships outside territorial 
waters.1377

e in ol e en  o  indi id al fis ers in e dr g ra -
ficking s ly c ain as been a gro ing concern in 
some countries, especially those that are home to 
vulnerable coastal communities.1378 It is not uncommon 
or s all-scale fis ers ro  o  and Cen ral erica 
o be in ol ed in cocaine ra ficking by s lying el 

or rans or ing dr gs nor  along e acific coas  o 
Cen ral erica or e ico 1379 or e a le  e Caribbean 
and acific coas s o  Cos a ica are o e o lnerable 
communities with lack of access to employment oppor-

ni ies  ese areas are sed o ra fic cocaine in go- as  
and fis ing boa s a  carry dr gs or s or  dis ances o 
o er Cen ral erican co n ries  or carry el s ly or 
o er s gglers  n recen  years  larger fis ing essels 
that can load more cocaine and move slower than speed 
boa s a e been increasingly sed on e acific coas  o  
Cen ral erica 1380

1376 Laura Bautista, ‘Interceptado en aguas canarias un pesquero con tres 
ABC España, 17 

April 2022.
1377

UNODC, 2011) , 74-94.
1378

Smithsonian Maganize, 12 November 2020.
1379 David Soud, Ian Ralby, and Rohini Ralby, ‘Hidden in Plain Sight: Fishing 

Windward
1380 Interview #29, interview by UNODC, 2022.

in one trip.1366 Senegalese law enforcement report that 
they observe an increase in the use of vessels rather than 
con ainers o ra fic cocaine 1367 In February 2021, 2 tons 
o  cocaine ere sei ed in in erna ional a ers o  akar 

enegal  ro  a o or yac  on i s ay ro  a bia 
to Guinea-Bissau.1368 Before  being loaded on the yacht, 
the drugs had been transhipped at sea from a ship using 
light boats coming from Latin America.1369

n e acific cean  al o g  con ainers are  one o  e 
ri ary odes o  ra ficking illici  dr gs according o 

one open source yachts and pleasure craft are also used 
or ransi ing be een e acific islands  s ralia and 

New Zealand because of their high versatility.1370 Media 
coverage indicates that Australia-bound cocaine is often 
transferred from a mother ship to light boats that can 
easily hide among numerous atolls along the coastline.1371

There have been cocaine bricks washed up on beaches 
of Fiji and Philippines believed to be bound for Austra-
lia. Police and locals in Polynesia also have found large 
stores of cocaine anchored underwater in huge nets and 
tagged with GPS beacons.1372

Sailing vessels
ccording o C-  ec nological ad ances in ari i e 

na iga ion allo ed sailing essels incl ding leas re 
cra  o di ersi y eir de ar re or s on e lan ic 
coast from where they deliver cocaine to Europe or Africa. 
In the past, sailing vessels were more dependent on the 

ind direc ion and os ly sailed ro  e Caribbean o 
Europe. Nowadays, however, Brazil has become one of 
the main departure points for the sailing vessels, despite 
this route being going against the prevailing wind.1373

ccording o C-  is c ange as been acili a ed by 
the advanced navigation technology available on modern 
sailing vessels.1374

In order to lower the risk of detection, sailing vessels 
a  de ar  ro  e Caribbean y ically do no  s o  on 

intermediate islands on their way to Europe. A stopover 
is ore likely en ra fickers are confiden  a  e 
cocaine is well concealed, and the risk of detection is 
low. This is typically the case when the drugs had been 
loaded onshore as opposed to on the high seas.1375

1366 RFI, 
22 January 2022.

1367 ‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

1368
maoc.eu, n.d.

1369 ‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

1370
Lowy Institute (blog), 16 February 2022.

1371 Saunokonoko, ‘Mother Ships and Huge Underwater Caches: How South 

1372 Ibid.
1373

either West African coast or Western Europe) or to the Gulf of Guinea (to 
reach West Africa).

1374 Interview #41.
Ibid.

Number of sailing vessels trafficking cocaine intercepted in the 
Atlantic in operations coordinated by MAOC-N, 2008-2021, by month of 
interception

Source: MAOC-N.
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in icarag an or Cos a ican a ers or on s ore  s  
the shipment makes stops from one country to another 
and does not need to go further into the sea. These boats 
o en lea e e dr gs oa ing i   beacons or fis -
ers to pick them up and bring them ashore.1390 1391

Go-fast boats are also used in crossings of the Atlantic 
ro  o  erica o ro e  n is case  ra fickers 

o en rans er cocaine be een di eren  essels go- as  
and fis ing essels  o or ree i es er o rney  
Vessels that provide refuelling or other logistical support 
are also often used in the Atlantic. Each trip requires 
two to three vessels to tow a go-fast or to provide it with 
supplies or fuel.1392 1393

Merchant vessels
ccording o e er s ro  C-  gboa s  general 

cargo essels and b lk carriers sed o ra fic cocaine 
across the Atlantic typically do not surpass 100 meters in 
length. They are cheaper and easier to dock in ports than 
larger vessels; and are sometimes bought only for one 
run.1394 Such was the case of “Eser”, a general cargo ship 
that carried 9.5 tons of cocaine from Panama to Morocco 
b  ad o ake a s o o er in Cabo erde 1395 Accord-
ing to one  source familiar with the case, the vessel 

as bo g  in a de eriora ed s a e s ecifically or one 
ra ficking o era ion  ec nical roble s  oge er i  

a sudden death of one of the crew members, forced the 
s i  o dock in e or  o  raia  Cabo erde  ere e 
drugs were seized.1396

Merchant vessels that leave European ports to pick up 
cocaine at sea, sometimes pretend to go in the direc-
tion of West Africa. They then switch off the GPS system 
and reroute to South America. In many cases, cocaine 
is picked up in waters near Suriname. It can be loaded 
on a bulk carrier off the coast after the vessel has been 
loaded with a legitimate cargo. In this case, the crew is 
likely to be involved in the operation. Then, the vessels 
sail back o ro e  o oading e dr gs a  sea be ore 
entering the port.1397

(Semi)-submersibles and water drones
e i-s b ersibles are ar isanal essels b il  s ecifi-

cally or ra ficking dr gs and designed or single se  
el - ro elled se i-s b ersibles  and Lo - ro-

file essels L s  a e been ro inely de ec ed in e 
Caribbean and e acific coas  o  Cen ral erica 1398

Although media sources report the existence of a 
so-called “cemetery of narcosubs” in the waters near the 

1390 Interview #32.
1391 Interview #33..
1392
1393 Interview #41. 
1394 Ibid. 

UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.
1396 Interview #42, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1397 Interview #41.
1398

n  fis ing essels in erce ed in e lan ic cean 
by C-  o er  cases in o al  de ar ed ri arily 
ro  rina e  Colo bia  and ene ela oli arian 
e blic o  n  ere are signs o  e gro ing role 

o  ra il as a de ar re oin  or fis ing essels des-
tined to the area between the Gulf of Guinea and south 
o  Cabo erde  ere dr g in erdic ion is significan ly 
weaker than off the European coasts.1381 In April 2022, for 
e a le  fi e ons o  cocaine ere sei ed ro  a ra ilian 
fis ing boa  near Cabo erde  1382

Speed boats (go-fast)
According to one expert from an international law 
en orce en  agency  in e Caribbean  go- as  boa s are 
y ically sed or ra ficking o er s or er s re c es and 

fis ing essels are sed or longer dis ances  o- as  
boats with 500-700 kg of cocaine on board can cross the 
Caribbean ea ro  ene ela oli arian e blic o  
o e o inican e blic or er o ico beca se ey 

carry additional fuel tanks.1383 Often, transportistas from 
e o inican e blic ee  i  e go- as  boa  a  
-  na ical iles ro  e o inican coas  and ick 
 e cargo ei er on a go- as  or a fis ing boa 1384

ean ile  on e acific coas  o  Cen ral erica  
there has been a tendency for go-fast boats to increase 
their range off the coast. To deliver cocaine to Mexican 

or s on e acific coas  go- as s sailing ro  Colo -
bia or Ecuador make several stops on their way north 
in order o re el ro  fis ing boa s a  ac  as e rol 
stations”.1385 These logistics allow go-fast boats to sail 
distances up to 1,000-1,500 km and go as far as west of 
the Galapagos Islands to avoid law enforcement activ-
ity.1386 La  en orce en  so rces in l al ador confir  
this shift to sailing at an increased distance from the 
s ore  ni ially  ra fickers sed o sail a   na ical iles 

 k  a ay ro  e coas  i  i e  e ro es a e 
moved further away and now they may reach even over 

 na ical iles  k  a ay ro  e coas 1387 1388 1389

As described by Salvadoran law enforcement, long-range 
ari i e ro es r er an  na ical iles ro  
e coas  are sed or ra ficking an i ies abo e  

kg by go-fast boats with two or three engines, or by 
se i-s b ersibles  aller an i ies belo   kg  are 
ra ficked a  s or  range i in  na ical iles o  e 

coas  by less o er l boa s i  one or o engines  
os ly fiberglass fis ing boa s pangas  n is case  

al adoran and a e alan ra fickers ick  cocaine 

1381 Interview #41.
1382 UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.
1383
1384

Ibid.
1386 Interview #24.
1387 Interview #32, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1388 Interview #33, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1389
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media sources, reported the discovery of several under-
water drones in the process of manufacture, designed for 
transporting cocaine from Morocco to Spain across the 
Gibraltar Strait and capable of covering a distance of over 
30 km.1402

ncre ed r ace e icle s  are re o ely con rolled 
drones designed for legitimate purposes that can be 
potentially used to move small quantities of drugs at 
relatively short distances.1403

1402
Vozpopuli, 4 July 2022.

1403

Canary islands  in er ie ed e er s clai ed o no  a e 
the evidence of such phenomenon.1399 To date, there has 
been only one report of a semi-submersible involved in 
cross- lan ic cocaine ra ficking  e se i-s b ersible 
that brought 3 tons of cocaine to the Galician coast in 
2019.1400

Among the latest technological advances is the emerg-
ing se o  a er drones  or dr g ra ficking r oses  

ncre ed nder a er e icles s  also kno n as 
“autonomous underwater vehicles”, are self-propelled 
devices that move underwater following a pre-pro-
grammed trajectory. One such drone was found in 2014 
in Colo bia in an abandoned ca  a  belonged o a 
criminal group.1401 More recently, Spanish police, cited in 

1399
La Razón, 19 January 2021.

1400 El 
País, 16 December 2019.

1401

(Semi)-submersibles and water drones

Sources: 

Scott Savitz, ‘Opportunities for the Brazilian Navy to Employ Additional Unmanned Systems’, Perspective (RAND Corporation, August 2021).

SPSS Vessel

el - ro elled e i- b ersible

UUV
Uncrewed Underwater Vehicle

USV
Uncrewed Surface Vehicle

SPFS Vessel

Self-Propelled 

lly- b ersible

(Semi)-Submersibles
and eir ca aci ies o carry dr gs and eir ca aci ies o carry dr gs

Water drones

5 – 10 tons

LPV Vessel

Lo  rofile essel

1 – 4 tons    g

 g

7 – 8 tons
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sources, in Australia, the “parasite” modality came to the 
attention of police during   an operation over the period 
2018-2021, and police suspect that this technique has 
been growing in use by criminal groups.1416 In Australian 
ports, this modality has involved cocaine concealed 
inside tyres attached to the vessel with chains.1417

When this method is used, it involves one or more 
highly-skilled divers who may travel to the port from 
abroad to extract the drug. These may be hired by the 
suppliers, the receivers or both.1418 The extraction process 
is not without challenges; the operation may fail due to 
poor weather conditions or an accident, and may result 
in a diver’s death.1419 n e or  o  alencia ain  on 
at least two occasions, cocaine has been found inserted 
in an empty missile-shaped container and attached to 
a merchant ship’s hull. In one of the instances, police 
detected two divers in the water nearby a port. Both had 
apparently been hired by the cocaine supplier in South 
America and travelled to Spain to extract the drugs. The 
extraction operation failed; one of the divers was found 
dead of hypothermia. As suggested by the expert, not 
knowing the area well, the divers may have entered the 
waters too far from the port, which led to them freezing 

e case occ rred in ece ber 1420

1416 -
caine Brick to the Ocean Floor in Disastrous Blunder - and “Crime Bosses 

Daily Mail, 16 May 2022.
1417 Ibid.
1418 Interview #10.
1419 Nahuel Gallota, ‘Misterio en Australia: un magnate de los yates, un buzo 

Clarín, 

1420 Interview #10.

Modality “Parasite” is evolving and extending to new 
geographical regions
Another modality is when cocaine is attached to the 
vessel from the outside, below the waterline. It can be 
placed in an external container attached to the hull of 
the ship, tied with chains to the ship or concealed in 
a hidden compartment. In these cases, the process of 
ins alla ion a  e oin  o  de ar re  and e rac ion a  

e oin  o  arri al  are cond c ed by ro essional di ers  
This modality can be used to transport small to medium 

an i ies ens or a e  ndreds o  kilogra s  on any 
type of a larger vessel, sometimes without the crew’s 
knowledge.1404

ni ially  en i  firs  a eared in e s the method 
in ol ed e al cylinders or bo es filled i  cocaine 
and a ac ed o a essel s ll  o adays  ra fickers 
have perfected the “parasite” method by inventing new 
techniques to avoid detection by law enforcement. 
Con e orary arasi es  are o en laced inside sea 
chests1405  or hung from boats through steel ropes hooked 
to rings welded to the hulls of the boat. Some of the 

arasi es  are e en e i ed i  air c a bers o oa  
and compressor valves to inject water and submerge the 
box to evade underwater inspections.1406 However, inter-
viewees perceived “parasites” as   an uncommon method 
de ec ed in e ransa lan ic o era ions o  C-  as 
their use involves complex logistics and high risk of 
failure.1407

The “parasite” modality has been detected in South 
erica on n ero s occasions  in ra il and Colo -

bia,1408 1409 b  also n e case o  C ile  cocaine des ined 
or do es ic cons ion is o en ra ficked o C ile by 

fis ing essels ainly er ian 1410 1411 attached to the 
vessel’s body below the waterline. These often depart 
ro  so  o  er  and ee  i  s aller C ilean essels 

to transfer cocaine onto them.1412 1413

n  Colo bian olice sei ed bags i   kg o  
cocaine a  ere a ac ed i  c ains o a fis ing 
vessel’s keel.1414 The ship made a stop at the Buenaven-

ra or  be ore eading o C ina 1415 According to media 

1404 Ibid.
A sea chest is a recess in the hull of a ship which allows controlled water 
intake for piping systems.

1406

1407 Interview #41.
1408 Ashley Pechinski, ‘Cargo Ships Act as Trans-Atlantic Drug Carriers, with 

InSight Crime, 30 August 2021.
1409 -

Caracol Radio, 29 August 2021.
1410

InSight Crime, 4 December 2020.
1411 Meganoticias, ‘Detienen a banda que ingresaba drogas y armas a Chile 

Meganoticias, 28 August 2020.
1412

(Fiscalía de Chile, 2021). 
1413 Interview #2.
1414 A keel is the longitudinal structural element at the bottom of a vessel.

UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.

171Global Report on Cocaine 2023



re or ed  Land is e ain ra ficking odali y i   
ro es iden ified or ra ficking cocaine a  o erla  
with methamphetamine routes.k

ra ficking o  cocaine so e i es occ rs along e 
same routes as smuggling of legal goods. For exam-
ple, according to a Brazilian prosecutor, the PCC uses 
the same logistics to transport cigarettes and drugs 
cocaine and cannabis  in o ra il  ic  is acili a ed 

by their control over the smuggling corridors at the 
border in a o rosso o l s a e l Argentina’s law 
enforcement sources point out that cocaine and coca 

as e C  ere radi ionally i or ed ro g  e 
country’s north-western border with the Plurinational 

a e o  oli ia ro inces o  al a and y  a o  
spot for contraband; while the north-eastern part of 
the country bordering Paraguay was predominantly 
used to import cannabis. In recent years, however, 

e cannabis ra ficking ro es a e been increasingly 
sed o ra fic cocaine by land  by s all aircra s or 

by the Paraguay-Parana waterway. Some of the actors 
in ol ed in ra ficking along ese ro es ad been 

ro iding logis ics or cannabis ra ficking and no  se 
eir in ras r c re or cocaine ra ficking as ell m n

e erences
a Ernesto U. Savona, Rob T. Guerette, and Alberto Aziani, The Evolution of 

Illicit Flows: Displacement and Convergence Among Transnational Crime 
(Springer, 2022).

b

prohibition by a royal decree from 26 October 2018. See El Presidente del 
Gobierno, ‘Real Decreto-ley, por el que se adoptan determinadas medidas 

-
les, BOE-A-2018-14747 104007 (2018).

c Interview #7, interview by UNODC, 2022; interview #8, interview by UNODC, 
2022.

d Memoria 2021, 
2021, 613–46.

e Interview #8. Heroin enters Galicia mostly by land from Turkey via Bulgaria 
and Netherlands.

f  El País, 23 
September 2017.

g

h ‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation and 

Meeting - Africa, Ghana, 23 November 2021).
i

j Interview #8, interview by UNODC.
k Interview #2, interview by UNODC,2022.
l

m -
bia, 11 November 2021).

n Interview #19, interview by UNODC, 2022.

on ergen e of route  an  infra tru ture for traf -
ing activities 

en ro es and odali ies sed o ra fic di eren  
drugs intersect, the same actors may become involved 
in di eren  ra ficking ac i i ies a Galician smuggling 
ne orks  or e a le  ser ice a range o  ra ficking 
ac i i ies  or e a le  so e alician C s s ecial-
i e in an ac ring dr g boa s narcolanchas  a  

ay be sed by lgeciras-based as is  ra fickers  
mainly Moroccan nationals, who smuggle hashish from 
Morocco to the south of Spain. The same type of boats 
has been used by smugglers of migrants from African 
coasts.b Other Galician-based experienced boatmen 
may themselves provide transportation services for 
dr g ra ficking across ibral ar  be i  or cocaine ran-
shipped in Africa or for hashish of African origin.c 

Galician smuggling networks are also active in 
redistributing heroin across Galicia, the rest of Spain 
and Portugal by land, thanks to their long-standing 
relationship with Turkish and Afghan smugglers.d 

On account of their experience and their capacity to 
distribute drugs both in Spain and Portugal, such net-
works are also involved in the distribution of heroin 
coming from the Netherlands as they have formed 
alliances i  lgarian and lbanian C s e According 
to media sources, it would seem that some Galician 
cocaine smuggling groups may have transitionned 
from cocaine to heroin distribution as this appears to 
be a more lucrative and less risky business.f

e in erconnec edness o  ra ficking ne orks can 
be illustrated by an emerging trade of cocaine in 
e c ange or cannabis resin  s oin ed o  by C 

 in e as  o years  ere as been a rend o  
cannabis resin being ra ficked by sailing essels ro  
Europe south towards West Africa and South America.g

Another anonymous law enforcement source noted 
that African cannabis resin is in high demand in the 

ra ilian arke  and is y ically ra ficked by a ro e 
via Morocco to West Africa to Brazil. Analysis by a law 
enforcement source indicates that, due to the existing 
ra ficking in ras r c re  ere is an o erla  be een 

cannabis and cocaine routes and actors.h

Such was the case of “Wall Street”, a sailing vessel 
nder e c  ag i  des ina ion o alicia  a  

was intercepted by Spanish police in 2018 with 1.5 tons 
o  cocaine on board  e cre  consis ed o  o Croa-
tians and one Spanish-US citizen. Notably, the vessel 
had sailed from Spain to South America to deliver 
Moroccan hashish and to return with cocaine. The 
exchange allegedly occurred off the coast of Guayana.i

The vessel was hired by a Gibraltar-based Moroccan 
smuggler of hashish who had recruited crew members 
through an Eastern European criminal group.j

Within Mexico also this convergence of the routes is 
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Guiana,1424 and also se eral co n ries in Cen ral erica 
and e Caribbean  s c  as e o inican e blic  Hon-
duras, Nicaragua, Guatemala, Belize and Mexico.1425  

n recen  years  clandes ine ig s a e beco e ore 
important in moving cocaine along the southern cone 
ro e  n ar ic lar de ec ions o  s c  ig s a e 
increased both in terms of the number of incidents and 
the quantity of cocaine seized.1426 c  ig s o en carry 
between 350-500 kg of cocaine.

n e air corridor along e Caribbean coas  o  Cen ral 
America, through which cocaine reaches the lucrative mar-
ke s o  e ni ed a es and Canada  clandes ine ig s 
are apparently becoming increasingly regular. According 
to an international law enforcement source, light planes 
o en de ar  ro  co n ries on e coas  o  e Caribbean 

ea in o  erica  y o er e Cen ral Caribbean and 
land in Guatemala, often 3-5km away from the Mexican 
border, where they unload the drugs and ship them across 
to Mexico.1427 Similarly, analysis of incidents recorded in 

e C r gs oni oring la or  s gges s a  in 
so e co n ries along e o ern Cone ro e  ere as 
been  a endency or clandes ine ig s o ake o  or 
land closer o borders  is ay re ec  a s ra egy by dr g 
ra fickers o red ce e risk o  de ec ion by sing s or er 
ig s and o e loi  e di fic l ies or la  en orce en  

agencies to intervene quickly across jurisdictions.1428

1424 Interview #24.
-

1426 See Chapter Established markets, in this report.
1427 Interview #24.
1428 UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.

ir traf ing

Cocaine is ra ficked by air ia o ain odali ies  
scheduled air transport, such as passenger and cargo 

ig s  and general a ia ion o er co ercial and 
ri a e ig s  ile sei res o  cocaine ia air ro es 

are typically more frequent than via maritime routes, the 
an i ies o  cocaine er sei re are significan ly belo  

those seized at sea. 

Use of general aviation on the rise in some regions
eneral a ia ion s all lig  aircra  e s  and elico -

ers  sed or ra ficking cocaine con in es o ose a 
significan  rea  e y es o aircraft used to transport 
cocaine include small planes with one or two engines, as 
well as private jets of different sizes, styles, load capacity 
and speed. One interviewee suggested that the aircrafts 
used are becoming larger and more powerful.1421 ra fick-
ers have been improving their capabilities in building 
airplane “factories”; stolen or purchased light aircraft are 
re rofi ed and i ro ed o be able o y longer dis ances  
potentially enabling them to even cross the Atlantic.1422

Clandes ine ig s niden ified aircra  i  no ig  
lan  sed o ra fic dr gs ainly cocaine and canna-

bis erb  are no  a ne  eno enon in La in erica  
ey a ec  in di eren  ays  er  oli ia l rina ional 
a e o  arag ay  rgen ina  ra il  r g ay  Colo bia  

ene ela oli arian e blic o  1423 Suriname, French 

1421 Interview #24.
1422 ‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

1423 -
InSight Crime, 12 March 2020.

Aircraft models used for drug trafficking flights

Sources: Media reports.

Gulfstream Series
Service ceiling: 16000 m
Runway length: 900 – 1200 m
Capacity: 200 kg – 1.3 ton

riti h ero a e a er  
Ceiling: 13106 m
Runway length: 1645 m
Capacity: 200 kg – 1.7 ton

ee h raft Su er  ing ir
Ceiling: 9144 – 10688 m
Runway length: 1000 – 1200 m
Capacity: 200 kg – 3 tonCessna Series

Ceiling: 4877 – 6309 m
Runway length: 450 – 660 m
Capacity: 200 – 550 kg

Common drones
Signal reach: 500 m
Capacity: 10 – 150 kg

Common helicopters
Ceiling: 4000 – 8000 m
Capacity: 200 – 450 kg

Common drones

Capacity: 200 kg – 1.3 ton

riti h ero a e a er  
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er  Cos a ican a ori ies iden ified abo  
300 clandestine airstrips, mainly in the northern areas of 
the country, where terrain allows for clandestine land-
ing. Airstrips are typically made among crop plantations, 
sometimes without the owner’s knowledge. It is calcu-
la ed a  a ro i a ely  niden ified s ri s ig  be 

sed by ra fickers a  any gi en i e 1429 Typically, private 
e s en ering Cos a ican erri ory ro  e nor  carry 

cash in order to purchase drugs. In contrast, those that 
enter through the southern border transport cocaine 
for storage or distribution within the country. There is 
no solid e idence o  clandes ine ig s deli ering one 
co odi y dr gs or oney  and re rning i  ano -
er.1430 Close o e nor ern border o  Cos a ica  C s 
occasionally use helicopters to collect cocaine, weapons 
or money from private planes and transport them within 
the country for further distribution.1431

e ican ra fickers see  o lead in er s o  logis ics 
o  ra ficking by ri a e lanes and ca aci y o al er 

1429 Interview #29.
1430 Ibid.
1431 Ibid.

Known aircraft-related trafficking incidents along the Southern Cone Route and in Brazil, 2011 – September 2022

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. 
Note:

aeroplane. 
Source: UNODC Drugs Monitoring Platform.

Frequency distribution of quantities of cocaine seized in aircraft-re-
lated trafficking incidents in South America captured in open-source 
monitoring, 2011 – February 2021

Source: UNODC and CoE Brazil, ‘Brazil in the Regional and Transatlantic Cocaine 

2022)

re ency dis rib ion o  an i ies o  cocaine sei ed 
in aircra -rela ed inciden s ca red in o en-so rce oni oring  
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istered plane with an expired, suspended or cancelled 
license  a  is  ey y illegally  i o  declaring eir 
itinerary.1442 e o alsifica ion o  licence la es or e 

lanes or e a le  an rgen inian la e on a ara-
g ayan lane  i  is so e i es ery di fic l  o de er ine 

ere e ra ficking organi a ion is based  ccording o a 
Guatemalan interviewee, most of the licence plates found 
on clandes ine ig s in a e ala are regis ered in e 
United States, but some of them are false. Overall, about 

 o  clandes ine fig s in a e ala se alse license 
plates.1443  is ery di fic l  o co le ely re o e e 
license plate unless the plane is not destroyed. There-
fore, once the trip is over, the aircraft is not reused, but 
rather destroyed.1444 1445 1446 Another technique, most com-
mon on helicopters, is cloning, when the license plate is 
replaced by a plate taken from another aircraft.1447

Media reports suggest that airstrips used for clandestine 
ig s are o en i ro ised ro  an e is ing clearance  

for example in or close to a ranch or other rural estab-
lishment.1448 1449 Laboratories are also sometimes detected 
in close proximity to airstrips.1450 In Peru,1451 airstrips have 
been found in mountainous and rugged regions and, 
more recently, close to rivers. In Paraguay, logistical con-
sidera ions a ear o in ence  e loca ion o  airs ri s  

i  os  de ec ed close o a  leas  one o  e aran  
River, a main highway or a land border.1452

In Africa, there are numerous legal airstrips in Africa 
a  are o en ially sed or dr g ig s  or e a le  

there is a large number of authorized aerodromes in Mali 
and C e d oire  so e o  e  in ining areas 1453 Law 
en orce en  so rces indica e a  igerian ra fickers are 
actively acquiring private planes to move cocaine around 
Africa, where regulations on transponders identifying 
the aircraft location are less stringent than in Europe.1454

Within Europe, according to an international law enforce-
en  so rce  ere a e been cases o  ra ficking by ri-

a e e s  ese are declared ig s  b  ra fickers ay  
c ange e ig  lan o obsc re e real i inerary 1455

1442 Interview #36.
1443 Interview #16.
1444 Interview #24.

Interview #16.
1446 ‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

1447 Interview #36.
1448 Globo.com, ‘Polícia prende 4 suspeitos que receberiam 480 kg de droga 

Globo.com, 18 October 2017.
1449

La Voz, 13 May 2014.
UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.

Airstrips in mining areas are also found in the Amazon region in Brazil 
which evidences a convergence between illegal mining and drug 

Ibid.
Interview #41.

lig  aircra  and e s o ra fic dr gs 1432 1433 Mexican law 
en orce en  iden ified a  leas   areas o  clandes ine 
airstrips across the country, many of which are located in 
the coastal areas, where cocaine may be transferred from 
a maritime vessel to a plane.1434

One interviewee from Guatemala drew a distinction 
a ong ig s on ri a e lanes e loyed by ra fickers 
be een legal and illegal ig s  e aircra s y ically 
lea ing e ni ed a es   y e y and legally  b  once 
in e ico  ra fickers carry o  illegal ig s o co n-
tries in South America.1435 From there, cocaine is loaded 
onto planes and then unloaded in Guatemala and other 
co n ries o  Cen ral erica or e ico  ro  ere i  
is ra ficked by sea or by land on orseback  by oo  
or by e icle 1436 1437 These aircrafts may be piloted by 
pilots from the United States; but the  pilot who takes 
the aircraft out of the United States is not necessarily 
the same pilot who lands in Latin America. International 
investigations revealed that the crew is typically replaced 
and odifica ions are ade o e aircra  e sea s and 
other areas are removed to open up the space for more 
dr gs and addi ional el anks  a er lea ing e ni ed 
States.1438

eneral a ia ion is e ensi ely sed by ra fickers in 
the north and northeast of Argentina. As described by 
one Argentinian prosecutor, in some cases, light aircraft 
de ar  ro  rgen ina and y nor ard o ick  
cocaine. In other cases, the drugs are loaded into a plane 
in arag ay and en o n o rgen ina  o e ig s 
come to Argentina from the Plurinational State of Bolivia  

i  oli ian or arag ayan ilo s  deli er e dr gs  
and en go back o oli ia l rina ional a e o 1439

n   irreg lar ig s ere de ec ed in rgen ina  
the corresponding number for 2021 stood at 143  as of 
November.1440 According to the interviewee, the pilots 
and aircra s o en a e o ig  logs  a reg lar and 

no ficial one  e as  a ori y o  dr g ig s in ol ed 
are clandes ine no  declared  e lanes end no  o 
carry an additional gas tank in order to occupy that space 
with more drugs. As a result, they often make several 
s o s -  on e ay o rgen ina  so e i es o re el  
sometimes to make sure the weather conditions are 
favourable. 1441

ircra  sed by ra fickers ay se bo  real and 
re laced license la es  or ally  ra fickers se a reg-

1432 Interview #16.
1433 Infobae, ‘Así son las nuevas avionetas con las que el narco mexicano 

Infobae, 18 July 2020.
1434

Interview #16.
1436 Ibid.
1437 Julie López, ‘Por qué una aeronave con cocaína aterriza en Guatemala 

Prensa Libre, 26 April 2021.
1438 Interview #16.
1439 Interview #19, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1440
1441 Interview #19.
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Air passengers continue to innovate in trafficking 
techniques 
Small quantities of cocaine can be carried on passenger 

ig s by assengers  cre  e bers  or in ns er-
vised luggage. Typically, small quantities of cocaine are 
ra ficked ro  o  erica o o er con inen s by 

dr g co riers les 1461, who carry the illicit cargo 
in their luggage among personal belongings, attached 
to their body or inside their body. Body concealment, 
or body acking  incl des inges ing s allo ing  and 
aginal or rec al inser ion so e i es re erred o as 
body s ing  o  s all dr g-filled acke s 1462 On rare 

occasions, these modalities may be used simultaneously 
by one person.1463 Some assessments by medical pro-
fessionals,1464 as well as an analysis of drug smuggling 
techniques in Europe and beyond,1465 suggest that body 

acking is ar ic larly re en  or cocaine as o osed 
o o er dr gs 1466 1467 1468

Based on preliminary data on drug seizures in Brazilian 
airports, concealment among personal belongings, rather 
than ingestion or concealment on the body, is used in 
the vast majority of cases.1469 Conceal en  e ods sed 
by cocaine couriers globally are innumerable and widely 
doc en ed in a arie y o  so rces  d y- ree iskey 
bo les filled  i  cocaine elle s 1470 impregnated within 
clo ing i e s  cocaine dissol ed in li ids e g  ine  

ice  co ee 1471

es i e a s or  a se in is odali y d ring C -re-
la ed res ric ions on in erna ional ig s  la  en orce-
ment agencies in African countries report a continuing 

se o  e region s a or air or s o ra fic cocaine ei er 
to other African states, to Europe or to the Middle East, 
after movement restrictions were lifted.1472 1473

1461
illicitly transports drugs internationally for someone else —usually by 
land or by air— by concealing the drugs in personal belongings, attaching 

1462 Stephen J. Traub, Robert S. Hoffman, and Lewis S. Nelson, ‘Body Packing 
New England Journal of 

Medicine
1463

Legal Medicine 31 (2018): 
10–13.

1464 Goldfrank’s 
Toxicologic Emergencies, ed. Lewis S. Nelson et al., 11th ed., Book, Section 
vols (New York, NY: McGraw-Hill Education, 2019), 1103.

(EMCDDA, 2012) , 24.
1466 Body packers can swallow about 1 kg of tightly-wrapped drug capsules of 

1467 N. Bulstrode, F. Banks, and S. Shrotria, ‘The Outcome of Drug Smuggling 
Royal College of Surgeons of 

England
1468

Trends in Organized Crime
1469 Data from Federal Police of Brazil for the period from 2013 through Sep-

tember 2020 made available to UNODC.
1470
1471 The New 

York Times, 4 December 2021.
1472 ‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

1473

r gs can also be nloaded by being ro n o  a lane 
in ig  la tirada  ile a gro  on e gro nd ick 

e   is allo s e ra fickers o co le e e aerial 
operation in a short time and thus avoid detection. While 
Uruguayan authorities have reported the use of this 
method,1456 1457  one Brazilian source indicated it was used 
in ra il in e as  b  no  ra fickers a oid i  beca se 
there are likely to be losses when the drug falls.1458

Airdrops are also used when ultralight aircraft and aerial 
drones are in ol ed  e ican C s are kno n o cond c  
airdrops of drugs across the border of the United States 
with Mexico.1459 Media sources suggest that the use of 
drones on this border reportedly increased during the 
C  ande ic d e o res ric ions on land o e en s 
of people and vehicles.1460

raf ing o aine  all lane  an  heli o ter  in 
Brazil

According to one law enforcement expert from Bra-
zil, the choice between a helicopter and a plane is 
determined by the quantity of drugs transported, the 
distance to be covered, and the terrain or climatic 
condi ions o  e area  lanes can y or o r o fi e 
hours with no stops and carry larger weight of cargo 
than helicopters. In addition, using a plane is less 
costly for a smuggler than using a helicopter. At the 
sa e i e  a elico er ig  be ore e ficien  as i  
does no  re ire a landing s ri  s  ra fickers s  
consider several factors while arranging the logistics 
of an operation.

or e a le  en cocaine is ra ficked in o ra il 
ro  arag ay  ra fickers ay o  or a elico er  as 

the distance is short, the climate dry, and the terrain 
is covered by farmlands, where a helicopter can easily 
land to refuel or to remove the drug from the air-
craft.a On the other hand, when cocaine enters Brazil 

r er nor  i  is s ally ra ficked by s all lanes 
because the terrain is covered by dense rainforests 
with clouded skies and no possibility to make frequent 
stops to refuel. 

e erences
a Interview #36, interview by UNODC, 2022.

9 November 2020.

November 2020.
Interview #36.
US Drug Enforcement Administration, ‘2020 National Drug Threat Assess-

1460 Steve Fisher and Kirk Semple, ‘Más rutas marítimas, túneles y drones: los 
The New York Times, 30 

December 2020.
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Nigerian authorities reported an increase in air passen-
gers de ained or cocaine ra ficking in igeria and neig -
bouring countries since 2020. They also point out that 

an i ies ig  ary on inbo nd and o bo nd ig s  
or e a le  igerian na ionals o ra fic cocaine ro  

so rce co n ries ainly ra il  o rican air or s carry 
larger quantities than those who leave the continent for 
Europe.1474 This is likely linked to the choice of modality, 
as quantities ingested are typically much smaller than 

ose ic  can be ra ficked in a assenger s belong-
ings.

In response to evolving passenger screening practices at 
in erna ional air or s  ra fickers con in e o inno a e 
and diversify their techniques. Two patterns involv-
ing major transit hubs on the African continent and in 

e iddle as  or cocaine ra ficked by air a e been 
obser ed  n e firs  a ern  con a ina ed l ggage 
exchanges hands in a transit airport between two 

les  relay a ern 1475 1476 In the second pattern, a 
passenger on a non-suspicious itinerary changes their 
ticket after picking up cocaine in a transit zone to travel 
to a new destination with the drug.1477

s indica ed by a rosec or in rgen ina  ra ficking o  
smaller quantities of cocaine from Argentina to Europe by 
air assengers and ail a e been significan ly increas-
ing This represents a challenge for prosecutors as it 
creates additional workload due to the very high number 
o  cases co ared o con ainer ra ficking 1478

1474 National Drug Law Enforcement Agency of Nigeria, ‘Responses to the 

‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

1476
1477 Ibid. 
1478 Interview #19.

Quantity of drugs seized in individual instances from passengers on 
flights into or out of West and Central Africa, comparison of documented 
inbound and outbound cases during August 2020 – January 2021

*Among 28 outbound cases, the quantity was unknown in 1 case.
Note: All of the inbound cases involved cocaine, originated in Brazil and involved 
individuals travelling, or intending to travel to countries in West and Central 
Africa. Outbound cases involved various drugs.
Source:
2021).
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he i al a ou age an  e tra tion of traf e  
cocaine 

Some of the most sophisticated techniques to conceal 
cocaine involve impregnation into a carrier material, 
which can be textile, animal skins, rubber, or wool. In 
such cases, a complex process of chemical extraction 
is required.

Cocaine ca o aged i in carrier a erial is no  
ne  or e a le  ra ficking o  cocaine ydroc loride 
impregnated in clothing was registered as early as 
in the beginning of the 21st century.a  Recently, carrier 
materials have come to include beeswax, plastics, 
herbs, cacao powder, fertilizer, charcoal and similar 
dark materials, light-coloured materials similar to clay,  
and various liquids. Moreover, the level of sophistica-
tion of this type of concealment observed in Europe 
has increased, making it very hard to detect.b, c

nce e ca o aged cocaine is deli ered o des ina-
tion, an extraction process is carried out to separate 
the cocaine from the other substances. Secondary 
extraction facilities do not require a lot of space, and 
media coverage illustrates small ones can be set up 
in a city apartment, garage or a shed.d, e While cocaine 
extraction is not new in Europe, the detection of large 
secondary extraction facilities in recent years suggests 
that this process might be taking place on an increas-
ingly large scale  o en i  e el  o  Colo bian 
c e is s  ired by ro ean C s c

Since in many cases the cocaine extracted from carrier 
materials is in base form, before it can be sold to 
consumers as cocaine hydrochloride it must undergo 
a transformation process, either in the same facility or 
in a dedicated “base to hydrochloride” illicit labora-
tory. c Cocaine in base or  is rified and o ionally 
re-oxidized.b, c Media coverage has described how 
the “washed” cocaine base is then crystallized using 
hydrochloric acid and acetone to obtain cocaine 
hydrochloride. The drugs are dried, cut or adulterated, 
pressed into one-kilo bricks, marked with a logo and 
dried again.d

ra ficking o  cocaine in large an i ies sing is 
modality requires large laboratories and chemical 
expertise to perform the complex extraction process. 
or e a le  according o c  olice  e e -

erlands traditionally dismantled 20 to 30 cocaine 
extraction sites of small and medium scale per year, 
but since 2018 registered an increase in large-scale 
extraction laboratories, with a theoretical output 
capacity of 100-200 kg of cocaine hydrochloride 

nc b  

ccording o c  olice  e large e rac ion labs are 
se   as e ac  co ies o  Colo bian cocaine rod c-
tion sites. The equipment, chemicals and laboratory 

Cocaine trafficking by international post and parcel 
services show steady increase, aided by COVID restric-
tions
Globally, the use of parcel and courier services increased 
significan ly d ring e C -rela ed lockdo n d e o 
res ric ions on assenger ig s 1479 Some countries in 

es  rica no e a significan  increase in e se o  ell 
established, globally operating postal services as well 
as smaller shipping companies to smuggle small quan-
i ies o  cocaine o ro e and beyond  n C e d oire  

starting in March 2020, the number of postal seizures at 
e cargo sec ion in air or s gre  significan ly  reac -

ing a peak in August 2020.1480 ccording o a Cos a ican 
interviewee, due to a reduction in the number of com-

ercial in erna ional ig s d ring e C  ande ic  
in Cos a ica ere as  an increase in sei res o  s aller 

an i ies o  cocaine a  re io sly ig  a e been 
rans or ed by an co riers  being ailed ro g  

in erna ional os al ser ices concealed in ario s y es 
of goods, such as books, religious images, vehicle spare 

ar s  e c  o sia  rica and ro e 1481

Independently from the pandemic, international mail 
services have been playing an increasing role in drug 
ra ficking in ro e  o en acili a ed by e gro  

in online shopping.1482 In particular, one prosecutor in 
Madrid, Spain, indicated that law enforcement at Barajas 
air or  in adrid sa  a significan  decrease in cocaine 
ra ficking o ain by assengers bo  inside e body 

and in l ggage  e en be ore e ande ic  ile ere 
has been an increase in luggage containing larger quan-
i ies abo   kg  o  cocaine sen  i o  a assenger 

on a assenger ig  and in s i en s o  cocaine by 
air cargo  C rren ly  ese are e o ain odali ies 
of cocaine entry through Barajas airport.1483 Similarly, 
according to an Argentinian interviewee, the number of 
drug swallowers detected in Argentina would appear to 
have decreased even before the pandemic, and since 
early 2020, an air “rip-off” method has appeared, where 
bags with cocaine are placed in air cargo and picked up 
by complicit airport workers at the destination.1484

Relatively large shipments of cocaine more typical of 
ari i e ra ficking can also find eir ay o air cargo  

For example, 661 kg of cocaine were seized in the airport 
in Ecuador in 2021, concealed in industrial machinery to 
be mailed to the Philippines.1485

1479
1480 ‘CRIMJUST Annual Meeting - Africa: Strengthening Criminal Investigation 

1481 Interview #29.
1482
1483 Interview #9, interview by UNODC, 2022.
1484 Interview #19.
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Such secondary extraction sites require large amounts 
of chemicals, many of which are imported by the 

c  acili a ors ro  s c  co n ries as er any  
Spain and Poland. While there is no production of 
potassium permanganate in the Netherlands, this 
chemical, essential for obtaining cocaine hydrochlo-
ride, is bought in and outside the European Union.b

e erences
a Sean D. McDermott and John D. Power, ‘Drug Smuggling Using Clothing 

Journal of Forensic Sciences

b ‘UNODC 
2021

c

Analysis (EMCDDA, 2022).
d Het 

Parool, 18 November 2019.
e Reuters, 17 

February 2016.

cons r c ions are organi ed by c  C s o ire 
Colo bian na ionals o ro ide c e ical e er ise 
inside the sites. The equipment in these sites is built 
by c  acili a ors  e al cons r c ors o a e 
access to industrial production equipment, based on 
technical drawings from South America. The same 
facilitators are normally involved in the manufacturing 
of equipment for the production of amphetamine or 

 s no ed by c  olice  e long- i e e er-
tise of professional facilitators results in a high quality 
o  e i en  inside e c  cocaine labora ories b

o  erican na ionals  os ly Colo bians na ion-
als, typically carry out the extraction process itself. 
Sometimes, they are accommodated on the premises 
where the laboratory is constructed.b

Layout of a conversion laboratory

Source: UNODC analysis based on Audiencia Provincial, Palma de Mallorca, SAP IB 919/2021, 24 February 2021.
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per country and interviews were conducted from Vienna 
by e C r g esearc  ec ion in collabora ion 

i  C ield fices  e in er ie ees ere selec ed 
ro g  cons l a ions i  e C ield fices and 
i  ar ici an s o  C  e en s  ey incl ded la  

en orce en  o ficials  rosec ors  blic eal  e er s  
academics, international experts, business leaders, 
and journalists. The information obtained through the 
interviews was triangulated by using secondary sources.
Fourth, to deepen the understanding of how criminal net-
works operate within cocaine markets, the report makes 
use of sentencing documents obtained through open-ac-
cess case law databases available in some countries. 
Several court documents were used as a basis for case 
studies to illustrate the structure and modus operandi of 
dr g ra ficking gro s

Finally, primary data was supplemented by second-
ary sources, such as research literature or assessment 
reports produced by national authorities, international 
organizations and academia. 

Methodology

This report relies on various primary and secondary 
sources. First, it draws on quantitative and qualitative 
data on drug seizures and routes, and price and purity, 
a ailable o e C ro g  e nn al e or  

es ionnaire  and e r g oni oring la or  
 as ell as on na ional-le el da a on dr g se and 

treatment. Second, discussions and presentations at 
C e a ic ee ings and e en s i in  incl ding 

ose in e ra e ork o  e C  rogra e s c  
as the Annual Expert Meetings of Strategic Analysts the 
ec nical ee ings on Cocaine rod c ion i es  and e 
n es iga i e ora  a e ro ided a ric  so rce o  in or-

mation to draw on.

Third, the research team conducted qualitative assess-
ments through bilateral consultations and interviews 
with relevant stakeholders and key informants. A total of 
43 remote interviews were conducted during 2021-2022 
with key informants from 8 countries in Europe, 7 coun-
ries in o  erica   co n ries ro  Cen ral erica  

4 countries in Africa, 1 country in Asia, as well as 6 inter-
national experts. Between 1 and 4 interviews were held 

Annex
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Details of Interviews Conducted 

Interviewee Occupation Gender Country
Interview #1 academic M Colombia
Interview #2 prosecutor Chile
Interview #3 public health professional M Ukraine
Interview #4 public health professional M Ukraine

prosecutor M Portugal
Interview #6 public health professional M Ukraine
Interview #7 prosecutor F Spain
Interview #8 prosecutor M Spain
Interview #9 prosecutor F Spain
Interview #10 prosecutor M Spain
Interview #11 health expert M Uruguay
Interview #12 prosecutor F Belgium
Interview #13 health expert M Argentina
Interview #14 prosecutor Netherlands

prosecutor M Brazil
Interview #16 prosecutor M Guatemala
Interview #17 prosecutor M Brazil
Interview #18 prosecutor F Panama
Interview #19 prosecutor M Argentina
Interview #20 prosecutor M Costa Rica
Interview #21 prosecutor M Costa Rica
Interview #22 international expert F n/a
Interview #23 international expert M n/a
Interview #24 international expert M n/a

international expert M n/a
Interview #26 journalist M Guatemala
Interview #27 journalist F Guatemala
Interview #28 business leader M Ecuador
Interview #29 law enforcement M Costa Rica
Interview #30 law enforcement M Japan
Interview #31 law enforcement M Ukraine
Interview #32 law enforcement M El Salvador
Interview #33 law enforcement M El Salvador
Interview #34 law enforcement M Paraguay

law enforcement M Belarus
Interview #36 law enforcement M Brazil
Interview #37 law enforcement M The Gambia
Interview #38 law enforcement M Brazil
Interview #39 law enforcement M Libya
Interview #40 law enforcement M Nigeria
Interview #41 international expert M n/a
Interview #42 international expert M n/a
Interview #43 health expert South Africa
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Asia
» Central Asia and Transcaucasia: Armenia, Azerbaijan, 

Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Turkmeni-
stan and Uzbekistan

» East and South-East Asia: Brunei Darussalam, Cam-

Malaysia, Mongolia, Myanmar, Philippines, Republic 

Hong Kong, China, Macao, China, and Taiwan Province 
of China

» South-West Asia: Afghanistan, Iran (Islamic Republic 
of) and Pakistan 

» Near and Middle East: Bahrain, Iraq, Israel, Jordan, 
Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Syrian 
Arab Republic, United Arab Emirates, Yemen and State 
of Palestine

» South Asia: Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, Nepal 
and Sri Lanka 

Europe
» Eastern Europe: Belarus, Republic of Moldova, Russian 

Federation and Ukraine
» South-Eastern Europe: Albania, Bosnia and Herzegov-

ina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Montenegro, North Macedonia, 
Romania, Serbia, Türkiye and Kosovo*

» Western and Central Europe: Andorra, Austria, Belgium, 
Cyprus, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, Finland, France, 
Germany, Greece, Hungary, Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, 
Liechtenstein, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Monaco, 
Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, San Marino, 
Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, Switzerland, United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, Faroe 
Islands, Gibraltar and Holy See

Oceania
»
» Polynesia: Cook Islands, Niue, Samoa, Tonga, Tuvalu, 

French Polynesia, Tokelau and Wallis and Futuna 
Islands

» Melanesia: Fiji, Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, 

» Micronesia: Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Micronesia (Fed-
erated States of), Nauru, Palau, Guam and Northern 
Mariana Islands

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

Regional groupings

e lobal e or  on Cocaine ses a n ber o  regional 
and s bregional designa ions  ese are no  o ficial des-
igna ions  and are defined as ollo s

Africa
» East Africa: Burundi, Comoros, Djibouti, Eritrea, Ethio-

pia, Kenya, Madagascar, Mauritius, Rwanda, Seychelles, 
Somalia, South Sudan, Uganda, United Republic of 
Tanzania and Mayotte

» North Africa: Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, Sudan and 
Tunisia

» Southern Africa: Angola, Botswana, Eswatini, Lesotho, 

» West and Central Africa: Benin, Burkina Faso, Cabo 

Equatorial Guinea, Gabon, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, 
Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, Nigeria, 
Sao Tome and Principe, Senegal, Sierra Leone, Togo 
and Saint Helena

Americas
» Caribbean: Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, Barba-

dos, Cuba, Dominica, Dominican Republic, Grenada, 
Haiti, Jamaica, Saint Kitts and Nevis, Saint Lucia, Saint 

Islands, Cayman Islands, Curaçao, Guadeloupe, Marti-
nique, Montserrat, Puerto Rico, Saba, Netherlands, Sint 
Eustatius, Netherlands, Sint Maarten, Turks and Caicos 

» Central America: Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guate-
mala, Honduras, Nicaragua and Panama

» North America: Canada, Mexico, United States of 
America, Bermuda, Greenland and Saint-Pierre and 
Miquelon 

» South America: Argentina, Bolivia (Plurinational State 
of), Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Guyana, Paraguay, 

-
lic of) and Falkland Islands (Malvinas)
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CRIMJUST is implemented by UNODC in partnership
with INTERPOL and Transparency International.
CRIMJUST seeks to enhance law enforcement and judicial
strategies beyond interdiction activities and to foster

each stage of the drug supply chain. This includes
the production of knowledge on the cocaine market to
support evidence-based policy and strategies designed to
counter the cocaine threat.

of drugs and crime, providing high-quality, essential evidence 
to inform policy-making and valuable sources of knowledge in 
drugs and crime domains, including in the framework of the 
Sustainable Development Agenda.




