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► Last year illicit drug use in sub-Saharan Africa affected as much as 1.6 per cent of the adult 

population, while by 2050 the number of drug addicts is expected to increase by around 14 million, 

in addition to the current almost 10 million . These are the highlights of what has become one of 

the major emergencies of the macro-region, where narcotics trafficking is on the rise, although 

reliable data are lacking. 

 

Evolution and trends in drug trafficking and consumption in sub-

Saharan Africa 

 

At the end of 2018, during a hearing at the Security Council, Yuri Fedotov, Executive Director 

of the United Nations Office for Drug Control and Crime Prevention (UNODC), raised the alarm 

over the increase in the drug trafficking in West and Central Africa. The czar of the UN Anti-Drug 

Agency drew attention to the consequent risks of destabilizing the governments of the two regions, 

as well as for security, economic growth and public health1. 

Mr. Yuri Fedotov also recalled how African criminal networks have expanded the transport of 

cocaine and heroin from Africa to Europe. A trend confirmed by the UNODC's 2018 report, which 

shows that in Africa was recorded the largest increase in cocaine seizures2. While in several sub-

Saharan airports has been registered an increase of the heroin bust, especially in the Lagos 

Murtala Muhammed Airport, Accra Kotoka Airport and Cotonou Cadjehoun Airport. In the same 

period, has been intensified controls in Bamako, Lomé and Ouagadougou Airports. 

The UNODC study also confirms the strong increase in pharmaceutical opioid sequestration 

in recent years. A trend acclaimed by the fact that globally 87 per cent of the synthetic opiates 

intercepted last year come from Western, Central and Northern Africa. A worrying state largely due 

to the considerable increase in the use of tramadol, an opioid analgesic widely consumed outside 

of specific therapeutic purposes in the three African regions. 

During the same period, methamphetamine seizures also reached almost the same level as 

those of cocaine, especially at the Lagos and Cotonou airports. In the fight against 

methamphetamine trafficking is very active the National Drug Law Enforcement Agency (NDLEA), 

Nigeria's federal anti-drug agency that last December discovered a methamphetamine-producing 

laboratory into Obinugwu village in the southeast region3. Inside the site, there were 78 kilograms 

of Crystal meth, a powerful derivative of alkaloids of vegetable origin that creates an immediate 

dependence. Most likely, the huge amount worth tens of thousands of dollars seized in the 

Obinugwu laboratory was not destined for domestic consumption, but for the South African and 

Asian markets. 

The laboratories, such as the one found by NDLEA in Obinugwu village, are often realized 

with the help of Mexican drug cartel chemists to allow mass production of methamphetamine.           

A very profitable business for the "cult", like are called the Nigerian gangs. The data are also very 

eloquent because since the first meth production laboratory was discovered in Nigeria in 2011, the 

authorities have detected that the amount of stimulants placed on the market has increased by 14 

times. While the seizures of methamphetamine went from 390 pounds in 2012 to 3,004 pounds in 

20164. 

                                                           
1  www.voanews.com/africa/un-reports-alarming-trends-drug-trafficking-africa 
2  www.unodc.org/wdr2018/prelaunch/WDR18_Booklet_3_DRUG_MARKETS.pdf 
3  www.news24.com/Africa/News/breaking-bad-nigeria-fear-of-a-new-narco-state-20181220 
4  Ibidem 
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Alarming consumption forecasts 

In confirmation of the ongoing emergency, there are the results of a new study of the ENACT 

project (Enhancing Africa's ability to Counter Transnational Crime)5. According to the research, in 

2018 illicit drug use in sub-Saharan Africa affected 1.6 per cent of the adult population. A higher 

level than in the MENA area, Latin America and the Caribbean and the South Asia, but smaller 

compared to 1.8 per cent in Europe and Central Asia6. 

Even more alarming is the forecast of the number of drug addicts in sub-Saharan Africa, 

which is expected to increase by around 14 million by 2050, in addition to the current 10 million.  

An increase corresponding to almost 150 per cent more than at present, but which could be 

resized by the fact that it is equivalent to an overall growth of 5 per cent of the population of the 

macro-region that uses drugs. 

A modest percentage compared to 14 per cent in Europe and Central Asia, 18 per cent in the 

MENA area and 23 per cent in the Latin America and Caribbean macro-region. However, even if 

the 5 per cent increase may seem rather limited, the rapid growth of the sub-Saharan population 

expected between 2018 and 2050 must be taken into consideration. The expected doubling of the 

inhabitants, stated in the report, indicates that in the medium-long term, sub-Saharan Africa will 

register the most substantial increase in the absolute number of habitual drug users compared to 

any other part of the world. 

According to the researchers of the ENACT program, the population of sub-Saharan Africa is 

composed largely of young people, is increasingly affluent and in rapid urbanization. Three factors 

that increase the likelihood that a person decides to use psychotropic substances. A decision that 

according to the World Health Organization (WHO) can also be influenced by the high levels of 

poverty and social inequality affecting the region7. 

It is also expected that West Africa, which now has nearly six million habitual consumers, will 

be particularly affected by the rapid increase in drug addicts, which are estimated to exceed 13 

million by 2050. However, the percentage will remain relatively constant in proportion to the total of 

drug users in Africa. 

 

The grey area of Sahel 

The Sahel, in addition to being one of the most unstable sub-Saharan Africa areas, is among 

the most affected by the increase in drug trafficking and consumption too. Often considered a 

twilight zone due to its porous borders and lack of government control in many of the remote areas, 

the Sahel has become a crossroads for the illegal trade in cannabis, cocaine and 

methamphetamine. A region where criminal groups and drug trafficking networks have wide scope 

for action8. In the vast area, drug trafficking is also largely facilitated by transnational tribal links 

and the field-proven routes that cross the desert9. 

In a recent study, the Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development              

(OECD) has established that the vast flows of money resulting from illegal activities in               

West Africa strongly undermine the ability of states in the region to govern effectively10.                

                                                           
5  Z. Donnenfeld, J. Bello-Schünemann, L. Welborn, Drug demand and use in Africa. Modelling trends to 2050, Enact 

Research Paper n. 09, August 2019. https://enact-africa.s3.amazonaws.com/site/uploads/2019-08-28-drug-demand-

and-use-in-africa-reaseach-paper-cb.pdf 

6  The result was strongly influenced by the inclusion of new data related to Nigeria extrapolated from the UNODC Drug 
use report in Nigeria 2018. www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-
analysis/statistics/Drugs/Drug_Use_Survey_Nigeria_2019_BOOK.pdf 

7  www.who.int/bulletin/volumes/82/9/editorial20904html/en/ 
8  J. Eligh, The evolution of illicit drug markets and drug policy in Africa, Enact Continental Report 03, June 2019. 

doi:10.13140/RG.2.2.15039.87201 
9  https://jasoninstitute.com/2019/04/21/drug-trafficking-in-the-sahel/ 
10  OECD, Illicit Financial Flows: The Economy of Illicit Trade in West Africa, OECD Report, Paris, 2018. 

doi.org/10.1787/9789264268418-en 
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While a study by the Carnegie Endowment in Washington found that cannabis produced in 

Morocco is one of the most smuggled drugs through the Sahel11. 

Cocaine trafficking is also widespread in the region, using other routes, which from the 

coasts reach the cities of northern Mali such as Gao or Timbuktu, or pass through Agadez, the 

third most populated city in Niger at the gateway to the Sahara, which has become a crossroads 

human trafficking. From these destinations, the drug arrives in North Africa and heads towards 

Europe. However, the exact extent of cocaine trafficking in the region is unknown, with estimates 

ranging from 50 to 200 tons per year12. 

 
 

However, we know the date that establishes the official entry of the Sahel into drug trafficking 

routes: 2 November 2009, when the charred fuselage of an old Boeing 727-200 was found in the 

middle of the desert near the town of Tarkint, in the northeast of Mali. According to local police, the 

plane carrying ten tons of pure cocaine came from Venezuela and was set on fire by traffickers 

after drug dumping13. 

After the discovery of the aircraft, investigators from the Malian Police Anti-Drug Department 

arrested five suspects. The Malian travel agent Mohamed Hacko, the French pilot Eric Vernay, 

already suspected of being involved in various drug trafficking, the Venezuelan Gustavo Valencia, 

                                                           
11  https://carnegieendowment.org/files/sahel_sahara.pdf 
12  Cit., https://jasoninstitute.com/2019/04/21/drug-trafficking-in-the-sahel/ 
13  C. Hawley, South American gangs flying vast quantities of cocaine to Europe, in «The Guardian», 15 November 

2010. https://bit.ly/2kB4uRV 
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the Portuguese Souza Miranda and former policeman Spanish Miguel Angel Devesa, who had 

settled in Mali after being expelled from the body14. Malian investigators subsequently cleared the 

five men15. However, the fact remains that at the time Devesa, who was already in Bamako prison 

for the murder of Colombian Juan Carlos "Johnny" García Soto, was considered one of the drug 

lords in West Africa16. 

 

Mali, new hub of cocaine trafficking in the Sahel 

A recent report by the Institute for Security Studies in Pretoria (ISS) states that today Mali is 

one of the main transit points in the region for cocaine from South America17. The fact that the 

number of seizures at Bamako airport has decreased since 2008 shows the commitment of the 

Malian authorities to cope with the phenomenon. An important result obtained, also thanks to an 

increased international aid, which has made it possible to improve surveillance at the main Malian 

airport. However, it seems equally plausible that in the face of stricter controls the traffickers have 

taken countermeasures by strengthening the transport of drugs on the road. 

Proof of this is the fact that in recent year several cocaine seizures have been carried out on 

the roads that connect Conakry, the capital of Guinea, to Bamako. Add to this, the limited 

resources of the security services and the porous borders of the country seem to hypothecate Mali 

to remain a crossroads for cocaine trafficking in West Africa. 

It is also important to highlight what is reported by the International Crisis Group (ICG), 

according to which the proceeds of illicit drug trafficking are often used by traffickers to provide 

local people in the north of Mali with primary services, which the central government often fails to 

insure18. A prerogative that effectively transforms these criminal groups into an alternative 

governing authority, increasing their legitimacy in the territories in which they operate and 

facilitating their illegal trafficking19. 

 

The links between the drug cartels and the jihadist groups 

In June 2010, a UNODC study on the globalization of crime was among the first to denounce 

the collaboration between drug traffickers and jihadists20. A collaboration, which was fuelling 

Islamist terrorism. Six months later, an article published on "Telegraph" reported that the FARC 

(Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) had made an agreement with al Qaeda in the Islamic 

Maghreb to secure the safe passage of cocaine through the Sahel21. 

The union between jihadists and drug traffickers has been the subject of various analyses, 

some of which have revealed the existence of a strong link between terrorist groups active in the 

Sahel region. In particular, Al Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb (AQIM) and criminal organizations 

addicted to drug trafficking. 

                                                           
14  www.periodistadigital.com/mundo/africa/20110626/jefe-boeing-727-air-cocaine-ex-policia-espanol-noticia-

689400806425/ 
15  www.expatica.com/es/mali-drug-plane-suspects-freed/ 
16  https://blogs.20minutos.es/enguerra/2012/06/11/miguel-angel-devesa-el-gallego-que-dominaba-del-trafico-de-

cocaina-en-africa/ 
17  W. Assanvo, Mali’s drug problems are its silent enemy, ISS Report, 15 May 2018. https://bit.ly/2kAMlUl  
18  International Crisis Group, Africa Report n. 267, Drug Trafficking, Violence and Politics in Northern Mali, 13 

December 2018. https://d2071andvip0wj.cloudfront.net/267-drug-trafficking-violence-and-politics-in-northern-mali-
english.pdf 

19  Ibidem 
20  www.unodc.org/documents/lpo-brazil/noticias/2010/06/TOCTA_Report_2010_low_res.pdf 
21  www.telegraph.co.uk/news/worldnews/southamerica/colombia/8230134/South-American-drug-gangs-funding-al-

Qaeda-terrorists.html 
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In one of the most recent studies, carried out by the Washington-based Foundation for the 

Defense of Democracies (FDD), emerges the important financial contribution to AQIM from drug 

trafficking22. Although in the report, it is clearly specified that the extremist group taxes drug routes, 

guaranteeing safety during the passage of traffickers, but is not involved in the drug dealing 

activities23.  

However, other accredited studies argue instead that local terrorist groups have acquired 

most of their revenue from ransoms, obtained from the seizures of tourists and humanitarian 

workers. This is explained in detail by a recent research of the MENARA project. The study 

highlighted that the links between the radical armed organizations and the drug trafficking cartels 

are not as solid and articulated as they were claimed in the past24. 

In the jihad context, the use of money from drug trafficking has been the subject of many 

debates within radical Islamic groups, which on the basis of religious dogmas have always officially 

denied any involvement in such criminal activity. The proceeds derived from drugs trafficking have 

generated much controversy within the same jihadist organizations, which have established 

stronger ties with oil and weapons traffickers25. 

For example, the decision to be involved in drug trafficking was not welcomed by all AQIM 

cell leaders in the Sahel, nor by the militia themselves. While the brigade led by the most wanted 

Algerian terrorist Mokhtar Belmokhtar was engaged in trafficking in drugs and human beings, the 

one led by Abdelhamid Abu Zeid systematically condemned this practice, causing serious tensions 

within the organization26.  

 
                                                           
22  https://s3.us-east-2.amazonaws.com/defenddemocracy/uploads/documents/CSIF_TFBB_AQIM.pdf 
23  Ibidem 
24  D. Lounnas, The links between jihadi organizations and illegal trafficking in the Sahel, MENARA Working Papers, n. 

25, November 2018. www.iai.it/sites/default/files/menara_wp_25.pdf 
25  Ibidem 
26  D. Lounnas, Al Qaida au Maghreb Islamique et le trafic de drogue au Sahel, in Maghreb-Machrek, vol. 216, n. 2, 

2013. doi:10.3917/machr.216.0109 
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Furthermore, would also be directly involved in drug trafficking some leaders of the 

Movement for the uniqueness of Jihad in West Africa (MUJAO), which in October 2011 had split 

from AQIM and in August 2013 merged into al-Murabitoun together with the al-Mulathameen 

brigade led by Belmokhtar27. 

Undoubtedly, establishing close relationships with local criminal networks was of 

fundamental importance to jihadist organizations when they started to settle in the Sahel. This has 

fostered the strengthening of their presence and generated additional sources of revenue to 

finance the jihad, but their main resource has been the kidnappings that have shaken the region in 

recent years. Currently there are still Western hostages in the hands of the GSIM, but many 

nations, conforming to the dictates of UN Security Council resolution 2133, have refused to pay the 

ransoms in an attempt to stem the phenomenon28. 

Ultimately, the main sources of revenue for radical organizations do not come from drugs, 

but are represented by money left over from the release of hostages in past years, from taxes 

coerced from local populations and donations from their supporters. 

 

Analysis, assessments and forecasts 

One of the most critical issues to face in order to cope with the expansion of drug use in sub-

Saharan Africa is the lack of information from governments in the region, which does not allow us 

to draw up very reliable statistics to monitor the phenomenon. In 2017, only 31 per cent of African 

states reported their data to the UNODC, compared to 67 per cent of Asian countries29. 

The scarce collaboration of such a large number of States in providing information on 

seizures operated by the Offices dealing with drug trafficking does not allow us to determine the 

real flow of narcotics that passes through Africa. It also has implications for the measures taken by 

the various countries to stem the spread of crimes associated with drug trafficking, infectious 

diseases related to drug use by injection, increased mortality rates and other negative 

consequences for social-economic tissue. 

The information gap should be quickly filled also to help the police force curb the flow of 

drugs across international borders, and allow health workers to better understand the extent of the 

phenomenon. All this will not only help to carry out the research effort, but also to better 

understand the links between drug use and organized crime. 

It is also important to consider, that in most sub-Saharan countries the answer to the problem 

is dominated by a repressive approach and despite efforts to prevent consumption, much remains 

to be done in this area. The same applies to assistance to drug addicts and habitual consumers, 

limited by the lack of adequate institutions and resources. 

To curb drug trafficking in the macro area it would also be necessary to strengthen regional 

cooperation, which has so far proved to be rather weak. Furthermore, surveillance and controls at 

border posts should also be intensified, including through a more structured intelligence activity, 

necessary to identify and dismantle traffic networks and production areas. These efforts are 

necessary to ensure that the harmful consequences of drugs are minimized in an area, which in 

addition to serious economic difficulties is already facing many problems of stability and security. 

                                                           
27  www.unodc.org/wdr2017/field/Booklet_5_NEXUS.pdf 
28  www.un.org/en/ga/search/view_doc.asp?symbol=S/RES/2133(2014) 
29  wdr.unodc.org/wdr2019/prelaunch/WDR-2019-Methodology-FINAL.pdf 

 


