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Topic #2: Preventing Illicit Drug Economies in Conflict Zones

I. Background Information

Conflict zones often become fertile ground for the emergence and growth of illicit drug

economies. The lack of effective governance, economic instability, and the presence of

armed groups create an environment where drug cultivation, production, and trafficking

thrive. These illicit economies not only fund armed conflicts but also exacerbate instability

by undermining rule of law and fueling corruption. According to UNODC reports, regions

such as Afghanistan, parts of West Africa, and Latin America have been particularly

affected by the intersection of conflict and drug trade.

The socio-economic impacts of these economies are profound. Farmers in conflict zones

often resort to cultivating drug crops like opium poppies or coca as they provide a higher

income compared to legal alternatives. Traffickers and armed groups exploit this

dependency, perpetuating cycles of violence and poverty. Moreover, the trafficking routes

through conflict regions often lead to spillover effects in neighboring countries, spreading

instability and organized crime networks. Women and children in these areas are particularly

vulnerable, often being coerced into forced labor or recruited into trafficking operations,

further deepening social and economic inequalities.

Illicit drug economies also undermine efforts for peacebuilding and reconstruction. Armed

groups use drug profits to finance their operations, purchase weapons, and strengthen their

control over territories, making conflict resolution even more challenging. These economies

erode public trust in government institutions, as corruption becomes rampant within law

enforcement and political systems. The intertwining of the drug trade with local and global

criminal networks also exacerbates threats to global security.

Addressing this issue requires a multifaceted approach that integrates development,

governance, and security efforts. Effective strategies must provide alternative livelihoods,

strengthen local governance, and disrupt drug trafficking networks. These measures need

to be coupled with initiatives that address underlying issues such as poverty,

unemployment, and lack of education in conflict-prone areas. International cooperation and



support are crucial in implementing these measures, as the global nature of drug trafficking

demands coordinated responses.

II. UN Involvement

The United Nations, particularly through the UNODC, plays a pivotal role in addressing the

nexus between conflict and illicit drug economies. Initiatives such as the "Global

Programme on Alternative Development" aim to provide sustainable livelihood options for

communities dependent on drug crop cultivation. These programs emphasize the

importance of community-led development, where local stakeholders are empowered to

take ownership of the transition to legal economies.

UNODC also collaborates with member states to strengthen border control and law

enforcement capacities to combat drug trafficking in conflict zones. For instance, the

Container Control Programme assists countries in improving cargo security at ports and

borders, disrupting the transit of illicit drugs. The UN’s advocacy extends to fostering

regional cooperation through mechanisms like the West Africa Coast Initiative (WACI) and

the Afghanistan Opium Survey, which provide data and frameworks to support

evidence-based policymaking.

UN Security Council resolutions have highlighted the importance of tackling the links

between drug trafficking and armed conflict. In collaboration with regional organizations, the

UN works to implement security measures that target both the supply and demand sides of

the drug trade. This includes reducing demand through public health campaigns and

rehabilitation programs and suppressing supply through dismantling trafficking networks

and prosecuting high-level offenders.

Efforts to address this issue also emphasize the importance of addressing root causes,

such as poverty and political instability, which drive communities into the illicit drug trade.

The Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 16 (Peace, Justice, and

Strong Institutions) and Goal 8 (Decent Work and Economic Growth), are integral to the

UN’s approach to this issue. These goals underscore the need for inclusive economic

growth, the creation of decent work opportunities, and the promotion of justice and

accountability.



Moreover, the UN has been instrumental in fostering global dialogues on drug policy reform,

advocating for a balanced approach that combines law enforcement with human

rights-based interventions. The Commission on Narcotic Drugs (CND) serves as a platform

for member states to discuss challenges and best practices in combating illicit drug

economies, ensuring that policies are grounded in international law and principles of human

rights.

III. Questions to Consider:

● How is your country affected by illicit drug economies in conflict zones?

● Does your country participate in UNODC programs targeting drug trafficking and

cultivation in conflict areas?

● What alternative development initiatives can be implemented to reduce dependency

on drug crop cultivation?

● How can regional and international cooperation be enhanced to tackle drug

trafficking networks?

● What role should the private sector play in providing sustainable economic

opportunities in conflict-prone regions?

● How can the UN better support member states in strengthening governance and

rule of law in conflict zones?

● What measures can be taken to prevent the spillover effects of drug trafficking from

conflict regions to neighboring countries?

● What steps can be taken to ensure accountability and transparency within law

enforcement agencies tackling drug-related crimes?

● How can public health strategies, including education and rehabilitation programs,

be integrated into efforts to reduce drug demand in conflict zones?

● What innovative approaches can be adopted to disrupt the financial networks

supporting illicit drug economies?

IV. Useful sources:

● https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/frontpage/2022/June/strengthening-the-nexus-bet

ween-peacebuilding-and-the-global-drug-control-regime.html

● https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/alternative-development/overview.html
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● https://www.un.org/peacebuilding/en/news/tackling-illicit-economies-conflict-conte

xts

● https://www.hrw.org/topic/drugs/war-drugs

● https://www.transparency.org/en/topics/corruption-in-conflict
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