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Topic #1: Disrupting the illicit production and global distribution of

synthetic opioids

I. Background Information
Synthetic opioids, including fentanyl and its analogs, have become a leading cause of
drug-related deaths worldwide, claiming tens of thousands of lives annually. Unlike
plant-based drugs such as heroin, synthetic opioids are entirely man-made, making them
easier to produce in secretive labs with relatively inexpensive resources. Their high potency,
even in microgram quantities, makes them extremely dangerous, with overdose rates
surging globally. The availability of these drugs through illicit markets has made them

accessible to vulnerable populations, further aggravating the opioid crisis.

The illicit production of synthetic opioids is often linked to organized crime networks, which
utilize precursor chemicals sourced legally or through illegal channels. These networks
exploit weaknesses in global supply chains, inadequate regulation, and insufficient
international coordination to distribute synthetic opioids on a massive scale. In addition to
fueling addiction and overdose epidemics, this trade has economic and social

repercussions, straining healthcare systems, and fueling cycles of poverty and crime.

Environmental consequences are another overlooked impact of synthetic opioid production.
Precursor chemicals used in their manufacture are often improperly disposed of, leading to
contamination of water supplies and soil. This environmental degradation affects
communities in regions where clandestine labs are concentrated, compounding the harms

associated with the drug trade.

Addressing this crisis requires a comprehensive approach, combining stricter regulations on
precursor chemicals, enhanced law enforcement efforts, international cooperation, and

improved public health strategies.



1l. UN Involvement:

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) has been at the forefront of efforts
to address the synthetic opioid crisis. Through initiatives such as the Global SMART
(Synthetics Monitoring: Analyses, Reporting, and Trends) Program, the UNODC monitors
global trends in synthetic drug production and trafficking, providing invaluable data to
member states. This program also offers technical assistance to countries struggling to
combat synthetic opioid production and supports the development of regional and global

strategies to tackle the crisis.

In recent years, the Commission on Narcotic Drugs (CND) has passed several resolutions
emphasizing the urgent need to address synthetic opioids. These include recommendations
to improve the monitoring of precursor chemicals, strengthen international law enforcement
collaboration, and prioritize public health approaches alongside criminal justice strategies.
The CND also works with international partners to expand access to lifesaving medications
like naloxone, which can reverse opioid overdoses, and promote prevention programs to

reduce demand for illicit drugs.

The UN General Assembly has also called for enhanced global cooperation, recognizing
that disrupting the production and distribution of synthetic opioids is essential to achieving
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 3 (Good Health and

Well-being) and Goal 16 (Peace, Justice, and Strong Institutions).

“International cooperation is vital to disrupt the global supply chains of synthetic opioids

and mitigate their devastating impact on individuals, communities, and nations.” - UNODC

1l. Questions to Consider

e What is my country’s role in illicit opioid production and distribution and how well
is my country doing in terms of drug control?

e What are the main causes of illegal drug production and distribution and how
does my country contribute

e Has my country taken any precautions or efforts regarding the issue?



e What are the possible ways to fund the effort in my country and on the global
scale?

e Who should be involved in the efforts?

e What are the necessary steps in the fight against illicit drug production and
distribution?

e How can we maximize their result? What should be done now, what is the
course of action in the future?

e How does this impact not only my country, but the entire world? What are the
impacts at this moment, what will be the potential consequences in the future?

e How can we provide more awareness to the topic?

Sources

e UNODC Drug Trafficking: https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/drug-trafficking/
e Synthetic Drug Data and

Analysis: https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/data-and-analysis/drug-cultivation-pr

oduction-and-manufacture.html

e Addressing the Synthetic Drug
Problem: https://www.unodc.org/documents/hlr/19-V1905795 E ebook.pdf
e World Health Organization (WHO) resources on opioid

use: https://www.who.int/substance abuse

e International Narcotics Control Board (INCB): https://www.incb.org

e Drug Policy Alliance: https://drugpolicy.org
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