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Lecture 3: Distribution and illegal trade

Objectives
By the end of this lecture, the students should be able to:

1. Understand the widespread and complex nature of illicit drug trafficking, including

international involvement and its effects on domestic issues.

2. Analyze the specific origins and transportation methods of various drugs,

highlighting the organized strategies employed by traffickers.

3. Assess the current law enforcement strategies against drug trafficking, recognizing

their successes and the challenges posed by traffickers' adaptability.

4. Explore the socioeconomic factors that motivate individuals, especially from
marginalized backgrounds, to participate in drug trafficking, focusing on the lucrative

and low-risk nature of these activities.



Distribution and illegal trade

Drug trafficking occurs in nearly every country around the globe. The acknowledgment
of illegal importation and distribution, often linked to foreign individuals,
tends to be less politically contentious than issues related to domestic illegal production
or consumption. The presence of outsiders makes smuggling and illegal
trade seems less like a local issue. Almost no nation is free from drug abuse challenges.
In fact, many places once considered secure—such as religious, correctional,
or educational institutions have been discovered to have their own drug-related issues.
For instance, the illegal drug trade has become prevalent in prisons, as

a considerable number of inmates struggle with substance abuse.

Typically, individuals operating independently do not handle large volumes of drugs,
which is why efforts to control supply are primarily directed at organized
groups or cartels. The patterns of drug trafficking are often influenced by the type of
drug and its country of origin. For instance, cocaine trafficking starts
in the Andean region and moves northward through Central America, Mexico, and the
Caribbean, ultimately reaching destinations in North America, Europe, and beyond.
In contrast, significant heroin trafficking originates in South-west and South-east Asia,
with the final processing of the product occurring near its source. The
distribution routes can encompass numerous countries and territories, including

Malaysia, Thailand, Hong Kong, and China.

The classic law enforcement strategies to diminish the supply of drugs involve the
interdiction and confiscation of illegal substances. Drug traffickers complicate
detection efforts by transforming opium into morphine and heroin (or coca leaves into
cocaine) in or near the areas where they are produced. This conversion
process decreases the overall bulk and weight of the products that need to be transported.
Typically, refining facilities are situated in more isolated and secure
locations. In these remote rural regions, the movement of precursor chemicals required

for processing the harvested plants (such as acetic anhydride) can occur



with a lower risk of being discovered. Techniques for hiding drugs are continually
adapted to evade capture and confiscation. One source notes that "many women
in drug-producing nations, people are involved in growing, harvesting, and processing
drug crops. Additionally, women are increasingly participating in drug trafficking and

organized crime" (5, p. 2).

Border controls play a crucial role in interception initiatives. Nonetheless, as
commercial traffic between nations increases and goods move freely within large
regional trade blocs, the effectiveness of interdiction at national borders, which was
already low, may decline even further. When authorities take strong measures
in one region, it often results in a shift in the patterns of illegal activities or the relocation
of such activities to different areas. Although interception efforts can extend or modify
the routes of illicit trade and heighten the risk of detection in specific locations, unless
the success rates for interdiction and seizures are significantly high, the flow of illegal
drug shipments is likely to persist. Those apprehended for drug smuggling are frequently
low-level individuals who can be easily replaced by recruits. Individuals living in
poverty, who are already on the fringes of society, have much to gain and little to lose
by engaging in smuggling. With substantial profit margins and a seizure rate that may
be as low as 10 percent (a figure often cited in law enforcement discussions), it is
unlikely that interception efforts will effectively halt illegal distribution. Instead, it is
more likely that the methods of smuggling and the profiles of couriers will adapt to
become safer. After a thorough examination of interdiction, highlighting the adaptability
of smugglers, the diversity of their techniques, and the profits at stake, one commentator
remarked regarding the United States: "The recent past indicates that even with a high
rate of seizures, interdiction will have little impact on reducing cocaine imports" (6, p.

53).

The inherently risky yet potentially lucrative nature of drug trafficking is widely
recognized. The profits generated from this trade are funneled back into the
resources of organized crime syndicates that also have financial stakes in other illegal
activities, including prostitution and extortion. In certain  instances,

political dissident groups may engage in drug trafficking to fund arms acquisitions,



political uprisings, or acts of terrorism. For instance, efforts to combat
drug trafficking are frequently undermined by insurgent factions locked in fierce and
violent conflicts with criminal cartels over control of the drug market.
Consequently, political strife within and among nations, often involving dissident
factions, hinders governmental efforts. Governments that struggle to manage significant
insurgent movements that directly challenge their authority are unlikely to succeed in
regulating a drug trade that yields vast sums of money for purchasing influence
or weaponry. Additionally, such governments will find it challenging to implement
national development initiatives in regions most susceptible to the cultivation

of illegal drug crops.



