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Introduction 
 
In a continent torn by poverty, war, corruption and an outward lack of education and 
law enforcement, drug cartels and criminal organizations have the perfect opportunity 
to thrive at a lower cost and with less consequences, despite the suffering of not only 
civilians of that region but also those around the world. 
This region is home to some of the poorest countries in the world. Just under a third 
have undergone a coup in the past four years. The state of the entire region, the drugs 
that flow through it and the criminal organizations that orchestrate the trafficking, are 
all inextricably linked. 
 
The amount of cocaine flowing through places like Guinea Bissau would exceed the 
national security budgets of many countries in West Africa at its wholesale value in 
Europe. Other drugs such as methamphetamine or heroin have sprung up recently in 
the region. Most of the drugs going from South America to Europe or Asia pass through 
West Africa. Likewise, those going from Central Asia outwards also use the area as a 
medium. Drug circulation and trade are not the only form of criminal activity being 
organized in West Africa. As described by the UNODC Threat Assessment: “Firearms 
trafficking, the smuggling of migrants, maritime piracy, and the importation of 
fraudulent essential medicines, all take place in this desperate, geopolitical, social, 
humanitarian and security nightmare.” 

Although seizures of cocaine have fallen in recent years, according to official figures, 
most West African states remain affected by drug smuggling, which also includes the 
trafficking of heroin and the trade in larger quantities of cannabis for the local market. 
Moreover, in many places, natural resources are illegally exploited and traded, such as 
gold from Ghana, and diamonds, rubber and timber from Sierra Leone. The practice of 
stealing oil from pipelines for sale (“oil bunkering”) is prevalent in the Niger Delta. 

Piracy in the Gulf of Guinea originally centered on Nigerian waters, but in 2011, shifted 
to Benin and later to Togo. West Africa is also a source, transit region and destination 
for human trafficking for coerced labor and sexual exploitation, while smugglers using 
extensive regional networks and various routes via the Sahara or Senegal convey tens 
of thousands of migrants seeking to reach Europe every year. Alongside Central Africa, 
West Africa is additionally the continent’s biggest source of illegal financial outflows.  

Timeline 

1970 - 1980 
Africa has seen three surges in organized crime. The first of which began during the 
decolonization of the continent in the 1970’s. Crimes mainly occurred in South-Eastern 
Nigeria and South Africa’s Western Cape - both of which are still hotspots of crime. At 
the time, African economies and governments were undergoing restructuring leaving 
them vulnerable to internal corruption and the trafficking trade that had begun to 
emerge. It was this vulnerability that allowed for recreational drugs to be introduced in 
Africa. 
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1990 - 2000 
The second surge in organized crime began in the early half of the nineties. The 
trafficking trade was well established, and corruption had already begun seeping into 
the foundations of many countries. With brutal conflicts manifesting themselves in 
West and Central Africa as a response to the end of the Cold War, weapons trade 
increased, as did the illicit trafficking of narcotics and other materials. This was made 
easier because of the fall of apartheid and closer borders between African nations. 
Economic ties and networks became very close tied trans-nationally allowing for easier 
transport 
 
1997 
The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) was founded1998 
The Prevention of Organized Crime Act 121 of 1998 was passed in South Africa. It 
details interpretations of various organized crimes, penalties and punishments, and how 
to handle whatever proceeds are made from the crimes. 
 
2000 - 2010 
The third surge in organized crime began around the beginning of the twenty-first 
century. This was the most drastic of them all, especially regarding the trafficking of 
humans and weapons, mainly because of the rise in technology and transportation. 
Rebel groups began to gain more and more power. They were now armed and more 
concerned with profits than their initial rebel ideals.  
 
2008 
A UNODC Deputy Regional Representative for West and Central Africa, Amado Philip 
de Andrés, published a UNISCI discussion paper titled “West Africa Under Attack: 
Drugs, Organized Crime and Terrorism as the New Threats to Global Security.” In the 
publication, Andrés describes the transnational nature of the threats mentioned in the 
title. 

 

History 

Since the attainment of political independence, many African states have been ravaged 
by corruption. Strong leaders and their parochial interests have hindered the 
development of strong institutions and the promotion of the common good. The 
preponderance of weak institutions reduces the chances of offenders ever being brought 
to justice. This encourages the proliferation of all manner of social and economic 
crimes. Around the same time, the demand for illicit drugs in Europe spiked by nearly 
50%. Organized crime syndicates viewed this as a potential market and began routing 
shipments to Europe through West Africa. It was this combination of negligent 
governments, along with the existence of African ports as lay-overs in the drug routes 
to Europe, that laid the proper foundation for drug trafficking to flourish in West Africa. 
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For a long time, some influential foreign powers tolerated corrupt African leaders, in 
part because of their reluctance to pry into the internal affairs of independent nation 
states. Under the above scenario, corruption gained legitimacy and became 
institutionalized. Tiny Rowland, the controversial head of Lonrho, which was the 
biggest multinational company operating across Africa in the 1960s and 1970s, once 
asserted that African leaders “are so corrupt that that there’s not a single one of them I 
could not buy.” 

Since the mid-1990s, in Central and West Africa, trafficking in hard drugs has 
become a booming business, with increasingly serious side effects: although the 
production and consumption of cannabis and other soft drugs has always been present 
to some extent, the introduction and transshipment of hard drugs (mostly Heroin and 
Cocaine) from outside the region has required the necessary complicity of local actors 
and has had a significant detrimental impact on society. Easy money has a corruptive 
effect on youth, with a get-rich-quick message and a devaluation of traditional values 
which have always kept these societies cohesive and united. The associated violence 
increasingly threatens people’s daily lives. The exporting and laundering of the 
resulting dirty money destroys hundreds of legitimate small businesses. Drug abuse 
and addiction find their way onto the streets of these vulnerable coastal and inland 
states, taking a terrible toll on families, education and social cohesion. Things become 
dangerous and scary, and several countries are beginning to be rocked to the core by 
the tremendous disruption caused by the whole issue of drug trafficking and all of its 
side effects.  
 

United Nations Convention against Transnational Organized Crime (Resolution 
55/25), 2000 

This convention is a first of the United Nations actions taken to combat transnational 
organized crime. There are three protocols that the convention establishes, each relating 
to a specific type of organized crime. They are as follows: 

• Protocol to Prevent, Suppress and Punish Trafficking in Persons, Especially Women 
and Children  

• Protocol against the Smuggling of Migrants by Land, Sea and Air  

• Protocol against the Illicit Manufacturing of and Trafficking in Firearms, their parts 
and  Components and Ammunition  

Countries must become parties to the Convention itself before they can become parties 
to any of the Protocols. The Convention represents a major step forward in the fight 
against transnational organized crime and signifies the recognition by Member States 
of the seriousness of the problems posed by it, as well as the need to foster and enhance 
close international cooperation in order to tackle those problems. States that ratify this 
instrument commit themselves to taking a series of measures against transnational 
organized crime, including the creation of domestic criminal offences (participation in 
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an organized criminal group, money laundering, corruption and obstruction of justice); 
the adoption of new and sweeping frameworks for extradition, mutual legal assistance 
and law enforcement cooperation; and the promotion of training and technical 
assistance for building or upgrading the necessary capacity of national authorities. 

 

Examples of Organized Crime in West Africa 

 
Cocaine 

 
Illicit trafficking is the illegal trade or transportation of drugs across borders. This can 
range from drugs entering Africa from international waters or the movement of these 
drugs within Africa. Drug trafficking is a worldwide problem that has gotten more 
dangerous the past decade.  
 
About a quarter to two-thirds of the cocaine that is on its way from South America to 
Europe passes through West African countries, specifically Cape Verde, Mali, Benin, 
Togo and Nigeria, Guinea-Bissau, and Ghana. As reported by the World Drug Report, 
“The cocaine found in Africa originated mainly in Colombia and Peru and frequently 
transited through Brazil.” In fact, many of the dealers who control the trade now reside 
in West Africa. Last year, 1.2 tons of pure cocaine was found in a fishing boat near the 
town of M’Bour.  
 
West Africa’s seashores and harbors have become a central transit zone in the 
transatlantic cocaine trafficking. Between 2005 and 2008, 46 metric tons (mt) of 
cocaine destined for the Western European market were seized by law-enforcement 
officials in or around West Africa. In 2007 important cocaine seizures exceeding 150 
kilograms have been reported in Benin, Cape Verde, Guinea, Guinea-Bissau, 
Mauritania and Senegal.  

Cocaine is trafficked through Africa via two parallel streams: one is run by drug 
traffickers and organized crime syndicates in Latin America (especially Colombia) and 
the other in Africa itself. The drug traffickers work hand-in-hand with South American 
criminal organizations and rebel groups. Such players need secure transit routes and 
logistical support, which are best provided by those experienced in operating in parallel 
illegal markets. The routes are run by criminals who can adapt to changing needs and 
customer requirements when necessary. African cocaine is often bartered or purchased 
for resale and has become the preferred currency of exchange in weapons-for-drugs 
swaps. 
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Heroin 

Heroin enters the region mostly by air courier to be later re-exported to Europe and, to 
a lesser extent, the United States. The air routes linking West and Central African 
capitals to the air hub of Dubai, either directly or through 
East African capitals, are the channels through which heroin, mostly from the  
Golden Crescent (Afghanistan) but also from the Golden Triangle (Thailand, Laos, 
Burma/Myanmar), reaches West and Central African locations. Contrary to what is 
happening with cocaine, heroin trafficking through West Africa seems to be declining. 
The reason for this may be found in the relative stabilization of the heroin market in 
Europe and the United States, and the consequent reduced premium achievable by 
traffickers. The situation may, however, change quite soon both because of the 
overproduction of heroin in the main heroin world supplier, Afghanistan, and the 
resumption of direct flights from West Africa to North America. 
 
Trafficking in heroin and other less-processed opiates produced in Central or South 
West Asia (mainly in Afghanistan, Pakistan and Thailand) enter eastern or southern 
Africa through either direct flights to airports in places like Nairobi (Kenya) and Addis 
Ababa (Ethiopia) or the Gulf of Aden, from where it reaches the ports of Dar es Salaam 
(Tanzania) and Mombasa (Kenya). 

Most of the heroin is then transported to West Africa and its final destination, the United 
States. Only a limited amount of this trafficked heroin is destined for the European 
market, as Europe is already well supplied by Balkan and other established routes. It is 
estimated that about 2.4 tons of heroin has been imported from West Africa to Europe 
since 2000.Althoughthere is limited information on who is actually running this trade, 
it appears that different African organized crime interests are in control.  

 

Hashish 

Compared to cocaine and heroin, hashish is not a profitable item for trafficking in West 
Africa. Nevertheless, recent events in Senegal and Niger justify renewed attention to 
the phenomenon, both because of its possible implications with respect to the opening 
up of more profitable heroin-trafficking routes from South-East Asia, and because of 
the existence of a well-established trafficking route running through the Sahelian band 
(from Morocco through Mauritania, Mali, Niger and Chad to Sudan and Egypt). In 
Niger, the quantities seized, and the modus operandi used by traffickers, justify concern 
about the possible tactical links between drug traffickers and both the current Touareg 
rebellion and Al-Qaeda cells operating in the region. 
 
Hashish is shipped from Morocco to the states of Central and West Africa (Mali and 
Niger) and onward to Egypt and the Middle East. However, this hashish market has 
been severely restricted in recent years due to a significant drop in the consumption of 
that drug by Europeans. Cannabis is the only drug actually grown in Western Africa (at 
least 4 tons of it in 2005). The vast majority of this amount is consumed on the African 
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continent. Based on 2010 data, 8% of the African population uses the drug. However, 
it has been noted in recent years that a cannabis market between Ghana and the United 
Kingdom has evolved. 

 

Arms Trafficking  

West Africa presently lacks the capacity to produce its own weapons, so most of the 
guns in circulation originated from outside the sub-region. Since most flows are intra-
regional, almost all of the trafficking takes place by land, although air shipments have 
been detected. These weapons may be destined for particular buyers, or they may be 
offered at one of a number of well-known trading hubs, particularly in the Sahel. These 
include the areas around the Aïr, Hoggar and Tibesti mountain ranges, in addition to 
traditional arms trading centers, such as Agadez (Niger) and Gao (Mali). For long 
distance deliveries, professional transportation agents may be involved. These include 
both formal and informal enterprises. Due to differences in national regulations, there 
exists a class of professional smugglers and traders who profit from the differences in 
taxation and subsidization. These agents may be involved in moving weapons along 
with many other forms of merchandise, licit and illicit. Cross-border ethnic linkages, of 
which there are many in the region, may promote these transfers. 
 

 
Main Parties Involved 
 
 
United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) 

 

The UNODC is a jointly created committee between the United Nations Drug Control 

Program and the Centre for International Crime Prevention. Its purpose is to assist UN 

member states in the fight against the presence of drugs and crime in their countries. 

The UNODC operates on three main pillars of their office, which are as follows, as 

stated on the UNODC work program page: “Field-based technical cooperation projects 

to enhance the capacity of Member States to counteract illicit drugs, crime and 

terrorism; research and analytical work to increase knowledge and understanding of 

drugs and crime issues and expand the evidence base for policy and operational 

decisions; normative work to assist States in the ratification and implementation of the 

relevant international treaties, the development of domestic legislation on drugs, crime 
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and terrorism, and the provision of secretariat and substantive services to the treaty-

based and governing bodies.”  

 

Latin America (Columbia and Mexico) 

 

One of the greatest sources of the corruption in the continent of Africa is caused by 

nations that are not even in the continent, but rather in Latin America, primarily 

Columbia and Mexico. Due to increased corruption and weak law enforcement Latin 

America became the best place for drugs production to thrive as they have abundance 

of land as well as ideal conditions for growing the plants that are used for producing 

drugs. Their supply was mainly focused in the United States of America; however, due 

to increased border security in the United States of America they decided to move 

eastwards to Africa and continue to use it as a port for the drug consumption of drugs 

and as the supply for drugs internationally. 

 

Nigeria 

 

As the African country in which organized crime has the highest prevalence, Nigeria is 

a critical country to keep in mind. The organized crime in the country tends towards 

drug syndicates and is heavily involved in transnational dealing and smuggling. In 

February of 2013, the UNODC found that Nigeria receives cocaine from smugglers in 

South America, where it is produced, and then act as a go-between when they then 

export the drug to Europe. As efforts to halt these drug operations have been increased, 

syndicates have been finding different methods of transporting the drug, beginning to 

ship the cocaine in addition to air couriering and sending it through the mail. This drug 

trade has spread dramatically over West Africa, particularly in the countries of Benin 

and Ghana, among others. Additionally, methamphetamine laboratories have begun 

popping up in Nigeria, which produce substances that will then be shipped to Southeast 

and East Asia and Southern Africa. 
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Senegal 

 

The port Dakar has become a veritable hub for trading and shipping drugs from both 

Central Asia and South America. Drug trafficking would only add to the wide array of 

issues the county is already facing, including frequent organized crime that occurs 

there. Street crime is very common, particularly in urban areas. Official Americans, 

businesspeople, and visitors are victimized primarily by crimes of opportunity 

(backpack/purse snatching, theft from vehicles, assaults, residential burglaries). Cyber 

security issues, have risen lately, along with frequent terrorist attacks that have been 

occurring in recent years, for reasons that range from religious, local, or even 

international reasons. 

 

Mali 

 

The Mali Civil War started from 2012 between the northern and southern parts of Mali 

in Africa. Several insurgent groups began fighting a campaign against the Malian 

government for independence or greater autonomy for northern Mali, an area of 

northern Mali they called Azawad. The National Movement for the Liberation of 

Azawad (NMLA), an organization fighting to make this area of Mali an independent 

homeland for the Tuarge People, had taken control of the region by. This war has 

continued until a peace deal between the government and Tuareg rebels signed on June 

of 2013. However, the peace deal ended after Malian soldiers opened fire on unarmed 

protesters. After that, a ceasefire signed on 20 February 2015 between Malian 

government and the Coordination of Azawad Movements. However, tensions are still 

high, and low levels shooting at still present, showing us how unstable the area is. 

 

Guinea Bissau 

Guinea Bissau has become a major transit and repackaging hub for cocaine and heroin 

flowing from the Latin America and Asian producing areas to European markets. Its 

geography makes detection difficult and porous borders a safe route, in addition to 
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tactically support of the government in power for the illicit trade. This situation has 

become a source of concern to policy makers, scholars, international relations analyst 

and even the United Nations. The security of lives and property of citizens and residents 

in Guinea Bissau is heavily threatened by this transnational organized crime that has 

assumed dangerous dimension in the recent past.  

 

Passed Resolutions  

United Nations Security Council Resolution 2195, 2014  

The Security Council unanimously adopted this resolution in 2014. The Council noted 
that terrorists profited from, among other illicit activities, the trafficking of arms, 
persons, drugs, artifacts and trade in natural resources including gold, other precious 
metals and stones, minerals, wildlife, charcoal and oil, as well as from kidnapping for 
ransom, extortion and bank robbery. 

It urged Member States, as a matter of priority, to accede to and implement all 
international conventions that related to terrorism and organized crime, such as the 
2000 Convention against Organized Crime and its Protocols, the 2003 Convention 
against Corruption, conventions against illicit drug traffic, as well as the international 
counter-terrorism conventions and protocols. 

It requested United Nations entities and bilateral partners to assist Member States by 
helping them develop their capacity to effectively respond to, investigate and 
prosecute terrorist and related criminal acts. “Including through the strengthening of 
national, regional, and global systems to collect, analyze and exchange information, 
including law enforcement and intelligence information.” 

The Council, through the text, also stressed the importance of good governance and the 
need to fight against corruption, money-laundering and illicit financial flows.  It also 
stressed the importance of greater international cooperation in countering the world 
drug problem and related crimes, underlining that it must be addressed in a balance and 
multidisciplinary manner. 

It urged all Member States, particularly those in the Maghreb and Sahel of Africa, to 
enhance regional coordination on cross-border terrorism and related crimes, welcoming 
the establishment of AFRIPOL in that regard.  It requested the Secretary-General to 
submit a report on United Nations efforts to address the threat of terrorists benefiting 
from transnational organized crime. 
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Guiding Questions 

1. How is Terrorism affecting the situation in West Africa? 
 

2. To what extent can economic sanctions be used to tackle corruption? 
 

3. How has corruption facilitated the development of organized crime in West 
Africa 
 

4. What core issue can be addressed to indirectly combat the drug trade, and how? 
e.g. Education system, unemployment. 

 

Possible Solutions 

1. Strengthen law enforcement and border security by increasing and enhancing 
checkpoints especially at popular drug ports 

2. To discover the routes of traffickers as they have fixed routes and therefore be 
able to locate the routes  and shut the route down. 

3. Instead of focusing efforts on eliminating the supply of drugs in West Africa, 
focus on decreasing demand by spreading awareness on addiction and 
consequences of using drugs, and providing government funded rehabilitation 
opportunities for those already addicted. 

4. Create new infrastructure at the ports to 1. Enhance security and 2. Increase jobs 
to keep people busy and 3. Develop the economy and begin to help stabilize the 
government 
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