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Introduction

The 2023 World Drug Report notes that trafficking of 
amphetamine-type stimulants (ATS) is a growing con-
cern across the Near and Middle East. The market for 
“captagon”, an illicitly manufactured drug product 
mostly containing amphetamine, continues to grow in 
the Near and Middle East. 

In parallel to “captagon” trafficking, a methampheta-
mine market seems to be developing in the Near and 
Middle East, as shown by a rise in seizures of the drug.1 
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The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. Final boundary between the Republic of Sudan and the Republic of South Sudan has not yet been determined.

Sources: UNODC, based on a number of sources, including the following: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire; UNODC, Drugs Monitoring Platform.

Major ports reporting sei-
zures of over 1 million tab-
lets

EUROPE

Land routes

Sea routes reported at least 
once between 2022 and 2023

Jeddah

Ports where seizures are frequently 
reported
Ports of seizures newly reported in 
2022 (seizures of over 500 000 
tablets)
Main airports of seizures 

Sea routes reported at least 
once in 2022 or 2023

Dhiba

Main trafficking routes for counterfeit Captagon, 2021–2023

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. Final boundary between the Republic of Sudan and the Republic of South Sudan 
has not yet been determined. 

Sources: UNODC, based on a number of sources, including the following: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire; UNODC, Drugs Monitoring platform.

Map 1 Main trafficking routes for counterfeit Captagon, 2021–2023
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Introduction

This report on “Drug Trafficking Dynamics Across Iraq 
and the Middle East (2019–2023): Trends and  Responses” 
sheds light on the increasingly complex and dynamic 
drug trafficking landscape across the Near and Middle 
East region, and the efforts invested by Iraq and other 
countries in the region in confronting this threat. This 
can serve as a roadmap to assist national, regional, and 
international counterparts in implementing coordinat-
ed strategies to prevent and reduce drug production, 
trafficking, and consumption. 

As such it provides evidence that can support the im-
plementation of the outcome document of the  United 
Nations General Assembly Special Session on the 
World Drug Problem (2016) and the Ministerial Dec-
laration (2019), aimed at reinforcing global efforts to 
address and counter the world drug problem, adopting 
the shared responsibility approach.2, 3

Main methamphetamine trafficking flows as described by reported seizures, 2019–2022

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Sources: UNODC.

The size of the route is based on the total amount seized on that route, according to the information on trafficking routes provided by Member States in the annual report questionnaire, individual drug seizures and other official documents, over the 2019–2022 period. The routes are determined on the basis of
reported country of departure/
transit and destination in these sources. As such, they need to be considered as broadly indicative of existing trafficking routes while several secondary routes may not be reflected. Route arrows represent the direction of trafficking: origins of the arrows indicate either the area of departure or the one of last
provenance, end points of arrows indicate either the area of consumption or the one of next destination of trafficking. Therefore, the trafficking origin may not reflect the country in which the substance was produced. Please see the Methodology section of this document.
* North America excluding Mexico. South-Eastern Europe including Türkiye
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The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.

Sources: UNODC, based on a number of sources, including the following: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire; UNODC, Drugs Monitoring platform.

The size of the route is based on the total amount seized on that route, according to the information on trafficking routes provided by Member States in the annual report questionnaire, individual drug seizures and other official 
documents, over the 2019–2022 period. The routes are determined on the basis of reported country of departure/transit and destination in these sources. As such, they need to be considered as broadly indicative of existing 
trafficking routes while several secondary routes may not be reflected. Route arrows represent the direction of trafficking: origins of the arrows indicate either the area of departure or the one of last provenance, end points of 
arrows indicate either the area of consumption or the one of next destination of trafficking. Therefore, the trafficking origin may not reflect the country in which the substance was produced. Please see the Methodology section 
of this document.
* North America excluding Mexico. South-Eastern Europe including Türkiye.

Map 2 Main methamphetamine trafficking flows as described by reported seizures, 2019–2022
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Key takeaways

  Countries across the Near and Middle East have 
registered an escalation in both the scale and so-
phistication of drug trafficking operations over 
the past decade. The destabilizing risks posed by 
illicit drugs have become increasingly prominent 
on the regional agenda. Of particular concern to 
governments and societies across the region is 
the rising production, trafficking, and consump-
tion of amphetamine-type stimulants (ATS), in 
particular tablets containing amphetamine sold 
under the name “captagon”, and methampheta-
mine. 

  Iraq and neighbouring countries have documen
ted a sharp increase in the trafficking and use 
of “captagon” over the past five years. “Capta-
gon” seizures have increased by almost 3,380 
per cent in Iraq from 2019 to 2023. Iraq reported 
the seizure of over 4.1 tons of “captagon” tablets 
between January and December 2023 alone.4 
 Seizures of amphetamine (mainly in the form of 
“captagon”) in the Near and Middle East doubled 
from 2020, reaching a record high of 86 tons 
in 2021.5 In parallel to “captagon” trafficking, a 
methamphetamine market seems to be develop-
ing in the Near and Middle East, as shown by a 
rise in  seizures.6

  UNODC research has found that Iraq is at risk of 
becoming an increasingly important node in the 
drug trafficking ecosystem spanning the Near 
and Middle East. Iraq lies at the intersection of a 
complex global drug trafficking ecosystem span-
ning Southwest Asia, Africa, and Europe, notably 
the Balkan and Southern routes associated with 
opiate smuggling from Afghanistan to Europe, 
through Southeastern Europe, and towards the In-
dian Ocean and Eastern Africa, including through 
the Arabian Peninsula.7 Within Iraq, drugs are 
trafficked along three key internal corridors, in-
cluding in the north, central and southern regions 
of the country. 

  A particular challenge facing countries across 
the Near and Middle East are armed groups 
with crossborder affiliations and transborder 
economic interests. Alongside a recent history 
marked by armed conflict and corruption, this sit-
uation has contributed to cross-border traffick-
ing. 
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Key takeaways

  The Government of Iraq and its partners have 
stressed the need for collective responses to 
tackle the security, social and economic ramifi-
cations of drug trafficking across the Near and 
Middle East. As seen in different regional con-
texts, the persistence – and potential reactiva-
tion – of armed groups poses a significant threat, 
not least given their potential involvement in illicit 
drug production and trafficking. There is grow-
ing awareness among governments of how drug 
trafficking intensifies corruption, undermines 
governance and legitimate business, degrades 
services, and contributes to violent competition 
between armed groups. There is also growing 
concern over evidence of increasing drug use and 
related social harms, requiring sustained treat-
ment and rehabilitation efforts.8 

  Practical responses are being implemented but 
are still at an early stage. Iraq established its first 
drug law and commission in 2017 and launched a 
National Strategy on Narcotics and Psychotropic 
Substances (2023–2025) in 2023. Moreover, Iraq 
organized the first regional event on the issue in 
2023 to accelerate collaboration and coordinate 
efforts in drug detection and disruption.
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Drug Trafficking Dynamics Across Iraq and 
the Middle East (2019–2023): Trends and 
Responses

Iraq has over 3,637 kilometres of land border with the 
Islamic Republic of Iran, Jordan, Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, 
the Syrian Arab Republic, and Türkiye. Its strategic 
location means that it is also a conduit for the flow of 
drugs between Southwest Asia, the Arabian Penin-
sula and Europe. The dramatic increase in metham-
phetamine trafficking from one side of its border and 

 “captagon” production and trafficking from the oth-
er side, particularly in the Syrian Arab Republic, have 
consolidated Iraq’s role in the drug trade not just as a 
bridge between major producers and consumers but 
reportedly as a potential emerging source of metham-
phetamine production and increased consumption in 
its own right. 
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Section 1. Regional dynamics 

The Near and Middle East, severely affected by con-
flict and instability, is an increasingly important lo-
cation for illicit drug production and trafficking, in-
cluding from Southwest Asia.9 Armed conflicts not 
only generated significant casualties and development 
setbacks in the region, but also contributed to the for-
mation of political and territorial entities and dynamic 
black markets for different types of drugs.10 

 

“Captagon” trafficking has increased dramatically 
in Near and Middle East countries over the past five 
years.11 The largest quantities of “captagon” seized 
were reported by Saudi Arabia (67 per cent), followed 
by countries such as the United Arab Emirates, Jordan, 
Lebanon, and the Syrian Arab Republic over the last 
decade (2012–2021).12 Several factors are contributing 
to surging “captagon” availability, including war and in-
stability in the Syrian Arab Republic since 2011.13

Fig 1 Quantities of amphetamine, mainly “captagon”, seized in the Near and Middle East, 2010–2021
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Section 1. Regional dynamics 

Drug Trafficking Dynamics Across Iraq and the Middle East (2019 – 2023): Trends and Responses

In parallel, a methamphetamine market seems to be 
developing in the Near and Middle East. Historically, 
East and Southeast Asia served as the primary source 
of methamphetamine.14 However, law enforcement 
 operations indicate a shift in sources, and nearly all 
countries in the region have reported methamphet-
amine seizures over the period 2016–2020, with the 
United Arab Emirates reporting the highest volumes 
seized.15 

At the same time, countries in Southwest Asia are also 
increasingly implicated in the methamphetamine sup-
ply chain, most prominently Afghanistan.16 Afghani-
stan’s drug market is undergoing a major transforma-
tion, with opiate production collapsing, which will have 
an impact on drug trafficking patterns in the region and 
beyond.17 While methamphetamine is a synthetic drug 
that can be produced virtually anywhere, changes in 
Afghanistan can have implications for its production 
and trafficking in the Near and Middle East.

Map 2
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Section 1. Regional dynamics 

Iraq’s proximity to two major transnational drug traf-
ficking routes spanning the Near and Middle East po-
tentially leaves the country at risk to broader shifts in 
drug supply (see map 5). The first transnational traf-
ficking route is the so-called Balkan route, which has 
served as the main conduit of Afghan opiates to Europe 
since the 1970s. Tens of billions of dollars’ worth of opi-
ates have been trafficked from Afghanistan and Paki-
stan through the Islamic Republic of Iran, and in some 
cases through Iraq, continuing onward to Türkiye and 
into the West Balkans before being transported to mar-
kets in Western Europe.18, 19, 20 

The second trafficking route is the Southern route, 
with opiates smuggled from Afghanistan southwards 
through Pakistan and the Islamic Republic of Iran to-
wards the Gulf and Africa.21 Parts of both routes are 
also being used for other drugs, mainly methampheta-
mine. Iraq appears to have become a subset of both the 
Balkan and Southern routes, especially for trafficking 
of synthetic drugs, with methamphetamine traffick-
ing corridors joining with “captagon” trafficking routes 
from the west. 

Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.

Fig 2 Seizures of methamphetamine in the Near and Middle East, 2001–2021
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Section 1. Regional dynamics 

Drug Trafficking Dynamics Across Iraq and the Middle East (2019 – 2023): Trends and Responses

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. Dotted line represents approximately the Line of Control in Jammu and
Kashmir agreed upon by India and Pakistan. The final status of Jammu and Kashmir has not yet been agreed upon by the parties. Final boundary between the Republic of Sudan and the Republic of South Sudan has not
yet been determined.
Source: UNODC WDR, AOTP, EMCDDA

Map 1 Indicative routes for opiates trafficking originating from Afghanistan along the Balkan and Southern routes, 2023
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Section II. Trafficking trends in Iraq

Until recently, assessments of drug trafficking trends 
in Iraq have been frustrated by limited reliable data on 
drug production, transshipment and use in the country. 
Moreover, according to Iraqi officials, the fight against 
the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) poten-
tially diverted attention away from counter-narcotics 
efforts.22 

According to official sources, Iraq has experienced a 
significant increase in drug seizures in recent years 
(see figure 3). Methamphetamine seizures increased 
almost sixfold in 2023 compared to 2019, while “cap-
tagon” seizures reportedly tripled between 2022 and 
2023, and overall amounts seized in 2023 are 34 times 
higher than in 2019.23 The sharp increase in seizures 
may reflect both an increased availability of drugs traf-
ficked through the region, as well as enhanced Iraqi 
and international counter- narcotics and interdiction 
measures. 

Moreover, reports emerged in 2023 of attempts of “cap-
tagon” production in the southern provinces of Iraq, es-
pecially in the province of Al Muthanna.24 

There are three principal domestic drug trafficking 
corridors through which drugs are transhipped with-
in and across Iraq, linked to particular historical and 
 geopolitical developments, as well as related  evolution 
and affiliations of criminal groups. They include the 
 northern, central, and southern internal routes and 
 connect the borders between Iraq and the Islamic 
 Republic of Iran, as well as Türkiye, the Syrian Arab 
 Republic, and Saudi Arabia in particular. 

Fig 3 Annual amounts of drugs seized in Iraq per type, 2019–2023 (kg equivalents)
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Section II. Trafficking trends in Iraq

Drug Trafficking Dynamics Across Iraq and the Middle East (2019 – 2023): Trends and Responses

The northern internal route traverses the Kurdistan 
region of Iraq (KRI) (see map 7). Since at least 2017, 
the northern internal route has provided smugglers an 
alternative to the Iran-Türkiye border for opiates traf-
ficking.25 Trafficking of methamphetamine especially 
has expanded dramatically, marking a distinct shift in 
the volume and type of drugs being transported. As of 
2022, volumes of methamphetamine and “captagon” 
have surpassed heroin seizures (see figure 4).26 

According to the General Directorates of anti- narcotics 
in Erbil and Sulaymaniyah, there are also suspicions of 
drugs being produced in clandestine laboratories in the 
outskirts of urban centres near the mountainous bor-
ders, and around cities such as Kirkuk and Tuz Khur-
matu.27 
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Map 6 The main three internal corridors used for drug trafficking in Iraq
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Section II. Trafficking trends in Iraq

Map 5
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Fig 4 Annual volumes of drugs seized in the Kurdish region of Iraq by type, 2019–2023 (kg equivalents)
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The central internal route connects the Levant to the 
Arabian Peninsula, as well as the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, primarily via the Iraqi province of Al Anbar. In the 
past three years, Al Anbar province which borders the 
Syrian Arab Republic, Jordan and Saudi Arabia, has be-
come an epicenter for drug smuggling, particularly of 
“captagon” and, to a lesser extent, methamphetamine.28 
Indeed, along this route specifically, it appears that 
drug traffickers are combining “captagon”, produced in 
countries to the west of Iraq, with methamphetamine 
manufactured in the east, and then rerouting these 
substances to the Arabian Peninsula (see map 8).29 The 
Al Qa’im border crossing between the Syrian Arab Re-
public and Iraq and surrounding areas is a noted supply 
route, with the reported presence of multiple groups 
colluding with drug traffickers, and increasing tensions 
being reported as competition between those involved 
in the trafficking has intensified.30

The southern internal trafficking route connects the 
Iranian province of Khuzestan and Al Basrah to Bagh-
dad and the wider Arabian Peninsula, and the majority 
of drug seizures along this route appear to comprise 
methamphetamine and cannabis (see map  9).31 Al-
though the numbers of seizures reported in the prov-
ince of Al Basrah are relatively modest compared to 
other provinces in the country, the city and ports in Bas-
rah play a pivotal commercial role in the Iraqi economy, 
with the Port of Um Qasr alone handling most of the 
country’s legal commercial traffic, and it is suspected 
that a significant portion of narcotics enter and exit the 
country via these ports.32 This situation is exacerbated 
by challenges related to corruption, coupled with the 
involvement of numerous criminal actors in the traf-
ficking of illicit commodities, including drugs.33

Map 6

The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations.
Source: UNODC Drug Monitoring Platform, Natural Earth, FAO AQUASTAT
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Section II. Trafficking trends in Iraq

The evolution of drug consumption and 
 responses in Iraq

Rising drug transhipment through Iraq and neighbour-
ing countries has been accompanied by increased 
 domestic consumption across the country. The num-
ber of people with drug use disorders registered by 
public health services doubled from 2,979 in 2017 to 
6,101 in 2021.34 Despite the absence of a nationwide 
survey, some reports indicate a correlation between 
substance use and communities experiencing higher 
unemployment rates and economic challenges, espe-

cially among adolescents and young adults.35 Reports 
are emerging of a surge in methamphetamine use in 
the city of Basrah, and in “captagon” use in areas such 
as Al Anbar, Ramadi and Baghdad, in particular (see 
map 10). As of 2022, over 3,308 Iraqis were receiving 
treatment for substance use disorders, of which over 
two-thirds (2,251) were seeking treatment for use of 
ATS.36 Until recently, there were very few health insti-
tutions to support drug dependence and rehabilitation. 
The first public-private rehabilitation centre in Iraq was 
launched in Erbil in 2021.37 Starting in 2023, Iraq’s na-
tional authorities started opening a series of formal 
drug rehabilitation clinics. 
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Section II. Trafficking trends in Iraq

Drug trafficking enablers in Iraq

Iraq’s history over the past four decades, marked by 
continuous armed conflict and instability, has been a 
significant factor in shaping its current landscape of 
illicit activities, including drug trafficking. 

The Iran-Iraq war in the 1980s was followed by a series 
of conflicts, including the Gulf War and the post-2003 
conflicts after the US-led invasion, as well as counter- 
terrorism actions from 2013 to 2017 which resulted in 
Iraq’s territorial victory over ISIL (Da’esh).38 These wars 
caused immense casualties and instability. They also 
led to the emergence of cross-border criminal net-
works, including those led by ISIL, and dynamic black 
markets. These circumstances provided a space for 
 illicit activities as different groups, including drug traf-
fickers, sought to capitalize on the chaos and lack of 
effective governance at the time.39 

Moreover, international sanctions (1990–2003) con-
tracted the Iraqi economy and have fuelled under-
ground economies.40 Sanctions on the Islamic Republic 
of Iran (2006 -) and the different blockades imposed on 
neighbouring Syrian Arab Republic (2011- ) could also 
have amplified opportunities for trafficking and illegal 
economies in overcoming sanction restrictions in and 
around Iraq.41, 42

The 44 interviews conducted for this study highlight 
the dynamic and diverse ecosystem of actors directly 
or indirectly involved in trafficking of drugs and relat-
ed crimes, at times competing or colluding to secure 
supply chains and financial returns. The fight against 
ISIL and its fall reportedly reshuffled power dynamics 
in Iraq, contributing to a complex geometry of actors 
aiming to control transit areas and potentially engage 
in illicit economies, including trafficking in drugs.43

The 1,599-kilometre frontier with the Islamic Republic 
of Iran, dotted with mountains, marshes, and desert, is 
described as being extremely challenging to control by 
interviewed Iraqi border control officers.44 Extensive 
trans-border ethnic kinship networks reduce transac-
tion costs, making it easier for criminal groups, drug 
smugglers and intermediaries to operate.45 Checkpoints 
are easily breached by diverting illegal products from 
official crossings, blending and concealing products in 
legitimate shipments, forging documentation and per-
mits, and bribing military, police and customs officials.46  

Methodology

The UNODC adopted a mixed methodology in 
preparing this report, integrating both qualita-
tive and quantitative approaches. 

Qualitative methods included key informant in-
terviews with decision-makers, practitioners, 
subject matter experts, and others. Between 
2020 and 2022, a wide range of law enforcement 
officers, judges, prosecutors, health profession-
als, and civil servants, as well as individuals con-
nected to drug trafficking networks were inter-
viewed. 

Quantitative methods consisted of data collec-
tion and analysis of administrative datasets. Pri-
mary information included the Annual Report 
Questionnaire (ARQ) and Individual Drug Seizure 
(IDS) database of the Drug Monitoring Platform 
(DPM). Likewise, UNODC drew on statistical data 
from 2019 to 2023, compiled and shared by the 
governments of Iraq and neighbouring countries.

A detailed description of the methodology, in-
cluding an interview list, can be found online: link
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Section IV. Recommendations

The sheer scale of drug trafficking across the region 
has led to growing calls for urgent action. Iraq and 
other governments in the region have increasingly 
highlighted the need for joint responses. In remarks to 
the General Debate of the 78th session of the United 
Nations General Assembly in September 2023, Iraq’s 
Prime Minister highlighted Iraq’s intensifying efforts to 
combat drugs and its commitment to being “part of the 
solution to any international and regional problem”.47

To advance momentum towards more effective region-
al solutions, the following recommended actions and 
support can help to accelerate and operationalize com-
mitments:

  The Governments of Iraq and fellow members of 
the Arab League, Arab Interior Ministers’ Coun-
cil, and Gulf Cooperation Council can facilitate 
collective action by implementing international 
drugrelated agreements and building on exist-
ing regional agreements and frameworks. The 
Directorate of Social Policies Department of the 
League of Arab States, with support from  UNODC, 
launched an Arab Plan for the Prevention and Re-
duction of the Dangers of Drugs to Arab Societies 
in March 2023.48 UNODC also signed an MoU with 
the Arab Interior Ministers’ Council in May 2023 
to support member states in the fight against 
narcotics and psychotropic substances, including 
new forms of transnational organized crime and 
terrorism.49 

  The establishment of a regional forum assem-
bling research expertise, law enforcement and 
security specialists could be considered to sup-
port the design and development of evidence 
based coordinated and harmonized responses, 
including to tackle “captagon”. Such a regional 
hub could be modelled on existing regional in-
struments operating in line with international 
commitments and in collaboration with different 
specialized international entities. 

  Support is needed to improve data quality, col-
lection, and analysis of the sources of drug pro-
duction, trafficking networks and consumption 
patterns in Iraq and its neighbours. While improv-
ing, the coverage and quality of data collection 
and availability on drug trafficking in Iraq remains 
partial and fragmented. Technical assistance is 
also needed to enable the measurement of out-
comes and impacts of specific interventions to 
reduce supply and demand, including efforts to 
address drug use and treatment options.

  Further support is required to promote balanced 
drug responses. These should encompass evi-
dencebased demand reduction interventions, in 
particular in areas along key drug trafficking cor-
ridors which are suffering from increased drug 
use, along with measures to ensure that people 
who use drugs are not stigmatized or prevented 
from accessing adequate treatment and reha-
bilitation, in line with the Iraqi counternarcotics 
strategy (2023–2025).50 
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Section IV. Recommendations

  Capacity building for regional and national au-
thorities should focus on strengthening monitor-
ing, early warning, and disruption capabilities. 
Given its rapid spread and use across Iraq and the 
region, a specific focus is needed to monitor ATS, 
including local manufacturing, trafficking nodes, 
and the involvement of different actors. 

  Technical assistance to operationalize commit-
ments to reduce corruption, including petty 
corruption, is needed to limit illicit flows. Iraq is 
working with international partners, including 
UNODC, to strengthen border control, customs, 
and law enforcement with a special focus on 
 addressing the widespread corruption that ena-
bles drug  trafficking.51 

  “Whole-of-government” and “all-of-society” ap-
proaches are key to building ownership of strate-
gies and ensuring the sustainability of responses. 
Promoting shared understanding and commit-
ment to tackle the criminal and drug trafficking 
ecosystem in the region is critical. 

Measures to crack down on drug production and traf-
ficking in one country can impact the dynamics of drug 
production, smuggling and consumption in another. 
Political and economic instability, the introduction and 
enforcement of international sanctions and changes in 
the leadership of criminal groups in one jurisdiction can 
generate knock-on effects. Shifts in the cost of pro-
duction of drugs, whether due to increased border and 
counter-narcotics efforts or the rising price of precur-
sors, can also result in the movement of manufacturing 
across borders. These factors underline the importance 
of regional cooperation, and of building capabilities to 
monitor drug production, trafficking and consumption 
in real time and adjusting responses accordingly. 

While there are multiple political sensitivities between 
and within countries, the resilience and agility of crim-
inal networks represent a serious risk to security and 
development. The creation of systems to share informa-
tion and exchange best and promising practices repre-
sent opportunities to build a region-wide approach. A 
pragmatic focus on addressing common drug traffick-
ing challenges on shared borders is to the benefit of all 
in the region and the international community at large.
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