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Contribution of alternative development to female 
income in Afghanistan
In Afghanistan, the Government, together with non-
governmental organizations, is currently implementing 
with UNODC support a unique alternative develop-
ment project for the period 2017–2021 in 13 provinces 
that focuses strongly on increasing female income. In 
doing so, the project is contributing to peace and stabil-
ity, which are significantly associated with the reduction 
of illicit crop cultivation. The project involves the ini-
tiation or strengthening of dairy and poultry produc-
tion, vegetable cultivation and orchard activities, with a 
view to primarily enhancing female income, which usu-
ally only constitutes 5 to 10 per cent of total household 
income. 

The mid-term evaluation of the project, carried out in 
2019, based on surveys of more than 4,000 households 
in 220 villages, indicated that, in comparison with the 
baseline in 2017, the number of households with female 
members who generated income had increased from 21 
to 29 per cent, as had income earned by women, by as 
much as 10 per cent. 

Source: UNODC, mid-term impact assessment of the Boost  
Alternative Development Interventions through Licit Livelihoods 
alternative development project in Afghanistan (2020).
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Overview of alternative  
development projects in the 
period 2013–2017
In 2019, UNODC undertook a study to collect 
information on the characteristics of alternative 
development projects in terms of individual budg-
ets, main objectives, geographical coverage, duration 
and implementing partners at the global level, with 
the aim of understanding the scale of implementa-
tion of these projects.

The analysis represented one of the first efforts to 
collect and systematize information on the status of 

alternative development projects87 worldwide. It 
covered a total of 53 identified alternative develop-
ment projects that had been under implementation 
during the period 2013–2017 in the countries where 
most opium poppy is cultivated (Afghanistan, 
Myanmar and Mexico88) and those where most coca 

87	 The analysis considers as an “alternative development” pro-
ject those aimed at improving the quality of life of farmers 
and reduce or prevent the cultivation of illicit drug crops. 
For simplification purposes, project also refers to pro-
gramme in the analysis. 

88	 In the case of Mexico, projects conducted in regions affected 
by opium poppy cultivation did not explicitly include the 
double objective of improving the quality of life of farm-

Fig. 29 Number of alternative development projects, by country and year, 2013–2017

Source: UNODC, “Research brief: global overview of alternative development projects, 2013–2017” (Vienna, 2019).
Note: N = 53. The numbers between brackets refer to the total number of projects under implementation each year.
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is cultivated (Colombia, Peru and the Plurinational 
State of Bolivia). These countries together accounted 
for 98 per cent or more of the global cultivation of 
opium poppy and coca in 2017,89 the last year cov-
ered in the study.90 

Small increase in the total annual 
budget of alternative development 
projects worldwide driven by projects 
in Colombia

The aggregated annual budget for all the alternative 
development projects identified experienced a small 
but gradual increase over the period 2013–2017, 
from $190 million to $275 million. That was mainly 
due to projects in Colombia, which more than 
doubled their total annual budgets, from a combined 

ers and reducing or preventing illicit crop cultivation. One 
exception was the alternative development project “Rural 
Development to discourage opium poppy cultivation in 
Oaxaca, Guerrero and Michoacan”, conducted by the Food 
and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations, but 
it is not covered in this report, as it took place during the 
period 1990–1993.	

89 	 World Drug Report 2019 (United Nations publication, Sales 
No. E.19.XI.9).

90	 This analysis is based on an extensive review of data and 
reports gathered from websites, supported by e-mail com-
munications and field visits to the offices of the main 
international donors located in each of the six countries 
mentioned.

total of $75 million in 2013 to $154 million in 
2017. The growth was related to increased interest 
in funding alternative development projects follow-
ing the peace agreement concluded with the 
Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC) 
in 2016, which included commitments towards the 
voluntary cessation of illicit crop cultivation and the 
implementation of social inclusion and development 
projects. One of the largest alternative development 
projects, the National Comprehensive Programme 
for the Substitution of Illicit Crops (Plan Nacional 
Integral de Sustitución de Cultivos de Uso Ilícito), 
is funded by the Government of Colombia. 

The total annual budget of projects in the Plurina-
tional State of Bolivia was also increased thanks to 
funds provided by the European Union for two pro-
jects on integrated development with coca, one of 
which started in 2014 and the other in 2016. In 
Afghanistan and Myanmar, the total annual budget 
for alternative development projects remained in 
the same range over the period 2013–2017 (i.e., 
$77 million to $100 million in Afghanistan and 
$3.4 million to $5.6 million in Myanmar). By con-
trast, funding for alternative development efforts in 
Peru decreased from $34 million in 2013 to $26 
million in 2017 as a result of a decrease in the 
number of projects.
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Fig. 30 Total annual budget of alternative development projects, by country, 2013–2017

Source: UNODC, “Research brief: global overview of alternative development projects, 2013–2017”.

Notes: N = 51. Two alternative development projects in Colombia were excluded as no official data on their budgets were publicly avail-
able. The total annual budget was estimated as the sum per year of the budgets of the alternative development projects after being 
divided by the total duration of the projects in number of years. The numbers between brackets refer to the total number of projects 
under implementation each year for which a budget was available.
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Impact assessments of alternative development interventions 
in Afghanistan
UNODC, in cooperation with the Government, is cur-
rently evaluating the impacts of three large-scale alterna-
tive development projects in Afghanistan (with total 
budgets of $20 million to $60 million each). The pro-
jects are being implemented by the Afghan Govern-
ment, two of them jointly with UNDP and one with 
UNODC. The impact assessments are still ongoing and 
include the monitoring of a comprehensive set of more 
than 1,000 socioeconomic indicators and remote-sens-
ing analyses of land cover of more than 530 villages in 
15 provinces (bi-)annually (from before the projects 
began in 2017 until they end in 2022). To be able to 
isolate the effects of the projects from external factors, 
the impact assessments consider comparisons of both 
socioeconomic indicators and land cover changes before 
and after the implementation of the alternative develop-
ment projects between villages that receive the interven-
tions (referred to here as treatment villages) and similar 
villages that do not receive them because they are located 

outside the scope of the alternative development pro-
jects (referred to here as control villages). In this regard, 
control villages are key for obtaining robust impact 
evaluations. 
For example, there was a significant reduction in opium 
poppy areas (depicted in pink in the maps below) in 
villages that received the alternative development inter-
ventions from 2017 to 2018. Nevertheless, a similar 
reduction was also observed in control villages. If the 
changes in opium poppy cultivation were purely due to 
the alternative development projects, then the outcome 
in the villages receiving the interventions would have 
been different than in the control villages. The com-
parison between treatment and control villages helped 
clarify that the changes in opium poppy cultivation in 
2018 were mainly due to a drought, which affected both 
types of village. The final results of the impact assess-
ments are expected to be available in 2022, once the 
alternative development projects have ended.
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Source: UNODC, needs assessment and baseline report of the Boost Alternative Development Interventions through Licit Livelihoods and 
Community-based Agriculture and Rural Development East and West alternative development projects (2017); and UNODC, mid-term 
impact assessments of the Community-based Agriculture and Rural Development East and West (2019). 

Note: “Treatment villages” are those villages currently receiving the alternative development interventions. “Control villages” are similar villages that 
are currently not receiving such interventions because they are outside the current scope of the alternative development projects.
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Estimates of the number of households cultivating illicit crops 
worldwide
Reliable estimates of the total extent of illicit crop 
areas are available from annual remote-sensing evalu-
ations carried out by UNODC together with the 
countries where most opium poppy is cultivated 
(Afghanistan, Mexico and Myanmar), and where 
most coca is cultivated (Plurinational State of Bolivia, 
Colombia and Peru). However, one of the most per-
sistent gaps in the decision-making process has been 
the lack of systematic information about the global 
number of households cultivating illicit crops.

Households may cultivate just one plot or several 
small or large plots of illicit crops; some locations 
with large total illicit crop areas may have a relatively 
small number of such households, while others may 
have a large number. Therefore, the total extent of 
illicit crop areas does not alone provide an indication 
of the number of households growing illicit crops.

On the basis of a methodology that combines data 
from remote sensing, socioeconomic surveys and 
agricultural censuses, the number of households cul-
tivating coca bush was estimated to range between 

280,000 and 370,000, while those cultivating opium 
poppy was estimated at between 325,000 and 
600,000, resulting in an estimate of 605,000 to 
970,000 households cultivating illicit crops in the six 
countries most affected by coca bush and opium 
poppy cultivation worldwide.

Any attempt to quantify the extent of the involve-
ment of households in illicit cultivation needs to 
acknowledge the diversity of rural life. For example, 
farmers may decide which legal crops to cultivate 
based on the size and quality of their land, but they 
may also base their decisions on external factors such 
as crop prices at the local market. Many households 
in rural areas also earn income from non-agricultural 
activities such as wage labour on construction sites. 
Such issues may explain fluctuations in household 
income from year to year and affect wider household 
decisions. As a result of these processes, data on the 
number of households cultivating illicit crops can be 
highly dynamic over time, especially in the case of an 
annual crop such as opium poppy.

Number of households cultivating illicit crops 

Source: UNODC, estimates made in 2019 of the number of households cultivating illicit crops worldwide.

Note: based on data on the Andean countries (Plurinational State of Bolivia, Colombia and Peru) and Mexico for 2017, and on Afghanistan  
and Myanmar for 2018. The research on the number of households cultivating illicit crops was financially supported by Germany (Deutsche 
Gesellschaft für Internationale Zusammenarbeit, GIZ).
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been covered by alternative development interven-
tions, even though investing there could potentially 
pay off by preventing the expansion of illicit crop 
cultivation. Ideally, such interventions, mostly 
focused on prevention, would also include compre-
hensive impact assessments in order to provide strong 
evidence of their effectiveness.

Difficult to assess the number of 
households targeted by alternative 
development projects

Reliable evidence on the number of households actu-
ally targeted by alternative development initiatives 
remains scarce. Very few projects conducted baseline 
and endline surveys or maintained reliable, continu-
ous tracking of project activities and results. By 
contrast, information was generally provided about 
the total number of households to be targeted by 
the different projects, but aggregating that informa-
tion was complicated. Some projects were not clear 
about the intended target group; in other cases, the 
scope of the project was broad and also included 
households that would indirectly benefit. Some of 
the projects did not specify the number of target 
households because they targeted aggregated units 
such as schools, local community boards or coop-
eratives. Taking into account these limitations, the 
best estimate for the number of households intended 
to be targeted by alternative development interven-
tions in 2017 was 550,000. This estimate includes 
households cultivating and households not cultivat-
ing illicit crops, as alternative development projects 
are generally aimed at providing benefits to both 
types of household to avoid the risk of creating “per-
verse incentives” (i.e., an increase in illicit crop 
cultivation by households not previously cultivating 
illicit crops in an attempt to also benefit from alter-
native developments interventions). 

associations, including the marketing of products 
and extending previous interventions (40 per cent). 

The introduction of high-value crops was one of 
the most commonly stated main objectives of the 
alternative development projects, with the exception 
of those with small budgets of less than $150,000. 
The main objectives of the large projects, with 
budgets of more than $100 million, included 
support to government capacity (for example, related 
to the peace process in the case of Colombia) and, 
to a minor extent, food security, improved 
competitiveness of alternative development projects 
(e.g., marketing assistance), increased farmer 
participation in alternative development projects, 
and off-farm activities. The smaller projects, with 
budgets of less than $150,000, had as their main 
objectives the counteracting of deforestation, 
education and farmer association competitiveness.

Gradual shift away from focusing 
mainly on high-value crops

Although the introduction of high-value crops was 
one of the most common main objectives identified 
in alternative development projects, despite differ-
ences among countries, the main focus of such 
projects overall has shifted over time. While several 
projects that started in the period 2013–2014 
focused on the introduction of high-value crops, that 
objective was slightly less common in the period 
2016–2017. Moreover, some of the most recently 
initiated alternative development projects are aimed 
at addressing environmental issues, for example, 
deforestation and forest degradation, in order to 
access funding linked to climate change, land use 
management and natural resource conservation, par-
ticularly in Colombia. 

Areas with low but sharply increasing 
levels of illicit crop cultivation are 
being overlooked

Alternative development projects in Afghanistan and 
Myanmar tended to be carried out in areas (provinces 
or states) with traditionally high levels of illicit crop 
cultivation. However, illicit crop cultivation has 
recently started to emerge, in some cases at a steady 
pace, in non-traditional locations such as Jowzjan 
Province in Afghanistan and Chin State in Myanmar. 
These emerging cultivation locations have not yet 

Alternative development 6
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other causalities and mere associations that may 
characterize the intersection between drugs and vio-
lence, either indirectly or within a longer time frame, 
as well as other research findings supporting the 
existence of an inverse causality model whereby 
engagement in criminal behaviour may also be a 
factor leading to drug use.93, 94

The psychopharmacological model refers to a poten-
tially increased propensity or vulnerability to 
commit, or be the victim of, violence while under 
the influence of psychoactive substances. This is 
mainly understood to refer to substances that can 
influence a person’s readiness to engage voluntarily 
in criminal acts but may also include substances that 
impair cognitive and psychomotor functions and 
therefore increase the likelihood of unintentionally 
committing crimes through negligence in potentially 
fatal situations such as driving under the influence 
of psychoactive substances. This model encompasses 
violence perpetrated while the victim was under the 
influence of a psychoactive substance such as sexual 
assault or robbery because of the victim’s incapaci-
tation, as well as violence (e.g., physical attacks or 
fights) committed while under the influence of 
drugs.95 Intimate partner violence, for example 
against women, when the victim and/or the perpe-
trator is under the influence of psychoactive 
substances, falls into this category. 

The economic-compulsive model refers to people 
– whether drug dependent or not – whose spending 
on a psychoactive substance leads them to engage 
in acquisitive or other income-generating crime in 
order to fund their drug consumption. Such acquisi-
tive crime (e.g., robbery, burglary or other forms of 
theft) may or may not be violent. It can also involve 
crimes such as selling drugs or sex work (where 
criminalized).

The systemic model refers to violence that occurs 
within illicit drug markets as part of the functioning 

93	 Serge Brochu, Drogue et criminalité : une relation complexe, 
2nd ed. (Québec, Presses de l’Université de Montréal, 
2006). 

94	  Helene Raskin White, “The drug use-delinquency con-
nection in adolescence”, in Drugs, Crime, and the Criminal 
Justice System, Ralph A. Weisheit, ed., Academy of Criminal 
Justice Sciences Monograph Series (Cincinnati, United 
States, Anderson Publishers, 1990), pp. 215–256.

95	 EMCDDA, Drugs and Crime: A Complex Relationship, 
Drugs in Focus Series (Lisbon, 2007).

DRUGS AND VIOLENCE
The nexus between drugs and violence is a complex 
issue with multiple facets. The purpose of this chap-
ter is to frame the issue rather than explore that 
complexity in its entirety, and to offer some evidence 
that illustrates key elements using the lens of the 
tripartite framework developed by Paul Goldstein. 
While he was the first scholar to conceptualize and 
explain the relationship between drugs and 
violence,91 others since then have further elaborated 
his framework and broadened it to apply it to the 
analysis of a wider nexus: that between drugs and 
crime.92

The tripartite framework on 
drugs and violence
The tripartite framework developed by Goldstein 
considers drug use and drug trafficking as etiologi-
cal factors leading to violence and posits three causal 
mechanisms or models, which are not mutually 
exclusive, by which drugs can be directly linked to 
violence in the short term: the psychopharmacologi-
cal, economic-compulsive and systemic models. 
While the framework may apply differently depend-
ing on patterns of substance use, specific social 
contexts, perpetrators’ motivations and victim ages 
and types, the three models of drug-related violence 
are assumed to transcend such differences, albeit 
with nuances. 

However, going beyond Goldstein’s tripartite frame-
work, it is important to acknowledge the myriad 

91	 Paul J. Goldstein, “The drugs/violence nexus: a tripartite 
conceptual framework”, Journal of Drug Issues, vol. 15, No. 
4 (1985), pp. 143–174.

92	 See, for example, Philip Bean, Drugs and Crime (Devon, 
United Kingdom, Willan Publishing, 2001); Trevor Ben-
nett and Katy Holloway, “Disaggregating the relationship 
between drug misuse and crime”, Australian and New Zea-
land Journal of Criminology, vol. 38, No. 1 (April 2005), 
pp. 102–121; Serge Brochu, Natalie Brunelle and Chantal 
Plourde, Drugs and Crime: A Complex Relationship, 3rd ed., 
revised and expanded, Health and Society Series (Ottawa, 
University of Ottawa Press, 2018); Robert MacCoun, Beau 
Kilmer and Peter Reuter, “Research on drugs-crime linkages: 
the next generation”, in Towards a Drugs and Crime Research 
Agenda for the 21st Century, Special Report (Washington 
D.C., United States Department of Justice, 2003); Helene 
Raskin White and D. M. Gorman, “Dynamics of the drug-
crime relationship”, in The Nature of Crime: Continuity and 
Change, vol. 1, Criminal Justice 2000 (Washington D.C., 
United States Department of Justice, 2000), pp. 151–218. 
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disputes.101, 102 However, some have argued that the 
greatest effect of drug use on violence may be indi-
rect, by creating a demand for the illicit production 
and distribution of drugs.103, 104 In addition, for a 
variety of reasons, illegal markets can sometimes and 
in some places generate enormous violence. 

Economic compulsive and  
psychopharmacological links 
between psychoactive sub-
stances, violence and criminal 
activity
Both the economic-compulsive and psychopharma-
cological models refer to the impact of drug use on 
the behaviour of people who use drugs in terms of 
their propensity to engage in violence or other crim-
inal activity. 

Analysis of the limited data on homicides available 
at the global level shows that the use of psychoactive 
substances is associated with violent behaviour; 
intoxication in particular is a significant factor in 
homicide offences, although there is significant vari-
ability among countries. On the basis of data from 
17 countries, it is estimated that 37 per cent of 
homicide perpetrators were under the influence of 
a psychoactive substance when committing the hom-
icide, and the vast majority tended to be under the 
influence of alcohol.105 This finding coincides with 

101	Duane C. McBride and James A. Swartz, “Drugs and vio-
lence in the age of crack cocaine” in Drugs, Crime and the 
Criminal Justice System, Ralph A. Weisheit, ed., Academy 
of Criminal Justice Sciences Monograph Series (Cincinnati, 
United States, Anderson Publishers, 1990), pp. 141–169.

102	Paul J. Goldstein and others, “Crack and homicide in New 
York City, 1988: a conceptually-based event analysis”, Con-
temporary Drug Problems, vol. 16, No. 4 (January 1989), pp. 
651–687.

103	Philip Keefer, Norman V. Loayza and Rodrigo R. Soares, 
“The development impact of the illegality of drug trade”, 
Policy Research Working Paper, No. 4543 (Washington 
D.C., World Bank, 2008). 

104	Drug demand, by creating the possibility of massive profits 
for potential drug suppliers, may result in the emergence 
of organized crime groups that make use of violence and 
corruption as a means of survival and expansion. In some 
countries, where drugs are produced, the proliferation of 
organized crime groups may increase and lead to significant 
levels of violence, to the extent that it poses a threat to 
public safety.

105	UNODC, Global Study on Homicide 2019.

of such markets. It includes crime such as that which 
occurs as a consequence of drug traffickers’ efforts 
to maintain their illicit supply chains and maximize 
profits. Systemic violence in this context is embedded 
in the social and economic networks of drug market 
actors, both drug traffickers at all levels of the supply 
chain and drug users.96 Manifestations of systemic 
violence can be brutal and dramatic, since drug 
traffickers and drug trafficking organizations may 
resort to violence as a strategy of control to 
intimidate competitors, enforce discipline among 
their own ranks, assert control over territory and 
trafficking routes and even challenge the State and 
its law enforcement forces. 

Multiple aspects of drug production, trafficking and 
use, as well as law enforcement interventions imple-
mented by States in response to drug trafficking, 
may contribute to different manifestations of crime 
and violence.97 People, including children, who use 
drugs may be more susceptible to committing crime 
than those who do not, in particular acquisitive and 
other income-generating crime, which may or may 
not have a violent character (for example, robbery 
has a violent character, shoplifting does not). Drug 
use is associated to a degree with homicidal violence, 
but at a much lower rate than alcohol use.98 How-
ever, there is also evidence of synergistic effects of 
alcohol used in combination with drugs, cocaine in 
particular as it can potentiate violent thoughts and 
threats.99 In addition, it has been shown, for exam-
ple, that during the “crack” cocaine epidemic which 
started in the United States in 1984, the sharp 
increase in the number of homicides100 in many 
cities could be attributed to the use of “crack” 
cocaine, but also, and to a much greater degree, to 
systemic violence, mostly resulting from territorial 

96	 Paul J. Goldstein, “The drugs/violence nexus”. 
97	 UNODC, Global Study on Homicide 2019 (Vienna, 2019).
98	 Jeffrey Fagan, “Interactions among drugs, alcohol and vio-

lence”, Health Affairs, vol. 12, No. 4 (1993), pp. 65–79.
99	 E. J. Pennings, A. P. Leccese and F. A. Wolff, “Effects of 

concurrent use of alcohol and cocaine’, Addiction, vol. 97, 
No. 7, (2002), pp. 773-783.

100	Alfred Blumstein, Frederick P. Rivara and Richard Rosen-
feld, “The rise and decline of homicide: and why”, Annual 
Reviews of Public Health, vol. 21, 2000, pp. 505–541.
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rigour in some contexts. While some studies attempt 
to present causal associations between drug use and 
criminal behaviour, often it is not possible to draw 
any generalization from such findings, as they rely 
on limited samples and do not always control for 
other variables that may interfere with this associa-
tion, in particular when both may result from the 
same risk factors or socioeconomic conditions. It 
has been argued in particular that heroin use is more 
strongly causally related to property crime than are 
other drugs.115 For example, injecting use of heroin 
was associated with a 41 per cent increase in the 
propensity to commit burglaries, robberies and 
thefts in a longitudinal study of adolescents con-
ducted in the United States in the mid-1990s.116 

However, some of the better-documented patterns 
of causations relate to cocaine and “crack” cocaine 
use, especially in connection with acquisitive crime. 
While studies in the 1980s have shown the associ-
ation between “crack” cocaine use and violent crime 
in the United States, a more recent study on cocaine 

115	United States, Office of National Control Drug Policy, 
Improving the Measurement of Drug-related Crime (Washing-
ton D.C., October 2013).

116	Naci Mocan and Erdal Tekin, “Drugs and juvenile crime: 
evidence from a panel of siblings and twin”, Advances in 
Health Economics and Health Services Research, vol. 16, Sep-
tember 2005, pp. 91–120.

that drug use and criminal behaviour have many 
risk factors in common, so the correlation between 
drug use and crime may be spurious as it may stem 
from risk factors associated with crime.

It is generally difficult to establish in a rigorous fash-
ion a causal relationship between the use of 
psychoactive substances and criminal behaviour, as 
being able to do so is highly dependent on the qual-
ity of the data and their coverage as well as the length 
of the time frame used in the analysis. However, 
such causality has been observed. One of the first 
examples was a study conducted in the United States 
in the early 1980s of a sample of men in Baltimore 
suffering from heroin addiction, which found that 
two thirds of them were regularly involved in crim-
inal behaviour and that the extent of their criminality 
was influenced by their addiction status. Over the 
11-year period analysed, findings showed that the 
study participants committed more crime during 
the periods when they were suffering from heroin 
addiction than when they were not.114

The role of drug use as a causal agent for criminal 
behaviour has been investigated extensively in the 
literature and is confirmed with a certain degree of 

114	John C. Ball and others, “Lifetime criminality of heroin 
addicts in the United States”, Journal of Drug Issues, vol. 12, 
No. 3 (July 1982), pp. 225–239.

Challenges in measuring drug use-related criminality
There are a number of limitations in the measurement 
and establishment of causality between drug use and 
violence and with respect to the applicability of the 
causal models developed by Goldstein. 

Certain types of criminal acquisitive behaviour are vio-
lent (e.g., robbery), which makes it difficult to distin-
gu i sh  be tween  the  pha rmaco log i c a l  and 
economic-compulsive mechanisms when the perpetra-
tor is a person who uses drugs, or alcohol. In such cases, 
the measurement of whether the perpetrator was under 
the influence of psychoactive substances at the time of 
the offence, which is seldom routinely measured, is 
essential in order to qualify the relationship between 
drug use and violence. 

As far as the pharmacological model is concerned, the 
use of dependence-inducing substances may also affect 
a person’s inclination to violent behaviour because of 
physical and emotional distress such as irritability, anxi-
ety and agitation, which are experienced during with-
drawal – when the person is not using any drug. This 
may occur even when the substance that was used did 
not have stimulant properties (e.g., heroin). 

Furthermore, for both models, the simultaneous use of 
multiple substances can also make it difficult to clearly 
ascribe causality to a specific drug. This represents an 
additional challenge in the case of the psychopharmaco-
logical model when the interaction between different 
substances alters their pharmacological properties.

Drugs and violence
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robberies and burglaries as a result of an increase in 
– and in some cases a switch to – cocaine use in 
people injecting drugs when heroin availability was 
low. The increase in violent crime was attributed to 
both the psychopharmacological effects of heavy 
cocaine use and to a resulting increase in the finan-
cial need to fund that cocaine use.

Limited cross-national research available using data 
collected throughout the calendar year 2000 on drug 
use in arrestees from four countries (Australia, 

use among people who were injecting drugs in Aus-
tralia during the “heroin drought” – a sudden 
contraction of the heroin supply in Australia that 
began in 2001 – showed evidence of a causal asso-
ciation between cocaine use and violent acquisitive 
crime.117 Both official crime data and interviews 
with injecting drug users pointed to an increase in 

117	Louisa Degenhardt and others, “Was an increase in cocaine 
use among injecting drug users in New South Wales, Aus-
tralia, accompanied by an increase in violent crime?”, BMC 
Public Health, vol. 5, No. 40 (April 2005), pp. 1–10.

Fig. 35 Drug use among male arrestees, by type of offence, Australia, South Africa, United Kingdom 
and United States, 2000

Source: Bruce G. Taylor and others, “Monitoring the use of illicit drugs in four countries through the International Arrestee Drug 
Abuse Monitoring (I-ADAM) program”, Criminal Justice, vol. 3, No. 3 (2003), pp. 269–286.

Note: The analysis is based on data from 4 cities in Australia, 3 in South Africa, 8 in the United Kingdom (England and Wales) and 28 in the 
United States. Violent offences were defined as offences against the person. Drug use was self-reported and assessed through urine testing 
within 48 hours of arrest.
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attributed to slow-moving social indicators such as 
income inequality; organized crime offers a more 
plausible explanation.127

Some research has shown that law enforcement and 
policing targeting the upper echelons of drug traf-
ficking chains that generate the highest profits and 
most violence are more effective at reducing violence 
than is indiscriminate law enforcement by authori-
ties.128 For example, police interventions that target 
the most violent drug traffickers can reduce violence 
by creating a powerful deterrent to violent behav-
ior.129 A systematic review of 15 studies on the 
impact of drug law enforcement on drug market 
violence has shown that an increase in drug law 
enforcement involving targeted crackdowns by mili-
tary or police forces is unlikely to reduce drug 
market violence. While disrupting drug markets and 
in particular organized crime groups involved in 
drug distribution, this type of law enforcement 
intervention has been found, paradoxically, to lead 
to an increase in gun violence and in the homicide 
rate as new protagonists seize opportunities to enter 

127	UNODC, Global Study on Homicide 2019.
128	World Drug Report 2016 (United Nations publication, Sales 

No. E.16.XI.7), p. 98. 
129	Mark Kleiman, “Surgical strikes in the drug wars: smarter 

policies for both sides of the border”, Foreign Affairs, vol. 
90, No. 5 (September/October 2011), pp. 89–101. 

impunity.120 Following a spike after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, homicide rates in most South-Eastern 
European countries have been low and declining, 
although large quantities of heroin have continued 
to transit the region. It has been estimated that 
between 2009 and 2012, opiates trafficked along 
the Balkan route generated an average gross profit 
of $28 billion per year.121 

The presence and level of violence is dependent not 
so much on the quantities trafficked as on certain 
changes that produce instability in the balance of 
power between organized crime groups. Several fac-
tors can cause such instability, including changes in 
the size of illicit markets,122 the death or incarcera-
tion of high-profile leaders123 and law enforcement 
measures that weaken one group relative to anoth-
er.124 Furthermore, interventions by law enforcement 
can disrupt the apparent steadiness brought about 
by illicit trafficking and lead to instability and out-
bursts of violence in society. Events in Mexico and 
in the countries of the Northern Triangle of Central 
America (El Salvador, Guatemala and Honduras) 
between 2007 and 2011 offer a striking example of 
how the destabilization caused by shifts in illegal 
drug markets affected the level of violence.125 Within 
that period of time, the homicide rate126 increased 
threefold in Mexico: such a rapid shift cannot be 

120	UNODC, Crime and its Impact on the Balkans and Affected 
Countries (March 2008). 

121	UNODC, Drug Money: The Illicit Proceeds of Opiates Traf-
ficked on the Balkan Route (2015). 

122	For example, in Honduras between 2007 and 2011. See 
UNODC, Global Study on Homicide 2019.

123	Gabriela Calderon and others, “The beheading of criminal 
organizations and the dynamics of violence in Mexico”, 
Journal of Conflict Resolution, vol. 59, No. 8 (June 2015). 

124	In 2008, it was alleged that Mexican enforcement action 
improved the situation of the Sinaloa Federation relative to 
their rivals, emboldening them to increase violent reprisals. 
See Ioan Grillo, El Narco: Inside Mexico’s Criminal Insurgency 
(New York, Bloomsbury Press, 2011), pp. 117–118. 

125	For an analysis of the trafficking flows in Mexico and the 
Northern Triangle, the turf war between drug cartels and the 
fluctuation of homicide rates, see UNODC, Global Study on 
Homicide 2019.

126	Violence is a much broader concept than homicide and can 
manifest itself in different ways. Homicide, the intentional 
killing of another person, is the most severe manifestation 
of violence. Situations in which organized criminal groups 
are in control of a territory may lead to a decrease in levels 
of lethal violence and an increase in other forms of violence, 
such as extortion, intimidation, and human rights viola-
tions.

Fig. 38 Homicide rates in Honduras and Mexico, 
2007–2018

Source: UNODC, homicide statistics, and national sources.
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Drugs and violence 6
the market and competition increases.130

As illustrated by the example of South-Eastern 
Europe, drug trafficking can occur without violence. 
The so-called “pax mafiosa”, a set of alliances made 
between national organized crime groups in Europe 
observed in the 1990s, after the fall of the commu-
nist regimes, signalled the emergence of cooperation 
between various organized crime groups.131 Those 
groups sought to work together, transcending 
national borders and dividing the proceeds from 
transnational illicit businesses between themselves. 
The main idea behind that shift in strategies and 
operations was that cooperation served their interest 
better than did conflict. However, the situation of 
organized crime groups in Southern Europe has 
evolved since the 1990s. In Montenegro, the his-
torical conflict between criminal groups has spilled 
over into Serbia and Bosnia and Herzegovina as a 
result of long-standing feuds between powerful 
groups in the criminal underworld of Montenegro 
and Serbia.132

130	Dan Werb and others, “Effect of drug law enforcement on 
drug market violence: a systematic review”, International 
Journal of Drug Policy, vol. 22, No. 2 (March 2011), pp. 
82–94.

131	Claire Sterling, Crime without frontiers: The Worldwide 
Expansion of Organised Crime and the Pax Mafiosa, (London, 
Little Brown, 1994).

132	Global Initiative against Transnational Organised Crime, 
“Hotspots of organised crime in the Western Balkans: local 
vulnerabilities in a regional context” (Geneva, 2019).
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DRUGS AND THE CRIMINAL 
JUSTICE SYSTEM

In 2018, an estimated 10.7 million people world-
wide were held in prisons, either in pre-trial 
detention or because they had been convicted of 
criminal offences.133 In 2017 (the latest year for 
which data were available), an estimated 714,000 
women,134 or around 7 per cent of the prison popu-
lation, were held in prisons. 

Cannabis is the drug that brings 
most people into contact with 
the criminal justice system at 
the global level
While data on people suspected of drug law offences 
should be interpreted with caution as they reflect a 
multitude of factors such as national drug policies, 
priorities and targeting strategies, as well as the activ-
ities and effectiveness of drug law enforcement in 
different countries, on the basis of reports from a 
total of 69 countries over the period 2014–2018, 
overall many more men than women were brought 

133	Roy Walmsley, “World prison population list”, 12th ed. 
(London, Institute for Criminal Policy Research, 2018).

134	Roy Walmsley, “World female imprisonment list”, 4th ed. 
(London, Institute for Criminal Policy Research, 2017).

into contact with the criminal justice system for 
either drug possession for personal use or drug traf-
ficking (88 per cent were men). Among the four 
main drug types – ATS, cannabis, cocaine and opi-
oids – for which data were reported, cannabis 
accounted for more than half of those brought into 
contact with the criminal justice system over the 
five-year period (reflecting the large global market 
for the drug), followed by ATS (19 per cent), cocaine 
(11 per cent) and opioids (7 per cent).

However, the situation in some regions diverges sig-
nificantly from the overall global picture, because 
of either national policies, law enforcement strate-
gies and practices, or the different vulnerabilities of 
users and traffickers of different substances to law 
enforcement activities. 

Data show that, after cannabis, the drug for which 
the most people are brought into contact with the 
criminal justice system is the drug that dominates 
the market in a particular region. In Asia in particu-
lar, ATS are the major drug group for which people 
are brought into contact with the criminal justice 
system, most likely as a result of the wide use and 
trafficking of methamphetamine in the region. For 

Fig. 39 Estimated number of people in the criminal justice system for drug offences

Source: United Nations Survey of Crime Trends and Operations of Criminal Justice Systems (various years, latest data available).
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Drugs and the criminal justice system 6
Fig. 40 Distribution of men and women brought into contact with the criminal justice system for 

drug law offences, by drug type and region, 2014–2018

Source: UNODC, responses to the annual report questionnaire.

Note: The data presented in this graph are based on the percentage of men and women brought into contact with the criminal justice 
system by drug type, for possession for personal use or trafficking over the period 2014–2018. During that period, a total of 69 countries 

– 14 in Africa, 18 in the Americas, 14 in Asia, 21 in Europe and 2 in Oceania (Australia and New Zealand) – reported data on the number 
of people brought into contact with the criminal justice system. In Africa and Asia, more countries reported on the number of people 
brought into contact with the criminal justice system for possession of drugs than for drug trafficking. In the remaining regions, the same 
number of countries reported for either type of offence. The data were not weighted by the population of the region.
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Women who are incarcerated 
for drug-related offences suffer 
long-lasting consequences
Women often suffer serious long-term consequences 
of incarceration that affect several aspects of their 
lives. In most instances, on the basis of gender-neu-
tral policies and practices, women are subject to the 
same correctional procedures as are men, despite 
the fact that correctional services and procedures 
are designed for men.135 Both drug use and incar-
ceration carry stigma for both men and women, but 
the degree of stigma is much greater for women and 
may be additive, because of gender-based stereotypes 
that hold women to different standards.136 For 

135	Stephanie S. Covington and Barbara E. Bloom, “Gendered 
justice: women in the criminal justice system”, in Gendered 
Justice: Addressing Female Offenders, Barbara E. Bloom, ed. 
(Durham, North Carolina, Carolina Academic Press, 2003).

136	Juliana van Olphen and others, “Nowhere to go: how stigma 

both males and females, offences related to ATS are 
predominant among those brought into contact 
with the criminal justice system for possession for 
personal use. In the case of trafficking, the data show 
different patterns for men and women. Among those 
brought into contact with the criminal justice system 
for drug trafficking in Asia, for those who are men, 
ATS, opioids and cannabis account for similar pro-
portions of cases (each drug group accounts for 
about a third of cases), while for women, ATS 
account for 60 per cent of cases, followed by opioids 
(which account for a third). 

Cocaine-related offences are particularly prevalent 
in the Americas, reflecting the extent of cocaine 
supply and trafficking in the region. Among those 
brought into contact with the criminal justice system 
for drug trafficking in the Americas, cocaine 
accounts for about 40 per cent, with similar propor-
tions of men and women. 
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example, women using drugs or being involved in 
criminal activity are seen as contravening the tradi-
tional role of mothers and care givers.137 Therefore 
a formerly incarcerated woman may be treated 
poorly by others, denied access to housing or 
employment because of her criminal history, or 
internalize feelings of worthlessness because of the 
lowered expectations of those around her.

Women in prison may also have a long history of 
abuse and mental health issues. For example, women 
charged with drug-related offences often suffer from 
substance use disorders, psychiatric disorders and a 
history of physical and sexual abuse.138 Also, research 
shows that many women arrested for drug-related 
offences, in particular drug trafficking, have been 
victims of trafficking in persons or sex trafficking 
and forced to carry drugs.139, 140 However, while in 
prison, few women are provided with the health-
care services necessary to address their drug use 
disorders, other co-morbidities or reproductive 
health issues. In addition, women prisoners may 
suffer particular emotional and mental health con-
sequences resulting from the disruption of family 
ties, as they are more likely to be incarcerated a 
greater distance from home than are men, which  
has a particularly harmful impact on mothers and 
their prospects of resettlement.141, 142, 143, 144 

 

limits the options of female drug users after release from 
jail”, Substance Abuse Treatment, Prevention, and Policy, vol. 
4, No. 10 (May 2009).

137	UNODC, World Drug Report 2018, Booklet 5: Women 
(United Nations publication, Sales No Sales No. E.18.XI.9).

138	Ernest Drucker, “Drug law, mass incarceration, and public 
health”, Oregon Law Review, vol. 91, No. 4 (2013), pp. 
1097–1128.

139	Louise Shelley, “The relationship of drug and human traf-
ficking: a global perspective”, European Journal on Criminal 
Policy and Research, vol. 18, No. 3 (September 2012). The 
author argues that drug trafficking is linked to several forms 
of trafficking, such as labour trafficking in the agricultural 
sector and sex trafficking. Some smuggled individuals often 
pay for their movement to their destination by being drug 
couriers. In addition, drugs may be used to recruit new  
victims.

140	UNODC and Colombia, Ministry of Justice and Law, 
Caracterización de Condiciones Socioeconómicas de Mujeres 
relacionadas con Problemas de Drogas: Las Mujeres Privadas  
de la Libertad por Delitos de Drogas (Bogotá, 2019).

141	Penal Reform International, Who Are Women Prisoners? 
Survey Results from Armenia and Georgia (London, 2013).

142	Penal Reform International, Who Are Women Prisoners? 
Survey Results from Armenia and Georgia (London, 2013).

Moreover, incarcerated women do not generally 
receive sufficient support to prepare for their return 
to their families, intimate partners and the 
community. Not only do women have fewer 
opportunities to access education, work and training 
programmes in prison than do men, but also the 
skills they learn in prison are mainly recreational 
and are based on gender stereotypes and thus often 
fail to provide women with financial remuneration 
and do not necessarily provide them with skills that 
are suitable for the current job market upon their 
release.146, 147 Upon release, women face stigma in 
the community because of their drug use and 
incarceration, resulting in an even greater challenge 
for them to access the health-care and social services 
that they need, such as housing and employment 
services. They may therefore end up in a situation 
of social isolation and social exclusion, leaving them 
to continue living in circumstances of social and 
economic disadvantage and inequality. In particular, 
incarcerated women re-entering the community also 
need to navigate between both the relationships that 
put them at risk for either drug use or criminality 
and the relationships that they will rely on for 
support after their release. This is complicated by 
the fact that the only relationships that they may 
have could have been those contributing, in the first 
place, to their problems, including drug use, mental 
health issues or criminality.148

143	Penal Reform International, Who Are Women Prisoners? 
Survey Results from Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan (London, 
2014).

144	Penal Reform International, Who Are Women Prisoners? 
Survey Results from Jordan and Tunisia (London, 2014).

145	Penal Reform International, Who Are Women Prisoners? 
Survey Results from Uganda (London, 2015).

146	Marta Cruells, Noelia Igareda and SURT Association, eds., 
Women, Integration and Prison (Barcelona, Aurea Editores, 
2005).

147	Ana T. Cárdenas, Mujeres y Cárcel: Diagnóstico de las Necesi-
dades de Grupos Vulnerables en Prisión (Santiago de Chile, 
Universidad Diego Portales-ICSO, 2010).

148	Claire Snell Rood and others, “Incarcerated women's rela-
tionship-based strategies to avoid drug use after community 
re-entry”, Women Health, vol 56. No 7 (October 2016), pp 
843-858.
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GLOSSARY

amphetamine-type stimulants — a group of sub-
stances composed of synthetic stimulants controlled 
under the Convention on Psychotropic Substances 
of 1971 and from the group of substances called 
amphetamines, which includes amphetamine, meth-
amphetamine, methcathinone and the 
“ecstasy”-group substances (3,4-methylenedioxym-
ethamphetamine (MDMA) and its analogues).

amphetamines — a group of amphetamine-type 
stimulants that includes amphetamine and 
methamphetamine.

annual prevalence — the total number of people of 
a given age range who have used a given drug at 
least once in the past year, divided by the number 
of people of the given age range, and expressed as a 
percentage.

coca paste (or coca base) — an extract of the leaves 
of the coca bush. Purification of coca paste yields 
cocaine (base and hydrochloride).

“crack” cocaine — cocaine base obtained from 
cocaine hydrochloride through conversion processes 
to make it suitable for smoking.

cocaine salt — cocaine hydrochloride.

drug use — use of controlled psychoactive substances 
for non-medical and non-scientific purposes, unless 
otherwise specified.

fentanyls -   fentanyl and its analogues.

new psychoactive substances — substances of abuse, 
either in a pure form or a preparation, that are not 
controlled under the Single Convention on Narcotic 
Drugs of 1961 or the 1971 Convention, but that 
may pose a public health threat. In this context, the 
term “new” does not necessarily refer to new inven-
tions but to substances that have recently become 
available.

opiates — a subset of opioids comprising the various 
products derived from the opium poppy plant, 
including opium, morphine and heroin.

opioids — a generic term that refers both to opiates 
and their synthetic analogues (mainly prescription 
or pharmaceutical opioids) and compounds synthe-
sized in the body.

problem drug users — people who engage in the 
high-risk consumption of drugs. For example, 
people who inject drugs, people who use drugs on 
a daily basis and/or people diagnosed with drug use 
disorders (harmful use or drug dependence), based 
on clinical criteria as contained in the Diagnostic 
and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (fifth edi-
tion) of the American Psychiatric Association, or 
the International Classification of Diseases and Related 
Health Problems (tenth revision) of WHO. 

people who suffer from drug use disorders/people with 
drug use disorders — a subset of people who use 
drugs. Harmful use of substances and dependence 
are features of drug use disorders. People with drug 
use disorders need treatment, health and social care 
and rehabilitation.

harmful use of substances — defined in the Interna-
tional Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related 
Health Problems (tenth revision) as a pattern of use 
that causes damage to physical or mental health.

dependence — defined in the International Statistical 
Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems 
(tenth revision) as a cluster of physiological, behav-
ioural and cognitive phenomena that develop after 
repeated substance use and that typically include a 
strong desire to take the drug, difficulties in control-
ling its use, persisting in its use despite harmful 
consequences, a higher priority given to drug use 
than to other activities and obligations, increased 
tolerance, and sometimes a physical withdrawal 
state.

substance or drug use disorders — referred to in the 
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 
(fifth edition) as patterns of symptoms resulting 
from the repeated use of a substance despite expe-
riencing problems or impairment in daily life as a 
result of using substances. Depending on the 
number of symptoms identified, substance use dis-
order may be mild, moderate or severe.

prevention of drug use and treatment of drug use dis-
orders — the aim of “prevention of drug use” is to 
prevent or delay the initiation of drug use, as well 
as the transition to drug use disorders. Once a person 
develops a drug use disorder, treatment, care and 
rehabilitation are needed.
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REGIONAL GROUPINGS

The World Drug Report uses a number of regional 
and subregional designations. These are not official 
designations, and are defined as follows:
•	 East Africa: Burundi, Comoros, Djibouti, Eritrea, 

Ethiopia, Kenya, Madagascar, Mauritius, Rwanda, 
Seychelles, Somalia, South Sudan, Uganda, 
United Republic of Tanzania and Mayotte

•	 North Africa: Algeria, Egypt, Libya, Morocco, 
Sudan and Tunisia

•	 Southern Africa: Angola, Botswana, Eswatini, 
Lesotho, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia, South 
Africa, Zambia, Zimbabwe and Reunion

•	 West and Central Africa: Benin, Burkina 
Faso, Cabo Verde, Cameroon, Central African 
Republic, Chad, Congo, Côte d’Ivoire, 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Equatorial 
Guinea, Gabon, Gambia, Ghana, Guinea, 
Guinea-Bissau, Liberia, Mali, Mauritania, Niger, 
Nigeria, Sao Tome and Principe, Senegal, Sierra 
Leone, Togo and Saint Helena

•	 Caribbean: Antigua and Barbuda, Bahamas, 
Barbados, Cuba, Dominica, Dominican Republic, 
Grenada, Haiti, Jamaica, Saint Kitts and Nevis, 
Saint Lucia, Saint Vincent and the Grenadines, 
Trinidad and Tobago, Anguilla, Aruba, Bonaire, 
Netherlands, British Virgin Islands, Cayman 
Islands, Curaçao, Guadeloupe, Martinique, 
Montserrat, Puerto Rico, Saba, Netherlands, Sint 
Eustatius, Netherlands, Sint Maarten, Turks and 
Caicos Islands and United States Virgin Islands

•	 Central America: Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, 
Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua and Panama

•	 North America: Canada, Mexico and United 
States of America, Bermuda, Greenland and Saint-
Pierre and Miquelon 

•	 South America: Argentina, Bolivia (Plurinational 
State of ), Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, 
Guyana, Paraguay, Peru, Suriname, Uruguay, 
Venezuela (Bolivarian Republic of ) and Falkland 
Islands (Malvinas)

•	 Central Asia and Transcaucasia: Armenia, 
Azerbaijan, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan

•	 East and South-East Asia: Brunei Darussalam, 
Cambodia, China, Democratic People’s Republic 

of Korea, Indonesia, Japan, Lao People’s 
Democratic Republic, Malaysia, Mongolia, 
Myanmar, Philippines, Republic of Korea, 
Singapore, Thailand, Timor-Leste, Viet Nam, 
Hong Kong, China, Macao, China, and Taiwan 
Province of China

•	 South-West Asia: Afghanistan, Iran (Islamic 
Republic of ) and Pakistan 

•	 Near and Middle East: Bahrain, Iraq, Israel, 
Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Oman, Qatar, Saudi 
Arabia, State of Palestine, Syrian Arab Republic, 
United Arab Emirates and Yemen

•	 South Asia: Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Maldives, 
Nepal and Sri Lanka 

•	 Eastern Europe: Belarus, Republic of Moldova, 
Russian Federation and Ukraine

•	 South-Eastern Europe: Albania, Bosnia and 
Herzegovina, Bulgaria, Croatia, Montenegro, 
North Macedonia, Romania, Serbia, Turkey and 
Kosovo149

•	 Western and Central Europe: Andorra, Austria, 
Belgium, Cyprus, Czechia, Denmark, Estonia, 
Finland, France, Germany, Greece, Hungary, 
Iceland, Ireland, Italy, Latvia, Liechtenstein, 
Lithuania, Luxembourg, Malta, Monaco, 
Netherlands, Norway, Poland, Portugal, San 
Marino, Slovakia, Slovenia, Spain, Sweden, 
Switzerland, United Kingdom of Great Britain 
and Northern Ireland, Faroe Islands, Gibraltar 
and Holy See

Oceania (comprised of four sub-regions): 
•	 Australia and New Zealand: Australia and New 

Zealand
•	 Polynesia: Cook Islands, Niue, Samoa, Tonga, 

Tuvalu, French Polynesia, Tokelau and Wallis and 
Futuna Islands

•	 Melanesia: Fiji, Papua New Guinea, Solomon 
Islands, Vanuatu and New Caledonia

•	 Micronesia: Kiribati, Marshall Islands, Micronesia 
(Federated States of ), Nauru, Palau, Guam and 
Northern Mariana Islands

149	All references to Kosovo in the World Drug Report should 
be understood to be in compliance with Security Council 
resolution 1244 (1999).




