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ABSTRACT: 

This paper critically examines the evolving nexus between drug trafficking, national security, 

and intelligence, with a specific focus on India’s strategic vulnerabilities. It explores how drug 

trafficking has transcended criminal justice boundaries to become a potent threat to state 

sovereignty, internal stability, and international order. By analysing the role of domestic and 

global intelligence networks, the paper emphasizes the growing reliance on technological tools 

such as Artificial Intelligence, financial surveillance, and digital forensics in combating 

increasingly sophisticated drug syndicates. Through case studies from India, Mexico, 

Afghanistan, and West Africa, the study illustrates the transnational nature of narcotics 

networks and their integration with terrorism, insurgency, and organized crime. The article also 

identifies key operational and legal challenges—including darknet transactions, encrypted 

communications, and institutional corruption—that hinder effective enforcement. Finally, it 

proposes policy reforms aimed at inter-agency coordination, legal modernization, and 

international collaboration to strengthen India’s counter-narcotics strategy in an increasingly 

digital and globalized landscape. 

 

INTRODUCTION: 

Drug trafficking has evolved from a localized law enforcement concern into a global threat 

with profound implications for national security and international stability. Traditionally 

confined to criminal justice frameworks, the phenomenon now intersects with transnational 

organized crime, terrorism, insurgency, and state sovereignty. With the global illicit drug 

market estimated to generate over $400 billion annually, drug trafficking sustains powerful 

cartels, fuels internal conflict, and corrodes democratic institutions. It is no longer merely a law 
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and order issue; it is a matter of national and international strategic importance.1 The landscape 

of drug trafficking is shaped by geography, technology, and global inequality. Nations such as 

India are strategically situated between the Golden Crescent (Afghanistan, Pakistan, Iran) and 

the Golden Triangle (Myanmar, Laos, Thailand)—two of the largest opium-producing regions 

in the world.2 This unique positioning makes India vulnerable as a transit, destination, and 

production hub. In recent years, states such as Punjab, Manipur, and several coastal regions 

have witnessed rising rates of drug addiction, organized crime, and the infiltration of extremist 

elements, all closely linked to narcotics trafficking.3 One of the most alarming aspects of 

modern drug trafficking is its integration with terrorism and insurgency. In conflict-ridden 

regions such as Afghanistan, insurgent groups like the Taliban have historically financed 

operations through the opium trade.4 Similarly, in India, cross-border drug routes have been 

linked to the funding of separatist and terrorist activities in Punjab, Jammu & Kashmir, and the 

North-East. 5These developments signify a direct threat to the sovereignty and integrity of the 

state, thereby elevating drug trafficking to a national security issue. Crucially, the role of 

intelligence—both domestic and international—has become central to combating the complex 

networks behind drug trafficking. Intelligence-led policing using tools like Human Intelligence 

(HUMINT), Signals Intelligence (SIGINT), Financial Intelligence (FININT), and Open-

Source Intelligence (OSINT) now underpins major counter-narcotics operations. The 

increasing reliance of traffickers on darknet markets, cryptocurrencies, and encrypted 

communications necessitates a parallel evolution in the technical capabilities of enforcement 

and intelligence agencies. Additionally, the legal frameworks at both national and international 

levels are under strain. Laws such as India’s Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances 

(NDPS) Act, 1985, and global treaties like the United Nations Single Convention on Narcotic 

Drugs (1961) must adapt to new realities, including synthetic drug production, cyber-enabled 

trafficking, and global money laundering operations.6 This paper aims to provide a strategic 

and legal analysis of the intersection between drug trafficking, national security, and 

 
1 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, https://www.unodc.org/unodc/data-and-analysis/world-drug-

report-2023.html (last visited on July 30, 2025). 
2 Id at 2408. 
3 National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB), https://www.ncrb.gov.in (last visited on July 30, 2025). 
4 Vanda Felbab-Brown, Shooting Up: Counterinsurgency and the War on Drugs, Brookings Institution Press, 

(July 30, 2025, 8:00 P.M.), https://www.brookings.edu/events/shooting-up-counterinsurgency-and-the-war-on-

drugs 
5 Ministry of Home Affairs, https://www.mha.gov.in/sites/default/files/AnnualreportEnglish_04102023.pdf (last 

visited on July 30, 2025). 
6 United Nations, https://www.unodc.org/pdf/convention_1961_en.pdf (last visited on July 30, 2025). 
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intelligence operations, with particular focus on India's geopolitical context. It seeks to assess 

the efficacy of current enforcement models, intelligence-sharing mechanisms, and legal 

frameworks, and to propose forward-looking policy interventions. As drug trafficking becomes 

more decentralized and technology-driven, this multidimensional study contributes to the 

urgent need for an integrated, intelligence-led, and legally sound counter-narcotics strategy. 

 

UNDERSTANDING DRUG TRAFFICKING: 

Drug trafficking, in its contemporary form, is a transnational, multi-billion-dollar enterprise 

driven by persistent global demand and enabled by complex supply chains that span continents. 

The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) reported in its 2023 World Drug 

Report that law enforcement agencies worldwide seized more than 1,000 tons of cocaine and 

6,500 tons of cannabis in a single year.7These staggering figures highlight not only the scale of 

illicit drug flows but also the challenge of disrupting such a well-entrenched global trade. 

 

Types of Drugs and Sources: 

Drugs involved in international trafficking are typically categorized into three groups: natural, 

semi-synthetic, and synthetic, based on their source and manufacturing process. 

• Natural Drugs are derived directly from plants and require minimal chemical 

processing. Cannabis, opium, and coca leaves form the backbone of this category. 

Cannabis, harvested from the Cannabis sativa plant, is cultivated widely across 

continents, with significant illicit production in Mexico, Colombia, and India. Opium, 

extracted from the poppy plant (Papaver somniferum), is predominantly grown in 

Afghanistan, which remains the world's largest illicit opium producer.8 

• Synthetic Drugs are entirely man-made in laboratories using chemical precursors, and 

they have surged in global supply due to ease of production and concealment. 

Methamphetamine, amphetamines, and fentanyl are among the most prevalent. 

Fentanyl, in particular, is estimated to be 50–100 times more potent than morphine, 

making even small quantities lethal. Key synthetic drug manufacturing hubs include 

China, Myanmar, and Mexico, where production has grown in sophistication and 

volume.9 

 
7 UNODC, https://www.unodc.org/res/WDR-2023/WDR23_Exsum_fin_DP.pdf (last visited on July 30, 2025). 
8 Id at 2410. 
9 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, https://www.unodc.org (last visited on July 30, 2025). 

http://www.abhidhvajlawjournal.com/
https://www.unodc.org/res/WDR-2023/WDR23_Exsum_fin_DP.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/


ABHIDHVAJ LAW JOURNAL ISSN: 2583-6323 VOLUME 3 ISSUE 4 

 

2411                                                    www.abhidhvajlawjournal.com 
The goal of Abhidhvaj Law Journal is to offer an open-access platform where anyone involved in the legal profession can 

contribute their research on any legal topic and aid in building a quality platform that anyone can use to advance their legal 

knowledge and experience. 

 

• Semi-synthetic Drugs, like heroin and oxycodone, are created by modifying natural 

substances. For example, heroin is synthesized from morphine extracted from opium, 

and its production is prevalent in Afghanistan and regions of Southeast Asia.10 

 

Global Drug Trafficking Routes: 

Drug trafficking is facilitated through well-established transnational routes that adapt 

dynamically in response to enforcement patterns and political conditions. Three of the most 

notorious and enduring drug corridors are the Golden Crescent, the Golden Triangle, and the 

Latin American Corridor. 

1. The Golden Crescent, comprising Afghanistan, Iran, and Pakistan, is responsible for 

the majority of the world’s illicit opium production. Afghan opium is processed into 

heroin and trafficked via land routes through Pakistan and Iran into Central Asia, the 

Middle East, Europe, and even Africa. The region’s porous borders, weak governance, 

and insurgency networks, including the Taliban, have enabled sustained trafficking and 

narco-financing. 

2. The Golden Triangle, encompassing Myanmar, Laos, and Thailand, was historically a 

major source of opium and now plays a leading role in methamphetamine production. 

Vast quantities of synthetic drugs manufactured in Myanmar’s Shan State are smuggled 

through neighbouring countries into China, India, Vietnam, and Australia, using land 

and maritime routes. The involvement of ethnic militias and local warlords adds to the 

complexity of enforcement in the region. 

3. The Latin American Corridor, particularly the Andean region of Colombia, Peru, and 

Bolivia, dominates the global cocaine supply chain. Coca leaf cultivation remains 

highest in Colombia, where criminal organizations—such as remnants of the FARC 

and cartels like the Gulf Clan—control production and trafficking routes. From 

Colombia, cocaine flows through Central America and Mexico, eventually entering the 

United States, the world's largest cocaine consumer. The same routes are increasingly 

used for fentanyl smuggling, with devastating public health consequences. 

These transnational drug routes are fluid, leveraging weak institutional structures, corruption, 

and technological innovation to avoid detection. Traffickers use sophisticated logistical 

 
10 Bewley-Taylor, D., International Drug Control: Consensus Fractured, Cambridge University Press, (July 30, 

2025, 8:00 P.M.) https://www.cambridge.org/core/books/international-drug-

control/AB05C0A2D79635DF83EDF92C195D2447 
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methods, including commercial shipping containers, underground tunnels, drones, and darknet 

platforms, rendering traditional enforcement methods insufficient without enhanced 

intelligence cooperation. 

 

IMPACT OF DRUG TRAFFICKING ON NATIONAL SECURITY: 

Drug trafficking has become one of the most pressing threats to national and international 

security in the 21st century. Its effects go far beyond public health or criminal law enforcement; 

it destabilizes governments, funds armed conflict, and erodes the legitimacy of state 

institutions. Countries such as Mexico, Afghanistan, and India illustrate how deeply drug 

trafficking is embedded within the broader framework of security threats. In Mexico, the 

government’s militarized campaign against drug cartels since 2006 has led to more than 

300,000 deaths, many of them civilian casualties of cartel violence, extrajudicial killings, and 

turf wars between rival gangs. Major criminal organizations like the Sinaloa Cartel and the 

Jalisco New Generation Cartel have built parallel power structures, often better equipped and 

better financed than local law enforcement.11 In Afghanistan, the situation is no less alarming. 

The country has long served as the global epicenter of illicit opium cultivation, contributing 

over 80% of the world’s supply.12 These vast revenues have enabled insurgent groups such as 

the Taliban to operate with financial autonomy, funding their recruitment, arms procurement, 

and propaganda machinery. Opium profits, combined with Afghanistan’s weak state 

institutions and persistent conflict, have sustained decades of insurgency and provided a stable 

revenue base even after the withdrawal of foreign forces. In effect, the drug economy has fueled 

conflict and undermined every effort at peacebuilding and state formation. India, while not a 

primary producer of drugs, is increasingly functioning as a key transit and consumption hub. 

According to the National Crime Records Bureau (NCRB), drug seizures under the Narcotic 

Drugs and Psychotropic Substances (NDPS) Act grew by over 400% between 2010 and 2020, 

indicating a steep rise in both drug trafficking activities and enforcement actions.13 Punjab 

stands out as a stark example of the social consequences of this crisis. The 2015 Punjab Opioid 

Dependence Survey revealed that nearly 60% of youth in the state had been exposed to some 

 
11 International Crisis Group, https://www.crisisgroup.org/latin-america-caribbean/mexico/80-mexicos-

everyday-war-guerrero-and-trials-peace last visited on July 30, 2025). 
12 UNODC, https://www.unodc.org/unodc/data-and-analysis/Exsum_wdr2023.html (last visited on July 30, 

2025). 
13 NCRB, https://ruralindiaonline.org/hi/library/resource/crime-in-india-2020-volume-i (last visited on July 30, 

2025). 
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form of narcotic substance, especially heroin.14 Beyond health implications, drug trafficking in 

Punjab has been linked to cross-border smuggling routes originating in Pakistan, where profits 

from heroin sales are allegedly used to fund extremist and separatist groups operating in India’s 

border regions.15 This convergence of drug smuggling and terrorism creates a dual threat to 

India's internal stability and national integrity. The national security implications of drug 

trafficking are not limited to border vulnerabilities and terrorism. The trade also fosters 

corruption within institutions, empowers non-state actors, and drives localized instability 

through gang violence and narcotics-related crimes. The erosion of institutional trust, 

overstretched enforcement systems, and the growing influence of criminal economies 

necessitate a reimagined approach—one that places intelligence at the core of anti-drug 

operations. 

 

Role of Intelligence in Combating Drug Trafficking: 

Intelligence gathering has emerged as the cornerstone of contemporary counter-narcotics 

strategies. In an era where drug trafficking is marked by encrypted communications, 

transnational networks, and financial anonymity, intelligence is no longer optional—it is 

essential. Various types of intelligence are deployed in anti-drug operations. Human 

Intelligence (HUMINT) is derived from informants, undercover operatives, and interrogations; 

Signals Intelligence (SIGINT) captures electronic communications; Financial Intelligence 

(FININT) monitors suspicious monetary transactions; and Open-Source Intelligence (OSINT) 

draws on publicly available digital data. Each category contributes to building a holistic 

understanding of trafficking syndicates, their movements, logistics, and financial trails. India 

employs multiple agencies to operationalize these intelligence forms. The Research and 

Analysis Wing (RAW) focuses on external intelligence, particularly where narcotics 

smuggling intersects with international terrorism. The Intelligence Bureau (IB) addresses 

internal threats and monitors domestic trafficking networks. The Narcotics Control Bureau 

(NCB) is the nodal agency for drug law enforcement, coordinating investigations and seizures 

across states, while the Directorate of Revenue Intelligence (DRI) plays a key role in 

intercepting cross-border smuggling and illicit trade. These bodies, working in tandem, form 

 
14  Social Justice & Empowerment, https://socialjustice.gov.in/writereaddata/UploadFile/Survey%20Report.pdf 

(last visited on July 30, 2025). 
15 Narcotics India, https://narcoticsindia.nic.in/Publication/ncb-annual-report-2023-24.pdf (last visited on July 

30, 2025). 
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the backbone of India’s intelligence infrastructure against drug trafficking. Globally, 

intelligence sharing and joint operations have become central to tackling the international 

nature of the problem. Agencies such as Interpol facilitate data exchange and international 

arrests, while the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) frequently collaborates with 

Indian and Southeast Asian counterparts. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 

(UNODC) offers legal and technical assistance through joint intelligence hubs and global 

monitoring tools.16 These international partnerships are critical, especially given the globalized 

nature of synthetic drug production and the movement of precursors and profits across borders. 

Technological advancements are also redefining the future of intelligence in drug enforcement. 

Artificial Intelligence (AI) is now being used for predictive mapping of drug supply routes and 

identifying at-risk zones. At points of entry such as airports and seaports, facial recognition 

software helps identify known traffickers, while drone surveillance provides real-time border 

monitoring. Financial intelligence units are also using blockchain analysis tools to trace crypto-

transactions used in darknet drug deals, thereby unmasking digital anonymity. Despite these 

advancements, challenges remain. Jurisdictional overlaps, inadequate inter-agency 

coordination, limited access to international intelligence databases, and legal constraints on 

surveillance continue to hinder the full effectiveness of intelligence operations. Moreover, the 

ethical and legal implications of AI-based surveillance and mass data monitoring need to be 

balanced with civil liberties. Nonetheless, the centrality of intelligence—both human and 

technological—cannot be overstated. It is the primary weapon in dismantling the covert, 

adaptive, and highly resilient networks that drive the global drug trade. 

 

INDIAN INTELLIGENCE AND ENFORCEMENT AGENCIES: 

India’s battle against drug trafficking is spearheaded by a robust network of intelligence and 

enforcement agencies, each assigned distinct but interconnected roles. Among the most 

prominent is the Research and Analysis Wing (RAW), which serves as India’s premier external 

intelligence agency. RAW’s mandate encompasses cross-border surveillance and threat 

detection, including the monitoring of narco-terrorism networks that exploit India’s borders 

with Pakistan, Myanmar, and Afghanistan. Its intelligence inputs are vital in intercepting 

international drug syndicates that not only smuggle narcotics into Indian territory but also 

 
16 UNODC, https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/drug-trafficking/legal-framework.html (last visited on July 30, 

2025). 
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channel the profits into insurgent financing and terrorist operations. On the domestic front, the 

Intelligence Bureau (IB) functions as India’s internal security and intelligence watchdog. It is 

responsible for identifying and disrupting internal narcotics networks, often by tracking inter-

state supply chains, surveillance of organized crime syndicates, and monitoring high-risk 

regions like Punjab, the Northeast, and coastal states. The IB’s role has become increasingly 

crucial with the rise of synthetic drugs, darknet markets, and the use of encrypted 

communications, all of which complicate domestic enforcement efforts.17 The Narcotics 

Control Bureau (NCB) stands at the heart of India’s anti-drug enforcement framework. 

Established under the Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances (NDPS) Act, 1985, the 

NCB is the lead agency for coordinating drug law enforcement across the country. It liaises 

with state police forces, customs departments, and central paramilitary forces to execute raids, 

investigate trafficking networks, and gather prosecution-worthy intelligence. Additionally, the 

NCB represents India in various international drug control forums and maintains operational 

ties with foreign enforcement agencies.18 Supporting this ecosystem is the Directorate of 

Revenue Intelligence (DRI), which is tasked with curbing economic offenses and intercepting 

the smuggling of contraband, including narcotics. DRI’s special expertise lies in seaport and 

airport interdictions, where high-volume trafficking often occurs under the guise of legitimate 

trade. Their efforts are particularly critical in identifying concealed shipments, conducting 

forensic financial investigations, and breaking the financial backbone of transnational drug 

cartels. Together, these agencies form a multi-tiered enforcement and intelligence architecture 

that attempts to address the complex dynamics of both domestic and cross-border drug 

trafficking. 

 

GLOBAL INTELLIGENCE COLLABORATION: 

Given the inherently transnational nature of drug trafficking, India’s intelligence and 

enforcement agencies actively engage in international cooperation and intelligence-sharing 

mechanisms to combat narcotics crimes more effectively. One of the key partners in this global 

effort is Interpol, which facilitates the exchange of criminal intelligence across member 

countries. Interpol’s issuance of Red Corner Notices has proven instrumental in tracking and 

apprehending fugitives involved in international drug syndicates. The agency also supports 

 
17 RuralIndiaOnline, https://ruralindiaonline.org/hi/library/resource/crime-in-india-2020-volume-i (last visited 

on July 30, 2025). 
18 Narcotics Control Bureau (NCB), https://narcoticsindia.nic.in (last visited on July 30, 2025). 
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coordination in joint operations that involve multiple jurisdictions, particularly when drug 

shipments pass through various nations before reaching Indian borders.19 Another vital 

collaborator is the U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA). The DEA and Indian 

agencies have engaged in multiple joint interdiction missions, intelligence-sharing 

arrangements, and surveillance efforts focused on breaking down synthetic drug supply chains, 

particularly those originating in Latin America and Southeast Asia. The DEA’s global reach 

and technical resources complement India’s regional intelligence and enforcement capacities, 

making this partnership a strategic asset in counter-narcotics efforts. India also maintains an 

active relationship with the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), which plays 

a pivotal role in the legal and policy dimensions of drug control. UNODC supports India 

through technical assistance, legislative advisory services, capacity-building programs, and 

data analytics. It provides a multilateral platform for India to contribute to and benefit from 

international best practices, cross-border cooperation, and harmonized legal frameworks. 

Through collaboration with UNODC, India participates in regional projects on precursor 

control, drug demand reduction, and anti-money laundering efforts related to the narcotics 

trade. These global collaborations enhance India's ability to tackle drug trafficking not only 

within its own borders but also as part of the broader international movement against organized 

crime. They enable Indian agencies to stay informed about evolving trafficking patterns, adopt 

newer interdiction technologies, and pursue coordinated actions across continents. However, 

the success of such collaboration hinges on trust, transparency, real-time data sharing, and a 

shared commitment to dismantling transnational criminal networks. 

 

OPERATIONAL AND LEGAL CHALLENGES: 

Despite the growing sophistication of intelligence and enforcement mechanisms, the fight 

against drug trafficking remains riddled with complex operational and legal challenges that 

significantly hinder the efficacy of counter-narcotics efforts. One of the most critical issues 

today is the use of the darknet—a hidden layer of the internet where anonymity is preserved 

through encryption technologies. During the COVID-19 pandemic, the sale of narcotics on 

darknet platforms surged dramatically, with the UNODC reporting a 200% increase in darknet 

drug transactions between 2019 and 2021.20 These platforms, often hosted on encrypted servers 

 
19 Interpol, www.interpol.int. (last visited on July 30, 2025). 
20 UNODC, https://www.unodc.org/unodc/data-and-analysis/wdr2021.html (last visited on July 30, 2025). 
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and accessed via anonymity tools like TOR (The Onion Router), offer traffickers a secure 

environment to conduct business far from the reach of conventional surveillance systems. In 

addition to darknet markets, end-to-end encrypted messaging applications such as Telegram, 

Signal, and WhatsApp have become integral to the operations of trafficking syndicates. These 

platforms allow traffickers to coordinate logistics, secure payments, and evade detection, 

thereby nullifying many traditional wiretap and surveillance methods. The increasing use of 

self-deleting messages, alias accounts, and VPN masking further complicates law 

enforcement's capacity to trace activities in real time or collect prosecutable evidence. 

Corruption presents another formidable barrier to effective enforcement. In drug-producing 

and transit countries, it is common for narcotics cartels to infiltrate law enforcement and border 

control agencies. In Mexico, several high-ranking officials have been convicted of colluding 

with cartels, while in Colombia, decades of cocaine trafficking have undermined the justice 

system.21 India is not immune to this threat—cases of bribery and complicity among border 

personnel, particularly along the Punjab-Pakistan and Northeast-Myanmar corridors, have been 

documented, hampering border vigilance and interdiction efforts. Compounding these 

operational hurdles are legal and jurisdictional challenges, particularly in the context of 

international cooperation. Intelligence reports routinely highlight the absence of standardized 

judicial mechanisms, the reluctance of states to extradite nationals, and delays in processing 

mutual legal assistance requests (MLATs).⁴ These procedural bottlenecks enable traffickers to 

exploit legal loopholes, use multiple nationalities, or operate from countries with lenient 

extradition treaties. A globally connected but legally fragmented landscape of drug 

enforcement creates fertile ground for transnational drug cartels to thrive. 

 

COMPARATIVE CASE STUDIES: 

A comparative analysis of different national contexts reveals how the structure of trafficking 

networks, state response mechanisms, and social impact vary significantly across regions, even 

while facing common threats. In India, the state of Punjab has long battled a severe drug abuse 

crisis, largely fuelled by cross-border heroin smuggling from Pakistan. The 2015 Punjab 

Opioid Dependence Survey estimated that over 60% of Punjabi youth had been exposed to 

 
21 International Narcotics Control Board, 

https://www.incb.org/documents/Publications/AnnualReports/AR2024/Annual_Report/E-INCB-2024-1-

ENG.pdf (last visited on July 30, 2025). 
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narcotic substances, particularly injectable opioids. 22The state has seen a devastating public 

health fallout, including rising HIV transmission rates, broken families, and loss of 

productivity. Another critical point in India’s drug landscape is the state of Manipur, situated 

near the India–Myanmar border, which has become a key conduit for methamphetamine and 

heroin trafficked from the Golden Triangle region. The 2021 heroin seizure at Gujarat’s 

Mundra Port, where heroin worth over ₹21,000 crore was confiscated from a shipment 

originating in Afghanistan, highlighted the growing threat of maritime drug routes and exposed 

the sophistication of the trafficking network. In Mexico, drug trafficking has escalated into an 

armed conflict, with cartels like Sinaloa and Jalisco New Generation Cartel possessing 

military-grade weapons, conducting paramilitary operations, and exerting control over entire 

regions. These cartels not only traffic drugs but also engage in human trafficking, arms 

smuggling, and illegal mining, creating parallel economies and governance structures. The 

government's attempt to combat cartels through militarization has led to persistent human rights 

violations and has failed to stem the tide of violence, which has claimed hundreds of thousands 

of lives since 2006. Afghanistan, long considered the world’s opium capital, offers a different 

yet equally troubling picture. Under Taliban rule and even during the years of conflict, the 

opium economy thrived. The Taliban reportedly earned hundreds of millions of dollars 

annually through taxation of poppy farmers, protection fees from drug laboratories, and control 

over trafficking routes. The proceeds financed their insurgency, providing an economic lifeline 

that sustained years of conflict and helped the group regain territorial dominance. While a 

temporary ban on opium cultivation was announced in 2022, enforcement remains uncertain, 

and the deep entrenchment of the drug economy continues to undermine governance. In West 

Africa, countries like Ghana, Nigeria, and Guinea-Bissau have emerged as major transit hubs 

for South American cocaine en route to Europe. Weak governance, under-resourced police 

forces, and widespread corruption have made the region vulnerable to narco-infiltration. 

According to the UNODC, drug-related arrests in Ghana and Nigeria have been rising steadily, 

indicating the growing use of the region as a gateway to the European market. 23Cocaine is 

often smuggled via maritime containers, private yachts, or concealed within legitimate cargo 

 
22 IHME, https://ghdx.healthdata.org/record/india-punjab-opioid-dependence-survey-2015 (last visited on July 

30, 2025). 
23 UNODC, https://www.unodc.org/unodc/en/drug-trafficking/west-and-central-africa.html (last visited on July 

30, 2025). 
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shipments, making interdiction exceptionally challenging. The revenues from these transits are 

now believed to be funding local extremist groups and political instability in parts of the Sahel. 

These comparative experiences show that while the modes of trafficking and political 

conditions vary, the impacts are universally devastating—fuelling violence, corrupting 

institutions, and destabilizing societies. Therefore, localized enforcement efforts must be 

complemented by coordinated global strategies that address the shared vulnerabilities across 

borders. 

 

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS AND STRATEGIC SOLUTIONS: 

Tackling the complex nexus between drug trafficking, national security, and intelligence 

requires not only reactive enforcement but also proactive, policy-driven reforms grounded in 

technology, cooperation, and legal modernization. The current framework, though well-

intentioned, suffers from fragmentation and obsolescence in the face of fast-evolving 

trafficking methods. To counter this, a multi-pronged strategy is essential—one that integrates 

inter-agency coordination, digital intelligence, legal reform, and international collaboration. 

One of the foremost requirements is to improve coordination among India’s intelligence and 

enforcement agencies. At present, agencies such as RAW, IB, NCB, DRI, and state-level 

narcotics units often operate in silos, leading to duplication of efforts and intelligence gaps. 

The establishment of Joint Task Forces (JTFs)—comprising members from all relevant 

agencies and operating under a unified command—could facilitate real-time intelligence 

exchange, coordinated raids, and seamless legal follow-up.24 These JTFs should be empowered 

with inter-jurisdictional authority and access to shared databases, reducing bureaucratic delays 

in high-stakes operations. Alongside coordination, there is a growing need to enhance the use 

of Artificial Intelligence (AI) and big data analytics in mapping drug trafficking patterns. AI-

powered tools can predict smuggling trends by analyzing massive datasets—ranging from 

satellite surveillance, financial transactions, mobile movement, darknet activity, and port cargo 

logs. Predictive models can identify emerging hotspots and anticipate changes in drug routes, 

allowing authorities to act preemptively rather than reactively. India must invest in specialized 

digital crime labs and train narcotics personnel in cyber forensics, cryptocurrency analysis, and 

algorithmic risk profiling to keep pace with tech-savvy traffickers. Another immediate priority 

is to increase funding for border surveillance and modernization, especially along India’s 

 
24 NCORD, https://narcoordindia.gov.in/narcoordindia/index-english.php (last visited on July 30, 2025). 
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vulnerable corridors—Punjab, Jammu & Kashmir, the Northeast, and coastal regions. The 

Border Security Force (BSF) must be equipped with modern detection tools such as ground 

sensors, unmanned aerial vehicles (UAVs), night-vision equipment, and smart fencing 

solutions. Current infrastructure often lacks the capability to detect subterranean tunnels, low-

flying drones, or container-concealed narcotics. An overhaul of these surveillance systems can 

significantly reduce cross-border trafficking, particularly of heroin and methamphetamine from 

Pakistan and Myanmar. Simultaneously, India must reform its legal frameworks to address 

modern trafficking challenges. The Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances (NDPS) Act, 

1985, though comprehensive in many areas, lacks specificity in dealing with synthetic drugs, 

precursor chemicals, and crypto-financed trafficking. Legal amendments should include 

mandatory registration of chemical suppliers, surveillance of cryptocurrency wallets used for 

drug transactions, and fast-track judicial mechanisms for darknet-related cases. Additionally, 

the framework should decriminalize minor possession (particularly for users seeking 

rehabilitation) while strengthening provisions for organized trafficking and financial 

laundering. On the global front, strengthening international cooperation is indispensable. India 

must pursue bilateral extradition treaties with key transit and source countries, including those 

in Southeast Asia, West Africa, and South America. It should also enhance its compliance with 

Financial Action Task Force (FATF) guidelines to target drug-related money laundering and 

bulk cash smuggling.25 Collaboration with international agencies such as EUROPOL, Interpol, 

and the DEA must move beyond information sharing to include joint operations, shared digital 

intelligence platforms, and harmonization of judicial protocols for faster prosecution of 

transnational offenders. In sum, countering drug trafficking in the modern age demands not 

just force, but strategy, innovation, and diplomacy. A forward-looking national policy should 

center on breaking cartel economies, disrupting financial channels, empowering intelligence 

networks, and building resilient legal structures. Only then can the state reclaim its sovereignty 

from an invisible enemy that thrives on anonymity, technology, and systemic weaknesses. 

 
25 Financial Action Task Force (FATF), https://www.fatf-gafi.org/en/publications/Mutualevaluations/India-

MER-2024.html (July 30, 2025, 8:00 P.M.) 
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