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There is an African cannabis product that does have an international market, however: Moroccan 
hashish. In the past, the vast majority of the hashish consumed in Europe was produced in 
Morocco, but this may be changing. While data in this area are far from complete, it would appear 
that Moroccan hashish may be losing market share in Europe, due to competition from 
domestically produced indoor cannabis. Indoor cannabis is based on seed stock bred over the 
decades for maximum potency and is grown under optimal conditions, often using non-soil 
(hydroponic) techniques. Drug yield per unit area is also very high for modern indoor cannabis, 
especially compared to plants grown for hashish. While hashish smokers may be slow to change 
their ways, in the long term it will probably be difficult to rationalise spending more money for a 
less potent imported drug. 

Aside from a shrinking market, Moroccan hashish production is facing other challenges. Surveys 
of the Moroccan cannabis crop conducted between 2003 and 2005 showed a marked reduction in 
both the land dedicated to the crop and the net yield, due to a combination of bad weather and 
eradication. This decline in supply was occurring at exactly the same time that hydroponic 
cannabis was growing in popularity in Europe, further weakening the product relative to its 
competition. In addition, hashish production in Afghanistan has increased rapidly in recent years, 
paralleling the expansion of opium production.  Facing shirking demand in Europe and emerging 
competition from elsewhere, Moroccan hashish producers may be looking for new markets for 
their product, and West Africa may become a tempting transit zone.   

There have already been some unusual hashish seizures, made in areas of West Africa not 
generally regarded as transit routes. In Mali, 750kg were reportedly intercepted by customs in the 
Northern region about 200km away from Kidal in early January 2008. In Niger, a string of five 
seizures totalling close to six tons of hashish were made between April 2006 and April 2007 in the 
northern part of the country, a remote desert area not on the route from any known source to any 
known destination. The Army of Niger made these seizures, and encountered considerable 
resistance from a professional organisation.  The traffickers used convoys of three to five new 
four-wheel drive vehicles (allegedly bought in Algeria), secured with military weaponry. The 
satellite phones seized indicated connections with Morocco, Algeria, Mauritania, Mali, Libya and 
Egypt. 

Picture 3: Sample of hashish seized in Northern Mali in January 2008 

  
 

Source: UNODC 

The most likely explanation is that the hashish was from Morocco and destined for Egypt, for re-
distribution to markets in the Middle East. In 2007, the Israeli authorities noted the trafficking of 
Moroccan hashish from Egypt into their country. The wholesale value of the seized shipments in 
Egypt would have been US$7.4 million, a sum that might justify crossing the length and breadth 
of the Sahara Desert. Rising cannabis seizures in North Africa suggest the coastal route has also 
been tried, but may be even more hazardous. 
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Figure 29: Hashish seizures in Libya in kilograms 
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Source: Delta database 

Despite all this, the destabilising impact of Moroccan hashish is likely to be limited.  By weight, 
cocaine is worth at least 30 times as much as hashish. While air couriering of hashish is common, 
it is both more likely to be detected and provides lower profits than cocaine or heroin couriering. 
Recent forensic testing of hashish in the UK (most of which is imported from Morocco) found 
median THC levels of 5%,28 which would not be much better than locally grown herbal cannabis 
in most parts of the world. Despite the remarkable seizures in the desert, it is unlikely this will be a 
market on the rise. 

Which is the greatest threat? 

For most intents and purposes, it does not really matter which substance is most hazardous, 
because many of the interventions needed to address one drug market would address all. West 
Africa will remain vulnerable to all forms of trafficking for as long as the rule of law remains 
weak in the region.  What applies to cocaine applies to other substances, as well as firearms, 
would-be migrants, stolen property, and all manner of contraband.   

New drug threats may emerge so long as rule of law in the region is weak. For example, there 
have recently been a number of seizures in South Africa of crystal methamphetamine shipped 
from Lagos, Nigeria. There has been a massive boom in crystal methamphetamine use in South 
Africa since 2003. Upwards of 40% of admissions to drug treatment in the Western Cape Province 
in recent years being for methamphetamine, and surveys in the most affected communities suggest 
as much as one fifth of adult males have tried the drug. As noted above, Nigerian nationals 
dominate South African cocaine and heroin markets. Methamphetamine is easy to manufacture 
given access to the precursor chemicals, so would not be surprising if West Africa were to emerge 
as a centre of production for this and other synthetic drugs in the future. 

But while synthetic drugs, heroin and cannabis remain issues to be monitored, the substance of the 
day is cocaine. As will be discussed in the following section, no other drug can approximate its 
profitability, so the lengths to which traffickers are willing to go to protect their routings are 
commensurably higher. More profits mean more corrupting influence, more potential for violence, 
and greater risk that the drug market will crowd out licit commercial activity. 

                                                        

 
28 Hardwick, S and L King, Home Office Cannabis Potency Study 2008. London: Home Office Scientific Development Branch, 
2008. 
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IMPACT ON SECURITY 

It may sound hyperbolic to speak of drug trafficking as a threat to national security. While 
escalating local drug use and official corruption undeniably undermine the state, it would be 
difficult to imagine organized criminals plotting to overthrow a government, or render portions of 
a sovereign country ungovernable. After all, effective drug traffickers tend to fly under the radar, 
and it is not generally in their commercial interest to tinker overtly with politics. 

But West Africa, despite growing stability in many areas, remains one of the few areas of the 
world where governments could conceivably be threatened by moderately resourced private 
interests. Past coups have been successfully executed by small groups of improbable figures.29 
Successful insurgencies in the region have been led by uneducated men in their teens and 20s, 
commanding battalions of children whose military training was based on Rambo movies. These 
forces were easily routed when confronted with even the smallest disciplined opposition,30 
suggesting that it does not take much to flout state authority in some countries.  

A spark on dry tinder 

While most countries in the region have become more stable since the conflict-ridden 1990s, some 
have not. Of course, it is highly unlikely a foreign cocaine cartel would directly attempt to topple a 
government, but local dissidents, empowered with drug wealth, could. Less ambitiously, but more 
likely, standing rebel/criminal forces could render ungovernable territory of strategic importance 
to their interests, or co-opt key officials in the security forces and local government. The bottom 
line is that cocaine trafficking adds spark to an already highly inflammable tinder, and the security 
implications are real. 

The region’s vulnerability to both violent changes of government and drug trafficking are rooted 
in a common cause: weak rule of law. There are at least two aspects to this deficiency. One is a 
genuine lack of capacity in war-ravaged countries where the tax base is miniscule and life 
expectancy in the mid-40s. The second is corruption, which flourishes in an environment where 
incentives for obeying the law are sparse and the likelihood of detection minimal. 

The lack of state capacity is rooted in the poverty of the region. Today, West Africa is arguably 
the poorest region in the world. All but three of the 15 members of ECOWAS are on the United 
Nations list of the “least developed countries”,31 including the five countries with the lowest levels 
of human development in the world: Mali, Niger, Guinea-Bissau, Burkina Faso, and Sierra 
Leone.32  War-shattered Liberia is not included in the UNDP rankings, due to lack of data, but in 
terms of per capita income, it is even poorer than the others.  

Due to lack of basic resources, many West African states lack a functioning criminal justice 
system to respond to either the drug trafficking problem or official corruption. Guinea-Bissau, for 
example, doesn’t even have a prison in which to house sentenced prisoners – the old one was 
                                                        

 
29 For example, Samuel Doe was a 29-year-old Master Sergeant with a primary school education when in 1980, with a force of 17 
enlisted men, he murdered Liberian President William Tolbert, executed his cabinet, and assumed power for a decade. Valentine 
Strasser was 25-year-old junior officer when he and six other soldiers overthrew Sierra Leone’s President Joseph Momoh in 
1992. He was deposed four years later and fled to London. After failing to secure either a higher education or a job, he was 
deported to West Africa, and presently lives in Freetown with his mother. 
30 For example, with an estimated force of 150 men, Executive Outcomes was able to wrest the diamond producing areas of Sierra 
Leone from the RUF, a task the national military had allegedly been unable to do. More recently but further afield, the 2004 planned 
coup in Equatorial Guinea was apparently designed to be executed using less than 100 mercenary troops. 
31 http://www.un.org/special-rep/ohrlls/ldc/list.htm 
32 UNDP Human Development Report 2008. This is all the more remarkable given that HIV rates are relatively low by African 
standards. Life expectancy comprises one the three indicators combined to create the HDI, and life expectancies in Southern 
Africa and dramatically decreased due to the HIV epidemic. Still, West African countries lag behind their counterparts to the 
south in so many other respects that the remain at the bottom of the UNDP rankings. 
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destroyed in political violence, and the country has not been able to afford to replace it. Ironically, 
Guinea-Bissau has one of the best police to public ratios, as well as the largest per capita security 
force overall, in West Africa.33 This is a legacy of the relatively recent liberation struggle, recent 
civil war, and the governments’ apprehensions about tackling military reform in a country that 
remains unstable.34  For policing the country, Guinea-Bissau had about 3,000 gendarmes under 
the Ministry of Defense for rural areas and 1,500 policemen under the Ministry of Interior in 2006. 
The combined total of about 4,500 personnel gives a ratio of 284 law enforcement officers per 
100,000 citizens.35 The judicial police in charge of drug control, however,  has only 60 agents, a 
single vehicle36 and often no fuel to use it.  

Nigeria also has a large national police force by African standards, but other countries do not fare 
so well. Even Ghana, one of the better developed countries in the region, fields a paltry 74 police 
officers per 100,000 people, with a poor country like Niger having less than half that. In many 
countries, a large share of the police are gendarmerie, who may play a role in border control but 
are not routinely assigned to the investigation of narcotics matters. 

Figure 30: Police per 100,000 inhabitants (2007 or most recent year available) 
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Source: National authorities and Jane's Sentinel Security Assessments 

This weakness is seen in other sectors of the criminal justice system. Little standardised data are 
available on justice personnel for these countries, but national and anecdotal reports confirm what 
would be expected – there is a shortage of the highly skilled personnel needed to assume the roles 
                                                        

 
33 The ratio of troops to population between 1999 and 2004 was 10 times the ECOWAS average ratio of the region . See Jane's 
Sentinel Security Assessment, Guinea-Bissau: Security and Foreign Forces. London: Jane’s,  3 August 2007. 
34 At the end of the 1999 civil war, there were 17,000 uniformed military and police personnel in Guinea Bissau. The military 
budget for Guinea-Bissau amounted to US$ 7.5 million in 2003, with most soldiers paid just US$ 400 per year. Between 2003 
and 2005, the army demobilized 7,782 persons and a military census recorded 5,100 personnel in full-time active service in May 
2005.  Relative to the size of its population, the country remains however one of the most militarized in West Africa.  
35  The gendarmes have however a poor disciplinary record and there are plans to downsize their staff to 1,200 personnel under 
the 2007-2009 security sector reform plan. This will bring the police ratio down to around 190 personnel per 100,000 citizens, 
which will still be among the highest in Western Africa. 
36 Vincent, L. Guinea-Bissau: Cocaine and coups haunt gagged nation. Paris: Reporters Sans Frontieres, November 2007, p. 4. 
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of prosecutors and judges, and a shortage of funds to retain them. This leaves judicial staff 
especially vulnerable to corruption. Facing large case loads, poor pay, and difficult working 
conditions, some in the local judiciary are lured or coerced into cooperation with well-resourced 
drug traffickers. Those judges who remain honest can be avoided through side payments to the 
clerks in charge of case allocation, and judicial oversight is difficult to maintain in countries that 
can barely afford the judges themselves. There have been many instances of questionable judicial 
decisions in West African drug cases in the last few years. 

Lack of judicial capacity results in an extremely slow justice process. In the majority of the 
countries, more than half the prisoner population is awaiting trial. In Liberia, the figure is over 
97%, indicative of a collapsed justice system. In countries like this, to be accused is to be 
convicted. For all intents and purposes, the trial system has become superfluous. 

Figure 31: Share of the prison population that is unsentenced (2007 or most recent year 
available) 
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Source: International Centre for Prison Studies37 

 

One mildly positive outcome of poor criminal justice capacity is a light corrections burden – most 
countries in this region house relatively few prisoners per capita.  Unfortunately, even these 
modest prisoner numbers exceed the capacities of many African prisons, the majority of which are 
seriously overcrowded. These conditions render real rehabilitative work impossible. 

                                                        

 
37 Walmsley, R., World Pre-trial / Remand Imprisonment List. London: Kings College London. 
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Figure 32: Prisoners per 100,000 inhabitants (2007 or most recent year available) 
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Source: International Centre for Prison Studies38 

 

Figure 33: Occupancy rate (share of prison capacity filled) (2007 or most recent year 
available) 
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38 Walmsley, R., World Prison Population List Seventh Edition.  London: Kings College London. 
39 http://www.kcl.ac.uk/depsta/law/research/icps/worldbrief/?search=africa&x=Africa 
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As a result of all these shortcomings, West African countries are faced with a dilemma. Even 
assuming the ability and the will to arrest drug traffickers, there would be, in many countries, little 
capacity to subject them to trial and incarcerate them. It does not help that, in many instances, 
some high ranking security officials are apparently working for the other side. 

Even the best resourced criminal justice apparatus can be rendered useless by corruption. In 
corrupt nations, traffickers do not need to be stealthy or clever – they just need to be connected.  
An ideal trafficking scenario would involve a society that was well developed and stable, with a 
powerful, but utterly corrupt, security sector.  

There are a range of international instruments that attempt to measure corruption, and West 
African countries are typically portrayed as being especially vulnerable. Surveys in Nigeria and 
Senegal in 2007 indicated about 40% of the population paid a bribe that year to obtain services 
from their governments.40 In the same survey, Ghana and Nigeria rated the police as the most 
corrupt sector of society, while in Senegal they were a close second to political parties.41  

With the exception of Cape Verde, which saw a turnaround between 1998 and 2007, every country 
in the region ranked below the global average in terms of control of corruption. In countries like 
Ghana and Nigeria, things appear to be improving, but in countries like Guinea, Sierra Leone, 
Cote d’Ivoire, and Togo, the situation appears to have become worse in the last decade. 

Figure 34: Control of Corruption in West African Countries (0 = world average) 
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The ability of the drug traffickers to fuel this corruption is linked to the amount of money they are 
making off the trade. The following section looks at the money that might be available to combat 
or subvert local law enforcement. 

                                                        

 
40  Transparency International, Global Corruption Barometer 2007.  Berlin: Transparency International, 2008, p. 21. 
41 Ibid, p. 22. 
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Sizing the cocaine problem 

The seriousness of the threat to West Africa’s stability is contingent, in part, on the value of the 
drugs passing through the region. If the amount of money involved were trivial, few resources 
would be expended to ensure its safe passage, meaning less money for predatory criminals, 
corrupt officials, and insurgent groups. The lower the stakes, the less likely anyone would kill to 
protect them. On the other hand, given the economic desperation of many local people, the amount 
required to precipitate violence may be less than elsewhere in the world.  

Europe consumes a large and growing amount of cocaine. According to UNODC estimates, about 
four million people used cocaine in Europe in 2006, and, on average, it is estimated that cocaine 
users consume about 36 g of cocaine per year. Based on these figures, European cocaine users 
would have to import a total of about 146 tons of cocaine from South America per year.  

What share of this flow transits West Africa? One way of answering this question is to look at 
those large cocaine seizures where the source of the drug was known. In 2006, the government of 
Spain (which is the primary entry point of cocaine in Europe and leads Europe in cocaine seizures) 
provided UNODC with information on some 900 cocaine seizures from all sources, totalling 33.5 
tons. Out of these seizures, data on the origin or the transit routes of the consignment could be 
established for 892 seizures, totalling 27 tons of cocaine,42 equal to 49% of the volume of all 
cocaine seized in Spain. Some 29% of this volume transited Africa. Looking at similar data from 
other countries (France, Germany, Belgium, Italy), it is possible to estimate that about 27% of the 
cocaine that entered Europe in 2006 transited Africa.43  

Twenty-seven percent of Europe’s 146 ton cocaine supply is 40 tons. With an average wholesale 
value of US$ 46,700 in Europe, the value of these 40 tons to importers would be US$ 1.8 billon.  

This is not to say that cocaine traffickers could readily have at their disposal the total market 
value. In fact, the share of this total wholesale value of cocaine that accrues to traffickers is 
unclear, but studies of the books of traffickers seized in law enforcement investigations in the 
Western hemisphere suggest a profit margin of perhaps 25% on the wholesale price, which, in this 
case, would represent US$450 million annually. Profits would be greater if the traffickers also 
retailed the drug, as some West African networks are known to do. 

Half a billion dollars per year is a lot of money in West Africa, exceeding the GDPs of countries 
like Guinea-Bissau and Liberia.  The 2007 budget for police formations and command in Nigeria, 
undoubtedly the largest in the region, was just over US$800 million.44 In theory, the cocaine 
traffickers could amass the resources to challenge any law enforcement agency in the region. More 
likely, they won’t have to: their West African partners will bribe and intimidate a clear path 
through the region for a relatively minor sum. This, of course, is the reason why the region is 
attractive as a transit area in the first place. 

Economic security 

Aside from the possibility that some of the half a billion dollars in profits will go to groups with 
interests in undermining the state, there are many secondary corrosive effects on the rule of law 
that could prove equally effective at generating instability, such as the impact drug trafficking 
could have on the economies of these countries.  

West African economies are fragile because, with the exception of Nigeria, they are generally very 
small, with some having GDPs comparable to the wholesale value of the cocaine transiting the 
                                                        

 
42 Information on the origin of the consignment is missing for two large maritime seizures, one of 2 tons and another one of 3 
tons 
43 For example, in 2007, the Belgian government said it got 30% of its cocaine from West Africa, and 70% directly from South 
America, which exactly corresponds to the share they said they received by air (30%) and sea (70%). 
44  http://www.budgetoffice.gov.ng/PDF/2007budget.pdf 
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region. They also tend to be dependent on imported manufactured goods, which they pay for 
through the extraction of primary commodities or basic agricultural products. While the 
commodities vary from country to country, most West African economies are focused on a limited 
number of exports, leaving them subject to shocks based on global market prices or weather 
conditions.  

Figure 35: 2007 GDP of West African countries (excluding Nigeria) versus estimated 
European wholesale value of cocaine transiting the region 
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Source: World Bank  and UNODC 

While the economic impact of the cocaine trade on the region as a whole may be limited, the 
estimated two billion dollars in cocaine exports is large in proportion to the other sources of 
foreign revenue in the region for some of the smaller countries.The economic weight of this flow 
could create a “Dutch disease” effect, in which other forms of commercial activity become less 
attractive than drug trafficking. In countries such as Guinea Bissau, where the largest commercial 
activity is the export of cashew nuts to India, drug trafficking and services to the drug traffickers 
may generate more money and jobs than anything in the legal economy. Why bother exporting 
nuts when income prospects appear far greater in providing security to cocaine barons?  

Figure 36: Primary commodity exports as a share of all merchandise exports, by country 
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Source: Human Development Report 2008 

Notes: 1 - One or more of the components of primary exports are missing 
             2 - Data refer to the closest available year between 1988 and 1992. 
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Figure 37: Wholesale value of cocaine transiting West Africa versus value of main export 
commodities in 2005 
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                                      Source: Economist Intelligence Unit data; UNODC 

If large amounts of drug money have been flowing into the region over the past few years, this 
might be detectable in the macroeconomic statistics of some of the smaller economies. For 
example, foreign reserves in Guinea-Bissau have increased substantially in recent years, from 
US$33 million in 2003 to US$113 million in 2007. Some of this can be explained by aid and the 
development of the bauxite industry, but it is unlikely that all of it could. 

Figure 38: Guinea Bissau: Total Reserves (minus gold), in million US$  
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Source: IMF, International Financial Statistics, October 2008.  

There has also been a marked increase in the reserves held by banks in Guinea Bissau since 2003. 
Foreign assets rose from CFA 2,077 million in 2003 to CFA 9,756 million 2007, nearly a five-fold 
increase. Foreign assets, held by deposit banks in Guinea Bissau, rose from CFA 2,270 million in 
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2005 to 10,160 million in 2007, a more than four-fold increase.  Time and foreign currency 
deposits rose from CFA 1,138 million in 2005 to CFA 5,367 million in 2007, almost a five-fold 
increase in two years. 

Figure 39: Foreign assets and Time/Foreign currency deposits in Guinea Bissau (millions of 
CFA Francs)  
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Source: IMF, International Financial Statistics, October 2008.  

These increases could be due to licit activity, but, if so, they should be reflected by an increase in 
exports during the same period. On the contrary, the value of legal exports declined in Guinea 
Bissau from CFA Francs 47,200 million in 2005 to 33,500 million in 2007.  The country ran a 
trade surplus in 2001 and showed a more or less balanced merchandise trade account until 2004, 
but  the import cover ratio deteriorated from 92% in 2004 to just 64% in 2007.  Imports of goods 
and services were equivalent to 50.5% the country’s GDP in 2007 and almost twice the country’s 
exports of goods and services. While some of this can be explained by foreign aid, these divergent 
trends call out for further investigation. 

Figure 40: Guinea Bissau: Foreign trade, 2001-2007. in millions of CFA Francs 
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                             Source: IMF, International Financial Statistics, October 2008. 
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There is also evidence that traffickers are establishing a presence in these countries, which would 
be reflected in an inflow of foreign direct investment (FDI) in the region. Using again the example 
of Guinea Bissau, data show that after years of little or no FDI, Guinea-Bissau suddenly attracted 
US$ 42 million in 2006, equal to nearly a sixth of GDP. FDI can suddenly increase as a result of a 
small number of transactions, which may, in fact, be legitimate investment, but the matter merits 
further investigation.  

Figure 41: Foreign Direct Investment inflows into Guinea-Bissau (US$ millions) 
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Source: UNCTAD 

There has been also a marked increase of foreign direct investment (FDI) in Guinea and in 
Gambia in recent years. FDI inflows into Guinea increased from just US$10 million in 2000 to 
US$108 million in 2006. FDI inflows into Gambia grew from around US$40 million in the first 
years of the new millennium to US$70 million in 2006. Again, much of this gain may be 
legitimate, but a more detailed analysis may uncover anomalies linked to the drug trade. 

Figure 42: Foreign Direct Investment inflows into Guinea (US$ millions) 
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Source: UNCTAD 
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Figure 43: Foreign Direct Investment into the Gambia,  (US$ millions) 
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Source: UNCTAD 

While direct foreign investment is, in general, welcomed, demand for local goods and services 
related to the drug trade could price many of these out of the reach of local buyers. Increased 
demand, as well as inflows of currency in payment for drugs received in the region, could increase 
the value of local currencies in countries outside the CFA zone. For example, the Gambian Dalasi 
saw a rapid appreciation in late 2007, apparently unexplained by local economic conditions. While 
the situation seems to have normalised again, this kind of appreciation could reduce the 
competitiveness of other exports, further crowding out licit production and trade.  

Figure 44: Value of Gambian Dalasi in Euros (August – November 2007) 
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As in Guinea Bissau, the merchandise trade balance of Gambia deteriorated from a deficit of US$ 
78.7 million in 2003 to a deficit of US$126.7 million in 2007, according to IMF balance of 
payment statistics. The import cover ratio fell to just 48.3% in 2007. The current account balance 
deteriorated from a deficit of US$2.4 billion in 2003 to a deficit of US$58.7 billion in 2007, 
equivalent to more than 8% of GDP. At the same time, the country’s total reserves (minus gold) 
improved from US$59.3 million in 2003 to US$142.8 million in 2007 and the reserves held by 
deposit money banks almost doubled between 2003 and 2007. Since these improvements cannot 
be explained by growing exports, some external source of funding, such as foreign aid or the drug 
trade, must be responsible. 

Dirty money also needs laundering, which means recruiting and corrupting professionals in the 
financial sector. Once the channels for disguising drug money have been established, they can be 
used for concealing all manner of criminal proceeds. Sustained exposure could deeply undermine 
the reputation of financial institutions throughout West Africa, crippling their development. 

The most obvious route for small-scale laundering would be through well established remittance 
channels, as traffickers based in Europe remit funds to the region for cocaine received. Reported 
cash remittances from Europe have increased dramatically in recent years in a number of West 
African countries. This is best seen in the larger countries with better developed accounting 
systems. In Cote d’Ivoire, Ghana, Nigeria, and Senegal, there has been a doubling or tripling of 
remittances in the past several years. While all these countries have large expatriate populations, 
this sudden growth is difficult to explain. While regulating these flows would be in the interest of 
law enforcement, thousands of households within the region are dependent on them. 

 

Figure 45: Total workers remittances received in 2006, by country (US$) 
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Figure 46: Worker remittances, actual and estimates  
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Source: Economist Intelligence Unit, World Data and IMF/IBRD 

 

In the long run, economic dependence on drug money may reduce the political will to combat the 
trade. Indeed, access to positions where these funds are accessible could become a key issue in 
domestic politics. Economies re-structured to cater to smugglers are subject to collapse when 
international enforcement forces traffickers to re-route once again. While a superficial reading of 
the situation might interpret drug trafficking inflows as a gain for the region, the hazards related to 
these funds far outweigh the benefits. 
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Local drug use 

Given the variety of sites at which cocaine has been seized, the small size of many consignments,  
and the variety of routes and techniques used for bringing it north, it appears that a good deal of 
cocaine is being widely disseminated throughout the region. This brings with an obvious risk of 
widespread drug addiction. In the past, the poverty of West Africa appears to have been insulated 
it from drug use to some degree. But the traffickers, their associates in the security forces, and 
others with access to cash, may soon succumb to the temptations of cocaine. The areas of the 
region generating export commodities, such as the diamond producing regions of Sierra Leone or 
the Niger Delta oil fields, may be particularly susceptible.  

Data on the extent of drug use in West Africa are scant and mostly come from studies conducted 
in the 1990s. On the whole, drug use rates were as would be expected in an area where few can 
afford to spend their money on mind-altering drugs. The exception is clearly locally-grown 
cannabis, particularly in Ghana, which had one of the highest cannabis use rates in the world in 
1998. 

Figure 47: Annual adult (15-64) drug use prevalence, various years 
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Source: World Drug Report 2008 
Note: Nigeria’s opiates use rate is calculated for the population 10-years-old and above and cannabis use rate is from 2000. 

 

The situation has probably changed since the 1990s, but unfortunately, there has been little 
research to say how and how much it has changed. Anecdotal reports of crack use in Guinea 
Bissau and elsewhere are frightening, but cannot give a clear indication of the magnitude of the 
problem. There is an urgent need for a region-wide assessment of the state of drug use, and for a 
follow up in the future to determine the rate and direction of change. 
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CONCLUSION 

The discussion above illustrates just how advanced the drug threat is in West Africa. While some 
countries are more affected than others, every country in the region has cocaine flowing through it, 
often entering from another West African country. The networks in West Africa, involving 
thousands of individuals, are linked to even more sophisticated networks of West Africans 
resident in Europe. It is possible that West Africa will be abandoned as a transit area once its 
novelty has run thin, but it seems more likely that West African networks will undergo the 
transition that Mexican groups underwent before them, eventually wresting control of the market 
from the South Americans they once served. 

It is also clear that the threat to security in a region like West Africa, where grip on the rule of law 
remains tenuous, is even greater than in Latin America. The blunt fact is that few economic 
activities in West Africa, aside from oil extraction, have the economic weight of cocaine 
trafficking. Given the limited likelihood of being detected and punished, participation in cocaine 
trafficking may seem to be a rational choice for many, particularly the demobilised forces and 
guerrilla armies of the many conflicts that have racked the region. For the better educated, money 
laundering may appear to be a high profit and low risk alternative to the toil and uncertainty of 
promoting local economic development. 

To address this threat, West Africa is dependent on international cooperation to strengthen its law 
enforcement agencies. Much needs to be done with very few resources, so the region needs to 
strategise carefully for maximum impact. Best practice in legislation, interdiction, anti-corruption, 
and rehabilitation must be employed. Regional cooperation will be key, as no single nation in the 
region has the information or assets to address the problem alone. The importance of information 
sharing cannot be overstated – traffickers rely on national boundaries to protect their transnational 
smuggling and money laundering activities. The most basic data on drug production, trafficking 
and use are lacking for West Africa. The capacity to generate and track indicators on the state of 
the narcotics problem is vital, and the international community must continue to monitor the 
situation closely with African governments. 

The people of West Africa have proven remarkably resilient in the face of great adversity, and 
may prove so again. This additional challenge is welcomed by no one, but the issue cannot be 
ignored. Sorting out drug trafficking will not solve all West Africa’s problems, but failing to sort 
out drug trafficking will surely compound them. And strengthening the rule of law by 
strengthening law enforcement may have ripple effects far beyond the intent of the intervention. 
Bringing law and order to this region will go a long way toward securing it for investment and the 
development of healthy societies. 



COCAINE TRAFFICKING IN WEST AFRICA  

 50 

ANNEX : PARTIES TO UN DRUGS AND CRIME CONVENTIONS 

(as of 2 November 2007) 

Country 

Single 
Convention on 

Narcotic Drugs, 
1961ª 

Convention 
on 

Psychotropic 
Substances, 

1971 

Convention 
against the Illicit 

Traffic in 
Narcotic Drugs 

and Psychotropic 
Substances, 1988

Convention 
against 

Corruption 

Convention 
against 

Transnational 
Organized 

Crime 

Benin * * * * * 

Burkina Faso * * * * * 

Cape Verde * * *  * 

Côte d'Ivoire * * *   

Gambia * * *  * 

Ghana * * * *  

Guinea * * *  * 

Guinea-Bissau * * * * * 

Liberia *  * * * 

Mali * * *  * 

Mauritania * * * * * 

Niger * * *  * 

Nigeria * * * * * 

Senegal * * * * * 

Sierra Leone * * * *  

Togo * * * * * 
ª States parties to the Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs of 1961 or as amended by the 1972 Protocol. 

 


