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UNODC Research Report

Introduction

In recent years, illegal drug production has grown at insane numbers. That means the
bigger demand is on the drug market; criminal groups do not stop expanding. Dangerous
labs keep appearing in cities, towns, even small villages. People working in them are
often forced or desperate: they handle toxic chemicals all day with no training, in unsafe
conditions, using equipment that might explode any moment. With fires, poisonings,
lung damage, and sometimes even death as a result. Sometimes, children are involved,
too, and often do not make it through accidents.

Over the past years, thousands of incidents were reported. Cases such as explosions,
chemical leaks, and fires all over the world occurred. Many of these accidents happenin
labs in deprived areas where people have limited options. That makes them easy to
exploit. Inside, conditions are brutal; no protective gear, none, or poor training and often
criminals care only about money, not people. Workers are mostly forced to work in such
environments and are risking their lives.

This is a serious human rights issue. People are coerced, trafficked, or just desperate.
They face physical harm, mental stress, and unsafe environments. Women face even
more danger. It is common to find them targets of gender-based abuses: threatened,
assaulted, or trafficked. Getting help is almost impossible. One cannot always trust the
authorities, and retaliation is real. Recruitment, working in the labs, accidents, raids-the
danger follows them everywhere.

International organizations, like the UNODC, make efforts to deal with such issues, but it
requires the efforts of the government as well as the help of the people. They make
attempts to synchronize law enforcement, prevent the smuggling of chemicals, care for
the most vulnerable people, as well as provide educational as well as rehabilitation
programs. Illegal drug manufacturing must be combated. Communities must be made
safe, violence must go down, and people should not have to be put into these hazardous
and abusive situations.
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Figure 1; Drugs

Definitions of Key Terms

Alternative Development Programs (ADPs)

Programs that offer legal income sources where illegal drug production takes place, to
reduce the reliance on dangerous methods of drug production. These programs also
offer hope to people inillegal occupations.

Border Liaison Offices (BLOs)

Collaborative law enforcement offices established in pairs on either side of an
international border crossing to enhance cross-border cooperation. They share real-
time intelligence and combat transnational crime.

Cross-Border Cooperation
The process of two or more bordering regions or authorities working together. They work
together to solve common problems and build a better relationship between them two.

Drug cartel

A form of organized criminal groups that operate the production, distribution, and sale of
illicit drugs. Drug cartels can resort to violence, intimidation, as well as corruption to
control regions or markets.
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Illegal manufacturing

The production of goods or services whose sale, distribution or possession is forbidden
by law, and production activities which are usually legal, but which become illegal when
carried out by unauthorised producers

Precursor Chemicals

It can be defined as a chemical or a solvent that is used in the process of preparing
controlled substances. Such chemicals are controlled by the Drug Enforcement
Administration, which operates under the Federal Controlled Substances Act.

Synthetic Drugs
A drug with properties and effects like a known hallucinogen or narcotic but having a
slightly altered chemical structure.

Transnational Criminal Organization
A certain criminal group/organization that operates across international borders. Their
main priority is to gain more power, money, or influence through illegal means.

General overview

The danger of unsafe drug production in illegal manufacturing is an immediate global
concern. Unregulated, hazardous drug labs pose serious risks not only to the persons
directly involved, often under compulsion or financial pressure, but also to the
community as a whole and finally the national stability. These furtive operations
threaten public health, undermine human rights, and can disrupt political and economic
systems in regions where they operate, and beyond.
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Illegal drug manufacturing presents significant risks and is inherently dangerous. The
manufacturing of drugs like methamphetamine, fentanyl, MDMA, and other synthetic
drugs uses very unstable chemicals and compounds. In most instances, the exposure to
the work environment and chemicals has resulted in explosions, fires, as well as the
emission of dangerous fumes. Most of these facilities are in residential neighborhoods,

threatening other people’s safety. Workers
Deaths from fentanyl increased by 29% last year
Number of deaths
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therefore easier to manufacture and even
harder to detect. The use of highly
commanding opioids like fentanyl has also grown, increasing the public health risks

Figure 1; Deaths from Fentanyl

from such illegal operations.

Ilegal Manufacturing and Criminal Networks

A lot of the illicit drug labs are operated by transnational criminal groups. These groups
use violence, corruption, as well as the exploitation of the weak, to operate successfully
Their power grows rapidly. In some areas, they weaken governments and destabilize
entire regions. Adaptations come fast, continuously changing chemical formulas,
moving labs, and using encrypted communications. All these various developments
make it much more difficult for law enforcement to apprehend them.

In other developing nations, the dangers are even greater. The police, as well as the
government, lack the equipment, training, and resources to deal properly with the issue.
The demolition of the hazardous lab becomes a dangerous, not just for the law
enforcers but also for the local inhabitants. Sometimes, if the lab has been discovered,
the disposal of the chemical waste becomes improper.

Statistics, Trends and Casestudies

In 2022, the United Nations counted 292 million people using drugs worldwide. That is
up 20% in just ten years. With Cannabis on the top of the most popular, with opioids,
amphetamines, cocaine, and ecstasy behind. As the demand on drugs increases, illegal
labs keep appearing, pulling more neighbourhoods into the mess of chemical spills,
explosions, long-lasting health problems, and higher risks such as death.
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Europe’s seeing more drug labs busted every year. By the year 2023, the EU government
has recorded the largest number of precursor chemical seizures at 178 tons,
highlighting the swift rise in the illegal drug trade. This, therefore, provides an avenue for
the establishment of more meth labs, which continue to pop up in various nations like
Germany, the Netherlands, and the UK. This gives a clear impression of the rising
demand and how fast criminal groups can switch locations or methods whenever the
pressure rises.
However the |mpact goes beyond the drugs themselves. Making synthetic drugs creates
" Y 2 enormous amounts of toxic waste, most of
which is disposed of in rivers, forests, or even
! close to where people live. A lot of countries
lack proper systems to deal with this chemical
« waste, resulting in pollution that can last for
years. So even when the police shut down a lab,
the environment, and the people living nearby,
are still dealing with the damage long after.

F igure 2; Drug lab exlosion

Some disasters show how this problem is a
severe case. In January 2024, a hidden drug lab exploded in Rotterdam in the
Netherlands. It destroyed out several houses, killed three people, and left dozens of
people with nowhere to go. There is more, five dead in a 2023 lab blast in California, and
a 2025 explosion in the UK that racked up £3.7 million in damages, forced 81 adults and
59 kids out of their homes, and killed a seven-year-old boy. Even in countries with strict
rules, these tragedies show just how dangerous illegal production can get.

Human, Social, Economic, and Political Impact

Illegal drug manufacturing is not only a criminal problem but also has impacts that
occur in all aspects of society, from the community and national economy to political
systems. The dangers associated with clandestine labs threaten the citizens physically,
psychologically, as well as environmentally, in addition to imposing costs upon the
government. To quantify the problem, the implications of the menace upon social,
economic, as well as political spheres, individually, should be examined.
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Social Impact

The communities around illegal drug labs are significantly impacted by such production.

Residents constantly face the fear of explosions and fires. The psychological effects

include anxiety, depression, posttraumatic stress. For the workers this includes chronic

stress and even worse health risks. Children might suffer developmental and emotional

problems growing up in such areas. Social cohesion is often disrupted due to the
> (1 erosion of trust as communities live under the shadow
of criminal networks. There is also an extreme health
impact in such areas. Often workers and inhabitants
find themselves exposed to different toxic chemicals.
Sometimes they are aware of that but are in no
circumstances able to leave the area or in some cases
are not even aware and will breathe in different toxic

fumes. In the end, these labs can result in a health risk

Figure 3; illicit drug manufacturing

and even an increase in death rate for surroundings.

Economic Impact

The financial burden of illegal drug production goes beyond immediate damages: it
necessitates government financing of emergency responses, medical treatment for
injured workers and residents, environmental clean-up, and law enforcement
operations. Local economies suffer due to reduction in property values, avoidance of
businesses in areas with a history of drug labs, and long-term social trauma associated
with reduced productivity and community investment. In regions where the economic
strain may aggravate poverty cycles, this makes the vulnerable population even more
likely to fallinto illegal activities themselves.

Political Impact

The production of illicit drugs undermines governance structures. The criminal groups
are responsible for the lack of proper law enforcement, loopholes in the law, and
corruption. This affects the state’s power over the territory, as well as the citizens’
confidence in the structures set in place by the government. In severe instances, the
drug groups in a region might make it impossible for that region to uphold democracy,
the law, or the democratic process. On the international level, the groups promote
international crimes, which also challenge the governments to share intelligence as well
as law enforcement.
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The geography of drug production is shifting. Places that once relied on plant-based
drugs now have more synthetic labs. This changes local power dynamics and creates
new challenges. Authorities often struggle to keep up. Criminal networks move fast.
They change locations and methods whenever there is pressure. European nations use
efforts to control the problem through stronger border protection, intelligence sharing,
and joint activities. In the Southeast Asia region, the lack of workforce, equipment, as
well as budget, to address international community expectations while maintaining
domestic security standards remains a challenge. Because these labs cross borders,
countries must work together. No single nation can solve this problem alone.

These organizations work with national authorities to find and shut down labs. They also
track criminal networks and try to control the chemicals needed to make drugs. Some
countries have introduced stricter rules for chemical suppliers and set up special police
units to handle dangerous labs. Even with these measures, a lot of serious problems
remain. Synthetic drug markets keep changing, and labs move too quickly to discover
fast enough. They also use encrypted communication systems that make it hard for the
police to apprehend them. And where the labs are located, most countries lack the
capacity to deal with the dangerous chemicals. This means that even if the lab has been
closed, the chemicals can still not be disposed of in the proper manner, thus
threatening the community for several years to come. The presence of varied
regulations, political issues, as well as the lack of information sharing could also be one
factor that inhibits international partnership in the fight against the illicit activities of the
lab. The chemical waste may not be disposed of properly, even if the lab has been shut
down, putting the community at risk for several years to come.

Need for International Action

Since the issue of illicit drug production has international implications, there needs to
be extensive international coordination. The issue must be deliberated upon, and
regulations concerning the precursor chemical should be standardized at the
international level. There should also be internationalinformation sharing concerning
the issue in real time. The formation of joint investigation teams must be made a
priority. But enforcement alone is not the answer. The long-term answer must lie in the
root causes, which currently include the breeding ground of the illicit production of
drugs - poverty, lack of education, and the lack of, or no, economic opportunities.

Conclusion

Ilicit production of unsafe drugs challenges in a multifaceted manner. These include
issues related to public health, the upholding of human rights, the safety of the
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environment, the stability of the economy, the political governance structure, as well as
the recent incidents in various countries have clearly shown no region is immune to its
dangers of these drug labs. To safeguard communities, protect health and prevent more
damage, action is not an option but crucial to safe us.

Figure 4; South-east Asia's biggest synthetic drugs raid

Major parties involved

International Organizations

UNODC (United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime)
This body has the key role in coordinating efforts worldwide in the fight against the
production, trafficking, as well as other sort of crimes. They also research, advise, as
well as help nations in the creation of safe communities.

INTERPOL & EUROPOL
These two organizations assist countries in cross-border cooperation and intelligence
sharing. They track criminal networks, help coordinate arrests, and make sure that
information flows quickly between nations. Without this kind of international
collaboration, criminal groups could easily exploit gaps between countries.

10
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Alternative Development Programs (ADPs)
Help communities get legal jobs instead of working in drug labs. They reduce the
pressure to join illegal operations.

Border Liaison Offices (BLOs)

Regional groups that monitor the borders to prevent the illegal movement of drugs and
chemicals. They ensure the countries collaborate quickly.

Educational programs for at-risk youth
Programs which instruct young people in skills so that they are not drawn into criminal
situations or groups trough lack of education and opportunities.

Afghanistan
Afghanistan is the largest producer of opium
and heroin worldwide. Its fields are the main
source of the global heroin trade, which are a
great income for the criminal networks across
the world. The country’s political instability,

with ongoing war and weak law enforcement
. . Figure 5; Main identified source countries of opiates in consumer

make it easy for cartels to operate, without markets, 2018-2022

getting intercepted, affecting regional security, and complicating international drug

control efforts.

Colombia
Colombia continues to be the globe's largest cocaine manufacturer. The processing of
this illicit drug has a relationship with organized crimes, which influence the entire
process, from its production to the means of transportation. The largest cocaine exports
are directed to North America as well as Europe, considering that it also operates in the
international cocaine market. Most of the issues in the Colombian society tend to link
with the cocaine issue.

Mexico
One of the main sources of the fentanyl and methamphetamine available in the United
States comes from Mexico. The Mexican cartels operate in well-organized manner,

11
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having trafficking routes into the United States. The trail of violence, intimidation, as well
as corruption, caused by the Mexican cartels has acute implications, not just in Mexico
but also in other countries.

Phase Date/duration Description
ey 000> Skcosnd ot grovs el oo Netherlands
socpphie St ottt «  The Netherlands is one of the main producers of

o e eseemeews. - gynthetic drugs like methamphetamine and ecstasy.

expected to last for
six weeks following
the start-up phase

Transitional phase > Allthe conditions that are important for a closed coffee shop supply

> el ey s comis il e e The Netherlands is also a source of the precursors. Its

> Growers will supply \:Iep:ﬁﬂ;md cannabis to all coffee shops in the . . .
smeanenmeamesaneonss LOCATION, together with the related infrastructure, also

Experiinents) phase Expected tolasta to ensure uniformity in the experiment and its results.

o T SISERRSSASNES. make it a main hub in the supply chain in the area. The
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Table 1; The five phases of the experiment in the the
Kingdom of the Netherlands
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® Overdose any opioid women

United States contributes to the
international approach in the fight

Figure 6; Opioid overdose deaths, by gender, United States, 2010 - 2022

against the trade of drugs.

Timeline of Key Events

1971 United States launches the War on Drugs. With this they try to address
cocaine and heroin trafficking.
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Colombian cocaine cartels increase in extreme numbers, significantly

expanding international drug trade and with that the associated violence.

Afghanistan’s opium production increases, giving an opportunity to fund
armed groups resulting in destabilization of local regions.

The first major EU synthetic drug lab was discovered and dismantled in the

Netherlands. This was the start of active discovery of hidden chemical
operations in Europe.

UNODC strengthens global coordination on drug policy and enforcement,

launching targeted international programs.

Introduction of Border Liaison Offices (BLOs) to improve cross-border
intelligence sharing for precursor chemicals and improve discovery and
dismantling tactics on illegal manufacturing.

Netherlands role as major hub for synthetic drugs (meth, ecstasy) and
precursor chemicals.

The discovery of some large fentanyl production labs in Mexico. This
triggered law enforcement operations in North America.

Reports indicate significant increase in child and forced labour in meth
and cocaine labs worldwide, raising human rights concerns.

EU authorities seize a record 178 tons of forerunner chemicals, showing
rapid growth of illegal synthetic drug production.

An UK lab explosion kills a child, displaces 140 people, and causes £3.7
million in damage. This shows how severe the problem is.

Previous attempts to solve the issue:

1. Strict Regulation of Precursor Chemicals

The idea was to address the problem by the cause; control and keep track of the
chemicals needed to make drugs.

SkyMUN 2025
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Limitations: Criminals found gaps in international rules. They moved their labs to
countries with weaker laws or started using new chemicals that were not getting
controlled.

2. Detection and Dismantling of Covert Labs
Authorities tried to find and close illegal drug labs before anyone got hurt.

Limitations: Labs are always on the move, making it close to impossible to find them on
time. They are also in wea areas such as neighbourhoods, making it dangerous and
tricky to dismantle them without getting causalities.

3. Alternative Development Programs (ADPs)
Governments and NGOs wanted to give farmers legal crops or businesses
instead of growing drugs themselves in illicit and unsafe environments.

Limitations: There was not enough money, programs were slow to start, and many
farmers went back to illegal crops because they earned more money with the former
way or they were more reliable.

4. Cross-Border Intelligence Sharing & Task Forces
Countries tried to work together to track criminal networks and stop illegal
chemicals from crossing borders.

Limitations: Sharing information was often slow or incomplete. Political disagreements
slowed down cooperation. Criminal groups also adapted very quickly.

5. Environmental Efforts: Chemical Waste Management
Authorities tried to safely dispose of the dangerous chemicals from labs to
protect people and the environment.

Limitations: Many countries do not have the right facilities or resources to safely
neutralize the waste. Even after labs are shut down, pollution can keep harming areas
and communities for years.

Possible solutions

“We need to provide evidence-based treatment and support to all people affected by
drug use, while targeting the illicit drug market and investing much more in prevention.”
- Ghada Waly, Executive Director of UNODC

14
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1. Strengthen International Cooperation
Countries need to work together more closely. This means sharing intelligence
quickly, aligning rules on chemicals, and forming joint task forces. The aimis to
intercept shipments and shut down labs before they can spread further.

2. Expand Alternative Development Programs (ADPs)
Farmers should indeed be offered proper alternatives other than the production
of opium or coca. The programs put in place should therefore be well-funded, so
that people can make a living in a safe manner.

3. Youth Education (and Community Engagement)
At-risk youth need to get access to programs with youth education. This could
teach useful skills, create job opportunities, and explain the dangers of drugs.
There should also be an opportunity for communities to be involved, to prevent
further illicit drug labs.

4. Chemical Waste Management Solutions
Labs produce toxic waste that can harm people and the environment for years.
Countries should build proper facilities and follow clear procedures to safely
neutralize these chemicals.

5. Target transnational criminal networks
The fight should be directed at the criminal organizations behind the laboratories,

not just the facilities. International efforts at investigation, as well as severe
punishment for the cartel leaders, can reduce the power of the groups.

Further Readings

1. https://bmcmedicine.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1741-7015-11-233
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2. https://www.unodc.org/islamicrepublicofiran/en/unodc-world-drug-report-2024 -

harms-of-world-drug-problem-continue-to-mount-amid-expansions-in-drug-use-and-

markets.html
3. https://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-
analysis/WDR_2024/WDR24 Contemporary_issues.pdf
4. https://www.unodc.org/unodc/press/releases/2024/June/unodc-world-drug-report-

2024 -harms-of-world-drug-problem-continue-to-mount-amid-expansions-in-drug-

use-and-markets.html
5. https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/icb.2011.17
6. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Illegal drug_trade

7. https://www.unodc.org/unodc/es/data-and-analysis/drug-cultivation-production-and-

manufacture.html

Take a look at ‘bibliography’ for more sites, information, and further reading.
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