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Introduction: 
 

The North American continent has emerged a major global hub for drug  
trafficking across a number of countries that are contributing to or are affected by 
the issue. This includes the United States, Canada, and Mexico, as well as nations in 
Central America, and even regions beyond. A number of these regions are heavily 
involved in the worldwide manufacturing and trade of synthetic drugs like fentanyl, 
one of the most prominent opioids. The trade of fentanyl has contributed 
significantly to the surge in synthetic drug trafficking to the Americas. Trafficking of 
fentanyl, typically smuggled in small highly concentrated amounts, poses extreme 
risks, with a single kilogram containing thousands of lethal doses and leads to 
addiction and long term health impacts as well. 
     

 Recent surges in the trafficking of synthetic drugs in particular can be  
attributed to the ease of production and the rise of manufacturing from countries 
that can easily source the precursor chemicals that eventually get distributed to 
organisations who illegally traffic these goods across borders and violate 
international law. A large part of the ease of production and manufacturing of these 
synthetic drugs is the minimal equipment required, much lower than the large 
plantations required for plant-based drugs. A number of opioids can be produced in 
microscopic laboratories anywhere in the world using chemicals that are very easily 
and legally obtainable with very little specialised equipment. With the flexibility and 
cheap cost of creation, access and addiction to these drugs across the countries they 
are being trafficked to has surged, generating immense profit for the criminal 
distributors.  
 

Furthermore, methods to circumvent regulation are increasingly changing and 
being adopted by the traffickers responsible. They exploit rapidly developing 
technologies like artificial intelligence, drone delivery, and internet trade through the 
dark web to evade laws, which countries are desperately trying to respond to and 
combat. The complex, tangled network of parties involved in exacerbating the issue 
requires significant international cooperation to reduce its effect in North America 
and beyond. 
 
 
Definition of Key Terms: 
 

1.​ Drug  - a substance taken for its narcotic or stimulant effects, typically 
illegally; unlike a pharmaceutical drug, which is used to diagnose, treat, cure, 
or prevent disease. 
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2.​ Drug Trafficking - the illegal global black market involving the manufacture, 
distribution, and sale of prohibited drugs 

3.​ Fentanyl - a powerful opioid drug used in the treatment of severe pain 
4.​ Opioid - a compound resembling opium in addictive properties or 

physiological effects, some examples are morphine, a pain reliever, 
oxycodone, and fentanyl 

5.​ Synthetic Drugs - substances chemically altered from their naturally 
occurring forms to mimic the effects of controlled or illicit drugs, but with 
modified structures to avoid detection and regulation 

6.​ Natural Drugs - substances derived directly from natural sources like plants, 
animals, and microorganisms, rather than being synthesized in a laboratory. 

7.​ Drug Overdose - an excessive and dangerous dose of a drug that can prove 
fatal at times, especially involving highly potent synthetic drugs  

8.​ Drug Addiction - the fact or condition of being physically and mentally 
dependent on a particular substance 

9.​ Precursor Chemicals - substances used to manufacture illicit drugs. Most 
precursors also have legitimate commercial uses which makes them accessible 
to the general public 

 
 
Background Information: 
 
Rise of Global Opium Trade 

During the 20th century, international trade of opium became increasingly  
popular which led to an increased need to control the spread of narcotics, including 
opium and its by-products. Opium began to be used in Asia as traditional medicine 
as early as the 7th century through the Silk Road and eventually became used for 
non-medicinal purposes such as to be an aphrodisiac and a curative herb, during the 
15th and 16th centuries. The Portuguese and Dutch introduced the concept of 
smoking opium with tobacco around the 17th century, which started its status of a 
recreational and addictive commodity. It then continued to be very popular in the 
East and colonial powers began to seek control over it leading to numerous wars. 
This began its widespread addiction among the general population, and even illegal 
smuggling of it as early as the 18th century after China banned its use. 
 
The UN in its early stages sought to control the spread of these narcotics and 
regulate them for use in the medical and scientific world, but the illicit trade 
continued to evolve in Asia, where these areas supplied raw opium that would later 
be refined into heroin and trafficked globally, including into North America. 
 
Manufacturing of Fentanyl 
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The creation of Fentanyl, a key drug that is part of the current North 
American Drug Crisis, came about in 1964, involving processes taken from organic 
chemistry with readily available chemicals that happened to also be commercially 
available for the general public to access. The original process was patented by Paul 
Janssen the same year and required skilled use of different chemicals and different, 
some even more efficient methods have been adopted in more recent times, such as 
how one-pot synthesis changes the sequence of reagents used to create the 
substance and this method has been found predominant in most illegal labs in recent 
years due to its streamlined process that combines multiple steps in a single reaction 
vessel. In large scale production contexts it allows some traffickers to very easily 
manufacture and transport their goods across borders avoiding most regulation at 
the same time as it can happen all at once rather than in multiple tries and can all 
be done from the same location transported from making it easier to produce and 
then send straight for trafficking across borders. 
 
Opioid Addiction in North America 

The widespread presence and use of opioids in North America began in the 
early 1990s when various marketing campaigns for pharmaceutical drugs in relation 
to pain management rose. Opioids were around and had been used for decades 
prior, however it only became widespread after marketing campaigns popularised it, 
and a major increase in prescription for chronic, non-cancer pain, where opioid 
prescriptions quadrupled from 1999 to 2010 in the United States.​ This includes the 
rise of prescriptions of drugs like OxyContin, a major pain reliever that was seen to 
be “safe” for incredible pain and did not seem to pose much of a risk for addiction 
among the general public by the US FDA. OxyContin sales skyrocketed from $44 
million in 1996 to nearly $3 billion by 2002, with over 14 million prescriptions written 
as a result of this. This was the original “safe” opioid marketed to be less addictive, 
but others such as Vicodin and Percocet were also widely prescribed under the same 
excuses despite claims for them being safe being untrue. This led to overprescription 
and increased availability allowing many to use it consistently and a large number of 
people began to become dependent on it in their daily lives, to the point where the 
number of prescriptions being issued for its use rapidly increased over the next 
decade or so to address a variety of pain-related issues. However, this led to 
addiction even while they were not available over the counter, there was little to no 
monitoring of prescription, and as some measures were taken to reduce the 
prescription number some people already began to look for alternatives to feed their 
addiction, including other illegal opioids like heroin. As prescriptions soared for these 
opioids, some switched from prescription opioids straight to illicit fentanyl and other 
opioids in order to feed their addiction. Many companies faced billions in fines and 
lawsuits for misleading claims about opioid safety and addiction risk, including 
Purdue Pharma, a major party involved. This led to authorities beginning to 
recognize the need for better pain management practices, tighter prescribing 
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controls, and increased addiction treatment resources, while also cracking down on 
misleading advertising and other guidelines for prescription of opioids. 
 
Drug Trafficking across Borders 

Over time, the opioid crisis expanded beyond the United States to Canada,  
Mexico, and other nations due to the already established drug markets and 
trafficking routes from previous narcotics smuggling actions by similar criminal 
organisations, just a switch in product. The opioid crisis expanded due to increasing 
overprescription in these countries similar to the United States as well as with 
increased trade of these products after the North American Free Trade Agreement 
(NAFTA) was enacted. This can be attributed to the fact that Fentanyl and other 
opioids have begun to reduce the use of traditional drugs due to their lower 
production cost, high potency, and ease of transport across countries, seen in how in 
2023, 75.6% of all overdose deaths involved opioids, while heroin use dropped to 
only 660,000 users in the U.S. which shows how traditional drugs are being 
displaced. The current trafficking situation involves having the drugs concealed in 
vehicles like trucks and entering at land ports of entry using regular imports like 
engine parts or other pharmaceuticals as a cover for the smuggling operation. Prior 
to this, there is trafficking of precursor chemicals, and also money laundering in an 
effort to cover up the operations. A key difference is the quantity that is able to be 
transported as it is more potent, whereas traditional drugs require much more and 
this makes it easier for synthetic drugs to be trafficked. These actions make it quite 
difficult to track and control for government and law enforcement agencies. 
 
 
Current Situation: 
 
The Opioid Crisis in the Modern Era 

The opioid crisis remains one of the most pressing public health emergencies 
in North America. The United States, Canada, and Mexico continue to experience 
devastating social and economic consequences such as how opioids accounted for 
43% of the decline in men’s labor force participation and have also put immense 
pressure on health systems and also contribute to cartel revenue which puts many in 
danger due to increased cartel violence in Mexico. Overwhelming amounts of illegal 
activity such as illegal border entry take place to perpetuate the availability of the 
substances across borders, and even with years of regulatory efforts, overdose 
deaths have reached record levels where the number of deaths caused by drug use 
more than doubled from 61,774 in 1990 to 137,278 in 2021, the highest ever 
recorded. This is largely attributed to the widespread presence of synthetic opioids, 
which are significantly more potent than traditional opioids such as heroin or 
morphine. Based on recent data, synthetic opioids now account for the vast majority 
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of opioid-related deaths in North America. The predicament has also expanded 
beyond major urban centers to affect rural, country populations that don’t have 
access to the same healthcare services to assist them. 

 
 
The Role of Trafficking Networks 

Illegal trafficking networks, primarily operating through Mexico, have adapted 
very quickly to law enforcement efforts to stop them through their adoption of new 
technologies. Some major Mexican cartels such as the Sinaloa Cartel and Jalisco New 
Generation Cartel (CJNG) are involved in the manufacturing and export of fentanyl 
into the United States and Canada.  

 
They operate through criminal trade routes that import precursor chemicals 

imported from countries such as China and India into North America. These 
traffickers exploit sea routes, land borders, and increasingly now, online areas like 
the dark web to move products discreetly and effortlessly. The low cost of production 
and high profitability have made synthetic opioids an attractive commodity for 
organized criminal activity, leading to an escalation in trafficking of it. 
 

The dark web has also become a major marketplace for synthetic drugs, 
where transactions are able to be conducted anonymously for safe measure. 
Additionally, technologies like drone delivery and artificial intelligence are being 
utilised in an effort to circumvent border control and continue to move substances 
into the United States and Canada. 
 
Governmental and Policy Responses from Countries 

 Governments across North America including the US and Canada have 
implemented a range of strategies to address both the supply and demand sides of 
the drug trafficking trade. The United States has invested in stricter border control, 
advanced detection technologies, and partnerships with Mexico and Canada through 
initiatives such as the North American Drug Dialogue (NADD). Canada has focused 
on harm reduction strategies, including much more expanded access to treatment 
and rehabilitation programmes. Mexico still has a major struggle with cartel activity 
and corruption within its domestic borders, but it has attempted to increase 
cooperation with international agencies and established harsher laws to monitor 
chemical imports for products and equipment used to manufacture. Though, the 
enforcement of the solutions will take time to implement as there is a lot to address 
within this topic. 
 
International Cooperation and UN Involvement 

 The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and the 
Commission on Narcotic Drugs (CND) have put a focus on taking down the rise of 
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synthetic opioids across most of their forums worldwide, not just in North America. 
Global initiatives focus on controlling precursor chemicals, sharing forensic and other 
intelligence data, as well as building up law enforcement capacity in developing 
countries to combat the issue. The UNODC Synthetic Drug Strategy aims to 
strengthen global cooperation for the issue, and encourage public health based 
methods to make people understand the difficulties that stem from addiction and 
how staying away will stop the crisis and help everyone affected, while also reducing 
demand and helping stop the trafficking into different countries. 

 
Major Parties Involved and Their Views: 
 
United States of America 

The United States has been facing one of the largest public health crises with 
opioid addiction due to the insurgence of trafficking from countries like Mexico by 
criminal means, with the Department of Health recording over a million overdose 
deaths since the year 2000. In 2023, fentanyl was involved in approximately 70% of 
overdose deaths, with a record high of 107,941 drug overdose deaths reported in 
2022.In response, the US is largely making attempts to revamp its border security. 
For example, the U.S. Customs and Border Protection (CBP) seized 27,023 pounds of 
fentanyl in fiscal year 2023, primarily at land ports of entry on the southern border. 
The US is also implementing measures to address those who are affected by 
addiction and overdose, as well as restricting and regulating foreign producers who 
both contribute to the manufacture and illegal trade of the opioids, adopting a 
strong stance against it, and emphasising global cooperation on the issue.  

 
Canada 
 

Canada similarly has been impacted with the presence of opioids that has 
crossed into its borders from the U.S. - but mostly originating from Mexico. Canada 
has adopted a similar stance as the United States against the trafficking of opioids 
and has worked with the United States authorities to increase border security and 
have increased control of goods passing in and out of the country. Canada has also 
restricted and monitored the trade of precursor chemicals required for the 
production of said opioids. The Canadian government has adopted a firm stance 
against the use of opioids and has implemented initiatives to regulate within its 
borders as well as harm reduction and rehabilitation programmes for people who are 
affected by these drugs.  
 
United Mexican States (Mexico) 

Mexico is home to a number of illegal operations facilitated by criminal 
organisations, with Mexican cartels controlling eight key corridors that funnel 

7 



MUN@UWCSEA XIII 

fentanyl into North America. They have transformed it into a gateway that actively 
produces and traffics opioids into the United States and Canada and have made 
Mexico the primary transit and manufacturing hub, supplying the vast majority, at 
least 97%, of the opioids that have reached these countries in the last decade. 
Despite government efforts to combat the issue that is taking place from within its 
own borders and avoid corruption, it is also perpetuating its own addiction and 
overdose problem with supply distributed within the country. Regulatory efforts have 
proven insufficient due to the scale of the trafficking operations. 
 
People’s Republic of China 

The PRC, despite being thousands of kilometres away from North America, is 
seen as a critical party due to its status as a centre for sourcing the precursor 
chemicals like Benzylfentanyl and Norfentanyl, needed to produce synthetic opioids. 
Despite a number of regulatory efforts put in place by the Chinese government for 
chemical control, these originally legal precursors become illegal exports after their 
illegitimate acquisition by the cartels and they reach Mexico through illicit channels 
which allows them to be trafficked into the U.S. The persistence of these channels 
despite attempts from both governments to address them show a desperate need 
for cooperation in order to solve the issue. 

 
 

UN Involvement, Relevant Resolutions, Treaties and Events: 
 
The United Nations has taken multiple measures to address the issue at hand 

both within the Office on Drugs and Crime, as well as in the General Assembly, not 
only by establishing resolutions that were adopted by a number of nations but also 
by hosting events like the Commission on Narcotic Drugs. This event is held in order 
to effectively address the issue at hand by increasing cooperation and implementing 
comprehensive strategies to combat the issue. It is also used to implement 
strategies to treat and rehabilitate those who are affected by addiction stemming 
from use of synthetic drugs. Particular cases of involvement and resolutions include: 

●​ Strengthening international cooperation to address the links between drug 
trafficking, synthetic drug precursors, and the emerging trend of non-medical 
use of synthetic drugs, 22 March 2024 (E/CN.7/2024/L.5) 

○​ The resolution above tried to establish a more enhanced monitoring 
programme of the trade of precursor chemicals across multiple 
countries, however commitments made were mostly voluntary and 
there was little to no enforcement of the actions that were supposed to 
be taken. 
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●​ Enhancing international cooperation and comprehensive approaches to 
address and counter the world drug problem, 16 December 2023 
(A/RES/78/177) 

○​ This resolution emphasised the importance of cross border cooperation 
among multiple countries to effectively combat the production and 
manufacture of synthetic drugs which resulted in progress and increase 
in operation among nations, albeit progress that was slow to develop, 
an example seen with how China added 55 synthetic drugs and 
precursor chemicals that were to be under stricter control in 2024, as 
part of renewed US-China cooperation to reduce synthetic drug 
trafficking. 

●​ United Nations Convention Against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and 
Psychotropic Substances, 20 December 1988 (No. 27627) 

○​ This resolution established a foundation for methods to work against 
criminals involved in illegal drug trafficking through extradition treaties, 
as well as creating a set standard to follow for criminality in crimes that 
involve drug smuggling in different countries. However, with time, the 
development of newer technologies can easily circumvent some of the 
regulation like how it fails to adapt for modern dark-web trade and new 
technology like the use of drones and artificial intelligence in 
trafficking, and this resolution is very limited based on that. 

●​ 67th Session of the Commission on Narcotic Drugs (CND), March 2024 
○​ This event hosted major discussions on precursor chemical regulation 

and tried to respond to the North American synthetic opioid crisis by 
increasing awareness and information sharing but it lacked major 
operational results between nations and merely brought attention to 
the matter without much action. 
 

Possible Solutions: 
 

Tightening Border Security across Nations: 
By strengthening border security and having more control and surveillance 

over goods being transported in and out of multiple countries the process of 
capturing individuals and organisations involved in trafficking illegal drugs becomes 
much more efficient with the interception of said packages. Collaboration between 
countries is also important, as well as with the sharing of intelligence and technology 
to facilitate accurate and beneficial surveillance and monitoring at border 
checkpoints, it can become easier to intercept these illegal substances. 
 
Regulating Precursor Chemicals that contribute to the Manufacturing of 
Opioids: 
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Controlling the trade and the manufacture of the precursor chemicals such 
contribute to the making of illegal opioids like Fentanyl such as Benzylpiperidin, 
which are typically acquired from legitimate chemical industrial sources in places like 
India and China, and are trafficked onward. The control of this will significantly 
reduce the production of such substances, and governments can facilitate this in a 
number of ways. Governments can implement harsher licensing and reporting 
systems as well as harsher penalties for chemical manufacturers and distributors, 
ensuring that these substances are not distributed for illegal use and are reported on 
beforehand if found to be. Penalties that can be touched upon include significant 
fines for major corporations, revocation of chemical licenses, and jail time for 
individual smugglers. 

 
Assisting those who are affected by addiction and overdose of drugs 
 

By assisting people affected by addiction and rehabilitating those battling 
substance abuse due to increased access to synthetic drugs, governments can save 
lives and focus on educating the general public of the dangers of opioids and work 
toward prevention and recovery. This will also reduce demand for the substances 
and ensure there is an end to the insurgency of synthetic drug trafficking. 
 
 
Bibliography: 
 
Useful Links: 
 
The links below should give you an idea of what exactly you need to be researching 
about the issue to understand your country’s perspective on it and how you can 
propose solutions to the problem at hand: 

 
UNODC Drug Trafficking Overview: 
https://www.unodc.org/unodc/drug-trafficking/index.html 
 
DEA Facts About Fentanyl: 
https://www.dea.gov/resources/facts-about-fentanyl 
 
UNODC – Synthetic Drugs 
https://syntheticdrugs.unodc.org/syntheticdrugs/en/home/index.html 
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