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Global synthetic 
drug problem

Synthetic drug manufacture can occur 
anywhere depending on human creativity and 
the availability of a few strategic chemicals.

The dynamic nature of synthetic drug markets 
necessitates nimble and adaptable solutions.

The UNODC Synthetic Drug Strategy 
presents a framework for action to address 
this global problem.
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An estimated 27 
million people used 
amphetamine type 
stimulants in 2019, 
corresponding to
1 in 200 of the global 
population.

Regional distribution 
of methamphetamine 
quantities seized, 
2016-2018

20 million people 
globally are 
estimated to have 
used ecstasy in
the past year.

More than 95%
of ATS laboratories
uncovered between 
2015 and 2019 were
used to manufacture 
methamphetamine.

212%

Women seem to be particularly affected 
by the non-medical use of sedatives and 
tranquillizers, with past-year prevalence 
in some countries reported as being 
higher among women than among men, 
or at least at comparable levels.

Women and drugs Synthetic drugs are 
often cheaper than 
an alcoholic drink in 
night club settings, 
which increases the 
attraction for young 
people with limited 
resources.

Global rise of
amphetamine
type seizures
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SPHERE 1

Multilateralism and 
international cooperation 

SPHERE 2

Early warning on emerging 
synthetic drug threats -  
preventing crises before  
they happen

1Support scientifically- 
informed multilateral 

deliberations through the 
Commission on Narcotic Drugs 
and international cooperation 
activities to identify emerging 
synthetic drug challenges and 
mobilize relevant institutions to 
identify system-wide synergies 
and options for response.

2Support UNODC’s normative 
work as it relates to the 

international scheduling 
framework and strengthen 
the process of incorporation of 
decisions into national legislative 
frameworks to support 
implementation of scheduling 
decisions.

3Support the prioritization of 
the most harmful, prevalent 

and persistent substances for 
international action. 

4Ensure system-wide 
coherence on the science 

of synthetic drugs through 
proactive consultations with the 
treaty bodies (Commission on 
Narcotic Drugs, World Health 
Organization and International 
Narcotics Control Board), 
other UN agencies, regional 
organizations, academia and 
the scientific community, as 
well as with the chemical and 
pharmaceutical industries. 

1Enable early detection and 
prompt responses by national 

institutions to emerging threats 
related to synthetic drugs and 
their precursor chemicals. 

2Promote and improve the 
collection and analysis of 

reliable and comparable data 
to strengthen evidence-based 
responses, with particular focus 
on women and youth. 

3Strengthen the capacity 
of forensic drug testing 

and toxicology laboratories 
worldwide to identify 
synthetic drugs, including 
NPS, and increase the use of 
such knowledge in strategic 
interventions and policy 
decisions. 

4Build the capacity of 
national institutions to 

contribute to and strengthen 
forensic early warning systems 
worldwide.

5Support the development 
of a global campaign aimed 

at raising awareness of the 
threats posed by synthetic drugs, 
including dissemination of 
early warning messages via the 
UNODC Forensic Early Warning 
Advisory. 

6Enter into strategic 
partnerships with forensic 

and scientific associations and 
academia to facilitate access 
to scientific best practices 
and knowledge to respond to 
emerging synthetic drug threats.

7Increase the understanding 
of toxic adulterants and the 

use of pharmaceuticals (and 
counterfeit medicines) with 
known effects in the production 
of synthetic drugs.



SPHERE 3

Promote science-informed health 
responses: “Science for health”

SPHERE 4

Strengthen counternarcotic 
capacity and support international 
operations to disrupt trafficking in 
synthetic drugs

1Promote non-stigmatizing 
attitudes, with a focus 

on gender and marginalized 
communities, to ensure the 
availability, access and delivery 
of health, care and social services 
for people who use drugs.

2Promote awareness-raising, 
education and training 

as part of a comprehensive 
approach to ensuring the access 
and availability of internationally 
controlled substances for 
medical and scientific purposes 
and improving their rational use, 
while preventing their diversion 
and abuse.

3Promote and facilitate 
access to comprehensive, 

scientific evidence-based, 
affordable quality drug 
prevention, treatment, care, 
sustained recovery and related 
support services, with particular 
consideration for the needs of 
women, youth and vulnerable 
communities, including for 
people impacted by social 
marginalization.

4Enhance international 
scientific collaborations from 

across the UN system to promote 
effective interventions for 
synthetic drug, including opioid 
overdoses and the management 
and treatment of synthetic drug 
use disorders.

5Enhance the guidance 
available for the 

management of infants born 
with neonatal abstinence 
syndrome resulting from 
prenatal exposure to synthetic 
drugs, in particular, synthetic 
opioids, to ensure the best 
possible outcomes and that no 
infant is left behind.

6Promote measures to 
prevent transmission of 

HIV as well as prevent and treat 
viral Hepatitis C attributable to 
synthetic drug use.

7Improve the participatory 
role of civil society  

in addressing the synthetic 
drug problem, including the 
community of people who  
use drugs.

8Promoting the involvement 
of youth in drug prevention 

efforts.

1Leverage innovation and 
technology to make science 

accessible to counternarcotic 
and law enforcement entities 
to better inform and facilitate 
counternarcotic operations 
and interdiction decisions, 
including drug identification, 
safe-handling and disposal 
of synthetic drugs and their 
precursors.

2Promote private-public 
partnerships to support 

counternarcotic capacity to 
disrupt and interdict trafficking 
in synthetic drugs, including 
disposal of toxic chemicals 
and precursors used in the 
manufacture of synthetic drugs. 

3Prevent and counter the 
diversion of trafficking in 

precursors and pre-precursors 
used in the illicit manufacture of 
synthetic drugs.

4Enhance the capacity of 
online investigative units 

to identify, intercept, interdict, 
disrupt online trafficking in 
synthetic drugs as well as to 
seize cryptocurrencies used to 
transact such trafficking. 

5Build the capacity of 
frontline law enforcement 

and forensic personnel to disrupt 
the supply chain and expand law 
enforcement activities targeting 
both traditional and online 
trafficking.

6Enhance the access of law 
enforcement entities and 

criminal justice systems to 
quality and reliable in-country 
forensic science services, 
operated at internationally 
accepted standards.

7Encourage the adoption of 
national chemical disposal 

plans that are informed and 
guided by the science of safe 
handling and disposal.
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Making the world 
safer from drugs, 
crime and terrorism

Email
unodc-lab@un.org

‘Opioid use disorder deaths are up 
by 71% over the past 10 years and 
methamphetamine seizures are 
at a record high. To help countries 
protect health and take action, 
the UN Toolkit on Synthetic Drugs 
developed by UNODC provides 
practical resources on legislation, 
forensics, health policy and more’

Ghada Waly
Executive Director
UNODC




