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1

UNODC, together with the countries of Southeast Asia, has been working to promote peace and prosperity 
in Southeast Asia. An integral part of this work is to understand and respond to the changing risks and 
opportunities that are exacerbated by increasing regional integration, particularly in the development of 
cross-border trade and migration. In the Mekong Sub-region, drug production and trafficking continues to be 
among the transnational organised crimes that threaten regional prosperity and safety. This report intends to 
contribute to understanding such threats and subsequently developing evidence-based responses. It focuses 
on and follows the flow of the Mekong River and surrounding areas, starting from Jinghong in China, through 
Lao PDR, Myanmar, and into Chiang Rai province in Thailand. 
 
This assessment is the second in a series focusing on routes and areas pertinent to drug and precursor trafficking, 
and other transnational organised crime. These assessments focus on areas that have been identified by the 
six countries (Cambodia, China, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand and Viet Nam) of the Mekong Memorandum of 
Understanding (MOU) on Drug Control, together with UNODC, as key to illicit drug production and trafficking. 

This assessment is based on a review of existing data and analysis on drug and precursor trafficking trends in 
the region. This information provided the basis for a field mission that travelled downstream from Jinghong 
in China, passing through Special Region 4 of Myanmar, the Golden Triangle – including the Golden Triangle 
Special Economic Zone of Lao PDR, Chiang Saen and Chiang Khong in Thailand and concluding in Huay Xai, 
Lao PDR. 
 
Cross-border criminal economies develop in parallel with the integration of licit economies between 
countries. There have always been opportunities to trade illegal goods across borders in East Asia and in 
recent years the growth of multinational criminal supply chains has been apparent. A conservative estimate 
of organised criminal revenues in East Asia and the Pacific is US$100 billion. This not only surpasses the Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) of several states in that region, including Lao PDR, Cambodia and Myanmar, but also 
surpasses their GDPs combined. Around Asia, investments in infrastructure and regional integration, ranging 
from bilateral agreements to initiatives of the Asian Development Bank and the recently announced Asian 
Infrastructure Investment Bank, signal a new landscape of cross-border crime. This requires consideration of 
safeguards, and carefully considered preparation by public security agencies.   
 
The Mekong River has always been an important conduit for people and goods between the many towns 
situated along its banks. While traditional forms of trade in small boats linking communities continue today, 
the river is also becoming an important link in international trade routes, connecting the six Mekong MOU 
countries to each other, and also to the rest of the world. The Mekong is already an important link in the 
transit chain of the region’s economic corridor networks, with more than 300,000 tonnes of goods shipped 
via this route each year. Port infrastructure continues to be expanded to accommodate the expected growth 
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in traffic. The new bridges, highways and port infrastructure that continue to be built on and along the 
Mekong are a testament to its prevailing importance. 
 
Equally, the significance of the Mekong River in social, economic and development terms also creates 
opportunities for criminal activity to flourish. Improving infrastructure has exacerbated criminal threats 
to prosperity and peace, and it is expected that many types of organised crimes can benefit from easier 
accessibility and fordability on the Mekong. Drug and precursor trafficking are key concerns that need to 
be considered in the development of infrastructure on and along the Mekong, particularly in the Golden 
Triangle.   
 
The Golden Triangle continues to be known as one of the most significant drug production areas in the world, 
particularly in relation to methamphetamine and opiates. The major settlements and landmarks that were 
visited by the field mission along the Mekong are as follows: 

• Jinghong, China; 
• Guanlei, China; 
• Hsop Lwe and Special Region 4, Myanmar; 
• Xieng Kok, Lao PDR; 
• Wan Pong, Myanmar;
• Mouang Mom, Lao PDR;
• Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone, Lao PDR; 
• Chiang Saen, Thailand; 
• Chiang Khong, Thailand; and
• Huay Xai, Lao PDR.  
   
With the exception of Special Region 4, these are some of the official border crossings and river ports that 
connect China, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand. Alongside these, however, there is opportunity along 
the river to make unofficial crossings, and its scale as a natural border means that it is difficult to police. 
This includes crossings that occur along Myanmar’s Special Region 4, where Myanmar’s counter-narcotics 
agencies have very little opportunity to enforce anti-drug laws. This is because Special Region 4 is a semi-
independent region of Myanmar in eastern Shan State that is self-governed and no Myanmar authorities, 
including military or police, are able to enter. The region’s porous border, it’s location on the Mekong, and its 
proximity to China and Lao PDR makes it easy for traffickers to depart Myanmar without coming into contact 
with Myanmar government authorities. They can also easily evade government authorities on the other side 
once the crossing has been made.  
 
A key point for all four countries is that production and trafficking patterns are heavily impacted by political 
and military developments in all four countries, but particularly Myanmar. This is because it is extremely 
difficult to address drug production and trafficking without addressing drug crime impunity in the Special 
Regions of Myanmar. Opportunities for the drug trade are intrinsically linked with territorial control and 
contestation in Myanmar. During UNODC’s field mission, authorities from all four countries observed the 
official port of Special Region 4 in Hsop Lwe, which was as bustling and busy with trade and activity as any 
other port that had been observed during the mission. 

Traffickers are easily able to exploit unpoliced areas along the Mekong, particularly in Special Region 4, to 
evade authorities. This inability to police these areas significantly undermines overall efforts to curb illicit 
trafficking in the region. It should therefore be expected that the sites and structures of drug trafficking 
relevant to the Mekong will be driven at least in part by political developments in Myanmar, perhaps more 
than economic and consumption trends in the border areas with Lao PDR, Thailand and China. 
 
Seizures of drugs are a small proportion of the volumes estimated to flow out of Myanmar’s drug production 
areas. Along the Mekong, in the area between Jinghong and Huay Xai:
 
• The most important trafficking routes are likely unofficial crossings. 

• There is likely to be more interest from traffickers in using the river for large-scale consignments of both 
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drugs and precursors. This will occur as highways and smaller road infrastructure connecting the river 
with inland areas are upgraded, and if Myanmar government control of the border regions increases.

• There are numerous roads with varying degrees of development adjacent to the river itself that are likely 
to aid trafficking. 

• Increased patrols, both unilateral and joint, have decreased the risk of trafficking somewhat but are 
currently grossly insufficient. 

• Traffickers continue to use “long tail boats” that are easy to manoeuvre, maintain, and operate, and do 
so with a high degree of evasiveness.  

• Increasing trade and traffic with Myanmar and Lao PDR will increase challenges of detection for all four 
countries. 

• In addition to obstacles in relation to capacity, the size and scale of the natural landscape presents a 
formidable challenge to policing and patrol operations. For example, interviewees identified low water 
levels, which impeded operation of patrol vessels, as one of the most significant hurdles in the effective 
execution of their duties. 

 
Seizures of precursors represent a tiny proportion of what is required for the level of drug production currently 
taking place. Given the vast volumes of precursors moving into Myanmar, the relatively small amount of 
information available to the UNODC field mission on trafficking and trends is a concern. This impedes the 
effort to assess the structure of trafficking groups and prices in the industry. What can be said is that there is 
a major gap in information around this critical enabler of Myanmar’s drug production. Based on experience 
from other parts of the world, it is highly likely that precursor traffickers will take advantage of developing 
infrastructure and trade facilitation mechanisms to ship larger quantities near formal crossings along the 
Mekong.    
 
The field mission included observations on the capacity available to respond to drug and precursor trafficking. 
On physical infrastructure, China and Thailand have invested in establishing checkpoints and physical 
capacities to support deterrence and detection of trafficking ventures. Lao PDR and Myanmar have had 
significantly smaller resources available and this is apparent in their physical enforcement infrastructure. 
However, a strategy also needs to be implemented where resources at hand are better utilised.    

The availability of technical support for drug and precursor detection varies among the four countries. Most 
front line officers will understand the two main drug types of methamphetamine and heroin, but are likely to 
have only basic knowledge of precursors. In Lao PDR, the border crossings almost completely lack technical 
capacity. There are no testing kits, scanners or concealment detection aids and basic tools for searching. 
Chinese detection capacity is the most developed. China has established checkpoints and port infrastructure 
along the Mekong, but these measures have not had a definitive impact on trafficking volumes due to the 
high volumes of shipment and the constant evolution of routes and methodologies.  

There are two major issues in terms of where the gaps exist in institutional capacities. The first is that military 
organisations play a prominent role in border policing and domestic security, but are not well-connected 
to civilian counter-narcotics efforts. This includes the joint operations that are a part of the Safe Mekong 
initiative, of which four countries (China, Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand) are members. From the drug 
control perspective, a critical problem is that military and law enforcement agencies have limited ability to 
operate in Myanmar’s Special Regions, which are the most important drug production areas in the Mekong. 
Direct engagement with the groups active in the Regions emerges as the most viable way to address this 
significant gap. Some positive signs have emerged since the election of a new government in Myanmar, and 
such initiatives have begun to take place. 
 
The second is cooperation between civilian agencies. At the border, the most basic challenge is to ensure that 
customs and immigration officials are prepared and capable of deterring and detecting drug and precursor 
trafficking. This challenge has so far not been adequately dealt with through information and intelligence 
sharing. This includes the respective agencies from the four countries, but also extends to communication 
and information sharing between domestic agencies. China is at a relatively high level of preparedness, 
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with Thai border officials somewhat less prepared, and institutional arrangements in Lao PDR and Myanmar 
to develop these capacities only recently progressing. Officials in Lao PDR still require significant support, 
institutionally and in terms of capacity, to further develop their preparedness. 
 
Given the difficulties that civilian agencies have in monitoring the borders around the Mekong, it is important 
to connect ‘inland’ intelligence-collection with activities along the borders, including at the official crossings. 
All four countries have recognised the need to transmit data between domestic security agencies and border 
points; this will likely be an area requiring considerable focus and a concerted effort from senior officials to 
break down internal barriers.  
 
All four countries also recognise that in order to better confront traffickers and protect citizens, the focus 
needs to be on moving beyond stand-alone operations and working on institutionalised frameworks of 
ongoing cooperation, including joint security patrols, and joint operations under the Safe Mekong initiative 
which has a specific focus on illicit drugs and precursor trafficking. One mechanism that the four countries 
agree UNODC can offer is to expand the Border Liaison Office (BLO) network around the GMS. There are now 
over 70 BLOs in the region and some have been in operation for over ten years, with standard operating 
procedures and demonstrated impacts. The major added value has been the development of standard 
packages and procedures that can be applied at any border crossing, and are backed by political agreement 
and national technical committees. Continuing collaboration between the countries that can be facilitated 
by mechanisms such as the BLO network is therefore the best way to address this significant area of concern. 

Also important to note is the various types of transnational organised crime that continue to occur in areas 
and around the Golden Triangle. There have been allegations for example that the Special Economic Zone 
in Lao PDR, and the ventures and operations of the casinos that exist there, often involve proceeds of 
crime, including drug and wildlife trafficking, and constitute money laundering. The assessment team, for 
example, identified the lack of clarity regarding the legal framework that applies in the Special Economic 
Zone. Understanding the financial authority in the SEZ, including developing an understanding of the money 
flow and financial transactions, will be vital in addressing illicit conduct in the SEZ.

There was clear consensus among officials at all levels interviewed for this assessment that increasing trade 
and traffic along and around the Mekong necessitates expanded efforts to improve drug and precursor 
control. A similar threat assessment approach will be beneficial for other areas of South East Asia with 
transnational crime risks and challenges. Given the varying levels of capacity and differences in the threats 
faced by each country, recommendations need to be targeted at specific locations and problems. Accordingly, 
this assessment concludes with recommendations around physical capacity and equipment; agency skills; 
and local and international operability. Timeframes and ease of implementation of these recommendations 
are also noted.  
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A Ranger from Thailand’s 31st Ranger Regiment Taskforce
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UNODC has been working with partners in East Asia to understand and respond to the changing risks and 
opportunities that are exacerbated by increasing regional integration, particularly in the development of 
cross-border trade and migration. In the Mekong Sub-region, drug production and trafficking continues to 
be among transnational organised crime that threaten regional prosperity and safety. In order to better 
understand such threats, and develop evidence-based responses, this report focuses on areas surrounding 
the Mekong River, from Jinghong in China, through Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand, and concluding in Huay Xai 
in Lao PDR.
 

This assessment is the second in a series focusing on routes and areas pertinent to drug and precursor 
trafficking, and other transnational organised crime. These assessments focus on areas that have been 
identified by the six countries of the Mekong MOU on Drug Control, together with UNODC, as key to illicit 
drug production and trafficking. A previous threat assessment was carried out along Asian Highway Route 3B, 
and further assessments are due to be carried out along Myanmar’s borders with China and India. 

The assessment is based on a review of existing data and analysis on drug and precursor trafficking and trends 
in the region. This information was used as background for a field mission that travelled downstream from 
Jinghong in China, and passing through Special Region 4 of Myanmar, the Golden Triangle Special Economic 
Zone of Lao PDR, and concluding in Thailand’s Chiang Rai province. With support from the Governments of 
the four countries, UNODC conducted in-depth interviews and site inspections along the route. The results 
here provide a snapshot of the current situation, emerging challenges, and recommendations to address 
immediate and future needs. In line with UNODC’s mandate, the assessment is intended to inform evidence-
based action that will make the region safer from drugs and crime.
 

Introduction

1

Flags of Lao PDR, China, and Myanmar being displayed as the vessel passes through their respective territories
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Cross-border criminal economies tend to develop in parallel with the integration of licit economies, and 
exploit economic integration between countries. There have always been opportunities to trade illegal 
goods across borders in East Asia, and in recent years, the growth of multinational criminal supply chains 
has been significant. Investments in infrastructure and regional integration in Asia, ranging from bilateral 
agreements to infrastructure support initiatives of the Asian Development Bank and the recently announced 
Asian Infrastructure Investment Bank, signal a new landscape in which cross-border crime can also thrive. 
This requires adequate planning and preparation from public security agencies. As the region moves towards 
increased trade and migration flows, trafficking and associated criminality are also becoming truly integrated 
within the region and in their connections to other regions. Organised crime revenues in East Asia and the 
Pacific are conservatively estimated at US$100 billion per year, not only surpassing the legitimate Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) of several states in the region, including Cambodia, Lao PDR and Myanmar, but also 
surpassing their combined GDP.

2
Context

The Chinese Police Patrol Boat (Xi Shuang Ban Na) that was the vessel for the journey downstream
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UNODC and its partners have noted the impact of infrastructure development and trade facilitation on 
drug and precursor trafficking patterns. In East Asia, the expansion of Myanmar’s international trade and 
migration connections is occurring while the country continues to face a serious challenge from opiate and 
methamphetamine production and trafficking. The Mekong has historically been one of the oldest pillars 
supporting greater integration of the countries in the Subregion into the regional economy. While supporting 
the connectivity of markets in the region, it is also likely that many kinds of organised crime will seek to 
exploit and benefit from the stronger regional integration. Accordingly, drug and precursor trafficking are key 
concerns accompanying the development of infrastructure along and around the Mekong.
 
The Route

Map 1 – The Mekong through the four countries
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Figure 1 shows the flow of the Mekong River, running from China through Myanmar and Lao PDR into 
Thailand. The river encompasses and transects one of the world’s most important regions of drug production, 
drug trafficking and precursor trafficking. It hosts powerful organised crime connections tying together 
China, Myanmar, Thailand and Lao PDR. These criminal networks benefit from variations in the capacities 
of authorities to respond, and the impunity arising from a lack of formal state control in Myanmar’s Special 
Regions and the Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone in Lao PDR.

Example of strong highway infrastructure along the Mekong on Chinese territory

This threat assessment report is the second in a series that considers infrastructure, individual and collective 
capacities, and the relevant political landscape in the Mekong Sub-region. Additional assessments in other 
locations and routes pertinent to trafficking will be conducted, including but not limited to, areas of Myanmar’s 
border with China and India, and along Southeast Asia’s East-West economic corridor.

Map 2  – The flow of the Mekong through China and Myanmar 
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UNODC’s assessment began in Jinghong, China, on a police patrol boat. The assessment team then went 
downstream southwards towards the port of Guanlei. The river’s water level was low, and navigation was 
often challenging. This was a common concern raised by officers from China, and indeed from all four 
countries downstream – that low water levels presented a significant hurdle in conducting patrols, as patrol 
vessels were often larger and could not navigate depths under 1.5 metres. Traffickers, on the other hand, 
frequently used “long tail boats”, for which the low water levels were not an issue.

On Chinese territory, the river is flanked on both sides by well-built roads, and ongoing construction made it 
evident that that this infrastructure was being further developed. There was a strong flow of cargo on these 
roads, and officers indicated that these were headed inland after passing through Guanlei port.

Guanlei port itself is very well equipped. It is the first official and major port and serves as a gateway to Chinese 
territory. Immigration and customs clearance is heavily staffed and include CCTV monitoring. It is highly likely 
that traffickers would avoid these points unless they were extremely confident in their concealment methods.

Special Region 4 across the Mekong, as seen from Guanlei Port

View of Guanlei Port before disembarkation
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On the Myanmar side of the river from Guanlei is Special Region 4 and there is no official port on the Myanmar 
side at this point. The immediately surrounding area is not well developed and sparsely inhabited until further 
downstream, closer to the main port for the Special Region, Hsop Lwe.

Downstream from Guanlei, there are numerous well-utilised unofficial crossings. The terrain is also hilly and 
difficult to monitor, and there are limited roads adjacent to the river on either side.

As the team began to approach the main port of Special Region 4, there was evidence of more dense 
populations and bigger villages along the river. Activity on the river itself was also noticeably busier. Despite 
the obvious increase in traffic, there was still a lack of official checkpoints and it was evident how drug 
producers and traffickers are able to operate with impunity.

The port at Hsop Lwe (Special Region 4) was as busy and bustling with activity and trade as any other port that 
the mission team observed. While the team was not able to disembark for closer observation, it was evident 
that the port was very well equipped and had systematic checkpoint procedures and infrastructure in place.

Sign indicating the start of the Eastern Shan State Special Region 4 Checkpoint

Eastern Shan State Special Region 4 Checkpoint as observed from the Mekong River
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Numerous trucks and vehicles could be seen presumably awaiting inspection and/or clearance at the 
checkpoint. The mission team also observed cargo, including cars, being unloaded from vessels. It was 
important to note that data and information regarding the activity at the port is not available and it is unclear 
whether such recordings are made. This is due to a lack of clear communication channels between Special 
Region 4, the Government of Myanmar, and neighbouring countries. For evidence-based enforcement policy 
to be tailored to the Mekong, this information would clearly form an important piece of the local and regional 
picture.

Map 4  – The flow of the Mekong through Myanmar, Lao PDR and Thailand

Map 3  – The flow of the Mekong through Myanmar and Lao PDR

The landscape remained unchanged further downstream as the assessment team entered Lao territory in 
Xieng Kok – the first location with established joint patrol stations and where a briefing then took place. The 
assessment team then continued towards Thailand, stopping to receive briefings and conduct interviews 
at Wan Pong (Myanmar), Mouang Mom (Lao PDR), the Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone (Lao PDR), 
Chiang Khong (Thailand); and Huay Xai (Lao PDR).
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Unofficial Crossing Points 

The numerous unofficial crossing points continued after the main port of Special Region 4, and indeed, 
continued throughout the journey. An example can be seen in the image below – a boat ferrying people 
across a short stretch of water separating Lao PDR and Myanmar, approximately 5 kilometres after Hswop 
Lwe. At the vast majority of these crossings, there did not seem to be any arrangements regarding checks at 
either side.

Authorities noted during the field mission that 
there are numerous trails available for people to 
cross without coming into contact with officials. 
Monitoring this terrain is extremely difficult and 
officials confirmed that it is certainly being used 
by traffickers to move drugs. These trafficking 
ventures enjoy a significant advantage in being able 
to move between Special Region 4, China, Lao PDR 
and Myanmar with greater ease than Myanmar’s 
counter-narcotics agencies, which are essentially 
prohibited from operating in Special Region 4.

The presence of unofficial crossing opportunities 
and practices may not have a major impact on licit 
trade and migration. Border crossing regulations 
already facilitate registered movements and 
governments are investing to encourage more 
international trade and migration. For the most 
part, use of unofficial crossings is likely driven by 
the simple convenience of people living close to the 
border, and for whom the available infrastructure to 
use official crossings is less accessible. Nevertheless, 
this threat assessment takes an interest in the ease 

of crossing at quasi-official and unmonitored crossing points; it indicates the potential for international 
trafficking in drugs and precursors without need for concealment, a point returned to below. Also important 
to consider is the fact that a lot of the vessels that are used for unofficial crossings are able to operate in 
shallow waters – something that patrol vehicles are not able to do.

Example of unofficial crossing near Hswop Lwe

Example of trails that connect unofficial crossings inland
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It is also important to note that transnational organised groups may not limit their activities to the trafficking 
of illicit drugs and precursors. The same combination of weak legislation and corruption, coupled with a lack 
of law enforcement capacity on the Mekong River, also facilitates other types of crime such as the illegal 
wildlife trade, and human trafficking – with unregulated crossing points serving as smuggling routes. 
 
Significant work needs to be done to address these mult-faceted threats. For example, a 2014 study by 
UNODC into the criminal justice response to trafficking in Lao PDR found that there needed to be a significant 
improvement in the area of crime investigations. Areas that required improvement included adequate 
training for enforcement officers and enhanced capacity to use advanced investigative techniques, such as 
controlled deliveries. 

Traffic trends, migration flows and security measures in main stops

Guanlei, China

Guanlei port is open from 0800 to 2000 every day, and has three separate docks that can be used. The dock 
used depends on the water level – the dock for shallow water (December to May) is 85m long; the dock 
for medium water is 286m; and the dock for high water levels is 208m. Trade movement over this crossing 
consists primarily of exports to Thailand. The major products being exported are machinery, toys, sports 
goods, and food and drinks. Prominent goods being imported are rubber, timber, and dried foods. The volume 
of import and export stands at more than 100,000 tonnes per day, with a value of more than $150 million. 
More than 5000 vessels pass through Guanlei Port every day. There are also significant migration flows. On 
an average day, approximately 30,000 people pass through the port in both directions.

Examples of unattended merchandise along the riverbanks

Security infrastructure at Guanlei is particularly strong
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Lao People’s Army patrol vessel
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Immigration checkpoint at Xieng Kok, Lao PDR
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A soldier stands guard aboard the Lao People’s Army patrol vessel
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Security at the port is robust and significant investment has been made towards policing measures. As already 
outlined, traffickers are not likely to engage in attempts to contravene these measures, unless they were 
extremely confident in their concealment methods.

Xieng Kok, Lao PDR

Xieng Kok serves as a base for the Lao PDR patrol team that commands the patrol vessel that was donated by 
the Government of China (see image below). Approximately 30 vessels make the crossing in Xieng Kok each 
day, but there was very little other information available in terms of trade volumes and migration trends.

A patrol is conducted once a month – which clearly does not correspond to the level of threat up and 
downstream, particularly from unofficial crossings. There was seemingly no other strategy in place to deal 
with the likely high level of unofficial crossings, and officers pointed out that they often encountered logistical 
hurdles, such as a lack of fuel, that prevented them from increasing the frequency of patrols.
 
Wan Pong, Myanmar

Wan Pong is located in Tachilek district of Myanmar, and the patrol base at Wan Pong was established in 2013. 
It is the only legal port in Myanmar. Most of the vessels that pass through this port are small local vessels that 
come from the 16 villages surrounding the area. Most of the people that live in these villages are fishermen, 
farmers, livestock breeders and hillside farmers. According to officers, since patrols began, 3,150 vessels have 
been inspected and crime rates across the board have decreased.

Officers based in Wan Pong noted that not being able to patrol the border of Eastern Shan State with Thailand, 
which was 103 miles long, was a significant impediment to effective enforcement. They noted that there 
were several routes through which precursors and illicit drugs were being smuggled into Myanmar, and the 
rough mountainous terrain made policing even more difficult. Officers also noted that a decrease in seizures, 
particularly of heroin, suggested criminal operations had moved away from Tachilek district - possibly due 
to increased enforcement measures. Officers interviewed at Wan Pong identified pathways parallel to main 
roads and highways as a crucial element of  the strategy of smugglers.

The assessment team arrives for the briefing at Wan Pong, Myanmar
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While seizures were continuing to be made, it was noted that cooperation still needed to be bolstered 
between agencies, both domestically and internationally, in order to conduct follow-up investigations 
resulting from seizures. They noted that information flows between smuggling groups were far more efficient 
than between the law enforcement agencies of the concerned countries, and concealment methods and 
trafficking routes were constantly evolving. Emphasising that the only legal port in the area was Wan Pong, 
officials also highlighted that a coordinated strategy to address unofficial and illegal crossings was necessary, 
but was currently lacking. Suggestions made by officers included some simple, but highly effective measures 
including: 

• Cooperation from all countries to enforce vessel to show their country of origin flags at all times and to 
only use official ports; 

• Establishment of simple information sharing mechanisms, such as a hotline, to share significant and 
pressing information; and 

• Cooperation from all countries to help monitor activities of armed groups and gangs operating in the illicit 
drug trade. 

Mouang Mom, Lao PDR

At Mouang Mom, Lao PDR, there is a Coordination Centre that oversees cooperation between 4 countries 
along the Mekong River in the area. The Centre was established in 2012, and houses 25 staff each from China 
and Lao PDR. A joint patrol is conducted once a month extending from Jinghong in China to Mouang Mom, 
through Xieng Kok and meetings are occasionally held to share information between agencies. In addition 

to this, patrolling of Lao territory by Lao officers is conducted 2 to 3 times per month from the Centre - from 
Mouang Mom to Xieng Kok and vice versa. Furthermore, meetings are also periodically held between front 
line officers, and exercises to share information periodically conducted. However, it is unclear whether the 
frequency of these meetings and exercises corresponded to the level and scale of the threat. It is also unclear 
how often the Centre communicated with BLOs. 

Lao PDR’s military coordination agencies along the border conducted the majority of information sharing 
from the Lao side, but there were significant gaps in sharing of intelligence and information. For example, 
officers were not aware of the potential role of surrounding villages in facilitating smuggling that was 
highlighted by the authorities in Myanmar. They also highlighted an inability to adequately cover the relevant 
areas, and pointed out a lack of personnel and resources as significant contributory factors. An additional 
factor in cooperation and communication between frontline agencies of different countries was the issue of 
language and translations. While some officers were multilingual, this was nonetheless identified as having 
the potential to be a significant impediment to collaborative efforts. The potential of UNODC’s Border Liaison 
Office (BLO) networks was earmarked as a potential solution to this issue. 

The Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone in Lao PDR
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Chiang Saen, Thailand

Chiang Saen port and customs are responsible for 5 districts in Chiang Rai and has a budget of 120 million 
Thai Baht per year. The port itself is well equipped and significant investment has been made towards security 
measures. Officers advised that CCTV has been set up from the Golden Triangle to the port to monitor unofficial 
crossings. Officers also highlighted the low water levels as being an impediment to adequate patrols.

According to the briefings at Chiang Saen, there still appeared to be significant gaps in inter agency cooperation, 
both domestically and internationally. Officers agreed that coordination between agencies needed to improve, 
as did flows of information and intelligence, mirroring the concerns of the officers interviewed at Wan Pong 
and Mouang Mom.

Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone, Lao PDR

The Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone (SEZ) in Lao PDR is also known as Kapok City or Golden Kapok. It is 
a 25,000 acre site and was leased by the Government of Lao PDR to a Chinese business group, King’s Romans 
Group (KRG) on a 99 year lease. The assessment team verified that it is virtually self- governing, with its own 
security forces.

The man who runs the operation in the name of KRG is Zhao Wei, chairman of the SEZ and KRG president. 
The area is still under development and once complete, there are expectations the SEZ will include two 
casinos, over a dozen hotels, an international airport, up to six golf courses, and additional retails services 
including shopping malls. It is alleged that the ventures in the SEZ and operations of the casinos often involve 
proceeds of crime, including drug and wildlife trafficking, and constitute money laundering. The assessment 
team identified two key challenges in combating illicit activity in the SEZ:

• While the SEZ operates under Lao law, there was a perceived lack of clarity regarding the legal framework 
that applies in the SEZ, despite being located on land leased from the Government of Lao PDR. A key 
concession in Zhao Wei’s company’s agreement with the Government of Lao PDR is KRG’s independence 
to decide its own legislation and run its business operations. Accordingly, it was unclear how the SEZ fits 
into the international anti-money laundering legal instruments that Lao PDR is a party to. Only sparse 
information on its investors exists, despite the reportedly large investment in the SEZ. Reports from 
Chinese academics and press reports suggest that drug cartels from Myanmar are among the investors in 
the region, allegations which are denied by Zhao Wei, owner of the Kings Romans Group. Understanding 

Looking upstream at the Mekong from the Golden Triangle
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the financial authority in the SEZ, including developing an understanding of the money flow and financial 
transactions, will be vital in addressing illicit conduct in the SEZ.

• The absence of evidence-based intelligence or information regarding the allegations of trafficking into 
the SEZ. Ongoing development and construction in the SEZ requires shipping of construction materials, 
which can potentially provide cover for the trafficking of illicit goods. Thai, Myanmar, Lao and Chinese 
officials were all aware of anecdotal evidence of illicit activities underway in the SEZ, which included 
ships carrying construction materials being used to transfer large quantities of drugs and wildlife into the 
area. There was also an awareness that some of these shipments were connected with the KRG. A gap 
in authorities’ capacity to counter the trafficking activities underway was hard evidence of these illicit 
activities. As such, the authorities present all supported a stronger focus on efforts to gather adequate 
evidence in support of these allegations.

Golden Triangle 

The Golden Triangle area, where Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand come together, presented a microcosm 
of the problems being faced both up and downstream. The assessment team interviewed officers from 
Thailand’s Mekong Riverine Unit, who again pointed to low water levels as a significant obstacle for travelling 
by boat. Another apparent gap was knowledge of designated duties and responsibilities between agencies 
and a lack of coordination, both domestically and internationally.

Map 5  – The flow of the Mekong through the Golden Triangle
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An additional problem highlighted was the gathering of soil, as a result of ever shifting sands, which created 
small permanent islets. According to a treaty negotiated while Lao PDR was still a French colony, these islets 
are neutral territory, and accordingly, none of the officers from any of the countries had jurisdiction to police 
these islets. Smugglers were often taking advantage of these loopholes to store and hide contraband there, 
including drugs. Officers from Thailand’s 31st Ranger Regiment Task Force, interviewed in the Ban Kean Kai 
operation base, also highlighted this issue as requiring urgent attention. They referenced intelligence that 
suggests smugglers exploiting this loophole are often from the Wa ethnic group of Myanmar, and used long 
tail boats as their vessels of choice.

Chiang Khong, Thailand

From Chiang Saen to Chiang Khong, the assessment team disembarked from the marine vessel and travelled 
inland along the Mekong River to receive briefings at two separate locations. These briefings were provided 
by Thailand’s Mekong Riverine Unit and Thailand’s 31st Ranger Regiment Taskforce, respectively. 

The Mekong Riverine Unit also identified the growing problem of islets forming in the river, which were 
beyond their jurisdiction for patrols. Shallow waters below 1.5 meters, where the majority of vessels could 
not operate were also identified as a pressing issue. The Unit operated in 145 kilometers of Thai territory, 
including 85 kilometres of the river boundary immediately after where joint patrols from Jinghong to Mouang 
Mom ended. Officers once again emphasised that there were severe weaknesses in inter agency and intra 
agency cooperation, and flows of intelligence and information. Despite this, they identified the Safe Mekong 
initiative as a mechanism that was facilitating more cooperation between the agencies. 

The assessment team also inspected an innovative new floating coordination centre that allowed Thai 
frontline patrol officers to communicate on the ground and support operations more efficiently. 

The 31st Ranger Regiment Taskforce echoed the concerns of the Riverine Unit – that shallow waters were 
significantly impeding the ability to patrol waters, and the hilly terrain and newly formed islets presenting 
further challenges to conducting adequate operations along the 80 kilometres of river boundary subject to 
the focus of the Taskforce. Officers interviewed highlighted that there were indications that those engaged in 
the illicit traffic of drugs and precursors maintained some contact with Special Region 2 in Myanmar. 

Officers also revealed that the continuing efforts of Myanmar officials dismantling drug operations and 
groups, trafficking activities were moving west to pass inland through areas of Lao PDR, and then onwards to 
its final destination. They also speculated that trafficking syndicates remained strong and demand continued 
to strengthen these groups. 

Importantly, no joint operations between Lao PDR, and both the Riverine Unit and the Taskforce, were 
currently taking place. Officers from the Taskforce usually passed on information and intelligence to the 
closest district office in Lao PDR. 

Huay Xai , Lao PDR

At Huay Xai, a boom in commercial activity was attributed to Chinese investment in the area.  However, 
despite significant increases in traffic, policing infrastructure was still basic at best. Interviewed officers 
expressed the concerns around the significant inadequacies of the resources at hand. They also emphasised 
that they lacked the manpower to adequately patrol the areas, and were struggling to adapt to the scope of 
the threat that they agreed seemed to be exacerbated by increasing regional integration. While immigration, 
customs and police officers were present, all interviewed officers also pointed to a lack of nexus between 
front line officers and the criminal justice system. This was contributing to officers being unable to grasp a 
clear picture of possibly interconnected criminal activities 

Also highlighted was the need for regular coordination meetings between all agencies involved, and to break 
down barriers inhibiting the flow of information between the army and other civilian agencies. Regular 
training for officers was earmarked as a potential solution to overcoming the numerous hurdles in them 
conducting their duties.  
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Private security forces inside the Lao PDR Special Economic Zone
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Kings Roman Casino in the Golden Triangle Special Economic Zone, 
Lao PDR Special Economic Zone
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The assessment team observed numerous empty animal enclosures, and 
one with an Asian Black Bear, inside the Lao PDR Special Economic Zone
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The two main drug markets of interest to this threat assessment are methamphetamine and opiates. East and 
Southeast Asia have the largest and most established methamphetamine markets in the world. Seizures of 
methamphetamine in China, Thailand, Lao PDR and Myanmar in recent years have increased significantly – 
by over 250% between 2011 and 2015. From UNODC surveys of border officials in Cambodia, Myanmar, Lao 
PDR, Thailand and Vietnam, drug trafficking related to methamphetamine has consistently been rated as the 
most serious illicit trade issue at country level and at individual checkpoints. China and Myanmar stand out 
as major producers for export due to their relative advantages – large quantities of ephedra (the herbal basis 
for some production) and industrial production of ephedrine and pseudoephedrine in the case of China; and 
relative impunity with which laboratories and traffickers operate in Myanmar. The annual income for opiate 
and methamphetamine traffickers in the wider region is estimated at over US$40 billion.

Since 2010, the East and Southeast Asia and Oceania region has reported the second largest number of seizures 
relative to other parts of the world. The rate of methamphetamine seizures increased significantly between 
2008 and 2013, from almost 12 tons to 48 tons, with acceleration more dramatic in some periods than others. 
For example, seizures between 2008-2009 increased by 209% and between 2009-2012, they increased by 
an average of 51%. In 2015, several countries in the region, including China and Myanmar, reported record 
amounts of methamphetamine seizures. In East and Southeast Asia, 63 tons of methamphetamine were seized 
in 2015 alone.  In the same year, approximately 629 synthetic drug manufacturing facilities were dismantled 
- almost all of which were producing methamphetamine. As the graph below shows, methamphetamine pill 

seizures have increased by nearly 10 times 
over the last decade.
 
Myanmar and Lao PDR also contain 
Southeast Asia’s major opium production 
areas.   Myanmar’s   border   regions   close 
to  China,  Lao  PDR  and  Thailand,  which  
is the focus of this assessment, are the main 
sources of heroin production in the region. 
Most of the heroin produced in Southeast 
Asia  is  consumed  in  East  and  Southeast 
Asia  but  it  is  also  trafficked  to  Australia, 
New Zealand and North America. The most 
significant trafficking flow is to China through 
the Myanmar-Yunnan border. Again, the 
Special Regions of Myanmar play a central 

3
Drug Trafficking 
Regional Trends

Methamphetamine pill seizures in East and Southeast Asia
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role for this route. The trafficking patterns of heroin and opium are highly responsive to law enforcement and 
changes in regional cultivation intensity.

Production of opium has risen steadily in recent years: in 2015, Myanmar alone accounted for 14%, or 55,000 
hectares of the total world poppy cultivation. Lao PDR and Myanmar have been the largest suppliers of heroin 
to Australia in recent years, supplanting Afghanistan. For instance, heroin originating from the Golden Triangle 
accounted for 71% of analysed heroin border seizures in Australia during the first half of 2015, whereas 
heroin from Afghanistan accounted for roughly 29%.Despite this increase, heroin originating in Myanmar is 
no longer sufficient to meet regional demand, so approximately one third of the market is supplied by Afghan 
heroin. This has resulted in an expanded distribution system, incorporating criminal elements from Nigeria 
and Pakistan that often work with Malaysian, Cambodian, Indonesian and Thai nationals.

In East Asia and the Pacific, the estimated number of heroin users is 3.3 million. In 2015, UNODC estimated 
that East and Southeast Asia and Oceania region has the largest number of ATS users worldwide, at almost
9.5 million users.1 The types of amphetamine-type stimulants (ATS) used in different regions vary. In East Asia 
and the Pacific, the most popular substance is methamphetamine, in pill or crystal forms. 

Trafficking Associated with the Mekong 

The Mekong runs close to some of Myanmar’s most important drug production areas and is a connector 
between these and two major consumption and transit markets:

• Chiang Rai: distribution through Thailand and transit for export; and
• Yunnan: distribution through China and transit for export.

Drug trafficking flows can be divided into two broad markets, heroin and methamphetamine. While there are 
strong overlaps between the two production and consumption markets, in terms of geography and criminal 
networks, there are also some distinctions.

Methamphetamine 

Although Thailand remains the most important consumer of yaba tablets in Southeast Asia, the drug is also 
consumed in other countries in the region. It is possible that it was introduced and transmitted by migrants to 
working communities in Lao PDR and Cambodia. Outside Southeast Asia, the primary market is China, where 
use has spread throughout the country and resulted in seizures in every province.

Yaba was traditionally a drug for truckers and manual laborers to enhance physical performance, and it is 
still used for this purpose. It has also become a popular urban club and party drug, with the trend towards 
vaporization potentially increasing the threat of yaba to health and safety. High levels of methamphetamine 
use can result in a range of negative outcomes, including psychosis.

Producers of yaba sometimes also produce crystal methamphetamine or “ice”, which is a more addictive form 
of the drug. Ice usage has spread to every country in Southeast Asia and to China, with expansion seemingly 
driven by the commencement of ice production in Myanmar in the late 1990s and early 2000s, and significant 
production now taking place across the region. The production of ice requires a much larger amount of 
methamphetamine than that contained in yaba, which contributes to ice’s higher price. Without the need 
to press the drug into pill form, a range of producers have sprung up across the region, although areas of 
Myanmar remain important in serving demand in Thailand and some parts of China.

Most yaba and ice production in Myanmar occurs in Shan State. As with opiates, the geography of Shan State 
makes the trajectories of trafficking clear, but with numerous sub-routes. To reach consumption markets in 
China, methamphetamine travels directly over the borders, including through the Mekong, or moves via Lao 
PDR. In either case, the most important arrival and transit region in China is Yunnan province. Options to 
Thailand are similar, with lengthy borders available for direct entry and possibilities to use the Mekong River 
from East Shan State.

Estimates of the volume of methamphetamine required for consumption in Thailand vary widely. An estimate 
from Thai authorities in 2010 suggested that 1 billion yaba pills were trafficked in from Myanmar annually, 
while UNODC estimates that a minimum of 2 billion pills are required for the entire GMS per year.
 
1	 	UNODC	Submission	to	the	Australian	Parliamentary	Joint	Committee	on	Law	Enforcement	Inquiry	into	Crystal	Methamphetamine,	June	
2015 
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Thailand’s Office of the Narcotics Control Board (ONCB) in Chiang Rai estimates that approximately 80% of 
the methamphetamine in Thailand passes through Chiang Rai at present. Thai officials report that a yaba pill 
costs 25-30 baht per tablet (USD 0.76-0.92) in Myanmar, 30-45 baht in Mae Sai (USD 0.92-1.37), and 80-90 
baht in Bangkok (USD 2.44-2.75). These are wholesale prices, with a reported doubling of the price at the 
retail end of the market. Purity levels are not always clear, but Thai, Myanmar and Chinese authorities suggest 
that an average yaba pill will contain up to 30% methamphetamine, with the remainder being adulterants 
and cutting agents.

Thai officials report that the wholesale price for ice has dropped, now costing approximately 400,000 baht 
per kg in Myanmar (USD 12,200), 500,000 baht in Mae Sai (USD 15,300) and 700,000-800,000 in Bangkok 
(USD 21,400-24,400). Again, this is the wholesale price, with wide variation in the conversion to retail prices, 
partly driven by different practices of adulterating the ice with other ingredients.

In China, price gradients suggest that Myanmar is the source for consumption in southern Yunnan, but supply 
becomes more complicated in markets closer to other provinces, such as Kunming. Chinese officials report an 
average retail price of a yaba tablet in northern Myanmar at 20 yuan (USD 3.23), in Jinghong prefecture at 30 
yuan (USD 4.84), in Yuxi at 35-40 yuan (USD 5.65-6.45), and in Kunming and surrounding provinces at 80-100 
yuan (USD 12.90-16.13). Kunming is a distribution point for Myanmar methamphetamine, but these flows are 
then also competing with China’s own production of methamphetamine, which is largely in crystal form.The 
retail price for ice is reported at 350 yuan per gram in Yuxi (implying USD 56,500 per kg).  
 
Opiates 

UNODC estimates that South Shan State and East Shan State are the most important opium production areas 
of Myanmar, both of which share a border with Thailand. These are followed by North Shan State and Kachin 
State, both of which border China. In 2015, South Shan on its own account for an estimated 42.2% of national 
cultivation at 23,400 hectares, while Shan states in total accounted for 90.7% of total cultivation in Myanmar.

UNODC’s estimate of opium production in Myanmar in 2015 was 647 tons. Most opium produced in these 
areas is refined into morphine and heroin nearby. Opium production and first-step processing can be seen 
as a relatively well-integrated supply chain. The basic geography of opiate trafficking is therefore quite clear: 
opiates must move from these processing points, mostly in special regions, either directly over the borders 
with Thailand and China, or internally through government controlled areas of Myanmar before exiting. 
Accordingly, the importance of this threat assessment and subsequent action cannot be understated.

Authorities in Myanmar appear to be taking action to reduce the capacity for opium production by eradicating 
the number of poppy fields. According to farmers surveyed during a 2013 yield study, the biggest problem 
impacting poppy production was eradication. During 2014-2015, Myanmar authorities conducted a campaign 
of eradication during which they reportedly destroyed 13,450 hectares of poppy fields.

In China, authorities in Yuxi report a retail heroin price of 350 yuan per gram (USD 56,500 per kg). In Kunming, 
wholesale packages of 700g are sold for 80,000-90,000 yuan (USD 18,400-20,800 per kg). Purity levels in Yuxi 
are reported at 10-30%. This would suggest a big drop in purity from the analysis of seizures in Jinghong, 
where recent purity levels of 70-80% are themselves a drop from historical seizures showing purity of over
98%.

Trafficking Patterns

Compared to the volumes of production and consumption that are observed, only a small amount of heroin 
and methamphetamine is seized in northern Myanmar and the bordering areas of Thailand and China. A 
key point for all three countries is that production and trafficking patterns are heavily impacted by political 
and military developments in Myanmar. Major drug production sites and trafficking routes are in Myanmar’s 
Special Regions, and large-scale trafficking is facilitated by a combination of insurgent and official sponsors. 
Because of this, opportunities for the drug trade are interdependent with territorial control in Myanmar.

Officials interviewed during the field mission emphasised that it is extremely difficult to address drug 
production and trafficking without addressing drug crime impunity in the Special Regions of Myanmar. It 
should therefore be expected that the sites and structures of drug trafficking relevant to the Mekong will 
be driven at least in part by political developments in Myanmar, and perhaps more than economic and 
consumption trends in the border areas with Thailand and China.
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Trafficking into Thailand 

With such large drug flows, diverse trafficking actors and a wide range of options to transport drugs from 
Myanmar to Thailand, it is difficult to generalise trafficking patterns. Thai and Myanmar authorities report 
numerous cases of small-scale trafficking that rely on concealment in hand luggage or bags, on or in the 
body, and in vehicle compartments. Medium-sized ventures have included concealment in larger packages, or 
distribution among many vehicles. However, with these larger ventures, there has been a tendency until now 
to use unofficial crossings, with physical movement over the border occurring on foot and ‘long tail’ and small 
boats. Authorities report major cases involving uniformed men from Myanmar – presumed to be soldiers 
with insurgent groups – carrying large amounts of drugs over the border for consolidation in Chiang Rai.  

There is consensus among Myanmar and Thai authorities on the broad structure of trafficking networks 
operating between the two countries. The majority of the ‘chemists’ are ethnic Chinese, with origins in 
Taiwan POC, mainland China (particularly Yunnan) and from among ethnic Chinese groups in Myanmar. 
Surveillance and interviews with suspects suggest that important connectors in trafficking networks usually 
speak Chinese. Physical movement of the drugs then commonly benefits from arrangements with Hmong and 
Akha courier groups or, for the biggest ventures, soldiers from insurgent groups. The big difference between 
these methods is that the latter relies directly on insurgent involvement, whereas participation by minority 
ethnic groups relies on the recruitment of poor couriers.  Both Myanmar and Thai authorities assert that the
‘key men’ are or have links to the Wa ethnic group and to producers and traffickers in the Special Regions, and 
are also capable of speaking Chinese.

Trafficking within Myanmar 

It is probable that despite some capacity and strong willingness to seize drugs along the Mekong, and close 
to Hswep Le and Special Region 4, the results are minor compared to the presumed scale of production and 
trafficking.

In Myanmar, the quantity of methamphetamine hydrochloride (ICE) seized by police increased in the period 
between 2013-2015, from 99.76 kg in 2013 to 140.31 kg in 2015. Similarly, 15kg of ATS powder was seized 
in 2013-  compared to 156.82kg in 2015 - marking a significant increase. During the same period, seizure 
statistics for ATS pills dropped from 3.10 million pills in 2013 to 1.23 million in 2015. However, this downward 
trend appears to have reversed for 2016, with authorities announcing they had seized 6.4 million pills by 
February 2016, and one seizure alone accounting for 6.3 million. It is probable that despite some capacity 
and willingness to seize drugs along the Mekong, and close to Hswep Le and Special Region 4, the results are 
minor compared to the presumed scale of production and trafficking.
 

A Solider from Thailand’s Mekong Riverine Unit boards a patrol vessel
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Myanmar counter-narcotics efforts face at least three sizable challenges.

1. The biggest production sites for heroin and methamphetamine are in areas that the Myanmar authorities 
are unable to reach for drug enforcement purposes. Given the tense military and political issues that exist 
in relation to the Special Regions, it is extremely difficult to prioritise counter-narcotics. Drug producers 
can therefore operate with a high degree of impunity.

2. The length and topography of Myanmar’s borders with Thailand and China, combined with the political and 
strategic issues of the Special Regions and insurgent groups, pose a tremendous challenge to monitoring 
and interdiction by authorities. Countering traffickers in this terrain requires major resources. Traffickers 
have many options and freedom of movement to arrange shipments to avoid law enforcement.

3. In the face of these challenges, Myanmar’s counter-narcotics forces have low capacity. This point is 
discussed further in a section below.

2013 2014 2015 2016 Feb 
29

Heroin (Kg) 133.88 370.15 1.81 0.02
ATS Pill (Million) 3.10 2.81 1.23 6.4
ATS Powder (kg) 15 102 156.82 -
Methamphetamine Hydrochloride - ICE (kg) 99.76 8.86 140.31 0.09
Caffeine (Kg) 13,477.70 322.23 8432 1191
Acids (litres) - 7,845.922 - -
Ethyl  Ether Liquids (Litres) - 41,566 - -
Arms (units) 25 21 14 18
Ammunitions (units) 1,746 1,054 975 230
Thai Baht (Million) 1.5 4.6 2.7 0.086
Tableting Machine (units) - 1 2 -
Cases 191 174 196 20
Suspects 261 241 312 44

Myanmar drug seizure along Mekong river

Source: Myanmar Drug Enforcement Division. No 30, Anti-Narcotic Unit

Port activity as observed by the assessment team at Special Region 4, Myanmar
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Police in Myanmar see a high degree of fluidity in trafficking patterns and networks, although there appears to 
be stability of interests in the regulation of production sites. Almost all of the people carrying drugs are ethnic 
Myanmar people, but there are often foreigners involved in the processing. Interviewed officials informed the 
field mission that many small-scale ventures are directed through individuals and small gangs that frequently 
rely on versatile ‘long-tail’ vessels, and often do so during the night. Given the size of markets in Thailand and 
China, authorities presume there are massive consignments in transit, but less is known about how these are 
organised and it appears that the traffickers benefit at least in part from the protection of corrupt officials. 
Myanmar authorities also believe there may be a general division of trafficking methods between large-scale 
consignments using insurgent labor, and more frequent distribution through courier networks relying on 
people that can confidently and justifiably cross the border regularly - possibly locals from villages along the 
Mekong.

Focusing on the Mekong, overall conclusions on this section are as follows:

• Most important routes used for trafficking take advantage of unofficial crossings.
• As infrastructure around the Mekong is upgraded, and if Myanmar Government control of the border 

regions increases, there will likely be more interest by traffickers in using sections of the river for large- 
scale consignments.

• There are numerous secondary roads close to the Mekong and parallel to major roads that are likely used 
for trafficking.

• Special Region 4 is a major source of drugs and precursors trafficked around the Mekong.

Trafficking into China 

Drug production areas in Myanmar border directly on China’s southern provinces. For traffickers operating out 
of these areas, there is essentially no risk of confronting the Myanmar authorities. To gain some perspective 
on what traffickers must achieve, it is worth considering a basic calculation using the estimated consumption 
of drugs from Myanmar in China:

• If the Chinese market requires approximately 30 tons of heroin from Myanmar per year, and assuming 
there are no seizures, then traffickers need to move an average of 82 kg per day over the border.

• If the Chinese market requires approximately 500 million yaba tablets from Myanmar per year, and 
assuming there are no seizures, then traffickers need to move an average of 1.37 million tablets per day. 
With a reported weight of 90 mg per tablet, this would require 123 kg of tablets per day.

While these are indicative estimates only, they highlight that the total flows do not pose a significant logistical 
problem for people and vessels.

Officers from the Myanmar Police Force at Wan Pong, Myanmar
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Parallels with other threat assessments

A previous threat assessment conducted along Asian Highway Route 3B also found tha the majority of drugs 
are trafficked via unofficial crossings. Preliminary findings from a third assessment carried out in Myanmar’s 
border areas with India suggest this is also the case in those areas. A huge array of concealment methods 
were observed at the borders and within China, including smuggling techniques that involve mixing with 
licit trade. In general, the complexity and sophistication of concealment appears to be rising. There was 
also a trend towards reducing the information available to vehicle drivers on Route 3B, so that post arrest 
interviews yield less useful intelligence with which to target organisers. Counter-narcotics agencies observed 

that Chinese distributors have evolved from disorganised to organised structures. Small groups that do some 
opportunistic drug trading alone at the petty wholesale and retail level subsequently build up the business 
and finance, relying initially on family members.
 

Chinese officers close to the Joint Coordination Centre at Mouang Mom, Lao PDR

Rangers from Thailand’s 31st Ranger Regiment Taskforce
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Seizure of 100,000 methamphetamine tablets and 
12 arms units ( 12-2-2016 )

Seizure of 6.3 million methamphetamine 
tablets ( 23-2-2016 )

Seizure of  93.92 kg of methamphetamine 
powder, 185,800 tablets, 9 kg of crystal 

methaphetamine and tableting machine 
(25-7-2015)

Seizure  of  heroin
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Seizure of 8,150 kg methamphetamine 
cutting agent (16-2-15)

Seizure of  448,000 methamphetamine 
tablets ( 7-10-2015)

Seizure of  302,000 methamphetamine tablets, 
arms and ammunitions  (2-3-2015)   

Seizure  of  heroin

Source: Myanmar Police Force
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The volume of drug production occurring in Myanmar requires the importation of large quantities of precursor 
chemicals. There is a wide range of chemicals that can be used in producing methamphetamine and heroin. 
The most critical are:

• For heroin, acetic anhydride; and 
• For methamphetamine, ephedrine or pseudoephedrine. 

Because Myanmar does not have a legitimate pharmaceuticals industry, precursor chemicals for the 
production of methamphetamine must be smuggled from outside Myanmar. Chinese authorities estimate 
that, to support 100 tons of methamphetamine production annually in Myanmar, the requirement for 
precursors is approximately 250-300 tons, primarily ephedrine and pseudoephedrine. In other words, the 
volume of precursors entering Myanmar is probably three times as much as the methamphetamine that 
is leaving. In 2015, Chinese authorities reported seizures of 24.9 tons of ephedrine and 5.63 tons of P-2-P. 
According to a 2014 article by an official Chinese source, total precursor seizures in Yunnan Province equalled
528 tons in 2011, 709 tons in 2012, and 1,117.9 tons in 2013, respectively.

Acetic anhydride (AA) is the common essential precursor chemical used in the illicit manufacture of heroin 
from opium. Based on opium production volumes, traffickers have need to obtain between 500,000 and
2,300,000 liters of AA and significant amounts of acids and solvents - assuming that all of the potential opium 
produced in Myanmar in 2014 as estimated by UNODC (between 480 and 920 tons) was converted into 
heroin9 using AA. In 2014, Chinese and Myanmar national authorities reported to have seized, 634 liters and
1,702 liters of AA respectively. Again, this implies that there are a lot more precursors going into Myanmar 
than there is heroin coming out.  

There appear to be three major sources of precursor chemicals to support Myanmar’s drug production.

1. Counter-narcotics officials in Myanmar, Thailand and China report that India is a significant supplier of 
both acetic anhydride and ephedrine.

2. China is a major producer of acetic anhydride and has been the source of several major seizures of acetic 
anhydride linked to the Afghan drug trade. The balance of costs and risks between China and India as 
a supplier of acetic anhydride are uncertain, but it is assumed that traffickers have a strong interest in 
obtaining acetic anhydride from China. China is also a source of ephedrine and pseudoephedrine for 
Myanmar.

3. There now appears to be widespread use of large quantities of pharmaceuticals from which 
pseudoephedrine can be extracted. Although this adds to the logistical challenges of sourcing precursor 
chemicals, it seems to be a common approach to balancing availability, cost, risk and logistical effort.

4
Precursor Trafficking
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Trafficking Patterns

Given the vast volumes of precursors moving into Myanmar, the relatively small amount of information 
available to the UNODC field mission on trafficking and trends is a concern. There were frequent references 
to India and Lao PDR as source or transit countries for precursors entering Myanmar, but little analysis or 
consensus available on the role of Thailand and China. Given the ability of traffickers operating in Myanmar’s 
Special Regions to ship drugs directly over the border to China, it is assumed, and known, that there are major 
flows of precursors going the other way.

In Myanmar, there is no specific law addressing precursor control, but some controls are legislated under the 
national drug law. According to Myanmar police, the lack of an explicit and detailed precursor control regime 
can make monitoring and enforcement difficult. In Chiang Rai and Mae Sai, there appears to be a low threat 
perception in relation to precursor trafficking, based on an assessment that precursors travel from/through 
China, Lao PDR and India.

The minimal information on precursor trafficking trends impedes the effort to assess the structure of 
trafficking groups and prices in the industry. What can be said is that there is a major gap in information 
around this critical enabler of Myanmar’s drug production. Based on experience from other parts of the 
world, it is highly likely that precursor traffickers will take advantage of developing infrastructure and trade 
facilitation mechanisms to ship larger quantities near formal crossings along the Mekong. However, unofficial 
crossings are likely to continue playing a significant role in facilitating the movement of precursor chemicals.

This section considers the capacities of Thailand, Lao PDR Myanmar and China to reduce the threats of 
drug and precursor trafficking related to the areas along the Mekong River. Physical infrastructure along the 
river has already been introduced earlier in this report. To summarise, China and Thailand have invested in 
establishing checkpoints and physical capacities to support deterrence and detection of trafficking ventures. 
Myanmar and Lao PDR have had significantly lower resource levels available – immediately apparent in their 
physical enforcement infrastructure. Specific recommendations on infrastructure are provided below.
 

Seized chemicals at Chiang Saen, Thailand
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Drug and Precursor Detection Capacity 

The availability of technical support for drug and precursor detection varies among the four countries. While 
facilities at Guanlei Port and Chiang Saen are robust, weaknesses in official crossings in Lao PDR and Myanmar 
mean that their overall effectiveness is inevitably undermined.

Most front line officers also report only basic knowledge of drug-related issues, concealment methods and 
trafficking trends. Most officers at the border are aware of the two main drug types of methamphetamine 
and heroin, but are unlikely to be familiar with associated precursor chemicals. They have limited experience 
and direction regarding the detection of concealed narcotics and precursors.

Officials at the officer level generally have basic knowledge of the two main drug types. However, knowledge 
of precursors is not widespread, despite counter-narcotics being among the high priority for officers at fixed 
checkpoints. Offers from Lao PDR explain that there is very limited capacity for vessel inspection, interviewing 
or intelligence collection and management, while Myanmar authorities needed to improve the flows of 
information and intelligence. There were indiciations in the case of Lao PDR, however, that existing resources 
could be better utilised. For example, a patrol vessel that was donated by China conducted patrols only once 
a month.

Most importantly, however, the challenging terrain, and fordability of the river, and the vast stretches of 
unofficial crossings mean that traffickers are likely to avoid official crossings in the first place. Therefore, while 
methods to detect concealment remains an important area that needs to be improved, the four countries 
must first address how the countless “long tail” vessels can be intercepted in the first place.

Governance and Inter-Agency Cooperation 

The division of labor between agencies at border crossings along the Mekong undermines action to deter, 
detect and punish drug and precursor trafficking. There are two major issues, one peculiar to this corridor’s 
political context and one common around the world.

Civil-military cooperation

The first is that military organisations play a prominent role in border policing and domestic security, but are 
not well-connected to civilian counter-narcotics efforts. The most obvious example of this is in Myanmar, 
where military operations trump other concerns in relation to Special Region 4, and where the sharing of 
information between civilian and military actors is reportedly difficult. This is also relevant to border control 
in Myanmar; the army has much more mobility and effective interdiction capacity along the borders, but it 
is unclear whether counter-narcotics is much of a priority. What is clear is that few cases arise from military 
border control that reach police and civilian courts.

5
Capacities to Respond 
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However, military-civilian cooperation is not just a challenge for Myanmar. In Thailand and Lao PDR, civilian 
agencies explain that the army is important for border control, particularly in relation to detecting large-scale 
trafficking efforts outside of the official crossings. The difference in intelligence presented by the Mekong 
Riverine Unit in Thailand for example, compared with presentations made by civilian agencies, clearly 
represented a more sophisticated level of information and operations. These trafficking efforts are also more 
likely to use armed protection, which makes the army’s firepower critical. Thai counter-narcotics officials 
explain that they do occasionally receive information from the army on incidents involving drugs, but that 
there is little coordination of operations or strong practices of intelligence-sharing.

The situation in China is similar to that in Thailand. Chinese border police, although not technically an 
army organization, are institutionally separated from civilian agencies and have quasi-military duties in 
relation to the border. As in Thailand, civilian counter-narcotics authorities explain that the border police 
have advantages in terms of mobility and mandate to detect trafficking that uses unofficial crossings, but 
institutional cooperation is not strong.

There is a significant disparity on inter agency coordination in Lao PDR. While there is no doubt that 
capacity building needs to continue at an intensified level, there were also indications that resources and 
communications channels at hand were not being optimally put to use.

Cooperation amongst civilian agencies

The second issue, which is more common to border management and counter-narcotics around the world, 
surrounds cooperation between civilian agencies. At the border, the most basic challenge is to ensure that 
customs and immigration officials are prepared and capable of deterring and detecting drug and precursor 
trafficking. UNODC’s field mission and previous cooperation with authorities in the region suggest that 
China is at a relatively high level of preparedness, with Thai border officials somewhat less prepared and Lao 
PDR’s and Myanmar’s institutional arrangements to develop these capacities very limited and only recently 
developing.

Given the difficulties that civilian agencies have in monitoring the Mekong, it is important to connect ‘inland’ 
intelligence-collection and activities along the borders. Looking at an individual country, if the border is to 
function well as a filter – facilitating growing trade and migration while interdicting negative flows – then 
it will need to operate as the sharp end of a network of information and cooperation spanning numerous 
agencies and non-government partners. This inspires a vision of ‘border security in depth’, in other words 
that all domestic sources of information can engage border controls as opportunities to test and interdict 

International	Border	Control	(Friendship	Bridge		IV),	Houay	Xay	(Lao	PDR)	-	Chiang	Khong	(Thailand)
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risks. If you are a border official seeking a needle in a haystack, it will be a lot easier if others tell where to 
point your metal detector. China, Lao PDR, Thailand and Myanmar have all recognised the need to transmit 
data between domestic security agencies and border points; this will likely be an area requiring continuous 
emphasis from senior officials to break down internal barriers.

Regional Frameworks 

A cornerstone of UNODC’s work in the GMS was set in the Mekong Memorandum of Understanding on Drug 
Control in the Mekong Sub-Region (Mekong MOU). The Mekong MOU grew out of recognition that drug 
production, trafficking and use were regionalizing and organised criminal groups were strengthening. The 
first signatories were China, Lao PDR, Myanmar, Thailand, and UNODC, with Cambodia and Vietnam joining 
in 1995.

The purpose of the MOU is to develop sub-regional mechanisms to:

• Eliminate opium poppy cultivation. 
• Eliminate production of narcotic drugs. 
• Eliminate trafficking in narcotic drugs and related precursor chemicals. 
• Reduce local demand for narcotic drugs and associated health risks. 

The Mekong MOU has been implemented via the Sub-Regional Action Plan (SAP). The initial SAP was for the 
period 1995-1998, with renewal occurring regularly and current work structured for the period 2013-2015. 
MOU ministerial meetings are held every two years, with Senior Official meetings and focal point meetings 
taking place on an annual basis. UNODC serves as the Secretariat for the MOU, providing technical, financial 
and administrative support to the body. The MOU and SAP demonstrate a commitment at senior levels to 
regional action on counter-narcotics and there is an opportunity to build on this history of cooperation to 
target issues like trafficking related to the Mekong, the Golden Triangle, and other areas of concern.

Border Management 

Under UNODC’s Regional Programme for Southeast Asia 2014-2017, Sub-Programme 1 focuses on transnational 
organised  crime  and  illicit  trafficking.    One outcome  of  the  programme is  for  countries  to  “establish 
improved border control mechanisms and capacities, through cross-border cooperation”. A central device 
for coordinating this outcome is the Border Liaison Office (BLO). Beginning in 1996, BLOs were developed as 

Rangers from Thailand’s 31st Ranger Regiment Taskforce
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a mechanism through which neighbouring border authorities could exchange technical information relating 
to drug trafficking. These are established at border crossing points to support inter-agency and international 
cooperation for detection and enforcement.

In  2010, through  the  UNODC-led Partnership against  Transnational  Crime through  Regional  Organised 
Law Enforcement, the mandate of the BLOs expanded from addressing only drug threats to all forms of 
transnational organised crime. There are now over 70 BLOs in the region and some have been in operation 
for over ten years, with well-developed protocols and demonstrated impacts. The major added value has 
been to develop standard packages of assistance and procedures that can be applied at any border crossing. 
For example, the field mission also visited the BLO in Chiang Sean, which is used primarily for inter-agency 
cooperation, information sharing, and training. The BLOs present the best opportunity to strengthen 
mechanisms connecting enforcement agencies and their counterparts in other countries, and addressing the 
significant gaps in information and intelligence sharing that have been highlighted earlier in this report.
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There was clear consensus among the officials interviewed for this assessment that increasing trade and 
traffic along the Mekong requires new efforts for drug and precursor control. Given the varying levels of 
capacity and differences in the threats faced by each country, recommendations must be targeted at specific 
locations and problems. Naturally, the general principle is to match capacities to threats, while keeping in 
mind that threats will evolve. The recommendations include guidance on implementation timeframes and 
are organised into four themes: political and policy measures; physical capacity and equipment; agency skills; 
and local and international interoperability.

Two cross-cutting needs are relevant to maximise the impact of the recommendations. First, there is a need 
to integrate monitoring, evaluation and reporting systems for new equipment, training and arrangements for 
cooperation. This will improve performance of these initiatives during implementation and highlight follow- 
on priorities. Second, the recommendations are divided into themes, but some will work best if packaged 
together. For example, equipment or doctrine on patrolling will have a bigger impact if it is combined with 
training. To the extent feasible, such combinations of new initiatives should be implemented simultaneously. 
In relation to training of relevance across the region, it will be appropriate to adapt UNODC’s extensive library 
of frontline and management curriculum for law enforcement officials and to produce related reference 
materials for front-line officers. This will be particularly critical for officers who may not have received 
adequate training or have not received training for many years. Topics range from the basics of searching, 
interviewing witnesses and documenting evidence through to specialist areas such as drug law enforcement, 
border control and financial crimes.   

Recommendation Timeframe
Political and policy measures

1. In order to address the challenge of the Special Regions, UNODC 
formally submits a request to the Government of Myanmar to 
arrange and facilitate dialogue with groups active in Special Regions, 
particularly, Special Region 4. 

Short-term

2. The Government of Myanmar begins process to arrange and facilitate 
dialogue with groups active in Special Regions, particularly, Special 
Region 4. 

Short-term

3. UNODC engages its legal experts to study the treaty governing 
jurisdiction on newly formed mini islands, or islets, on the Mekong. 

Short-term

4. Efforts are made to establish a sustainable line of communication, 
dialogue and discussion with groups active in Special Regions, 
particularly Special Region 4.

Medium-term

6
Recommendations
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5. UNODC and the Government of Lao PDR work together to strengthen 
anti-money laundering mechanisms for the Golden Triangle Special 
Economic Zone and reduce the threat of crimes related to, and 
independent to, drug trafficking.

Medium-term

6. UNODC works with Lao PDR, Myanmar and Thailand to formulate 
a sustainable solution on policing the islets, in accordance with the 
findings of the study recommended above. 

Medium-term

7. Ultimately, law enforcement operations, both by Myanmar agencies 
and joint operations where applicable, are able to include Special 
Region territory.

Long-term

8. In addition to the above, all four countries develop a shared approach 
to engaging the Special Regions on counter-narcotics efforts. Given 
the political complexities, this will be a challenge, but a common 
policy is necessary and, in the long run, one of the most important 
steps to resolving drug production and trafficking in this area.

Long-term

Physical Capacity and Equipment
9. Border crossings and police checkpoints in Lao PDR and Myanmar 

would benefit from refurbishment and strengthening. The focus is 
on:
a. Improving capacity for search and detection at checkpoints closer 

to Special Region 4
Short-term

b. Improving capacity for search and detection at checkpoints on 
smaller roads connecting with insurgent-controlled areas.

Short-term

10. Officers in Lao PDR and Myanmar police need equipment to support 
search, detection and substance testing. This is most important at 
checkpoints closest to Special Region 4. Such equipment should 
include personal test packs for drugs and precursors, as well as more 
comprehensive kits to be held in checkpoints and vehicles.  Delivery 
of equipment must be combined with training and practical exercises 
on use in operations.

Short term

11. Enforcement officers from all four countries, but particularly Lao PDR, 
Myanmar and Thailand need more mobility, especially to operate in 
shallow waters, and stronger communications. Again, the priority is 
to increase patrolling and coordination along stretches of the river 
closest to the Golden Triangle and Special Region 4. Delivery of 
vessels and communications must involve training and advisory work 
to integrate new vessels. The countries – and their donor supporters 
– to consider equipment that enable effective mobility, such as in 
relation to the shallow draft of patrol boats.

Medium-term

12. China’s current development on official crossings is sound. The next 
step is to strengthen mobile monitoring on secondary roads and 
unofficial crossings. 

Medium-term

Agency Skills
13. Officers from all four countries would benefit from stronger counter-

narcotics training. Training also includes exercises demanding 
cooperation between the services in connecting capacities between 
the official crossing and the open border.

Short term

14. Begin a training program focused on developing the knowledge and 
skills of officials from Lao PDR with enforcement responsibilities 
relevant to the Mekong. This is centred on the Lao PDR’s counter-
narcotics police, with them involving a wide range of agencies.  

Short term
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15. Standard operating procedures for vessel search by officers 
at checkpoints and on patrols are reviewed and strengthened 
to increase the probability of drug/precursor detection while 
maximizing efficiency for traffic movements. Beyond the physical 
search processes, it will be important to develop skills and IT support 
to enable risk profiling of traffic and migrants. 

Medium-term

16. As the above recommendation is developed, greater investment is 
made to institutionalize training and development among Myanmar 
officials. Beyond basic skills, there would be great benefit from 
integrating practical exercises that support inter-agency cooperation, 
management of intelligence flows and dynamics of international 
coordination. 

Long-term

Local and International Interoperability
17. Counter-narcotics officers responsible for the areas around border 

crossings and checkpoints, and patrols, have access to a system for 
simple reporting of trafficking cases and incidents. UNODC develops 
a simple template to be used on readily accessible technology to 
ensure consistency of information exchange and in support of joint 
cooperation. 

Medium-term

18. All four countries trial a system of standardised reporting on trafficking 
that involves the Mekong. The local drug control authorities develop 
a simple Interdiction Report with a template to ensure consistency of 
information and in support of joint analysis of trends. UNODC  assists 
in regular collation and analysis of the data provided through such a 
template, both to encourage its use and to deliver insights based on 
the data. 

Medium-term

19. UNODC explores ways to incorporate military border control actors 
into civilian counter-narcotics training, seminars and platforms 
for cooperation. While these efforts are unlikely on their own to 
overcome political and military barriers to improving counter-
narcotics effectiveness, they are critical to monitoring those barriers 
and to creating opportunities for practical cooperation mechanisms 
to develop where they can.

Long-term
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