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The Evolving Illicit Drug Market During
the Covid-19 Pandemic

By Kalliroi §. Ziavrou

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic has introduced profound changes to life around the world, and
unprecedented measures have been imposed to protect public health. This crisis has also
affected the illicit drug market, including production, trafficking, distribution, use, treatment,
monitoring, and prevention.! Lockdown measures have disrupted drug access and availability
and changes in drug use patterns and new harms have emerged during the pandemic.?
Organized crime groups involved in the drug market responded quickly to the new situation
in order to ensure that the availability of drugs would not been disrupted.® As the world’s
drug problem continued to rapidly evolve, all the above have resulted in new challenges to
both public health and security. As a result, responses and measures to combat drug
trafficking also need to evolve in order to mitigate the new risks arising from the distribution
of drugs.

This study provides a first glimpse into new trends and developments in the use, trafficking,
and prevention of illicit drugs that emerged during the pandemic. These new trends could last
well into the post COVID-19 period. With the easing of confinement measures and the
gradual emergence of a new situation, many uncertainties exist and a wide range of questions
remain to be answered.

Changes recorded in the drug market during the pandemic

Studies reported an overall disruption in the illicit drug market in most parts of the world
during the first three months of the pandemic, mainly due to the confinement measures.*>
However, drug trafficking and use recovered rapidly as social distancing measures were
eased.® The drug market was proven resilient, demonstrating its ability to adapt quickly to the
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evolving environment.” As a result, by mid-2021, drug cultivation, production, supply, and
consumption rebounded to pre-COVID levels or possibly even higher.®

Nevertheless, during the pandemic some changes as well as preexisting trafficking dynamics
have been triggered and escalated.’ Substance-specific disruptions to the drug supply chain,
increases in the frequency of drug use, as well as changes in consumption patterns have been
observed, although reports varied by substance and country.'®!! For instance, in most
countries an increase in the use of cannabis has been reported during the pandemic. One
survey concluded that in seventy-seven countries, there was an increase in the consumption
of cannabis by forty-two percent.'? Furthermore, public health alerts have been recently
released, stating that suppliers have adulterated natural cannabis products with synthetic
cannabinoids due to shortages in natural cannabis.'® Such a development has only made the
situation worse, due to the difficulty of identifying adulterated products sold on the market
and the high potency of these synthetic cannabinoids. They pose serious health risks, as was
revealed by the more than twenty deaths related to these substances in 2020.'* In general
during the pandemic, drugs have been widely adulterated with other substances, resulting in
reduced quality, a trend that has been exposing consumers to greater risk and overdose
incidences. %16

Another drug pattern has also raised concerns during the pandemic. An increase of sixty-four
percent misuse of sedatives such as benzodiazepines has been reported. These sedatives are
being either diverted from therapeutic use or sold as new psychoactive substances (NPS).!7:!8
This trend among recreational drug users, high-risk drug users, and prisoners is growing,
most likely due to the high availability and low cost of these substances. The increased
mental health issues triggered by the pandemic have also accelerated the use of such
sedatives.!® They can be especially harmful due to synergistic effects when used in
combination with opioids or alcohol, increasing the risk of overdose.?’ For this reason, there
has been an increase in emergency cases related to benzodiazepines in 2020 compared to
2019.%!
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Changes in patterns of use of other substances were less clear, but the consumption of certain
drugs, like cocaine, heroin, and MDMA (ecstasy) decreased in the initial months of the
pandemic.?>2*242% Moreover, there has been reported a greater experimentation with
psychedelics, such as LSD and 2-CB, and dissociative drugs such as ketamine; and some
countries have seen an increase in crack cocaine availability and use.?¢ In general, there has
been a decrease of interest towards drugs usually associated with recreational events and
social gatherings (like MDMA), and an increase in the sale of drugs and substances more
suitable for home consumption.?’

North America has seen an acceleration in opioid overdose deaths since the beginning of the
pandemic. In Canada, the number of deaths related to opioids increased and was found to be
fifty-eight percent higher during April-June 2020 as compared with the same period in
2019.2%2% In the United States, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) also
reported an acceleration in drug overdose deaths during the pandemic.° For the same period,
increases in emergency department visits for opioid overdose have also been recorded.?! It
can be concluded that the opioid crises has been substantially worsened by the pandemic.3?

The pandemic has also caused a shift in drug preferences, in habits, and in patterns of use
among people who do drugs.®* For instance, people previously reported to have been
occasional drug users may have reduced or even ceased their use during the pandemic, while
regular consumers may have increased or changed their drug use.** In general, people who
use drugs have been exposed to greater risks, including overdoses and a decreased ability to
mitigate risk behaviors.3>3® Moreover, it has been observed that social and psychological
issues associated with self-isolation and social distancing measures have increased the risk of
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relapse and drug consumption.*”-3*:3 The pandemic has been pushing more people into drug
use and addiction, affecting especially the already vulnerable populations, thus further
exacerbating the broader socioeconomic picture.*’

Drug production and trafficking appears to have adapted rapidly to pandemic-related
restrictions. Drug producers, traffickers, dealers, and consumers showed remarkable
flexibility in adjusting to altered drug market landscape and market conditions.*! Reports
indicate that cannabis cultivation and synthetic drug production within the European Union
continued at pre-pandemic levels during 2020, while a trend towards home cultivation of
cannabis, partially driven by lockdown measures, also appeared.*® Social distancing measures
may have affected retail drug dealing, but this appears to have led to a greater adoption of
new technologies to facilitate drug distribution.*® The use of the dark web increased and the
broad use of encrypted messaging services, social media, and popular e-commerce platforms
for sales and communication resulted in a more accessible drug market.***> Drug traffickers
have adapted to travel restrictions and border closures with changes in routes and methods,
with more reliance on smuggling via intermodal containers and commercial supply chains,
and less reliance on the use of human couriers.*¢ Consequently, there was a reported increase
in the recruitment of truck drivers in smuggling operations.*’ Some trafficking patterns have
been accelerated, such as larger shipment size, increased use of private aircraft, air cargo, and
postal parcels, increased use of waterway routes, and contactless methods to deliver drugs to
end-consumers. 4347

In some countries the COVID-19 pandemic had an impact on the working practices of law
enforcement authorities.>* More resources were devoted to public order policing, resulting in
a temporary reduction in the availability of personnel for investigative duties and/or
intelligence work. With fewer personnel, anti-drug units may have faced challenges to cover
all the areas of serious organized crime. However, some of the restrictive measures also
allowed law enforcement to dedicate more time to specific tasks such as border checks, in
some cases resulting in an increase in the detection of illicit goods including drugs. Despite
the obstacles, it was reported that law enforcement continued to initiate and participate in
national and international drug investigations during the pandemic period.>!+>?
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Drug prevention and treatment services were also disrupted during the initial lockdown
period of the COVID-19 pandemic. In many instances, the closure of non-essential health
services and movement restrictions brought about the sudden discontinuation of services for
drug users. The number of overall services used and needles distributed fell, suggesting that
fewer people accessed harm reduction services, putting them at greater risk of overdosing,
discontinuing treatment such as methadone maintenance therapy, and reusing or sharing
injecting equipment.>® When harm reduction measures are reduced, drug-related harm
increases and consequently drug-related deaths rise.>* For that reason, the care sector adapted
rather quickly, and service providers were able to introduce innovative working practices to
mitigate the impact of the current crisis on drug users.’> Harm reduction centers were able to
continue operating and offering services by adjusting operating hours. Many tasks were
carried out using internet-based technology and telephones (telemedicine), the postal system
was used for distributing sterile needles and syringes, and mobile vans and vending machines
dispensed opioid agonist medication.>®>7>® In addition, prescribing requirements were
simplified and patients were given more flexibility with opioid agonist medication and some
people suffering from drug use disorders were allowed to take home methadone doses.>’

Considerations for the future and recommendations

Inequality, poverty, and mental health conditions as consequences of the pandemic are on the
rise across the world, and are known factors that can contribute to increased illicit drug use
and drug use disorders.®® As a result, drug health consequences, including the risk of
overdose and poisoning, are expected to increase in the future, exacerbated by the
compromised drug quality trend observed during the pandemic.%! Furthermore, rising drug
sales over the internet and rapid technological innovations in the retail distribution of drugs,
with street dealing becoming less and less prevalent, could further digitally enlarge the drug
market.5>% All of the above have transformed the patterns of drug distribution and use, and
may result in a more globalized market where drugs become easily accessible in every part of
the world, with dire consequences for public health.%

The post COVID-19 economic crisis is expected to have the greatest impact on drug markets
regarding the expansion of drug cultivation, production, and trafficking.®® The rising
unemployment and poverty caused by the pandemic are likely to make illicit drug cultivation
and production more appealing in opium, poppy, and coca leaf harvesting areas, while drug
traffickers may also find recruitment easier.%® Furthermore, the economic crisis may lead to
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reduced budgets for anti-drug measures and responses, and the expansion of drug production
and trafficking may result in greater profits for terrorist organizations.®’

In the future there will be a need for closer monitoring of changes in patterns of illicit drug
use and risk behaviors among the wider population. A higher degree of awareness and
understanding of the evolving illicit drug market and related harms must be achieved in order
to form adequate drug and health policies. For this reason, more investment is needed for
developing forensic and toxicological resources, as research and scientifically valid data play
a key role in the adequate evaluation of the evolving drug market. %%

The drug market requires surveillance, especially in regard to innovations in production and
distribution. Drug producers, traffickers, and distributors adapted quickly to the pandemic, by
using new routes or moving business online. Law enforcement authorities must also react
quickly in order to face the new challenges.”® They should adapt to the new reality with
innovative solutions in monitoring and research methods.”! The capacity of law enforcement
agencies should be increased, and international cooperation of all involved actors to address
drug trafficking must be prioritized. Furthermore, public-private partnerships should be
enhanced, as they have been proven crucial in addressing drug trafficking on the Internet.”?
Surveillance of maritime, land, rail, and air cargo must also be improved substantially, with
shared intelligence between national authorities and the private sector (shipping companies
and commercial airlines).”?

National post-COVID-19 strategies for treatment responses and drug use prevention should
be sufficiently funded in order to avoid an acceleration in the use of certain drugs.”
Adaptations made as a result of COVID-19 to the delivery of services for drug use prevention
and treatment must remain in place.” Critical mental health and support services should
remain operating at full capacity, with protocols that include telemedicine, flexible dosing of
medication, mobile van-based outreach, and vending machines for dispensing sterile injection
equipment.’®”” Moreover, drug-testing kits should be widely used (e.g. fentanyl test strips) as
alternative interventions which can help consumers test their substances before use, leading
to safer consumption practices.’® Furthermore, the special needs of vulnerable populations
and traditionally marginalized classes have to be addressed with targeted and easily
accessible measures.’”-% Post-pandemic investment and recovery plans need to focus on the
development of life skills in children, young people, and parents, shelters for people suffering
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domestic abuse, as well as mental health services.®! It is also crucial to raise public
awareness, so that more informed decisions can be made regarding drug use and drug
prevention.®? Finally, a holistic support system is needed to tackle the world’s drug
challenges. Stakeholders playing a role in its implementation should include the international
community, government bodies, health care professionals, law enforcement agencies, and
society as a whole.

Conclusions

The psychological and socioeconomic impact of the COVID-19 pandemic has had a profound
effect on illicit drug use patterns and trends. A number of new developments in the
distribution and trafficking of drugs and related harms have emerged. Furthermore, the
expansion of e-commerce for drug supply and online services for prevention and treatment
will undoubtedly persist beyond the pandemic. All of the above have formed an evolving
situation, which demands a higher degree of awareness and understanding in order to provide
policymakers with the tools they need for developing sufficient drug and health policies.
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