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Illicit drugs add to the 
Middle East’s challenges
Oxford, England

T 

hough numbers are noto-
riously tricky to estimate, 
it is probable that 3-5% of 
the adult male population 
of the Middle East is per-

manently dependent on illicit drugs 
or drugs obtained through extra-
legal methods, defined as regular 
users at least twice a fortnight.

That would put total drug de-
pendency in the region at 12 mil-
lion-20 million people with atten-
dant consequences for levels of 
domestic criminality, the provision 
of health and youth services and, 
more widely, cross-border traffick-
ing.

A generation ago, drugs were 
part of the Middle East producer 
economy but overwhelmingly in 
servicing a foreign market rather 
than a domestic one. For instance, 
Moroccan cannabis largely met the 
demand from continental Europe; 
the Gulf market was largely seen as 
exclusive to Asian expatriates.

Drugs, even hard drugs such as 
heroin, traversed the region from 
the main opiate cultivator, Afghani-
stan, through Iran and Turkey, on 
their way to the lucrative markets 
of Europe. For regional producers, 
levels of value-added were mod-
est compared to those achieved by 
Afghan war lords and Balkans dis-
tributors.

This situation began to change in 
the 1970s and 1980s. The expansion 
of a more laissez-faire approach to 
the hashish market in Egypt, the 
quick development of an indig-
enous drugs market for heroin and 
pills among the people of the Arab 
Gulf, the effect of the Lebanese civil 
war on prices and availability and a 

take-off in local drug consumption 
in Iran all in their different ways 
overwhelmed the respective au-
thorities at that time.

As the Middle East became more 
lucrative as far as cross-border 
drugs criminality was concerned, 
so the smuggling of complementa-
ry “commodities”, such as women 
and children destined for the sex 
industry, also raced ahead to the 
detriment of rival goods, such as 
gold. Big logistics projects, includ-
ing the deep-water port of Jabal Ali 
in Dubai, became associated with 
announcements of illicit smuggling 
intercepts, including drugs, notably 
cocaine.

The onset of the “Arab spring” 
gave a further regional boost to 
the collapse of any meaningful 
international borders, notably be-
tween Libya and its neighbours. 
The collapse of the Qaddafi regime 
brought an end to cross-state coop-
eration in the field of criminality. In 
Egypt, the opening of prisons and 
the evaporation of the police from 
public view encouraged domestic 
criminality.

But hashish, together with co-
caine and heroin, soon proved not 
to be the greatest threat as far as 
Egypt was concerned. That dubi-
ous reputation quickly became as-
sociated with the synthetic opiate, 
Tramadol, the circulation of which 
attained epidemic proportions.

There were perhaps three areas 
in which Tramadol was most of 
a threat. First, its low price com-
pared with illegal hard drugs made 
it accessible to a range of new mar-
kets, notably slum-dwelling, male 
adolescents. Second, the uncertain 
provenance of the drug, which was 
being widely sold in Egypt under 
the commercial name of Trama-
dol: the manufacture of the drug 
variously in China, India and Syria 
in contrast to its safer, original pro-
duction in Germany. Third, though 
much cheaper than its rivals, Tram-
adol acquired a reputation for gen-
erating harmful side-effects, with 
epilepsy a particular danger.

Meanwhile in the Gulf, Saudi 
citizens faced their own threat in 
the form of the amphetamine Cap-

tagon. In 2013, Saudi authorities 
seized some 55 million individual 
tablets, though that figure was re-
ported as 10% of the total entering 
the country, a standard ratio for cal-
culating interdiction levels. Capta-
gon trafficking is most closely asso-
ciated with production in Lebanon, 
Turkey and parts of Europe.

Most recently, Captagon has been 
associated with the civil conflict 
in Syria and guerrilla operations 
in Lebanon, with combatants on 
both sides using drugs to generate 
a sense of fearlessness, while being 
able to maintain their concentra-
tion over prolonged periods of time. 
Captagon was previously manufac-
tured in the Bekaa valley, though 
such production has fallen off since 
2011.

The abuse of “prescription drugs” 
has been closely associated with 
other conflicts in the past, notably 
the Lebanese civil war and the US 
invasion of Iraq in 2003, when Iraqi 
civilians turned to pills for even a 
temporary respite from shock and 
awe.

Nowhere is the region untouched 
by the presence of illicit drugs. 
Some regimes fear that such sub-
stances are being misused by their 
enemies for strategic reasons to 
erode society, especially the youth. 
Whether Israel at the hands of Hez-
bollah; the massive explosion in 
Saudi drugs consumption of late; or 
Afghanistan and the increased pro-
duction of heroin across the region, 
the challenges are often viewed as 
equally perilous.

Philip Robins is a reader in 
Middle East Politics at St Antony’s 
College, University of Oxford and 
author of The Middle East Drugs 
Bazaar: Production, Prevention & 
Consumption (Hurst & Co, London).

Philip Robins

Captagon has been 
associated with the 
civil conflict in Syria 
and guerrilla 
operations in 
Lebanon.

The onset of the 
“Arab spring” gave a 
further regional 
boost to the collapse 
of any meaningful 
international 
borders.

A man works inside a factory that processes Hashish in the Bekaa 
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New law to reduce prison terms for drug offenders in Tunisia
Lamine Ghanmi

Tunis

T 

unisia is considering re-
vamping its draconian 
anti-drug law in response 
to criticism by influential 
liberal groups.

Current legislation has been 
blamed for overcrowding of Tu-
nisian prisons with young people 
sentenced to jail terms for the use 
of soft drugs, especially a cannabis 
derivative known as zatla.

The law provdies for imprison-
ment of up to five years for posses-
sion or consumption of illicit drugs. 
Testing for illegal or banned drugs 
is mandatory upon arrest. The law 
leaves almost no leeway for judges; 
evidence of consumption means 
a minimum penalty of one year in 
jail.

Many politicians pledged, prior 
to the 2014 elections, to change the 
country’s laws to limit prison sen-
tences for soft-drug convictions.

Rappers, other artists and promi-
nent bloggers have been jailed un-
der the so-called “52 Law” since 
2011. Liberal activists — some of 
them who claim consumption of 
soft drugs is a statement of free-
dom — have described the law as a 
repressive legacy of the rule of Zine 
el-Abidine Ben Ali, who led Tunisia 
from 1987-2011.

About 25,000 people — 229 in-
mates per 100,000 Tunisians — are 
imprisoned in Tunisia. The highest 

proportion among them were con-
victed of drug offences, according 
to the Tunisian Justice Ministry and 
UN figures.

“The 52 Law is based on the no-
tion that harsh penalties deter peo-
ple from using drugs but it is only 
destroying lives instead of dealing 
with the deep roots of the prob-
lem,” said the activist group al-Sajin 
52 (Prison Inmate 52).

A proposed law would allow a 
first-time drug offender to avoid 
prosecution if the accused seeks 
treatment at a rehab facility. Oth-
erwise the person would be fined 
2,000 dinars ($1,000). A repeat drug 
offender would be fined up to 5,000 
dinars while a third-time offender 
would face a jail term of up to one 
year and a fine of 2,000 dinars.

The Justice Ministry said the 
draft law adopts a gradual approach 
and the principle of prevention be-
fore punishment to deal with drug 
addiction.

The new legislation remains 
tough for drugs dealers and smug-
glers as well as drug plant growers, 
who could be sentenced to prison 
terms of 20 years to life on top of 
hefty fines.

Current legislation does not dis-
tinguish between soft and hard 
drug use. It punishes with up to one 
year in jail any suspected offender 
who refuses a police order for medi-
cal testing.

Advocates of a more lenient pun-
ishment for drug offences argue 
that revamping the law could re-
duce overcrowding of prisons by 

50%. The new law would apply to 
charges pending against an estimat-
ed 2,000 people awaiting trial.

Others raise questions about the 
impact the revision of the law could 
have on consumption of drugs in 
the country.

Tunisia’s population has grown 
during the past ten years at a rate 
of 1%. People aged between 10 and 
24 years old represent 30% of its 
population of 11 million, according 
to government data.

Two-thirds of the population live 
on the coast, accounting for the 
bulk of the country’s urbanisation 
where most districts lack function-
ing sport and culture facilities for 
young people.

Young Tunisians bear the brunt of 
the country’s social and economic 
crisis. 

The national labour force increas-
es by 88,000 people a year, swelling 
the lines of the estimated 500,000 
people already unemployed. Job-
lessness overall was reported at 
more than 15% nationwide in 2015; 
for people aged 15 to 24, the figure 
is 30.7%.

“Drug addiction is a result of mar-
ginalisation problems,” said Wala 
Kasmi from the Youth Decides non-
governmental organisation.

Tunisia is sandwiched between 
Algeria and Libya where smugglers 
move cannabis resin from drug-
growing areas of Morocco as well 
as pills from sub-Saharan Sahel ar-
eas where drug barons from South 
American countries operate clan-
destine laboratories to move their 

products nearer to rich markets in 
Europe.

Drug use is rising sharply in Tu-
nisia, particularly among young 
people, with zatla being the drug of 
popular choice. Research by the Tu-
nisian Association for the Preven-
tion of Drug Addiction (ATUPRET) 
shows that nearly half of school 
students between 15 and 17 years 
old have tried drugs.

According to ATUPRET, the in-
crease in the easy availability of 
drugs is caused by a rise in smug-
gling across porous desert borders. 
Jihadists are suspected of being in 
collusion with drug smugglers to 
finance terrorist activities.

Civic associations put the num-
ber of people addicted to drugs at 
around 140,000, including some 
using cocaine or amphetamines.

They argue the prevalence of can-
nabis abuse is due to prices as most 
addicted are from poor or lower-
middle-class families. No official 
figures were available on the break-
down of drugs users according to 
the types of narcotics.

The Justice Ministry did not say 
when the draft law would be debat-
ed by parliament where a majority 
of lawmakers are expected to back 
the proposal, parliament sources 
said.A Tunisian man prepares a cannabis cigarette in Tunis.
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