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INTRODUCTION

The illicit drug trade has appeared as one of the most troublesome security threats to Lebanon, mostly related to the
Syrian production operation relying on the various smuggling routes across the two countries’ borders (UNODC,
2025d). In particular, captagon and cocaine have been recently intersecting more frequently with political instability,
conflict economies, and international organized crime. These developments have turned Lebanon into a center of new
regional and international trafficking networks, with serious implications for state economic security, and foreign
relations (Wazan, 2023).

Lebanon has been a strategic transit point for legal trade between the East and West because of its geographic
location. However, this logistical advantage of open borders, ports, and wide commercial networks has made it
vulnerable to exploitation by criminals (Rose, 2023; Tinasti & Zhang, 2024). Lebanon is not the key producer or
consumer of captagon, but rather provides storage, concealment, and transit to destination markets, particularly in the
Gulf. By contrast, the cocaine trade reflects Lebanon’s practice with the international maritime supply chain that links
Latin American production with the consumption venues through Eastern Mediterranean ports (UNODC, 2025a). It is
worth noting that a considerable portion of the trade came from Syrian naval ports, in particular the Latakia naval port,
and was then smuggled through the land borders to finally settle in the Lebanese market.

Drug trafficking in the region was affected by the fall of the Assad regime, which represents a turning point in the
political economy of the drug trade. Previously, and especially since the enforcement of the Caesar Syria Civilian
Protection Act (Caesar Act) in 2019, captagon production and export were protected by a central coordinated formal
network in Syria, allowing high drug production and relatively safe trafficking routes (UNODC, 2025d) in search of
financial resources that were very limited at the time. The breakup of these operations disrupted traditional networks
and precipitated a “cleaning-up” of stock, while rapidly diverting routes. Lebanon, as a transit country for captagon
and host country for cocaine, has felt the pressure of this change, as reflected in the documented seizures between
2024 and 2025 by the Lebanese Ministry of Interior and Municipalities (MOIM), the Internal Security Forces (ISF),
and the Central Drug Repression Bureau (CDRB) (Central Drug Repression Bureau, 2025).

In addition, a solid political will clearly backed local Lebanese and Syrian drug enforcement agencies in their
unwavering fight against drugs despite scarce resources.

This article adopts a policy approach, drawing on official sources and documents and building on international policy

analysis. The article examines drug trafficking in Lebanon, focusing on captagon and cocaine as they have similar
threats even though they involve different modus operandi.

PURPOSE AND SCOPE OF THE PAPER

The paper proposes a policy and academic study examining the drug trafficking dynamics within a changing
environment, particularly after the fall of the Assad regime. This paper aims to explore how changes in the political
scene, particularly after the fall of the Assad regime, has influenced captagon and cocaine flow in Lebanon and Syria,
which in turn is affecting the region. It is useful for policy analysts and national security experts working on regional
and security issues (UNODC, 2025d).

The study focuses on captagon as it significantly affected Syria and Lebanon’s political economy, security,
governance, and foreign relations with Gulf Arab states. It also focuses on the growing role of cocaine as an important
hub around global maritime trafficking routes connecting South America, Turkey, and Europe (UNODC, 2025a) and
sometimes through Syrian seaports to settle in the Lebanese market. Substances like cannabis or methamphetamine
are considered but are beyond the analytical scope of this paper due to their limited presence in this political change.
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Geographically, the study focuses on the Syria-Lebanon interrelationship within a broader regional context like Saudi
Arabia and Iraq, as interconnected countries in transnational drug trafficking. Methodologically, the paper engages a
mix of quantitative and qualitative research, including CDRB seizure data on the targeted drugs, policy and legal
analysis, reports, as well as observations drawn from international drug supply monitoring facilities. Alongside its
diagnostic role in tracking emerging trends in drug trafficking, this paper aims to assess the effectiveness of recent
Lebanese and Syrian measures accompanied by regional coordination efforts to turn analysis into new trends forecast
and policy recommendations.

It should be noted that this study was finalized in February 2026. Any developments occurring after this date,

including new seizure data, policy shifts, or emerging trafficking patterns, fall outside the scope of this analysis and
require separate examination as they become available.

WHY CAPTAGON AND COCAINE MATTER

The focus of this article is on captagon and cocaine, taken as two different yet increasingly interconnected nodes in
today's illicit economies that shape the MENA region (UNODC, 2025a).

On the one hand, captagon (an amphetamine based synthetic stimulant drug) has emerged as one of the most serious
synthetic drugs in the Middle East over the past decade. Unlike medications derived from plants, captagon can be
manufactured quickly and cheaply and readily recast for use in conflict zones. It has increasingly become a backbone
of the political economy of regional conflict, financing armed groups that sustain support networks across borders
(UNOCD, 2025a).

Captagon trafficking also has influence beyond the production regions. Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) countries
have singled out captagon as a major public health and security threat and have triggered greater concerns in transit
states like Lebanon (Wazan, 2023). The fall of the Assad regime reconfigured this landscape once more by disrupting
centralized production, increasing pressure on border states especially Lebanon (UNODC, 2025d). To better reflect
the standing economic impact of the captagon trade, the seized quantity in Lebanon is approximately USD 2 billion in
retail value if it has been destined to reach the Saudi market while the seized quantity in Syria exceeds USD 10 billion
(Central Drug Repression Bureau, 2025; UNODC and NAUSS, 2025).

On the other hand, cocaine (basically a natural, highly addictive drug, less of a stimulant than captagon and derived
from the coca plant that is native to South America) has become a more Lebanese local concern than it was in
previous decades. Global cocaine trafficking had also been rising for years, and trafficking routes have diversified so
that they are no longer limited to the traditional European or North American corridors. Lebanese seaports, especially
Tripoli, have seen recent interventions against cocaine trafficking from South America to Europe (UNODC, 2025a).
Cocaine was in many cases transported to Lebanon from Syria through land borders, deriving from shipments coming
to Syrian seaports, most notably the Latakia port before the fall of the Assaad Regime, noting that the Syrian market
isn’t a meaningful target for cocaine traders. Furthermore, cocaine is regarded as an important geopolitical challenge,
as seen in the recent conflict between the United States of America and Venezuela, which resulted in an embargo
followed by military action in January 2026.

Careful analysis of the captagon and cocaine trade improves our understanding of how regional drug economies and
international transnational trafficking systems affect Lebanon and Syria, and highlights why responses must go
beyond counter-narcotic solutions toward approaches that address border management, financial crime, Al, and
technology integration and regional coordination.
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WHY LEBANON AND SYRIA?

Lebanon is a major transit node as a strategic location in a regional and transnational drug trafficking network. It is
geographically a meeting point between the circulation of captagon’s regional trade and cocaine’s emerging global
trafficking routes. Therefore, in considering the role of Lebanon and Syria, it is essential to assess the change in drug
trafficking patterns experienced in the wake of Assad regime fall which enables identification of potential counter-
narcotics policy responses (UNODC, 2025a).

First, Lebanon is a transit rather than a consumer hub for captagon, as data suggest that most captagon seized in
Lebanon is destined for shipment to GCC countries rather than for domestic consumption. This frames Lebanon’s role
as a logistical hub within larger supply chains. Most captagon shipments enter Lebanon from Syria, especially through
unofficial crossings in the Bekaa Valley and along the northern borders. Evidence of increased seizures in 2025
indicates increased transit activities rather than local consumption (UNODC, 2025c).

Second, Lebanon is partially involved in the production of captagon, through availability of chemical materials,
storage, and limited local production, as shown in the recent seizure of a captagon manufacturing facility and
precursors in North Bekaa, resulting in the arrest of five suspects (announced by Lebanese ISF on their X official
account on 15 Jan 2026). Historically, large-scale industrial production was made inside Syria under regime cover.
The existence of a pharmaceutical infrastructure, facilities with chemical inputs, and long experience in smuggling has
allowed trafficking networks to take advantage of some Syrian regions as a location for production systems (Rose,
2023).

Third, Lebanon’s long border with Syria, much of it rough and hard to monitor, is dotted with trafficking routes.
Despite Lebanese Armed Forces (LAF) and ISF efforts to increase shadowing and interdictions, border divisions
continue to be Lebanon's weakest link (UNODC, 2025b). At Lebanese seaports, both Tripoli and Beirut play a role in
regional and international smuggling routes, while the Latakia seaport was the main drug smuggling port on the Syrian
side, backed by formal cover under the fallen regime. Although seaports are necessary to facilitate legitimate trade,
they also provide concealment opportunities within containerized shipments, a tactic increasingly utilized by both
captagon and cocaine traffickers (UNODC, 2025d).

LEGAL AND INSTITUTIONAL LANDSCAPE IN LEBANON

Lebanon’s counter-narcotics state efforts are supported by a relatively robust legislative framework which, however,
continues to experience implementation gaps. Despite the fact that drug production, trafficking and financial crimes
related to drugs are criminalized in Lebanon, a lack of resources, structural incapacities, and political sensitivities
persist in limiting the state’s reach regarding organized networks involved in massive drug offences.

The domestic system of drug control is focused on narcotics and psychotropic substances in light of precursor Law
No. 673/1998 and its amendments which prohibits all drug-related activities, including the usage, manufacture,
distribution, trade, transportation, and trafficking of drugs, and which also stipulates preventive and treatment
measures. The law, which was actually relatively progressive 50 years ago was not fully enforced; for instance,
despite the fact that the law envisioned the creation of a National Council for Drug Affairs (NCDA) directly
accountable to the Prime Minister and a Central Directorate for Drug Control reporting to the Ministry of Interior and
Municipalities, till date neither has been established nor activated. This is worth noting in light of the fact that the
exclusive jurisdiction of law enforcement in all drug related crimes rests with the CDRB in the ISF, according to law
17/1990 and decree 1157/1991. Hence, all drug related operations conducted by any agency within the ISF or any
other law enforcement agency (such as LAF, Customs, General Security, State Security) must be transferred at the
earliest to CDRB for deeper investigation and proper case management.
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The Anti-Money Laundering Law 318/2001 and its amendments further enhances this schema by outlawing money
laundering and the financing of terrorism, including drug smuggling. This should disrupt the trafficking networks by
freezing assets and tracking financial trails, noting that Law No 673/1998 allows for confiscating not only drugs but
all assets used in drug operations or suspected drug crimes (Articles 155 and 156).

The license to cultivate the cannabis plant for medical and industrial use (Law 178/2020) allows the granting of
cannabis cultivation licenses for medical and industrial purposes, with Lebanese legislators emphasizing the "scientific
findings and many studies about the medical benefits of cannabis." Despite legalizing cannabis cultivation for medical
purposes and acknowledging the plant's medicinal properties, this law doesn’t allow cannabis use and possession for
recreational purposes. Although the steering committee for the implementation of this law was appointed in
September 2025, the law cannot be enforced before the issuance of its executive decrees and the appointment of its
organizational structure, which may take time.

The gulf between law and enforcement is a vast one, and full of obstacles. The major challenge remains the
unprecedented economic and financial crisis marked with the fall of the exchange rate starting late 2019 during which
the Lebanese currency lost more than 97% of its value, depriving governmental institutions and all enforcement
agencies of resources. In addition, the Lebanese government had freezed public hiring since 2017, leading to drastic
understaffing. Recently, the Lebanese government has launched timid recruitment plans, noting that all agencies still
suffer from severe vacancies. In addition, political infiltration and the potential for corruption, give traffickers room to
operate.

Several of the counter-narcotics bodies and responsibilities are shared among institutions. The CDRB conducts
domestic interdiction and intelligence operations and has demonstrated increased seizure capability post-Assad
regime, particularly in transit cases. However, their impact is disadvantaged by a lack of cross-border application and
resources. The LAF is central to border security and crime lords haunting in the North Bekaa due to their higher
operational capacities and resources, such as heavy military machinery and human resources, but the length and
geography of the Syrian border and decentralized control on the Syrian side constrain LAF’s capacity to close transit
routes effectively. Lebanese Customs is on the front lines at the ports and border crossings; still, it remains an
institution challenged with numerous structural issues, from outdated equipment to understaffing and threats of
corruption.

A link in the enforcement mechanism is the Judiciary, but it is plagued by many structural and resource challenges.
Slow court processes and uneven punishment mitigate the deterrent effects of arrests and seizures.

In general, the Lebanese legal and institutional response is appropriate, but insufficient to drug criminality as it is
conducted today. Without adequate staffing, technological and material resources, better institutionalized
coordination, enhanced enforcement capacity, and more systematic integration of financial investigations, this ‘gap’
between the law's intention and its operational impact will persist in a changing post-Assad regional environment,
where trafficking is an increasingly adaptable and flexible business model (UNODC, 2025c).

DRUG CONSUMPTION AND MARKET CHARACTERISTICS
IN LEBANON AND SYRIA

To understand the role of Lebanon in the regional drug trade, it is necessary to differentiate between its role as a
transit country and that of its domestic drug consumption market. The domestic consumption patterns indicate a
deeply stratified user market with distinct patterns of use based on both wealth and availability, also impacted by the
recent emergence of synthetic drug trend usage. These political, public health, and security issues have critical
implications for enforcement priorities (UNODC, 2025c).
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Drug use in Lebanon is characterized by a sharp divide based on both the type of substance used and economic status.
The use of cocaine is relatively low at the population level, but it is concentrated in higher-income groups and urban
elites, especially in nightlife areas and private social circles. Its cost and dependence on global supplies hinder the
drug's widespread adoption. Thus, cocaine as a prestige rather than mass-usage drug is not a widely consumed
narcotic (UNODC, 2025a). This profile positions Lebanon close to European consumption patterns.

Cannabis, however, is the most commonly used illicit drug, especially among low- to middle-income groups and its
uses remains culturally accepted in some areas of Lebanon. It has been historically cultivated in the North Bekaa
valley and in a much smaller scale in Akkar for export to Europe for domestic consumption due to its reputable
quality, thereby ensuring consistent availability at low prices. While cannabis is not a focus in this paper, it is
important to mention it due to its place in resource expenditures by law enforcement and because it intersects illicit
economies associated with organized crime and clan-based networks (UNODC, 2025a).

Consumption of captagon in Lebanon remains demonstrably low, underscoring that the country is primarily a transit
state rather than a final destination market. The bulk of captagon captured in Lebanon is believed to be intended for
export, particularly to GCC states, where demand and profit margins are much higher. Domestic use is limited to
specific subpopulations of working men (especially Syrian and Egyptian workers) and at-risk youth, primarily with
high stimulation potential rather than general recreational use (UNODC, 2025a; UNODC, 2025c).

One worry for Lebanese authorities battling domestic crime is that crystal methamphetamines (also called “the cocaine
of the poor”) have joined the arsenal of homegrown threats. Despite being way less common than cannabis, crystal
meth has been popular due to its cheap production, high purity, and simple local synthesis. Unlike captagon, which
involves exporting operations, crystal meth presents a direct domestic public health threat, drawing on increasing
reports of addiction, violent incidents, and psychiatric emergencies (UNODC, 2025a).

These consumption patterns have important implications on public health. There are few, grossly underfunded, and
uneven treatment and rehabilitation resources available across the country, where stigma continues to prevent people
from seeking help. The recent introduction of crystal meth and continued use of cannabis and cocaine leads to mental
health issues and strains both emergency and psychiatric services (UNODC, 2025a).

In contrast, consumption trends in Syria are difficult to assess due to limited data (UNODC and NAUSS, 2025);
however, anecdotal reports suggest the Syrian market to be a heavily captagon- and cannabis-consumption market
with crystal meth newly emerging.

DRUG PRODUCTION AND TRAFFICKING INSIDE
LEBANON AND SYRIA

While Syria has been known as the major producer of captagon worldwide (UNODC and NAUSS, 2025), Lebanon is
not a key producer. However, Lebanon has long served as a secondary node for the storage, processing, concealing,
and onward shipping to other markets of both captagon and cocaine.

Main Manufacturing and Storage Areas

The North Bekaa, in particular the Baalbek-Hermel area, is notorious for illicit economies due to its mountainous
terrain, its location on the Syrian frontier, and its weak state presence. However, regarding the production of captagon,
strong indications suggest that it served as a storage and repackaging site with logistics-related functions, rather than as
the primary site of manufacturing (UNODC, 2025a), with the understanding that some low-scale production facilities
were seized by LAF and ISF/CDRB in the North Bekaa. One big facility was uncovered by LAF based on Iraqi
intelligence resulting in the seizure of huge precursor quantities in the Yammouneh area lying in proximity to the Syrian

1
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border (Sky News Arabia, 2025). The seizure of a drug facility outside North Bekaa has never been reported in
Lebanon.

In Syria, production sites were located in areas of regime control, taking advantage of central protection (UNODC,
2025d). Mountainous areas on the Syrian-Lebanese border, most notably Jarmash and Zita-Al-Qusayr (both Syrian
villages), had also been known as infamous captagon and crystal meth manufacturing hubs during the Assaad regime.

Drug trafficking in Lebanon and Syria is different from that of other countries, having deep roots inside the country
and often linked to clans and familial networks. These support groups provide protection and logistical support and
serve as local intelligence, thereby enabling traffickers to circumvent detection while exploiting unofficial entry
points. Unlike pre-2024 Syria, the Lebanese model lacks a central command structure and is loosely linked through
cells and groups, thereby contributing to their fragmentation and competition.

Following the breakdown of production in Syria, limited production activities have been identified in small areas of
Lebanon. These are opportunistic operations that tend to be dispersed and quickly exploit existing smuggling
infrastructure and the availability of chemicals rather than industrial-scale laboratories (UNODC, 2025a). As
previously mentioned, LAF have dismantled throughout 2025 most of these labs. That is an important difference:
Lebanon’s internal role remains additive to the upstream, not substitutive.

Use of Falsified Documents and Commercial Cover

Trafficking organizations operating in Lebanon still employ false shipping documentation, front companies, and trade
cover. Recent seizures show that drugs were hidden in products ranging from industrial supplies to food goods as cover
for drugs and are harder to detect, requiring high-quality risk-profiling (UNODC, 2025b). In one interesting case, one
captagon and cocaine lord falsified his passport and marriage certificate to travel across several countries (General
Directorate of Internal Security Forces, 2024).

Their methods reflect those of international organized crime but also illustrate how deeply Lebanon and Syria are
involved in transnational criminal logistics beyond smuggling at a local level.

Role of Clans and Wanted Individuals

A lot of the trafficking operations are run by fugitives hidden in areas presenting high risk assessments for law
enforcement access. Most of them are also wanted for arms and weapon trafficking and trade, and for driving hostile
actions against formal law enforcement agencies (Internal Security Forces, 2026). While no longer benefiting from
Syrian state sponsorship or refuge on the Syrian side of the border, these actors rely on the protection provided by their
clans, corruption risks, and limited resources of the law enforcement agencies. UNODC observes that such scenarios
enable criminal persistence even amid higher levels of seizure activity (UNODC, 2025). Robust operations led by LAF
in North Bekaa resulted in the arrest and/or killing of high-profile drug lords like Ali Mounzer Zaiter (Abou Sallet),
Nouh Zaiter, Abbas Saadoun Zaiter (Al-Arabiya, 2025).

After the fall of the Assaad regime, some of these clans took over or bought some of the regime’s arms and
ammunitions from stolen warehouses inside Syrian territories. This phenomenon increased pressure over the LAF and
ISF operations in the border areas where light and middle weapons where intensely confiscated. Ironically, drug dealers
transformed into drug and arms dealing benefiting from this high availability of cheap arms.

12
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STATISTICAL OVERVIEW AND TRENDS (2018-2025)

Analysis of drug seizure data between 2018 and 2025 in Lebanon demonstrates a significant change in the magnitude
and mechanism of illicit drug trafficking targeting Lebanon. Seasonal variations in seizures are manageable in year-
on-year comparisons, but not the sort of ‘shift’ that occurred after late 2019 and 2024, especially for the captagon
trade. However, separate cocaine patterns can be observed, again highlighting Lebanon’s simultaneous, multiple
exposure to drug markets (Central Drug Repression Bureau, 2025).
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Overview of Seizure Trends (2018-2025)

2020 marked a sharp drop in both captagon and cocaine seizure quantities, which can be explained by the Lebanese
economic and financial crisis. The latter left governmental institutions with limited resources and local consumers
with less purchasing power. The ban imposed on Lebanese exports to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia is an added factor.

Throughout 2023 and most of 2024, captagon seizures in Lebanon remained significant but generally consistent with
previous years, indicating that Lebanon is primarily a transit and logistical hub rather than an ultimate destination
market (UNODC, 2025a).

In contrast, data from late 2024 to the end of 2025 showed a sudden and unprecedented increase in captagon and
cocaine interdictions (Central Drug Repression Bureau, 2025). UNODC and NAUSS (2025) states that “Between
December 2024 and the middle of 2025, regional authorities seized over 177 million Captagon tablets, amounting to
almost 30 tons. A large proportion of such seizures were conducted in Lebanon. This sum exceeds the sum of several
past years, indicating a change in trafficking behavior rather than a gradual increase.” The report goes on to add that
“[t]he Syrian Arab Republic alone has reported seizing more than 500 million tablets from December 2024 until the
end of November.” No other statistics or public data on seizure trends in Syria was available for this study.

Why late 2024 and 2025 Were Anomalous
Interpreting the Numbers: Beyond Seizure Volumes

The abnormality of late 2024 and 2025 is better understood as political and structural rather than merely criminal. The
fall of the Assad government has derailed militarized protection that supported industrial-scale captagon production
and that controlled primary trafficking routes. UNODC reports that at least 15 industrial laboratories and 13 storage
sites were taken out of operation as a result of the regime change (UNODC and NAUSS, 2025; UNODC, 2025d).

Instead of collapsing on the spot, the trade networks responded by front-loading sales of stockpiles accumulated over
several years. These reserves were rapidly dispersed into local supply chains, resulting in historically high seizures en
route, as witnessed in Lebanon. In such a setting, higher interdiction rates in late 2024-2025 does not necessarily
reflect production growth; rather, it reflects a short-term increase due to market disruption and risk spreading. Another
major factor is the clear Lebanese political will to fight drug trafficking combined with unprecedented efforts by law
enforcement agencies, which provided high operational efficiency (Presidential Speech and Ministerial Statement,
Red TV, 2025), as well as more coordinated regional action. UNODC analysis shows that intelligence exchange and
coordinated action between regional states have led to increased interdictions; escalating drug seizures contributed to
reducing availability in major end-markets, notably in the Gulf (UNODC, 2025a). These routes pass by third middle
countries such as Georgia, Greece, Cyprus, Egypt, and Oman among others, where it is usually repacked and then
exported to GCC countries.

Cocaine trafficking trends show a similar pattern over the same period. Available data indicate a rebound in cocaine
trafficking through Lebanese ports, particularly via maritime sea traffic coming from Latin America through west and
central Africa and Europe. The UNODC analysis has increasingly identified a convergence of synthetic drug networks
with those involved in cocaine logistics, including shared techniques, transport infrastructure, and financial channels
(UNODC, 2025a).

The following map shows the current cocaine trafficking routes based on seizure data, noting that it is constantly
evolving and adapting as elaborated in our research:

14
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Seizure data is valuable but must be interpreted cautiously. High interdiction numbers could be due to additional
trafficking, better enforcement, and/or regional cooperative interdiction. It is worth highlighting that seizure data
doesn’t imply real drug trafficking volume.

UNODC findings identify other displacement effects, including the diversification of routes to Europe and North
Africa, suggesting that capacity among organized crime groups has been restored (UNODC, 2025a). These
inclinations highlight the value of a long-term, intelligence-driven, and regionally focused response over a short-lived
surge in enforcement.

Captagon and Cocaine Retail Prices Across Markets

The graphs below contrast captagon and cocaine 2025 average retail price across different markets. The choice of
these markets was based on the relatively highest consumed substance in each market. The graphs are self-explanatory
of the traffic trends for both drugs; for instance, the captagon pill price is 18 times higher in Iraq than in Lebanon and
42 times higher Saudi Arabia, making it much more lucrative to target these countries. Regarding cocaine, its price is
minimal in Latin American countries where the coca plant is cultivated in large quantities. In some cases, cocaine
ceased being transported from Lebanon to UAE due the much higher profit margin.
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Two observations worth noting are the increase in captagon price in the GCC and the increase in the production of
low amphetamine concentrated captagon and fake captagon. Both observations can be interpreted as an indicator of
limited supply influenced by continuous law enforcement disruption in production and trafficking operations. This

also applies on the local cocaine market in Lebanon.
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REGIONAL DRUG TRAFFICKING CONTEXT

The drug trade in Lebanon and Syria should be seen in a larger regional space that includes Iraq and the Gulf.
UNODC reporting indicates that the Middle East has transformed from a border to a center point of production,
transit, and distribution of synthetic drugs such as captagon, in parallel to higher involvement in maritime cocaine
supply chains (UNODC, 2025a).

UNODC Regional Overview

The Eastern Mediterranean is a high-intensity trafficking corridor, with production of synthetic drugs, weak border
governance in conflict areas, and high demand in destination markets, especially in the Gulf, where the strategic
geography of the region, as a crossroads between Europe, Asia, and Africa, has favored interactions between regional
and global criminal organizations (UNODC, 2025d).

Captagon as a dominant factor in this regional landscape was a marginal activity that has grown into an illegal
economy with high production levels. UNODC estimates suggest that hundreds of millions of tablets are produced
annually, while seizures represent only a small part of actual flows as inspection capacity is limited in ports and
borders. Cocaine, though less dominant than captagon, has taken on a strategic dimension because of its high value,
density, and penetration of maritime container traffic (UNODC, 2025a).

Iraq, and Arab Gulf as Transit and Destination Zones

Jordan and Iraq are in a critical position along transport corridors given that Lebanese export routes have come under
increasing enforcement pressure. UNODC data shows a growth in seizures on the Jordanian—Saudi border and Iraqi
transit lines, reflecting traffickers’ illegal efforts on trade restrictions. Saudi Arabia remains captagon's central market,
with high youth consumption rates despite restrictions (UNODC, 2025a). Cocaine, however, is aimed at a limited
consumer sector in GCC, relying mostly on the UAE market.

Lebanon acts as a sensitive transit country under pressure. Political situations in neighboring countries and changes in
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implementation explain the increase in trafficking pressure along the borders and seaports of Lebanon. The regional
rerouting has left Lebanon open to sharp spikes in drug flows, as observed in 2024-2025 (UNODC, 2025a).

This regional link has a key policy implication. Addressing Lebanon’s drug issues requires regional coordination and
actions to target demand in destination markets. Thus, the need for a national multi- and inter-ministerial driven
strategy for preventive drug education that should be adopted by the NCDA.

The following map shows current captagon trafficking routes based on seizure data, noting that it is constantly
evolving and adapting as elaborated in our research.
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WHY THE POST-ASSAD PHASE IS A TURNING POINT

The fall of the Assad regime is a structural break in the political economy of the drug trade in Syria, Lebanon, and the
GCC. Unlike previous upturns driven by enforcement pressure or market evolution, the post-Assad era signals a
breakdown of the centralized regime that had facilitated large-scale captagon production and export for over a decade.
This shift has dramatically reshaped networks of trafficking, power structures, and risk distribution throughout Syria,
Lebanon, and regional states (UNODC, 2025d).
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How the Fall of Assad Transformed Drug Networks

UNODC and independent security assessments have routinely reported that areas under regime control contain
industrial-scale lab complexes, storage sites, and export-coordinated points guarded by state-backed military units
(most notably elements of the former Fourth Division). Moreover, it has been reported that the Syrian government
trade system facilitated the import of precursors used for captagon production and that between January 2019 and
November 2025, 80% of the seized captagon originated in Syria, (UNODC and NAUSS, 2025; UNODC, 2025d).

This centralized structure collapsed with the regime's fall. The loss of state protection caused:

¢ The disintegration of vertically integrated trafficking networks

¢ Loss of monopoly over production and cross-border movement

e The revelation of facilities built up during years of insulated production

e The collapse of military/intelligence protection over production and trade networks

Instead of destroying the drug economy, however, this collapse led to a fragmentation of its networks, with no single
coordinating authority (UNODC, 2025a) left in place. Production, storage, and distribution are now fragmented across
group actors, local militias, and criminal entrepreneurs. This fragmentation led to a loss of predictability and an
increase in volatility, violence, and unplanned trafficking.

The Fourth Division’s monopoly also ended, dismantling informal regulations on routes, pricing, and risk
management. Traffickers consequently shifted toward clearance selling and were probably a cause of the massive
increase in captagon seizures reported in the intervening period between the end of 2024 and 2025, along with
outstanding achievements of drug enforcement agencies in Lebanon and Syria.

The fall of the Assaad regime also had implications for cocaine trafficking modalities with the gradual control of the
new regime on entry points, especially over the Latakia seaport that was known as a smuggling corridor for cocaine
trafficking. This forced a shift, re-routing cocaine shipments to Lebanese entry points, mainly the Tripoli seaport
(Ministry of Interior and Municipalities, 2025) and Beirut airport with the “uprise of the mules” phenomenon (Red
TV, 2025; An-Nahar, 2025).

Lebanon was immediately affected by the post-Assad transition. The erosion of state authority in Syria and the
subsequent loss of border control have undermined cooperation between the authorities on both sides, particularly at
informal crossing points in areas such as the North Bekaa, Akkar, and bordering villages, where residents have been
involved in local smuggling activities.

As authority disintegrated on the Syrian side, shifting alliances between tribal actors in Syria and Lebanese trafficking
networks emerged. These untraditional alliances were more fluid and less predictable than previous collaborations,
complicating interdiction efforts and placing additional demands on Lebanese security bodies (UNODC, 2025a).

The post-Assad era does not mean an end to captagon trafficking, but rather a decrease and reordering. Fragmented
networks are more adaptive and resilient, but mapping them is more difficult. Observers note that other smuggling
routes for drugs and arms are flourishing, for instance in Arsal and Akkar due to the new map of clan power
distribution on the Syrian side of the border. This is happening against a backdrop of gradual control by the new
government’s formal forces on the border, possibly weakening these clans over time. However, these routes are
equally vulnerable to intelligence-led disruption if regional cooperation persists or more modern detection techniques
using Al are adopted.

Simultaneously, the post-Assad era offered the possibility of institutionalized security cooperation between Lebanon
and Syria, which was reflected through several joint meetings.
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CURRENT TRAFFICKING TRENDS

Traditionally, captagon has been transported overland from Syria via Lebanon and Jordan to the Gulf, mostly through
third countries. However, rising enforcement, political pressures, and shifting regional circumstances have opened up
alternative pathways, maritime routes, and new smuggling networks. Although uncommon, in 2025 Syrian official
authorities reported three isolated cases where captagon was seized coming from Lebanon to Syria: 11.6 million out of
a total of 500 million pills reportedly seized by Syrian authorities after the regime’s fall. One might assume that these
shipments were to be received from Syrian traders in order to be repackaged and smuggled by land to Saudi Arabia
through Jordan.

New trends of captagon smuggling use different camouflage packaging, mostly heavy machinery and electronics. In
one instance, captagon pills were vacuumed and concealed in liquid paint; more than 14 million pills were disrupted in
a joint operation between CDRB and the Saudi General Directorate of Narcotics Control (GDNC), resulting in the
arrest of the trader along with two traffickers by CDRB (Ministry of Interior—Saudi Arabia, 2025). Another trend has
been noted since mid-2025, namely drug smuggling (mostly captagon) by international passengers arriving in
Lebanon and then leaving on commercial flights to Saudi Arabia and Kuwait while concealing the drugs in their
clothes, bodies, or baggage in creative ways. In one instance, drugs were concealed in Arabic sweets gift boxes
(General Security, 2026; LebISF, 2025).

A string of recent cocaine busts has highlighted the rapid infiltration of oceanic drug-trafficking routes from Latin
America into Lebanon, showing a prevailing trend of dissolving cocaine in liquids. A big 2025 credit bust also
involved in the seizure of 125 kilos of cocaine concealed inside barrels containing industrial oil of Brazilian origin
entering the Tripoli port following a transfer in Oman. The cocaine stored in oil barrels amounted to only 10 of the
840 barrels, indicating that considerable resources were used to hide and transfer the flour. The mission was tracked
after GDNC provided intelligence to CDRB, which in turn responded effectively in the biggest cocaine seizure in
Lebanese history. This underscores the international dimension of cocaine transit and the necessity for transnational
information sharing (Ministry of Interior and Municipalities, 2025). In a similar case, a 70 Kg bust of dissolved
cocaine in coconut oil coming from Ghana was carried out at the Beirut Airport as well as in the Damascus Airport in
November 2025 (An-Nahar, 2025; Internal Security Forces, 2025). In 2026, a similar operation was intercepted by
Syrian authorities in Latakia where a quantity of cocaine was concealed in liquid oil containers coming from Brazil to
transit from Syria to a neighboring country, most probably Lebanon (Ministry of Interior—Syria, 2026).

Outside the maritime lanes, smuggling networks have proliferated in mixed-smuggling economies that smuggle drugs
along with weapons, fuel, agriculture, and commercial freight. Northern Lebanon is highly vulnerable, particularly in
the border regions of Akkar and Arsal, owing to its challenging geography, a long history of smuggling, and limited
state control making of them transit zones.

A new trend of cocaine trafficking into Lebanon needs highlighting. The ISF has declared the unprecedented number

of cocaine seizures through eight human mules swallowing around 1.2 Kg of cocaine each, coming from central and
west Africa to Lebanon through commercial airways passing by Ethiopia (Red TV, 2025; ISF Website, 2025).

REGIONAL COORDINATION AS A COUNTER-NARCOTICS TOOL

The evolving configuration of drug trafficking linked to Lebanon highlights the importance of regional cooperation as
a counter-narcotics strategy. Unilateral enforcement measures are insufficient.

UNODC has emphasized that responses to trafficking, especially in conflict and post-political transition areas, must be

intelligence-led and regionally coordinated (UNODC, 2025d). For Lebanon, coordination shifted from a diplomatic
objective to an operational necessity.
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Why Coordination Is Essential

In order to exceed simple classifications in the comprehension of organized crime, we need to consider drug
trafficking networks working in and through Lebanon as transnational. Such considerations are reinforced by ongoing
findings from UNODC diagnostics that no state can destroy such networks through exclusive powers of coercion
(UNODC, 2025a; UNODC, 2025d).

Fragmented national responses tend to shift routes, thus pushing trade flows toward countries with less coordinated
systems. In turn, intelligence sharing, joint operations, and coordinated border control increase trafficking costs and
reduce criminal operational predictability while enhancing seizure effectiveness (UNODC and NAUSS, 2025;
UNODC, 2025a).

Coordination is not an option for Lebanon and Syria; it is a necessity. Mainly a country of transit with rapidly
changing routes, Lebanon's counter-narcotics capacity is heavily dependent on rapid intelligence and joint operations
with regional allies. Syria as an unstable country with limited control of land borders should rely on intelligence
sharing with neighbors and other countries.

Lebanon-Saudi Arabia Coordination

Lebanon’s cooperation with Saudi Arabia is a recent sign of a new approach to regional counter-narcotics measures.
Despite a period of diplomatic friction and imposition of trade restrictions, the recent coordination between CDRB and
GDNC has spiked through direct intelligence sharing and operational coordination, yielding outstanding results (Al
Hadath, 2025; Red TV, 2025; Ministry of Interior and Municipalities, 2026).

Recent events indicate the operational benefits of bilateral coordination and are underscored by the seizures of large
amounts of cocaine at the Tripoli port in August 2025 along with 15 million captagon pills in September 2025; the
interdiction of a cocaine and ecstasy shipment concealed in a car coming to Beirut’s Naval Port supported by
intelligence from GDNC; and the dismantling of a captagon factory in Tal El-Abyad in 2026 (Red TV, 2025; Ministry
of Interior and Municipalities, 2026). Lebanese officials publicly stated that these operations represented a renewed
reliance on and coordination with more collaborative enforcement while Saudi officials announced it as a joint
operation.

Beyond ending seizures, that coordination has helped build trust between Lebanon and the Gulf, enabling renewed
talks on normalizing trade relations and lifting of export bans.

Lebanon-Syria Coordination (Post-Assad)

The post-Assad era offers opportunities for formal security coordination between Lebanon and Syria (Al Hadath,
2025).

Lebanese authorities reported the initiation of direct coordination between Syrian and Lebanese security and drug
enforcement officials at the last security joint meeting in the Habtoor Hotel in October 2025 through mechanisms such
as joint meetings and operational exchanges to manage border fragmentation and suppress ongoing drug networks,
offering an opportunity to diminish trafficking capacity (An-Nahar, 2025). Soon after, this coordination resulted in a
joint operation where a Lebanese drug trafficker with 13.5 Kg of dissolved cocaine was arrested at the Damascus
Airport in November 2025 (ISF, 2025).

Although risks remain, especially given uneven control on the Syrian side, this coordination represents a shift away

from informal and politicized arrangements that prevailed in earlier years and provides a stronger institutional basis
for counter-narcotics cooperation.
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Lebanon-lraq Coordination

Irag has organized three consecutive yearly regional conferences and intelligence for regional coordination and
intelligence-sharing on drug trafficking. Cooperation is crucial when Irag constitutes a source, transit, or destination
country, especially for captagon and other illicit drugs and substances involved in trafficking in all directions (Al
Jazeera, 2025). ISF revealed a joint operation between CDRB and Iragi General Directorate of Narcotics and
Psychotropic Substances Affairs (IGDNPSA) resulting in the arrest of a notorious Iraqi drug lord in November 2024.
He was later extradited to Iraq through judicial coordination.

These engagements are also symbolic, indicating that regional governments recognize the drug problem as their own
rather than merely an external challenge.

Impact of Coordination

Enhanced regional coordination has contributed to:

 Increased enforcement coordination and seizure effectiveness

« Increased efficiency and speed of responsiveness by shortcutting bureaucracy
 Disruption of huge trafficking networks

e Improved trust, diplomatic and political relations

Coordination alone cannot eliminate trafficking, but it increases enforcement efficiency when sustained over time.

It can be accelerated by bilateral or multilateral meetings and conferences for systematic analysis and coordination
enhancements.

RECENT LEBANESE EFFORTS TO COMBAT DRUG TRAFFICKING

There have been recent indicators that Lebanon has redoubled its commitment to confront drug criminality, especially
when it comes to captagon and cocaine trafficking, by focusing on political messages in collaboration with active
enforcement and improved operations. Despite ongoing resource challenges and structural barriers, these efforts
signal a shift from purely reactive enforcement to more strategic and technology-assisted responses.

Political Will and Strategic Signaling

The presidential speech and ministerial Statement express high-level commitments of political will, as they identify
drug smuggling a national security and governance, not just a criminal problem.

Ministry of Interior and ISF statements highlighted intelligence-based efforts targeting transnational networks. As
well, public announcements of major seizures, particularly in 2024-25, have been used to bolster institutional
legitimacy and to send deterrent signals to domestic and international audiences (Al Hadath, 2025; Red TV, 2025).

The ISF’s openness about its operational outcomes is consistent with UNODC good practices, given the need for
public accountability in countering the penetration of organized crime, and raising the awareness about drug use harm.
Recent efforts include intensified CDRB, LAF, and customs operations targeting the production and storage sites of
smuggling cells, arresting main traders and drug lords. Improved coordination among CDRB, customs, and the
judiciary system, along with greater reliance on intelligence-led investigations rather than reactive seizures and better
coordination with neighboring, source, and target countries, have proven to be effective.
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One of the more significant operational advances has been the declaration implementation of advanced container
scanning systems, with some operated in partnership with international logistics providers at Lebanese ports as
announced in a joint press release between the Minister of Finance and Minister of Public Works and Transport in
November 2025. These systems would improve the ability to detect hidden drugs, especially illicit ones like captagon
and cocaine trafficked through marine containers.

These efforts have led to an increase in high-profile interdictions, especially of maritime cocaine and significant
captagon shipments. There are still structural constraints among the lack of judicial capacity and resources, but
moving from symbolic to targeted enforcement marks a significant shift in strategy.

Limitations and Sustainability Challenges

Despite these advances, Lebanese counter-narcotics efforts remain constrained by:

« Absence of a Lebanese national strategy for drug enforcement and prevention

« Lack of human resources (both in quantity and quality)

« Financial limitations affecting personnel and equipment, mainly affecting CDRB among all law enforcement
agencies

e The new LAF deployment plan in South Lebanon might create a void in the remaining areas, including the
Lebanese-Syrian border and the red production activities zones

» Lack of specialized laboratories to identify the industrial prints of synthetic drugs

» The adaptability of trafficking networks in exploiting legal and enforcement gaps

» The emergence of new synthetic drugs along with the rise of crystal meth trafficking which highlights the need of
advanced laboratory analysis of substances, including its industrial print; and

« Instability in Syria leading to a loose, uncontrolled border as seen in the recent turbulence in the north east of
Syria between the new Syrian regime and the Syrian Democratic Forces also known as QASAD; along these lines,
the fate of ISIS prisoners in Syria is back on the radar (CNN, 2026), something that might shift the priorities of the
Syrian authorities, giving more room to drug dealers to operate at ease amidst the chaos

UNODC cautions that without sustained investment, institutional insulation from political instability, and judicial
follow-through, enforcement gains risk being temporary (UNODC, 2025).

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The changing trends in captagon and cocaine trafficking that impact Lebanon and Syria necessitate comprehensive
measures led by intelligence with regional coordination on counter-narcotic efforts (Makri et al, 2024). The proposed
recommendations should be considered within operational, institutional, and regional coordination, and adapted to
Lebanon’s legal, political, economic, and security environment.

They should be tackled by the NCDA in order to formulate a comprehensive national strategy that links legal,
financial and public health responses to captagon and cocaine trafficking. This strategy defines the role of institutions,
sets clear indicators, and contributes to regional coordination mechanisms, enhancing consistency between legal
enforcement, prevention, and international support. This strategy should include:

Empowering the CDRB and Customs

Build the operational and analytical capacity of CDRB and customs through high coordination, enhanced mandates,
dedicated resources, and specialized training programs. Effective customs at trade ports and borders are crucial for
early intervention, especially in addressing concealment techniques within maritime trafficking.
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Al Integration in Counter-Narcotics Operations

Adopt Al tools in border checks and enforcement applications, including risk assessment, container scanning, and data
analysis. Artificial intelligence systems can improve efficiency by detecting high-risk shipments or unnoticed patterns
(UNODC, 2025c). Analyzing the data of the seized drug produces matrices that allow detecting future smuggling
operations by Al analysis.

Strengthening Integrated Border Management and Technology Use

Lebanon would expand the use of advanced scanning technologies at ports and borders as part of an integrated border
management system. Scanners should be combined with risk analysis, intelligence analysis, and coordination,
prioritizing maritime entry points where cocaine is brought in. In addition, informal border points along the Lebanese-
Syrian border require mobile and drone observation, joint tours, and increased monitoring of known and emerging
trafficking corridors. These options would decrease the dependence on fixed checkpoints and increase adaptability to
changing patterns (UNODC, 2025c).

Institutionalizing Intelligence-Led Policing

Counter-narcotics should prioritize network disruption, which entails strengthening the ISF-CDRB, LAF, and Customs
units, and establishing information sharing among them. Lebanon also needs to enhance collaboration between law
enforcement and the judiciary to ensure intelligence-led cases result in successful actions (Financial Action Task Force,
2024).

Addressing Corruption and Enforcement Gaps

Lebanon has recently shown a great will in fighting corruption, resulting in the arrest of many corrupt actors. However,
it should highlight anti-corruption measures in border agencies and customs processes while instituting port governance
reforms given the impact of falsified documents. This successful strategy may include external checks and
whistleblower protections, which improve accountability (World Bank, 2023). This is key given that the Lebanese
return on customs increased drastically in 2025 due to the systematic procedures that were enforced on entry points.

Deepen and Formalize Regional Coordination Mechanisms

Coordination at the regional level needs to evolve into standardized, institutional plans. Lebanon should work for real
data-sharing platforms with Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Irag, Kuwait and Syria, common threat assessments, and coordinated
efforts. This can reduce instability caused by the route shifting, thus decreasing unilateral sanction risk. Furthermore, it
creates political trust, strengthening Lebanon’s position as a responsible transit country (UNODC 20253).

Investing in Public Health, Prevention, and Rehabilitation

The consumption of new lab-created synthetic drugs (synthetic cannabinoids, crystal meth, etc.) demands an improved
public health response, such as preventive programs, harm reduction efforts, and rehabilitation services, especially for
high-risk communities. Considering public health in counter-narcotic policy reduces social costs (UNODC, 2025b). All
these actions should be included in a National Strategy for Preventive Drug Education policy paper that falls under a
general national counter narcotics strategy.
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Strengthen Judicial Capacity and Legal Enforcement

Judicial reform is essential to ensuring that successful enforcement endures. Asset seizure and forfeiture laws should be
implemented to disrupt the financial infrastructure of trafficking rings. International legal collaboration must be
developed to address transnational components of drug trafficking, especially in cocaine trafficking (UNODC, 2025a;
UNODC, 2025h).

CONCLUSION

Captagon and cocaine production and trafficking is considerably impacting Lebanon and Syria, reflecting broader
changes in regional security, conflict economies, and transnational organized crime. Drug trafficking in the Levant and
GCC must be analyzed as part of a network connecting production areas with transit states and final markets (UNODC,
2025h).

The collapse of the Assad regime and the centralized protection mechanism did not destroy the captagon economy, but
fragmented it, leading to temporary spikes starting late 2024 till now in trafficking activities, rapid shifts in routes, and
increased pressures on neighboring countries such as Lebanon. These spikes should be closely monitored; if the flow
continues after the depletion of the supposed stock linked to the fallen regime era, then arguably there is a re-
establishment of production facilities in Syria by the newly formed alliances shaping adapted modalities. Otherwise, if
it declines considerably, then it is safe to assume that a new era of captagon production suffocation has emerged,
leading to positive impact at the political, diplomatic, and economic level in Syria.

As per Lebanon, the counter narcotic efforts led by law enforcement agencies, CDRB in particular, should be
supported and leveraged by the government, noting that LAF has pressing and challenging deployment needs in South
Lebanon that might create a void in the Lebanese-Syrian borders. A comprehensive threat assessment should be
conducted to mitigate the risks and address them in a methodological approach.

Regarding the cocaine trade, Lebanon continues to be involved in global criminal maritime networks positioned
between regional drug markets and transnational supply chains (UNDOC, 2025a). This position was additionally
enforced after the collapse of the Assaad regime, pushing a portion of the imported cocaine shipments to shift from
Syrian seaports (Latakia in particular) to the Lebanese airport and seaports due to the fear of smuggling importers of
the new scanning security arrangements held by the new authorities in Syria.

The latest Lebanese counter-narcotics measures look to be motivated, sustainable, and systematic and are reinforced by
high-level regional cooperation, notably between CDRB and Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Irag, Jordan and Syria. Such
cooperation was facilitated in part by the political implications of the post-Assad era. Current efforts demonstrate that
intelligence-led coordination can, and does, work, in contrast to individual practices such as trade bans which have less
effect on drug trafficking and a huge economic cost for Lebanon (UNODC, 2025d).

If success in interrupting cocaine shipments to Lebanon persists, this would indicate that the will of the war against
drugs is systematic and continuous, backed by solid political will. Yet, we must move forward with a comprehensive
national counter-narcotics strategy, strengthening dedicated drug control bodies and customs services. In addition,
integrating technology, like data analytics and Al tools, into port/border controls (UNODC, 2025c¢) is a critical and
urgently needed upgrade.

Most importantly, Lebanon’s path to counter drug trafficking depends on coordination and shared responsibility among
transit and destination countries. The current moment of structural change is a major opportunity to weaken trafficking
systems. However, this must be seized as soon as possible, as it will shape regional security, harmony, and economic
prosperity for years to come (UNODC, 2025d; Al Hadath, 2025).
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