
 

 
 

 

 

 

  

DIVINE MICHAEL KUMAH 

Email: Divinekuma@gmail.com 

 

EXPLORING THE NEXUS BETWEEN TRANSNATIONAL ORGANIZED CRIME AND 

REGIONAL SECURITY CHALLENGES IN WEST AFRICA: 

 

A JOURNAL OF POLITICS, ECONOMIC, AND STATE RESPONSE ON DRUG TRAFFICKING, 

VIOLENCE, AND ILLICIT FIREARMS TRADE 

 

GSJ: Volume 12, Issue 12, December 2024  

ISSN 2320-9186                                
 

 
GSJ: Volume 12, Issue 12, December 2024, Online: ISSN 2320-9186 

www.globalscientificjournal.com 
 

 

GSJ© 2024 
www.globalscientificjournal.com 

 

1757 

mailto:Divinekuma@gmail.com


 

  

1
 

USAGE OF TERMS 

Drug Trafficking 

Drug trafficking is a crime under the United Nations Convention against Illicit 

Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances of 1988 articulated in 

broad parameters. Understanding the crime of trafficking in drugs means 

looking at the various range of activities including the growing, preparing, and 

packing, of drugs for possession, distribution, transfer, or use; in other words, 

drug trafficking incorporates a variety of activities associated with the illegal 

drug’s manufacture, dealings and trade, which stands in breach of the drug 

control treaties set by the UN sub-organization. Due to the grave social, 

economic, and health impact of drug trafficking, a crime taken seriously in 

society, mechanisms are therefore put in place across the world in the form of 

law enforcement, preventive, and international collaboration strategies to fight 

it as a vice. 

Illicit Firearms Trade 

The economies of the African Union (AU) and the Economic Community of 

West African States (ECOWAS) as pertaining to illicit firearms trade have 

defined illicit firearms trade as the increase in armed and military conflict in 

particular regions, causing outlaws or organized crime syndicates to achieve 

violence-related means. This ‘criminal commerce’ also entails contraband 

activities, which are the transnational movement of goods without licenses, 

particularly for weapons. This trade generally aggravates unrest, chaos, 

anxiety, and violence in an area. On its part, the AU and ECOWAS have the 

same and common goal of reducing the menace of illegal arms trafficking by 

means of implementing existing controls and measures, increasing the 

enforcement capacity, and encouraging regional collaboration in combatting 

this threat to peace and security within the African continent. 

Violence 

A clearer definition of violence related to transnational organized crime would 

encompass the use of coercive measures such as force or threat by criminal 

syndicates that operate beyond their home countries to carry out their 

illegitimate activities. Violence usually occupies an important place in the 

functioning of these criminal syndicates. It serves various purposes including, 

but not limited to, establishing dominance, ensuring obedience, eliminating 

rivals, and avenging adversaries. There are many forms of violence such as; 

structural violence and cyber violence. Violence prevents not only the well-

being and order of the people but also creates serious problems for the 

enforcement and political strategies. 
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ABSTRACT 

This journal explores the intricate relationship between transnational organized crime (TOC) and 

regional security challenges in West Africa with emphasis on drug trafficking and violence and the illegal 

firearms trade. This journal provides evidence of the fact that transnational organized crime makes 

existing vulnerabilities worse, disrupts governance, and results in violence. By taking a case study and a 

scholarly controversies approach, this journal intends to contribute to the knowledge on drug trafficking, 

violence, and arms smuggling as security threats that hinder development and necessitate the use of 

strategies and policy changes to counter them. This work aims to target the policymakers and other 

relevant actors on the need to urgently adopt a more integrated approach in dealing with the issues of 

TOC and the instability in West Africa. This Journal is based on a sketch developed in conformity with 

the UN General Assembly Resolution 50/148 which was adopted on December 21, 1995, whereby the 

Assembly encouraged member states to combat threats and assist in sabotaging financial operations for 

criminal groups. This Journal adheres to resolution 65-25 of the 2022 Commission on Narcotic Drugs 

which requests the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime to give further assistance to member 

countries in data collection, carrying out reconnaissance, and when appropriate, disseminating 

intelligence to explore the instances where the efforts of drug trafficking and arms smuggling connect. 

INTRODUCTION 

The West African region is increasingly experiencing heightened transnational crime and regional 

security challenges. This situation is persistent despite the evolving global, local, and national responses 

and funding geared towards curbing this problem (Owusu et al., 2020). Heightened levels of violence 

can mostly be observed within the cocaine trade networks amounting to increased gang-related deaths. 

However, within and across cocaine-producing and transit countries violence varies due to factors that 

the scholarship is only starting to explore, such as the nature of the organizations involved and the level 

of competition among them, the relations among state power, electoral competition, and criminal groups 

(Durán-Martínez 2018a, Trejo and Ley 2020).  

Criminal networks, including drug trafficking and arms-trafficking syndicates, together with failing 

governance, increasing violence, corruption, and pervasive insecurity are the emerging challenges facing 

West African countries. Hence, West African authorities are becoming increasingly worried about the 

likely consequences of transnational organized crime (TOC) groups, especially narcotics-trafficking and 

firearms-trafficking groups, with respect to their capacity to interrogate the region's territorial integrity, 
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affect security forces, and compromise government institutions. Accordingly, this is a complex risk-

facing for senior decision-makers present in the defense and security authorities and national 

governments in terms of their attempts to successfully manage or mitigate the issues. The nexus between 

narcotics-trafficking and arms-trafficking networks and the ensuing terrorism and organized violence, 

the corruption of security force personnel and government officials, together with the pressures 

confronting counterterrorism and counter-TOC efforts, is increasingly coming under scrutiny. 

Drug trafficking contributes significantly to violence and insecurity via the entrenchment of powerful 

groups in the local governments, who strive to mitigate anti-trafficking crackdowns (Mazzilli, 2023). 

Defeating these syndicates and groups often entails extreme resort to violence, leading to the 

assassination of political leaders and journalists. Therefore, it is evident that narcotics trafficking 

syndicates exert a destabilizing impact in West Africa, undermining governance and the persons' social 

fabric. West African youth often resort to drug use instead of engaging in productive activities. 

Additionally, the youth are enticed to engage in narcotics-trafficking activities, considering limited 

employment opportunities and evolving neighborhood environments (Mazzilli, 2023). This dynamic 

increases risk factors for violence as the youth compete for turf in drug-trafficking businesses and resort 

to crime to finance and sustain their drug habit. 

 

Arms trafficking contributes to regional security challenges in West Africa, considering that armed 

groups perpetuate violence and destabilize political order. Armed entities resort to the use of arms-

intense strategies to assert influence and consolidate power. The Mali conflict exemplifies this dynamic. 

The armed violence and militant ascendancy are tied to the proliferation of arms and ammunition, an 

artifact of arms trafficking activities in the region. Substantial arms originating from Libya and other 

regions underpin the Mali stakeholder conflict (Ibrahim, 2020). This escalation in arms supplies in West 

Africa has led to an amazing enhancement of diverse armed groups’ organizations and their capacity to 

present potent security threats to territorial integrity. Illicit arms-trafficking alterations utilized by these 

groups undermine the efforts of real initiatives to stamp out terrorism and reinforce democratic 

institutions in these jurisdictions.  

 

Traffickers exploiting political instability in the region to present arms to militant groups create an 

immense hurdle for law enforcement and government institutions in West Africa. Despite these 

dynamics, the population’s capacities to resist and combat transnational crime and security-related 

aspirations remain largely an issue to be looked at within a coordinated policy framework. 
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A LINKAGE BETWEEN ILLEGAL DRUG TRAFFICKING AND FIREARMS 

TRADE 

For the purposes of context, this journal seeks to narrow down the linkage specifically within West 

Africa. Regarding drugs, it involves the hard and soft range of drugs such as cocaine, cannabis, ecstasy, 

psychedelic drugs, heroin, meth. Despite being controlled by international regulation due to such drugs 

being manipulated for the use of crime, these drugs are dangerous to health and hence are dangerous to 

humanity. As far as arms are concerned, INTERPOL defines it as ‘any portable barreled weapon or a 

weapon that has been made or adapted so that it can be used to shoot or project a bullet or any other 

projectile by the action of a forcibly expelled gas, but does not include any old guns or their replicas.’, 

any gun or shotgun unit. 

These commodities are in alliance by the groups that manufacture or produce them, the similar market 

for their sale, the routes for their distribution, and the modus operandi of their associated intent. For 

instance, the drug trade provides financial resources to armed groups in West Africa, which in turn 

enables them to purchase weapons and ammunition. Ultimately, the drug trade provides financial 

resources to these armed groups to expand their firepower. Concurrently, the drug trade is often linked 

to armed groups and terrorist organizations that use the profits to fund their activities. These drug 

traffickers also use firearms as a means of protecting themselves in the course of drug trafficking or the 

usage of illegal substances, and in some cases, they use firearms as a symbol or tool to intimidate their 

opponents. Corrupt government officials and state security actors such as border control forces 

oftentimes facilitate this linkage by deliberately turning a blind eye to the routes used by these traffickers 

to carry out their illegal trade. The region’s porous borders are often exploited by these traffickers in 

collaboration with state actors. This is necessitated by corruption, lack of effective governance, and a 

deliberate creation of regional-border-dark spots (RBDs). The Sahel region that encompasses southern 

Mali, Niger, and Burkina Faso has turned out to be a hotbed of both illicit drug and arms smuggling 

activities.  Moreover, certain criminal and terrorist groups, for instance, Al-Qaeda in the Islamic Maghreb 

(AQIM) and other affiliated jihadists in the region, take advantage of the large ungoverned areas to traffic 

drugs mainly cocaine and weapons. There have been several incidences where there are exchanges of 

drugs and arms by different cartels with even the South and East cartels engaged in this. Some 

international and regional military interventions such as Operation Barkhane conducted in France and 

joint exercises among the G5 Sahel countries have aimed to mitigate the escalation phenomenon of arms 

and drugs in the Sahel. Notwithstanding, the intermingling of organized crime, terrorism, and gross 

trafficking continues to aggravate the situation in this part of the world. 
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Furthermore, the connection can be traced to the fact that traffickers of both goods utilize the same routes. 

An illustration is the maritime routes often taken. The Gulf of Guinea which involves the countries of 

Ghana, Togo, Benin, and Nigeria is infamous for drug and arms trafficking operations. These captured 

international borders are very active with trafficking activities of hard drugs such as cocaine and 

marijuana as well as small ammunition mostly pistols and AK-47S. The border region between Ghana 

and Togo serves as an entry point for most marijuana and cocaine traffickers. Some of the traffickers 

move their consignments through market women carrying both perishable and non-perishable goods to 

avoid detection. As part of their modus operandi, in some cases, they disguise as high school students in 

uniform bearing student identification cards either going home for vacation or returning to school, whilst 

transiting their consignments in their backpacks and mini luggage because oftentimes students are not 

searched at the borders with the help of corrupts border control officials.  

Consequently, the border between Benin and Nigeria is also used to traffic cannabis and other assault 

rifles, however, the border between Mali and Burkina Faso is now a major conduit for the trafficking of 

firearms amphetamine type of stimulants, and sedative-hypnotics. The Malian-Burkina border is 

notoriously used to smuggle not only illicit drugs but more prevailing; firearms and ammunition. These 

firearms are supplied to armed groups such as the notorious armed rebellion by the ISIL affiliate in the 

Greater Sahara and the al-Qaeda-linked Jama’at Nusrat al-Islam wal-Muslimin. The recent pace of 

political instability in Mali, Burkina Faso, and Niger is fueled by its reliance on firearms smuggled 

through these borders facilitated by state actors who willfully engage in the illicit drug economy by 

authorizing the sale and purchase of these firearms. They deliberately ignore procedures and standards 

that enforce the legal transfer, sale, and distribution of firearms. As traffickers seek to expand their 

operations, the demand for firearms increases, leading to more weapons circulating in already volatile 

regions. This relationship is particularly dangerous because it escalates conflicts in communities already 

struggling with the consequences of drug abuse and crime. Drug trafficking organizations become more 

armed and organized, they contribute to a cycle of violence that affects not just their rivals but also 

innocent bystanders and entire neighborhoods. 

The "Narco-State" and Arms Trafficking Linkages 

This journal explores various case scenarios that exemplify a clear link between the trading of these 

notorious commodities. Aside from the land and maritime routes, traffickers of both illicit drugs and 

firearms conduct their transfers aboard private and commercial flights. 
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Case Scenario 1: Boko Haram, the Islamic terrorist movement that emerged in Nigeria around the year 

2010, has resorted to arms smuggling to perpetuate its rebellion against the Nigerian government. There 

are also indications that this group has links with networks that smuggle arms into Nigeria from across 

its borders with Libya, Chad, and Niger. Moreover, the radical terrorist abortion group known as Boko 

Haram is believed to be involved in drug trafficking as well. It has been alleged that the organization 

carries out the use and trade of tramadol (a consuming pain relief medicine) among other drugs to pursue 

its terror activities. Reporting on Boko Haram’s impacts on drug trafficking shows that there have been 

some instances when Boko Haram has traded arms for drugs with criminal networks in West Africa and 

the Sahel Region. Nigeria’s National Drug Law Enforcement Agency (NDLEA) and the Nigerian military 

have intensified their campaigns against drug and arms trafficking but the activities of the Boko Haram 

terrorist sect are still rampant and are sustained by drug and arms smuggling cartels. In July 2022, a raid 

was conducted by the National Drug Law Enforcement Agency (NDLEA) of Nigeria, with provisions of 

the police, in Edo State, and arms and ammunition together with drugs were discovered in that state. 

The warehouse was owned by a drug trafficker operating in Southern Nigeria and housed large amounts 

of cannabis and methamphetamine. Though the drugs were being transported, undercover agents also 

spotted AK-47 assault rifles, handguns, and various ammunition. Investigations disclosed that these 

arms were meant to guard drug routes and safeguard cartel activities from competitors and law 

enforcers. Involvement of local militias and even criminal factions in the Niger Delta region was also 

linked to the arms. In 2019, a raid conducted within Lagos, Nigeria revealed that a container at the Apapa 

Port was carrying illegal military hardware, drugs, and 250 kilograms of narcotics believed to be cocaine. 

The load consisted of two hundred and fifty kilos of cocaine and a bunch of weapons, including assault 

rifles and handguns. The cocaine that was contained in the container came from South America intended 

for distribution in the Nigerian drug market as well as for the areas in Northern Nigeria that are currently 

at war. The law enforcement organizations associated the guns with the regional cooperative that 

engaged in armed rebellion to control the drug business for funding itself. 

Case Scenario 2: As reported by the Smithsonian Air and Space Magazine, in 2009 the Malian authorities 

came across a Boeing 727 which had been found burnt down in the far northeastern African desert. 

According to intelligence sources later gathered, the aircraft was loaded with nine tons of cocaine when 

it took off from Venezuela. Multiple reports from investigators indicated that the plane transferred in a 

range of nine (9) to ten (10) tons of cocaine, pistols, double barrel guns, and other ammunition. The “Mali 

drug plane”, a Boeing 727, is a prime example of a “ghost plane”, a term used by United Nations 

investigators to describe aircraft with dubious credentials. The “Mali drug plane” is a case point, having 

resurfaced in a notorious drug trafficking operation by air.  This highlights the linkage between 
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traffickers of both commodities by air, a common route. A year after insurrection erupted in the northern 

region of Mali, a joint anti-terrorist operation coordinated by the Malian and Nigerien security forces 

came to fruition with the capture of a truck loaded with narcotics and weapons in transit across their 

shared boundary. The operation affirmed the seizure of more than two cartons of ninety-200 kilograms 

each, and less than thirty count firearms composed of assault and pistols. With the help of a smuggling 

ring operating within the Sahel region, the criminals were hauling the weapons and drugs to northern 

Mali, which had active extremist groups. The firearms were intended to arm militant groups, while the 

drugs were part of the trade routes linking North Africa to West Africa and Europe. Likewise, in 2018, 

there was a significant cross-border operation where Malian security operatives aided by world 

counterparts discovered a drug and gun smuggling cartel in the Sahel region.  Almost 1.5 tons of 

marijuana and a weapons cache including AK-47s handguns and grenade launchers were confiscated. 

The operation occurred a few kilometers from the Mali-Mauritania borderline and was part of a drug 

trafficking mailer connecting the North African drug cartels to the drug markets in West Africa. The 

weapons were believed to have been intended for armed groups based in northern Mali that were 

bartering drugs for guns with criminal syndicates. 

Case Scenario 3: In 2018, several individuals who were members of a firearms trafficking syndicate were 

arrested by the Ghanaian authorities, the syndicate also had ties with drug mules. In an operation carried 

out by the Ghana Police Service, there was a recovery of large amounts of weapons, including assault 

weapons which were believed to have gangsters engaged in drug activities. This case also established 

that the traffickers were sourcing firearms from drug sales, through an illegal network, to introduce those 

arms into Ghana for sale to different criminals or the protection of drug cargos. Several arrests were 

made, and the Ghanaian authorities have increased efforts to crack down on both arms and drug 

trafficking networks. Ghana continues to show commitment to supporting the regional management of 

organized crime by improving the operational capacity of the government’s Narcotics Control 

Commission and the law enforcement agencies in the region combatting both forms of trafficking.  

In 2020, the Ghana Police along with other international law enforcement agencies were able to intercept 

a ship en route to Takoradi where a cache of arms, drugs, and ammunitions were discovered on board. 

The bust unearthed arms including pistols and submachine guns alongside 500 kilograms of cocaine that 

was stashed in concealed areas. The cargo was intended for a global drug and arms shipping racket 

operating within the coastal regions of West Africa. European consumers were to receive the cocaine 

while the firearms were to be supplied to rebel forces in West Africa who were particularly active in 

areas of political instability and internal conflict. 
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Case Scenario 4: Guinea-Bissau has often been described as a bridge for drug and arms trafficking. Since 

the breakdown of law and order in the country has made this small, coastal West African country very 

susceptible to corruption and weak institutions, it became a significant port of call for South American 

cocaine bound for Europe. The malfeasance of drug dealers invited the intrusion of organized violence 

by the criminal syndicates. Illicit drug trafficking activities contributed to the trafficking and smuggling 

of weapons hence concluding that over time weaponization of drug cartels is inevitable. In 2016, there 

were serious allegations claimed the US Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) arrested former head 

of the Navy Chief Admiral Jose Américo Bubo Na Tchuto in 2013 for drug offenses. Task forces also 

established that narcotics were utilized to buy guns for the militias operating in that region. The political 

and military class within Guinea-Bissau was deeply involved in drug offering and arms trade rendering 

the country an attractive territory for any drug dealing networks. Though some of the drug court 

systems, including Na Tchuto, successfully incarcerated certain key operatives of the drug mafias in the 

Guinean political developments and management of the political government politics of Guinea Bissau 

is still sadly largely determined by corruption that prevents any progress towards collapsing the drug 

and guns dealing empires. 

Case Scenario 5: Liberia is also a nation through which one can appreciate the relationship between the 

activities of drug trafficking and the illegal trade of small arms and light weapons. Between 1997 and 

2003, ex-Liberian President Charles Taylor engaged in both the trafficking of guns, which aimed to 

support the civil wars in Liberia and Sierra Leone, and in the illegal dealings with diamonds. Taylor’s 

period in power also saw the establishment of Liberia as a back door for supplying arms to rebels 

especially the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) of Sierra Leone. In addition, his regime was also accused 

of helping to establish a network of drug couriers through the West African subcontinent, particularly 

through the area’s weak borders. Therefore, the Special Court for Sierra Leone sentenced Taylor to 

incarceration for military crimes and crimes against humanity in 2012, but drug trafficking was not 

among the charges pressed on him. Nonetheless, the issue was brought to the fore that arms supplied 

without any restraining mechanisms in West Africa led to other forms of illegal trade including drug 

sourcing in conflict areas. Drug trafficking routes were firmly shut down by Liberia during the era of 

Charles Taylor. However, in 2020, security forces of Liberia, with the assistance of UNODC, busted an 

international heroin smuggling syndicate that was active in the capital Monrovia. In the course of 

judgments, some weapons such as assault rifles were also seized together with the hard drugs. They 

were part of the drug trafficking syndicate from West Africa, which supplied the drugs from South 

America to Europe via North Africa. The weapons that were recovered were to ensure that the drug 
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shipments were securely routed through Liberia into the European markets. Such firearms were also 

known to be used by gangs who were active in drug peddling in the area. 

TRADE TACTICS 

Having established a clear linkage between these notorious trades across the region, it’s important to 

explore a wide variety of sophisticated methods employed by drug cartels and arms traffickers to avoid 

detection by law enforcement, intelligence agencies, and border security across the West African border 

regions. These tactics evolve as authorities develop new techniques to combat illicit trade, making the 

trafficking landscape a constant game of cat and mouse. Here are some of the most common ways cartels 

avoid detection:  

Bribery and Corruption 

Among the various tactics employed by cartels, bribing customs authorities, police officers, military men, 

and politicians remains the most effective. This ensures that their shipments pass through borders, ports, 

and checkpoints without a thorough inspection. A classic case of this method can be traced to the recent 

exchange of gunshots between personnel of the Customs Excise and Preventive Service and personnel of 

the Ghana Police Service at the Bawku-Togo border over suspicion of contraband goods in transit, 

packaged in cocoa sacks. Both security groups disagreed over the inspection of the goods in transit, one 

group insisting on the inspection to be conducted whereas the other group opposed the idea of inspection 

leading to an exchange of gunshots between both groups. A question of why would one group of the 

security inspection team oppose the inspection of that particular cargo which in actual sense forms part 

of their core mandate for being present at the border, if not for an alleged case of bribery. Corruption 

allows cartels to maintain control over key entry points and transit routes in countries with weak 

governance. In some regions, especially where state institutions are weak, cartels have infiltrated 

governments or established deep ties with officials, allowing them to operate with impunity. This is the 

most common tactic used in all the West African border countries without exception and parts of Latin 

America. 

Use of Front Companies and Shell Corporations 

Cartels often set up front companies that appear to be legitimate businesses, such as shipping companies, 

agricultural firms, or import/export companies, industries that naturally involve significant cash flow 

and cross-border transactions. These fronts are used to mask illicit activities. For example, a cartel might 

establish a shipping company that claims to export cocoa or timber but hides cocaine or heroin within 
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the legitimate cargo. The funds are often routed through multiple countries and converted into legitimate 

assets like real estate or luxury goods. By posing as legitimate businesses, these companies can import 

and export goods, which might include hidden drugs. Since shell companies are often registered under 

different names or through intermediaries, it becomes challenging for authorities to trace ownership back 

to the cartel. Financial transactions through these shell companies appear legitimate on the surface, 

making it difficult for law enforcement to link the funds to criminal operations. 

Use of Private and Small Aircraft 

Cartels frequently use small private aircraft to smuggle drugs or firearms, avoiding commercial airline 

scrutiny and traditional shipping channels. These planes can land at remote airstrips or in unregulated 

airspaces, making them difficult to track. In regions like the Sahel, cartels construct clandestine airstrips 

in remote areas to facilitate the landing of small planes with drug shipments. These airstrips are often in 

isolated, hard-to-reach areas, making detection challenging. The continent’s vast and often under-

monitored landscapes create a perfect environment for these illicit activities. Many African nations have 

extensive rural areas and remote regions where traditional law enforcement presence is minimal. This 

makes it easier for cartels to operate without fear of detection. The porous nature of many African borders 

means that once these goods are smuggled in, they can be transported across multiple countries with 

little oversight. 

Smuggling Methods 

One of the most common tactics is hiding drugs or firearms within legitimate cargo. Drugs are often 

hidden in containers of food, electronics, or raw materials. Arms may be concealed within industrial 

machinery or vehicles. This method allows traffickers to take advantage of high-volume commercial 

shipping where individual containers are less likely to be inspected. Cartels modify vehicles with secret 

compartments often called “trap vehicles” to smuggle drugs and firearms across borders. These 

compartments can be built into cars, trucks, or boats, making them difficult to detect without advanced 

scanning equipment. Cartels, especially shipments from Latin America to West Africa through to Europe, 

have increasingly turned to semi-submersible vessels often called "narco-submarines" to transport drugs, 

particularly cocaine, across oceans. These low-profile vessels are difficult to detect by radar, a device less 

optimized across West African borders, and are often used to avoid traditional shipping routes. 
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Use of Drones 

More sophisticated methods of drug trafficking are being witnessed as drug lords are using drones for 

trafficking small drugs or being able to transport weapons across borders. Drones can easily avoid 

ground patrols and traditional border checkpoints, thus becoming a great asset for carrying out such 

illegal activities. In addition to that, they have also begun using drones for spying purposes, to monitor 

the activities of law enforcers, map out the best routes for conducting their business, and in some 

instances, even transport goods for a short distance, say across a tight wick perimeter. This particular 

strategy also denotes the increasing complexity of the organizations linked to crime as they utilize 

modern technologies to beat the law enforcers. 

Digital Communication and Encryption 

The increasing popularity of encrypted messaging applications poses an additional challenge to most 

countries in West Africa in fighting crime and trafficking. Given their advanced technology and software-

restricted access, border control operators fail to match the pace at which the cartels are operating. The 

use of such communication platforms is encrypted enabling them to chat without the fear of law 

interference. Therefore, it becomes difficult for the respective authorities to listen to their conversations 

and carry out any surveillance on their movements which gives an upper hand to the traffickers. In 

addition, several traffickers have resorted to using the dark web for trading in drugs, weapons, and other 

illegal items. Nicely, such a trade market usually exists where transactions are done using 

cryptocurrencies such as Bitcoin. Transactions in this environment are quite complex and hence can 

hardly be tracked down; this complicates things further in that it leaves the enforcement agents with 

challenges in following the proceeds of these transactions and curtailing the operations of these 

syndicates. 

Compartmentalization and Decentralized Operations 

Cartels oftentimes operate with extreme compartmentalization in a term known as the Need-to-Know 

Basis; meaning that different people or groups are responsible for different aspects of the operation, and 

few people know the whole plan. This way, if one part of the organization is compromised, the rest can 

continue operating without being affected. Concurrently, the use of independent Cells in their modus 

operandi is strategically enhanced. In this tactic, many cartels use a decentralized model with semi-

autonomous "cells" in different regions. Each cell handles a specific part of the operation from 

production, and distribution to transportation, and operates independently. This makes it more difficult 

for law enforcement to track the entire network. 

GSJ© 2024 
www.globalscientificjournal.com 

 

 
GSJ: Volume 12, Issue 12, December 2024  

ISSN 2320-9186                                       1768 
 



 

  

1
2

 
False Documentation 

Traffickers often rely on fake IDs and forged shipping documents as part of their operations. They create 

a facade of legitimacy by using counterfeit identification, shipping manifests, and even stolen identities. 

This creates a misleading paper trail that can deceive authorities. Additionally, smugglers frequently 

mislabel their shipments to disguise the true contents. For instance, they might declare illegal drugs as 

harmless medical supplies or construction materials without raising suspicion. 

SCHOLARLY DEBATES 

Different views on the functioning and overlapping of drug trafficking and firearms trade are also 

presented in the existing literature. A historical understanding of the relationship between drug 

trafficking and violence through the arms trade has engaged foreign scholars and some local ones as 

well. The complicated violence associated with the drug and arms trade, particularly in regions like West 

Africa, is a concern that scholars pay attention to and provide in-depth analysis. Following is a summary 

of some main areas of scholarly discussion, introducing the opinions and the work of the experts in the 

field. In this paper, Dr. Angelica Duran-Martinez presents the political aspects of violence motivated by 

drugs and the trafficking of arms. Other writers like Peter Andreas and Moises Naim deal with broad 

issues of global networks and the processes undertaken by the state in these networks. For instance, 

Vanda Felbab-Brown and David Kilcullen emphasize that drug and gun trafficking is supported by 

external actors to various non-state armed groups. Within these discussions, it becomes possible to arrive 

at several observations that allow for establishing the connection, specifically regarding the global 

market for illegal drugs and related violence, and its consequent arms trade. 

Dr. Angelica Duran-Martinez 

In her influential works, such as The Politics of Drug Violence: Criminals, Cops, and Politicians in 

Colombia and Mexico, Dr. Duran-Martinez argues that drug-related violence is closely tied to the 

visibility of drug markets and the role of state actors. She highlights how drug cartels’ use of violence,  

including the use of firearms, varies based on the degree of state presence and the political climate in 

different regions. When states actively confront drug cartels, violence tends to increase, as does the illicit 

arms trade. She elucidates that the escalation of gun culture is not just a side effect of the drug trade but 

also an essential way that the cartels consolidate control over and guard their markets. To shield their 

business from aggressive competitors and the government, cartels acquire firearms through 

transnational arms smuggling networks. She points out that in regions with weak state institutions, 
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cartels may use extreme violence, supported by a steady supply of illegal weapons, to maintain their 

dominance. Her work contrasts with other scholars who focus more on the economic motivations behind 

drug trafficking, suggesting instead that political factors like state repression, corruption, and 

competition between cartels are central to understanding why drug cartels resort to violence and arm 

themselves heavily. Her emphasis on the political visibility of drug markets challenges purely economic 

models that ignore the political and social dimensions of drug and firearms trafficking. 

Peter Andreas 

Peter Andreas is an accomplished academic whose work has focused on the consequences of the war on 

drugs and drug trafficking in relation to the state and cartel behavior. In the notable book “Smuggler 

Nation: How Illicit Trade Made America”, Andreas takes a particular look at state actors from the global 

North where he focuses on how these actors, especially the US, have waged the war on drugs in a 

militaristic way. He argues that it is not only that drug trafficking becomes securitized; it is also that drug 

cartels cope with that transformation by improving their military capabilities, particularly their 

armament concerning weaponry. He states that the inclinations towards militarization of the anti-drug 

campaigns, especially in Latin and West African regions, have compelled drug traffickers to enhance the 

use of violence which has, in turn, led to an increase in the smuggling of guns. He points out that the 

same conduits that smuggle drugs are also used in arms smuggling with weapons being smuggled in 

together with drugs across the borders. His work emphasizes how cartels adapt to government pressure 

by securing more advanced weaponry, reinforcing the connection between drug smuggling and the 

firearms trade. Andreas also reviews the effectiveness of militarization as a way to resolve drug issues 

and states that it leads to other problems such as escalation of violence and the increase of arms around 

which this view corresponds with other scholars who critique the ‘war on drugs’ perspective. 

Vanda Felbab-Brown 

Felbab-Brown, who holds the position of a senior fellow at the Brookings Institution, has devoted much 

of her research to the relationship between three aspects: the drug trade, the trade in arms, and the  

weakness of states. In her book Shooter Up; Counterinsurgency and the War on Drugs, she expands on 

the concept of ‘criminal insurgency’ as a notion that asserts drug cartels and other criminal enterprises 

seek to overtake the political apparatus, particularly in precarious or failing states. She goes on to 

postulate how in West Africa, for example, drug cartels do not only use weapons to protect their drug 

trade routes but also seek to dislodge the regimes from power, hence creating a situation that is akin to 

wars of rebellion. Felbab-Brown claims that drug trafficking organizations are using weapons that can 
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be classified as military-grade as a means of organization, this is significant in that it disrupts the 

boundary that separates organized crime and insurgency. In Mali and Nigeria for instance, the business 

of drug trafficking has been named as a source of revenue for criminalized societies that had drug 

trafficking bonds, which further complicates the management of drug trafficking and arms brokering by 

the state. Using the lens of Felbab-Brown's criminal insurgency model, it follows that drug trafficking 

and ammunition trafficking cannot just be simplified as criminal activities but rise over the political 

territory of that state. This perspective, however, confronts the more sociological ones that argue that 

drug and arms smuggling is the commission of an economic crime. Felbab-Brown supports a strategy, 

that advocates a marrying of counter-insurgency and anti-drug trafficking response, a view which has 

generated some ivory tower debate among scholars on the best way to wage war against these 

overlapping threats. 

David Kilcullen 

Within the context of non-state actors, which is the very subject David Kilcullen tackles as a 

counterinsurgency expert, he goes ahead to explain how drug trafficking groups tend to be insurgent in 

nature, as they mostly consist of a variety of non-state actors with diverse functions such as armed militia, 

rebel groups, and international gangster syndicates. Also in West Africa, where drug trafficking is 

rampant, Kilcullen observes that drug trafficking organizations have formed partnerships with non-state 

actors who help them traffic arms for a share of the profits or income from the drug trade. Kilcullen 

brings out the fact that these non-state actors consider firearms to be very important tools of their trade 

not only for self-defense but to control the territories where they operate and most importantly protect 

their supply corridors. He further insists that drug cartels are empowered by the advancement in arms 

trafficking as most of them are being marketed on a global scale. The phenomenon discussed by Kilcullen 

when looking at non-state actors in arms as well as drug trafficking is more of a cultural debate into how 

states are sovereign and the nexus of organized crime around the world. His interest in how cartels act 

with vigilance equivalent to insurgents concurs with that of Felbab-Brown while disassociating from 

persons who consider drug trafficking as a challenge to society and the economy alone. 

Moises Naim 

Moises Naim closely examines the different forms of trade and globalization and how they have created 

room for the growth of illegal networks involving narcotic drugs, arms, prostitution, and other vices in 

his book titled “Illicit: How Smugglers, Traffickers, and Copycats Are Hijacking the Global Economy”. 

Naim feels that drug trafficking and the smuggling of firearms are so intertwined that global networks 

tend to use weak states and corrupt governing systems to transport illegal activities over borders. Naim 
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has also stressed that the trafficking of arms is usually a secondary business to drug cartels who will 

make use of their existing drug supply routes and network contacts to also move arms. In regions like 

West Africa, where state capacity is limited, these networks can operate with relative impunity, linking 

drug production and arms sales with global demand. The main structural factors highlighted by Naim 

include weak governance, corruption, and high demand on the international market which facilitate 

drug and arms but especially drug arms trade. His essay presents worrying considerations on the 

question of the international campaigns against such networks. And whether it is worth it to concern 

individual traffickers only. This viewpoint differs from the more traditional crime control perspective 

that seeks to address such issues as the dismantlement of specific drug cartels. 

Dr. Angelica Duran-Martinez 

In an attempt to offer a more comprehensive view on the subject of Transnational Organized Crime 

involving drug trafficking, firearms trade, and violence, this journal will delve a little bit into the research 

of Dr. Duran-Martinez to highlight key intricacies that form a strong framework for future policy 

directions. This forms a key component of the journal’s directional plan of laying out an actionable 

framework for policymakers to view and consider in their various approaches to dealing with the duality 

of these illicit trades. It is critical to understand that, though Dr. Duran-Martinez’s work highlights more 

countries in the Americas and some countries in the global south, the conditions of trade, challenges, and 

resultant effects are the same in West Africa, making her work more appreciated in the West African 

context of drug trafficking, violence, and firearms trade. 

In the rapidly expanding field of drug trafficking research, Dr. Angelica Duran-Martinez has emerged 

as a key voice whose work provides a highly refined and accurate framework for understanding the link 

between drug trafficking, the firearms trade, and violence. Her research, particularly in her acclaimed 

book “The Politics of Drug Violence: Criminals, Cops, and Politicians in Colombia and Mexico”, lays out 

a meticulous and groundbreaking approach to understanding how visibility, political context, and state 

responses shape drug markets and the strategic use of violence by drug cartels. 

Dr. Duran-Martinez’s work which is well grounded in comprehensive case studies from Colombia and 

Mexico, provides deep insights into drug-related violence that apply not only to Latin America but also 

to West Africa, where similar patterns emerge. Her central argument that the visibility of drug markets 

significantly influences both the level of violence and the demand for firearms has gained wide 

recognition for its accuracy and applicability across different regions impacted by drug trafficking; 
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Visibility of Drug Markets  

At the core of Dr. Duran-Martinez’s argument is her assertion that drug-related violence, and the 

demand for firearms that accompanies it, is driven by the degree of market visibility. In regions where 

drug markets are highly visible to the state meaning that drug trafficking is actively targeted by law 

enforcement or used as a political tool, cartels often resort to extreme violence to protect their operations 

and fend off competitors. This violence, in turn, drives demand for firearms, which are essential tools for 

cartels to defend themselves against both state forces and rival traffickers. 

Duran-Martinez argues that in regions with heightened enforcement, such as Colombia or certain parts 

of Mexico, drug cartels need military-grade firearms to sustain their operations in the face of increased 

visibility. This reasoning holds true for West Africa as well, where the drug traffickers operating in the 

ports of Nigeria, Ghana, and Guinea-Bissau have to deal with an ever-changing level of state control. In 

this regard, arms smuggling constitutes an important element of drug smuggling networks since the 

smugglers require firearms to protect their consignment and dominate the trafficking path. 

In contrast, Duran-Martinez finds that in regions with low visibility, where drug markets are tolerated 

or ignored by the state often due to corruption or the state’s weakness, violence tends to be lower, and 

the need for advanced firearms diminishes. This refined understanding of how market visibility 

influences firearms demand highlights the sophistication and accuracy of Dr. Duran's findings, 

particularly in explaining variations in violence across different drug-trafficking regions. 

Political Context and State Responses 

Another central aspect of Dr. Duran-Martinez’s work is her focus on the political context in which drug 

markets operate. She explains that cartels do not operate in a vacuum but are deeply influenced by state 

actors, whose actions or inactions shape how traffickers use violence and firearms. In her opinion, the 

presence, behavior, or even non-action of state agents affect the volume of violence used by traffickers 

and the extent to which there is a need to use guns. Lacking certainty on the level of violence that can be 

used, and the degree of law enforcement that will be brought about by authorities, the narco-traffickers 

behaviors argue only economic models of drug trafficking. 

The conclusions of Dr. Duran-Martinez are especially applicable in the case of West Africa, as it is the 

geographical region where drug traffickers overcome various forms of deterrence by adjusting their 

methods, often turning towards the use of arms. For example, in countries like Mali, drug traffickers, 

and militia groups have taken cooperation to the extent of even common arms and drug trade due to the 
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existent breach of state authority. In West Africa, where drug and arms trafficking is a booming 

“industry” along with the Sahel region, countries where the state presence is weak and/or there are wars 

and militias like in Kivu and coastal regions are often predictive of drug, arms, and potentially human 

trafficking. 

The research of Dr. Duran-Martinez is peculiar because it gives importance to the political reasons for 

the violence associated with drugs rather than explaining the phenomenon in terms of removed 

economics. In so doing, she captures the relationship between drug politics and drug relations in society. 

Nevertheless, her focus on the political resonates more with interaction than with structure, which allows 

her not to rigidly segregate drug trafficking from arms smuggling. She also points out that it is the drug 

lords and gun runners when they have markets around which they operate, the people in power do not 

allow complete economic freedom. 

Complementary Perspectives 

Scholars like Vanda Felbab-Brown, whose work on criminal insurgency also links drug cartels to firearms 

trade, complement Duran-Martinez’s findings. Felbab-Brown highlights how criminal groups in weak 

states, such as West African countries, behave similarly to insurgents by using firearms to challenge state 

authority. Felbab-Brown’s assertion that weak states create fertile ground for the merging of drug and 

arms trafficking networks aligns with Dr. Duran-Martinez’s emphasis on political visibility Her work 

goes further in explaining why cartels engage in violence, highlighting how the political visibility of drug 

markets influences their behavior. This adds a layer of depth to the criminal insurgency model, 

suggesting that visibility to the state, rather than just state weakness, drives cartels to acquire and use 

firearms. 

The Uniqueness of the Duran-Martinez’s Framework 

The work of Dr. Angelica Duran-Martinez is novel and articulates the relationship between drug 

trafficking, the sale of firearms, and violence in an unprecedented manner. By focusing on market 

visibility essentially how much we can see or understand about these illicit markets she provides a more 

comprehensive explanation than traditional economic models, which often overlook the deeper issues at 

play. Her scholarship can thus be regarded as one of the significant ones in the area of illicit trafficking 

in contemporary times. 

Duran-Martínez’s uniqueness comes from the fact that she combines the knowledge of political science 

and criminology. This makes it possible for her to engage in the intricate issues surrounding the drug 
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and gun trade, particularly in West Africa where because of weak states, political divisions, and endemic 

corruption, these businesses flourish. Her findings indicate that the problem is not solely economic; 

rather, it exists in a particular geographic region and is a function of political dynamics. Duran-Martinez 

points out the relationship between drug and arms trafficking as well. States may increase drug 

enforcement causing traffickers to procure firearms in excess with the possible outcome of violence. This 

connects both issues in a way that points towards coordinated action from the policymakers on both 

fronts. By focusing on the role of the state and the visibility of these illicit markets, she offers a practical 

roadmap for policymakers. By understanding her perspectives, they can comprehend how enhancing 

accountability and raising openness can render such unlawful ventures unworthy and reduce their 

occurrence. The structure of Duran-Martinez’s framework is not only of an academic level but it is also 

of immense importance in the contemporary dynamics of drug and arms trafficking. 

ECONOMIC IMPLICATIONS OF TRANSNATIONAL ORGANIZED CRIME 

As reported by the UNODC, organized crime generates economic costs equivalent to about 3.6% of the 

global GDP yearly. Transnational organized crime has far-reaching economic implications in West 

Africa. The economy dominated by the TOC has thousands of layers. The insecurity caused by the illegal 

activities repels foreign investors whose presence is key to alleviating poverty and enhancing the region's 

economy. According to the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD), 

countries affected by high levels of organized crime experience a 10-15% decline in Foreign Direct 

Investment. This has been particularly damaging for nations like Nigeria, Ghana, and Côte d'Ivoire, 

which, despite their relatively large economies, face challenges in attracting sustainable investments due 

to security challenges, directly undermining investor confidence. This journal will explore the 

relationship between transnational organized crime and the growing underground economy and tax 

revenue losses, explaining the implications of these for state budgets and economic growth, thus 

intensifying the poverty gap and increasing the level of violence. 

Underground Economy 

The underground economy often referred to as the shadow or informal economy denotes a set of 

economic activities not within the reach of government agencies and operate outside the legal 

framework.  

Such forms of criminal enterprises would usually operate in grey markets, unregulated markets that do 

not allow the legal trading of particular goods such as firearms and other ammunition, making them 

untaxable by any relevant authority. The underground economy has several eminent features 

GSJ© 2024 
www.globalscientificjournal.com 

 

 
GSJ: Volume 12, Issue 12, December 2024  

ISSN 2320-9186                                        1775 
 



 

  

1
9

 
characteristically pertaining to organized crime, such as cash-dependent systems and an unregulated 

labor market. 

Cash-Dependent Systems: Most illicit ventures tend to ban the use of banking facilities or electronic means 

of transaction since the latter can easily be tracked. Doing so is integral to criminals' hiding their earnings, 

complicating efforts by tax authorities to detect and collect revenue. 

Unregulated Labor Market: A considerable element of transnational organized crime encompasses labor 

abuse, such as human trafficking, forced labor, and illegal migrant workers. These individuals are often 

paid cash, no written agreements are signed, and they do not pay taxes as they do not report any income 

to the government. 

Smuggling and Illegal Trade: Another feature of the shadow economy involves carrying out illegal 

activities involving drugs, arms, piracy, and wildlife. Such products tend to enter the irregular economy 

or are outright sold within the country without any import processing and excise duties that normal 

goods would attract. 

Tax Revenue Losses  

The implications of these shadow economies on revenue collection and provision of public goods can be 

dire, for instance, transnational organized crime activities cause countries in the West African region to 

incur direct losses in revenue collections thereby affecting their capability to provide social amenities 

and even fund infrastructure development. The loss of revenue shows itself in non-payment of taxes 

which is inclusive of the earnings from activities like drug trade, firearms smuggling, etc. Where criminal 

groups operate in certain aspects or regions, the state loses all the potential revenue collections that the 

activities would reasonably bring if they were controlled by the state and were within the legal economy. 

These criminal groups also resort to illegitimate methods to take advantage of tax loopholes. Due to 

corrupt and fragile systems in most West African countries, organized crime networks would step up 

and bribe tax agents or government officials to turn a blind eye to their activities or assist them in carrying 

out illegal ventures. 

The illicit activities of the underground economy operating beneath the level of legitimate business which 

evade taxation, have large implications, among others, on public service funding in countries of West 

Africa. For example, Governments depend on tax revenues to provide basic services like health care 

which is already compounded by substandard health facilities and weak health systems to respond to 

health emergencies. In the same vein, it impacts so much on education and infrastructure development, 
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that governments may be unable to invest in schools, teachers, and educational programs, leading to 

lower literacy rates and limited access to education. In West Africa where the formal economy is small 

or underdeveloped, transnational organized crime may account for a significant proportion of economic 

activity, further exacerbating the budget shortfall. Governments tend to rely on externally borrowed 

funds unless there is an appreciable mobilization of domestic revenue to finance expenditures. 

Consequently, there is an upsurge in the magnitude of the public debt, which may become excessive at 

some point in the future. In response to rising debt levels, governments may incur pressure to reduce 

expenditures by cutting down the size of government or increasing revenue collections through tax 

policies in other areas leading to an economic standstill and public dissatisfaction. 

In addition to the above effects of revenue loss due to TOC, illegal cross-border trade of goods can result 

in economic disruptions, such as drastic price changes and inflationary pressures, in particular for 

sensitive sectors such as food or consumer goods. Illicit products may be sold at lower prices, disrupting 

market equilibrium and making it difficult for legitimate businesses to thrive. In the long term, the 

persistence of a large underground economy can lead to structural economic problems. West African 

countries with significant underground economies face difficulties in transitioning to more formal, 

regulated economic systems resulting in limited economic growth because the informal economy often 

lacks access to credit and capital, and workers in the informal sector typically have lower wages and 

fewer opportunities for skill development. This limits economic mobility and overall growth. 

Transnational Organized Crime creates an underground economy in most West African states, which 

adds a heavy cost to the various governments in power. Since TOC criminal organizations are involved 

in an economic activity that is largely outside the regulatory tax framework, there is a complete loss of 

tax revenue that would have otherwise financed public services such as healthcare, education, provision 

of shelter, and even the development of infrastructure. This is even more catastrophic in West Africa 

where the provision of nearly all social services is dependent on an ever-shrinking government budget. 
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STATE AND INTERNATIONAL RESPONSES TO TRANSNATIONAL 

ORGANIZED CRIME 

State response to TOC in West Africa has been characterized by a multi-faceted approach that combines 

regional cooperation, legislative frameworks, specialized units, international partnerships, and 

preventive measures to address this complex and evolving threat. This journal will explore the legal 

framework of state responses of some selected countries in the region. 

Illicit Drug Trafficking and firearms trade have been dealt with largely in Ghana through improving 

policing and legislation. Most of these efforts however ended up being challenged by corruption and 

poor institutional capacity. In 2020, Ghana took the lead in legal reform by advocating for non-mandatory 

imprisonment measures in respect of drug possession offenses with the Narcotics Control Commission 

Act (Act 1019) being one such measure. The provision for the growth of Cannabis for medical as well as 

industrial use, which was initially taking long to be passed into law, was signed into law in 2023. Harm 

reduction strategies that seek to protect and rehabilitate People Who Use Drugs (PWUD) rather than 

punish them are central to the policy changes that this Act brought into effect. This legal reform however 

encourages the pursuit of the overseas-based top echelons of trafficking organizations and broadens the 

scope of the Narcotics Control Commission.  

The Nigerian government established the National Drug Law Enforcement Agency (NDLEA) to combat 

drug trafficking. In recent years, the NDLEA has prioritized locating the money of drug traffickers more 

and more as a function of Nigeria’s anti-money laundering paradigm. The Financial Intelligence Unit 

(NFIU) works hand in hand with the NDLEA in monitoring and tracing drug trafficking financial 

envelope. However, the agency has been plagued with operational challenges, due to a lack of resources 

directed toward the active engagement of people in the agency, many people in the agency are easily 

corruptible when dealing with drug trafficking kingpins, hence there is an unrealistic public expectation 

of what can be achieved with the fight against drugs. 

While both countries bear similar international commitments and face the same threats posed by 

transnational organized crime, Nigeria’s growing profile as a regional power and its broader 

international networks under INTERPOL, the FATF, and ECOMOG, have made it more involved in the 

fight against transnational organized crime than Ghana. However, the favorable geographical position 

of Ghana within the ECOWAS region and the impressive legislative overhaul on drug trafficking and 

firearms smuggling in the country offer important experiences to other West African countries in the 

fight against transnational organized crime. 

GSJ© 2024 
www.globalscientificjournal.com 

 

 
GSJ: Volume 12, Issue 12, December 2024  

ISSN 2320-9186                                       1778 
 



 

  

2
2

 
POLICY SUGGESTION AND KEY CONSIDERATIONS 

Transnational Organized Crime and its impacting issues on security including Illicit drug trafficking, 

violent crime, and the use of illegal arms are some of the ugly realities that concern the management of 

borders in the Western African sub-region. ECOWAS and its international partner institutions have 

made several attempts to address it, but the projected results appear to be a mirage. To address this, key 

policy and strategic approaches must be considered; 

Poverty and Unemployment 

One key factor that must be meticulously looked at is the issue of Poverty. Data from Statista+ in 2024 

indicates a poverty index of approximately 429 million people in Africa were living below the extreme 

poverty line of 2.15 U.S. dollars a day. Poverty amongst other issues like unemployment, and lack of 

opportunities, contribute massively to transnational organized crime. Research by Gifty Tracy Aminu of 

Ghana-Fact shed major light on some statistics on unemployment. According to her, data available from 

Nigeria’s National Bureau of Statistics shows the unemployment rate in the 3rd quarter of 2023 stood at 

5%, whilst statistics from the Ghana Statistical Service indicate the average unemployment rate for the 

first three quarters of 2023 was 14.7%, with the rate among females consistently higher than males. On 

the other hand, the unemployment rate in Burkina Faso affects approximately 293,299 people aged 16 or 

over, which translates to 5.3% of labor according to the National Institute of Statistics and Demography. 

In the cities, on average, 7 persons in 100 aged 16 years and above are unemployed while in rural areas, 

this is about 4 persons in 100. Among the towns in Burkina Faso, the capital city Ouagadougou, suffers 

from sickness, and unemployment, the most. According to the latest World Bank report on Cote d'Ivoire, 

which was dated 2023, the unemployment rate stood at 2.4% while for Togo, the rate as of the same year 

was 3.4% according to the World Bank. The unemployment rate of Liberia was also published by the 

World Bank in 2023 giving it as 2.9%. From these published data, it is imperative that member states of 

the West African Regional Blog implement job-creation strategies and provide education and training 

programs to help individuals acquire skills and find employment. To effectively disrupt organized crime, 

it is imperative that we also address the causes that lead individuals to commit trafficking in the first 

place. That means creating job opportunities in vulnerable areas, improving education, and providing 

economic alternatives to these illegal activities. Rehabilitation programs for youth and ex-combatants are 

essential to reintegrating them into society, reducing their risk of joining drug or arms smuggling 

networks. This will go a long way in curbing the influx as well as potential interest in the trading of these 

illicit markets. 
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Regional Legal Framework 

To combat issues that promote Transnational Organized Crime (TOC), there is a need for the ECOWAS 

member states to revise and reinforce their legal instruments. It may be understood as a necessity for the 

member states to create or amend legislation on legal offenses related to violence, drug abuse, and gun 

control. Harmonizing the laws on drug and weapons trafficking in West Africa will facilitate the 

conviction of offenders and the prevention of any activities that would take advantage of the gaps in the 

laws available in different countries. ECOWAS must consider establishing a regional crime court to fast-

track cases involving high-level traffickers, ensuring they face consequences no matter where they are 

caught. Ghana pioneered the approach to drug-related crime by enacting an act of Parliament with the 

Narcotics Control Commission Act (Act 1019). This Act was to implement key policy changes aimed at 

mitigating harm to People Who Use Drugs (PWUD) and divert them from the criminal justice system. 

As much as this approach enriches the legislative and public health correlated reforms, it is not enough 

since it still requires thorough legislative instruments and legal frameworks that address issues of 

violence caused in the view these illegal trade activities. ECOWAS needs to adopt a more approachable 

regional framework that can strictly tackle this influx. 

Border Security 

West African states must improve their various border security by using advanced technology like 

modern-day drones, biometric scanners such as Behavioral Biometrics which features evolving 

technology like Keystroke recognition, Digital signatures, and Gait recognition, and surveillance radar 

systems at key points along the borders. This will help member states monitor movement and intercept 

illegal activities. It’s time to bring in modern tools to help teams on the ground. West African member 

states can also improve the adoption of the Integrated Border Management approach, which brings 

together different agencies like customs, border police, and security forces to work together under a 

unified strategy to close the gaps traffickers’ exploit. ECOWAS must improve how it shares information 

across borders. By setting up a centralized intelligence unit within ECOWAS, it can exchange real-time 

updates on drug and arms trafficking activities, making it easier to respond quickly and efficiently. 

ECOWAS must improve the launch of joint border patrols where security forces from different countries 

work together, especially in vulnerable areas. The ECOWAS Standby Force must be well equipped to 

tackle issues of violence across its borders, which is mostly perpetuated by these cartels and armed militia 

groups. This will make it harder for both cartels and armed militia groups to exploit weak points along 

the borders. Creating cross-border investigative teams will help track down the key players behind drug 

and firearms smuggling, making sure they face justice no matter where they operate especially key state 
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actors who create what I call deliberate creation of regional-border-dark-spots (RBDs). The responsibility 

to safeguard the region’s border security lies with all member states, hence a collaborative effort must be 

strategically enhanced to fulfill the mandate of the region’s security council. 

Research Evaluation and Advocacy  

Considering the ever-evolving field of drug trafficking and its connection to violence and the firearms 

trade, ECOWAS member states must encourage researchers to delve deeper into this evolving trend and 

bring out factual data and policy recommendations that tie into the broader framework of the ECOWAS 

Policy Framework for Security Sector Reform and Governance. This collaborative and proactive 

approach will help tackle the multifaceted security challenges of West Africa. Just as the United Nations 

on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) was asked to keep supporting member states in data collection, research, 

and, when appropriate, intelligence and analysis-sharing to uncover the connections between illicit drug 

trafficking and illicit firearms trafficking. ECOWAS should lay out a comprehensive resolution that calls 

for the continuation of ongoing research into these connections. 

Policy Implementation  

Transnational Organized Crime challenges in West Africa are so persistent that they call for the more 

aggressive and more effective implementation of the policy recommendations, especially those relating 

to regional legal frameworks, border control, and advocacy for research. There are well-advanced 

policies in place but the biggest hindrance towards the realization of the intended objectives has been the 

failure to implement and adhere to the policies formulated. With respect to the regional legal framework 

in West Africa, much progress has been achieved however, the lack of sustained compliance and political 

motivation within the frameworks of the member states lessens the impact of these measures. Research 

advocacy is a major aspect to be embraced. TOC is complex and dynamic, yet research in this area is 

poorly funded. Regional think tanks and research institutions need to be enabled to carry out deep 

research, and monitor changes. Policymakers need good information in order to design focused actions 

and improve what already exists. The time has come for the West African states and its’ regional powers 

as well as international partners to move from mere promise to active engagement. It is only by way of 

implementation of relevant policies, active regional collaboration, and dedication to evidence-based 

approaches that West Africa stands a chance to counter the threat posed by transnational organized crime 

effectively and provide a safer and economically successful future for its citizens. 

Many more policy considerations can be looked at but the aforementioned ones are the key highlights of 

this journal which seeks to offer a fresh start of inquiry into the remaining policy considerations. 
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CONCLUSION 

The relationship between Transnational Organized Crime and Regional security challenges in West 

Africa is a crisis that has many facets and therefore needs a comprehensive and all-encompassing 

approach. It is true that some advances have been made by the countries within West Africa and their 

respective international partners but these networks of organized crime are too large and complex which 

calls for a continuous focus on security and development. The ability of the region to solve these 

problems and achieve peace and stability in the region will not only depend on how efficiently the 

criminal justice system operates but also on how the nations in the region deal with the political, 

economic, and social issues that nourish organized crime. If any measure is to be taken to bring the 

analyzed phenomenon under control, intervention needs to proceed within the principles of regional 

unity and global engagement through enhanced border security, research and advocacy, as well as strict 

implementation of proposed measures.  

It can also be established that there is a clear linkage between drug and firearms trafficking as well as 

violence, especially in regions with weak border controls, political instability, and insurgency. These two 

illegal economic powers are inherently linked with violence as a by-product and create a great deal of 

security issues for West African countries from the viewpoint of strengthened law enforcement measures 

both on the national and regional levels. To combat this two-fold menace of illicit drug trafficking and 

firearms trade, all ECOWAS initiatives should focus on how to enhance border patrols, intelligence 

exchange, cooperation, and lobbying for appropriate studies. The prevalence of weak governance and 

deliberate policy diversion by state actors as well as corruption along the West African regional borders 

facilitates the flow of illicit drug trafficking and firearms trade. Oftentimes, significant revenue generated 

from drug trafficking is used to purchase firearms for violent purposes that undermine security and 

safety. The transportation of this illicit trade takes place along similar routes. The region’s fragile political 

structures and governance deficit contributed to the proliferation of these illegal commodities along the 

Gulf of Guinea often posing a security threat to the peace and stability of the region. Hence, the countries 

of West Africa must take decisive steps in the fight against TOC for the well-being of the continent and 

its people. Furthermore, addressing TOC should also involve dealing with social issues that encourage 

people to commit crimes such as poverty, high levels of inequality, and a lack of opportunities which in 

turn perpetuates the underground economy that is harmful to society. The call for collaborative measures 

to curb these challenges must inform policymakers to either alter or adopt strategic approaches to restore 

a stable regional boundary. West Africa must act now. 
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