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The path of drugs today 
 

 

Introduction 

 

Drug trafficking and consumption pose serious social, economic, and 

health problems at both the global and local levels. Today, the path of 

drugs—from production to consumption—has changed significantly in re-

sponse to technological advances, geopolitical changes, and the dynamics 

of supply and demand. In addition to traditional smuggling routes, the 

online space is playing an increasingly important role, particularly the dark 

web and the use of cryptocurrencies, which make it difficult for authorities 

to investigate.  

International drug trafficking is growing steadily and becoming increas-

ingly sophisticated. Organized crime groups are using new routes and 

methods to evade law enforcement. The spread of synthetic drugs poses a 

significant challenge, as they are produced from cheap and easily accessi-

ble raw materials. The use of the dark web and cryptocurrencies further 

complicates the tracking and prevention of drug trafficking.1 

 

Organized drug crime 

 

Today, organized crime groups operate across borders in an attempt to gain 

power and influence and accumulate significant wealth. The abolition of 

border controls within the EU has made this even easier for criminals. This 

is why good cooperation between Member States is extremely important in 

order to dismantle criminal networks. 

 

 
1 Kiss, T. (2021): Miért népszerű a darknetes kábítószer–kereskedelem [Why is darknet 

drug trafficking so popular?]. Magyar drogfigyelő,  1. évf. 7. sz.   

https://doi.org/10.53304/PS.2025.3-4.09
https://epa.oszk.hu/04400/04498/
https://epa.oszk.hu/html/vgi/ujepa_kardex.phtml?aktev=2021&id=04498
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International situation assessment 

 

Drug crime is a collective term in criminology for offenses related to the 

illegal use of drugs.2 

International crime experts divide the main areas of organized crime into 

seven major groups, each of which contains several categories of crime. 

One of these main groups is drug trafficking. Even in cases where this is 

not the main profile of the perpetrators, drugs may still appear at the con-

sumer and distributor levels.3 

Drug trafficking has become one of the most dangerous crimes today. 

The offense itself does not stop at making various drugs illegally available 

to an increasingly wide range of society , but the money generated from it 

is also used to finance other, more serious crimes, including acts of terror-

ism.4 

 Europol prepares the Serious and Organized Crime Threat Assessment 

(SOCTA). This document analyzes current and future threats to the Euro-

pean Union and sets criminal priorities. According to the 2021 SOCTA, 

drug trafficking accounts for 38% of known crime, making it the largest 

area of organized crime. The illegal drug market is estimated to be worth 

€31 billion, with cannabis leading the way with a 39% share. 

Cannabis is mainly transported to Europe from North Africa, particu-

larly Morocco, via the Mediterranean Sea, but significant quantities are also 

 
2 Lévai, M. (1991): A kábítószer–probléma és a bűnözés összefüggései – Kandidátusi 

disszertáció [The relationship between drug abuse and crime – Doctoral dissertation]. Mis-

kolc. 199  

Available at: https://real–d.mtak.hu/49/1/Le1.pdf   

Accessed: 12.01.2024  
3 Bodor, L. (2020): A 3. évezred kihívásai a kábítószer bűnözés elleni küzdelemben [Ope-

ning of the Border Guard Memorial (Memorial Room)] In: Közbiztonság Ed: Ruzsonyi, 

P., Ludovika Egyetemi Kiadó, Budapest. p. 693 
4 Szendrei, F. (2010): A pénzmosás PhD értekezés Pécsi Tudományegyetem Állam– és 

Jogtudományi Kar Doktori Iskola, Pécs.  

Available at: https://docplayer.hu/708325–Szendrei–ferenc–a–penzmosas.html  

Accessed: 03.12.2020 

https://real-d.mtak.hu/49/1/Le1.pdf
https://docplayer.hu/708325-Szendrei-ferenc-a-penzmosas.html
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produced within the EU, for example in Spain and the Netherlands. Con-

sumption and seizures are at an all-time high. The cocaine market is not far 

behind (37%), with sources in South America and Africa. 

The drug market is dominated by sophisticated criminal organizations 

that use corruption, technological innovation, and encrypted communica-

tion tools. The 2021 report of the United Nations Office on Drugs and 

Crime (UNODC) also analyzed the situation of global drug markets and 

examined the effects of Covid-19. According to the 2024 global report, 292 

million people worldwide already use illegal drugs, with cannabis remain-

ing the most widely used. 

The cocaine trade has boomed in recent years, with South American 

production increasing by 20%. Shipments mainly arrive through the ports 

of Belgium, Spain, and the Netherlands, but increasingly also through 

smaller northern ports. Opium production, on the other hand, has fallen 

dramatically in Afghanistan due to the 2022 drug ban (-95%), with syn-

thetic opioids partially replacing heroin. 

Amphetamines, methamphetamines, and synthetic cathinones are 

mainly found in Central and Eastern Europe. Cathinones are shipped from 

India, but local production is also increasing. MDMA use is on the rise 

again after the pandemic, with distribution mainly from the Netherlands. 

The number of new psychoactive substances is constantly growing, with 

the precursors needed for their production mostly coming from China and 

India. Nitazines pose a new threat, especially in the Baltic states. 

According to SOCTA 2025, drug trafficking remains one of the biggest 

threats, associated with violence, corruption, and infiltration of the legal 

economy. The market for cocaine and synthetic drugs is dynamic, with 

routes and methods changing rapidly. The EU is both a source, transit point, 

and destination market for drugs: while cannabis and synthetic drugs are 

produced locally, other drugs are imported and processed within the Union. 

Cocaine production is increasing in Latin America, while European de-

mand is growing in parallel. Smugglers are increasingly using smaller ship-

ments and multiple entry points to reduce the risk of detection. The trade 
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in cannabis is growing steadily, and the production of synthetic drugs has 

made the EU a global hub. The number of deaths related to nitazene is ris-

ing, while demand and supply for heroin remain moderate due to the Af-

ghan opium ban. 

The EUDA's 2025 report highlights that the drug market is rapidly 

adapting to geopolitical changes, globalization, and technological ad-

vances. Criminals are using online platforms, social media, and surface 

websites for trafficking and precursor sales. The darknet is being pushed 

into the background as law enforcement has disrupted encrypted networks. 

Stimulants are a particular concern: there have been significant seizures in 

several countries, with large quantities of amphetamine and methampheta-

mine precursors seized in the Netherlands and Hungary in 2023, for exam-

ple. 

Drug production, trafficking, and consumption are truly global prob-

lems, present in almost every country, regardless of the various sanctions, 

laws, and countermeasures, as detailed in Table 1. 
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Table 1:  

Number of drug-related crimes in Europe 

Source: EUDA 

 

 

 

 

Country 2022 2021 2020 2019 2018 2017 2016 2015 2014
Austria 40299 43329 41044 42610 36235 32907 30250
Belgium 53504 52262 56332 56645 54749 51774 49416 47083 48727
Bulgaria 2979 3326 2795 2865 2382 2433 4886 4195 9340
Croatia 9166 8984 9430 11181 11179 11353 11551 9551 9999
Cyprus 1017 861 853 1053 1168 945 895 948 1082
Czechia 5564 5549 7438
Denmark 29612 26914 31598 29139 26717 26290
Estonia 3130 3620 3701 3998 4505 5809 5653 4982 4162
Finland 25206 28276 37124 32343 29176 27825 25085 23393 21754
France 208479 206614
Germany 354813 375379 364685 358951 344947 325102 302594 292227 282177
Greece 17995 17741 23748 22422
Hungary 7907 7504 7113 7081 8591 6959 6473 6617 6487
Ireland 17307 20074 23240 21448 18296 16767 16021 15047 15861
Italy 59273 61997 64214 75818 75023 73804 65679 61145 62845
Latvia 3895 4063 4826 6706 7024 5173 6488 7521 6244
Lithuania 3092 3013 2962 3078 3218 2622 2288 2524 2730
Luxembourg 1899 3006 3558 3533 2284 2525 2624
Malta 126 282 283 447 626 739 775 472 537
Netherlands 16450 18695 17900 19107 18064 18687 21118 20503 21387
Norway 14954 17518 25798 28793 31633 33585 36184 48152
Poland 37572 36050 34056 34366 30873 32600 31008 30638 29060
Portugal 15578 8308 7728 11900 12901 16970 17073 16102 14105
Romania 9243 7819 6610 8101 8487 4952 4002 4224 2407
Slovakia 1312 1718 1494 1247 1692 969 1147
Slovenia 1382 5363 5287 5945 4235 4519
Spain 414551 364908 361886 416047 395233 389229 405348 415354
Sweden 113475 118105 124044 113071 106521 100447 90883 94035 95324
Türkiye 246237 215771 159268 148821 144819 118482 81222 73017 77664
United Kingdom 108027 106862 115377 128260

A kábítószeres bűncselekmények/törvénysértések száma



Németh, Ágota: The path of drugs today 

 

 

112 

Domestic situation 

 

Numerous analyses have been made of domestic drug-related crimes, the 

most significant of which are the annual reports of the National Drug Focal 

Point. Based on European standards, these reports summarize the domestic 

drug situation in eight areas and provide information to decision-makers, 

experts, the general public, and the EU Drug Agency (EUDA).5 The Cen-

ter's latest available report contains data for Hungary for the year 2022. 6 

According to the report, the domestic drug market has undergone a ma-

jor restructuring since 2010. In addition to classic drugs, new psychoactive 

substances have appeared, which are constantly changing, with new sub-

stances always emerging. Domestic production is not typical, with only a 

few laboratories and small plantations becoming known.  

In terms of transport routes, in recent years there has been a change in 

the direction of marijuana trafficking, with most of it arriving in Hungary 

from Italy and Slovenia. Röszke is the first Schengen external border cross-

ing point on the Balkan smuggling route by road, but very little cannabis 

has been seized here. There has been no significant change in the procure-

ment, smuggling, and distribution of synthetic drugs. Smaller distributors 

continue to procure drugs directly by establishing contacts in the Nether-

lands. Among them, we find both organized and ad hoc groups.  

The transport of drugs by parcel delivery and courier services is also 

becoming increasingly widespread, especially from the Netherlands. Meth-

amphetamine originating in the Czech Republic is only found in counties 

bordering Slovakia in Hungary. Heroin use has also declined in Hungary, 

with users increasingly switching to other drugs. There has been a clear 

increase in cocaine use in recent years. Cocaine arriving in Europe comes 

 
5On July 2, 2024, the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction 

(EMCDDA) officially became the EU Drugs Agency and adopted the name EDUA 
6 EMCDDA report 2022.  

Available at: https://drogfokuszpont.hu/wp–content/uploads/EMCDDA_jelen-

tes2022_HU_final.pdf   

Accessed: 31.10.2024). 
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to Hungary by road from Spain and the Netherlands. However, it is also 

smuggled by air using the so-called swallowing method. New psychoactive 

substances are ordered online, in closed groups on social media, and on the 

darknet, primarily from China and India. Drug smuggling by road takes 

place in passenger cars and trucks.   

In the case of drugs arriving from the Balkan region, specifically Serbia, 

it seems clear that Hungary is not only a transit country but also a destina-

tion country. Dealers find places anywhere in the country to hand over 

smaller quantities of drugs, most commonly at gas stations and shopping 

center parking lots, while larger shipments are handed over in closed 

spaces, such as apartments. Hungary continues to be a transit country and 

a destination country for cannabis, amphetamines, designer drugs, and 

MDMA.  

 

Action against drug-related crime 

 

 One of the specific features of drug trafficking is that the division of "op-

erating areas" between different criminal groups is usually not based on 

territory, but on the type of drug. In other words, individual criminal organ-

izations usually sell different types of drugs peacefully side by side.7 

One of the most sensitive aspects of international drug trafficking is the 

movement of goods. This may be one of the reasons why criminal groups 

involved in the smuggling of traditional drugs tend to be closed, with their 

members observing strict rules of conduct and concealing their criminal 

activities, in addition to external and internal conspiracy.  As a result, ef-

fective police action against them – undercover operations or monitoring 

shipments – is almost impossible.8 The geographical scope of cooperation 

 
7 Mátyás, Sz. (2020): A kábítószer–bűnözés elleni küzdelem, mint stratégiai kihívás a ma-

gyar bűnüldözésben. [The fight against drug crime as a strategic challenge in Hungarian 

law enforcement].  NKE, Budapest. p. 73 
8 Szendrei, F. (2019): A magyarországi szervezett bűnözés a 2000–es évektől napjainkig. 
[Organized crime in Hungary from the 2000s to the present day]. In: Antalóczy–Gáspár–

Istvanovszki–Nyeste–Pató–Szendrei–Szűcs: A nemzetközi és honos szervezett bűnözés 
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is also unlimited, with the consumer market spanning several national bor-

ders.9 

Within the EU framework, Europol,10 Eurojust11 and Frontex12 play a 

key role in the institutional system of joint action against drug crime, while 

Interpol and UNODC are important players at the global level. The task 

and common interest of each of these organizations is to take effective ac-

tion against organized crime, which can only be achieved through joint ef-

forts. For all organizational units, the watchwords are information sharing, 

coordination, and cooperation. Taking into account the principle of subsid-

iarity, Member States can first cooperate among themselves on the basis of 

bilateral or multilateral agreements, and if necessary, EU institutions can 

also become involved in solving the problem. If this goes beyond the scope 

of the EU, it is possible to call on Interpol.  

Among the institutions, I would like to highlight the role of Europol and 

Interpol, as they are important players in the fight against international or-

ganized crime. Not only is it essential to support Member States' efforts to 

combat organized crime by using the wealth of information in their data-

bases, but it is also important to highlight their strategic reports.  

In Hungary, several organizational units are involved in the fight against 

drug crime, with the police playing a key role. The activities of the county 

police headquarters, the Airport Police Directorate, the law enforcement 

units of the National Bureau of Investigation, and the special organizational 

units involved in the fight against drug crime are particularly important. 

Prosecutors and courts also play a significant role, as their proceedings re-

 
története, XX. századi fejlődése és várható tendenciái [Organized crime in Hungary from 

the 2000s to the present day, its development in the 20th century, and expected trends]. 

pp. 251–280 
9 Berta, K. (2006): A szervezett bűnözés [Organized Crime]. In Gönczöl, K.: et al. (ed.): 

Kriminológia–Szakkriminológia, Budapest. Complex kiadó, pp. 424–426  
10 Europol: European Police Office 
11 Eurojust: European Union Agency for Criminal Justice Cooperation 
12 Frontex: European Border and Coast Guard Agency 
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sult in final decisions in criminal cases. The National Security Service pri-

marily provides technical support for covert information gathering, the use 

of undercover devices, and criminal proceedings. Other agencies are re-

sponsible for facilitating domestic and international information exchange 

and coordination. Rapid information flow, close coordination, and harmo-

nized cooperation are essential for the success of joint action. 

 

Delta Program 

 

In his annual review speech on February 22, 2025, the Prime Minister said 

that in our country, "there are alarming data on the increase in drug traf-

ficking and consumption. There is a problem here. Cheap, toxic concoc-

tions and synthetic drugs have flooded the country. We must curb this. At 

any cost. Literally at any cost."13 This announcement marked the beginning 

of a comprehensive campaign against drug-related crime in our country, in 

which all segments of society, from legislators to the general public, are 

participating. 

The fight against drug crime gave rise to the so-called Delta Program on 

March 1, 2025. The program is specifically designed to prevent and detect 

drug-related crimes and thereby improve public safety in Hungary. The 

program is an abbreviation for an action plan, a complex task in which not 

only the police but also all social and civil organizations have a role to play.  

On May 1, 2025, the aforementioned Office for Combating Drug Crime 

was expanded at the departmental level within the National Bureau of In-

vestigation of the Standby Police, a unit tasked with coordinating the fight 

at the national level. Approximately 450 members of the police force are 

specifically tasked with investigating and detecting drug-related crimes.  

 
13 Viktor Orbán's annual review speech  

Available at: https://kormany.hu/beszedek–interjuk/miniszterelnok/orban–viktor–everte-

kelo–beszede–20250222   

Accessed: 27.06.2025 

https://kormany.hu/beszedek-interjuk/miniszterelnok/orban-viktor-evertekelo-beszede-20250222
https://kormany.hu/beszedek-interjuk/miniszterelnok/orban-viktor-evertekelo-beszede-20250222
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In the first phase of the action plan, the analysis and evaluation units of 

the police forces prepared situation assessments for each county, which 

identified the main areas of intervention where more effective action was 

needed. During the three months, 1,850 enhanced checks and 558 checks 

of entertainment venues were carried out, and 1,023 people were caught 

committing drug-related crimes. Based on public support, more than a 

thousand reports were received on the green number. In the first three 

months of the program (March 1–May 31), more than 3,000 investigations 

were ordered, of which 826 cases resulted in indictments. Criminal pro-

ceedings were initiated mainly in the most affected areas, in Budapest, Pest, 

Hadú-Bihar, Borsod-Abaúj-Zemplén, and Heves counties. More than half 

a ton of drugs, approximately 250 million forints in cash, and a total of 

nearly 100 million forints worth of movable property were seized from the 

criminals, as well as nearly 100 vehicles used for distribution. As a result 

of the initiative, not only local distributors but also large-scale criminal or-

ganizations with international connections and industrial-scale production 

were exposed, leading to a reduction in the amount of drugs in the country, 

a decline in consumption, and fewer new users. 

The police also pay due attention to crime prevention. A risk analysis of 

municipalities has been completed, taking into account the program aimed 

at catching up with some 300 disadvantaged municipalities, where preven-

tion plays a key role. The awareness-raising program carried out in public 

institutions is also important in this area, with the National Crime Preven-

tion Council actively participating. 14 

The measures taken in the next cycle of the program will already be 

implemented within the amended legal framework, which provides for 

even stricter action against violations of the law.    

 

 
14 PoliceHungary: Press conference on the results of the DELTA Program launched in 

March 2025 to combat drug trafficking  

Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T5YysSQDAQQ&amp;t=283s  

Accessed: 27.06.2025 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=T5YysSQDAQQ&t=283s
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Legislative amendments 

 

The 15th amendment to the Fundamental Law prohibits the production, 

use, distribution, and promotion of drugs at the constitutional level, thereby 

ruling out the possibility of legalization and creating a clear legal basis for 

strict preventive and punitive measures.15 

Act XIX of 2025, effective as of June 15, 2025, significantly tightened 

criminal law regulations on drugs. The definition of drugs has been ex-

panded to include new psychoactive substances and certain mind-altering 

substances (such as inhalants). The abuse of mind-altering substances has 

been introduced as a new criminal offense. 

Penalties have been increased, and in the case of drug trafficking, the 

institution of exclusion has been introduced (16 ), and it has become possi-

ble to confiscate real estate and vehicles used in the commission of the of-

fense. The institution of diversion has been tightened: the offender has a 

disclosure obligation ( ), and the option can be used no more than twice.17 

Repeat drug dealers in particular cannot be released on parole. 

A new aggravating circumstance has been established for multiple of-

fenses if the offense is committed under the influence of drugs or for the 

purpose of obtaining drugs. In addition, new legal institutions have been 

introduced, such as supervision for the purpose of crime prevention (18 ), 

public security detention for persons under the influence of drugs (19 ), and 

the blocking of websites that enable online drug orders.20 Under the 

amended law on organized crime, the notary public may temporarily close 

shops where proceedings are repeatedly initiated for drug-related crimes.21 

 
15 Article 22 of the Fundamental Law of Hungary 
16 Act C of 2012 on the Criminal Code (hereinafter: Btk.) Section 177/A 
17 Section 180(1) of the Criminal Code 
18 Act XC of 2017 on Criminal Procedure (hereinafter: CPP) Chapter XLVI/A, Sections 

295/A–295/G 
19 Act XXXIV of 1994 on the Police (hereinafter: Rtv.)  Section 37(1) 
20 Rtv. Section 3 
21 Act LXXV of 1999 on the rules for combating organized crime and related phenomena 

and on related amendments to other acts Section 5(1)(b) 
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The aim of the changes is to curb drug trafficking and consumption, to 

establish a more uniform and stricter criminal law framework, and to 

strengthen public safety and the protection of minors. 

 

Summary, findings 

  

According to the latest reports from SOCTA and EUDA, there is still a 

huge amount of drugs in Europe today, including Hungary. Our country is 

trying to combat this with measures implemented under the Delta Program 

in line with the zero tolerance policy announced this year. The results and 

successful operations described above illustrate the extent to which they 

have prevented new drugs from entering our country and reaching the 

streets.  

The aim of the stricter laws and amendments is to enable even broader 

action against drug distributors and dealers, who will face stricter penalties 

if caught.   

The next three months of the Delta Program will take place after the 

legislative amendments described above come into force. The summer 

months are a time for various events and outdoor activities, which are given 

special attention by the police for other reasons as well. Drugs may also be 

present at these events, and the online trade and sale of drugs takes place 

regardless of the season.    

The authorities still have a lot of hard work ahead of them, supported by 

social cooperation and the preventive work of various agencies. 

Several experts involved in the fight against drug crime are convinced 

that increased police action and measures are having an impact, especially 

in consumer countries. The problem perceived by the population is decreas-

ing, but this effect is temporary and often accompanied by geographical 

shifts. In terms of legal consequences, according to criminological litera-

ture, it is not the severity of the punishment that counts, but the likelihood 

of legal consequences. Severity is associated with adaptation rather than 
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deterrence.22 According to criminological literature, targeted, complex, and 

community-based interventions that are implemented in a coordinated 

manner in cooperation with actors outside law enforcement agencies have 

proven to be more effective. 23 

In Hungary, strict legislation and other conditions are in place to ensure 

effective results in the fight against drug-related crime.     

 
22 Marer, L. – Dixon, D. (2001): The Cost of Crackdowns: Policing Cabramatta's Heroin 

Market    

Available at: https://www.austlii.edu.au/au/journals/CICrimJust/2001/15.pdf  

Accessed: 28.05.2025 
23 Mazerolla, L. – Soole, D. – Rombouts, S. (2007): Drug Law Enforcement: A Review of 

the Evaluation Literature  

Available at: https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/1098611106287776  

Accessed: 28.05.2025 
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