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The rise of the Nigerian global trafficking syndicates

ince the beginning of

international drug control, in

1908 at the Opium Conven-
tions in Shanghai, it has been realised
that this issue cannot be resolved by
any single state. The initial response
to international drug problems was a
division into producer and consumer
countries, based on climate, cultural
usage and traditions of production.

Tightening the screws on the formal
producers and reputable merchants,
without simultaneously reducing
demand, opened a lucrative opportu-
nity for criminal organisations.

The League of Nations Opium
Conventions, in 1925, set the trend for
the century. Increasing government
restrictions are met by ever more
elaborate means of evasion - prices
and profits are driven up by un-
checked demand. Large enforcement
administrations have grown up in
tandem with criminal organisations,
both spin-offs of prohibition.

According to a UNDCP profile,
major organised crime groups
involved in the drug trade roughly fall
into two categories: those which
control production or manufacture of
illicit substances (Colombian cocaine
cartels, Russian mafia and ‘warlords’ in
northern Burma); and those which
control import and distribution (US
and Italian mafias, Chinese triads and
Japanese yakuza).

One of the consequences of this
‘professionalisation’ of the business
has been the elimination of amateurs.
‘The high profits and penalties have
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lowered the violence threshold, giving
rise to spates of killings and a massive
process of incarceration. The arrival of
new contenders, such as Jamaican
yardies in the UK, is normally
accompanied by violence.

Unusual development

One interesting and unusual develop-
ment over the past fifteen years, has
been the rise of Nigerian syndicates in
international drug trafficking. Interpol
and the US State Department reckon
that Nigerian gangs are today
responsible for 25-35 per cent of
heroin entering the European Union,
and 80 per cent of heroin entering the
United States by its eastern seaboard.’

Another indicator of their promi-
nence is the rising number of Nigerian
traffickers imprisoned. According to
one study, in the early 1990s 30 per
cent of drug importers in the UK were
Nigerian.” It has been extrapolated
from Europol statistics that in the
period 1979-88 14,883 Nigerian
citizens were arrested for drug
trafficking offences, predominantly in
the UK, the US and Saudi Arabia.’

The arrival of Nigerian gangs has
been unusual in two major ways: it has
been largely unaccompanied by
violence; and Nigeria only produces
cannabis, most of which is consumed
domestically. These two factors explain
why Nigerian involvement remained
unnoticed for so long and raise issues
about the constitution of Nigerian
criminal organisations.

In contrast to other criminal
organisations Nigerian syndicates
began operations neither by supplying
home markets, nor manufacturing
from a domestic base. Right from the
outset they targeted markets in Europe
and North America with drugs
procured in Asia and Latin America.
Nigerians seem to work in partnership
with other criminal organisations
across the globe.

Nigerian advantages
As a home base Nigeria initially had
advantages: negotiable border controls
allowed for easy flow of drugs, for
storage and repackaging; Nigerian
passports didn't raise suspicion at
Western customs checkpoints, as there
was no association with drug
trafficking until well into the 1980s.
Porous borders and low police

profile were characteristics shared by
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other African countries, but they did
not develop drug trafficking enter-
prises. Factors that differentiate
Nigeria are population and oil. The
population over one-hundred-million
is by far the largest of any African
country south of the Sahara, and
Nigeria became the largest crude-oil
producer on the continent in the early
1970s with the concomitant national
wealth. Many Nigerians had capital to
finance drug related business ventures,
and international experience.

Why did Nigerians transfer their
business accumen from oil to drugs?
The answer lies in the precipitous
economic and political decline of the
country from the early 1980s onwards.

Oil was the sole foreign exchange
earner, accounting for over 90 per cent
of governiment revenues So, the oil
price drop in 1982 was met immedi-
ately by foreign borrowing, initiating a
cycle of foreign debt which today
stands at $30bn. These stopgap
measures failed to arrest the economic
downturn and eventually prompted
military coups in 1983 and in 1985,
from which General Ibrahim
Babangida emerged as the country’s
head of state.

Military intervention

The first military intervention, headed
by General Buhari, was widely
welcomed as a ‘corrective coup’ after
years of civilian mismanagement, but
the regime enjoyed little popularity.
Drugs were firmly on the political
agenda, as it is widely suspected that a
police investigation into Maryam
Babangida, the president’s wife,
prompted the second coup.

A few days after the takeover,
Delegiwa, the editor of Newswatch one
of the country’s most influential
magazines was blown up by a letter
bomb. He had apparently been in
possession of the police dossier
detailing the first lady’s drug related
activities. For the remainder of the
decade drug trafficking became one of
the main economic supports for a
league of high ranking Nigerian
government officials, diplomats and
army officers — locally known as
‘drugbarons’

As international awareness grew,
Nigerian citizens became subject to
stringent searches at international
points of entry, and found it increas-
ingly difficult to obtain visas. This,

more than any other measure, served
to sway a sizeable section of public
opinion - particularly the middle
classes with aspirations to travel
abroad - in favour of harsher law
enforcement measures. Giving in to
international pressure Babangida
founded the Nigerian Drug Law
Enforcement Agency (NDLEA) in
1989, which soon developed all the
symptoms typical for a Nigerian public
body.

The first three executive chairmen
were fired in quick succession over
corruption allegations, while heroin
and cocaine became widely available
in the street markets of Lagos, Onitsha
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and other urban centres. In 1994 yet
another coup brought to power
General Sani Abacha, who quickly
realised drug control could be
manipulated to curry international
favour.

Mean machine

A military man was appointed for the
first time, Musa Bamayi, who managed
to turn the agency into ‘a mean
machine’ Drug law enforcement
agents were trained in military style
and issued with firearms. They
adopted Latin American type
eradication campaigns in the
countryside, launched raids against
bars and street markets in the cities,
and set up road blocks on main roads
in the country.

Severe towards his staff - over half
the force was dismissed within the first
year, several hundred gaoled, and
remaining officers had to face public
humiliation and beatings - the general
eliminated some of the grossest cases

of corruption.
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Many NDLEA officers then moved
their graft away from drugs into
extortion and robbery. There were
frequent reports of drugs planted on
‘suspects’ and seizure of property of
alleged offenders by NDLEA agents. At
Murtala Muhamed Airport in Lagos and
in Apapa and Tin Can Island seaport the
NDLEA officer became one more
obstacle incoming passengers or vessels
had to overcome with bribes.

One consequence was to drive
Nigerian traffickers into neighbouring
countries, principally Benin Republic,
Togo, Niger and Ivory Coast. Next
Nigerian traffickers established hubs in
Ethiopia, Tanzania and Zimbabwe. But
the most attractive base proved to be
South Africa.

Exploiting South Africa
Shortly after the fall of apartheid
Nigerians were welcome guests, owing to
longstanding support for the ANC by
successive Nigerian governments. Many
Nigerians took up residency in pursuit of
legitimate opportunities — the trafficking
syndicates soon followed.

South Africa was a ready market for

cocaine and heroin. It had lax border
controls (in 1998 six of the 36 interna-
tional airports had no customs controls)
and a sophisticated banking network to
launder profits. Today there is an
estimated 80,000 Nigerians in South
Africa, most of them unregistered and
without residence permits. They are
heavily implicated in a range of criminal
activities.

South African provides clues to the
pattern of Nigerian involvement in
international drug trafficking. In contrast
to their counterparts in the US, Eastern
Europe, Colombia, the Mediterranean or
Japan, Nigerian syndicates are loose
organisations without rigid hierarchies
and chains of commands. For interna-
tional organisations operating in
Nigeria, such as the DEA, searching for
‘Mr Big' is fruitless, not because the
kingpin is elusive but because it is non-
existent.

The term drugbaron was always
misleading. In marked contrast to the
Colombian Cartels, led by the infamous

1. This figure was first arrived at by the lobby group Trans Africa in 1995.
2. Green P. Drug Couriers. London: Howard League for Penal
Reform.1991.

3. Obot L. §. ‘Ethical and Legal Issues in the Control of Drug Trafficking:
The Nigerian Case’. Sec. Sci. Med, 1992, 35(4), p.481-93.
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ends. They have run couriers into US
and European markets, using ‘snuffers
and swallowers’ - so-called because
the bulk of these consignments is
concealed on the body.

Up to the late 1980s the majority of
couriers were Nigerian nationals, but
since international law enforcement
agencies have been alerted the
syndicates have been recruiting non-
Nigerians, often Europeans. Interest-
ing information on these operations
emerged from South Africa, where a
system called ‘shotgunning’ has been
used. A number of couriers travel on a
single plane, one of whom will be
sacrificed to the customs officers so
that the others can get through.

Today the Nigerian diaspora spreads
to most countries with a large drugs
market. As in South Africa, they
provide the syndicates with a cover, a
base, and an alibi.

For international organisations operating in

Nigeria, such as the DEA, searching for ‘Mr Big’

is fruitless, not because the kingpin is elusive but

because it is non-existent

Escobar, high ranking Nigerians
involved in the drugs trade have never
been specialists. They deal in heroin
and cocaine in a range of commodi-
ties, the most profitable of which
remains oil.

In most cases the internal arrange-
ments of Nigerian drug rings evolved
from traditional organisations, often
based upon ethnic affiliation. Ties of
family, place of origin and shared
culture provide simultaneously for
internal solidarity, cohesion and
individual freedom. Any suggestion of
fixed roles, clear chains of command
and established organisational
structure, reveals a basic misunder-
standing of Nigerian forms of
organisation.

International success
Internationally these organisations
have proved remarkably successful.
Nigerians have been able to adapt their
skills. Some have used trading skills to
swap cocaine procured from Brazil for
heroin in India, profiting from low
purchase and high resale prices at both

Of the draconian measures taken
against drug offenders in Nigeria over
recent years, Imost were against
cannabis consumers, not cocaine
traffickers. Nigeria remains a base for
transshipment and repackaging, as the
haul of 65kg of heroin in Kano two
months ago revealed.

Law enforcement agencies around
the world have been refining their
measures. The US DEA for example,
has been cooperating with the NDLEA
to root out the syndicates at home.
Such efforts remain hampered by the
simple fact that as long as Nigerian
law enforcement officers earn a non-
living wage they are vulnerable to
corruption. US assistance provides for
training and equipment, but paying
salaries is out of the question.

Her Majesty’s Custom and Excise, by
contrast, is an example of British
pragmatism - recruiting Nigerian staff
with local knowledge and language
skills. While these operations may
have an impact, the scale and the
fluidity of Nigerian operations will
continue to be hard to contain ll
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