
 
 
 

 
BAALMUN’25 INTERPOL 

STUDY GUIDE 
Under Secretary General                           Academic Assistant 

Hakkı Yılmazer                                          Ishak Yılmaz 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 Table of Content 
●​ Letter from the Secretariat 
●​ Letter from the Under Secretary-General 
●​ Introduction to the Agenda Item 

○​ Overview of the Panama Canal and Its Strategic Importance 
○​ The control of the Panama Canal 
○​ Major Drug Trafficking Routes Across the Globe 
○​ Brief Explanation of INTERPOL 

●​ Key Terms 
●​ How Drug Smuggling Proceeds in the Panama Canal 
●​ The Role of Organized Crime on the Matter 

○​ Cartels 
○​ Significant Networks 
○​ Corruption and Financial Crimes 

●​ Legal Framework for Border Security Measures 
○​ Panama’s National Security Efforts 
○​ International Laws and Treaties 
○​ Maritime Security Alliances 

●​ Challenges to Overcome for Better and Effective Border Security 
○​ The Sheer Volume Trade and Shipments 
○​ Corruption Within the Governance of the Panama Canal 
○​ Lack of Coordination Between Countries 
○​ Financial and Technological Setbacks 

●​ Key Stakeholders Involved with the Agenda Item 
●​ Questions to be Answered 
●​ Bibliography 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



1.Letter from the Secretariat 
 
Most esteemed Participants, the Academic and the Organization team, Advisors and Guests, 
 
 As the Secretariat of BAALMUN’25, it is our utmost pleasure to announce that we are back, 
better than ever and waiting for each of our delegates with open arms. We welcome you to 
this prestigious, vibrant and intellectually stimulating platform of BAALMUN’25. 
 
We are on the edge of our seats to host BAALMUN’25 on 21-22-23 February 2025 in our 
home, Beşiktaş Atatürk Anatolian High School. 
 
This year, BAALMUN aims to deliver beyond expectations, being a beacon of innovative 
thinking, and fostering an environment where diversity of thought converges to generate 
impactful solutions to the world’s most pressing issues. 
 
Our academic and organisation teams are working day and night to organise the best 
conference experience for our valued MUN society members. As the BAALMUN’25 team, 
from committees to activities, we are delicately combing our ideas and plans for 
BAALMUN’25 with a fine-toothed comb, doing everything in our power to provide our 
esteemed participants with a judgement-free platform where you can exchange ideas, 
challenge perspectives and craft solutions. We encourage every one of our participants to 
embrace this opportunity to learn and grow as a global citizen in BAALMUN’25.  
 
As we embark on this journey together, let us embrace the spirit of collaboration, mutual 
respect, and open-mindedness. Your contributions and dedication will undoubtedly shape the 
success of BAALMUN’25. 
 
We are so excited to see you at our conference, as our beloved leader Mustafa Kemal Atatürk 
once said “Peace at home, Peace at the world!” 
 
 
Best regards, 
The BAALMUN’25 Secretariat 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



2. Letter from the Under Secretary-General 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



3. Introduction to the Agenda Item 
 
Dear delegates, as you all know, the Panama Canal is located in the country of Panama, 
which draws the line for the end of the central part of the Americas and the beginning of the 
south. You may have heard of the Canal’s existence from your geography lessons in school, it 
is a man-made gateway between the Atlantic and the Pacific Oceans that holds great strategic 
importance in many fields, ranging from all the way from trade to politics and many more 
aspects, which will be explained furthermore in this study guide. 
 
We don’t need to stress how big of a role the Americas hold when it comes to drug 
trafficking, especially since the South American continent is infamously known as the drug 
capital of the world. The precious location of the Panama Canal brings many challenges and 
hardships with it due to its location. The Panama Canal moves roughly $270 billion worth of 
cargo annually and that statistic alone can show you the immense volume of trade that’s 
flowing through the Canal every year. Between all of this, there is a shady part of trade that is 
flowing through the Panama Canal as well, which is drug trafficking. It is estimated that 
nearly $80 billion worth of drugs (mostly cocaine) were seized in the country and again, that 
statistic is enough to stress the importance of this issue and the need for better measures in all 
assets. 
 
3.1 Overview of the Panama Canal and Its Strategic Importance 
 
The Panama Canal is one of the most incredible engineering pieces in history, a project that 
reshaped global trade and transformed Panama into a key player on the world stage and gave 
Panama a huge slice in global trade efforts. Its story began in the late 1800s, when the French 
first attempted to carve a path through the dense jungle but failed due to diseases and 
technological and engineering setbacks. In 1904, the United States took over the immense 
project and overcame many challenges that tested the sheer limits of the capabilities of us 
humans. Notable difficulties can be brutal working conditions and the immense difficulty of 
cutting through mountainous terrain. After a decade of unyielding effort and work, the canal 
finally opened in 1914, forever changing how ships traveled between the Atlantic and Pacific 
Oceans. For nearly a century, the U.S. controlled the canal before handing it over to Panama 
in 1999, as promised by the president at the time, Bill Clinton, a moment of national pride 
that gave the country full control over its most valuable asset.   
 
Currently, the canal is a key asset of global trade, with over 13,000 ships passing through 
each year, carrying a variety of things that make it the backbone of global trade. The 2016 
expansion allowed even larger vessels to pass, which increased its importance. At the 
moment, the canal is facing new difficulties, such as increased global demand for goods, the 
water levels getting affected by fastened climate change in the 21st century and being a 
century-old monument of trade comes with technical difficulties that the Panamanian 
authorities are struggling with. All these hardships aside, the Panama Canal stands as a proud 
symbol of human determination and sheer will to connect, let alone continents but oceans. 



 
3.2 The control of the Panama Canal 
 
Aforementioned, the Panama Canal is currently controlled by the state of Panama. The canal 
has a special commision for its administration purposes, its called Panama Canal Authority 
(ACP) and the ACP has been responsible of the Panama Canal ever since it was handed to the 
Panamanian authorities by the U.S. Goverment. 
 
It is estimated that the canal creates $2 billion worth of revenue per year making it one of the 
country’s most important sources of revenue. The annual revenue is transferred to the 
Panamanian National Treasury every single year. 
 
The ACP is responsible for many fields regarding the canal such as: Canal operations & 
navigation, financial management, security and safety of the canal, the expansion and 
modernization of the canal since 2016, maintenance and infrastructure etc. 
 
3.3 Major Drug Trafficking Routes Across the Globe 
 
There are many routes purposed for drug trafficking across the globe ranging from South 
America to Europe, from Southeast Asia to the world, from the Middle East to Asia and 
Europe and many more but here are the most notable ones: 
 
The Cocaine Routes (South America-North America, South America-Europe) 
 
It is commonly known that the South American continent is a large hub for the production of 
many illegal substances but especially cocaine. The Andean region (Consists of 
Colombia-Peru-Bolivia-Ecuador) is probably the backbone of the production means of this 
illegal substance and it is smuggled by land, sea and air through Central America to Mexico 
and then transferred to the U.S. via Mexican Cartels. 
 
Cocaine is smuggled to Europe through the Andean region via container ships, commercial 
cargo and private yachts to large European ports like Rotterdam, Antwerp, and Algeciras. 
 
 
 
The Golden Triangle (Southeast Asia to the World) 
 
The Golden Triangle (Consists of Myanmar, Laos, and Thailand) is a major hub for heroin 
and methamphetamine production. Drug overlords and militias, especially in Myanmar's 
Shan State, run large-scale operations to smuggle drugs through China, Vietnam, and 
Thailand to global markets. Weak law enforcement and corruption allow the trade to thrive. 
 
 



 
 
 
3.4 Brief Explanation of INTERPOL 
 
INTERPOL, or the International Criminal Police Organization is a global law enforcement 
agency that operates in 195 member countries. Founded in 1923, its greatest mission is to 
tackle international crime with providing secure communication and database networks to 
strengthen the international efforts against international crime. INTERPOL’s headquarters is 
located in Lyon, France which is known as the General Secretariat and it operates regional 
offices throughout the world. 
 
Unlike regular policing organizations, INTERPOL doesn’t have the authority to conduct 
arrests or investigations by itself but it acts as a coordinating body by providing many tools 
and information. Each member country has a National Central Bureau (NCB) that works in 
coordination with INTERPOL, these frameworks ensure information sharing amongst 
members and strengthen the coordination of the organization even further. 
 
4. Key Terms 
 
Maritime Security: The protection of ports, ships, and maritime routes from criminal 
activities 
 
Rip-on/Rip-off Smuggling: A method where traffickers hide drugs in legitimate shipping 
containers without the knowledge of the sender or receiver. 
 
Interpol Blue Notices: Alerts issued by INTERPOL to collect additional information on 
individuals involved in criminal activities. 
 
Panama National Border Service (SENAFRONT): Panama’s primary agency for border 
security and law enforcement. 
 
Panama Canal Authority (ACP): The entity responsible for the administration and security of 
the Panama Canal. 
 
Panama Papers: A financial scandal revealing offshore accounts used for money laundering, 
including drug money. 
 
Drug Cartels: Organized criminal groups that control drug trafficking operations 
 
Money Laundering: The process of disguising illegal proceeds to make them appear 
legitimate. 
 



Corruption: Abuse of power, position, or resources for personal gain, often involving bribery, 
fraud, or unethical practices. 
Commercial Cargo: Goods or merchandise transported by sea, air, or land for trade, business, 
or commercial purposes. 
 
Container Ships: Large cargo vessels designed to transport standardized shipping containers 
across oceans and waterways efficiently. 
 
The Americas: A common term used for North, Central and South America. 
 
5. How Drug Smuggling Proceeds in the Panama Canal 
 
Since the Panama Canal is a seaway gate that connects two oceans, its sole purpose is to form 
an easier route for sea trade and transportation. Sea trade is made by large container ships and 
its the cheapest way to transport trading goods compared to transport via land or air, because 
of this, the Panama Canal has always been a crown jewel for drug traffickers and there are 
many cases where tons of illegal substances were either caught while tryinh to cross the canal 
or caught after crossing the canal and reaching its destinated port. There are multiple methods 
used to smuggle drug sthat are commonly known, here are some of them: 
 
The Rip-on/Rip-off Method 
 
This method is applied by placing narcotics inside legitimate shipping containers at their 
origin ports and later on either corrupt port workers or cartel members retrieve the narcotics 
at the destinated port. 
 
This method is effective because the illegal substances are hidden in legal goods which make 
them harder to detect. Corrupt officials and workers benefit this method greatly as well, drug 
traffickers exploit the unethical ways that officials may have usually. 
 
Concealment Inside Legitimate Cargo 
 
Drug traffickers usually pick cargo that carries food, electronics or construction material. 
They hide substances inside fruit, coffee and fish carts for food, hide the substances in 
batteries, appliances or machinery for electronics and use cement bags to hide them in 
construction material as well. 
 
Customs officials do not inspect every single shipment one by one, forming a high possibility 
of them missing out on spotting the illegal substances in cargo shipments. If the narcotics are 
concealed well this brings the risk of scanners failing to detect them and narcotic dogs being 
unable to smell them which makes this method very popular as well. 
 
 
 



 
 
Corrupt Port Officials & Crew Members 
 
Bribery and corruption thrives in the South American continent. Traffickers bribe customs 
officers, dock workers and shipping crews to smuggle drugs, they bypass inspections and 
security measures thanks to unethical officials and their corrupted way of using power. 

Corrupt workers can also alter shipping records or reroute shipments undetected which makes 
it very challenging to track ships that carry narcotics. 

Using Transshipment Ports to Smuggle Drugs 

Smugglers take advantage of transshipment ports, where cargo is moved between ships, to 
hide the true origin of drug shipments. By switching containers or changing routes at multiple 
ports, they make tracking difficult. Since customs officials focus more on inspecting final 
destinations than transfer points, traffickers use this loophole to avoid detection and move 
drugs unnoticed. This method allows them to spread shipments across different routes, 
reducing the risk of losing large quantities if one shipment is caught. 

False Shipping Manifests & Documentation Fraud 

Drug traffickers create fake invoices and shipping documents to make illegal shipments look 
like legitimate cargo. They may alter container tracking numbers, forge customs paperwork, 
or use shell companies to hide their involvement. Since customs officials rely on 
documentation to process thousands of shipments daily, traffickers exploit this weakness to 
move drugs undetected. In some cases, they even bribe port officials to approve false 
paperwork, making it even harder to catch illegal shipments. 

6. The Role of Organized Crime on the Matter 

The Americas are infamous for their cartels, gangs, corrupt politicians and officials even in 
pop culture, there are many TV shows and movies about organized crime in this region. 
Many of these assumptions are unfortunately true. 

Drug trafficking is the cream of the crop for organized crime schemes, it finances their 
operations and usually is the main attraction for their revenue, it is their sole product to use 
for trade besides illicit gun trafficking. 

Many criminals see the Panama Canal as their safe haven to smuggle drugs to Africa and 
Europe, they co-operate within each other, making stop after stop to be harder to track while 
carrying narcotics. They use the canal as a supply and refuel base as well. 

 

 



 

6.1 Cartels 

The word “cartel” derives from the Latin word “cartello” which means a placard or a written 
agreement which itself comes from the Latin word charta, meaning "paper" or "document." 
The term was later adopted into German and French, where it evolved to refer to a formal 
agreement between groups often businesses to regulate competition or control markets. 

Over time, the word took an infamous usage and meaning in the 20th century as it became 
associated with illegal monopolies and organized crime. Today, the term is most commonly 
linked to drug cartels, which are powerful and violent criminal organizations involved in the 
production, trafficking, and distribution of illegal narcotics. 

We are no stranger to cartel activity in the Americas and their drug trafficking efforts, as 
mentioned before, drug trafficking is the backbone of financing for cartels to keep up their 
operations. The Panama Canal is a gateway for them to export their poison to Europe, they 
cooperate with corrupted officials, use many tactics as mentioned before and smuggle drugs 
throughout the many corners of the globe. 

There are many criminals in the INTERPOL lists which are affiliated with numerous cartels 
whom operate in the Americas. Most notable routes they use for drug trafficking besides the 
Panama Canal are through Central America to Mexico which is later on smuggled into the 
U.S. 

6.2 Significant Networks 

Organized crime plays a crucial role in drug smuggling through the Panama Canal, extending 
far beyond traditional drug cartels. Transnational Criminal Organizations (TCOs), such as the 
Italian 'Ndrangheta, the Russian Mafia, and Chinese Triads, operate sophisticated trafficking 
networks that coordinate logistics, launder money, and supply arms to cartels. These groups 
often act as intermediaries, connecting producers, transporters, and distributors across 
different regions while ensuring the movement of illicit drugs remains undetected. 

Drug trafficking gangs also play a significant role in supporting smuggling operations. 
Violent street gangs like MS-13 and Barrio 18 assist cartels in drug distribution and act as 
enforcers along key smuggling routes. Similarly, former cartel paramilitary groups like Los 
Zetas operate as independent criminal enterprises, using extreme violence to control 
trafficking routes and intimidate law enforcement. African networks such as Black Axe are 
also involved in global cocaine smuggling, proving that drug trafficking is not limited to 
Latin America. 

Beyond drug trafficking, human smuggling and trafficking networks contribute to border 
insecurity by exploiting the same routes used for narcotics. Groups like Los Rastrojos and 
Central American "coyotes" not only transport migrants but also force some individuals to 



carry drugs as payment for their passage. This intersection between human trafficking and 
drug smuggling makes it more challenging for authorities to detect and disrupt criminal 
operations. 

Another critical element is arms smuggling, as criminal groups require a steady supply of 
weapons to defend their operations. Latin American cartels obtain firearms through black 
market arms dealers, corrupt military officials, and smuggling networks originating from 
Eastern Europe, the U.S., and the dark web. Groups like FARC dissidents play a major role in 
trafficking both drugs and weapons, further destabilizing the region. 

To sustain their operations, criminal organizations rely on money laundering and financial 
crimes to disguise drug profits. Illicit financial networks, including Hawala systems, offshore 
accounts, and cryptocurrency laundering, enable traffickers to move billions of dollars 
undetected. The Panama Papers scandal exposed how shell companies are frequently used to 
conceal illicit money, making financial crime enforcement a crucial part of border security 
efforts. 

Finally, maritime smuggling syndicates specialize in transporting drugs through the Panama 
Canal using cargo ships, fishing boats, and even narco-submarines. Criminals modify vessels 
to include secret compartments or use shell shipping companies to disguise drug shipments as 
legitimate cargo. Pirate gangs operating in the Caribbean also contribute by hijacking vessels 
and smuggling drugs along coastal routes. 

6.3 Corruption and Financial Crimes 

Smugglers rely on sophisticated financial networks, including money laundering, offshore 
banking, shell companies, and cryptocurrency transactions, to evade detection and continue 
their operations. These crimes allow drug cartels and other criminal organizations to reinvest 
in trafficking, bribe officials, and expand their influence across borders. 

One of the most widely used financial crime tactics is money laundering, where traffickers 
disguise drug money as legitimate earnings. This often involves offshore bank accounts in tax 
havens, such as Panama, where weak regulations and banking secrecy laws have historically 
provided a safe haven for illicit funds. The Panama Papers scandal exposed how shell 
companies were used by criminals including drug traffickers to hide billions of dollars from 
authorities. 

Trade-based money laundering (TBML) is another common method, where traffickers 
manipulate the value of goods and invoices in international trade to move drug money. Since 
the Panama Canal is a global shipping hub, criminals can easily disguise illicit transactions 
by over- or under-invoicing goods, falsifying cargo manifests, or using fake import-export 
businesses. This makes it difficult for customs authorities to detect illegal financial flows. 



Cryptocurrency has also become a powerful tool for drug traffickers to move money 
anonymously. Digital currencies like Bitcoin allow smugglers to transfer large amounts of 
money across borders without going through traditional banking systems. Criminals use 

crypto exchanges, mixers, and dark web markets to launder drug profits, making it harder for 
law enforcement to trace illegal transactions. 

Bribery and corruption also play a major role in facilitating financial crimes related to drug 
smuggling. Criminal organizations use illicit funds to bribe customs officials, law 
enforcement, and port authorities, ensuring that drug shipments pass through the Panama 
Canal undetected. In some cases, corrupt financial institutions have even helped criminals 
launder drug money, further complicating border security efforts. 

To combat financial crimes linked to drug smuggling, governments must strengthen financial 
regulations, enhance banking transparency, and improve international cooperation. 
Crackdowns on offshore banking, stricter cryptocurrency regulations, and better monitoring 
of trade transactions are essential to disrupting the financial networks that sustain drug 
trafficking through the Panama Canal. 

7. Legal Framework for Border Security Measures 

One way of combating drug smuggling is enhancing border security. Laws under national 
legal framework, Regional & International agreements aim to maintain border security by 
determining some limitations, helding strict controls, facilitating technology. Moreover, these 
legal frameworks allow authorities to investigate, inspect, and seize shipments suspected of 
containing drugs; and penalise when it is needed. 

The Government of Panama established special forces; equipped advanced technologies; 
signed international agreements to fight drug smuggling. Additionally, treaties are signed 
among Maritime Security Alliances in order for cooperation between countries, law 
enforcement coordination and stricter border security regulations. Nevertheless, the 
Government of Panama and concerned bodies have the right to investigate, inspect or seize 
any registered and non-registered vessel located in Panama’s territorial seas. 

7.1 Panama’s National Security Efforts 

Due to its strategic location, Panama plays a crucial role in encountering drug trafficking. 
Therefore, Panama took some legal actions on border security to prevent drug smuggling 
through land, sea and air. 
 
 Legal & Policy Framework 
Tougher Drug Trafficking Laws:  

●​ Criminal Code of Panama: The Code indicates penalties for drug trafficking may vary 
from hefty prices to lengthy prison sentences. Applicable for traffickers who use 
minor or organized crime networks too. Additionally, penalises both active bribery 



(offering) and passive bribery (accepting); either fining or prison sentencing depend 
on the severity of the offence. 

●​ Anti-Money Laundering Law: The law primarily focuses on financial transactions 
known as money laundering regarding drug trafficking trades. Officials are 
responsible for reporting suspicious financial activities. Moreover, all customer 
background checks have to be satisfied to prevent drug traffickers from using the 
financial system. 

●​ Panama’s Immigration Law: Foreigners involved in drug trafficking can be deported 
or expelled and banned from re-entering Panama. 

 
Surveillance & Technology Upgrades for Border Security 

●​ Biometric Screening: Implementation of Biometric Screening Measures assists 
officials to identify individuals with criminal history. 

●​ Cargo Scanners: Cargo Scanners help the Government of Panama to analyze cargo 
transiting the country. 

 
Land Border Security Measures 
SENAFRONT: The National Border Service, SENAFRONT, is a special police force which 
aims to secure Panama’s land borders, especially the Panama-Colombia border. Mainly 
focuses on common crimes, narco-terrorist groups and their transnational actions. 

●​ Patrols: Conducts short and long-range land, river, and coastal patrols. Operates joint 
patrols with Colombian security forces when it is needed. 

●​ Humanitarian aid: Panama established the Humanitarian Border Security Unit 
(USFROH) under SENAFRONT in order to provide humanitarian aid in the areas of 
action in order to eradicate the transnational organized crime that disrupts control of 
the aforementioned province.  

●​ Transfers: SENAFRONT holds the responsibility of coordinating the approval of 
transfers and rotations of personnel. 

●​ Checkpoints: Establishes checkpoints on key smuggling routes. 
●​ Background: Conducts detailed background checks on border crossings, particularly 

in Darién. 
 
Maritime Security Measures 
Panama’s Maritime Authority (AMP): AMP’s primary responsibilities are applying 
maritime law in Panama’s territorial waters and ensuring safety, protection of the 
environment and preventing illicit activities such as drug trafficking. Also, registration of 
vessels is the AMP’s duty to record. 
General Directorate of the Merchant Marine: General Directorate of the Merchant Marine 
is a body under the authority of AMP that may execute or implement any measures in order 
to ensure the safety regulations. It may refuse any vessel’s registration due to their possible 
offense against maritime safety and security, drug trafficking records or possibility of 
carrying individuals involved in trafficking. Moreover, Merchant Marine has the right to 
conduct inspections to prevent drug smuggling. 



SENAFRONT: The National Border Service has authority on maritime boundaries as well as 
on the land. 
 
Aerial Security Measures 
Although, Panama does not explicitly have laws regarding aerial security measures for drug 
trafficking; international collaborations and national legal frameworks that aim to strengthen 
investigation procedures and technological tools’ applications, are highly related to 
prevention of drug trafficking through aerial routes. 

●​ Cargo Scanners: Cargos landing on Tocumen International Airport are under 
surveillance of cargo scanners.  
 

7.2 International Laws and Treaties 
●​ United Nations Convention Against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic 

Substances (1988) 
●​ United Nations Convention Against Transnational Organized Crime (UNTOC) – 2000 

(Palermo Convention) 
●​ International Maritime Organization (IMO) Conventions 
1.​ International Ship and Port Facility Security (ISPS) Code 
2.​ IMO’s Maritime Drug Enforcement Guidelines 

 
UNODC  
Under European Union’s funding, UNODC, INTERPOL and Transparency International (TI) 
have collaboratively established a new project: "Strengthening criminal investigation and 
criminal justice cooperation along the cocaine route in Latin America, the Caribbean and 
West Africa- CRIMJUST". 
Addressing organized crime and drug trafficking cannot be completed without international 
collaboration, due to their transnational activities. Thus, every nations’ participation is vital; 
however, a country like Panama, which has been struggling with those actions for a long time, 
plays a crucial role in the route solution.  
 

 
 
 
 
7.3 Maritime Security Alliances 
United States of America-Panama 
The United States and Panama are two major countries on combating drug smuggling, thus, 
their partnership on strengthening border security and countering drug trafficking benefits 
both sides. Aforementioned project TERMINUS is just one example of their partnership. 
 

 
INTERPOL 



Project TERMINUS, funded by the U.S. Department of State, led the Government of Panama 
to implement an automated system which helps them to upload their stolen and lost travel 
documents into INTERPOL’s Stolen and Lost Travel Documents (SLTD) database. Thus, the 
Government of Panama is able to identify, evaluate, and address gaps that curb their law 
enforcement capabilities by mapping the relevant information from INTERPOL’s database. 
Moreover, INTERPOL’s National Central Bureau in Panama plays a crucial role in 
facilitating information exchange and coordinating efforts to safeguard national and regional 
security. 
 
Central American Integration System (SICA) 
Panama participates in SICA, which promotes regional cooperation on security matters, 
including combating drug trafficking. Through SICA, member countries collaborate on policy 
coordination, information sharing, and the implementation of joint security strategies. 
 

8. Challenges to Overcome for Better and Effective Border Security 

The overall importance of the Panama Canal can’t be stressed enough. As mentioned many 
times, it is probably one of the most important monuments in the history of global trade, but 
great importance comes with bigger responsibilities, the entire agenda item and the debates 
rely on stronger border security measures. 

The Panama Canal saw many historical events that prove the fact, which is the urgence to 
take many steps further for further precautions security-wise. There are many challenges 
ahead of us and they require further endeavor, an ethical understanding of work, global 
cooperation efforts and pushing the agenda for technological capabilities. 

8.1  The Sheer Volume Trade and Shipments 

Over 13,000 ships pass through the canal each year and it is estimated that this number will 
go up since global trade is growing day by day in the 21st century. Given the fact that many 
ships carry many sorts of goods and they weigh in tons, it makes this even more challenging 
to check every single ship thoroughly for any signs of illegal substances. 

If the officials would try to check every single ship thoroughly, that would take a lot of time, 
which would eventually halt the flow of passing ships. With this, the importance of the canal 
and the reliance of the global market on the canal would eventually put the market in a 
frenzy, which probably can cause an economic crisis. All the problems aside, it is mandatory 
to limit the capabilities of the volume of trade somehow to give further operating space to the 
security officials of the Panama Canal. Another problem that faces us when it comes to 
limiting the volume of trade is the reliance of the panamanian economy on the canal. The 
Panama Canal creates a whopping revenue of $270 billion, which is estimated to increase as 
well over the course of 5 years. 

Further expansion efforts of the Panama Canal 



Since 2016, the Panamanian officials have worked to expand the capabilities of the canal to 
allow larger vessels, this was made due to increased demand from the global market but it 
also increases the volume of trade which already is too much to accommodate. This just adds 
on to the problem even further, more ships mean higher chances of smuggling activity and 
the only ways to solve them are either employing more personnel or stopping the desire to 
extend the capabilities of the canal. 

The line of duty falls to global frameworks in order to warn the authorities of the danger that 
are yet to come. There are already many research works that are still ongoing regarded to this 
issue. 

 

8.2 Corruption Within the Governance of the Panama Canal 

Projections suggest that by 2050, the Canal’s capacity could decline by as much as 50% if no 
action is taken regarding the drought issues caused by global warming. This issue can be 
addressed with a variety of reasons behind it, but probably the most significant one would be 
corruption within the control of the Canal. Aforementioned, the Panama Canal is controlled 
and operated by the Panama Canal Authority (ACP). The ACP lacks transparency in many 
fields, such as sharing data with key stakeholders like INTERPOL and WTO (World Trade 
Organization) both of which are key staples to take action against global drug trafficking. The 
ACP is also inefficient in keeping the water levels of the Canal at a stable percentage which 
can cause droughts in the near future. The ACP is in need of technical experts on the matter 
and that is factually proven by the state of the Panama Canal and the statistics regarding 
transparency, safety, water shortages, technological capabilities and many other subjects. 

The lack of transparency benefits the smugglers a lot because of the tactics they use: they 
reroute ships, change destinated port arrivals on official documents and use many other 
tactics, which are explained before in the study guide. The duty of both the ACP and the 
Panamanian government is to fight corruption at all costs, smugglers can use every single 
tactic they want to but if the administrators use stronger security measures and enforce hefty 
penalties, we can get infront of drug trafficking much easier, but corruption damages this 
process a lot. Power hungry politicians with no ideals and unethical officials play a key role 
in this matter and bribery is the sole backbone of corruption in the region, the line of duty 
falls to INTERPOL to share further data with officials to detect these dangerous activities. 

8.3 Lack of Coordination Between Countries 

The role of coordination and cooperation between parties cannot be stressed enough on this 
issue, drug smugglers use variety of stops between countries in order to make it harder to 
detect their activity. Major stakeholders in the Americas and the world has to enforce further 
maritime measures with each other, they have to share their valuable data between 
themselves to detect the roots of organized crime that conducts the smuggling process. 



Given the geopolitical importance of the Panama Canal, it is a sacred asset for global trade, 
which should be protected at all costs, but seeing the state of the canal right now, it is obvious 
that further cooperation between countries is crucial for the future of the Panama Canal and 
safe trade through the Pacific and Atlantic Oceans. 

As mentioned before, drug trafficking routes go through many rcountries, regions and even 
continents, because of this, the matter of global cooperation is a key asset to strengthen our 
hands in the fight against drug smugglers for a safer Panama Canal. The canal is a monument 
of human determination which stands still even after a century, it is a sacrosanct piece of 
global trade which should be protected at all costs. 

 

 

 

 

 

8.4 Financial and Technological Setbacks 

Criminal organizations exploit the canal’s vast shipping traffic to transport illicit substances, 
often taking advantage of security loopholes. One of the primary challenges in securing the 
canal is financial constraints. Border security operations require significant funding for 
surveillance equipment, patrol units, and specialized personnel. However, budget limitations 
often restrict the implementation of necessary security measures, leaving critical areas 
vulnerable. Corruption and mismanagement of funds further weaken efforts, as resources 
intended for security improvements may be misallocated, reducing the overall effectiveness 
of anti-trafficking operations. 

Another significant financial setback is Panama’s reliance on international aid for drug 
enforcement programs. While partnerships with countries like the United States provide 
crucial funding, this dependency can lead to inconsistent enforcement efforts. When 
international priorities shift, financial support may decrease, leaving Panama without the 
necessary resources to sustain long-term security initiatives. Additionally, the high costs of 
maintaining round-the-clock patrols and upgrading technology present an ongoing challenge, 
as budgetary limitations prevent authorities from expanding their reach to all vulnerable areas 
of the canal. Without consistent financial investment, traffickers continue to exploit gaps in 
security infrastructure. 

Technological setbacks also pose a major challenge in combating drug trafficking through the 
canal. Many of the surveillance systems in place are outdated and unable to detect modern 
smuggling techniques, such as semi-submersible vessels or drone-assisted drug drops. Drug 
cartels have become more technologically advanced, using encrypted communication and 



GPS tracking to coordinate their operations, while security agencies struggle to keep up. 
Cybersecurity vulnerabilities further complicate efforts, as weak digital protections can lead 
to data breaches, exposing sensitive security strategies and allowing traffickers to adjust their 
tactics accordingly. 

To improve border security in the Panama Canal, it is essential to address both financial and 
technological shortcomings. Increased investment in modern surveillance technology, such as 
AI-driven monitoring systems and high-speed patrol boats, would significantly enhance 
detection capabilities. Strengthening cybersecurity measures and fostering real-time 
intelligence sharing between security agencies can also improve operational efficiency. 
Additionally, reducing corruption and ensuring proper allocation of security funds will be 
crucial in maintaining a strong enforcement presence. 

 

 

 
 
 
9. Key Stakeholders Involved with the Agenda Item 
 
At this point, we have underlined the importance of the Panama Canal numerous times. Its 
importance has a global reach and because of this, there are many parties involved with the 
security of the Panama Canal. Here are the Key Stakeholders that are involved with the 
matter: 
 
The United States 
 
The U.S. was the mastermind behind finishing this magnificent project in the 19th century. 
They were the ones responsible of the security of the Panama Canal before it was handed to 
Panamanian authorities in 1999. Without a doubt, the U.S. is a superpower that controls a 
huge portion of the global trade market, with this fact in hand, it should come as no surprise 
that U.S.-origin ships and vessels use the Panama Canal very often. 
 
The U.S. plays a key role in the struggle against drug smuggling as well, there are several 
drug smuggling routes that target the U.S. from the Andean region. Their role has is very 
important in securing the trade that flows through the canal, so important that the U.S. 
invaded Panama with the operation being named “Just Cause” in order to remove dictator 
Manuel Noriega from power, who had been accused of drug trafficking, suppressing 
democracy, and threatening U.S. personnel in Panama. 
 
It is widely recognized that the U.S. is a global powerhouse in the technological field as well 
and given the fact that the Panama Canal has a century old history which makes it old at this 



point, the U.S. has a key role in improving the technological capabilities of the Panama 
Canal. Another field which the U.S. plays a key role in is the financing of the canal, the 
Panamanian authorities require financial aid nearly every year which they seek from the 
strongest economy in the region, the U.S. 
 
Mexico 
 
As a major transit country for drug shipments heading to the United States and Canada, 
Mexico is deeply involved in efforts to combat drug smuggling through the Panama Canal. 
Mexican drug cartels, such as the Sinaloa Cartel and the Jalisco New Generation Cartel 
(CJNG), have established operations along key maritime and land-based trafficking routes 
that extend from South America to North America. The Mexican Navy (SEMAR) and the 
Federal Police collaborate with U.S. and Panamanian authorities to track and intercept drug 
shipments moving through the canal. Additionally, Mexico has strengthened maritime 
surveillance and port security to prevent illicit cargo from reaching its shores. As part of 
regional anti-narcotics initiatives, Mexico also participates in intelligence-sharing programs 
with Panama and Colombia to dismantle transnational trafficking networks. 
 
 
Colombia 
 
Colombia is one of the largest producers of Cocaine in the world, which makes it a key player 
in drug trafficking operations that use the Panama Canal while trying to reach their 
destination. Colombian authorities invest largely in counter-narcotics programs every year to 
tackle drug smugglers in the region and they work closely with the United States, Panama 
and other Latin American countries to stop drug shipments before they reach their 
destinations. The Colombian Navy and National Police (Policía Nacional de Colombia) 
conduct maritime patrols and air surveillance to intercept smuggling vessels, including 
semi-submersibles and go-fast boats, which traffickers use to evade detection. 
 
Costa Rica 
 
Though not a major drug-producing country, Costa Rica plays a crucial role as a transit hub 
for narcotics moving from South America to North America. The Costa Rican Coast Guard 
and the Ministry of Public Security work closely with Panama and the United States Southern 
Command (SOUTHCOM) to intercept drug shipments before they reach the Panama Canal. 
Due to its strategic location along the Central American drug corridor, Costa Rica has 
increased coastline monitoring, aerial surveillance, and naval patrols to detect suspicious 
vessels. The country also participates in regional anti-drug initiatives under the Central 
American Integration System (SICA), which promotes cooperation among Central American 
nations in intelligence-sharing and joint law enforcement operations. Additionally, Costa Rica 
has strengthened its port security protocols and implemented cargo scanning technologies to 
prevent drugs from being smuggled in commercial shipments. 
 



Several EU Countries 
 
Several European countries, including Spain, France, the United Kingdom, and the 
Netherlands, are involved in efforts to combat drug trafficking through the Panama Canal due 
to their concern over cocaine shipments from Latin America. Spain, in particular, is one of 
the main entry points for South American cocaine into Europe, making it a key partner in 
maritime interdiction efforts. The European Maritime Analysis and Operations Centre – 
Narcotics (MAOC-N), based in Lisbon, Portugal, collaborates with Panama, Colombia, and 
the United States to monitor and disrupt smuggling routes that lead to European ports. The 
French and Dutch navies, which patrol the Caribbean and the Atlantic, also conduct joint 
operations with Panamanian and U.S. forces to seize drug shipments. Additionally, the EU 
funds counter-narcotics programs in Latin America, providing technical assistance, training, 
and equipment to enhance border security in Panama and surrounding nations. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



10. Questions to be Answered 
 

1.​ How can we strengthen the efforts against organized crime on the matter? 
 
 

2.​ How can we prevent corruption amongst related instutions? 
 
 

3.​ How can we help the APC financially? 
 
 

4.​ How can we improve the technological capabilities of the Panama Canal? 
 
 

5.​ How can we strengthen global cooperation on the matter? 
 
 

6.​ How can we improve or form legal frameworks on the issue furtherly? 
 
 

7.​ How can we control the volume of trade? 
 
 

8.​ How can we cooperate with the ACP to improve security measures? 
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