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Case study 6
6.5 tonnes of heroin precursor seized

As a result of an intensive cooperation between Slovakia, Hungary and several other EU Member States, 
supported by Europol and Eurojust, 6.5 tonnes of acetic anhydride, a critical heroin precursor, were seized 

in Hungary on 5 April 2011 by Hungarian Police 
services.

These efforts led to the dismantling of a major 
organised criminal group network heavily involved in 
acetic anhydride trafficking. Several house searches 
were successfully executed in the Czech Republic, 
Slovakia, Hungary, Slovenia and the main suspects 
were arrested. The organised crime group concerned 
was involved in the trafficking of at least of 30 tonnes 
of the precursor. 

The significance of the seizure was recognised in 
terms of the quantity involved and the amount of 
heroin that could have been manufactured had the 
consignment reached the heroin laboratories in 
Afghanistan, for which it was destined.

Europol supports several such multi-lateral operations 
and continues to target wider organised crime groups 
involved in this activity. Through analysis of case 
data a number of operational links were found and 
operational meetings were convened by Europol 
to exchange information in support of investigative 
teams in the field. 

On an international level, the case was regarded 
as significant, and it was a follow-up from a recent 
10-tonne seizure of acetic anhydride in Turkey that 
originated in the EU. In total, more then 30 tonnes 
of the precursor were seized by European law- 
enforcement authorities, supported by a Europol sub-
project on heroin precursors.

 

Acetic anhydride: estimated annual world production,  
estimated requirements for heroin manufacture and seizures 
in 2010 

Note:  Between 1.08 and 4.32 kg of acetic anhydride is required to  
 manufacture 1 kg of heroin (INCB, 2012a). Therefore, in   
 2010, between 417 and 1 711 tonnes (a mid-range point of  
 1 064 tonnes) of diverted acetic anhydride would have been  
 needed to manufacture the 396 tonnes of heroin estimated to  
 have been produced worldwide (UNODC, 2011a).
Sources:  UNODC (2011a), INCB (2012a). 
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shipments totalling 650 tonnes being prevented from 
reaching Iraq between 2008 and 2010. The intended final 
destinations were unclear, but Iraq could be a hub for acetic 
anhydride trafficking to heroin-manufacturing countries. 
Judging by recent seizures of heroin and opium (UNODC, 
2012a), some heroin may also now be manufactured in Iraq 
(Cockburn, 2007, 2008). Whatever the case, the situation in 
Iraq warrants careful monitoring since the country has also 
been identified in recent years as a probable location for 
diversion of the methamphetamine precursors 
pseudoephedrine and BMK (INCB, 2011, 2012a).

Consumer markets for opioids in Europe

Opioid use, and in particular heroin use, has been central to 
the drug problem in Europe for more than 40 years. Despite 
signs of a stabilisation or decline in the use of opioids, the 
potential for addiction and overdose and the attendant 
dangers associated with injection justify continued concern.

Overall, the first decade of the twenty-first century witnessed a 
stabilisation or a decline in the extent of opioid use. Between 
2005 and 2011, in almost all EU countries the proportion of 
heroin clients amongst those entering drug treatment for the 
first time remained stable or declined. Earlier data are more 
difficult to summarise, showing greater variation both within 
countries across time and between countries.

Obtaining an indication of the scale of the problem is 
difficult. As a relatively small, hidden population undertaking 
a stigmatised activity, opioid users are not well captured in 
the general population surveys used to estimate prevalence 
of use of other drugs. National estimates obtained by 
indirect methods of either problem opiate use or the broader 
measure of problem drug use are available for almost all 
countries in the EU. Although these vary by year and 
methodology, an estimate has been made of the extent of 
problem opiate use within the EU and Norway of 4.2 cases 
per 1 000 in the age group 15–64 years, or approximately 
1.4 million individuals. This confirms its continued 
importance, placing it on par with ‘last year’ prevalence 
estimates of drugs such as amphetamines and ecstasy (6 per 
1 000), but below that of cocaine (12 per 1 000) and far 
below that of cannabis (68 per 1 000).

Addiction to opioids continues to dominate treatment in 
Europe. Users seeking treatment for opioid use, as a 
proportion of all reported treatment entrants, remained 
stable in 2010/2011 at approximately half, amounting to 
just over 200 000 individuals. The picture for those 
entering treatment for the first time is slightly different, with 
opioids taking second place to cannabis, although, at 
about 30 % of first-time treatment entrants, opioid users 

neighbouring countries. These routes are reported to be 
broadly the same as those along which Afghan opiates are 
transported to their consumer markets in the EU, Russia and 
Asia, but operating in the opposite direction. The ‘Balkan 
route’ involves diversion in the EU, transport by land to 
Turkey and onward shipment by land or sea to Afghanistan, 
Iran or neighbouring countries including Iraq, Syria and 
Georgia. The ‘southern route’ involves shipment, mainly by 
sea, from Asia (typically China and Korea) to Iran or 
Pakistan and thence to Afghanistan. Finally, in the ‘northern 
route’ acetic anhydride, thought to be sourced mainly in 
Russia and to a lesser extent in China, goes overland to 
Afghanistan’s northern borders via Central Asia. The 
UNODC suggests that most acetic anhydride is smuggled 
into Afghanistan via the southern route while the northern 
route accounts for least.

There is some evidence that a branch of the acetic 
anhydride Balkan route is developing in Iraq. The INCB 
(2012a) has documented a growth in orders placed by Iraqi 
firms with mainly European suppliers since 2008, and 14 
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Figure 3:  Acetic anhydride: estimated annual world production, 
estimated requirements for heroin manufacture and 
seizures in 2010

Note:  Between 1.08 and 4.32 kg of acetic anhydride is required to 
manufacture 1 kg of heroin (INCB, 2012a). Therefore, in 2010, 
between 417 and 1 711 tonnes (a mid-range point of 1 064 
tonnes) of diverted acetic anhydride would have been needed to 
manufacture the 396 tonnes of heroin estimated to have been 
produced worldwide (UNODC, 2011a).

Sources: UNODC (2011a), INCB (2012a).


