
 
 

The role of China in the illicit supply of New 

Psychoactive Substances 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Minqi Zhao 
 

 

 

 

 

         Supervisor:  Prof. Dr. Charlotte Colman 

                Doctoral Guidance Committee:  Prof. Dr. Freya Vander Laenen (UGent) 

                                                                 Prof. Dr. Dirk J. Korf (University of Amsterdam) 

                                             
 

 

 

Academic year 2019-2020 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 

 

 

 

 



Acknowledgments 

The Chinese say that a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. Four years ago 

on 14 October 2015, I took a step forward by taking a flight to Belgium and starting a journey 

which is actually more than ten thousand miles. The journey is not only the miles between 

China and Belgium, but also the distance between the “old” me as a student and the “future” 

me as an independent researcher in the coming years. I was excited, nervous and a little 

perturbed at that time. But now, I have a totally different feeling, a feeling of being grateful. I 

am very grateful to have had such an opportunity to see the beautiful world and to deepen my 

understanding of the supply networks of new psychoactive substances and the efforts that have 

been made by the international community and many countries. I am deeply indebted to all of 

those who have helped me one way or another throughout this journey. 

First and foremost I would like to express my gratitude to my former supervisor, Prof. Dr. 

Brice De Ruyver, for accepting me as a Ph.D. student and also for paving the way for my 

research project. His critical and insightful advice encouraged me to keep thinking and digging. 

My deepest gratitude goes to my supervisor Prof. Dr. Charlotte Colman and the members of 

my Guidance Committee. Charlotte, thank you for your enthusiasm, patience, and support 

throughout these moments of discussion on my research. I have been so fortunate to also count 

upon the guidance of Prof. Dr. Freya Vander Laenen and Prof. Dr. Dirk Korf. Thank you for 

the thoughtful comments throughout the different stages of my research and for taking so much 

time to critically help shape it. 

I am also very grateful to all the colleagues at the Institute for International Research on 

Criminal Policy, in particular to those who fought with me in the “Landscape”: Wei, Anna, Xue, 

Sabine, Pieter, Eva, and Joke. I would like to thank Anna, thanks for your detailed comments 

on my first article which was really a mess at that time. My special thanks go to Elias for his 

patience, kindness, and insightful comments throughout our countless discussion on statistical 

analysis.  

Doing a Ph.D. is a lonely journey. My special thanks to my basketball teammates, Prof. Dr. 

Ge Xingjun, Prof. Dr. Zhang Zhiyue, Dr. Li Peng, Dr. Zhao Guoxiang, Dr. Yuan Guoliang, 

Changyuan. Every minute in the basketball court we spent together was enjoyable. Many thanks 

also go to my Chinese colleagues in other departments, Dr. Zheng Jie, Liu yang, Shining, and 

Chen Zhe. Thank you for making my life pleasant. 

I gratefully acknowledge the funding sources, the funding of Chinese Scholarship Council 

which makes my Ph.D. work possible. 

Finally, my greatest thanks to my family and friends who not only support me and share my 

happiness, but also stay with me in times of pain, struggle, and despair. Xiangyu, you certainly 

top that list. 

                                          Minqi Zhao 

     In the “Landscape”  

1 September 2019  



 
 

 

  



 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Summary 

The ever-growing new psychoactive substances (NPS) market has become a global concern 

that challenges existing drug law and policies, law enforcement, and public health. In contrast 

to traditional drugs, the range of NPS available on the market is diverse with new substances 

constantly emerging and evolving. Many NPS are unregulated at the international level, with 

limited known effects on users. At a national level, authorities are experiencing great difficulty 

in regulating a broad range of substances and their precursor chemicals that are distributed 

through many different channels.  

In response to the challenges posed by the illicit supply of NPS, the international community 

has highlighted the importance of reducing the availability of and the demand for these 

substances so as to protect public health. At the same time, many countries have tried to update 

their laws and initiate the introduction of legislation to reduce the illicit supply of controlled 

substances and the emergence of new substances. However, despite these international and 

national efforts, the global NPS market continues to be characterized by the emergence of a 

large number of new substances belonging to diverse chemical groups. This could largely be 

attributed to the role of China as a primary source of NPS and precursor chemicals with the 

growth of the Chinese chemical and pharmaceutical industry over the last few years and the 

weak regulation of NPS and precursor chemicals in China.  

To date, very little criminological research has been conducted investigating the role of 

China in the illicit supply of NPS; i.e. the illicit supply of NPS within China and the smuggling 

of NPS from China to other countries.  

This thesis aims to fill this research gap and seeks to contribute to academic and policy 

debates by investigating legal responses, supply patterns, and law enforcement relating to 

China’s NPS supply networks. Accordingly, this thesis proposes three research questions: 

(1) What are the legal responses to the illicit supply of NPS within China and smuggling 

out of China?  

(2) How is China’s NPS supply chain organized?  

(3) How are these legal responses implemented by different governmental and judicial 

agencies as well as individual actors at the local level in China?    

In order to answer these research questions, a multimethod approach comprising of both 

qualitative and quantitative methods was employed.  

 First, documentary data were collected to explore legal responses to the illicit supply of 

NPS in China. Considering the dominant position of supply reduction policies in Chinese drug 

policy, documentary data focusing on the supply side of NPS and precursor chemicals were 

collected. In total, 11 laws and their amendments, 12 regulations, 26 judicial interpretations, 

and 40 official documents were reviewed and analyzed.  

Second, criminal cases were collected to investigate the profiles of offenders and the supply 

patterns of NPS and precursor chemicals. In total, 534 closed criminal cases in which 1481 
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individuals and 102 chemical manufacturing companies were found to be involved in the supply 

of precursor chemicals, were reviewed. In addition, 341 major cases concerning five offense 

categories, consisting of manufacturing, distributing, retailing, transporting, and 

manufacturing-retailing, and three groups of NPS, including ketamine, synthetic cathinone, and 

fentanyl, were recorded and analyzed. 

Third, semi-structured interviews were conducted to investigate law enforcement in a local 

Chinese context. Data were generated by interviewing 40 actors who were directly involved in 

the law enforcement process. Interviewees were recruited from four institutions, local Narcotics 

Control Commissions, police bureaus, courts, and public prosecution service, in the city of 

Changzhi. A qualitative analysis of the interview data was conducted.  

In conclusion, this thesis demonstrated the existence of a diverse and dynamic supply 

network of precursor chemicals and NPS in China. In response, Chinese authorities have 

established a complicated control system to limit the distribution of precursor chemicals and 

NPS, but the capacity of law enforcement agencies has been weakened by the competing 

incentives between central and local governments, conflicts of interest in law enforcement, and 

insufficient human resources to deal with the problem. Finally, this thesis offered several 

implications for future legal reform in China and future criminological research. 
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Samenvatting 

De steeds groeiende markt van nieuwe psychoactieve stoffen (NPS) is een wereldwijde 

uitdaging voor de bestaande drugwetgeving en het drugbeleid, de wetshandhaving en de 

volksgezondheid. In tegenstelling tot het traditionele drugsaanbod, is het aanbod van NPS zeer 

divers. Nieuwe stoffen duiken voortdurend op of blijven telkens evolueren. Op internationaal 

niveau zijn slechts weinig NPS gereglementeerd, wat onder meer leidt een gebrekkige kennis 

over de effecten op gebruikers. Op nationaal niveau ondervinden de autoriteiten evenzeer grote 

moeilijkheden bij het reguleren van dit breed scala van stoffen en hun precursormiddelen, die 

langs veel verschillende kanalen worden gedistribueerd. 

In antwoord op de bovenstaande uitdagingen heeft de internationale gemeenschap het 

belang benadrukt van het verminderen van enerzijds de beschikbaarheid van NPS en anderzijds 

de vraag naar deze stoffen om de volksgezondheid te beschermen. Tegelijkertijd hebben veel 

landen geprobeerd wetgeving te actualiseren en/of in te voeren om het illegale aanbod van 

gereguleerde stoffen en de opkomst van nieuwe stoffen te verminderen. Ondanks deze 

internationale en nationale inspanningen blijft de wereldwijde NPS-markt gekenmerkt door de 

opkomst van een groot aantal nieuwe stoffen die tot verschillende chemische groepen behoren. 

China speelt hierin een belangrijke rol. Met de groei van de Chinese chemische en 

farmaceutische industrie in de afgelopen jaren en de zwakke regulering van NPS en 

precursorchemicaliën in China, werd het land de belangrijkste leverancier van NPS en 

precursorchemicaliën. 

Tot op heden is er amper criminologisch onderzoek verricht naar de rol van China in de 

illegale aanvoer van NPS op twee domeinen: het illegale aanbod van NPS in China en de 

smokkel van NPS naar andere landen vanuit China. 

Dit proefschrift heeft als doel deze kloof binnen het onderzoek te dichten. Door het 

bestuderen van juridische documenten en de wetgevende aanpak en reacties, 

toeleveringspatronen en de wetshandhaving met betrekking tot de NPS-toeleveringsnetwerken 

van China, wil het proefschrift bijdragen aan de huidige academische en beleidsdiscussies. 

Dienovereenkomstig worden in dit proefschrift drie onderzoeksvragen beantwoord: 

(1) Wat zijn de wetgevende reacties inzake het NPS-aanbod in, en het smokkelen ervan uit 

China? 

(2) Hoe is de NPS-toeleveringsketen van China georganiseerd? 

(3) Hoe worden nationale antwoorden en beleidsbeslissingen geïmplementeerd door 

verschillende overheids- en justitiële actoren op lokaal niveau? 

Om deze onderzoeksvragen te beantwoorden, werd gebruik gemaakt van een multimethod-

benadering die bestaat uit zowel kwalitatieve als kwantitatieve methoden. 

Ten eerste werd data uit beleidsdocumenten verzameld om de wetgevende reacties op het 

illegale aanbod van NPS in China te onderzoeken. Gezien de dominante beleidskeuze voor het 

verminderen van de aanvoer in het Chinese drugbeleid, werden documentatiegegevens 

verzameld die gericht waren op de aanbodzijde van NPS en precursorchemicaliën. In totaal 



9 
 

werden 11 wetten en hun amendementen, 12 verordeningen, 26 gerechtelijke interpretaties en 

40 officiële documenten bestudeerd en geanalyseerd.  

Ten tweede werden strafzaken verzameld om de profielen van daders en de 

toeleveringspatronen van NPS en precursorchemicaliën te onderzoeken. In totaal werden 534 

afgehandelde strafzaken bestudeerd. Daarin bleken 1481 personen en 102 chemische 

productiebedrijven betrokken te zijn bij de toelevering van precursorchemicaliën. Daarnaast 

werden 341 belangrijke zaken betreffende vijf types misdrijven (i.e., productie, distributie, 

detailhandel, transport en productie-detailhandel) en drie groepen NPS (i.e., ketamine, 

synthetische cathinone en fentanyl) bestudeerd en geanalyseerd.  

Ten derde werden semi-gestructureerde interviews afgenomen om de wetshandhaving in 

een lokale Chinese context te onderzoeken. 40 actoren die rechtstreeks betrokken waren bij het 

wethandhavingsproces werden geïnterviewd. Zij werden gerekruteerd uit vier instellingen, 

zijnde lokale commissies voor verdovende middelen, politiebureaus, rechtbanken en het 

openbaar ministerie, behorende tot de stad Changzhi. De interviews werden kwalitatief 

geanalyseerd. 

Concluderend heeft dit proefschrift het bestaan van een divers en dynamisch 

leveringsnetwerk van precursorchemicaliën en NPS in China aangetoond. In reactie op dit 

netwerk hebben de Chinese autoriteiten een complex controlesysteem opgezet om de distributie 

van precursormiddelen en NPS te beperken. De capaciteit van wetshandhavingsinstanties is 

echter verzwakt door de concurrerende houding van centrale en lokale overheden, 

belangenconflicten bij wetshandhaving en onvoldoende mankracht om het probleem aan te 

pakken. Ten slotte biedt dit proefschrift verschillende implicaties voor toekomstige juridische 

hervormingen in China en toekomstig criminologisch onderzoek. 
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Chapter 1 Introduction  

 

1. Research background  

New psychoactive substances (NPS) are defined as substances, either in a pure form or a 

preparation, that are not controlled by the 1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs, as 

amended by the 1972 Protocol (1961 Convention) or the 1971 Convention on Psychotropic 

Substances (1971 Convention), but which may pose a threat to public health (The United 

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC], 2013b). NPS share similar effects to substances 

under international control. Therefore, according to their effects on users, NPS are mainly 

categorized into six groups: 1) stimulants, including synthetic cathinone; 2) synthetic 

cannabinoids, including JWH-018 and MDMB-CHMICA; 3) classic hallucinogens; 4) 

synthetic opioids, including fentanyl and its analogs; 5) sedatives or hypnotics; and 6) 

dissociatives, including ketamine and PCP analogs (UNODC, 2017).  

The emergence of NPS is not an entirely new phenomenon (Seddon, 2014). Some NPS were 

initially synthesized for pharmacological and toxicological purposes and were used in chemical 

and pharmaceutical areas many years ago. For example, fentanyl was introduced as a 

prescription medicine in 1960 to replace morphine and other opioids for use in cardiac surgery 

(Nelson and Schwaner, 2009). Around the same time, ketamine was also synthesized and 

developed to be a safe anesthetic drug with potent analgesic properties (Mion and Villevieille, 

2013). In addition, there are some NPS that have little or no history of medicinal use, such as 

JWH-007, JWH-018, and JWH-015 (UNODC, 2013a). In these cases, the pharmacology and 

toxicology of these substances have not been well characterized (King and Kicman, 2011).  

With regard to NPS, some distinctive issues have been noted by scientific and academic 

research, such as the increased supply, the existence of a marketplace for NPS outside the 

established regulatory frameworks, public health problems, and challenges for national 

legislative approaches to control NPS (Griffiths, Evans-Brown, and Sedefov, 2013; UNODC, 

2013a).  

The increased supply of NPS is mainly suggested by the number of new emerging 

substances and the number of seizures (Martinez, Rosenfeld, and Mares, 2008). At the EU level, 

101 new substances were reported for the first time in 2014, which resulted in more than 450 

NPS being monitored by the European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction 

(EMCDDA) (EMCDDA, 2015b). In the year 2018, the number of monitored NPS in Europe 

had increased to 725, including 55 new drugs detected in that year (EMCDDA, 2019). At the 

same time, Chinese authorities also identified 34 new substances in 2017, in addition to the 230 

new psychoactive substances seized in various parts of the country that were mainly being used 

by young people at entertainment venues (International Narcotics Control Board [INCB], 2018). 

In total, between 2011 and 2017, over 100 countries worldwide had reported the emergence of 

more than 800 substances (UNODC, 2018). In addition to the increasing emergence of new 

substances, concurrently, rapid growth in NPS seizures could also be observed. In Europe, 
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almost 71,000 seizures of NPS were reported through the EU Early Warning System in 2016, 

twice as many as in 2010 (Figure 1), suggesting a general increase in seizures. Among those in 

2016, synthetic cathinones and synthetic cannabinoids accounted for almost 80 percent. An 

overall decrease was observed in the quantities seized in 2016 compared with the previous year. 

However, seizure quantities of synthetic cathinones, benzodiazepines, and synthetic opioids 

increased (EMCDDA, 2018). In China, a significant increase in NPS seizures has been 

documented. For example, around five metric tons of ketamine seizures were documented in 

the year 2013, which increased to 19.6 metric tons in 2015. In addition to ketamine, the China 

National Narcotics Control Commission (NNCC) highlighted the illicit production and 

smuggling of other NPS for the first time, such as synthetic cathinones and synthetic 

cannabinoids in 2015. In the same year, a total amount of 20 kilograms of NPS being seized 

was reported, which increased to more than 800 kilograms in 2016 (NNCC, 2016, 2017). At 

the global level, the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC, 2018) documented 

that the number of countries reporting seizures of synthetic cannabinoids had remained 

relatively stable since 2012, but, in 2016, seizures of plant-based NPS surged. Some 500 tons 

of kratom were intercepted during 2016, triple the amount of the previous year, suggesting a 

boom in its popularity (Figure 2). 

Figure 1: NPS seizures reported to the EMCDDA (EMCDDA, 2018) 

 

 

Figure 2: Annual quantities of new psychoactive substances seized globally, 2012-2016 (UNODC, 2018) 
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In line with the increase in terms of the numbers, type, and seizures of NPS is the 

establishment of an NPS market that is not well controlled by existing regulatory systems 

(EMCDDA, 2016a). The UNODC Global Synthetics Monitoring: Analyses, Reporting and 

Trends (SMART) Program has highlighted that although the overall size of the NPS market is 

still relatively small, its growth over the last several years and the growing interplay between 

these NPS and the traditional illicit drug market have been observed (UNODC, 2018). Currently, 

the features of this NPS market could be categorized as having a steep trajectory, Internet 

involvement, and a transnational nature (Seddon, 2014).  

The first feature is the steep trajectory in the rate of the emergence of new substances on the 

supply side. As noted by the UNODC, “the sheer speed at which new substances emerge on the 

market is unparalleled, and new NPS emerge every year at an average rate of about one 

substance per week” (UNODC, 2018:5). The NPS market is also highly dynamic because it 

undergoes periods of both innovation and stagnation. Despite the sheer speed at which new 

substances are emerging, some NPS are transient in nature. On the one hand, new substances 

continue to emerge and establish niche markets while on the other hand, others emerge and 

disappear quickly. The second feature is the involvement of the Internet in facilitating 

production, transportation, and transaction in the supply chain. It is suggested that the Internet 

has been an important source for NPS in general (van Amsterdam et al., 2015). In this respect, 

the clear net has been a primary source for collecting information about NPS, which allows 

drug producers to learn how to stay ahead of the regulations by manipulating chemical 

structures to evade the law (Seddon, 2014); at the same time, cryptomarkets have created new 

models for NPS trade at the wholesale level and, subsequently, gained popularity (Kruithof et 

al., 2016). The third feature is the transnational nature of the NPS market. The limited 

documentary evidence shows that many of the NPS and their precursor chemicals are sourced 

from China and India, where NPS are produced and subsequently transported to consumer 

countries (UNODC, 2018). Partly because of the increased production capacity in source 

countries, globalization, and information technology, the pipeline of the NPS market has been 

fed by spanning long distances easily and conveniently (EMCDDA, 2016b; Seddon, 2014; 

UNODC, 2018).  

The increased supply of NPS and their established market appear to contribute to their 

availability and use in Europe, Asia, and North America. At the EU level, close to 8% of young 

people aged 15-24 had already experimented with NPS by the year 2014 (EMCDDA, 2017b), 

and availability and use were increasing in some EU member states, such as the Netherlands 

(Hondebrink et al., 2015). In Asia, two main NPS, ketamine and kratom, are quite prevalent, 

and particularly affect the countries of East and South-East Asia. Ketamine has been 

increasingly used in the past several years as a substitute for traditional drugs, especially in 

China. The latest survey conducted by the China Food and Drug Administration (CFDA) in 

2016 shows that ketamine has been one of the five most commonly used substances, and the 

number of synthetic cathinones users has trebled compared to 2015 (CFDA, 2016). Similarly, 

NPS use in North America, in particular in the United States seems to be more prevalent. For 

example, NPS use among youth in the United States was more widespread than the use of any 

other drug (excluding cannabis) in 2013; this appeared to be more than twice as widespread as 

in the EU (UNODC, 2013b). As a result, a number of public health concerns have arisen as a 
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consequence of NPS use worldwide; these include physical harm, mental health problems, 

NPS-related infections such as HIV and hepatitis C, and NPS-related deaths (Drug Enforcement 

Administration [DEA], 2016; EMCDDA, 2017b; Rudd et al., 2016). 

Addressing the rapid emergence of NPS with legal controls is challenging. At the national 

level, many countries, including China, have experienced challenges in implementing 

legislation to control NPS (UNODC, 2018). Because of the features of the NPS market, when 

certain individual NPS were put under national control, they were promptly replaced by new 

and uncontrolled substances. For example, when a synthetic cannabinoid was controlled, 

chemical families with successive structural modification evolved to keep the substitute in an 

ambiguous legal status, as seen in the emergence of naphthoylindoles (e.g., JWH-018), 

followed by the emergence of naphthoylindazoles (e.g., THJ-018), and more recently indazole 

carboxamides (e.g., AKB-48). In addition, substances that are under control in one country, 

may not be regulated in other countries, which appears to facilitate the transnational production 

and distribution of NPS and challenge international law enforcement cooperation. 

2. Problem statement  

In response to the illicit supply of NPS and the establishment of the NPS market, many legal 

responses focusing on the supply side have been highlighted at the international and national 

levels. For example, the international community has issued several policy documents against 

the rise of NPS and encourages its member states to act, for example, by improving the 

monitoring of NPS production, distribution, and consumption, or implementing legal responses. 

The Outcome Document of the United Nations General Assembly Special Session on Drugs 

2016 (UNGASS, General Assembly Resolution S-30/1) indicated the aim of continuing to 

identify and monitor trends in the composition, production, prevalence, and distribution of NPS, 

through the development and strengthening of domestic and national legislative, regulatory, 

administrative, and operational responses and practices by law enforcement, the judiciary, 

social and welfare, educational and health authorities. Moreover, there are a series of 

Resolutions which specifically focus on NPS issues, such as Resolutions A/RES/73/192 and 

67/193, issued by the General Assembly, and Resolutions 56/4 and 57/9 issued by the 

Commission on Narcotic Drugs. These Resolutions have served as authoritative interpretations 

of the United Nations Charter, as expressions of the community’s belief that certain conduct 

for NPS control is required, and that certain rules are general principles of law recognized by 

civilized nations (Bleicher, 1969). In Europe, the European Union drugs strategy (2013–2020) 

and European drug policy (EU Action Plan on Drugs 2017-2020) have acknowledged the 

importance of improving the capacity to detect, assess, and respond effectively to the 

emergence and use of NPS, and have encouraged the development of strategic responses to 

reduce the production and distribution of NPS at national and EU levels. At the EU level, 

Regulation (EU) 2017/2101 of the European Parliament and the Council has amended 

Regulation (EC) No. 1920/2006 regarding information exchange, early warning systems, and 

risk assessment procedure for NPS. Concurrently, NPS have been included in the definition of 

“drugs” rather than “food” or “medicine” in Directive (EU) 2017/2103 of the European 

Parliament and the Council as well as in NPS judgment of the Court of Justice of the European 
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Union (CJEU).1 Today, some EU member states have taken multiple legal measures to reduce 

the availability of NPS. These measures can be divided into two groups. The first group 

modifies existing drug laws by introducing group definitions of substances under control. In 

the second group, innovative laws have been developed by defining NPS according to their 

effects instead of their chemical structure (EMCDDA and Eurojust, 2016).  

At the national level, the U.S. Office of National Drug Control Policy (ONDCP) has also 

facilitated several responses that include preventative initiatives on illicit usage, providing 

evidence-based treatment for substance use, and reducing the availability of illicit drugs through 

international engagement (Chester, 2017). Particular attention has also been focused on NPS 

supply reduction strategies, including prohibition, criminal punishment, and state-led counter-

narcotics enforcement operations (Sean, 2017). The U.S. and Chinese governments have also 

taken steps to increase counter-narcotics cooperation and strengthen regulations governing NPS 

flow.  

In China, significant policies and procedures have been developed by policymakers and law 

enforcement agencies. For example, China categorized certain fentanyl analogs and 116 other  

NPS as controlled substances in 2015.2 Additionally, on March 1, 2017, China placed another 

four critical fentanyl analogs on the controlled substances list, including carfentanil, a 

particularly lethal analog (O’Donnell et al., 2017; Uddayasankar et al., 2018). The most recent 

update of the controlled substances list occurred on August 28, 2018, when another 32 NPS 

were prohibited; as a result, a total of 170 NPS (without medical values) are now under control. 

Subsequently, special campaigns have been openly conducted by law enforcement agencies 

against NPS production and distribution; this has resulted in the dismantling of several high-

level criminal groups that produced and smuggled synthetic cathinones such as methcathinone 

and α-PVP (Guo, 2017).  

However, despite international and national responses, the global NPS market continues to 

be characterized by the emergence of large numbers of new substances belonging to diverse 

chemical groups, which has been noted as a result of the large growth and increasing dominance 

of Chinese chemical and pharmaceutical industries over the last few years (DEA, 2016; 

EMCDDA, 2015a, 2017a; Reuter, 2011). For example, there is rapid growth of the chemical 

and pharmaceutical industries in China, but the pattern of growth is extensive rather than 

intensive, in particular for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) and individual 

producers, which poses many risks for the diversion of the chemicals. By 2005, China was 

producing  or importing more than 45,000 kinds of chemicals, some of which had been banned 

or severely restricted internationally and in developed countries, but were still produced and 

                                                           
1 Court of Justice of the European Union (CJEU), which ruled on  July 10, 2014 that substances are not medicinal 

products if they do not have beneficial effects on human health. As a result, the prosecution of NPS found that 

they were excluded from the scope of medicinal products. 
2 The entire list of controlled of NPS can be found in the Regulations on the Administration of Narcotic Drugs and 

Psychotropic Drugs, available at: www.ion.ac.cn/chinese/about_ion/upload/2017083106.pdf, and Regulations on 

the Administration of Narcotic drugs and Psychotropic Substances for Non-medical Use, available at: 

www.cadapt.com.cn/filespath/files/20151022112217.docx. 

 

http://www.ion.ac.cn/chinese/about_ion/upload/2017083106.pdf
http://www.cadapt.com.cn/filespath/files/20151022112217.docx
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used domestically (The China Council for International Cooperation on Environment and 

Development [CCICED], 2006).  

Correspondingly, a considerable body of academic literature regarding NPS regulation 

system has accumulated in the drug policy domain. Under the prohibition framework, many 

scholars endorse the traditional legal ban because substantial reductions in the use of NPS and 

in new emerging NPS in the drug marketplace have been found (Kavanagh and Power, 2014; 

Loeffler and Craig, 2013; Smyth et al., 2015; Wilkins and Sweetsur, 2013). Others try to focus 

more on a decentralized approach to monitor compliance with prohibition and to apply 

sanctions effectively, namely, non-state actors making up “webs of control” (Seddon, 2014). 

Under the market approval regime, the pre-market strategy in New Zealand attracts the interest 

of many academics, but the effects of the system have not been fully investigated and evaluated 

(Wilkins, 2014). At the same time, there are also scholars who leave the never-ending debate 

on prohibition or regulation to explore rapid, effective, and proportionate ways of controlling 

the distribution of NPS. Hughes and Winstock (2012) concluded that the prohibition system 

and regulation appear to have achieved the objective of curtailing open sale; a critical issue for 

both controlling systems is the speed and practical impact, not the weight of the authorities’ 

responses.  

Notwithstanding the increased academic research on NPS issues, it is noticeable that the 

supply patterns of NPS, supply networks, such as Internet-based sourcing, and the smuggling 

routes for NPS have rarely been addressed (Smyth et al., 2015). In particular, little attention has 

been paid to the specific role of China in the NPS supply and its regulation efforts despite the 

fact that both academic and scientific literature has indicated the emerging role of China in 

fueling the expansion of the NPS market worldwide (EMCDDA, 2017, 2019; Sean, 2017). 

This thesis is motivated by that research gap and seeks to contribute to scholarly and policy 

debates about three dimensions of NPS issues in China: legal responses, supply patterns, and 

law enforcement. Given that controlling the unauthorized supply of NPS via criminal law has 

been the default response in China, the legal responses in this research mainly include drug 

policy, criminal law, administrative regulations, and institutional arrangements against the 

illicit supply of NPS; the supply patterns refer to the production and distribution of precursor 

chemicals and, more importantly, NPS within and from China. An additional focus is 

investigating the law enforcement process, namely, how laws and drug policy are implemented 

by different actors at the local level. We hope that this analysis, which could inform the 

development of future policy in this area, will contribute to strengthening the knowledge base 

on the illicit supply of NPS and legal responses to further provide academic evidence for future 

law and policy reform in China. 

3. Research objectives and research questions 

According to existing literature noting that NPS are mainly sourced from China where they 

are not controlled effectively (DEA, 2016; EMCDDA, 2017), this thesis aims to shed light on 

how the supply side of NPS is organized in China, how laws are designed to respond to the 

illicit supply of NPS, and how these laws are put into practice in China. 
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Considering the dominance of supply-oriented interventions in Chinese drug policy, this 

study prefers to critically analyze three themes with respect to the illicit supply of NPS: first, a 

critical analysis of legal responses on NPS and precursor chemicals control; second, a 

description of the illicit supply of precursor chemicals and the supply patterns of NPS at the 

national level; and third, an investigation of the implementation of the legal responses 

conducted by government departments, judicial branches, and individual actors at the local 

level.  

Accordingly, we identified three research objectives:  

First, this research aims to unravel the drug policy, laws, and institutional arrangements on 

NPS control and how they function to respond to NPS issues in China; this may be of interest 

to international audiences, such as academics, policymakers, legislators, and law enforcement 

agencies, to provide a basic understanding of China’s regulation system and laws.  

 Second, this study aims to describe NPS supply patterns within China and smuggling to 

other countries. As such, it intends to contribute to the knowledge base regarding the established 

patterns for the distribution of precursor chemicals and the supply patterns of NPS at the 

national level. This allows us to fill the previously mentioned research gap based on empirical 

data from China. 

Third, this research aims to identify NPS supply patterns at the street level and explore how 

drug policy and laws are implemented through government departments and judicial actors in 

a local context. 

Specifically, this study addresses the following research questions: 

(1) What are the legal responses to the illicit supply of NPS within China and smuggling 

out of China?  

(2) How is China’s NPS supply chain organized?  

a. How are precursor chemicals illicitly distributed within China and from China to 

other countries? 

b. What are the supply patterns of NPS within and from China? 

(3) How are these legal responses implemented by different governmental and judicial 

agencies as well as individual actors at the local level in China?   

4. Research methodology  

To answer the above-mentioned research questions, we used a multimethod approach 

consisting of qualitative and quantitative methods3. Three different forms of data were collected: 

first, we studied documentary sources including laws, judicial interpretations, and official 

documents; second, we studied 534 criminal cases on the illicit supply of precursor chemicals 

and 341 major criminal cases concerning the illicit supply of three groups of NPS (ketamine, 

cathinones, and fentanyls); and third, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 40 

governmental and judicial actors who have been directly involved in the implementation of 

policy and laws that address NPS supply. 

                                                           
3 For more information on the methods, see Chapter 3. 
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A qualitative analysis of the documentary data was conducted to assess the legal responses 

regarding the control of precursor chemicals and NPS in China. Legislative and official 

documents concerning the framework of regulation, institutions, and their arrangements, were 

emphasized. In total, 11 laws (including amendments), 12 administrative regulations, 26 

judicial interpretations, and 40 official documents were collected. Subsequently, classical 

content analysis (Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2011) was conducted to code the content regarding 

NPS control. Later, these nodes were categorized according to the roles of different institutions 

and were further organized into three categories, including laws, policy, and institutional 

arrangements. This was followed by a critical analysis of the political and economic contexts 

that may shape the design and implementation of policy and legislation. 

Both quantitative and qualitative analyses were employed to investigate the profiles of 

offenders and the supply patterns of NPS and precursor chemicals. In total, 534 closed criminal 

cases in which 1481 individuals and 102 chemical manufacturing companies were found to be 

involved in the illicit supply of precursor chemicals, were reviewed. In addition, 341 major 

cases concerning five offense categories, consisting of manufacturing, distributing, retailing, 

transporting, and manufacturing-retailing, and three groups of NPS, including ketamine, 

synthetic cathinone, and fentanyl, were recorded. Quantitative analysis was then a key focus of 

the research and was used to determine the relations between variables. Subsequently, the main 

themes emerging from these quantitative findings were identified to develop tree nodes that 

were then used to code the contents of court files. In this way, qualitative analysis was used to 

obtain a better understanding of the quantitative results. 

A qualitative analysis of the semi-structured interviews was conducted to assess the way in 

which national law and policy are implemented by various actors in a local context. After being 

collected, the data were imported into Nvivo and coded based on pre-defined tree nodes. All of 

the nodes were analyzed and categorized into three groups, supply patterns, prohibition systems 

and laws, and law enforcement and judicial practice. The results were compared to the legal 

responses obtained and linked to documentary evidence and literature.   

5. Thesis structure 

This thesis consists of nine chapters. 

Chapter 1 introduces the research background, research gaps, research questions, research 

objectives, and the design of research methods. New emerging substances, increased seizures, 

and the establishment of an NPS market have imposed great challenges to the protection of 

public health and the implementation of the supply reduction policy. Within this background, 

much has been written already about the NPS demand side, for example, the prevalence of NPS 

among drug users and related health risks. However, little attention has been paid to NPS supply 

and regulation efforts in China where a large number of precursor chemicals and NPS are 

sourced from. In particular, the role of China in the illicit supply of NPS has rarely been 

addressed. In order to fill this research gap, this thesis aims to explore the patterns in the supply 

chain of precursor chemicals and NPS, legal responses, and law enforcement in Chinese 

contexts by employing a multimethod approach.  
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Following the introduction chapter, chapter 2 offers a state-of-the-art overview of the 

literature on China’s role in NPS supply, focusing on the theoretical frameworks, research 

methods, and research results regarding NPS supply network(s) in China. First, this chapter 

collected and reviewed publications written in Chinese and English on this topic, without 

restrictions on publication date. Several keywords were used, including ketamine, synthetic 

cathinones, synthetic opioids, fentanyl, NPS, illicit supply, production, distribution, trafficking, 

smuggling, and China. The following databases were consulted: Web of Science, Google 

Scholar, PubMed, ProQuest, China National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI), and the 

National Digital Library of China (NDLC). In total, 104 scientific publications were collected 

and analyzed. This chapter summarizes and analyzes existing knowledge on the profiles of 

offenders, patterns of supply, and challenges to public health and law enforcement. On this 

ground, this chapter highlights the importance and necessity of the research questions in this 

study and further provides a solid foundation for the application of both qualitative and 

quantitative methods. 

This chapter has been accepted as an article for publication meeting the requirements for 

a Ph.D. dissertation by articles by the Faculty of Law and Criminology at Ghent University:  

Chapter 2: Zhao, M (accepted). The illicit supply of new psychoactive substance in China. 

A review of the literature. International Journal of Criminal Justice Sciences.  

Chapter 3 summarizes and reshapes the relevant definitions in Chinese contexts, such as 

NPS and supply reduction policy based on the understanding that China has its own legal 

culture and legal regime categorized as a socialist law system, in which the laws remain a very 

contested domain of conflicting concepts, policies, and practices. In addition, this chapter 

further describes the methods used. Subsequently, this chapter explains ethical concerns 

regarding the qualitative interviews and the limitations of the methodology. 

Chapter 4 mainly focuses on the international drug control framework based on the three 

international conventions. It also details a series of Resolutions, projects, and guidelines 

regarding NPS control at an international level. This is followed by an analysis of the latitude 

within the international control framework for member states to reform their domestic drug 

policy and laws to respond to threats caused by the illicit supply and use of NPS at a national 

level. On this basis, this chapter further describes the establishment of Chinese legislation on 

NPS control and shows the punitive ethos in the process of interpreting the provisions of 

international conventions and establishing drug policy and laws in China. 

Chapter 5 details the supply reduction policy and institutional arrangements regarding NPS 

supply in China. In response to NPS issues, Chinese authorities have established drug policy 

and law, updated many other laws and regulations, and engaged in law enforcement efforts at 

the national and international levels. However, the details of these legal responses and how they 

function to reduce illicit NPS supply in China have rarely been addressed. This chapter aims to 

fill this policy gap by focusing on the design of the policy framework and the implementation 

process in which various departments are involved by revisiting legislation, judicial 

interpretations, and official documents that currently function as responses to NPS issues. 
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This chapter has been submitted for publication as an article meeting the requirements for 

a Ph.D. dissertation by articles by the Faculty of Law and Criminology at Ghent University:  

Zhao, M (in review). Supply reduction policy against new psychoactive substances in China: 

policy framework and implementation. International Journal of Law, Crime and Justice. 

     Chapter 6 mainly focuses on the illicit distribution of precursor chemicals within China and 

smuggling from China to other countries. This chapter collects data from closed criminal cases 

to develop an objective understanding of illicit distribution patterns in China. The sample 

consists of 534 illicit supply cases involving 1683 individuals, three groups of precursor 

chemicals and 103 chemical manufacturing companies. To better understand this phenomenon 

in China’s rapidly transitioning society, this chapter provides descriptions of the cultural, legal, 

and political backgrounds of these cases, which may provide some macro-level explanations. 

This chapter has been published as an article meeting the requirements for a Ph.D. 

dissertation by articles by the Faculty of Law and Criminology at Ghent University: 

Zhao, M (2019). The illicit distribution of precursor chemicals in China: A qualitative 

and quantitative analysis. International Journal for Crime, Justice and Social Democracy 

8(2): 106-120. 

Chapter 7 focuses on the profiles of NPS offenders, the supply patterns of NPS within China, 

and smuggling to other countries. Data have been extracted from sentencing files from closed 

criminal cases to develop an objective understanding of the NPS supply in China. The sample 

consists of 341 major cases concerning the illicit supply of three groups of NPS (ketamine, 

cathinones, and fentanyls) and five groups of offenders, including manufacturers, distributors, 

high-level retailers, transporters, and manufacturer-retailers. A multimethod approach has been 

employed to analyze the statistical associations and their meanings. 

This chapter has been published as an article meeting the requirements for a Ph.D. 

dissertation by articles by the Faculty of Law and Criminology at Ghent University:  

Zhao, M (2019). A Descriptive Analysis of the Illicit Supply of New Psychoactive 

Substances Within and from China, International Journal of Offender Therapy and 

Comparative Criminology, doi: 0306624X19866119. 

Chapter 8 presents a case study on law enforcement combating the illicit supply of 

methcathinone, a particular NPS, in the city of Changzhi. Based on the national supply patterns 

described in chapter 7, an in-depth analysis of supply patterns, political priorities, law 

enforcement, and judicial practices at a local level appears to be necessary in providing 

significant added value for improving our understanding of the capacity for regulating and 

reducing NPS in practice. Therefore, this chapter mainly focuses on the role of Changzhi city 

in the methcathinone market, supply patterns uncovered by governmental and judicial actors, 

and law enforcement process. Data have been generated by interviewing policymakers, police 

officers, prosecutors, and judges in Changzhi, Shanxi province, and subsequently, analyzed in 

Nvivo to measure the following aspects: first, the key patterns of the illicit supply of 
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methcathinone in the city; second, local arrangements to implement national drug policy and 

laws; third, the priorities of law enforcement agencies and judicial agencies; and fourth, the 

problems existing in the whole process from legislation to law enforcement and judicial trials. 

On this basis, this chapter shows the supply patterns of methcathinone at a local level, and also 

depicts how local authorities respond to the issues in a bureaucratic political system.  

This chapter has been submitted for publication as an article meeting the requirements for 

a Ph.D. dissertation by articles by the Faculty of Law and Criminology at Ghent University: 

Zhao, M (in review). Law enforcement responses to the new psychoactive substance at 

the local level in China —a case study of methcathinone, Asian Journal of Criminology. 

The final chapter, chapter 9 presents and discusses the conclusions of this thesis. This is 

followed by recommendations for future research and policy reform in China.  
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Chapter 2 The supply of new psychoactive substances in China: A review of the 

literature  

Chapters 2 has been accepted for publication as: 

Zhao, M. (accepted). The illicit supply of new psychoactive substance in China. A review of 

the literature. International Journal of Criminal Justice Sciences. 

[This publication meets the requirements for a Ph.D. dissertation by articles approved by the 

Faculty of Law and Criminology at Ghent University] 

 

 

Abstract 

The illicit supply and consumption of new psychoactive substances (NPS) is a global 

phenomenon threatening public health and legal systems. Much of the research confirms that 

most substances are sourced from China; however, there are limited studies focusing on the 

supply side in China. This chapter systematically collects and reviews a selection of research 

articles and books on the illicit supply of NPS. The chapter shows that Chinese legal scholars 

have devoted considerable attention to the subject of NPS issues and presented some patterns 

of the supply chain in China. Some studies also propose multiple suggestions to improve the 

efficiency of drug policy and laws in reducing illicit supply. The chapter concludes that both 

qualitative and quantitative methods are still needed to capture the features of NPS supply, 

while answers about reducing illicit supply could be found in the implementation of the law 

and drug policy at the local level. 

 

Keywords:  New psychoactive substances, NPS, Supply patterns, Legal responses, China. 

 

1. Introduction 

The past decade has witnessed a global explosion in the number and diversity of new 

psychoactive substances (NPS) (EMCDDA, 2016, 2017; EMCDDA and Eurojust, 2016). Their 

increased availability and consumption have caused significant challenges for public health, 

supply reduction strategies, and the legal systems in many countries. In response, many scholars 

in the West have investigated the existence of NPS in drug markets (Hondebrink et al., 2015; 

van Amsterdam et al., 2015; Zawilska and Andrzejczak, 2015) and the harms related to illicit 

usage (Palamar et al., 2015; Sande, 2016). The increased availability and harms documented 

appear to call for a greater emphasis on supply and harm reduction strategies (McAuley et al., 

2015). Concurrently, some academics have focused on regulatory innovation (Seddon, 2014) 

and innovative legislation (Hughes and Winstock, 2012; King, 2014; Wilkins, 2014) as efficient 

responses for reducing the supply of NPS, while others have preferred to endorse the traditional 

prohibitionist approach (Smyth et al., 2015; Kavanagh and Power, 2014).  
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To investigate the illicit supply of NPS and explore efficient responses, Western scholars 

and monitored systems such as the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and 

European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addiction (EMCDDA) have identified the 

emergence of numerous products made in China in European and American drug markets. This 

has directed the foci of most scholars and stakeholders to the status quo of NPS production and 

distribution in China. As described in these articles, China has been a source country, producing 

and shipping NPS to other countries (EMCDDA, 2017, 2019; Norman, Grace, and Lloyd, 2014; 

Reuter and Pardo, 2016).  

Furthermore, Chinese scholars have also acknowledged the challenges posed by the 

increasing NPS supply (W. Liu, Zhao, and Zhao, 1992); however, they did not recognize the 

complexity and importance of NPS issues until 2005, and scholarly studies from sociological 

and criminal perspectives on reducing NPS supply have multiplied since then. Most studies 

have been devoted to legal responses to NPS supply (Hao and Zhao, 2012; Qin, 2011; W. Shi, 

2012). There has also been some research describing the characteristics of NPS supply in terms 

of manufacture, transport, and smuggling (You, Deng, and Zhao, 2017; L. Zhang and Zhang, 

2013). Notably, some empirical research has addressed the profiles of NPS offenders and key 

supply patterns, especially organization and supply routes. For example, Huang et al. (2012) 

examined the data collected from Chinese court sentencing files to analyze the profiles of 

traffickers and the structure of offenders’ organizations. Lin (2012) analyzed and summarized 

the regional features of drug offenders in Zhongshan city from 2004 to 2011, based on which 

he proposed several implications for developing the existing prevention system.  

In this chapter, we collect and review articles on the illicit supply of NPS published in 

journals and books. The aim of the review is to summarize existing knowledge concerning NPS 

supply chain in China and what the benefits and limitations of the existing research are.   

2. Methods 

To develop a comprehensive understanding of NPS supply research, these studies focused 

on NPS and published in the Chinese language were prioritized. Articles written in the English 

language were also qualified for review if they concentrated on the same topic. Since the 

research was quite limited after the first-round review, we extended the keywords to include 

new drugs, as well as ketamine, methcathinone, and fentanyl (the three substances most 

frequently noticed in the drug markets and criminal cases), to obtain potentially valuable 

information. We also asked colleagues and professors to broaden and identify different research 

results, enabling most of the literature on the topic to be collected.  

Our search process aimed to select representative articles, not conduct an exhaustive search 

of the literature. An initial search was conducted in academic databases, including the Web of 

Science, Google Scholar, PubMed, ProQuest, National Knowledge Infrastructure (CNKI), 

WanFang Data, National Digital Library of China (NDLC), and CQVIP. Keywords for 

searching included: new psychoactive substance, novel psychoactive substance, NPS, new 

drugs, ketamine, methcathinone, and fentanyl. Meanwhile, a snowball approach was also 

employed as an iterative search method within references. We searched all English- and 

Chinese- language studies, and each database was searched from its inception to recent updates 
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as of September 1, 2018. In total, after the abstract review, there were 104 studies, including 99 

qualitative and five quantitative research involving the illicit supply of NPS. A full-text review 

was conducted to extract information for further synthesis. 

3. Findings 

3.1 Relevant theoretical frameworks and methods  

The theoretical frameworks that have been used to explain drug-related crimes comprise 

two central theories: Marxist theory and structured theory. Of all collected publications, most 

of them (99) are qualitative research while only five articles are quantitative research. The foci 

of the qualitative research are quite similar, primarily consisting of general supply patterns, 

challenges, legal responses, and problems with law enforcement processes and judicial 

practices. In contrast, most of the quantitative studies narrowly focus on the profiles of 

offenders and causes of crimes based on different data sources, including surveys, 

questionnaires, and sentencing files. 

3.1.1 Marxist theory on NPS-related crimes in China 

Marxism has been the dominant ideology of the Communist Party of China (CPC) since its 

formation in 1921. Hence, Chinese Marxists accept the Marxist theory on the cause of crime, 

arguing that the appalling conditions suffered by workers lead them to commit a crime (Cowling, 

2008). In the process of localization, the first generations of Chinese Marxists, such as Mao 

Tse-tung, added that ideas have a class nature, and any mental activities are rooted in social 

experience and thus stamped with the brand of class (Troyer, Clark, and Rojek, 1989). 

Therefore, social experience and mental deviance are two central tenets of Mao’s views on the 

cause of crime. Mao noted that the root cause of drug-related crimes during the period of 

imperial China and republic era was that drug offenders suffered economic exploitation and 

class conflicts originated from the social institutions of a semi-colonial, semi-feudal, and semi-

capitalist society (Mao, 1991). Under the influence of Mao, early research asserted that drug-

related crimes were a special form of class struggle facilitated by the international bourgeoisie 

(H. Shi, 1991; Z. Yang, 1990). In order to eliminate NPS-related crimes, they argued, class 

conflicts must be eradicated (L. Wang, 2017).  

There are few disputes regarding the argument that early localized Marxism, namely 

Maoism, has had substantial effects on fighting against feudalism, imperialism, and capitalism. 

However, it is problematic for understanding the NPS supply issue in modern China due to two 

concerns.  

The first concern is the ideology of class antagonisms in Mao’s criminological theory, in 

which class conflicts, social institutions, and mental alienation are regarded as the main causes 

of crime. However, it should be noted that Mao’s perspectives largely served political needs 

instead of scientific research. For example, social institutions were highlighted as the source of 

the oppression and exploitation that justified the peasants’ revolt in the early 1930s. After the 

CPC took the control of state power, crime was primarily attributed to mental alienation related 

to imperialism, feudalism, and capitalism, rather than social institutions; this further provided 

legal grounds for consolidating power by suppressing and punishing class enemies. As noted 
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by Huang (2013), there has been a strong class nature in Mao’s criminology which resulted in 

too much emphasis on political needs rather than scientific research. 

Second is the abstract methodology. Due to the dominance of Marxism in ideology, for 

decades the materialistic dialectic has correspondingly become a methodology guiding social 

research, including criminology. On this basis, Chinese legists and scholars have attempted to 

explain drug crimes by focusing on subjectivities and objectivities at a macro level; this has 

resulted in multiple misunderstandings and misinterpretations of the causes of drug-related 

crimes. As critiqued by Zhao (2010:22): 

“…most of the Chinese criminologists do not understand how to choose practical research 

methods. They are accustomed to sit in front of the desk, think, and propose some ideas that are 

dizzying, abstract verbiage, and irrespective of external circumstances. Criminology at such a 

stage has no scientific methodologies and lacks its independent theory. It is like a child who is 

still far from mature but wants to make his own way.”  

3.1.2 Structured theory 

After Deng Xiaoping, the vice premier, relaxed Maoist strictures over China and launched 

his economic revolution in the late 1980s, social research also welcomed Western criminology 

theories. A consensus has been that crime is influenced to varying degrees by both genetic and 

environmental factors so it cannot be avoided and eliminated (Levitt, 2013; Silbey, 2002). At 

this stage, many new perspectives were incorporated into the paradigm of Marxism and 

materialist dialectic. Subsequently, a structured theory to explain drug-related crimes was 

developed (W. Shi, 2012; Xu and Zeng, 2009). This structured theory is quite similar to the 

theoretical framework of critical criminology in the West because of their common ground in 

terms of attributing drug-related crimes to social, political, economic, and cultural contexts 

(DeKeseredy, 2010; J. Liu, 2004; M. Liu, 2007; Newburn, 2009). Specifically, the following 

theoretical perspectives have been emphasized: 

a) Drug-related subcultures 

b) High profits and economic motivations 

c) Simple techniques of drug manufacture  

d) Bottlenecks of anti-drug laws 

e) Low efficiency in law enforcement  

f) The penal system for drug offenses  

Through a qualitative analysis of typical cases and annual statistic reports, Z. Chen and 

Huang (2007) noted that seeking exorbitant profits stimulates individuals to commit drug 

offenses. Similarly, J. Liu (2004) also asserted that the massive expansion of economic 

motivation was a primary source for increased drug-related crimes during the transition from a 

state socialist to a market economy. From another perspective, Mo (2015) specifically 

emphasized the biological and psychological aspects of juveniles involved in NPS-related 

crimes and noted that the economic motivations for NPS-related crimes are generated through 

social institutional contexts and biological and psychological factors. The simplification of 

production skills and facilities is also highlighted by many researchers. For example, Xu and 
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Zeng (2009) discovered that production facilities and techniques have been substantially 

developed, resulting in their widespread dissemination throughout urban and rural areas. 

Simultaneously, modernization in social and economic fields shaped by the social transition 

has also affected the patterns of NPS supply, and traffickers have exploited the boom in global 

access to information and technology to facilitate their trafficking (You et al., 2017). In addition, 

Xu and Zeng (2009) and Qin (2011) attributed the increased NPS offenses to the institutional 

deficiencies of a transitional society; these deficiencies cause pressures, anxieties, and 

impropriate economic desires that are particularly experienced by vulnerable individuals. 

Problems with laws, law enforcement, and judicial trials are also highlighted by many 

researchers. For example, Qin (2008, 2011) and Sun (2016) found that the loopholes in the 

chemical regulation system and related laws make it quite difficult to prevent the diversion of 

chemicals to drug production and to target the illicit supply of NPS through law enforcement 

and judicial agencies. The structured theory attempts to combine various theoretical factors 

involved in crime; hence, it contributes a lot to our understanding of the identifications of these 

factors. However, it is difficult to say that these combined factors have been theorized in a 

formal way; rather, it is just a list of factors related to crime, which does not represent a theory 

(Cohen, 1951).  

Empirical research had been largely ignored due to the dominance of the materialistic 

dialectic. Recently, however, some scholars have attempted to analyze drug-related crimes 

based on data support, generating many fruitful results. Based on a quantitative analysis of 

sentencing files from Chinese courts, Huang et al. (2012) noted that farmer, workers, and lower 

class individuals were more likely to be involved in drug crimes because they obtained no other 

revenue except agriculture labor. Jie (2017) investigated 1000 drug-related cases committed by 

females and discovered that their primary motivation for drug crimes was high profits which 

were used to maintain their drug consumption. Through a statistical analysis of the annual drug 

reports issued by the NNCC, He (2012) noted that severe punishment for drug-related offenders 

of drug-related crime did not decrease such offenses. 

Therefore, there have been marked developments of the theories and methods concerning 

NPS issues. On the one hand, qualitative studies have generated insightful findings including 

multiple perspectives on the causes of NPS-related crimes and problems with laws, law 

enforcement, and judicial practices. On the other hand, they have revealed many difficulties in 

accurately depicting established supply patterns and observing the implementation of laws 

because they “might emphasize idiosyncrasies within the small sample of respondents, rather 

than reflect general social trends” (Koenraadt, 2018: 42). In addition, many criminologists have 

noted that the application of a qualitative method as a sole approach may be non-random and 

subject to biased interpretation, unlike a multimethod approach that includes both qualitative 

and quantitative analysis (Cawthorne, 2001; Worrall, 2000). In contrast, quantitative methods 

offset many potential weaknesses of qualitative methods. At the same time, they may also have 

multiple limitations regarding data, which is mainly extracted from the China Law Yearbook, 

China annual drug report, newspapers, and social media. A major feature of these statistics is 

that they include only national crime statistics and are not disaggregated into provinces or other 

sub-national unit of analysis. Moreover, these data sets have many limitations in providing 

information about various aspects of China that may be related to or associated with the 



38 
 

variations in crime levels (J. Liu, 2008). Therefore, in order to understand the nature, key 

patterns, and dynamics of supply chains, as well as how legislation and enforcement respond 

to this phenomenon at both national and local levels, a multimethod approach comprising 

quantitative and qualitative methods appears quite necessary. 

3.2 Profiles of NPS offenders  

Many qualitative studies have outlined the profiles of NPS offenders by addressing the 

differences in their educational backgrounds and occupations, as well as the increasing 

involvement of young adults (Hao and Zhao, 2012; Qin, 2011). Hao and Zhao (2012) noted that 

the educational backgrounds and occupations of NPS offenders are quite diverse. For example, 

while some NPS manufacturers have low educational attainment such as elementary or junior 

high school, others are highly educated, possessing even master or doctoral degrees. Similarly, 

the occupations of NPS offenders vary greatly to include farmers, self-employed individuals, 

and small businessmen, as well as chemists, doctors, and entrepreneurs. The frequent 

involvement of young adults (those younger than age 40) in NPS cases is described by Qin 

(2011), who stated:  

“On March 2008, Dongguan police dismantled a ketamine manufacturing den in a rented 

apartment. In this case, the suspect was unable to manufacture ketamine and went to the job 

market to hire a 22-year-old college student as a cook in his manufacturing group. On March 

2009, Jiangmen police uncovered a case of ketamine manufacturing, in which six defendants 

(6/7) were younger than age 30, and the ringleader was only 22 years old. ”(Qin, 2011: 125) 

Based on empirical findings from their analysis of sentencing files for drug trafficking cases 

in China, Huang et al. (2012) supported the argument that most offenders are male (89.1%) and 

younger than age 35 (72.2%). However, they also presented a different view with respect to the 

occupations of offenders, noting that most offenders in their cases were self-employed, and 

their educational levels were quite low. Using logistic regression analysis, they further 

demonstrated that NPS-related crimes were significantly related to offenders’ occupations. For 

example, farmers tend to be associated with drug trafficking more than they are with smuggling 

and transport. The accounts of Huang et al. (2012) suggest that farmers had quite low incomes 

from the land. Hence, many farmers represented cheap labor available for hire by smugglers to 

smuggle and transport drugs. While this appears to be a plausible explanation for the relation 

between farmers and drug-related offenses, it is also problematic because jobless individuals 

with lower incomes than farmers are less likely to be hired by smugglers to smuggle and 

transport drugs.  

Another important issue that needs to be addressed here is how NPS offenders organize their 

activities. Some studies in the literature illuminate the organizational structure, communication 

networks, and operation of NPS transactions. For example, Chen and Huang (2007), Z. Wan 

(2009), and Xu and Zeng (2009) discovered that NPS trafficking, like traditional drug 

trafficking, appears to be internationalized, syndicated, networked, and militarized. Traffickers 

tend to form a structured and hierarchical organization, in which some low-level individuals 

are hired temporally and manipulated remotely to transport and smuggle drugs based on a single 

vertical communication method. The operation of transactions relies heavily on the Internet, 

including Internet advertisements, Internet-based communication, and online payment. By 
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contrast, M. Liu (2007) predicted that the cottage industry developed by Eck and Gersh (2000) 

would be more common in NPS manufacturing cases. Additionally, based on observation and 

in-depth interviews, Chin and Zhang (2012) suggested there is little evidence to support the 

existence of links between drug trafficking and organized crime syndicates in China. Notably, 

Huang et al. (2012) addressed the organization of offenders, noting that they found insufficient 

evidence to support the general perception that NPS smuggling, trafficking, and transportation 

are typically conducted by organized crime syndicates. Instead, they concluded that most drug 

trafficking is committed by opportunistic offenders, rather than by organized career crime 

figures. 

Based on different datasets, there are many divergences between qualitative and quantitative 

research in terms of offenders’ occupation, their structure, communication networks, and 

transaction operations. Although opportunistic offenders have been found in both qualitative 

data analysis and empirical research, career offenders have been highlighted only by some 

qualitative research. One explanation may be that different methods based on different datasets 

contribute to different results. Previous qualitative research and data analysis mainly focus on 

significant features or “high-profile incidents” in typical drug trafficking cases (J. Liu, 2008), 

which may have resulted in an emphasis on typical cases over other cases. Conversely, 

quantitative data present the big picture of cases (Neuman, 2013), but findings highly rely on 

statistical differences rather than on “high-profile incidents” within the data. In addition, 

although both qualitative and quantitative analyses of drug offenses in China rely on official 

data such as police statistics, procuratorate statistics, and court statistics. There have been some 

differences among them. It is indicated that police statistics appear to be overstated while the 

court statistics are relatively conservative (J. Liu, 2008), which may also contribute to the 

differences in research results. For example, some famous NPS-related cases uncovered by law 

enforcement agencies have been highlighted as a huge success by the NNCC, such as "Hubei 

Zhang zhengbo case” (NNCC, 2017). However, this case has been declared to be problematic 

and sent back for retrial by the HPC in Hubei province. Qualitative research that only focuses 

on such cases based on the police information may wrongly conclude that some NPS offenders 

have good occupations (Zhang was a professor and also a shareholder of chemical company), 

and are covered by legitimate companies (You et al., 2017), while quantitative analysis may 

discard such cases because no final decision has been made by the courts. 

3.3 NPS in end-product market 

At a global level, over one hundred countries reporting the emergence of more than 800 

substances between 2011 and 2017 (UNODC, 2017). Across Europe, the EMCDDA has been 

monitoring more than 620 NPS and there has been an increase in seizures of NPS from 20000 

in the year 2010 to almost 80000 in 2015 (W. Y. Wan et al., 2016). Similarly, NPS have also 

flooded into North America since the early 2010s. Lately, the United States of America have 

been facing significant increases in seizures, as well as health-related problems related to NPS, 

such as the deadly drug crises spawned by synthetic opioids, in particular, fentanyl (DEA, 2016). 

According to the DEA, fentanyls are the most frequently seized synthetic opioid and have been 

increasingly common drugs in the United States. The high availability and consumption of 

synthetic opioid in particular fentanyl have caused high death rate increased by 72.2 percent 

year-on-year (DEA, 2016).  



40 
 

In China, Chinese authorities have also identified 34 new substances, in addition to the 230 

new psychoactive substances seized in various parts of the country that year that were mainly 

being used by young people at entertainment venues (INCB, 2018). However, academic 

research on the NPS market in China has been quite limited. There are only a few pieces of 

literature focusing on the NPS in China’s drug market such as synthetic cannabinoids 

(JWH0018 and JWH-073), ketamine, synthetic cathinone, and fentanyl (P. Xu et al., 2012; L. 

Zhang and Zhang, 2013). Luckily, the recent drug report provides some virtual supports for the 

increasing supply and availability of NPS in China. For example, ketamine has been confirmed 

to be the most commonly used and seized NPS in China. There is an average of almost ten 

metric tons of ketamine seized by law enforcement agencies in recent years (Table 1). The latest 

survey, conducted by China Food and Drug Administration (CFDA) in 2016, shows that 

ketamine is one of the five most used new substances, with the number of users in the last 12 

month increasing continually. At the same time, methcathinone starts to be used in particular 

in Shanxi, a northern and local province (You et al., 2017). Fentanyl and analogs are also 

increasingly seized in recent years by law enforcement, and the illicit usage of fentanyl mainly 

concentrates in Gansu province (Z. Liu, 2017). 

Table 1: Ketamine seizures in China from 2012-2016 

 

3.4 NPS manufacturers  

In early research, Chinese scholars observed that there were substantial dens in rural areas 

that were synthesizing methamphetamine, MDMA, and ketamine (Qin and Fang, 2006). It was 

not until 2010 that they realized some biochemical and pharmaceutical companies were not 

only involved in the supply of precursor chemicals but also starting to manufacture 

methcathinone and α-pvp (L. Yang, 2012). Some of these companies shifted their transactions 

from legitimate business to illegitimate NPS production, while others were set up deliberately 

to manufacture and sell NPS for profit (Qin, 2011). The intertwinement of synthetic drug 

production and the involvement of companies in the supply chain have made NPS 

manufacturers quite diverse. 

First, certain companies are approved to produce substances but illicitly sell the substances 

to unqualified purchasers (Chang et al., 2016; Z. Liu, 2017). More importantly, the emerging 

trend in recent years has been an increase in the number of biochemical and pharmaceutical 

companies that have been established to illegally produce and sell NPS. Guo (2017) noted that 

many chemical and pharmaceutical companies have developed facilities to illicitly produce 

large amounts of synthetic cathinone, which is smuggled to international drug markets. 

Chemists, pharmacists, and other experts with professional knowledge and skills play central 

roles in the manufacturing process, especially with respect to updating new substances that are 

still not controlled in other countries.  

Ketamine seizures in China from 2012-2016 

 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Weight of Ketamine 

seizures (metric ton) 

4.7 9.69 11.2 19.6 10.4 

Weight of all seizures 

(metric ton)  

45.1 Missing 68.95 102.5 82.1 
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“The Hubei police cracked down on a case of smuggling NPS in October 2016. The suspect 

had once been a chemist in a pharmaceutical company in Shanghai. After learning about the 

huge demand in other countries and the legal status of some NPS in China, he chose to resign 

from his job and establish a company in the Hubei Industrial Park to produce 3-

methylmethcathinone. Covered by a legitimate biotech company, he smuggled more than 700 

kilograms of synthetic cathinone to foreign countries.” (Guo, 2017: 25) 

The increasing involvement of native manufacturers, including pharmacists, professors, and 

highly educated individuals in chemical companies, as noted by Qin (2011), symbolizes the 

fact of localized NPS manufacturers in China. However, this professional manufacturing has 

not led to a monopoly. Instead, production activities appear to be fragmented and can be 

categorized as purchaser-oriented; this subsequently results in diversified end products in the 

drug market. Thus, as noted by Guo (2017: 26), the overall trend of NPS supply is “domestic 

production and foreign consumption.” 

Second, some individuals who produce NPS in workshops, labs, and even in kitchens have 

also been noted in China. The knowledge and methods of drug manufacturing are obtained from 

and developed through the Internet. Instant messaging software such as QQ and WeChat and 

Internet forums such as Tianya and Baidu have been used as communication tools for sharing 

information on precursor chemicals and substituted pre-precursors (Hao and Zhao, 2012). 

Manufacturing processes have been elaborately developed and divided into two different 

groups. Pollutive and noisy activities are normally located in remote areas such as the rural-

urban fringe, abandoned factories, and countryside, while post-processing activities such as 

packaging and labeling are frequently conducted in city centers (M. Liu, 2007; Qin, 2011; X. 

Xu, 2007). Due to the similarities in production processes, manufacturers of NPS and synthetic 

drugs in dens are always interwoven, which makes it quite difficult for scholars to categorize 

NPS supply patterns. Consequently, the characteristics of NPS manufacture were not 

distinguished from synthetic drug production in early academic research. Rather, they were 

sometimes treated as synonymous (Fu, You, and Li, 2005; L. Li, 2010). 

3.5 Methods of distribution  

The first method of distribution is specific to chemical and pharmaceutical companies which 

sell a large amount of NPS through online communication—electronic payment—logistics 

delivery (OEL), this refers explicitly to online shops belonging to companies advertising the 

newest substances, prices, purity, and delivery on their websites to attract purchasers. The latter 

can easily and quickly complete the payment with the click of a mouse (Qin, 2011; D. Wang, 

2016), resulting in the diversion of massive amounts of legal products to illicit use (Qin, 2011; 

Y. Xu, 2014). Subsequently, NPS are packaged and labeled in various ways to avoid checks by 

law enforcement agencies: these include mislabeling shipments, concealing powder in silica 

packages placed alongside everyday items, and wrapping shipments as household products such 

as detergent. Data summarized from official documents in recent years have shown that these 

companies seem to mainly target international markets, including Europe and the United States, 

to which large amounts of NPS are smuggled by Chinese companies. As reported by the 

EMCDDA, most α-PVP seizures, including a single seizure of almost 260 kilograms (kg) of α-

PVP, have originated in companies in China (EMCDDA, 2015a). U.S. law enforcement 
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officials have also confirmed that thousands of pounds of NPS and controlled chemicals 

flowing from China have fueled the fentanyl crisis (Sean, 2017).  

The second distribution method, sporadic drug trafficking (SDT), is related to the workshop 

or den-based manufacturers and involves traffickers who frequently move small volumes of 

substances at a time (X. Li, 2017; Qin, 2011). This results in many cases but a few seizures. 

The most common method for communication and payment in SDT, as summarized by Chinese 

scholars, is also OEL (Qin, 2008; Hao and Zhao, 2012). Specifically, NPS are packaged and 

labeled with false names or secretly mixed with legitimate goods. Packaging methods are quite 

dynamic and diverse. Food, beverage, chemicals, and fertilizers are used to hide NPS, but 

stamps and paper material have also been found mixed with NPS for direct consumption (You 

et al., 2017). After being packaged, NPS are delivered to consumers via express companies or 

small groups of individuals. Occasionally, a small amount of illicit NPS is packaged and 

delivered in separate shipments to destinations usually located in the frontier provinces for 

smuggling to the Golden Triangle and South Asia (Cheng, 2011).  

As a key actor in both distribution methods, express consignment plays an important role. 

As noted by Guo (2017), NPS are smuggled not by traffickers themselves but by international 

freight forwarders and “package transporters.” Most NPS departing from the Yangtze river 

delta are transported by international freight forwarders. Specifically, when receiving an order 

from a foreign client, an international freight forwarders will attempt to find some chemical 

companies to produce required substances. Subsequently, the products will be transferred to the 

international freight forwarder, who are responsible for declaring them at customs and 

consigning the parcels to international express companies such as EMS, FedEx, and Bpost. The 

term “package transporters” refers to companies that function as freight forwarders between 

Inner Mongolia and Russia. Package transporters are responsible for collecting the parcels from 

their clients and consigning them to individuals such as tourists and visitors, who will take the 

parcels back to Russia by body carriage and then send them by express consignment to 

recipients (Nan and Li, 2014).  

Another intriguing phenomenon concerning the illicit supply of NPS is the output of skills 

and trained individuals from developed coastal areas such as Guangdong, Fujian, and Shanghai 

to remote provinces, as well as other countries. Closed cases over the last 20 years show that 

key manufacturers in most provinces have mainly come from Guangdong and Fujian, where 

production skills have been profoundly shaped by the development of the chemical and 

pharmaceutical industries, as well as by foreign criminal organizations (Qin, 2011). Moreover, 

these manufacturers thereof have also tried to maximize their profits by exporting skills and 

trained workers to other countries. One case of a “high-profile incident” is that of the “bath 

salts” drug lord Zhang Lei, who made $30 million in the United States alone, and his company 

CEC Limited, which not only sold precursor chemicals, synthetic drugs, and NPS but also 

helped foreigners to build facilities and taught them how to synthesize NPS. Chinese authorities 

arrested Zhang for allegedly teaching criminal methods to others, while his colleagues Zhang 

Jicheng and Hu Yongan were arrested in the United Kingdom for establishing a “clandestine 

laboratory” for the “industrial-scale production of synthetic drugs.” Therefore, the output of 

skills and trained individuals is not entirely consistent with data from early archives (EMCDDA, 

2015b) which noted that NPS were manufactured in China and shipped to Europe by air freight, 
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where they were processed, packaged, and sold to consumers. Rather, Europe may have been a 

place for NPS production and distribution (EMCDDA, 2018). However, the output of skilled 

workers is rare and infrequently captured by scholars and law enforcement agencies. However, 

it may exist in another form, based on the development of Internet tools such as Skype, instant 

messaging software, and online forums. Experts do not need to risk flying to another country 

to demonstrate an experiment, for example. Instead, they perform it in their own labs and teach 

their customers via video chat. It is plausible that the Internet will continue to be a significant 

source of information on NPS production and a powerful medium for the application of OEL 

in NPS illicit supply.  

3.6 Domestic and international supply routes 

The domestic illicit supply of precursor chemicals relies strongly on synthetic drug and NPS 

production patterns. A large amount of precursor chemicals illicitly flowed from remote areas 

of China to the southeast and southwest coastal provinces where synthetic drugs and some NPS 

were manufactured in the early 1990s (Qin and Fang, 2006). The last decade has witnessed the 

development of synthetic skills and widespread production facilities in rural and urban areas 

and probably every province in China. Therefore, there no longer appear to be fixed supply 

patterns. Conversely, smuggling precursor chemicals out of China seems to follow several 

specific routes, including from the southwest provinces to the Golden Triangle; from the 

southeast provinces to Europe and North America; from the northeast provinces to Russia; and 

from the east coastal provinces to the New Zealand (Cheng, 2011; Nan and Li, 2014; Qiu, 2006; 

Shen, 2013). 

Synthetic drugs and NPS were generally distributed from southeast coastal areas such as 

Guangdong and Fujian where they were produced to local and remote provinces in China in the 

early 2000s. As noted by Z. Chen and Huang (2007), coastal areas such as Guangdong and 

Fujian became severely overwhelmed by drug production, while seizures of ecstasy (MDMA) 

in Guangdong accounted for more than 90% of all seizures in the entire country in 2004. The 

distribution networks are quite similar to the precursor chemical supply routes, but they flow in 

opposite directions. The output alone of synthetic drugs from China to other countries is not 

typical; in fact, smuggling synthetic drugs into China has been confirmed by several Chinese 

scholars, which together with the output of precursor chemicals, is referred to as a bidirectional 

flow mode (Z. Chen and Huang, 2007; Wei and Liang, 2016).  

When some precursor chemicals began to be consumed by drug users in the late 1990s, drug 

dealers attempted to smuggle these substances and other chemicals to other countries, based on 

the bidirectional flow mode (Qin, 2011). However, most of the literature did not distinguish 

NPS from chemicals and synthetic drugs in terms of supply patterns (Ruan, 2007). With the 

rapid growth of NPS supply, some research has attempted to depict the domestic supply routes 

of some individual NPS. Zou, Han, and Guan (2007) noted that southeast provinces such as 

Guangdong and Fujian have been significant ketamine sources in Chinese drug markets, while 

W. Shi (2012) and L. Zhang and Zhang (2013) discovered that methcathinone mainly originated 

in Shanxi and Hubei provinces. You et al. (2017) recently found that some synthetic 

cannabinoids are manufactured in Ningxia province.  
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Similarly, international supply routes have not been fully addressed by Chinese academics 

either. Sparse information in the literature provides some data on supply routes across two 

dimensions: large-scale smuggling and small-scale delivery. With respect to large-scale 

smuggling, there are two specific routes: one transports NPS from southeast coastal areas such 

as Guangzhou, Shenzhen, and Shanghai to Europe, North America, and Australia (Qin, 2011), 

while the other transports NPS via the northeast provinces to Russia (W. Shi, 2012). Small-

scale delivery refers to the smuggling of NPS through express consignment from China to 

individual foreign consumers. 

Thus, the existing research literature does not systematically categorize NPS supply patterns, 

nor deliver sufficient accounts of the changes in the supply chain. Based on the limited literature, 

there seem to be two polarized trends in supply patterns: career supply and opportunistic supply. 

Career supply refers to the supply pattern of chemical and pharmaceutical companies that use 

advanced facilities and technologies and have higher production capacities to produce large 

quantities of NPS and subsequently smuggle them abroad. Opportunistic supply describes small 

groups of individuals producing NPS in labs or workshops, with substances being delivered 

through express companies. There are some differences between the two groups in terms of 

production capacity, transport mode, supply routes, packaging methods, targeted consumers, 

and related challenges. However, both also share some similarities such as the application of 

OEL in their illicit businesses. 

4. Challenges  

The increasing supply of different kinds of NPS not only poses unknown harms to users but 

also substantially corrupts the sound development of chemical and pharmaceutical industries. 

Moreover, it also undermines the rule of law in terms of legislation, law enforcement, and 

judicial trials. Challenges noted by Chinese scholars are described below. 

4.1 Health risks 

The first challenge is related to severe harms, particularly acute poisoning and even death, 

posed by the increased consumption of NPS. Many studies have accurately described the 

dangers of consuming specific NPS such as MDPV, ketamine, and BZP, as well as offenses 

committed under the influence of drugs, including traffic accidents and intentional injury 

(Chang et al., 2016; L. Yang, 2012; L. Zhang and Zhang, 2013). However, this work has not 

nearly captured all the NPS in existence in the drug market.  

4.2 Academic and economic influences  

Another challenge posed by the illicit supply of NPS is related to academic research and the 

economy, in particular the development of chemical and pharmaceutical industries. It is 

commonly known that some types of NPS have their own scientific and medical merits as well 

as economic value, once therapeutic benefits have been transformed into economic benefits. 

With the goal of promoting pharmaceutical industry development, large chemical and 

pharmaceutical companies have emerged in the last 20 years. As Lu, Miethe, and Liang (2016) 

noted, China is increasingly becoming the world’s largest precursor chemicals manufacturer 

and a top exporter of pharmaceutical ingredients. However, due to the increased diversion of 
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chemicals to NPS production and other pharmaceutical substances for misuse, China began 

regulating specific chemicals and psychotropic substances in 2005. This resulted in a strict 

licensing system for the production and supply of controlled substances. There are still no 

Chinese studies evaluating the adverse effects of controlling specific chemicals and 

psychotropic substances on academic research and the economy, but the potential influence has 

been noted by many scholars (J. Li, 2015; Y. Wang, 2014; H. Zhang and Zhao, 2006); this 

partially echoes foreign research that has also noted the challenges of performing scientific 

research on controlled substances in academic institutions (Kavanagh and Power, 2014).  

4.3 Challenges for drug policy, legislation, and law enforcement 

Much of the emphasis by Chinese scholars is placed on the challenges that threaten drug 

policy, anti-drug laws, and judicial practice. The basic ideology against traditional drugs in 

Chinese drug policy is the “people’s war on drugs” and the guideline promoting the “four 

prohibitions” embodied in Article 4 of the Narcotics Control Law of the People’s Republic of 

China (NCL), which was recognized as a successful tactic in eliminating drugs in the late 1950s. 

However, many scholars asserted that the continuation of the “people’s war on drugs” is 

inadequate for reducing the NPS supply because some NPS individuals have legitimate 

purposes and it is, therefore, impossible to remove them from the market (M. Liu, 2007; Y. 

Mao, 2007). Meanwhile, the emergence of a considerable number of substances and their rapid 

expansion prominently reveal the defects of the existing legal system to respond efficiently 

(You et al., 2017). The first and most important issue is how to demarcate the boundary between 

criminal and legal activity in current legal system regarding the illicit supply of NPS that are 

not included in the control list. In addition to a lack of a clear definition of NPS and its uncertain 

legal status in existing legal system, the inconsistent standards for conviction and sentencing 

further broaden the gaps between the rapidly evolving NPS-involved individuals and the law’s 

marked shortfalls (L. Li, 2010; W. Shi, 2012; Z. Wan, 2009).  

Due to the absence of legal provisions, there have been some embarrassing occasions in 

which law enforcement agencies could not control the illicit supply of NPS based on existing 

substantial and procedural law. Limited knowledge and outdated equipment also make it quite 

difficult for anti-drug police officers to distinguish NPS from legal substances and collect 

evidence promptly on the scene. In their research, You et al. (2017) describe the situation: 

“The knowledge of NPS has just entered the stage of popularization, in which even anti-

drug police officers know little about them. One of the experienced policemen said that when 

he was first confronted with “happy water,” a mixed liquid containing methamphetamine, 

amphetamine, and ketamine, he had no idea what it was until he obtained the test report. 

Therefore, it is not surprising that anti-drug agencies initiated a campaign against “Jin”, treating 

it as caffeine, although it turned out to be MDPV after the National Narcotics laboratory 

analyzed the samples in 2010” (You et al., 2017: 98). 

The difficulties in investigation present a dilemma for prosecutors after a case is submitted 

for prosecution. As noted by Fu et al. (2005), police officers in 2005 learned that ketamine cases 

that were transferred for examination before the prosecution were always returned to police 

from the procuratorate for two reasons: a lack of evidence and an absence of legal provisions. 

Finally, when NPS-related cases successfully enter the trial stage, judges must do their best to 
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find some legal grounds in the law or judicial interpretations that have been criticized by 

Chinese scholars as ambiguous and outdated to relate to the definitions, controlled list, and 

sentencing criteria (G. Li and Ruan, 2010; L. Li, 2010; Lin and Lin, 2008; F. Yang, 2012). As 

a result, some NPS offenders are not subject to justice, while some are convicted based not 

exactly on what they did but on the behaviors that can be referred to criminal law. 

4.4 Challenges for daily life 

The illicit supply of NPS also challenges the legitimate use of medical and pharmaceutical 

products in daily life. As mentioned previously, some precursor chemicals and NPS individuals 

have medical value and the diversion of these substances to illicit usage unavoidably affects the 

availability and the price of medical end products. From 2004 to 2008, Chinese drug dealers 

tried to smuggle Contac NT, a medicine which could be used as a precursor for 

methamphetamine production. As a result, smuggling Contac NT to other countries increased 

dramatically. In his research, Gao (2011) noted that multiple organized criminal groups 

purchased a large amount of Contac NT from pharmacies across the entire country and then 

repackaged and smuggled them to other countries for drug production. The most recent issue 

has been the misuse of cough syrup, a prescription medicine containing codeine and ephedrine, 

which resulted in a shortage in pharmacies (L. Yang, 2010; Yin and Tang, 2017). 

5. Academic propositions for NPS supply reduction  

Based on their research, Chinese scholars have also proposed many solutions to the 

increased supply of NPS and related harms. Most of the propositions in the literature fall under 

three spectrums: legislation, law enforcement, and judicial practice.  

5.1 Legislation  

Most scholars suggested that the primary solution to the illicit supply of NPS is an overall 

improvement of the legal system, such as the coordination among different regulators, the 

optimization of the relations between laws in the legal system, a clear definition of NPS, a high 

speed of regulations, and a coherent criterion for criminalization and punishment.  

In total, more than ten governmental entities are involved in regulating the production and 

supply of controlled chemicals and substances at the national level. At the local level, the 

functions and duties of administrative departments are unclear, given that the law only 

authorizes relevant administrative departments of the people’s governments at the county level 

or above to, according to their respective functions and duties, take charge of the relevant 

administration of precursor chemicals within their administrative divisions. Due to the 

confusing overlap of different departments at both the national and local levels, efforts to 

regulate the chemical and pharmaceutical industry have occasionally been overlooked (Lu et 

al., 2016; Wei and Liang, 2016). In response, You et al. (2017) noted the necessity of optimizing 

coordination and cooperation and utilizing joint efforts in inspection and management, while L. 

Zhang and Zhang (2013) proposed that the national authorities should cooperate and harmonize 

standards for production, supply, and usage, especially standards in different provinces at the 

local level.  
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Simultaneously, several specific arguments aimed at developing different laws have also 

been supported by the mainstream scholarship. With respect to law and regulations, many 

scholars have insisted on clarifying the definition and scope of NPS and further incorporating 

them into the spectrum of narcotic drugs in criminal law (L. Li, 2010; You et al., 2017; Shi, 

2012). In addition, the principles and provisions regarding the criteria for conviction and 

sentencing in criminal law also require some revision to improve the speed and practical impact 

of the prohibition system. You et al. (2017) argued that analogous interpretation should not be 

prohibited in criminal law, because it is quite necessary to provide legal foundations for law 

enforcement and judicial trials to target new substances that are harmful to public health but 

have not yet been controlled. W. Shi (2012), J. Li (2015), and L. Li (2010) noted that the criteria 

for conviction and sentencing are inconsistent and even in competition, which highlights the 

importance of uniform sentencing standards. Further, existing criminal law only considers the 

quantity of the seizure, not the quantity or purity, as the main grounds for conviction and 

penalties, which results in many unnecessary death penalty convictions. In response, while 

insisting on incorporating purity into the criteria, Xu and Zeng (2014) also argued that the penal 

punishment for NPS offenders must be severe and timely to strengthen the effects of deterrence. 

There are also some scholars in an attempt to expand the scope of criminal law by adding new 

offenses. X. Chen and Xiao (2012) asserted that three new crimes should be included in criminal 

law: illicitly prescribing medicine containing psychotropic drugs, illicitly providing 

prescription medicines, and drug consumption to prevent the diversion of illegal substances. 

Some recommendations have been accepted and implemented in judicial practice. For 

example, the purity of the seizure has been adopted by the courts as a discretionary circumstance 

for sentencing. However, there are also some propositions that are too general to offer added 

value for supply reduction policy. Furthermore, some of the specific arguments appear to miss 

the balance between crime prevention and the protection of human rights. As a primary 

principle of criminal law, the principle of legality means that analogous interpretation that is 

not conducive to defendants should be forbidden. Thus, analogous interpretation could justify 

law enforcement and judicial trials against the trafficking of NPS that have not been controlled, 

but it provides no justification for itself and may destroy the limitations set by criminal law on 

public power. 

5.2 Law enforcement  

Many projects have been developed by scholars to optimize operations against the illicit 

supply of NPS. First, the application of high-tech equipment has been utilized to improve the 

capacity of anti-drug groups for detecting, tracking, and dismantling production facilities (Qin 

and Fang, 2006). Second, special campaigns have been conducted against NPS-related crimes. 

At the national level, initiatives against NPS-related crimes have been highly recommended 

because they contribute substantially to the number of seizures and arrests which have been 

regarded as two indicators of successful law enforcement (L. Zhang and Zhang, 2013). At the 

local level, regular checks have been conducted by the PSB against the diversion of precursor 

chemicals from chemical and pharmaceutical companies and against drug use in entertainment 

areas such as bars and Karaoke television clubs (Qin, 2011). In addition, publicity has also been 

regarded as an essential measure for raising the awareness of harms and risks related to NPS 

use and boosting the coverage and influence of prevention education programs. Another point 



48 
 

emphasized by scholars is law enforcement cooperation at the international level, especially 

monitoring and information exchange systems that may ensure the acknowledgment by 

authorities of newly emerging NPS in foreign drug markets and quick responses (You et al., 

2017). 

Several projects proposed by academics have been put into practice, and a greater emphasis 

has been placed on such campaigns, initiatives, and publicity. However, one concern that has 

been ignored is cost-effectiveness. Thus, national campaigns and initiatives require a substantial 

investment of human, physical, and financial resources for specific crimes. Specifically, they 

narrow the focus of public security departments to the illicit supply of NPS. However, while 

greater input does not necessarily generate sufficient benefits, the narrowed focus of law 

enforcement agencies at the national level may inevitably result in unbalanced efforts to target 

other types of crime.  

5.3 Judicial practice 

Procuratorates and courts at all levels also play important roles in achieving the aim of 

supply-oriented policy from the perspective of mainstream scholarship. Y. Xu (2014) asserted 

that mass trials in public places could strengthen deterrent effects and therefore reduce illicit 

supply. F. Yang (2012) argued that judges should exercise their judicial discretion to convict 

and impose punishment on NPS offenders when there are no suitable laws and statutes. 

However, the death penalty is widely regarded to be inappropriate for application in NPS-

related crimes, because it reduces neither demand nor supply (Yuan and He, 2012).  

Propositions concerning judicial practices appear to serve the ultimate objective of supply-

oriented policy that aims to reduce NPS supply through various means. Some of them conflict 

with the principle of legality in criminal law, while others lack supporting evidence. For 

example, mass trials in public places have existed for decades, but there are no laws justifying 

their existence. In addition, the extent to which they achieve deterrence remains unknown.  

6. Conclusion 

The existing literature offers various theoretical perspectives and methods of understanding 

the illicit supply of some specific NPS in China. Many insightful results have been generated 

with respect to offender profiles, manufacture, transportation, supply routes, and challenges. 

Economic motivations, social transition, and drug subcultures are regarded as stimulates for 

NPS related crimes, while legal loopholes and conflicts in legislation limit the function of 

various institutions in terms of preventing NPS related crimes. The lack of legal provision leads 

to a phenomenon in which many NPS offenders are not subjected to justice while some of them 

are convicted not based on exactly what they did but on the behaviors that have been 

criminalized by the criminal law. Apart from this point, many scholars attribute the increased 

supply to the development of production technologies and the Internet, which makes the NPS 

manufacture process quite simple and easy to spread over rural and suburb areas. Another factor 

underlying this phenomenon that has been emphasized is the stimulation of foreign drug 

markets, including the Golden Triangle, European and American drug markets. Last but not 

least is the drug subculture which not only encourages the recreational use of narcotic drugs 

and NPS but also results in the expansion of the demand markets.  
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There seem to be two parallel but vertically coherent views concerning the profiles of 

offenders, behavioral patterns, and supply patterns. For example, jobless and low-educated 

offenders tend to be opportunistic offenders, who appear to be closely related to the SDT. By 

contrast, offenders with good occupations and high educational backgrounds in chemical 

companies tend to be career offenders who are structured and organized in supplying large 

quantities of NPS through chemical and pharmaceutical companies. 

Based on their accounts of the phenomenon in China, Chinese scholars also propose various 

solutions. Formal legislation and the legal system are placed at the top of the priorities list in 

the fight against the illicit supply of NPS, with measures that include amending the criminal 

law to criminalize NPS use, detailing criteria of sentencing, descending the threshold of 

conviction, and revising decrees to totally ban NPS. Anti-NPS campaigns are also highly 

praised and recommended for cracking down on NPS-related cases. Besides, national and local 

publicity and educational activities through national projects, campaigns, or even new media 

such as the WeChat platform and mobile phone news, are also regarded as key measures for 

raising the awareness of the harms and risks related to NPS use, as well as for boosting the 

coverage and influence of prevention education programs. Another point emphasized by 

scholars is international cooperation, in particular, a monitoring and information exchange 

system to ensure that authorities could acknowledge new and emerging NPS in foreign drug 

markets and respond to in time. 

The descriptions and explorations of Chinese scholars are fruitful and inspiring in terms of 

promoting our understanding of NPS supply in China. However, the existing literature contains 

many gaps regarding research methods, profiles of NPS offenders, key patterns and dynamics 

that take place on the supply sides, as well as legislation and law enforcement. 

First, the dominance of the materialistic dialectic and the limited number of empirical 

studies in the NPS research domain present many methodological limitations to grasping rich 

data regarding the supply patterns and the dynamics in the supply chain. As previously 

mentioned, under the guidance of the materialistic dialectic, qualitative research focuses too 

much on typical cases, which results in a lack of analysis of supply patterns in general. At the 

same time, new and emerging empirical research also shows multiple potential weaknesses in 

terms of data sources and analysis. To fill these methodological gaps and offset the weaknesses, 

both qualitative and quantitative methods appear to be necessary for generating in-depth 

information on the key patterns, legal responses, and interventions in practice.   

Second, the profiles of offenders and the key patterns in the supply side are fragmented and 

outdated. Existing research on profiling offenders and depicting key patterns, to a large extent, 

does not specifically focus on NPS; rather, they include both synthetic drugs and NPS. At the 

same time, some NPS that are commonly consumed and frequently seized such as fentanyl and 

synthetic cathinone are still out of the spectrum of research focus. On this ground, therefore, 

existing literature provides limited evidence on which evidence-based policy can rely.  

Third, many scholars explained the profiles of NPS offenders at a macro level by referring 

to social contexts or social forces rather than individual differences, such as pressures from 

society and subcultural influences. Others tried to depart from biological and psychological 

grounds, for instance, combined social and biological variables such as curiosity and desire to 
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explain the involvement of young adults in NPS supply. But we should bear in mind that when 

linking the offenses with social, biological, and psychological contexts, it means, to a large 

extent “identifying and correcting the deficiencies in society” (Brown and Esbensen, 2010: 236), 

and eliminating the biological ‘risk factors’ in individuals to fulfil the desire of crime prevention. 

Specifically, pressures from society are supposed to be decreased, salary for all occupations 

should be balanced, subculture should be corrected, young adults should be educated with fewer 

curiosities and desires, and they also need to regulate themselves properly. The problems are, 

such identifying and correcting are long-term interventions which may not decrease the 

emergence of NPS in recent years.  

Fourth, the analysis of the legal responses conducted by some scholars places much 

emphasis on the loopholes and gaps between socialist modernization and outdated laws. For 

many of them, the loopholes and slow pace of regulation are the main facilitators of the illicit 

supply of NPS. Accordingly, filling the gaps in legislation and strengthening law enforcement 

appear to be better choices. However, propositions to develop legislation and law enforcement 

are quite abstract, empty, and stereotypical, including, for example, the most frequent 

propositions of “improving the legal system and legislation,” “building competent anti-drug 

teams,” and “strengthening the regulation of chemicals.” None of these are practical suggestions 

but simply general directions that have limited guidance for the practical reduction of the illicit 

supply of NPS. Rather than focusing on the general aspects of the legal system and law 

enforcement, an in-depth analysis of the law enforcement process at the local level; namely, 

how these campaign and initiatives are conducted in practice, and how the implementation 

affects the illicit supply of NPS, appear to be of interest to policy-makers and scholars. 

Taken together, existing literature provides few convincible answers and solutions for the 

question: How is NPS supply side organized in China? Some supply patterns still need to be 

updated while others need to be investigated by both qualitative and quantitative research. Data 

collection will still be the most challenging impediment. Given the progress in the availability 

of access to online court database since 2013, data on the sentencing files of NPS related crimes 

will continue to be plentiful. Hence, it would be statistically interesting to investigate the 

characteristics of NPS supply based on court files; it would also be necessary to explore the 

details of legislation, and its implementation so as to provide evidence-based supports for 

policymakers and stakeholders. 
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Chapter 3 Research design: concepts and methodology 

 

The literature review in Chapter 2 has suggested several advantages in using qualitative and 

quantitative analyses respectively, it also shows the methodological limitations regarding this 

topic in existing research. On this ground, chapter 3 mainly deals with relevant concepts and 

research methods employed in this thesis. First, this chapter offers the meaning of some key 

concepts in Chinese legal contexts, which forms a foundation for further discussion regarding 

methodological design and research methods. Second, this chapter presents and justifies the 

application of a multimethod approach combining both qualitative and quantitative methods 

employed in this research. Third, this chapter further elaborates on the specific procedure used 

to collect and code data. Finally, this chapter focuses on the limitations and ethical issues in the 

process of data collection, analysis, and results interpretation.  

1. Relevant concepts in Chinese legal contexts 

Because this thesis primarily focuses on the supply side of NPS in and from China, it is 

necessary to clarify the key concepts of NPS, NPS supply, and supply reduction policy in 

Chinese legal contexts. China has its own legal culture and legal regime categorized as a 

socialist law system, in which laws remain a very contested domain of conflicting concepts, 

policies, and practices (Potter, 2013). After the approval of the National People's Congress and 

its standing committee for the signature of the 1961 and 1971 Conventions in 1985, China has 

adopted and internalized many international legal norms and standards to make its legal system 

generally compatible with international requirements (You, Deng, and Zhao, 2017). This may 

be partially reflected by the new legal terms, the prohibitionist regime on drug control, and the 

punitive criminal justice system against drug-related crimes in China. In this case, NPS, NPS 

supply, and supply reduction policy in Chinese legal contexts have some similarities with, but 

also differ from the European and international definitions.  

1.1 New psychoactive substances 

NPS have been commonly known with various labels including new psychotropic 

substances, “bath salt”’, “designer drugs,” “club drugs,” and “legal highs” (King and Kicman, 

2011). The UNODC defines NPS as “substances of abuse, either in a pure form or a preparation, 

that are not controlled by the 1961 Convention or the 1971 Convention, but which may pose a 

public health threat” 4  (UNODC Early Warning Advisory (EWA) on New Psychoactive 

Substances). Similarly, at the EU level, the Council of the European Union defines NPS almost 

in the same way in Council Decision 2005/387/JHA.5 This definition is assumed to enhance the 

action on NPS and synthetic drugs by efficient information exchange, accurate risk assessment, 

                                                           
4 See https://www.unodc.org/LSS/Page/NPS. 
5 Council Decision 2005/387/JHA of 10 May 2005, Article 3 (a) ‘new psychoactive substance’ means a new 

narcotic drug or a new psychotropic drug in pure form or in a preparation. (b) ‘new narcotic drug’ means a 

substance in pure form or in a preparation, that has not been scheduled under the 1961 United Nations Single 

Convention on Narcotic Drugs, and that may pose a threat to public health comparable to the substances listed in 

Schedule I, II or IV; (c) ‘new psychotropic drug’ means a substance in pure form or in a preparation that has not 

been scheduled under the 1971 United Nations Convention on Psychotropic Substances, and that may pose a threat 

to public health comparable to the substances listed in Schedule I, II, III or IV. 
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and effective control measures to protect public health from the illicit supply of NPS and NPS 

use. However, the expectation seems to be unfulfilled because, as noted by Dargan and Wood 

(2013) and Seddon (2014), the concept of NPS is inappropriate, broad, obscure, and lacking in 

legal certainty.  

The last decade has witnessed an emergence of updated definitions at the national level, 

such as Ireland (2010), Poland (2010), Romania (2011), New Zealand (2013), Australia (2015), 

and the United Kingdom (2016). These new definitions are mainly based on psychoactive 

effects on individuals who consume it. A recent national definition of NPS can be found in 

Psychoactive Substances Act 2016 of the UK, in which NPS are defined as “any substance 

which is capable of producing a psychoactive effect in a person who consumes it, and is not an 

exempted substance.”6 However, there are still some criticisms noting that the Act follows the 

general prohibition and blanket ban approach, but it is just a symbolic law which has little 

guidance on how to distinguish the legal products from the illicit substances (Burgess, 2017). 

The same debate regarding the definition of NPS can also be found in Chinese academic 

research. Some scholars define NPS as substances that are not controlled but may pose 

significant threats to public health (Zhang and Zhang, 2013), while others define NPS as new 

drugs which have psychoactive effects on users, and which may threaten public health and have 

been controlled by Chinese law (Hao and Zhao, 2012; Qin, 2008; Xia et al., 2009).  

Chinese law regulates NPS that have been confirmed by an Expert Committee7 consisted of 

officials from related departments and academic experts from different disciplines, to have 

psychoactive effects on users and threaten social orders and public health. According to their 

effects on users and potential value, NPS are classified into three groups: the first group 

comprises substances that have been confirmed to be narcotic drugs and listed into the Catalog 

of Narcotic Drugs (CND). The second group consists of psychotropic substances listed in the 

Catalog of Psychotropic Drugs (CPD).8 NPS in the two groups have their medical value, and 

the production, transportation, sale, use, and import and export of such substances need to be 

authorized. The third group refers to the Catalog of Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substance 

for Non-medical (CNDPSN) enacted by Chinese authorities recently, in which the substances 

that have psychoactive effects on users but have little medical value are included. Any supply 

activity is strictly prohibited.  

                                                           
6 Psychoactive Substances Act 2016, Section 2. 
7 Article 7 of the Regulation on the Administration of Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substance for Non-medical 

Use. 
8 Article 3 of Regulation on the Control of Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Drugs (2016 Revision), The narcotic 

drugs and the psychotropic drugs as mentioned in the present Regulation shall refer to the drugs and other 

substances listed into the Catalog of Narcotic Drugs and the Catalog of Psychotropic Drugs (hereinafter called 

Catalogs). Psychotropic drugs shall be classified into psychotropic drugs of category I and psychotropic drugs of 

category II. The Catalogs shall be formulated, adjusted and publicized by the department of drug supervision and 

administration of the State Council together with the public security department of the State Council and the 

competent department of health of the State Council. In case there occurs any misuse of any drug or any other 

substance that is listed for sale but has not been listed in the Catalogs or of the psychotropic drugs of category II, 

which has resulted in or may result in serious social harmfulness, the department of drug supervision and 

administration of the State Council shall, together with the public security department of the State Council and the 

competent department of health of the State Council, list the drug or the substance into the Catalogs or adjust the 

psychotropic drugs of category II into the psychotropic drugs of category I. 
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Considering that this study focuses on the supply patterns of NPS in and from China, and 

the data are mainly extracted from sentencing files, the term NPS will refer to the substances 

that have psychoactive effects on a person who consumes them, and which may cause threats 

to social order and public health, and have been listed under the three catalogs by Chinese laws.  

1.2 NPS supply 

Drug supply involves a wide range of activities from production to organized trafficking 

and dealing in the drug supply chain (Browne, Mason, and Murphy, 2003). In the 1961 

Convention, some activities are regarded to be contrary to the provisions of the Convention, 

including “cultivation, production, manufacture, extraction, preparation, possession, offering, 

offering for sale, distribution, purchase, sale, and delivery any terms whatsoever, brokerage, 

dispatch, dispatch in transit, transport, importation and exportation of drugs.”9 As a companion 

instrument of the 1961 Convention, the 1971 Convention deals with the psychotropic 

substances by insisting on a licensing system, in which the supply of controlled substances, 

such as the manufacture, trade, and distribution is required to be authorized (De Ruyver et al., 

2002). Subsequently, the 1988 Convention further encourages member states to control the 

possession of and the international trafficking in narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances, 

as well as manufacture, transport or distribution of equipment and materials for drug supply. 

Similarly, EU Drugs Strategy (2013-20) places many emphases on the supply side by reducing 

intra-EU and cross-border production, smuggling, trafficking, distribution and sale of illicit 

drugs, and the facilitation of such activities, as well as reducing the diversion of drug precursors, 

pre-precursors, and other essential chemicals used in the illicit manufacture of drugs. 

Accordingly, EU member states have criminalized some illicit supply activities, including 

manufacture, import, export, sale, distribution, possession10, and advertisement. 

Chinese criminal law has criminalized a wide range of NPS related activities, such as 

smuggling, trafficking in, transporting, manufacturing, possessing NPS, shielding drug 

offenders, providing NPS to drug users, and abetting others injecting NPS. Among these 

criminal activities, some are drug-market activities that are closely related to supply patterns, 

while others are not (Coomber and Maher, 2006; Martinez Jr, Rosenfeld, and Mares, 2008). 

Considering that one aim of this research is to describe the supply patterns of NPS generated 

from criminal sentencing files in China, we only focus on four types of supply activities that 

have been criminalized by Article 347 of the Chinese criminal law, namely: manufacture, 

trafficking, transportation, and smuggling of NPS. 

                                                           
9 Article 36 of Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs 1961, (a) Subject to its constitutional limitations, each Party 

shall adopt such measures as will ensure that cultivation, production, manufacture, extraction, preparation, 

possession, offering, offering for sale, distribution, purchase, sale, delivery on any terms whatsoever, brokerage, 

dispatch, dispatch in transit, transport, importation and exportation of drugs contrary to the provisions of this 

Convention, and any other action which in the opinion of such Party may be contrary to the provisions of this 

Convention, shall be punishable offenses when committed intentionally, and that serious offenses shall be liable 

to adequate punishment particularly by imprisonment or other penalties of deprivation of liberty.  
10 In Hungary, the 2013 Criminal Code provided for a punishment of up to three years in prison for manufacture 

and (since January 2014) one to five years for supply and up to three years for possession of more than a small 

amount of NPS (‘small amount’ was reduced from 10 g to 2 g in 2017), available at 

http://www.emcdda.europa.eu/countries/drug-reports/2018/hungary/drug-laws-and-drug-law-offenses_en. 

 

http://www.emcdda.europa.eu/countries/drug-reports/2018/hungary/drug-laws-and-drug-law-offences_en
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1.3 Supply reduction policy 

To many, it is plausible to believe that reducing the supply of drugs is an important solution 

to drug (using) problems. If there were limited drugs in the market, drugs were harder to find, 

or riskier to obtain, or more expensive, and some potential or current users may seek treatment 

and abandon the usage (Bachman, Johnston, and O'Malley, 1990; Caulkins and Reuter, 1998). 

Moreover, fewer users appear to mean less demand, which in turn, may shrink the drug market 

and reduce the supply. Therefore, the logic of supply control suffuses all the efforts to regulate 

illicit drugs, which results in supply reduction measures as an essential part of supply-oriented 

controls at both national and international level since the early 1900s (Greenfield and Paoli, 

2012; McAllister, 2002). Namely, supply reduction policy constituted a subset of a larger 

package of supply-oriented interventions that were based on careful monitoring and regulations 

(Paoli, Greenfield, and Reuter, 2012). Initially, these interventions were more regulatory than 

prohibitive in the early 20th century. However, supply-oriented policy and supply-reduction 

policy have become virtually indistinguishable and their aims have been converged to 

harmonize criminal legislation and enforcement activities worldwide with a view to curbing 

illicit drug trafficking and possession through criminalization and punishment in the late 20th   

and early 21st centuries (De Ruyver et al., 2002; Paoli et al., 2012). 

There are few disputes on the substantial overlaps between supply reduction policy and law 

enforcement regarding the fact that the objectives of supply reduction are usually achieved by 

controlling or reducing access to drugs (Pentz, Bonnie, and Shopland, 1996) and targeting illicit 

production and distribution by law enforcement and criminal justice system at the national and 

international levels (EMCDDA and Eurojust, 2016; Moore, 1990). The 1961 Convention 

highlighted the importance of criminalizing and punishing supply activities for reducing 

availability 11 . Subsequently, the 1971 Convention 12  and the 1988 Convention 13  further 

encouraged each party to penalize the illicit trafficking of narcotic drugs and psychotropic 

substances in accordance with provisions of the 1961 Convention. At the EU level, supply-

oriented policy in the EU Action Plan on Drugs (2017-2020) aims at a measurable reduction of 

the availability of illicit drugs, by the disruption of illicit drug trafficking; the dismantling of 

organized criminal groups (OCG) that are involved in drug production and trafficking; efficient 

use of the criminal justice system; effective intelligence-led law enforcement and increased 

intelligence sharing; and an EU-level emphasis on large-scale, cross-border and organized 

drug-related crime (EMCDDA, 2016). As a result, a controlling framework for reducing drug 

supply by establishing drug supply as criminal offenses under domestic law is developed. 

Therefore, at the national level, law enforcement and criminal sanctions have been the main 

measures in respect of reducing supply. It is indicated that supply reduction policy is often 

identical with drug law enforcement which includes all the interventions that are made to reduce 

the availability of drugs (NRC, 2001).   

However, drug law enforcement also includes many interventions which do not aim at 

reducing the supply of drugs. For example, law enforcement against drug possession for 

                                                           
11 Article 36 of the 1961 Convention. 
12 Article 22 of the 1971 Convention. 
13 Article 3 of the 1988 Convention. 
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personal use is always regarded as an operation on the demand side instead of the supply side. 

Similarly, there are also some activities, such as crop replacement14 , belonging to supply 

reduction policy that are not law enforcement efforts. 

On this ground, supply reduction policy or supply-oriented policy can be understood in this 

research as a comprehensive system, which consists of legislation, law enforcement, 

prosecution, and judicial trials, as well as institutional arrangements, such as the regulation on 

the chemical companies, and monitoring the usage of chemicals in universities, research 

institutions, and hospitals.   

2. Methodological design: the application of a multimethod approach 

The literature review in chapter 2 suggests that findings on the illicit supply of NPS in China 

are primarily based on a qualitative method. Although these studies have generated many new 

insights into the problems in existing legislation and law enforcement, the data they based on 

only allow them “to emphasize idiosyncrasies within a small sample of respondents, rather than 

to reflect the general social trends” (Koenraadt, 2018: 42). Recently, some scholars have 

analyzed drug-related crimes based on quantitative data supports, and many fruitful results 

regarding the profiles of offenders, production patterns, and the characteristics in drug-related 

criminal cases, have been obtained (Chang, Hu, and Zhao, 2016; Chen and Huang, 2007; Huang 

et al., 2012; Zhang and Zhang, 2013). However, these studies also have many limitations 

regarding the geographical features and the quality of data. For example, data in these studies 

were mainly extracted from the China Law Yearbook, the China annual drug report, newspapers, 

and social media. A major feature of these statistics is that they are only about national crime 

statistics, and are not disaggregated into provinces or any other sub-national unit of analysis. 

Moreover, the quality of data is also limited in providing information about the economic and 

cultural aspects of China that may relate to or associate with various crimes (Liu, 2008). To 

recap, existing qualitative and quantitative research have their strengths and also drawbacks. 

On the one hand, qualitative methods can explore social and behavioral issues at a deeper level 

than quantitative methods, such as understanding the experiences of drug users and offenders 

and how these experiences differ across specific contexts, but they have many limitations in 

general trends and statistical correlations in respect of drug-related crimes; on the other hand, 

quantitative research is particularly effective for examining causal relationships among 

variables, but it often fails to illuminate the context within which these relationships occur and 

does not address questions of how and why these relationships among variables exist (Rauscher 

and Greenfield, 2009). Thus, the existing methodological issues in previous research and the 

limitations in using a single research approach justify the need and the necessity for a 

multimethod approach comprising both qualitative and quantitative analysis on drug-related 

topics. 

Additionally, the combination of qualitative and quantitative methods, namely, the “third 

methodological movement” (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2003) has gained popularity in many 

                                                           
14 The crop substitution projects mainly focused on directing replacement of illicit crops by licit ones, and aims to 

achieve a gradual reduction of illicit cultivation over a period of years. See 

https://www.unodc.org/pdf/publications/alt-development_rural-development.pdf. 
 

https://www.unodc.org/pdf/publications/alt-development_rural-development.pdf
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disciplines (Bryman, 2006, 2016; J. W. Creswell and J. D. Creswell, 2017; Maruna, 2010). The 

method is often called a multimethod which has been defined as: 

 “The type of research in which a researcher or team of researcher combines elements of 

qualitative and quantitative research approaches (e.g., use of qualitative and quantitative 

viewpoints, data collections, analysis, inference techniques) for the purposes of breadth and 

depth of understanding and corroboration.” (Johnson, Onwuegbuzie, and Turner, 2007: 123) 

A multimethod approach offers several advantages in methodological eclecticism and 

paradigm pluralism: an emphasis on diversity at all levels of the research enterprise, an 

emphasis on continua rather than a set of dichotomies, a focus on the research question, and a 

set of basic signature research designs and analytical processes and so on (Tashakkori and 

Teddlie, 2010). Ostensibly, these strengths suggest some benefits in the application of 

multimethod in scientific research in various domains, since it offsets the limitations of using 

one methodological approach. Hence, it can reveal the high quality and complex inferences, 

which, to a large extent, could respond to the complexity of research objectives  (Rauscher and 

Greenfield, 2009).  

However, a multimethod approach is considered to have some drawbacks, the primary one 

being about the philosophical foundation which is often expressed as the incompatibility of the 

philosophical principles (Hanson et al., 2005). There have been three stances regarding the 

philosophical foundation in literature: the first stance argues that paradigms of qualitative and 

quantitative methods (constructivism vs. positivism) are different and cannot be mixed; the 

second stance holds that paradigms are independent and can be mixed and matched in various 

combinations (constructivism vs. post-positivism); the third stance points out that there is a 

single paradigm, pragmatism, underlying both qualitative and quantitative methods, and can 

provide a common ground for a multimethod approach (Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2010). More 

importantly, after an examination of the existing meanings of different paradigms underlying 

different stances, Morgan (2007) argued that all of them treat paradigms as shared belief 

systems that influence the knowledge in research and how researchers interpret the evidence 

they collect; what distinguishes the three versions is the level of generality of that belief system 

argued by Kuhn (1970). Based on this, Morgan (2007) developed a pragmatic approach which 

relies on a version of moving back and forth between induction and deduction, subjectivity and 

objectivity, as well as context and generality (qualitative research emphasizes an inductive-

subjective-contextual approach; quantitative research emphasizes a deductive-objective-

generalizing approach). In this way, the pragmatic approach offers effective alternatives by 

emphasizing the “abductive-intersubjective-transferable aspects of our research” (Morgan, 

2007: 73), which connects the epistemological concerns about the nature of knowledge and 

technical concerns about the methods that we used to generate that knowledge. Based on 

Morgan’s reshaped paradigm and the pragmatism, the compatibility of philosophical 

foundations underlying multimethod has been accepted by many researchers (J. W. Creswell 

and J. D. Creswell, 2017; Koenraadt, 2018; Pardal, 2018; Tashakkori and Teddlie, 2010). 

In addition to the compatibility, there are also some common grounds in qualitative and 

quantitative methods that are in favor of their combination or even the integration in a single 

study, such as a commitment to data quality and fidelity to the phenomenon, the convergence 
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or corroboration of findings, the elimination or minimization of key plausible alternative 

explanations, and the elucidation of the divergent aspects of a phenomenon in technical 

processes (J. W. Creswell, 2009). On this basis, researchers may enrich their results in ways 

that one form of data alone could not allow; likewise, researchers may respond to the complex 

research questions and gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon (Brewer and Hunter, 

1989).  

For these above reasons, the benefits of a multimethod approach appear to be the 

optimization of the strengths of the qualitative and quantitative methods, which is highly likely 

to answer these central research questions in this thesis that contain multidisciplinary aspects. 

Therefore, a multimethod approach is used in this research to investigate the legal responses, 

supply patterns, and law enforcement in China.  

2.1 The customized strategy of the multimethod approach in this thesis  

The multimethod design consists of a two-phase process, one is a qualitative analysis that 

has been used to analyze the legal responses and investigate the law enforcement process in 

practice in a critical way; the other is a qualitative analysis concurrently embedded into a 

quantitative analysis, which has been conducted to describe the overall patterns of the 

production, transportation, trafficking, and smuggling of precursor chemicals and NPS at a 

national level through a systematic examination of sentencing files of major cases in recent six 

years. In the following paragraphs, we will further detail the technical design aspects of the 

multimethod approach employed in this study. 

A concurrent strategy15 has been used as a strategical basis for the customized strategy. The 

concurrent strategy could be divided into three designs according to the different ways in which 

the two methods are combined, including concurrent triangulation design, concurrent 

embedded design, and concurrent transformative design (see Figure 1: Left) (J. W. Creswell, 

2009). In the concurrent triangulation design, quantitative and qualitative data are collected and 

analyzed at the same time without priority (Hanson et al., 2005). In the concurrent embedded 

design, both quantitative and qualitative data are also collected at the same time (J. W. Creswell 

and J. D. Creswell, 2017); however, priority is usually unequal and given to one of the two 

forms of data—either to the quantitative or the qualitative data. In both designs, the mixing of 

the data from the two methods is to integrate the information and accomplished in a separate 

section of a study (J. W. Creswell, 2009). These designs can be used to serve a variety of 

purposes, and a researcher can gain broader perspectives as a result of using the different 

methods rather than a predominant method along. As noted by Morse (1991), a primarily 

qualitative design could be embedded in some quantitative data to enrich the description of an 

aspect of a quantitative study. Hence, the advantages of qualitative and quantitative data can be 

obtained practically.  

In order to answer the three central research questions, a customized strategy (see Figure 3: 

Right) containing a concurrent triangulation design and a concurrent embedded design is 

adopted. Specifically, within a general concurrent triangulation framework, both qualitative and 

quantitative data are collected and analyzed respectively without priority at the same time. In 

                                                           
15 There are two major strategies in multimethod research, including sequential strategy and concurrent strategy. 



58 
 

addition, an embedded design that is primarily based on the quantitative analysis is used; 

namely, a quantitative analysis is conducted with regard to the quantitative data firstly, based 

on which, a qualitative analysis is employed to explore the meaning of the quantitative results. 

In this case, findings generated from quantitative data (sentencing files) are transformed as key 

nodes which subsequently guide the coding process concerning the qualitative analysis of the 

quantitative data (sentencing files). Hence, the mixing of findings in this thesis occurs at two 

stages, one is the integration of qualitative and quantitative results in the process of quantitative 

data analysis; the other is the comparison and integration of all the key findings in the final 

chapter of this thesis. 

Figure 3: The comparison of the concurrent design and the customized strategy.  

 

Note: Left: the concurrent designs in multimethod research (J. W. Creswell, 2009:210); Right: the customized 

strategy in this research. QUAN = quantitative data was prioritized; QUAL = qualitative data was prioritized; 

qual = lower priority given to the qualitative data; quan = lower priority given to the quantitative data 

2.2 Data collection and analysis 

Data collection relied on both qualitative and quantitative procedures (see Figure 4). 

Qualitative data consisted of two sources, documentary data mainly including the legislative 

and other official documents, as well as semi-structured interviews. Documentary data were 

coded according to different government participants and their roles, such as Narcotics Control 

Commissions (policymakers), People's Congress and it's Standing Committees (legislators), 

Public Security Bureau (enforcers) and so on. These free nodes were further categorized into 

three groups, including laws, policy, and institutional arrangements, based on which, a nodes-

tree was developed (Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2011). Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted by interviewing forty interviewees one-by-one to investigate their working 

experiences regarding the supply patterns of methcathinone and the law enforcement process. 

All the notes recorded in the interviews were coded and further organized based on a pre-

defined nodes-tree. In addition, quantitative data collection was also conducted to collect 

sentencing files regarding the illicit supply of precursor chemicals and selected NPS. 
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Subsequently, these quantitative data were coded into numerical and nominal variables, and the 

statistical associations and the differences among variables were analyzed in the SPSS. 

Subsequently, a qualitative analysis of the contents of the sentencing files was also conducted 

to investigate how these relationships and differences exist.  

2.2.1 Qualitative data collection and coding 

a) Documentary data  

To answer the first research question, namely, what are the legal responses to NPS issues in 

China, legislative and official documents concerning the framework of regulation and the 

institutions and their arrangements, were emphasized. First, laws, administrative regulations, 

departmental rules, and judicial interpretations16 that have been used to control NPS since the 

year 1978 when the first administrative regulation was enacted to control psychoactive 

substance have been consulted. In total, 11 laws and their amendments, 12 regulations, 26 

judicial interpretations, and 40 official documents were collected. Subsequently, classical 

content analysis (Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2011) was conducted to code the contents regarding 

the NPS control, such as the ideologies of zero tolerance and “people’s war on drugs,” control 

measures, legal responsibilities, sentencing criteria. Later, these nodes were categorized 

according to the government actors and their roles, such as Narcotics Control Commissions 

(policymakers), People's Congress and it's Standing Committees (legislator), Public Security 

Bureau (enforcer), China Food and Drug Administration (supervisor). At the final stage, all the 

nodes were further organized into three categories, including laws, policy, and institutional 

arrangements.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
16 In China, both Supreme People’s Court and the Supreme People’s Procuratorate are given the power to interpret 

the law incidentally on concrete issues that fall within their jurisdiction. Though by the leading scholars in China 

the judicial interpretations were seldom classified and recognized as a written source of law such as the 

Constitution, the legislation and the statutory orders were, the judicial interpretations in abstract sense are accepted 

as one of the main resources of law either for its forms or its contents. In practice, they are even given the priority 

over the laws by the courts and the judges (Liu J. L., 2019). 

Figure 4: The diagram of multimethod procedures. 
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b) The semi-structured interview 

 With the aim to investigate the experiences of different actors concerning the law 

enforcement process, interviews are an appropriate tool to gain insight in on how drug policy 

and laws are implemented at the local level. Therefore, the second qualitative data source for 

this research are interviews which are employed to answer the thired research question, namely, 

how the national responses are implemented by different governmental and judicial actors at a 

local level.  

In order to investigate the law enforcement process in the natural setting, a case study which 

has been described as “an intensive and systematic examination of a single individual, group, 

community or some other unit in which the researcher examines in-depth data relating to several 

variables”( Heale, and Twycross, 2018:7), was employed in a local Chinese context. A case 

study was conducted in Changzhi, one of the administrative regions in Shanxi (see Figure 5). 

This geographical location was chosen based on the number of NPS related cases uncovered by 

law enforcement agencies. In total, 859 criminal cases regarding the illicit supply of 

methcathinone were documented by Chinese courts between 2012 and 2018; 580 cases among 

them were in Shanxi. Of the 580 cases originating in Shanxi, 511 were found in the district of 

Changzhi. The significant number of the cases of the illicit supply of methcathinone in 

Changzhi offers a valuable sample for examining the supply patterns of methcathinone and the 

resultant law enforcement and supply reduction measures. It also allows for the scrutiny of the 

way national law and policy are implemented through law enforcement and judicial practices 

in a bureaucratically political system at the local level.  

      Figure 5: The district selected for the case study 

 

Data were generated through face-to-face meetings and interviews with respondents directly 

involved in policy-making, law enforcement operations, prosecutions, and trials at the city 

center and its four districts. Based on the important roles of Narcotics Control Commissions, 

police departments, courts, and procecuterates in the frontline of controlling NPS (Fang, 2011; 

Qin, 2008, 2011; Sun, 2016), the following departments were included: the Municipal Narcotics 

Control Commission (MNCC), the Municipal Public Security Bureau (MPSB), the 

Intermediate People’s Court (IPC), the Municipal People’s Procuratorate (MPP), as well as the 

Narcotics Control Commission (NCC), the Public Security Bureau (PSB), the Basic People’s 

Courts (BPC), and the Basic People’s Procuratorates (BPP) at the county level in the four 
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districts. Two interviewees were recruited from each department. In total, forty individual 

interviewees were recruited.  

Considering the high sensitivity of the illicit supply of methcathinone and the law 

enforcement process in this city, it is quite necessary to obtain the trust of the actors 

(policymakers, police officers, judges, prosecutors) so as to mobilize their willingness to 

participate in the interviews. Rather than directly contacting the potential interviewees, 

snowball sampling (see Figure 6) may be an effective strategy to reach potential participants 

who wish to engage in this research (Quinney, Dwyer, and Chapman, 2016; Sadler et al, 2010). 

Hence, we first contacted several friends and relatives who work in local public departments 

and may know some potential interviewees who are qualified and are willing to talk about these 

topics. It turned out to be quite helpful. There have been two different relationships (prior 

positive relationships) based on which trust was established and interviewees were recruited. 

First is the peer friendship, which means that the interviewees are the friends of my friends, 

share equal positions (low position because they are young and only have several years working 

experiences) in the hierarchical system and were willing to talk to me. Second is the friendship 

between my relatives (high-level officials) and their friends who are at the high level of the 

departments. In this case, they trust my relatives, based on which, we could obtain their trust. 

However, it should be noted that when being asked to recommend other potential interviewees, 

these superior interviewees sometimes recommended other officials at the same hierarchical 

positions, while in some occasions, they recommended their subordinates to participate in the 

research.   

With their informed consents, each interviewee was interviewed one-by-one and face to 

face using a semi-structured topic list. The topic list was developed mainly based on previous 

research results noting several features of the illicit supply of NPS at the street level, such as 

the involvement of the Internet, the organization of offenders, and the way of communications 

(Du et al., 2015; Qin, 2011; Seddon, 2014; van Amsterdam et al., 2015; Werse et al., 2018; You, 

Deng, and Zhao, 2017). On average, each interview lasted about one hour. The interviews were 

not recorded because of  the highly sensitive content and the possible negative impact on the 

development of the city and the promotion of local officials in China. Hence, we tried to tell 

interviewees to slow down so we could write down as much information as possible during the 

interviews. The interviews were conducted in a closed office between 28-12-2018 to 22-01-

2019. 

After the data collection, a common approach to analyze is to start with some general 

categories, then code in more detail (Coffey, Beverley, and Paul, 1996). In this way, some 

initially pre-defined nodes based on a topic list and previous research results have been 

developed into a nodes tree (see Figure 7). Under the guidance of the nodes tree, these keywords 

and sentences were coded. The initial coding processes were conducted after each interview. It 

should be noted that several new nodes were added after the second coding process such as the 

use, reason for use, and personal strategy. After having gone through all the materials, these 

nodes, the results of the coding, were reviewed. During the revision, separate nodes were 

analyzed and linked to documentary evidence and literature. 
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Figure 6: Snowball sampling for interview17. 

 

Figure 7: The pre-defined nodes tree for coding. 

 

2.2.2 Quantitative data collection and variables  

It is well known that quantitative criminal data in China are difficult to obtain (Liu, 2008). 

These difficulties include government restrictions, difficulties in getting approval by authorities, 

additional costs, and incomplete and inaccurate official data. Despite these difficulties, however, 

several major research projects have been conducted in China, and valuable data have been 

developed. One notable example is the research conducted by Huang et al. (2012), which 

addresses the existence of a “China Route,” the types of drugs in China, and the profiles of drug 

                                                           
17 It should be noted that some interviewees were recruited based on the recommendation of seed interviewees 

were not interviewed in wave 1 but in wave 2 because of the geographical locations. For example, if a seed 

interviewee recommended his/her colleagues in the same departments, we could interview them in the same wave. 

If he/she recommended his friends/ subordinates in other districts, we would consider the geographical location 

and arrange the interviews in wave 2 to save time and travel costs. 
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traffickers based on Chinese sentencing files. Sentencing files thereof include data on offender 

profiles, the structure of the organization, regular socio-demographics of the offenders, source 

countries, destination countries, the types of drugs, weight, price, and purity of drugs involved 

in each court case. It is indicated that these sentencing files created by Chinese courts could 

provide rich information for quantitative and qualitative research in drug fields (Liu, 2008). 

Therefore, the third data source is the sentencing files which are accessible for the public.  

The data collection has been divided into two phases. First, the collection of sentencing files 

regarding the illicit supply of precursor chemicals; second, the sentencing files regarding the 

illicit supply of selected NPS were collected.  

a) Data and variables regarding the illicit supply of precursor chemicals 

Closed criminal cases of illicit supply (production, distribution, trafficking, transporting, 

and smuggling) in the past six years (2012-2017) in China were collected, using an official 

database18, China Judgement Online, which was established and maintained by the Supreme 

People’s Court of the People’s Republic of China in 201319. Given that the aim of this research 

was to describe basic supply patterns in China, we only focused on cases that were brought to 

trial according to Article 35020 of the criminal law. Notably, this step narrowed our search scope 

and excluded some potential cases because providing certain precursor chemicals is regarded 

as a drug offense if offenders acknowledge that the chemicals they provided would be used for 

drug production. We also limited the types of legal documents to judgments and excluded 

conciliations, criminal rulings, and orders. Moreover, we set no limit on court level. 

Subsequently, we conducted the search process on 1 January 2018 in the database with the 

following settings: 1) criminal category; 2) conviction based on Article 350 of criminal law; 3) 

occurred in the year 01-01-2012 to 31-12-2017; 4) keywords include precursor chemicals and 

raw materials. The search process captured 534 closed cases, of which 522 cases involved the 

illegal production of and dealing in precursor chemicals and 12 cases involved smuggling 

precursor chemicals. 

                                                           
18 Article 4 of The Provisions of the Supreme People’s Court on the Issuance of Judgments on the Internet by the 

People’s Courts (2013) states that:  An effective judicial document of a people’s court should be issued on the 

Internet, except under any of the following circumstances: (1) It involves any state secret or individual privacy; (2) 

it involves juvenile’s crimes; (3) mediation cases; (4) others that are not appropriate to be issued on the Internet. 
19 The database was established in 2013, since then, all the new sentencing files have been uploaded onto the 

database. However, there are also some sentencing files that belong to 2012 which were also uploaded by some 

courts. Therefore, with the aim of including most of the cases, we collected all the cases from 2012 to September 

2017. 
20 Article 350 of the Criminal Law states thus: ‘Whoever, in violation of the provisions of the state, illegally 

produces, trades in, transports or carries into or out of China acetic anhydride, ethyl ether, chloroform, or other 

raw materials or auxiliary materials that can be used for manufacturing drugs shall be sentenced to imprisonment 

of not more than three years, criminal detention or surveillance in addition to a fine if the circumstances are 

relatively serious; if the circumstances are serious, be sentenced to imprisonment of not less than three years but 

not more than seven years in addition to a fine; or if the circumstances are especially serious, be sentenced to 

imprisonment of not less than seven years in addition to a fine or forfeiture of property. Whoever, being obviously 

aware that someone else is manufacturing drugs, produces, trades in or transports the articles as provided for in 

the preceding paragraph for the said person shall be punished as an accomplice to the crime of drug manufacturing.’ 
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To present an objective supply pattern, the following offender variables were collected: 

number of members, gender, highest education background, occupation, young adults21, and 

criminal record. Most of these variables do not require further information. However, 

occupation refers to the number of individuals belonging to the three groups of occupations in 

accordance with their social and economic status; the first group (O1) comprised farmers, 

unemployed, and self-employed individuals; the second group (O2) consisted of administrative 

staff, chemical experts, and other employees in chemical companies; and the third group (O3) 

comprised general managers and legal representatives of chemical companies.  

Chemical variables consisted of chemicals, quantity, and company involvement. Chemicals 

were divided into three groups according to their practical use: C1 = ephedrine and input 

chemicals, for the production of methamphetamine, C2 = hydroxylamine hydrochloride and 

input chemicals, for the production of ketamine, and C3 = other chemicals (such as hydrochloric 

acid and sulphuric acid). The company involvement refers to the extent to which chemical 

manufacturing companies were involved, including no involvement, passive involvement, and 

positive involvement. No involvement means chemicals were illicitly supplied by offenders in 

O1, and passive involvement means chemicals were illicitly supplied by employees of chemical 

manufacturing companies (i.e., offenders in O2), and positive involvement refers to corporate 

crimes committed by offenders in O3. On this basis, all cases were divided into three groups: 

group 1 (G1), no involvement; group 2 (G2), passive involvement; and group 3 (G3) positive 

involvement. 

b) Data and variables regarding the illicit supply of NPS 

Closed criminal cases of selected NPS illicit supply (manufacturing, distribution, trafficking, 

transporting and smuggling) from the past six years (2012-2017) in China have been collected 

in an official database, China Judgement Online. Given that the aim of this research was to 

illustrate basic supply patterns in China, we focused only on the most common substances in 

both seizures and illicit supply cases. Three groups of NPS were emphasized, including 

ketamine, synthetic cathinone, and fentanyl analogs. “Ketamine,” “cathinone,” and “fentanyl” 

were used as keywords to search cases. We also narrowed our data sample to include only major 

cases with large amounts of NPS involved, given that there are more than 100,000 illicit supply 

cases. The term “large amount” refers to not less than 125 grams of fentanyl, not less than 200 

grams of methcathinone, or not less than 500 grams of ketamine as jointly defined by Article 1  

of the Interpretation of the Supreme People's Court on Several Issues Concerning the 

Application of Law in the Trial of Drug-Related Criminal Cases (Interpretation No. 8) and 

paragraph 2 of Article 347 of the Criminal Law. Within such settings, the cases that qualified 

for collection were under the jurisdiction of Intermediate People's Courts (IPCs) and High 

People's Courts (HPCs) according to Article 20 of the Criminal Procedure Law of the People's 

Republic of China (CPL). Subsequently, we conducted the search of the database on January 1, 

2018, with the following settings: 1) criminal category, 2) conviction based on Article 347 of 

criminal law, 3) tried by the IPCs, and the HPCs, and 4) from the time period of January 1, 

2012, to December 31, 2017. We then reviewed all cases to detect and exclude those in which 

                                                           
21 Young adults refers to the number of individuals aged 18 to 40 in accordance with the scope of youth defined 

by the All-China Youth Federation. 
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a small amount of the designated NPS and large amounts of other drugs were involved. This 

yielded 341 cases for further analysis.  

Three groups of variables were extracted from the collected cases. The first group was the 

profiles of offenders which included the number of members, gender, education background, 

occupation22, young adults, drug use experience, criminal record, and the maximum penalty in 

each case. The second group of variables focused mainly on the behaviors of offenders, such 

as the type of offenses (conviction), communication, and payment. “Type of offense” was 

divided into five groups: manufacture, distribution, retail, transportation, and manufacture-

retail. “Communication” was categorized into two groups: traditional communication methods, 

such as face-to-face and smartphone and Internet, including online forums, instant messaging 

software, and web communication. The third group of variables consisted of key factors in illicit 

supply, including manufacturing areas, supply routes, packaging, transportation, and purity 

adjusted price (PAP). “Manufacturing area” was divided into two groups: rural areas and city 

centers. “Packaging” was divided into normal packaging and distinctive packaging. Normal 

packaging refers to a simple package that did not deliberately change physical shapes or brand 

names while distinctive packaging indicates that NPS were carefully concealed and disguised. 

“Transportation” consisted of four methods: private vehicles, public transportation, express 

consignment, and freight forwarding agents. 

After the data collection, both Chi-squared and one-way ANOVA tests were conducted 

between the variable groups to measure the statistical differences and associations with regard 

to profiles of offenders, behaviors, and supply patterns. Subsequently, a qualitative analysis 

was conducted to extract key information to explore the meaning of these statistical results. 

This meant that the sentencing files were imported into NVivo, a qualitative data analysis 

software. Specific parts of offender testimony and legal facts were coded and linked to 

statistical results, to determine, for example, why distinctive NPS packaging strategy was 

closely related to distribution cases rather than manufacture cases. Once completed and with 

relevant themes identified, the overall coding results were reviewed to produce our findings 

that combined quantitative and qualitative analyses. 

3. Limitations  

Although the research has attempted to obtain both qualitative and quantitative data via a 

multimethod strategy so as to provide added value for a better understanding of the legal 

responses, supply patterns, and law enforcement in China, the research design has faced various 

limitations.  

First, this thesis mainly focuses on the legal responses and law enforcement against the illicit 

supply of precursor chemicals and selected NPS, which lies in the spectrum of supply-oriented 

policy. This results in the neglect of the interventions in the domain of harm reduction, 

including various social, economic, cultural, political, and legal measures against the 

                                                           
22 Occupation refers to the number of individuals belonging to two groups of occupations in accordance with their 

social and economic status: the first group comprised peasants, unemployed individuals, and self-employed 

individuals (M. Zhang, 2017) and the second group consisted of employees, such as administrative staff, chemical 

experts, and managers in chemical and pharmaceutical companies. 
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consumption of NPS. Therefore, the findings could make some contributions to Chinese 

supply-oriented policy rather than the whole drug policy. Second, both qualitative and 

quantitative data in this research largely rely on official sources, which may result in some bias 

in findings. For example, both documentary sources and sentencing files belong to official data, 

while the experiences of interviewees, as primary data, are also heavily affected by law 

enforcement actors’ work23. Third, the case study shows the law enforcement practice on 

reducing the illicit supply of NPS at a local level, but its findings could only represent the 

enforcement in Changzhi city, rather than in other cities and provinces. In this case study, a 

snowballing strategy has been used to recruit interviewees, which also highlights some 

limitations. For example, the snowballing strategy does not recruit a random sample; as a result, 

the sample might include an over-representation of individuals with numerous social 

connections who share similar characteristics (Magnani et al., 2005). Also, the effects of social 

desirability from respondents may have occurred, as respondents seemed not always completely 

honest (Phillips and Clancy, 1972). Likewise, it is also possible that the interviewees recruited 

in this thesis may not be always honest because 1) drug problems, in particular, drug-related 

crimes have been quite sensitive issues in China; and drug use and related crimes have been an 

obstacle for the political promotions for some local officials; 2) although there have been some 

trust between the interviewees and me, it is not that strong for them to tell me all the sensitive 

information; and 3) it is logical that they may choose to avoid to expose some information 

because the exposure may potentially threats their “face.” Fourth, the quantitative data also 

suggest some limitations. For example, only major NPS related cases were included, which 

may not be representative. Meanwhile, we limited our cases to two offenses—illicit transaction 

in and smuggling of precursor chemicals—which did not capture these cases that were labeled 

as drug-related crimes under paragraph 2 Article 350 of the criminal law. Therefore, the data 

collected are not exhaustive. In addition, court cases could not include information about 

undetected and untried cases, and can only offer information obtained from offenders who have 

been caught. It is possible that some key manufacturers, distributors, and retailers in these cases 

were not detected, arrested, and prosecuted, which affects the evaluation of the profiles and key 

patterns. Moreover, data in the sentencing files comprising confessions, forensic conclusions, 

and other legal facts which may have many limitations in accuracy. Hence, the results should 

be understood as the minimum value in terms of the number of offender profiles, behavior 

patterns, and supply patterns, because the data were not drawn from the monitoring system.  

4. Ethical issues 

It is true that social science research does always involve collecting data from people or 

about people (Punch, 2013); in this case, researchers need to consider the protection of the 

participants, the establishment of trust, the promotion of the integrity of research, and other 

challenging problems (J. W. Creswell, 2009). Hence, there have been some consensuses on 

guiding researchers dealing with the ethical dilemmas, namely, codes of ethics or ethical 

                                                           
23 For example, when the interviewees talked about the supply patterns of methcathinone experienced in their work, 

such experiences are mainly based on the data generated from their enforcement activities, namely, they created 

the official data which in turn contribute to their experiences. In addition, their experiences could also be affected 

by the political priorities which normally symbolize the official attitude and the seriousness of some issues. 
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principles, such as Ethical Protocol For Scientific Research24 in Faculty of law and criminology, 

Ghent University, Code of Ethics for Scientific Research in Belgium25, and Ethics in Social 

Science and Humanities26 in Europe . 

Following these ethical requirements mentioned above, the substantial changes in this Ph.D. 

research, in particular, changes in the design of methodology, suggest the necessity of 

considering several ethical issues that may arise in this research (Hesse-Biber and Leavy, 2010). 

These ethical issues may arise at the stage of data collection and analysis, as well as the 

dissemination of findings (J. W. Creswell, 2009).  

4.1 Ethical issues in data collection and analysis 

During qualitative data collection and analysis, several strategies have been used to protect 

the participants directly or indirectly involved in this research from various potential threats, 

like physical, psychological, social, economic, reputational, and legal harms (Hammersley and 

Traianou, 2012; Punch, 2013). First, with the aim to minimize the potential risks for the 

interviewees directly involved during qualitative data collection, prior positive relationships 

have been used to establish trust, based on which the autonomy of the participants and the 

reciprocity between interviewees and the researcher have been developed. Second, informed 

consent has also been provided for each participant to sign before his/her engagement in the 

interview process. Third, it should be noted that in the case of interviewee recommending their 

subordinates to participate in the research, we repeated the importance of voluntariness in 

participating in the interviews, and we also talked to their subordinates privately to make sure 

he/she understood that it is himself or herself who decided to participate in or not. After the 

establishment of trust and reciprocity, the participants were more willing to share their 

experiences in a cooperative way. Fourth, after the data collection, all the personal information 

of the interviewees and their departments have been replaced by codes to safeguard the 

anonymity of individuals; in this way, except my promotor and me, no one else can identify the 

identities of the participants.  

An ethical issue may also arise during the quantitative data collection and analysis because 

the sentencing files not only detail the criminal activities but also document the personal 

information of offenders, which concerns the protection of confidentiality. For example, These 

sentencing files are open to the public. And there is some personal information in these 

sentencing files, such as name, age, gender, education level, address, and even ID numbers. 

Hence, it appears to be necessary to address the potential ethical issues that may occur. However, 

it is impossible to remove the personal information from original files, and it is also unethical 

to simply hide the case reference number which has been used to support the quantitative 

findings and further safeguard the integrity of the research. As a result, there is an ethical 

dilemma between the protection of the integrity and the protection of anonymity. In response 

to this challenge, an eclectic strategy has been used. On the one hand, the case reference number 

of the sentencing files of which contents have been cited has been provided by footnotes, in this 

                                                           
24 https://www.ugent.be/re/en/research/ethical-protocol. 
25 https://www.ugent.be/en/research/research-integrity. 
26 http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/other/hi/h2020_ethics-soc-science-humanities_en.pdf. 

 

https://www.ugent.be/re/en/research/ethical-protocol
https://www.ugent.be/en/research/research-integrity
http://ec.europa.eu/research/participants/data/ref/h2020/other/hi/h2020_ethics-soc-science-humanities_en.pdf
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way, the integrity of the findings is enhanced; on the other hand, the collected sentencing files 

have been kept private and no translated version of the sentencing files have been provided; in 

this way, the risk of exposing the personal information of the offenders is minimized (DiCicco‐

Bloom and Crabtree, 2006).  

4.2 Ethical issues in results dissemination  

The ethical issues do not stop with data collection and analysis; rather, issues may apply to 

the actual writing and dissemination of the final research findings (J. W. Creswell, 2009). In 

this research, a major ethical issue relating to the political harms to the local officials and the 

city itself where the case study was conducted may exist. Drug-related crime has been 

extensively stigmatized in China, which results in the close relations between political 

achievements and the prevention and eradication of drug use and related offenses. In Changzhi 

city, the local officials have suffered great pressure from the central government because of the 

significant number of methcathinone related offenses and users. After the city being set as a 

bad example of drug use and drug-related crimes by the NNCC in 2015, the city has no 

qualification to apply various awards, such as National Civilized City27 and the National Health 

City. As a result, the local government has no chance to receive huge financial supports, and 

local officials have limited opportunities to be promoted in the hierarchically political system 

(Miao, 2016; Yu, 2016).  

The publication of the findings in the case study on Changzhi may expose the methcathinone 

use in Changzhi and the role of this city as a distribution center for the illicit supply of 

methcathinone to an international audience, which may make the local authorities ‘losing their 

faces’, and impose more political pressure and result in fewer promotion opportunities. These 

risks could be minimized by removing any information related to the city, but the data may lose 

its value on suggesting the geographical features of methcathinone supply, law enforcement, 

and political priorities, which may further threaten the integrity of the research and the stance 

of pragmatism regarding the epistemological concerns about the nature of the knowledge 

insisted in the methodology design. This is a dilemma that may/ may not happen. However, it 

should be noted that the methcathinone use and the illicit supply of methcathinone in Changzhi 

have been disseminated by many articles and official reports, such as CFDA (2016), and Yin et 

al. (2018). In this case, damages caused by the disclosure of information that was previously 

unknown to the academic audience can be minimized. At the same time, the fact that serious 

harm could be produced by qualitative research does not imply that it is common or is usually 

very likely (Hammersley and Traianou, 2012). It is possible that the harms of the dissemination 

of our research findings are low, and that their occurrences have been rare because social 

science normally involves a lower risk of serious harms (Hammersley and Traianou, 2012). 

In addition, the relationship between ethics and politics also provides some justifications on 

the dissemination of the findings. There are some researchers insisting that priority should be 

given to the politics (Whitt, 1999), while others have insisted that ethics and politics should be 

                                                           
27 For the city's chief officials, the significance of the award of National Civilized City is obvious: according to 

the trajectory of the officials' promotion, the local government officials who were generally awarded the title of 

National Civilized City in the first and second batches have obtained greater political promotion in the past ten 

years. http://news.ifeng.com/a/20170921/52097565_0.shtml. 

http://news.ifeng.com/a/20170921/52097565_0.shtml
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separated; social scientists should not be engaged in politics (Punch, 2013). It is possible that 

research could be unavoidably political in important respects, such as its research focus motived 

by value-commitments, its dependence on the acquisition and deployment of public resources, 

its involvement in the negotiations with gatekeepers in politics, and its consequences for the 

interests of various groups and institutions (Hammersley, 1995). But accepting the political 

features of research does not imply research should be political in the sense of pursuing any 

immediate goals beyond the production knowledge. The insistence of the pragmatism in this 

research provides no ground for the political goals, nor does it aim to threaten the political 

interests of certain groups. Instead, it only serves the purpose of producing knowledge and 

investigating changes within a community of researchers, which could be morally good and 

right. 
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Chapter 4 International drug control framework and the establishment of Chinese 

legislation on NPS control 

 

 

As outlined in the first chapter, the illicit supply of NPS has been a global issue that 

challenges the existing control system at the international and national levels (UNODC, 2017). 

In response, many countries have started to reform their domestic drug policy and laws in 

different ways within the international drug control framework. However, the latitude available 

for nations to develop their national drug policy and laws is not unlimited. Therefore, this 

chapter presents a first look at the establishment of the international drug control framework 

and shows the room for a differentiated drug policy within this framework. On this ground, this 

chapter further highlights the international resolutions and projects that specifically focus on 

the NPS issue and subsequently serve as authoritative interpretations of the United Nations 

Charter, as expressions of the community’s belief that certain conduct is required, or that certain 

rules are general principles of law recognized by civilized nations. Furthermore, this chapter 

specifies the punitive way in which Chinese authorities interpret the provisions of the three 

international Conventions and establish a prohibitionist regime by introducing two laws on 

precursor chemicals and NPS control in China. 

This chapter consists of four parts. The first part is an overview of the international drug 

control system based on three international Conventions. In the second part, we summarize 

several international efforts on NPS control. In the third part, we introduce two Chinese laws 

that function as a bedrock of the prohibitionist regime in China. This is followed by the last part 

of this chapter, which shows the punitive way concerning the establishment of Chinese drug 

policy and laws.  

1. An overview of the international drug control system 

The present system of drug control worldwide is based on three international Conventions 

that are in force (Bewley-Taylor, 2003; De Ruyver et al., 2002). These are the 1961 Single 

Convention on Narcotic Drugs, as amended by the 1972 Protocol, the 1971 Convention on 

Psychotropic Substances, and the 1988 Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and 

Psychotropic Substances.  

1.1 1961 Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs, as amended by the 1972 

Protocol 

The 1961 Convention was set up as “a universal system” (De Ruyver et al., 2002: 8) by 

unifying existing multilateral treaties to limit the production, manufacture, export, import, 

distribution of, trade in, use, and possession of drugs exclusively to medical and scientific 

purposes. Accordingly, the International Narcotics Control Board (INCB) was established for 

the implementation of the Convention provisions. As a result, more than one hundred narcotic 

drugs, in particular, plant-based drugs such as opium, heroin, coca, cocaine, and cannabis are 

controlled in four Schedules.  
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At the same time, the Convention also leaves some places for future changes concerning the 

modification of substances in four Schedules, which is in practice referred to as the ‘scheduling 

process’ (De Ruyver et al., 2002: 47). This process involves the inclusion of a new 

drug/substance, the deletion of a drug/substance from a Schedule, and the transfer of a 

drug/substance from one Schedule to another. Whenever a Party or the World Health 

Organization (WHO) has information relating to a substance not yet under international control 

which in its opinion requires that substance to be added to any of the schedules of the 

Conventions, “it shall notify the Secretary-General and furnish him with the information in 

support of that notification”, according to Article 3 (1) of the 1961 Convention.  

Since the 1961 Convention established a licensing system for the cultivation, production, 

trade, distribution, and the use of controlled substances, any unauthorized supply activities, 

including cultivation, production, manufacture, extraction, preparation, possession (for the 

purpose of trafficking rather than personal use), offering, offering for sale, distribution, 

purchase, sale, delivery on any terms whatsoever, brokerage, dispatch, dispatch in transit, 

transport, importation and exportation of controlled drugs, shall be punishable offenses in the 

Parties’ domestic legal system. In addition, intentional participation in, conspiracy to commit 

and attempts to commit, any of such offenses, and preparatory acts and financial operations in 

connection with the offenses referred to in this Convention, shall be punishable offenses. 

Alternatively, when drug users have committed such offenses, the Parties may provide some 

measures such as treatment, education, aftercare, rehabilitation and social reintegration in 

conformity with the provision of the Convention28. 

However, the 1961 Convention is not self-executing, which means that the implementation 

of its provisions needs to be conducted by member states through their own interpretation. 

Therefore, there exists some room for States to develop their own drug policy and laws. 

Moreover, there seems to be an increase in the openness in the interpretation of the language in 

these provisions29, which makes it more flexible for the member states to reform their drug 

policy and laws (Collins, 2018; United Nations, 1973). In addition to the interpretation, Articles 

49 and 50 of the 1961 Convention show the right of reservation which enables a State to accept 

all or certain provisions. However, this does not mean that the latitude for a differentiated drug 

policy is not unlimited. Rather, both the interpretation and the reservation need to respect the 

purpose and the object of the Convention. As noted by Bewley-Taylor (2003), member states 

could interpret treaties only if they are in good faith and respect the object and purpose of the 

Conventions. With respect to the reservation, Article 50 of the 1961 Convention makes it clear 

that “no reservations other than those made in accordance with Article 49 or with the following 

paragraphs shall be permitted”30. Therefore, the Convention limits the scope of the reservation 

so as to guarantee member states’ loyalty to the object or the purpose of the Convention (De 

Ruyver et al., 2002; Room, 2012). In addition to the interpretation and reservation, the 

denunciation documented in the Article 46 of the 1961 Convention also makes it possible for 

                                                           
28 Article 36 of the 1961 Convention. 
29 One of the example regarding the language that is open for interpretation is the ‘medical and scientific purposes.’ 

Because of the lack of a clear definition regarding ‘medical and scientific purposes’, many measures could be 

argued by member states to fall under the scope of medical and scientific purposes, such as testing drugs and drug 

laboratories.  
30 Article 50 of the 1961 Convention. 
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member states to denounce this Convention and formulate their own drug policy and laws 

(Helfer, 2005). 

1.2 1971 Convention on Psychotropic Substances 

Constructed as a companion instrument to the 1961 Convention on narcotic drugs control, 

the 1971 Convention was established as a result of a growing global concern regarding the 

harmful effects caused by the supply and use of psychotropic substances (Bewley-Taylor, 2003). 

Accordingly, an important purpose of the 1971 Convention is to bring psychotropic substances 

and many of their precursor chemicals under international control and to limit all the use of the 

controlled substances to medical and scientific purposes (Chatterjee, 1981). 

Similar to the 1961 Convention, psychotropic substances are listed into four Schedules, 

based on the capacity to produce a state of dependence, mental harms, the potential use, and a 

degree of usefulness of the substance in medical therapy31 . Special control measures are 

required to be applied with regard to these substances listed in the four Schedules, such as the 

licenses for manufacture, trade, and distribution; medical prescriptions for supply or dispensing; 

duly authorizations for therapeutic or scientific functions32. In respect of the psychotropic 

substances other than those in Schedule I, the Parties may permit the use and possession of 

these substances in specific cases, such as the possession of small quantities of preparations by 

international travelers of for personal use, and/or use of such substances for industrial purposes, 

and/or for capture of animals by persons33. However, these permitted activities need to be 

subject to the application of the measures of control required by this Convention. Again the 

implementation of the provisions remains under the domestic jurisdiction of member states, 

which is monitored by the INCB34. 

In addition, the 1971 Convention also allows for the establishment of control measures to 

prevent the widespread use before bringing a substance under international control prescribed 

under Article 2 (3) of the 1971 Convention. Accordingly, any action contrary to domestic law 

or regulation adopted in pursuance of its obligations under the 1971 Convention, could be liable 

to criminal punishment. Concurrently, alternative measures other than conviction or 

punishment against drug users who commit such offenses are also recommended.  

In terms of the autonomy of member states, the interpretation of the provisions is also 

applicable. Similar to the 1961 Convention, the 1971 Convention offers room for member states 

to make reservations35. For example, member states could make reservations concerning certain 

provisions at the time of signature, ratification or accession. In addition, it is also possible for 

member states to make denunciation under the 1971 Convention, and the procedure is identical 

to the provision in the 1961 Convention.  

1.3 1988 Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic 

Substances 

                                                           
31 Article 2 of the 1971 Convention. 
32 Article 2 and Article 9 of 1971 Convention. 
33 Article 4 of the 1971 Convention. 
34 Article 19 of the 1971 Convention. 
35 Article 32 of the 1971 Convention. 



73 
 

With the aim to promote international cooperation to address more effectively the various 

aspects of illicit trafficking in narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances, the 1988 Convention 

was established as concerted and united efforts of the Parties. Rather than the previous two 

Conventions focusing on the supply side in a marginal fashion, the 1988 Convention was 

designed to deal with the growth of international trafficking by emphasizing both supply and 

demand sides through imposing obligations to member states to criminalize the supply activities 

on the supply side, such as production, manufacture, extraction; preparation, offering, offering 

for sale, distribution, sale, transport, importation or exportation, as well as demand side such as 

the possession for personal consumption (De Ruyver et al., 2002). As a result, ‘the possession 

(…) for personal consumption’ was explicitly added as a criminal offense for the first time36.  

In addition, it also contains detailed provisions and requirements relating to the control of 

precursors. The general requirements are summarized in paragraph 1 of Article 12: 

‘The parties shall take the measures they deem appropriate to prevent diversion of 

substances in Table I and Table II37 used for the purpose of illicit manufacture of narcotic drugs 

or psychotropic substances, and shall co-operate with one another to this end.’ 

To ensure the cooperation between Parties, the Convention also includes several provisions 

on money laundering, transfer of proceedings, asset seizure, transit states, mutual legal 

assistance, and the forfeiture of proceeds derived from illicit trafficking38. Again, the INCB 

bears the responsibility to monitor Parties’ control over precursors and other chemicals used in 

the illicit manufacture of drugs and to assist them in preventing the diversion of those chemicals 

into drug trafficking39.  

Similar to the 1961 and 1971 Conventions, it is possible for member states to apply 

modification, amendment, interpretation, and denunciation. For example, it is possible for any 

Party to propose a modification of the substances in Table I and Table II. A party could also 

propose an amendment and the reasons for the proposal to the Secretary-General, who shall 

communicate it to the other Parties and shall ask them whether they accept the proposed 

amendment40. There is no specific provision in the 1988 Convention concerning reservations 

but Article 30 offers room for member states to make denunciations41.  

1.4 The application of international Conventions on NPS control 

The three international Conventions have established a clear prohibition regime on the 

control of narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances, which results in a prohibitionist model 

                                                           
36 Article 3 of the 1988 Convention.  
37 Substances in Table I and Table II are precursor chemicals that have been used in the production of narcotic 

drugs and psychoactive substance. These chemicals have been controlled by the Regulation on the Administration 

of Precursor Chemicals in China. 
38 Articles 7 and 9 of the 1988 Convention. 
39 Article 22 of the 1988 Convention. 
40 Article 31 of the 1988 Convention. 
41  The 1988 Convention does not contain specific provisions on reservations, so Article 19 of the Vienna 

Convention applies in full. Article 19 of the Vienna Convention “A State may, when signing, ratifying, accepting, 

approving or acceding to a treaty, formulate a reservation unless: (a) The reservation is prohibited by the treaty; 

(b) The treaty provides that only specified reservations, which do not include the reservation in question, may be 

made; or (c) In cases not falling under sub-paragraphs (a) and (b), the reservation is incompatible with the object 

and purpose of the treaty.” 
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and punitive criminal measures around the world (Krajewski, 1999). Although NPS are defined 

as substances that are not controlled by the 1961 Convention, as amended in the 1972 or 1971 

Convention, there have been some flexibilities in these Conventions for Commission on 

Narcotic Drugs (CND) and the WHO to list NPS into the Schedules/Tables, and for Parties to 

interpret and formulate domestic policies and laws on the control of precursor chemicals and 

NPS (Bewley-Taylor and Jelsma, 2012; Bewley-Taylor, 2003; Krajewski, 1999).  

First is the modification of control lists which could contribute to the control of NPS at an 

international level. As provided in the three Conventions, whenever a Party or the WHO has 

information relating to a substance not yet under international control, which in its opinion 

requires that substance to be added to any of the schedules/Tables of the Conventions, “it shall 

notify the Secretary-General and furnish him with the information in support of that 

notification,” according to Article 3 (1) of the 1961 Convention, Article 2 (1) of the 1971 

Convention, and Article 12 of the 1988 Convention. The notification is subsequently 

transmitted to the Parties, the CND, and the WHO. An assessment of the substance is then 

carried out by the WHO and based on the results of the assessment and the recommendations 

on control measures, the CND may decide that the substance shall be added to the 

Schedules/Tables, transferred from one Schedule/Table to another, or removed from any of the 

Schedules/Tables of the Conventions (De Ruyver et al., 2002). The decisions of the CND are 

subject to review by the Economic and Social Council (ESC) upon the request of a Party. Since 

1949, through its Expert Committee on Drug Dependence, the WHO has reviewed more than 

400 substances, including several NPS (UNODC, 2013). Based on the recommendation of the 

WHO, many substances have been under control at the international level, such as the JWH-

018, MDPV, and MDMB-CHMICA42. 

Second is the interpretation which allows a nation to control NPS at a national level. In 

addition to the modification, the so-called ‘executory’ nature of the Conventions offers some 

room for the autonomy of national authorities within all the conventions (Krajewski, 1999: 331). 

Namely, member states could interpret treaties if they are in good faith and respect the “object 

and purpose” of the Conventions (Bewley-Taylor, 2003). Hence, signatory nations have several 

flexibilities when formulating their domestic policy and laws, which has been reflected by the 

variations that exist between different countries, such as the differences in legislation 

concerning personal possession of cannabis (De Ruyver et al., 2002; Fazey, 2003; Krajewski, 

1999). With regard to the control of NPS, there seems to be less room for member states to 

reform their domestic drug policy and laws because the ‘medical and scientific purpose’ may 

not be open for interpretation based on the fact that many NPS have no or little medical value 

(EMCDDA, 2015). At the EU level, the so-called NPS judgment and the amendment of the 

definition of ‘drug’ in the Council Framework Decision 2004/757/JHA43 have excluded many 

                                                           
42 List of Psychotropic Substances Under International Control, http://www.incb.org/incb/en/psychotropics/green-

list.html. 
43 In July 2014, European Court of Justice ruled that controlling NPS as medicinal products was not a correct 

interpretation of the harmonized EU definition, and so this method is no longer available as a systematic form of 

control of NPS in the EU. Further, the Directive (EU) 2017/2103 of the European Parliament and of the Council 

amended the Council Framework Decision 2004/757/JHA and included NPS in the definition of ‘drug’. 

 

http://www.incb.org/incb/en/psychotropics/green-list.html
http://www.incb.org/incb/en/psychotropics/green-list.html
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NPS from the scope of medical products because of limited beneficial effects on human health. 

In this case, many countries have reformed their domestic laws by extending and adapting 

existing laws and processes and devising new legislation to tackle new substances. For example, 

some countries have chosen to extend the coverage of existing laws by ‘generic’ group 

definitions, such as Luxembourg, Italy, Cyprus, Lithuania, Denmark, France, Norway, Croatia, 

Turkey, Finland, Germany, and Belgium (EMCDDA, 2012, 2014). Additionally, the use of new 

laws to control the illicit supply of NPS has also been a practical way, which has been noticed 

in Ireland, Austria, Portugal, Romania, Sweden and the United Kingdom (EMCDDA, 2014). 

As a result of these legal approaches, many NPS and their new emerging substitutes are now 

under control at the national level. 

2. Relevant International resolutions and projects on NPS control  

In addition to the three Conventions that have binding force, there are a series of resolutions 

which specifically focus on NPS issues by reiterating the provisions and expanding the control 

framework of these Conventions. Although they have no binding effect, these resolutions can 

serve as authoritative interpretations of the United Nations Charter, as expressions of the 

community's belief that certain conduct is required, or that certain rules are general principles 

of law recognized by civilized nations (Bleicher, 1969). In this case, the resolutions issued by 

the General Assembly, the ESC, and the CND have provided many recommendations and 

expressed some principles concerning NPS control on the supply side. Moreover, the two 

international organizations, the INCB and the United Nations Organization on Drug Control 

(UNODC) play important roles on monitoring the implementation of drug control Conventions 

and leading the fight against the illicit drugs in practice. With regard to the control of NPS, both 

of them have conducted several projects which aim at monitoring and information sharing.  

2.1 Relevant resolutions of the General Assembly, the CND, and the ESC 

2.1.1 Resolutions of the General Assembly 

a) Resolutions on international cooperation to address and counter the world drug 

problem (A/RES/73/192, 67/193). 

The two resolutions adopted by the General Assembly stress the importance of enhancing 

the capacity of the WHO, the UNODC, the INCB, and other organizations to prioritize the 

review of individual NPS and to facilitate the informed scheduling decisions by the CND, as 

well as the capacity of law enforcement agencies in its member states to detect and identify 

NPS. The use of interim steps, while substances are under review, is recommended to control 

or regulate them at the national level. In addition, it also encourages member states to identify 

and monitor trends in the composition, production, prevalence, and distribution of NPS, to 

assess the risks to the health and safety of individuals and the potential uses for medical and 

scientific purposes, and on that basis to develop and strengthen domestic and national legislative, 

regulatory, administrative and operational responses. Besides, it also highlights the importance 

of preventing the diversion and misuse of pharmaceuticals containing narcotic drugs and 

psychotropic substances and precursors, while ensuring their availability for legitimate 

purposes. 

b) Resolution S-30/1.  
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In April 2016, the General Assembly held a special session “United Nations General 

Assembly Special Session on Drugs” (UNGASS)  to review the world drug problem and 

develop a plan for action to address the drug problem at the highest political level. The outcome 

document of this special session titled “Our joint commitment to effectively addressing and 

countering the world drug problem,” addresses the importance of NPS issues, the diversion of 

precursors and pre-precursors, and the non-medical use and misuse of pharmaceuticals 

containing narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances. 

In response to the NPS issues, six groups of efforts are highlighted44:  

The first aim is to identify and monitor trends in the composition, production, prevalence, 

distribution, and use of NPS, and on that basis to develop and strengthen domestic and national 

legislative, regulatory, administrative and operational responses and practices by domestic and 

national legislative, law enforcement, judiciary, social and welfare, educational and health 

authorities. Second is to implement scientific evidence-based control measures to tackle and 

manage the challenge of NPS and consider the application of interim steps while substances are 

under review. The third is to share relevant information with and strengthen the capacity of the 

WHO, the UNODC, the INCB, and other relevant international and regional organizations to 

prioritize the review of the most prevalent and harmful NPS and to facilitate informed 

scheduling decisions by the CND. Fourth is to actively participate in the establishment of the 

monitoring system and the information exchange system at the international and national levels. 

The fifth is to enhance the capacity and effectiveness of national laboratories and promote 

national and regional cooperation among them for the detection and identification of NPS. Sixth 

is to recommend the effective prevention and treatment measures to support the development 

of scientific evidence-based responses to the emerging challenges of NPS. 

In addition, the resolution also pays attention to the regulation of precursors and pre-

precursors as well as non-medical use and misuse of pharmaceuticals by enhancing the 

monitoring system on the illicit use and preventing the diversion while ensuring the legitimate 

trade and use.45 At the same time, the use of the Internet in the drug supply chain has also been 

emphasized. Member states are recommended to strengthen law enforcement, criminal justice, 

and legal responses to prevent and counter the involvement of the Internet in drug-related 

criminal activities, drug trafficking networks, and transnational criminal organizations. 

Accordingly, the collection and analysis of electronic evidence relating to illicit activities, such 

as drug trafficking, money-laundering are also highlighted46. 

2.1.2 Resolutions of the CND 

a) Resolutions on enhancing international cooperation in the identification and 

reporting of new psychoactive substances and incidents involving such substances (Resolution 

56/4, 57/9) 

Both of the resolutions acknowledge that the developed and diversified NPS market has 

resulted in the wide availability, accessibility, and threats. In this case, it addresses the 

importance of international cooperation in the identification of, the collection of information 

                                                           
44 Resolution S-30/1, P15. 
45 Resolution S-30/1, P16-17. 
46 Resolution S-30/1, P17. 
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on, and reporting of NPS, as well as the balanced, comprehensive, and integrated measures to 

drug policy that seeks to reduce demand and to restrict supply in order to prevent use47. 

b) Resolution on promoting international cooperation in responding to the 

challenges posed by new psychoactive substances (Resolution 55/1) 

This resolution acknowledges the role of NPS as legal alternatives to controlled drugs, the 

dynamic and fast-paced nature of the NPS market, the increasing role that the Internet plays in 

NPS trade, and the increased and emerging use of NPS. On this basis, it encourages member 

states to monitor the trends in the composition, production, distribution, and use of NPS, and to 

control NPS through a wide variety of responses, such as temporary and emergency drug 

control measures, and criminal justice measures against the illicit manufacture of and 

trafficking in NPS48. 

c) Resolution on promoting the sharing of information on emerging trends in the 

use of and trafficking in substances not controlled under the international drug control 

conventions (Resolution 48/1) 

The resolution recognizes that the use of a number of substances that are not controlled 

under the three Conventions and that may pose a public health threat. Because these substances 

are not under international control, the use and diversion of and trafficking in those substances 

are becoming more prevalent. In this case, member states are encouraged to strength law 

enforcement cooperation, and also enhance the capacity to analyze the indications of NPS use 

and health hazards, as well as synthesis techniques, diversion channels, and trafficking 

patterns49.  

d) Resolution on measures to promote the exchange of information on new patterns 

of drug use and on substances consumed (Resolution 45/6) 

Although this resolution does not specifically focus on NPS issues, it emphasizes the 

necessity to promote the information exchange system on drug use and the monitoring of the 

pharmaceutical industry, as well as the potential for use of and dependence on psychoactive 

substances50, which is closely related to the production and development of NPS market. 

2.1.3 Resolution of the Economic Social Council (ESC) 

a) Action to strengthen international cooperation to control precursors and their 

substitutes used in the illicit manufacture of controlled substances, in particular, amphetamine-

type stimulants, and to prevent their diversion (E/RES/1996/29) 

In 1996, the ESC noticed the continued availability of controlled chemicals for drug 

production, and the swift changes on the substitute chemicals those scheduled chemicals, and 

highlighted the need for the international community to strengthen countermeasures against the 

illicit manufacturing, trafficking and use of amphetamine-type stimulants and their precursors. 

member states are encouraged to take civil, criminal or administrative action against suppliers 

                                                           
47 Resolution 57/9, P2-5. 
48 Resolution 55/1, P1-3. 
49 Resolution 48/1, P1-2. 
50 Resolution 45/6, P1. 
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of scheduled substances. Additionally, the bilateral and multilateral arrangements or 

agreements against the diversion of scheduled substances and their substitutes are also 

emphasized. 

2.2 International organizations and their arrangements 

In response to the global NPS issues, many international organizations have engaged in 

monitoring NPS supply and preventing the diversion of controlled substances, such as the 

EMCDDA, the INCB, and the UNODC. In this subsection, we only include the INCB and the 

UNODC, as well as several projects and guidelines that have been published regarding the NPS 

issues at a global level. An additional focus is the two organizations’ annual reports which 

include the most recent results on monitoring the illicit supply of NPS.  

2.2.1 The INCB: Projects, Guidelines, and reports regarding NPS  

As an organization responsible for the implementation of the three Conventions, the INCB 

has no power to enforce the implementation (De Ruyver et al., 2002); rather, it is authorized to 

monitor the implementation of the Conventions by Parties, and to notify the Secretary-General 

whenever it has information which may justify adding a substance to, deleting a substance from, 

or transferring a substance between, the Schedules/Tables.  

a) The projects on NPS issues 

First is the Project International Operations on NPS (Project ION). Based on the INCB's 

practical experience gained in countering the trafficking of non-controlled precursor chemicals 

and the principle of international shared responsibility, the Project ION was established in 2013 

by INCB as an international operational initiative51 supporting national authorities’ efforts in 

preventing the diversion of the non-scheduled NPS. A specific focus is on synthetic NPS with 

little known medical, scientific or industrial value. Project ION activities are mainly concerned 

with the coordination, collection, and communication of strategic and operational information 

and intelligence relating to suspicious shipments of, trafficking in, or manufacture or production 

of NPS.  

Second is the NPS Task Force which was established in 2013 to direct and review time-

bound special operations that generate and communicate strategic and operational intelligence 

regarding suspicious shipment of, trafficking in, or manufacture or production of NPS. The 

information and intelligence are exchanged through Project ION’s global network of national 

focal points and the Project ION Incident Communication System (IONICS). Focal points are 

nominated by their governments to participate in the sending and receiving of relevant NPS 

information and intelligence. The IONICS is dedicated to real-time communication of incidents 

involving suspicious shipments, trafficking, manufacture or production of NPS.  

b) Guidelines for the regulation of precursor chemicals. 

In addition to these projects, several Guidelines for the regulation of precursor chemicals 

have also been published. With the aim to assist governments to establish or improve voluntary 

                                                           
51 Project ION builds upon recommendations from the Commission on Narcotic Drugs (CND) resolutions 55/1 

of 16 March 2012, 56/4 of 15 March 2013, 57/9 of 21 March 2014, 58/11 of 17 March 2015 and 59/8 of 22 

March 2016 and the Outcome Document of the Special Session of the United Nations General Assembly 

on the World Drug Problem (UNGASS 2016), on enhancing international actions on NPS relating to sharing 

information on supply and demand reduction strategies. 
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cooperative mechanisms with the industries concerned, the INCB has issued the following 

Guidelines which provide practical guidance and the main principles underlying public-private 

partnership:   

  Practical notes for implementing the International Narcotics Control Board guidelines 

for a Voluntary code of practice for the chemical industry (published in 2015); 

 Development and implementation of a Voluntary Code of Practice for the chemical 

industry formalized through a memorandum of understanding between the government and the 

private sector. It summarized the main steps for developing and implementing public-private 

partnerships and a voluntary code of practice for the chemical industry. It is also a model 

memorandum of understanding intended to serve as a basis on which Governments and the 

chemical industry can develop or enhance voluntary partnerships; 

 Guidelines for the Voluntary Code of Practice for the chemical industry (2009); 

 Limited international special surveillance list of non-scheduled substances (1998) and 

regularly updated by the INCB (INCB, 2003). 

c) Annual reports 

The INCB is obliged to publish an annual report on its work and additional reports as it 

considers necessary pursuant to the three international drug control Conventions52. The reports 

include an analysis of the estimates and statistical information, and, in appropriate cases, an 

account of the explanations, together with several observations and recommendations which 

the INCB desires to make. These reports should be submitted to the Council through the 

Commission, and be communicated to the Parties and subsequently published by the Secretary-

General. 

In response to the emergence and illicit supply of NPS, the INCB has been warning the 

international community and national authorities about the problem of trafficking in and use of 

NPS since the publication of its annual report in 2010 (INCB, 2017). In the following years, 

NPS issues, the corresponding legal responses, the major developments, and the 

recommendations have been important topics in its annual reports. For instance, in the year 

2011, the INCB documented the developments in the NPS market, such as the increase in 

availability, use, and emergence. Moreover, it also provided an overview of the legal responses 

against NPS in some countries, such as the forensic early warning system for NPS in the United 

Kingdom53, the resolution on combating NPS in Lithuania, and the import authorizations in 

Australia (INCB, 2011). The most recent report of the INCB has been published in 2018, which 

analyzed the NPS issues based on data (seizures) from monitoring organizations and the law 

enforcement agencies. Moreover, this report also summarized the major developments in 

controlling NPS with respect to national legislation and regional cooperation. On the basis of 

this, the INCB further highlighted the importance for national authorities to take practical 

measures to prevent the use of NPS and related consequences for individuals and society (INCB, 

2018).  

2.2.2 The UNODC: projects, recommendations, and reports on NPS 

                                                           
52 Article 15 of the 1961 Convention, Article 18 of the 1971 Convention, and Article 23 of the 1988 Convention. 
53 Drug Strategy 2010 of the United Kingdom, available at https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/drug-

strategy-2010. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/drug-strategy-2010
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/drug-strategy-2010
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The UNODC defines itself as a global leader in the fight against illicit drugs and 

international crime. Established in 1997 through a merger between the United Nations Drug 

Control Program and the Centre for International Crime Prevention, UNODC is mandated to 

assist its member states in their struggle against illicit drugs, crime, and terrorism. With regard 

to NPS issues, the UNODC has conducted several projects and published a series of reports 

(UNODC, 2018a). 

a) The projects on monitoring NPS 

The first project is the Early Warning Advisory (EWA). The EWA was launched in 2013 

as a response to the emergence of NPS at the global level. The EWA aims to monitor, analyze 

and report trends on NPS, as a basis for effective evidence-based policy responses. It also serves 

as a repository for information and data on these substances and a platform for providing 

technical assistance to member states. As a web portal, the system offers regular updates on 

NPS and seeks to contribute to an improved understanding of the patterns of distribution and 

use of NPS.  

The second program is the Global Synthetics Monitoring: Analyses, Reporting and Trends 

(SMART) Program, which was Launched in September 2008 with the aim to improve the 

capacity of member states to generate, manage, analyze, report, and use the information on 

illicit synthetic drugs. 

Since 2011, the Global SMART Program has played an important role in highlighting the 

emergence of NPS. For example, the first global situation assessment “The challenge of new 

psychoactive substances” was carried out by the Global SMART Program in 2013, and was 

recently updated in 2016. These assessments consist of important steps in providing 

consolidated up-to-date analysis, information shared by member states, and the network of drug 

analysis laboratories. On this ground, the Global SMART Program has published a series of 

Global SMART Updates (GSU) concerning NPS issues, such as ‘Non-medical use of 

benzodiazepines: a growing threat to  public health?’ and ‘Post-UNGASS 2016: NPS trends, 

challenges, and recommendations.’ The most recent GSU series is the ‘Understanding the 

synthetic drug market: the NPS factor’ in 2018, which addresses the changes in and the features 

of NPS market, the control of precursor chemicals, national legislative responses, and ongoing 

challenges. 

b) Annual reports 

The UNODC publishes annual reports that provide an overview of UNODC's achievements 

across the globe in assisting member states to address the threats posed by drugs. Since 2012, 

the annual reports have been heavily involved in NPS issues in terms of providing evidence 

regarding the nature and scope of NPS individuals as well as proposing possible policy 

responses at the international level (UNODC, 2014). This is continued in the following years, 

in particular, surrounding the discussion on the control of NPS that was undertaken at the CND, 

and the ongoing review process of NPS by the WHO. The annual report published in 2017 

highlighted the activities that aim at strengthening mechanisms on data-sharing system 

concerning NPS, such as the SMART program that functions to strengthen online data-sharing 

mechanisms and improve chemical analysis of NPS, the training program that ensures that 
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member states can generate and manage information on NPS, and the launch of a toxicology 

module of the EWA to better assess health risks and harm of NPS use (UNODC, 2017). 

In addition, the UNODC has also annually published its World Drug Report concerning the 

area of the drug issues, including drug use and supply, international cooperation and policy 

choices with the latest estimates, and information on trends and analysis. Since 2011, the 

estimation of the NPS market, such as consumption, production, trafficking, and market 

analysis has been highlighted by these reports (UNODC, 2011). The updated World Drug 

Report published in 2018 has placed great emphasis on the analysis of NPS market and further 

proposed several implications for future policy reform. For instance, based on the data analysis, 

the UNODC has summarized a total of 803 NPS reported in the period 2009–2017, an overview 

of the increase in the number of countries reporting NPS seizures, and growing concerns over 

harm caused by the use of NPS. In response to the coexistence of traditional drugs, NPS, and 

prescription drugs in the illicit drug market, innovative strategies and operational interventions 

have been highlighted to reduce the continuing emergence of NPS not yet under control, as well 

as of new illicitly supplied medicines for non-medical use (UNODC, 2018b).  

c) Recommended Manuals  

With the purpose of harmonizing and establishing practical methods of analysis for national 

drug analysis laboratories, the UNODC has published a series of manuals dealing with the 

identification and the analysis of various types of drugs under international control since the 

early 1980s. Among them, some manuals have specifically focused on NPS, such as the 

synthetic cathinones54, synthetic cannabinoids55, piperazines56, and fentanyls57. These manuals 

deal specifically with the analysis of the compounds of NPS and focus on testing in biological 

tissues and fluids, so as to assist with the investigation of NPS-related poisonings and deaths. 

Many of these analytical considerations could also be applied to the analysis of NPS seizures. 

The first part of these manuals normally discusses the pharmacology and toxicology of NPS 

and their analogs, which is important evidence for the classification of NPS, because the 

potency of the substances could vary widely. This is followed by a discussion of validated 

analytical methodologies, using different analytical techniques and instrumental modes of 

operation. On this basis, these manuals further provide practical guidance that may assist NPS 

analysts in the selection of methods appropriate to the sample under examination and the range 

of technologies and resources that might be available in their laboratories.  

3. Chinese legislation regarding NPS issues  

In line with the prohibitionist regime against NPS at the international level, China has 

established a control system to regulate precursor chemicals and NPS. The illicit supply 

                                                           
54  UNODC, Recommended methods for the Identification and Analysis of Synthetic Cathinones in Seized 

Materials-ST/NAR/49. 
55  UNODC, Recommended methods for the Identification and Analysis of Synthetic Cannabinoid Receptor 

Agonists in Seized Materials-ST/NAR/48. 
56  UNODC, Recommended methods for the Identification and Analysis of Piperazines in Seized Materials-

ST/NAR/47. 
57  Recommended methods for the Identification and Analysis of Fentanyl and its Analogues in Biological 

Specimens-ST/NAR/53. 
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activities concerning controlled chemicals and substances are regarded as drug-related offenses 

which are criminalized and severely punished. 

3.1 The regulation of precursor chemicals 

Precursor chemicals are scheduled by the Regulation on the Administration of Precursor 

Chemicals (RAPC) which was formulated for the purpose of intensifying the administration of 

precursor chemicals, regulating the production, operation, purchase, transportation, and import 

and export of precursor chemicals, preventing the use of precursor chemicals to produce drugs, 

and maintaining the economic and social order. Chemicals are listed in three categories 

according to their usefulness in drug production. Category I refers to the major materials for 

drug production, while Categories II and III refer to the chemical auxiliary substances that may 

be used to produce drugs. In total, there have been 22 chemicals58 listed in the three Categories. 

Any chemicals in the three Categories must be approved and licensed by the local authorities 

in different provinces for manufacture, trade, distribution, and use. Hence, it prohibits the illegal 

production, purchase, transportation, and import and export. In addition, it also prohibits the 

use of cash or in-kind in the trade to monitor the compliance of the producers, namely, the 

chemical companies. Article 38 to 43 concern the legal liability for the violation of the licensing 

system, including the administrative punishment (warning, cancellation of the license, and fine) 

and criminal sanction (from labor under surveillance to fixed ten-year imprisonment).  

For example, the production, distribution, purchase or transportation of precursor chemicals 

without a license or with an invalid or forged license, shall be imposed a fine of not less than 

ten times but not more than 20 times of the value of the precursor chemicals illicitly produced, 

distributed, purchased or transported. The unauthorized possession of controlled substance is 

also prohibited, and a fine from ¥ 1000 to ¥ 5000 (€ 133.30 to € 666.60; 1 euro≈ 7.50 Yuan) 

shall be imposed. If the amount of the chemicals has exceeded a certain number59, the illicit 

activities shall be prosecuted and sentenced from labor under surveillance to maximum ten-

year imprisonment according to Article 350 of criminal law.  

3.2 The regulation of NPS  

NPS are divided into two categories including NPS with medical value and NPS without 

medical value.  

NPS (with medical value) consist of narcotic and psychotropic drugs which are regulated 

by the Regulation on the Administration of Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Drugs (RANDPD). 

With the aim to strengthen the control on narcotic drugs and psychotropic drugs, ensure the 

legitimate use of these substances, and prevent them from a diversion into illegal channels, 

RANDPD was issued by the State Council in 2005. Narcotic and psychoactive substances are 

scheduled in the Catalog of Narcotic Drugs and the Catalog of Psychotropic Drugs which 

further lists the psychoactive substances into two Categories. Without approval or licenses, the 

                                                           
58 All the chemicals that are in Table I and Table II have been controlled in the RAPC, but their classification in 

the PAPC is different from them in the 1988 Convention. For example, Anthranilic acid is listed in Table II , but 

it has been grouped into the Category I. In addition, the RAPC has also controlled some chemicals that are not 

listed in the two Tables such as isosafrole and trichloromethane. 
59 The specific amount for conviction is noted by Interpretation of the Supreme People's Court on Several Issues 

concerning the Application of Law in the Trial of Drug-Related Criminal Cases. 
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cultivation of anesthetic plants, experiment, research, production, management, use, storage, 

transportation, and other activities with regard to these controlled substances are prohibited. 

The RANDPD also clarifies the requirements for medical and scientific purpose, production, 

and trade. Article 10 defines the following requirements for medical experiment and scientific 

research on controlled substances, 

(a) With the approval of the department of drug supervision and administration of the State 

Council. 

(b) The purpose is for medical treatment, scientific research or teaching. 

(c) The entity has the capacity and the management system for ensuring the safety of 

narcotic drugs and psychotropic drugs needed for the experiment. 

(d) The entities or its personnel have no violation of the provisions of any anti-drug law or 

administrative regulation within two years. 

Article 15 defines the requirements for companies to produce controlled substances, 

(a) Having drug production license. 

(b) Having the approved documents for the experiment and research of narcotic drugs and 

psychotropic drugs. 

(c) Having production facilities, storage conditions, and the risk management system for 

narcotic drugs and psychotropic drugs. 

(d) Having the ability to report the production information to the department of drug 

supervision and administration. 

(e) Having a management system for ensuring the safe production of narcotic drugs and 

psychotropic drugs. 

(f) Having the management level and business scale meeting the requirements for safety 

production of narcotic drugs and psychotropic drugs.    

(g) The personnel in the production management department and the quality control 

department shall be familiar with the laws and administrative regulations on the control of 

narcotic drugs and psychotropic drugs and the relevant anti-drug laws and administrative 

regulations.   

(h) Complying with the requirements for the quantity and overall arrangement of the 

designated production enterprises of narcotic drugs and psychotropic drugs planned by the 

department of drug supervision and administration of the State Council. 

Article 23 defines the requirements for the companies for sale,  

(a) Having the conditions for storage of narcotic drugs and pharmaceutical drugs as 

prescribed in the present Regulation.   

(b) Having the ability to implement safety management and to report management 

information to the department of drug supervision and administration through networks. 

(c) The entity and its staff members have no acts in violation of the relevant anti-drug laws 

and administrative regulations within two years. 

(d) Complying with the overall arrangement of the designated wholesales enterprises as 

promulgated by the department of drug supervision and administration of the State Council. 

The legal liability for the violation of the regulation is noted from Article 65 to Article 83. 

Similar to the RAPC, the sanction for the violation also consists of administrative punishment 

(warning, cancellation of the license, and fine), and criminal punishment. However, the 
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criterion for sentencing is different by excluding the labor under surveillance and limiting the 

maximum imprisonment to seven years.  

Similar to the legislation on regulating NPS with medical value, the most recent 

administrative regulation specifically focusing on NPS without medical value, is the Regulation 

on the Administration of Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substance for Non-medical Use 

(RANDPSN, 2015) enacted jointly by MPS, National Health and Family Planning Commission, 

China Food and Drug Administration (CFDA), and China National Narcotics Control 

Commission (NNCC) NPS listed in the Schedule are prohibited rather than regulated. 

RANDPSN consists of ten articles clarifying the definition, regulation, and procedures for 

controlling NPS. With the aim of strengthening the regulation of NPS whereby to prevent the 

illicit manufacture, distribution, usage, and exportation, any supply activities are strictly 

prohibited. There were 116 substances under control when it was issued in 2015, subsequently, 

another 8 new substances were added to the control list in 2017. The targets of the new law are 

those that are not under control and have no medical value and are capable of producing a 

psychoactive effect on a person who consumes it, which distinguishes NPS without medical 

use from these with medical value. Article 3 makes it further clear that NPS individuals that 

have been confirmed with medical use should be excluded from the catalog of RANDPSN and 

listed into RANDPD. In response to the rapid growth of new emerging substances, RANDPSN 

also sketches out the basic procedure for assessment and regulation. For example, the NNCC 

may submit proposals on regulating new substances to an expert committee, which assesses the 

following aspects of the substances: 1) addiction or addiction potential; 2) health risks; 3) the 

situation of illicit manufacture, transporting and smuggling; 4) situation of consumption; 5) 

harms to society at national and international levels. The assessment must be completed within 

three months, and the results should be submitted to the NNCC, which then provides 

recommendations for legislators on whether the new substance should be controlled. When 

receiving the recommendations, the MPS and the CFDA need to make a decision within six 

months. In urgent cases, the evaluation and control procedure can be shorter than three and six 

months respectively. 

There is no provision concerning the legal liability in the RANDPSN, but the illicit activities 

are regarded as drug-related crimes according to Article 347 and 357 of criminal law. 

3.3 The establishment of Chinese legislation under the international drug 

control framework  

After the approval of the National People's Congress and its standing committee for the 

signature of the 1961 and 1971 Conventions in 1985, China established its prohibitionist regime 

against narcotic drugs and psychoactive substances in 1988. Generally, the prohibitionist 

regime thereof is situated in the international legal framework in terms of the regulation model 

(list control), reactiveness in its response to controlled substances (Chatwin, 2017), and the 

punitive sanction for the illicit activities. However, while many western countries have tried or 

try to reform their drug policy and law in a fashion of decriminalization or even legalization, 

such as the Netherlands (De Kort and Korf, 1992), Belgium (Tieberghien and Decorte, 2013), 

Portugal (Greenwald, 2009) and Canada recently (Watson and Erickson, 2019), it should be 

noted that Chinese authorities interpret the provisions of the three Conventions and establish its 
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control system in a different way, which could be summarized as more punitive and more severe. 

In this section, we try to highlight these differences suggested by Chinese drug policy and laws. 

First is the continuum of zero tolerance and “people’s war” against drugs in drug policy and 

laws. The ideology of zero tolerance and “people’s war” against drugs was originated from a 

semi-colonial, semi-feudal, and semi-capitalist social context in the early 1920s, and has been 

the guidance for supply reduction policy and laws in China. It appeared to effectively eliminate 

narcotic drugs to build a drug-free society between 1950 and 1970. When the illicit supply and 

use of narcotic drugs and psychoactive substances re-emerged in China in the 1980s, zero 

tolerance and “people’s war” against drugs continued to be endorsed to guide the legal 

responses when a tolerant attitude toward drugs at an international level has been noted (Lu, 

Miethe, and Liang, 2016). In response to the NPS issues, the same ideology has also been 

applied to guide the legislation, law enforcement, and judicial practice. Chinese drug policy and 

laws, as concluded by Bao (2017), have always been state-oriented and implemented through 

stigmatizing and connecting drugs to national security, which inevitably leads to zero tolerance 

and punitive approach.  

Second is the criminalization of possession for personal use. The primary purpose and object 

of the three international Conventions are to limit the use of controlled substances to medical 

and scientific purposes, as well as to reduce the illicit trafficking at the international level 

through criminalization (De Ruyver et al., 2002). Accordingly, controlling the unauthorized 

supply of NPS under criminal law has been a default national response (Hughes and Winstock, 

2012). In this case, the international control framework seems to be punitive. However, both 

the 1961 and the 1971 Conventions chose to discourage rather than criminalize the possession 

for personal use. Although the 1988 Convention states that the possession for personal 

consumption should be a criminal offense, paragraph 2 of Article 3 of the 1988 Convention 

leaves a range of possibilities for member states to differentiate their reaction towards 

possession for personal use (De Ruyver et al., 2002). When establishing domestic law, Chinese 

authorities insisted on the ideology of zero tolerance, and subsequently criminalized the 

possession of drugs for personal use60. Since the NPS controlled in the RANDPD and the 

RANDPSN are defined as “drugs” in Chinese criminal law, the possession of a certain amount 

of NPS for personal consumption is also an offense. The criteria for a conviction have been 

prescribed in the Several Issues concerning the Application of Law in the Trial of Drug-Related 

Criminal Cases (Interpretation No. 8) in 2016. The minimum amount for the offense of 

possession has been set by judicial interpretations, such as more than 40 grams but less than 

200 grams of methcathinone, more than 100 grams but less than 500 grams of ketamine, and 

more than 25 grams but less than 125 grams of fentanyls. An administrative punishment would 

be imposed if the amount possessed is less than the prescribed criteria. In addition to the 

                                                           
60 For example, Article 348 of the Criminal Law notes that ‘Whoever illegally possesses opium of not less than 

1,000 grams, or heroin or methylaniline of not less than 50 grams, or any other narcotic drugs of large quantities 

shall be sentenced to fixed- term imprisonment of not less than seven years or life imprisonment and shall also be 

fined; whoever illegally possesses opium of not less than 200 grams but less than 1,000 grams, or heroin or 

methylaniline of not less than 10 grams but less than 50 grams or any other narcotic drugs of relatively large 

quantities shall be sentenced to fixed-term imprisonment of not more than three years, criminal detention or public 

surveillance and shall also be fined; if the circumstances are serious, he shall be sentenced to fixed-term 

imprisonment of not less than three years but not more than seven years and shall also be fined. 
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criminal and administrative punishment, drug users, in particular, addicts may also face two-

year mandatory drug treatment in Compulsory Isolated Drug Rehabilitation Centers61. On this 

ground, Chinese legislation regarding the possession of NPS suggests more punitive ethos.  

Table 2: Most severe penalties in legislation for the supply of a new psychoactive substance China vs EU 

countries 

 Imprisonment (years) 
Fine  Confiscation 

 Normal Aggravated 

Ireland 1 5   

Latvia 2 5   

Hungary 3 or 5 5 or 8   

Austria 2 10   

Poland 1 - € 250,000 (no imprisonment)  

Portugal - - € 45,000 (no imprisonment)  

Romania 2 or 3 5   

Slovakia - - € 332,000 (no imprisonment)  

Finland 1 -   

Sweden - - -  

UK (2016) 1 7   

China 
≤ 3 

 

3-7 

Yes (together with imprisonment) 
Yes 

(together with a fine) 

7-25 

Life imprisonment 

Death 

N.B.: These are the only laws that may be applicable to an offense, and in practice penalties will vary with the 

particular charge chosen in the case. The table does not include the administrative penalty in China. 
 

Third are the severe penalties in legislation for the illicit supply of NPS. In the international 

drug control framework, alternative measures to punishment or conviction have also been 

recommended regarding drug users committing drug-related crimes, which seems to be less 

punitive. In contrast, Chinese authorities only rely on the punishment and conviction of 

offenders without distinguishing drug users from non-users. In addition to the sole arrangement 

in the criminal justice system against offenders, the criteria for penalties in legislation 

concerning drug-related crime suggest a severer punishment, such as the introduction of the 

death penalty for production, trafficking, transportation, and smuggling62. With respect to the 

illicit supply of NPS that have been controlled under the RANDPD and the RANDPSN, severer 

punishment could be applicable to an offense compared to the penalties in some EU countries. 

As shown in Table 2, life imprisonment or a death penalty could be imposed in aggravated 

circumstances. At the same time, a fine and confiscation are also applicable for the same offense.  

                                                           
61 Article 38 of Narcotics Control Law of the People's Republic of China. 
62 Article 347, Whoever smuggles, traffics in, transports or manufactures narcotic drugs, regardless of the quantity 

involved, shall be investigated for criminal responsibility and given criminal punishment. Whoever smuggles, 

traffics in, transports or manufactures narcotic drugs and falls under any of the following categories, shall be 

sentenced to fixed-term imprisonment of 15 years, life imprisonment or death and also to confiscation of property: 

(1) persons who smuggle, traffic in, transport or manufacture opium of not less than 1,000 grams, heroin or 

methylaniline of not less than 50 grams or other narcotic drugs of large quantities; (2) ringleaders of gangs engaged 

in smuggling, trafficking in, transporting or manufacturing narcotic drugs; (3) persons who shield with arms the 

smuggling, trafficking in, transporting or manufacturing of narcotic drugs; (4) persons who violently resist 

inspection, detention or arrest to a serious extent; or (5) persons involved in organized international drug trafficking. 
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Fourth is the scope of the controlled substance. Although the three international 

Conventions have provided “a universal system” to control narcotic drugs and psychoactive 

substances, the scope of the control in the Parties’ domestic laws could be different from the 

Schedules/Tables in the three Conventions, based on Article 3 (3) of the 1961 Convention and 

Article 2 (9) of the 1971 Convention. One example of the differences concerning the control 

list between China and the international community is the control of ketamine. Ketamine is an 

important anesthetic used in both veterinary and human surgical procedures. However, it is also 

consumed recreationally as a hallucinogen, a form of consumption that has grown over recent 

decades in many countries, in particular in China. With the aim to control the illicit supply, 

ketamine has been regulated by RANDPD in China. Meanwhile, China has also sent out a 

notification to the Secretary-General to place ketamine under Schedule I or Schedule IV of the 

1971 Convention. However, after the review in 2006, 2012 and 2014, the Expert Committee on 

Drug Dependence has recommended the CND not to control ketamine because of its medical 

benefits to human health63. As a result, ketamine is not controlled at the international level.   

To conclude, Chinese legislation is in line with the international drug control framework in 

respect of control regime and punitive sanctions, which suggests the compatibility between 

them. The International Drug Control Conventions leave some latitude for the member states 

to reform their domestic laws, which offers the possibilities for the existence of different 

ideologies, legislation, and control regime, and innovated legislation on NPS control in many 

countries. Concurrently, the latitude available to parties within the present international drug 

control framework also allows China to develop its domestic drug policy. However, Chinese 

authorities interpret and establish its domestic drug policy and laws in a more punitive way 

which is in contrast to many western countries. In the next Chapter, we will focus on the details 

of drug policy and laws, and how the policy and laws function in response to NPS in China. On 

this ground, we will further explore the economic and political facilitator that may shape the 

prohibitionist regime, the punitive ethos, and the implementation in China. 

  

                                                           
63  Ketamine and international control - World Health Organization, available at: 

https://www.who.int/medicines/access/controlled-substances/ChristopherHallam_KetamineStatement 

updt2015.pdf.  

https://www.who.int/medicines/access/controlled-substances/ChristopherHallam_KetamineStatement%20updt2015.pdf
https://www.who.int/medicines/access/controlled-substances/ChristopherHallam_KetamineStatement%20updt2015.pdf
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Abstract 

The global new psychoactive substances (NPS) phenomenon has been facilitated by the 

illicit supply thereof in China. In response, Chinese authorities updated laws and regulations, 

and engaged in law enforcement efforts at the national and international levels. However, what 

are the details of the legal responses and how they function to reduce the illicit supply of NPS 

have rarely been addressed, and efforts to regulate NPS are sometimes overlooked in practice. 

This chapter aims to fill the policy gap by focusing on the design of the policy framework and 

the way of implementation. The chapter found that zero tolerance and the state-centric policy 

mobilized social actors’ engagement involuntarily. In addition to the passive ethos, the 

competing regulatory power and incentives, and economic and political contexts appear to 

further limit the efficiencies of law enforcement. This chapter concludes that focusing on 

deficiencies that can be corrected while considering the economic and political contexts would 

benefit the efforts to reduce the supply of NPS. 

 

Keywords: new psychoactive substances; NPS, supply reduction policy; drug policy; China 

 

1. Introduction  

China responds to NPS issues through a comprehensive approach that heavily relies on a 

supply reduction policy, such as modifying the Criminal Law, introducing new regulations, 

updating control lists, and engaging in international law enforcement efforts to reduce the 

diversion of precursor chemicals and the production and distribution of NPS. Specifically, in 

October 2015, China added 116 NPS to its controlled list, including six fentanyl products, 

which has provided a basic legal ground for law enforcement agencies to conduct special 

campaigns against the illicit supply of NPS. These efforts were reported to effectively reduce 

the diversion of precursor chemicals in China on the one hand, and to decrease domestic 

distribution and exportation of NPS on the other (NNCC, 2016). In the two years that followed, 

partly due to control measures in China, some positive effects on reducing the emergence of 
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new substances in other countries, in particular, Europe and the United States were documented 

(EMCDDA, 2017; Sean, 2017).  

However, the global NPS market continues to be characterized by the emergence of a large 

number of new substances belonging to diverse chemical groups, and the continued availability 

of NPS in Europe and the U.S. has been confirmed to be closely related to China in which 

efforts to regulate NPS have been sometimes overlooked (NNCC, 2017; EMCDDA, 2017; Sean, 

2017). Related to this topic is a fundamental issue that has not been fully addressed: What are 

the legal responses to NPS supply in China and from China.  

Considering the dominance of the supply reduction policy in Chinese drug policy 

framework and its key role in reducing the production and distribution domestically and in 

benefiting the improvement of the efficiency of interventions in other countries, with the 

exception of Zhang and Zhang (2013), H. Lu, Miethe, and Liang (2016), and You, Deng, and 

Zhao (2017), few studies have been conducted to address the details of the policy framework 

and how the framework functions in response to the illicit supply of NPS in China. This chapter 

seeks to fill the policy gap by detailing the supply reduction policy, the actors involved, the 

institutional arrangements and the way the arrangements carried out, which may be of interest 

for international audiences, such as academics, policy-makers, legists, and law enforcement 

agencies to have a theoretical and practical understanding of the responses against NPS in China.  

2. Ideology and objectives of the supply reduction policy  

Drug policy is heavily influenced by social and political ideology, which is an abstract, 

internally coherent system of beliefs or meaning (De Kort and Cramer, 1999; Mason et al., 

1992). While the ideology in public opinion matters substantially in other countries (Matthew-

Simmons et al., 2013), the ideology of the Communist Party of China (CPC) not only affects 

the development of drug policy but also guides policymaking (Wu, 2014). Thus, the supply 

reduction policy must be understood through the knowledge of changes in the CPC’s ideology 

and the corresponding objectives of the supply reduction policy in historical periods. 

2.1 The CPC’s ideology against drugs 

The CPC’s original ideology against drugs dates to 1927, when the Declaration of the 

Second National Congress of the Communist Party of China was issued. Here, the prevalence 

of opium cultivation and consumption was resulted from the “opium war” which was 

manipulated by the British government and merchants aiming to poison Chinese people (Qi and 

Li, 2008). In addition to the “opium war”, warlordism64 was also considered to be a facilitator 

for the widespread opium (Qi and Zhao, 2013). In response, the CPC launched agrarian reforms 

to prohibit the cultivation of opium in 1930. In 1931, the Interim Soviet Criminal Law was 

enacted to criminalize opium-related activities, decreeing that cultivating, producing, dealing, 

and providing shelters for drug consumption would generally mandate a minimum of three 

                                                           
64 Warlordism referred to the brief period of military and political chaos after the collapse of the Qing dynasty and 

the birth of the Republic of China in 1911, particularly during the period between Yuan’s death in 1916 and the 

establishment of the Nationalist government in 1927. Bianco (2000, 293) called the warlords’ competition to 

monopolize opium trade to strengthen their army “intense”, and the start of the “new opium wars” (Sheridan 1983). 



90 
 

years imprisonment to the death penalty. Legislatively, it not only symbolized the CPC’s zero 

tolerance towards opium but also towards imperialism and feudalism (Qi and Zhao, 2013). 

During the Long March period (October 1934–October 1935), a “mass line” policy, 

referring to staying with peasants and listening to their grievances to develop a solid base for 

fighting the Kuomintang, was developed (Troyer et al., 1989). To obtain grassroots support, the 

CPC’s attitude regarding opium shifted from forcing to encouraging individuals to eradicate 

the cultivation and consumption thereof. Furthermore, the CPC tolerated and accepted drug 

users in the Red Army on the condition that they first joined the training camp. 

After the CPC participated in the Second Sino-Japanese War, anti-narcotic drug campaigns 

were incorporated into its resistance against Japan, who deliberately manufactured narcotic 

drugs and induced Chinese people to use them (Qi and Zhao, 2013). Again, the zero tolerance 

ideology re-emerged as the CPC’s central premise and was further embodied in legislation and 

anti-drug campaigns. As a result, several decrees were enacted to criminalize the manufacture 

and distribution of drugs through severe punishment (Lu et al., 2016). Subsequently, zero 

tolerance continued to be endorsed and implemented in liberated areas after the second Sino-

Japanese war.  

During the early years of the People’s Republic of China (PRC), guided by the zero 

tolerance ideology, severe punishment and “people’s war” campaigns targeting drug 

manufacturers and traffickers were successful in establishing a drug-free society (Chen and 

Huang, 2007). However, drug problems re-emerged in the late 1970s in China. In contrast to a 

tolerant attitude towards drugs at an international level (McAllister, 2002), in the new era, zero 

tolerance continued to be implemented through increasingly formalized legislation and the 

CPC’s efforts to build a complete and systematic legal system (H. Lu et al., 2016). Bao (2017) 

concluded that Chinese drug policy has always been state-oriented and implemented through 

stigmatizing and connecting drugs to national security. Inevitably, this leads to zero tolerance 

and a punitive approach.  

2.2 Objectives of the supply reduction policy 

In contrast to the back and forth of zero tolerance in previous decades (Gerring, 1997), the 

aim of eradicating drugs in supply reduction policy was replaced by other objectives according 

to the CPC’s political needs. These objectives can be delineated into the following four stages. 

2.2.1 1922–1949 

During this period, the CPC’s political goal was to overthrow the oppression of the 

feudalists, warlords, and imperialists to gain complete independence for China65. Based on the 

CPC’s arguments that opium was a tool manipulated by feudalists, warlords, and imperialists 

to oppress the Chinese people, eradicating it symbolized the fight against these enemies (Qi and 

Zhao, 2013). Hence, the CPC prioritized eradicating drugs as a highly important goal of the 

social revolution, embedding it into a set of laws and regulations (Xiao, 2012). However, 

exceptionally, the CPC extended its zero tolerance to the maximum tolerance of opium 

cultivation and consumption during the Long March to augment army and auxiliary forces. In 

                                                           
65 Declaration of the Second National Congress of the Communist Party of China. 
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this period, the objective of the supply reduction policy changed from eradicating opium to 

reducing its consumption. 

2.2.2 1950–1980 

After the foundation of the PRC, economic development became the CPC’s primary 

concern. As a vast agricultural country, China relied heavily on agriculture, but opium 

cultivation threatened the production of grain crops dramatically (Fang, 2011). For example, 

around 1950, 10 million farmers planted opium poppies on 20 million mu (1 mu = 0.16 acres) 

of land (Su and Zhao, 1998). It was estimated, that in some heavy opium-producing regions of 

China such as Yunnan province, about 21% of residents were drug addicts, and 33% of its 

farmland was used to cultivate opium poppies (Xu, 2007). With the aim of eliminating drug 

related crimes and use, the Executive Administrative Ministry (EAM) issued a Decree on 

Banning Opium to eradicate narcotic drugs and opium within a specified time. Because of the 

unique economic, political, and social conditions as well as an isolated diplomatic policy during 

this period, the CPC could not only cut off the possibilities of drug trafficking from other 

countries but also eradicate domestic drug problems by strict social control and a series of anti-

drug campaigns. As a result, China became a virtually drug-free society and proudly enjoyed a 

drug-free reputation for almost three decades (Chen and Huang, 2007; H. Lu et al., 2016; Zhou, 

2000).  

2.2.3 1981–2004 

Responding to the re-emergence of drugs, the Decision on the Prohibition Against Narcotic 

Drugs (DPAND) was enacted by the National People’s Congress and its Standing Committee 

(NPCSC) in 1990 to protect citizens' physical and mental health, maintain social security and 

public order, and ensure the smooth progress of the socialist modernization drive. In contrast 

to the previous policy focusing on opium, the DPAND concentrated on opium, narcotics, and 

psychotropic drugs, enacting severe punishment for their manufacturing, trafficking, smuggling, 

and transporting. Furthermore, the NPCSC ratified the 1988 Convention and Agreement 

Between member states of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization on Cooperation in 

Combating Illegal Trafficking of Narcotics, Psychotropic Drugs, and their Precursors in 1989 

and 2004. Both aimed to address the illicit trafficking of narcotic drugs and psychotropic 

substances. While zero tolerance was still central in the supply reduction policy in this stage, 

the objectives changed from eradicating narcotic drugs to reducing its supply so as to protect 

public health and socialist modernization.  

2.2.4 2004–the present 

In May 2014, the China National Narcotics Control Commission (NNCC) adopted the Anti-

drug Work Plan (2004–2008) to reduce both the demand and supply sides, and prevent the 

diversion of precursor chemicals in China. It also aimed to strengthen the normalization and 

professionalization of law enforcement agencies to improve the efficiency of anti-drug efforts. 

This was achieved through a strategy focusing on prevention, law enforcement, social control, 

and the “four prohibitions”, namely, the prohibition of cultivation, manufacture, trafficking, 

and consumption. In 2007, the NCL was issued, which formally legalized the objective of 

preventing and punishing drug-related crimes so as to protect public health and social orders. 
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Namely, the objective of existing supply reduction policy and legislation is to protect public 

health and social orders by reducing the illicit supply of controlled substances, such as drug-

related crimes and unauthorized production. 

3. Policy framework and institutional arrangements on the supply side 

Based on the zero tolerance ideology and the objective to reduce supply, a policy framework 

to control NPS consisted of various institutions and arrangements has been formed. 

3.1 Legislative institutions and laws 

As responses to NPS issues, legislative, administrative, and judiciary institutions have 

different roles concerning policymaking, legislation, and enforcement in China. As shown in 

Table 3, legislative institutions consist of three groups of legislators with different legislative 

authority. The NPCSC exercise national legislative power, including enacting and amending 

criminal, civil, and state laws. The Provincial People’s Congress and the Standing Committee 

(PPCSC) of a province, autonomous region, or municipality directly under the central 

government enact local decrees and administrative regulations. Concerning a city’s 

circumstances and requirements, the People’s Congresses of Districted cities and their Standing 

Committee (PCDSC) could formulate local rules concerning the enforcement of laws and 

regulations. The County People’s Congresses and their Standing Committee (CPCSC) have no 

legislative power but can engage in the policymaking process. Therefore, only the NPCSC and 

the PPCSC have the legislative power, but all the congresses and their standing committees 

have policymaking authority.  

Table 3: Regulatory design. 

Legislative institutions Legislative processes Policymaking  
Policy support and 

implementation  

National People's Congress and its 

Standing Committee 
√ √  

Provincial People’s Congress and their 

Standing Committees 
√ √  

Municipal People's Congresses and 

their standing committees  
 √  

County People’s Congresses and their 

standing committees 
              √       

Administrative institutions    

State Council √ √  

25 Departments √ √ √ 

National Narcotics Control 

Commission  
 √ √ 

Provincial Public Security Department  √ √ 

Municipal  Public Security Bureau   √ 

County  Public Security Bureau   √ 

Judiciary Institutions   

Supreme People's Court 
√ 

 
 √ 

Supreme People's Procuratorate                          
√ 

 
 

√ 
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The NPCSC has enacted and updated several national laws that function as legal responses 

at the national level. As shown in Table 4, originated from the Decision on Prohibiting 

Narcotics Drugs in 1990, the NCL is the first comprehensive drug control law and has been 

considered as a milestone regarding anti-drug education, narcotics control and regulation, 

treatment and rehabilitation, international cooperation, and legal liabilities. It sets strict rules 

for the legitimate use of chemicals and controlled substances. The penalties for non-compliance 

are detailed in the Criminal Law and Criminal Procedure Law (CPL). There are also provisions 

for an administrative penalty in the Public Security Administration Punishments Law (PSAPL) 

regarding the illicit supply of a small number of drugs and NPS lower than the threshold of 

criminal sanction. This signifies the progress in reducing demand, updating the ideology in 

terms of drug treatment and rehabilitation (Mo and Gu, 2010). However, few changes have 

been made regarding the supply side. Zero tolerance continues for the illicit production, 

distribution, and use of pharmaceuticals, chemicals, and medicines.  

Furthermore, the PPCSC in each provincial region could enact anti-drug ordinances to 

strengthen the implementation of national anti-drug laws at the local level. In the process of 

addressing the capacity to deal with the illicit supply of NPS, most provincial ordinances have 

been updated.  

For example, the PPCSC of Yunnan province enacted the Yunnan Anti-drug Regulation 

(ADR) in 1991 to eradicate drugs. However, only four precursor chemicals—acetic oxide, 

diethyl ether, trichloromethane, and ammonia chloride—were emphasized. In contrast, updated 

in 2018, the ADR aims to prevent drug related crimes to protect public health and social order 

through comprehensive responses in four areas: the self-regulation of qualified producers and 

sellers; supervision of the diversion of substances to the dark market; real-name registration 

system for express consignments; and Internet censorship. The four areas are also emphasized 

in other provincial ordinances, such as Guangdong Anti-drug Regulation in 2015, Shanghai 

Anti-drug Regulation in 2016, and Shandong Anti-drug Regulation in 2018. It should be noted 

that these provincial ordinances appear to focus on three key features of NPS, including 

transnational nature, steep trajectory, and Internet involvement.  

 

 

 

 

High people’s Court   
√ 

 

High People's Procuratorate   
√ 

 

Intermediate people’s court   √ 

Intermediate People's Procuratorate   
√ 

 

Basic people’s court 

    

√ 

Basic People's Procuratorate 
√ 
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Table 4: History of Laws enacted by NPCSC against drugs 

Previous law Effective law 

1990 Decision of the Standing 

Committee of the National 

People's Congress on the 

Prohibition Against Narcotic 

Drugs 

2007 Narcotics Control Law 

1979 Criminal Law 1997 Criminal Law and Amendments 

1979 Criminal Procedure Law 2012 Criminal Procedure Law 

1987 Regulations on Administrative 

Penalties for Public Security 

2012 Public Security Administration Punishments Law 

The transnational nature refers to relations between the source countries—including China 

and to a lesser extent, India—and consumer countries (Seddon, 2014). One important measure 

by provincial legislators is to prevent the diversion of precursor chemicals and substances in 

the processes of production, delivery, and legitimate use. Chemical and pharmaceutical 

manufacturers and distributors must follow the State’s provision and are obliged to establish 

and implement an inner management system. Carriers including logistics, postal services, and 

express companies are also obliged to check the consignment and the identity documents of 

shippers or senders. Accordingly, administrative departments like postal services, 

transportation, economic, and public security organs should also conduct regular and irregular 

inspections to monitor social actor’s compliance. 

To cope with the pace at which NPS are updated, provincial regulations try to strengthen 

the capacity to detect potential NPS by obligating administrative departments, academic 

institutions, medical, pharmaceutical, and chemical companies to report to the local narcotics 

control commissions (LNCCs) when finding new substances that can be used to manufacture 

NPS, or that can be addictive or illicit used in the future. The provincial drug control 

commissions must evaluate the potential risks and harms of the new substances and if necessary, 

report these to the NNCC. 

The role of the Internet in NPS production and distribution is also highlighted and addressed. 

Network service providers are obliged to monitor and prevent the spread of drug-related 

information such as that aiming to transfer production skills, advertising, and consumption 

experiences. Additionally, administrative departments should establish a coordination system 

to monitor illegal information and investigate drug-related behaviors on the Internet. 

3.2 Administrative institutions and arrangements 

3.2.1 Administrative institutions  

At the national level, the State Council (SC) is the executive body of the highest organ of 

State power, and responsible for adopting administrative measures, enacting administrative 

rules and regulations, and issuing decisions and orders according to the Constitution and the 

law. The SC includes ministries and departments with the power to issue departmental 

regulations concerning NPS issues within their jurisdictions, such as China Food and Drug 

Administration (CFDA), National Health Commission of the People’s Republic of China 

(NHC), and the Ministry of Public Security (MPS). To strengthen deliberation and coordination 

between departments, the NNCC was established to specifically focus on drug issues. Chaired 

by the MPS, it consists of 40 members from the 25 departments and other ministries. The NNCC 



95 
 

formulates policies and measures for drug control, coordinates relevant major issues, and guides 

the national drug control work.  

Correspondingly, the LNCCs were also established by provincial, municipal, and county 

governments in the early 2000s. The LNCCs’ main functions are to organize, coordinate, and 

guide anti-drug work in their administrative regions through 1) formulating a work plan and 

specific measures to implement the NCL in administrative areas; 2) establishing an information 

sharing system; 3) organizing and coordinating control measures between member offices; 4) 

supervising the implementation of control measures at the local level; 5) assessing the drug 

situation and coordinating the solving of major problems; 6) organizing places for drug 

rehabilitation; and 7) executing the arrangements of and reporting to superior Narcotics Control 

Commissions.  

Notably, both the NNCC and the LNCCs are non-permanent departments of government, 

but advisory and coordinating organs which specifically address special and sudden issues by 

organizing and coordinating different departments (Jiang, 2016). Therefore, the work of 

Narcotics Control Commissions is undertaken by public security organs: the MPS at the 

national level, Provincial Public Security Department (PPSD), Municipal Public Security 

Bureau (MPSB), and County Public Security Bureau (CPSB) locally.  

3.2.2 Administrative legislation and the style of policing 

a) Regulations on the administration of narcotic and psychotropic drugs.  

The SC issued two administrative regulations to regulate NPS with medical value: the 

Regulation on the Control of Narcotic Drugs in 1978 and Regulation on the Control of 

Psychotropic Drugs in 1988. These defined narcotic drugs as toxic and possibly addictive, and 

psychotropic drugs as substances that directly affect the central nervous system, the continuous 

consumption of which might lead to dependence. In 2015, the two regulations were 

consolidated into an administrative law, the Regulation on the Administration of Narcotic 

Drugs and Psychotropic Drugs (RANDPD), which was subsequently amended in 2013 and 

2016. To prevent the diversion of medical products to illicit use, the RANDPD regulates 

activities relating to the experiment and research, production, management, use, storage, and 

transportation of NPS with medical value. These substances are listed in the Catalogue of 

Narcotic Drugs and Catalogue of Psychotropic Drugs, which were amended in 2005, 2007, and 

2013, resulting in 270 controlled substances.  

b) Regulations on the administration of narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances 

for non-medical use.  

The most recent departmental regulation focusing on NPS without medical value is the 

Regulation on the Administration of Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substance for Non-

medical Use (RANDPSN) enacted jointly by the MPS, National Health and Family Planning 

Commission (NHFPC, closed in 2018), the CFDA, and the NNCC. It consists of ten articles 

clarifying the definition, regulation, and procedures for controlling specific NPS. To prevent 

illicit manufacture, distribution, use, and exportation, unauthorized supply is strictly prohibited. 

When issued in 2015, 116 controlled substances were noted. Subsequently, 22 new substances 

were added to the control list in 2017. The controlled substance list was recently updated on 
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August 28, 2018, prohibiting another 32 NPS, totaling 170 NPS now under control. In response 

to the rapid increase in new substances, the RANDPSN also provides a basic procedure for 

assessment and regulation. For example, the NNCC may submit proposals on regulating new 

substances to an Expert Committee, which assesses the following aspects of the substances: 1) 

addiction or addiction potential; 2) health risks; 3) illicit manufacture, transporting, and 

smuggling; 4) consumption status; and 5) harm to society at the national and international level. 

The assessment must be completed within three months, and the results should be submitted to 

the NNCC which then provides recommendations to legislators on whether the new substance 

should be controlled. When receiving the recommendations, the MPS, the CFDA, and the 

NHFPC list the potentially controlled NPS within six months. In urgent cases, the evaluation 

and control procedure can be shorter than three and six months respectively.  

Based on the laws and regulations, the primary style of policing against the illicit supply of 

NPS is special campaigns launched by the MPS at the national level and its subordinates at the 

local level, which is highly praised by the Chinese authorities and scholars (Luo, 2013; Qin, 

2008; Ruan, 2007; Song and Xu, 2011). A recent drug report noted that the NNCC controls 

NPS tightly and makes substantial efforts to investigate major cases and reduce crimes (NNCC, 

2017). Ketamine, a commonly seized and used NPS, is heavily targeted by law enforcement 

agencies. Actions against ketamine are incorporated in these operations targeting drug offenses. 

In 2016, the MPS and the NNCC, and other law enforcement agencies involved in border 

control, the railways, civil aviation, forests, customs, and postal departments launched several 

joint campaigns against drug offenses. Examples include the “Border Hunting Operation” by 

border control police, “Iron Eagle Operation” by railway police, “Skynet Operation” by aviation 

police, and the “Green Arrow Operation” by the forest police (NNCC, 2017). Simultaneously, 

the MPS initiated two operations against the illicit use of the Internet for NPS offenses, 

effectively curbing the rapid spread of online drug-related problems. Ultimately, in these law 

enforcement’s initiatives against drug supply, 82.1 metric tons of drugs were seized, including 

10.4 metric tons of ketamine accounting for 12.66%. 

In contrast to the emphasis on ketamine, other NPS were not focused on until 2015 when 

the RANDPSN was enacted. Subsequently, the smuggling of NPS was investigated, and more 

than one metric ton of NPS were seized in 2016, including 298 kilograms of methcathinone 

(NNCC, 2017). During 2017, in a smuggling case, law enforcement agencies seized more than 

200 kilograms of α-PVP.  

3.3 Judiciary Institutions  

Procuratorial and judicial institutions also play important roles in coordinating the 

implementation of the supply reduction policy through judicial interpretations and trials in 

China. The Supreme People’s Court (SPC) summarized the courts’ functions as implementing 

the CPC’s drug policy, developing the effectiveness of judicial trials, strictly punishing drug 

offenses, and actively participating in the anti-drug drug control mechanism (SPC, 2017).  

3.3.1 Judicial interpretations  
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The SPC and Supreme People’s Procuratorate (SPP) could participate in legislative 

processes through a case guidance system and judicial interpretations66, both of which are not 

laws but have some legal force. To summarize the trial experience, unify the application of the 

law, enhance the quality of trials, and maintain judicial justice, the case guidance system was 

established based on the accumulation and sublimation of Chinese judicial practical experiences 

(Liu, 2017). Typical cases are selected and codified into judicial interpretation documents (see 

Table 5). Such documents have limited legal force because they should be referred to by courts 

when judging similar cases (X. Lu, 2014).  

Table 5: Typical cases related to NPS in recent five years 

Year Brief introduction of case Number of offenders Highest Penalty 

2013 Murder after consuming ketamine 1 Death 

2015 
Manufacturing ketamine (13.48 Kg) 4 Death 

Murder after consuming ketamine 1 Death 

2016 
Trafficking in ketamine (2.49 grams) and 

ice (5.23 grams) with guns 
1 15 years imprisonment 

2017 

Trafficking in ketamine (4.6 Kg) and ice 

(6.06 kg) 
1 Death 

Manufacturing ketamine (125.8 Kg) 4 Death 

Providing shelter for ketamine 

consumption  
3 

One year and eight months of 

imprisonment 

Manufacturing 0-Chlorphenyl 

Cyclopentyl Ketone (231.5 Kg) 
4 

Eight years and six months of 

imprisonment 

 

Judicial interpretations regarding NPS mainly include: 1) Guidance on the Trial of Several 

New Drug-Related Criminal Cases (GTND) (2006); 2) Minutes of the National Courts 

Symposium on Trial of Drug-Related Crimes (Interpretation No. 129) (2015); and 3) Several 

Issues concerning the Application of Law in the Trial of Drug-Related Criminal Cases 

(Interpretation No. 8) (2016). 

The criminal courts of the SPC issued the GTND, which clarifies that punishment should 

be carefully meted out in NPS-related cases, and the death penalty should not be applied to NPS 

offenders, especially traffickers and distributors. It also unifies criteria for sentencing NPS-

related cases through a heroin conversion formula (1gram heroin = 20 grams ketamine, 10 

grams MDMA, 1,500 grams Methaqualone, etc.).  

To implement the supply reduction policy, the SPC issued Interpretation No. 129 in 2015, 

which focuses on the requirements for drug control trials. Four general requirements should be 

met when judging drug-related offenses, including strictly punishing drug crimes in accordance 

with the law, standardizing trials, improving the mechanism for judicial work on drug crimes, 

and strengthening the capability to participate in the comprehensive control of drugs. This 

interpretation thereof has emphasized the necessary of applying the death penalty in cases 

                                                           
66  Article 5 of Provisions of the Supreme People's Court on the Judicial Interpretation Work, the judicial 

interpretations issued by the Supreme People's Court shall have full legal force. Article 5 of Notice of the Supreme 

People's Procuratorate on Issuing the Provisions of the Supreme People's Procuratorate on the Judicial 

Interpretation Work, the judicial interpretations formulated and issued by the Supreme People's Procuratorate have 

legal force. Where it is necessary to quote laws and judicial interpretations in the indictment, written protest, 

written procuratorial proposal, and any other relevant legal instrument, the people's procuratorate shall 

preferentially quote laws and then quote judicial interpretations. 
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involving more than 500 grams ketamine. However, the death penalty should not be applied to 

other new substances that are less harmful and have not been largely used. 

The SPC issued Interpretation No. 8 in 2016, which details and standardizes the criteria for 

sentencing offenses related to the illicit supply of drugs, especially new substances such as 

fentanyl, methcathinone, and ketamine. Based on the interpretation, smuggling, trafficking in, 

transporting, manufacturing, or illegally possessing not less than 125 grams of fentanyl, not less 

than 200 grams of methcathinone, or not less than 500 grams of ketamine meet the condition 

of “a large amount of any other drug” prescribed in item (1) of paragraph 267 of Article 347 and 

Article 34868 of the Criminal Law. This leads to more than 15-year fixed-term imprisonment 

and even the death penalty for the illicit supply of a large amount of NPS, and more than 7-year 

fixed-term imprisonment for the possession of a large amount of NPS. Interpretation No. 8 

clarifies the criminal liability of the manufacturers and distributors authorized to produce, 

transport, and use controlled substances, but illegally providing persons such substances for 

consumption. The sentencing criteria regarding the diversion of legitimate substances are noted, 

and the amounts of substances for conviction should be determined according to the purity of 

drugs.  

3.3.2 Judicial practices  

Zero tolerance is applied in judicial trials at the national and local levels. As documented 

by the SPC, the People’s Courts implemented the drug policy by for example severely 

punishing drug-related crimes, increasing the penalties for the offenses of manufacturing and 

distributing drugs, imposing death penalties on offenders who supply drugs with armed force 

and limiting the application of probation for drug offenders. In 2012, the People’s Courts at all 

levels concluded 76,280 drug-related cases, including 81,030 offenders, which increased to 

117,561 and 115, 949 respectively in 2016. In total, 21.91% of drug-related cases were 

sentenced to fixed-term imprisonment of not less than five years, which is far more than other 

criminal cases in the same period in China. The proportion is much higher in Yunnan province, 

which was 71.08% between 2012 and 2016 (SPC, 2017). 

4. Revisiting the policy framework and regulatory design  

Guided by the zero tolerance ideology which is originated from a semi-colonial, semi-feudal, 

and semi-capitalist social context, reducing drug supply through legislation, law enforcement, 

and judicial trials symbolize a typical way for the implementation of supply reduction policy in 

                                                           
67  Item (1) of paragraph 2 of Article 347 of the Criminal Law: whoever smuggles, traffics in, transport or 

manufactures narcotic drugs and falls under any of the following categories, shall be sentenced to fixed-term 

imprisonment of 15 years, life imprisonment or death and also to confiscation of property: (1) persons who  
smuggle, traffic in, transport or manufacture opium of not less than 1,000 grams, heroin or methylaniline of not 

less than 50 grams or other narcotic drugs of large quantities. 
68 Article 348  of the Criminal Law: whoever illegally possesses opium of not less than 1000 grams, or heroin or 

methylaniline of not less than 50 grams, or any other narcotic drugs of large quantities shall be sentenced to fixed 

term imprisonment of not less than seven years or life imprisonment and shall also be fined; whoever illegally 

possesses opium of not less than 200 grams but less than 1,000 grams, or heroin or methylaniline of not less than 

10 grams but less than 50 grams or any other narcotic drugs of relatively large quantities shall be sentenced to 

fixed-term imprisonment of not more than three years, criminal detention or public surveillance and shall also be 

fined; if the circumstances are serious, he shall be sentenced to fixed-term imprisonment of not less than three 

years but not more than seven years and shall also be fined. 
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China. The framework effectively eliminated narcotic drugs to build a drug-free society 

between 1950 and 1970 and, subsequently, continues to be endorsed as a response to the 

increasing supply of NPS. The existing framework centers on the NCL and is complemented 

by the Criminal Law, CPL, judicial interpretations, administrative laws, and departmental rules 

and regulations. These strengthen the legal basis for regulating NPS. For example, the NCL 

defines drugs and details basic guidelines for narcotics control, rehabilitation, and 

administrative liability. The catalogs of controlled NPS and the application procedure for 

legitimate use are scattered in administrative laws such as RANDPD and RAPC, and 

departmental regulations such as RANDPSN. Penalties for violating such provisions are 

included in the Criminal Law and the PSAPL. The comprehensive system has achieved some 

success in curbing the speed at which NPS are updated in China and other countries, cracking 

typical cases and seizing hundreds of metric tons of NPS, specifically ketamine, synthetic 

opioids, and synthetic cathinone (NNCC, 2017; EMCDDA, 2018).  

However, re-revisiting the design of the policy framework reveals many problems in the 

criteria for criminal sanction, division of regulatory power, and actors’ limited capacity. 

4.1 Ideological and legal conflicts in policy framework design 

An ideological conflict exists between the doctrine of severe punishment and argument for 

light punishment. As mentioned, China enacts a zero-tolerance drug policy. As a result, harsh 

penal punishment including the death penalty in NPS-related cases accounts for a high 

proportion (SPC, 2006). With a conservative attitude regarding applying severe punishment in 

NPS-related cases, however, the GTND seems to operate no longer within the zero tolerance 

spectrum. Consequently, as Yuan and He (2012) confirmed, judges are conservative regarding 

imposing the death penalty on NPS offenders. In contrast, Article 347 in the Criminal Law and 

Article 1 of Interpretation No. 869 leave large room for imposing the death penalty on offenders 

with regard to the illicit supply of NPS.  

For example, based on the GTND, 20 grams of ketamine (regardless of the purity) is 

equivalent to one gram of Heroin. This means that the sentences for trafficking 180 grams of 

ketamine should be same as trafficking nine grams of Heroin, namely fixed-term imprisonment 

of a maximum of three years according to paragraph 470 of Article 347 in the Criminal Law. 

However, trafficking the same amount of ketamine mandates imprisonment of at least seven 

                                                           
69  Article 1 translation: Smuggling, trafficking in, transporting, manufacturing, or illegally possessing the 

following amounts of drugs shall be determined to meet the condition of “a large amount of any other drug” as 

prescribed in item (1) of paragraph 2 of Article 347 and Article 348 of the Criminal Law:…. (3) Not less than 125 

grams of fentanyl. Not less than 200 grams of methcathinone…. 
70 Paragraph 4 translation: Whoever smuggles, traffics in, transports or manufactures opium of less than 200 grams, 

or heroin or methylaniline of less than 10 grams or any other narcotic drugs of small quantities shall be sentenced 

to fixed-term imprisonment of not more than three years, criminal detention or public surveillance and shall also 

be fined; If the circumstances are serious, he shall be sentenced to fixed-term imprisonment of not less than threes 

but not more than seven years and shall also be fined. 
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years according to Article 271 of Interpretation No. 8 and paragraph 372 of Article 347 in the 

Criminal Law.  

In addition to the conflicts in ideology and criteria concerning the judicial interpretations, 

another question is: are judicial interpretations qualified to authorize criminal penalty? Most 

Chinese scholars insist that judicial interpretations should be a supplementary interpretation of 

the Criminal Law, rather than creating new standards for conviction and sentencing (Liu, 2007). 

However, in response to the recent emergence and rapid increase of NPS, there appears to be 

insufficient time for legislators to revise the Criminal Law and the NCL. Consequently, judicial 

interpretations have been widely applied to guide judicial practice, among which, some exceed 

their authorities by creating new criteria for sentencing NPS-related offenses.  

Conflicts also exist between criminal law and prepositional decrees. Article 357 of the 

Criminal Law defines narcotics as narcotic and psychotropic substances under State regulations. 

According to Article 96 of the criminal law, State regulation refers to the laws enacted or 

decisions made by the NPCSC, which excludes SC’s administrative laws, departmental 

ordinances, and orders. Essentially, the criminal law restricts the level of authority of 

prepositional laws that define the scope of narcotic drugs. However, the RANPSN was issued 

by the SC, and the RANDPSN by departments of the SC. Both are not State regulations, and 

cannot be referred to by the criminal law. Bao (2017) explains that these laws and regulations 

should not be referred to when defining narcotic drugs in criminal law, because they are not 

justified by law.  

4.2 Competing incentives and overlaps in the implementation process  

In addition to the ideological and legal conflicts, the competing incentives between different 

levels of government within the dual leadership in the bureaucratic system may limit the 

capacity of enforcer.  

The relationships between the central government and local authorities refer to how state 

administration at the top, middle, and bottom levels operates. The basic model governing the 

Chinese government’s current operations is “central decision-making, local implementation” 

(Xuan, 2017). State administration is underlined, while local governments are also highlighted 

because of their distinctive characteristics in promoting the governance at provincial, municipal, 

and county-level in history. However, the CPC considers the duality of “center” and “region” 

a contradiction; thus, there has been a periodic swing between centralization and 

decentralization (Schurmann, 1971). In the late 2000s, decentralization was advocated to 

encourage local authorities’ participation in advancing local economic growth. As a result, there 

have been increasing autonomy for local authorities and limited constraints from the central 

government (Zheng, 2018). 

                                                           
71  Article 2 translation: Smuggling, trafficking in, transporting, manufacturing, or illegally possessing the 

following amounts of drugs shall be determined to meet the condition of “a relatively large amount of any other 

drug” as prescribed in paragraph 3 of Article 347 and Article 348 of the Criminal Law:…. (7) Not less than 100 

grams but below 500 grams of ketamine. 
72 Paragraph 3 translation: Whoever smuggles, traffics in, transports or manufactures opium of not less than 200 

grams but less than 1,000 grams, or heroin or methylaniline of not less than 10 grams but less than 50 grams or 

any other narcotic drugs of relatively large quantities shall be sentenced to fixed-term imprisonment of not more 

than seven years and shall also be fined. 
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Inside the “central decision-making, local implementation,” the CPC stresses administration 

through inter-branch coordinative agencies and decentralization, resulting in a dual leadership 

system. Herein, administrative units are linked hierarchically according to functional principles. 

Namely, all units with similar operations form a single branch in which a ministry operates a 

hierarchy of regional bureaus and enterprises (Schurmann, 1971). Administrative units are also 

linked with the regional authority at its level. For example, administratively, the Narcotics 

Control Commission at the municipal level is responsible for the municipal government but, 

functionally, it is responsible for the provincial Narcotics Control Commission. However, at 

the central level, the power of the coordinating committee (such as the NNCC) is often hindered 

by the government’s branch agencies (such as the MPS), namely the big ministries. In contrast, 

the branch organization at the local level is weaker, and the big local governments are 

dominated by CPCSCs (He, 2011). Therefore, once local governments gained control of an 

industrial sector, it was difficult for the industrial ministry to maintain the jurisdiction it still 

had over that sector.  

Regarding NPS control, at the national level, the NNCC was established to guide and 

coordinate drug control in China, but its work is undertaken by the MPS. Here, the NNCC is 

weakened and incorporated into the big MPS at the national level. As shown in Table 6, while 

the MPS is authorized to engage in policymaking and supervising all NPS, the NNCC and the 

LNCCs are only authorized to monitor NPS without medical value. At the local levels, the 

LNCCs are weakened and incorporated into the public security organs which mainly serve the 

big local governments rather than their supreme organization, the NNCC. Therefore, the 

relationships between local governments and the central government, in particular, the 

ministries, seem to be critical for the implementation of supply reduction policy in practice. 

Table 6: Division of regulatory power 

 

However, competing incentives between the central and local governments in the “central 

decision-making, local implementation” and dual leadership system are frequently noticed. For 

example, the implementation of the supply reduction policy heavily relies on local governments 

to strictly regulate the chemical and pharmaceutical industries. This increases the reluctance of 

local officials given that revenues from these industries are quite important for the local 

economy which is closely linked with local officials’ career opportunities. Therefore, the 

 NPS with medical value NPS without medical value 

National 

Policymaker 

MPS 

CFDA 

NHC 

MPS 

CFDA 

NHC 

National 

Supervisor 

MPS 

CFDA 

MPS 

NNCC 

Local Policymaker 

PPCSC 

MPCSC 

PPSD 

PPCSC 

MPCSC 

PPSD 

 

Local Supervisor 

PPSD 

Local CFDA 

PPSD 

LNCC 
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development of the economy has become a major concern for local officials (Yu, 2015). This 

creates a dilemma regarding economic development and the implementation of the supply 

reduction policy. In fact, local officials prefer to use fewer administrative regulations within 

their autonomies to provide more space for companies and their business activities to develop 

(Yu, 2016). Subsequently, local economies develop, revenues grow quickly, and local officials 

have increased career opportunities in the political system at the cost of the implementation of 

supply reduction policy (He and Sun, 2012). 

Similar competing incentives are also noticed between the social actors and the governments, 

reflected by the unwillingness of social actors engaging in the war on drugs. Thus, national and 

provincial legislators remain obsessed with state-centric “command and control” approaches to 

mobilize various social actors to join the “web of control” by imposing legal duties on them. 

Seemingly, unbalanced duties and rights—the lack of a reward system—dampens social actors’ 

voluntariness to play their roles actively.  Cheng (2010) noted that most logistics companies do 

not strictly follow the protocol to verify parcels and check senders’ identities, which could 

improve the efficiency of express mail and attract more clients. 

5. Economic and political contexts  

Till now, we have acknowledged the comprehensive legal responses, the way of 

implementation, and the regulatory deficiencies. Considering the legal responses are developed 

under certain political and economic contexts, it is necessary to take a further insight into the 

economic and political contexts to see how they shape the supply reduction policy and its 

implementation. However, the roles of economy and polity are by no means the same. Rather, 

there seem to be many changes in legislation that are affected by the changes in polity caused 

by the development of the market economy in modern Chinese society. Namely, the economy 

is allowed to penetrate other institutions, such as polity and law that are less capable of 

providing stakes in conformity in the form of meaningful social roles (Savolainen, 2000). 

5.1 The economic influence on the regulation system and its implementation 

In 1978, the Third Plenary Session of the Eleventh Central Committee officially highlighted 

that the principal contradiction in China was no longer class struggle but a contradiction 

between the growing material and cultural needs of the people and the backwardness of social 

production (Leng, 1985). The shift of the contradiction provides a solid ground for the 

establishment of the open door policy in December 1978. The pilot projects of the open door 

policy consisted of establishing several special economic zones in which foreign investment 

was welcomed, the market operation was introduced, and enterprises were given a series of 

preferences, such as tax breaks and exemptions, land use privileges, and duty exemptions. The 

success of the pilot projects paved a way for the expansion of the market economy which co-

exists with the planned economy and officially named as the socialist market economy with 

Chinese characteristics. With the development of the economic reforms and the open door 

policy, not only China’s economic structure but also the legal system was transformed (Lu et 

al., 2016).  

First, the market economy has developed and changed China’s economic structure. In order 

to increase economic productivity to relieve the principal contradiction, several major changes 
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in economic structure have been made in both rural and urban areas. In the rural areas, the 

collective production system has been partly replaced by a household contract responsibility 

system which entrusts the production and management of public-owned farmland to individual 

households through long-term contracts. This change greatly promoted farmers’ incentives and 

resulted in a substantial increase in agricultural production. At the same time, in urban areas, 

non-state-owned enterprises, such as private enterprises and joint ventures, were also 

introduced into the planned economy structure, resulting in major economic shifts away from 

the socialist patterns, which contributes to the dramatic urban transformation during the reform-

era (Lin, Cai, and Li, 1996; Ma, 2002). The new production modes in both rural and urban, 

namely the household contract responsibility system and the non-state-owned industries 

increased dramatically in the following years. For example, from 1978 to 2005, the gross output 

value of agricultural production increased from CNY 111.76 billion to CNY 1.96 trillion (Lu 

et al., 2016). By the mid-1980s, the number of non-state-owned industries exceeded the total 

number of state- and collective-owned industries (public-owned-industries). Due to their rapid 

expansion, non-public-owned industries started absorbing more and more laborers and 

contributed more and more shares to China’s total GDP. Official data show that non-public-

owned economies already annually contributed more than 50% of China’s total GDP, invested 

more than 60% of the China’s total investment, created more than 70% of the technical 

innovation and new products, and generated more than 80% job opportunities73. The rapid 

growth and the huge success of the market economy over the planned economy have changed 

the internal structure of Chinese economy from a planned economy to a market economy in a 

stable fashion (Guthrie, 2012). 

Second, the development of the market economy has also encouraged the start of legal 

reform in China. Due to the important role of non-public-owned sectors in promoting the 

economy and relieving the principal contradiction, the Chinese government realized that it was 

necessary to start the legal reform to protect and further promote the economic reforms and to 

maintain social stability (Liang, 2008). In 1999, the socialist market economy consisted of state-

owned-industries and non-state-owned sectors was first legalized by the amendment of the 

national Constitution74. This reform provided a legal ground for the development of non-state-

owed sectors, such as individual chemical and pharmaceutical manufacturers and various 

companies, and further encouraged the development of the market economy. As a result, China 

becomes a global manufacturing center, in which more than 5,000 manufacturers produce more 

than 2,000 produces and around 400,000 chemical manufacturers, with an annual production 

capacity of more than two million tons pharmaceutical ingredients and countless chemicals 

(Pardo, 2018). However, there have been many problems concerning the production and use of 

chemicals and substances. For example, there are a lot of manufacturing facilities in operation 

producing a huge amount of chemicals and new substances without legal approval. As 

responses to these deviant behaviors in the market economy, the RAPC was enacted in 2005 to 

prevent the diversion of chemicals to drug production. Since then, 27 chemicals have been 

banned at the national level. At the same time, the RANDPD was also enacted to regulate the 

                                                           
73 2018 Press conference by Leaders of the central committees of the democratic parties, and the All-China 

Federation of Industry and Commerce http://www.xinhuanet.com/politics/2018lh/2018-03/06/c_137019922.htm. 
74 Article 1 of the Amendment to the Constitution of the People's Republic of China (1999). 
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supply of psychoactive substances with medical value. Later in 2015, the RANDPSN was also 

enacted to regulate the diversion of NPS without medical value. Thus, the development of the 

market economy not only contributes to the economic structure but also shapes the 

improvement of the regulation system.  

Third, the ideological transformation generated from the development of the market 

economy has also shaped the implementation of the law. Along with the economic and legal 

changes is an ideological transformation from the old ideology under Mao’s control to new 

ideas, values, and lifestyles among younger generations (Cao and Hou, 2001). With the 

deepening of the transformation, for example, getting rich was no longer shameful but glorious, 

and people were willing to take any means to be rich, including committing crimes (Rojek, 

2001). At the same time, the market economy and economic reforms intensified social 

economic competition and opened up opportunities for gaining profit by violating social norms, 

rules, and regulations. For example, drug trafficking has been such a means, and gaining profit 

was the primary reason. In addition, there are some deviant behaviors resulting from the conflict 

between economic motivation and regulations. Qin and Zhao (2007) found out that many 

chemicals producers find the approval system to be strict, cumbersome, and bureaucratic, which, 

in turn, affects the autonomy and flexibility of the operations of their companies. Therefore, 

some chemical, pharmaceutical, and biotechnological companies, especially individuals and 

small companies encountering difficulties in applying for licenses in local administrative 

departments, may continue to produce and sell chemicals without licenses (Qiu, 2006). In other 

cases, to exploit the differing legal status of chemicals, some chemical and pharmaceutical 

companies further attempted other innovations to synthesize pre-precursors and precursors 

from various kinds of medicines and legal chemicals to circumvent the laws and law 

enforcement, which further manifests the low efficiencies of supply reduction policy (Zhao, 

2018).  

5.2 Political influence on enforcement 

The development of the market economy has also contributed to the political transformation 

which further impacts the role of local officials in implementing drug control policy. In the pre-

reform era, the principal contradiction was class struggle. In response, the CPC held exclusive 

political and institutional power over the country. In practice, the CPC and the state were 

overlapped in almost every aspect of governance and all top positions were occupied by 

communist party members, which further enhanced the party’s power. However, in the reform 

era, the principal contradiction was between the growing material and cultural needs of the 

people and the backwardness of social production, and a solution to such a contradiction was 

economic growth. Because of the important role of non-state-owned industries in urban and 

rural areas, the central government has tried several strategies to mobilize local officials to 

devote themselves into local economic construction. 

First is a decentralized fashion in the political system. The Chinese society in Mao’s era was 

often referred to as a totalitarian regime under which political pressure, secret police 

surveillance, and intensive mass campaigns initiated by Mao were the primary tools to control 

the polity, economy, and society. At this stage, as noted by Walder (1986,1995a, 1995b, 1995c), 

the institutional mechanisms that served to maintain order within Chinese political system 
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mainly included organized dependence (the dependence of subordinates on their superiors for 

the satisfaction of needs and career opportunities), monitoring capacity (the capacity of 

superiors to obtain information about the activities of subordinates), and sanctioning capacity 

(the ability to reward or punish the political behavior of subordinates). These relationships 

functioned as a bedrock on which the CPC institutionalized control over society and maintained 

the stability of state power. With the development of the capacity of individuals and local 

government in building the economy, such institutional mechanisms have been weakened. 

Hence, the CPC tried to move way from strict social control and direct decision making towards 

a decentralized fashion so that the local officials could lend a “helping hand” in advancing local 

economic growth (Alon et al., 2009; Jin, Qian, and Weingast, 2005).  

Second is the economic and political incentives to motive local officials. In order to motivate 

local officials’ willingness to advance the economy, the central government has begun to 

decentralize the fiscal system in 1980, so that the central and local governments would share 

fiscal revenues (Jin, Qian, and Weingast, 2005). As a result, local officials adopted diverse 

strategies in an attempt to build local infrastructure, encourage local businesses, and attract 

foreign investment to develop the local economy. In addition, the central government also 

incorporated economic achievement into the political promotion system. Namely, the 

development of the local economy has been an important parameter for evaluating officials’ 

career achievement. Many academics have noted that the readiness of the Chinese central 

government to reward or punish local officials is mainly based on their economic performances, 

which motivates them to promote the local economy (Blanchard and Shleifer, 2001; Li and 

Zhou, 2005). Consequently, local economic development has been closely linked with the 

promotion system and has correspondingly become a main concern for local officials (Yu, 

2015). Partly due to such incentives, local authorities have been increasingly played various 

active roles in local economy to gain competitiveness in the political promotion system (Ma, 

2002). 

However, after China’s regulation of precursor chemicals and NPS, substantial amounts of 

precursor chemicals and pharmaceutical products have been rejected for export. In addition, 

special campaigns are frequently required by the central government to check the compliance 

of chemical and pharmaceutical companies at the local level. It is plausible that the regulation 

of the chemical and pharmaceutical could largely impact the supply chain and further affect the 

local economy negatively. Given the close relationship between the local economy and political 

incentives, local officials may prefer to prioritize local economy rather than targeting on deviant 

behaviors and crimes. 

6. Conclusion 

In this chapter, we were primarily concerned with the details of the supply reduction policy 

and corresponding legislation against NPS in China, including ideology, objectives, laws, and 

regulations. Simultaneously, how the policy and laws function is also presented by describing 

the division of regulatory authority and the institutional arrangements at both national and local 

levels. It seems that a comprehensive framework has been developed, whereby the aim of 

reducing the supply should be achieved. However, many regulatory deficiencies are underlined 
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concerning the division of regulatory power and the way of implementation. Among them, 

some can be corrected, such as the overlaps between different regulators; while others are 

impossible to be overcome but could be controlled, such as the conflict between the emergence 

of new substances and the hysteresis quality of law, the conflicts between different laws, and 

the competing incentives between different levels of government. At the same time, the unique 

economic and political contexts also affect and shape the supply reduction policy and its 

implementation, which appears to suggest that further develops regarding the regulatory design 

should also take these contexts into account. 
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Abstract 

China has been marked as a source country from which large volumes of precursor 

chemicals are shipped to foreign drug markets for synthetic drug production. However, the 

basic patterns of illicit distribution remain unclear. Data from closed criminal cases were 

extracted from legal files to develop an objective understanding of illicit distribution patterns 

in China. The sample consisted of 534 illicit supply cases involving 1683 individuals, three 

groups of precursor chemicals and 103 chemical manufacturing companies. The offenders 

could be categorized as lower-class offenders, occupational offenders and corporate offenders 

based on their profiles and criminal behaviors. Significant differences between the three groups 

of offenders and their specific patterns of chemical supply suggest a diverse, dynamic and 

complex nationwide supply network. To better understand this phenomenon in China’s rapidly 

transitioning society, we provide a description of cultural, legal and political backgrounds, 

which may provide some explanations at the macro level. 

Keywords: drug production; illegal drugs; illicit supply; precursor chemicals 

 

1. Introduction 

In recent research and official documents, China has been regarded as a source country from 

which a large volume of precursor chemicals is transported to foreign countries for synthetic 

drug production (EMCDDA, 2016; King and Kicman, 2011; Norman, Grace and Lloyd, 2014; 

Seddon, 2014). This is plausible to foreign scholars and governments because hundreds of 

metric tons of precursors, confiscated by foreign law enforcement agencies, are shipped by 

legitimate enterprises in China to other countries (EMCDDA, 2017). Is this a truth based on 

findings in certain cases or simply a social stigma based on a large number of seizures? Answers 
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to this question should be based on evidence from the illicit distribution network of precursor 

chemicals in China. However, this network has remained hidden. 

The brief history of the illicit production and distribution of controlled chemicals in China 

dates back to the early 1980s, when the country introduced economic market structure reforms, 

opening its borders to the world. With these reforms, synthetic drugs from the Golden Triangle 

and Golden Crescent were smuggled into China for the first time (Chu and Levy, 2005; Lu, 

Fang and Wang, 2008; Zhao et al., 2004). Simultaneously, the reforms also opened the illicit 

supply of precursor chemicals for the production of amphetamine-type stimulants (ATS) from 

China to other countries and districts, particularly those in the Golden Triangle. However, this 

illicit supply of precursor chemicals for local drug production was not exposed until 1991, when 

the first synthetic drug production facility in Guangdong province, one of the most open and 

developed districts in China, was dismantled. Subsequently, the distribution networks of 

precursor chemicals became more diverse and complex, even as authorities imposed controls 

on illicit drug distribution. In fact, China’s trafficking of precursor chemicals to local and 

foreign drug producers and the smuggling of synthetic drugs to China are widely acknowledged 

to have developed into a stable and bidirectional cycle (Chen and Huang, 2007). 

Geographically, the production and smuggling of precursor chemicals are concentrated in 

border provinces, including Xinjiang in the north and Yunnan and Guangdong in the south, 

which are directly related to Afghanistan and the Golden Triangle, respectively (Clarke, 2008). 

Approximately 98.8 percent of ephedrine seized while being smuggled into other countries in 

2000 came from Yunnan province; 66.5 metric tons of acetic anhydride being smuggled into 

Afghanistan were confiscated by law enforcement agencies in Xinjiang in the same year 

(NNCC, 2000). From 2005, trafficking routes became more complex and diverse in response 

to regulatory controls over ephedrine through a series of special campaigns against the illicit 

distribution of ephedrine in these border provinces. As a result, drug producers and dealers 

turned to inland provinces with fewer or no anti-ephedrine activities to collect the herbal 

precursors for ephedrine extraction. Trafficking routes at this stage were characterized by the 

extensive acquisition of ephedra plants from remote provinces including Shanxi, Hebei and 

Inner Mongolia, to be sold to both local and foreign producers in the Golden Triangle. Most 

recently, with drug producers discovering new ways to synthesize ephedrine from precursor 

chemicals, illicit chemical production facilities have spread quickly, particularly in Chinese 

suburbs and rural areas, which may indicate that the illicit supply of chemicals has overcome 

geographical constraints. 

Additionally, to exploit the differing legal status of chemicals, drug producers adopted 

innovative, alternative methods to synthesize drugs from various legal chemicals, thereby 

circumventing the law. In the early 2000s, ephedrine was the main precursor for producing 

methamphetamine, the most common drug in China’s drug markets. After the stringent control 

of ephedrine and ephedra plants, synthesizing ephedrine from legal chemicals such as α-

Bromopropiophenone had been the primary method for methamphetamine production (NNCC, 

2015). Moreover, some chemical and pharmaceutical companies further attempted other 

innovations to synthesize pre-precursors and precursors from various kinds of medicines and 

legal chemicals and continued selling their products to local and foreign drug producers for the 
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production of ATS and new psychoactive substances (NPS). This appeared to be legal, or at 

least not criminal, and it was easy to accrue wealth within a brief period. 

Similarly, some individuals with specialized knowledge of chemicals, such as chemists and 

mid-level employees of chemical and pharmaceutical enterprises, were involved in these 

parallel markets to earn money easily and quickly, which diversified distributors’ backgrounds. 

This pattern was quite different from those noted by early research, which described most drug 

traffickers as poorly educated people with few employable skills or alternatives for making 

money (Chin and Zhang, 2012). Further, it was not quite consistent with traditional drug 

trafficking patterns, which were closely linked to the illegal arms trade, international terrorism 

and violence (Martin and Romano, 1992). 

It is notable that there remains an increasing trend of gun-violence involvement in drug 

trafficking in 29 provinces (NNCC, 2017), but few signs of such violence were reported in the 

early research on illicit chemical distribution networks (Miao and Zhang 2002; Qin and Fang 

2006; Yang and Tian 2000). In the early 1980s, when there were no ATS production facilities 

in China, chemicals intended for smuggling to the Golden Triangle and Golden Crescent were 

concealed by changing the packaging, relabeling, mixing with legitimate products and cloaking 

in frontier trades (Chen and Huang, 2007; Yao, 2015). With the increasing demand for ATS in 

mainland China in the 1990s, foreign criminal organizations started building facilities in 

southern provinces for drug production, concealed under the name of foreign investments, to 

take advantage of abundant sources of ephedra plants and chemicals through covert and 

nonviolent means (NNCC, 2000). The most recent research and official documents from closed 

cases updated the profile of drug production and distribution in China. Notably, violent 

resistance extended towards the downstream drug sale network and endpoint of consumption 

(NNCC, 2017) rather than upstream illicit activities such as precursor chemical production and 

distribution. 

Existing research has captured and summarized some patterns of illicit distribution activities 

such as trafficking routes, specific chemicals frequently involved and internet usage in supply 

chains (Qin, 2011; Zhang and Liu, 2014; Zhao, 2010). However, the evidence used to reach 

these conclusions has not been voluminous enough to definitively support them, and supply 

patterns still require timely updates. As noted by Moore (1990), to improve supply reduction 

efforts and accomplish drug policy objectives, we must identify the key factors of production 

and distribution in long-term supply, and address these factors. 

The primary aim of this chapter is to describe and summarize the key patterns of the illicit 

supply of precursor chemicals with reliable information from sentencing files in China. This is 

followed by a macro-level analysis of the phenomenon that refers to the penetration of market 

economies into other institutions under institutional anomie theory (IAT), which was developed 

by Messner and Rosenfeld (2012). A core argument of IAT is that institutional arrangements in 

which the market economy is allowed to dominate without restraints from other institutional 

spheres will comprise an ‘institutional balance of power’, which further generates deviance at 

a macro level. Thus, in modern Chinese society characterized by a rapid transition, many 

changes caused by the development of the market economy are noticed. As a result, it appears 

that the economy is allowed to penetrate other institutions, such as culture, polity, and law. This 
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subsequently results in an imbalance between different institutions and imposes general strains 

on certain groups in society. As Liu (2004) noted, the transition from state socialism to a market 

economy in China has been a fundamental social change that has resulted in increased crime. 

Therefore, it appears that there are many inherent consistencies between the IAT and Chinese 

transitional society. However, it should be considered that the IAT was developed using the 

United States (US) as a basis. The US is quite different from China in terms of culture, economy, 

education, and family. Thus, the theory cannot be applied in entirety to explain the causes of 

crime in Chinese society. Based on these considerations, rather than exhausting all institutional 

arrangements, we only focus on the penetration of the market economy into the cultural, 

political and legal contexts relevant to the behaviors of the three categories of offenders. This 

may contribute substantially to an improved understanding of the relationships between the 

illicit supply of chemicals and economic, cultural, legal and political contexts. 

2. Method 

To address the central research concern—the illicit supply of precursor chemicals in 

China—this study was primarily based on a quantitative and qualitative analysis of sentencing 

files. The quantitative analysis focused mainly on statistical features regarding the profiles of 

offenders, types of chemicals and relationships between different variables in sentencing files. 

Simultaneously, a qualitative analysis was conducted to extract key information on the 

relationships between members, operations of the illicit business, and indicators of economic, 

legal and political contexts from the sentencing files. All sentencing files were imported in 

NVivo and broadly coded in the first phase. Particular fragments of confessions and legal facts 

were linked to topics and discourses. After processing all materials, the ‘node tree’, the result 

of the initial coding, was reviewed. During the revision, separate nodes were analyzed. The 

content of each node was compared with that of other nodes to improve categorization and links 

to quantitative results and literature. Both methods were utilized to derive a description of key 

patterns in the supply chain, including profiles of offenders, distribution routes, specific 

chemicals involved and illicit business operation modes. 

2.1 Data 

Closed criminal cases of illicit supply (production, distribution, trafficking, transporting and 

smuggling) in the past six years (2012–2017) in China were collected from an official database, 

China Judgment Online, which was established and maintained by the Supreme People’s Court 

of the People’s Republic of China in 2013.  Given the aim of this research—to describe basic 

supply patterns in China—we only focused on cases that were brought to trial according to 

Article 350 of the Criminal Law. Notably, this step narrowed our search scope and excluded 

some potential cases. This is because providing illicit supplies of precursor chemicals is 

regarded as a drug offense if offenders acknowledge that the chemicals they provide are to be 

used for drug production. We also limited the types of legal documents to judgments and 

excluded conciliations, criminal rulings and orders. Moreover, we set no limit on court level. 

We conducted the database search process on 1 January 2018 with the following settings: 1) 

criminal category; 2) conviction based on Article 350 of the Criminal Law; 3) occurred between 

1 January 2012 and 31 December 2017; and 4) keywords include precursor chemicals and raw 
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materials. The search process captured 534 closed cases, of which 522 cases involved the illegal 

production of and dealing in precursor chemicals; 12 cases involved smuggling precursor 

chemicals. 

2.2 Variables and analysis process 

To present an objective supply pattern, the following offender variables were collected: 

number of members, men, women, highest education background, occupation, young adults 

and criminal record. Specifically, the number of members refers to the number of individuals 

in each case, which was further divided into three scales: scale 1 (S1), scale 2 (S2) and scale 3 

(S3), corresponding to 1–3, 4–6 and 7 or more members, respectively. Men and women refer 

to the number of males and the number of females in the cases. Highest education background 

means the highest education level completed by all offenders in each case; this was coded as 0 

= illiterate, 1 = elementary school, 2 = high school, 3 = bachelor’s degree and above, and 4 = 

unknown. Occupation refers to the number of individuals belonging to the three groups of 

occupations in accordance with their social and economic status; the first group (O1) comprised 

peasants, unemployed and self-employed individuals; the second group (O2) consisted of 

administrative staff, chemical experts and other employees in chemical companies; and the third 

group (O3) comprised general managers and legal representatives of chemical companies. 

Young adults refers to the number of individuals aged 18–40 years in accordance with the scope 

of youth defined by the All-China Youth Federation. Criminal record means the number of 

individuals who had previously committed criminal offenses. 

The sum of these variables, including men, women, occupation, young adults and a criminal 

record was calculated in all cases. At the same time, the frequency of the highest education 

background was recorded. 

Chemical variables consisted of chemicals, quantity and company involvement. Chemicals 

were divided into three groups according to their practical use: C1 = ephedrine and input 

chemicals, for the production of methamphetamine; C2 = hydroxylamine hydrochloride and 

input chemicals, for the production of ketamine; and C3 = other chemicals (such as hydrochloric 

acid and sulphuric acid). Quantity is the amount of chemicals in each case; it was coded as 1 = 

1–100 kg; 2 = 101–1,000 kg; 3 = 1,001–5,000 kg; and 4 = 5,001 kg and above. Company 

involvement refers to the extent to which chemical manufacturing companies were involved: 

no involvement, passive involvement and positive involvement. No involvement means 

chemicals were illicitly supplied by offenders in O1, passive involvement means chemicals 

were illicitly supplied by employees of chemical manufacturing companies (i.e., offenders in 

O2), and positive involvement refers to corporate crimes committed by offenders in O3. On this 

basis, all cases were divided into three groups: group 1 (G1), no involvement; group 2 (G2), 

passive involvement; and group 3 (G3) positive involvement. 

Chi-squared and one-way ANOVA tests were conducted between G1, G2 and G3 to 

measure the statistical differences and relations between company involvement and other 

variables. Subsequently, we conducted further tests among the three different groups to measure 

potential relationships between variables. 

3. Results 
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We collected the key factors of 534 sentencing files, from 2012–2017. As shown in Table 

7, the number of cases was quite limited in 2012, but increased dramatically in the following 

two years, reaching its peak in 2014. There were 1,481 individuals involved in the illegal supply 

of controlled chemicals. Most were male (96.6 percent) and self-employed businesspeople, 

peasants and unemployed individuals (82.5 percent). A total of 157 staff members were 

involved in cases and most of them were concentrated in 2013–2015. Only 102 managers were 

involved in the illicit supply of chemicals. The number of individuals with prior criminal 

records was 74 and mainly concentrated in 2014–2016. The chemicals were divided into three 

groups, of which ephedrine and input chemicals accounted for 46.4 percent, followed by other 

chemicals, comprising 40.8 percent of cases. Hydroxylamine hydrochloride and input 

chemicals only accounted for 12.8 percent. 

 

Table 7: A description of criminal cases regarding precursor chemicals. 

 

Cases statistics 

2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017( till Sep) Total 

Number of cases 1 54 175 147 103 54 534 

Lower-class individuals 1 133 437 393 196 62 1222 

Staff 1 26 51 50 21 8 157 

Managers 0 20 39 25 12 6 102 

Number of members 2 179 527 468 229 76 1481 

Men 2 171 506 457 223 72 1431 

Criminal Record 0 6 16 23 19 10 74 

Ephedrine 0 19 70 67 59 31 246 

 Hydroxylamine

 Hydrochloride 

0 9 17 15 16 11 68 

Other chemicals 1 27 89 65 26 12 220 

 

Tests between the three groups, including G1, G2 and G3, were conducted. As shown in 

Table 8, statistically significant differences were found between groups with respect to the 

number of members, men and women. There were also statistical differences between the 

groups regarding chemicals, highest educational background and quantity. 

 
Table 8: The distribution of variables in chemical company involved cases. 

 
Number of members Gender  Education  Occupation Chemicals Quantity 

S1 S2 S3 Men Women 0 1 2 3 4 O1 O2 O3 C1 C2 C3 1 2 3 4 

Chemical 

company 

involvement 

G1 288 64 27 962 25 1 30 238 14 96 987 0 0 225 62 92 83 172 56 68 

G2 73 12 4 228 5 0 1 48 6 34 130 103 0 14 3 72 5 29 21 34 

G3 45 12 9 241 20 0 0 27 10 29 105 54 102 7 3 56 4 7 13 42 

 Total 406 88 40 1431 50 1 31 313 30 159 1222 157 102 246 68 220 92 208 90 144 

 

Tests comparing the scale of members (S1, S2 and S3) and other variables within the three 

groups suggested that, in G1, there were significant differences regarding young adults (F[2,233] 
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= 218.105, p. < 0.01), women (F[2,376] = 5.723, p. < 0.01), and criminal records (F[2,376] = 

3.834, p. < 0.01) between different scales. The Bonferroni post-hoc test revealed that women 

in S1 (0.04 ± 0.19) were significantly lower than they were in S2 (0.16 ± 0.51, p. <0.01). 

However, there were no significant differences between other groups. The test also suggested 

that criminal records in S1 (0.12 ± 0.37) were only significantly lower than they were in S3 

(0.37 ± 1.01, p. < 0.01). In G2, there was a statistically significant difference in criminal records 

(F[2, 86] = 4.125, p. < 0.01) between different scales. The criminal records in S1 (0.07 ± 0.25) 

were significantly lower than they were in S2 (0.42 ± 0.90, p. < 0.01). However, such a 

difference was not observed between S1 and S3 or between S2 and S3. In G3, the number of 

young adults in S3 (6.17 ± 5.26) was significantly higher than it was in S1 (0.88 ± 0.99, p. < 

0.01) and S2 (2.20 ± 2.05, p. < 0.01). Such a difference was not found between S1 and S2. 

Given the statistical differences and prominent features regarding criminals and criminal 

behaviors between groups, we tried to develop a typological construction consisting of lower-

class offenders, occupational offenders, and corporate offenders. 

3.1 Lower-class offenders 

Offenders in G1, including self-employed businesspeople, peasants and unemployed 

individuals, were categorized as lower-class offenders. As shown in Table 7, profiles of 

offenders and supply patterns in this group, including men, women, number of members, 

highest educational background, chemicals, and quantity were significantly different from the 

other two groups. The most frequent response among them for highest education was high 

school; the proportion with a higher education background was quite limited, which suggests a 

low education level among members. The occupations of offenders in this group reflect 

relatively lower social status and unstable income. Such profiles are consistent with early 

research that argued that most drug traffickers were farmers, businesspeople and workers who 

were male, poor and not well educated (Chen and Huang, 2007; Huang et al., 2012; Qin, 2011). 

The scale of the members in this group showed no significant difference compared to G2 

and G3. However, between the scales within the group, there were some significant differences. 

As suggested by the results, in this group, women were more likely to engage in medium scales 

with 4–6 members compared to S1 and S3. The number of members with criminal records 

seemed to be distributed evenly across the three scales. The structure of members in the three 

scales is difficult to measure through statistical analysis. However, the qualitative analysis 

indicated that there were always relationships between members (i.e., through friendships, 

neighborhoods, native place and kin). Such relationships brought them together with relatively 

high trust but provided no foundation for a hierarchical order among members. As several 

offenders convicted in the sentencing files noted, ‘I join them for help and to a less extent, for 

some money’; ‘we are friends, he wants to rent my farm, and I do not care what he does with 

it’; and ‘if I know it is crime, I never help him’.  Therefore, the groups were not stable and 

might have disbanded when they finished their business. 

Most crimes committed by these offenders were related to the illicit supply of ephedrine, 

which is a precursor for methamphetamine. Ephedrine was frequently noted as being produced 

in workshops, laboratories and even kitchens in the countryside.  For example: 
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Case 1:  On 15 April 2015, defendants Chen and Hua conspired to produce ephedrine. Chen 

contacted his friend, defendant Ye, to help him search for a hidden location to produce 

ephedrine. With the help of Ye, Chen leased a hoggery in Xishan Village, Tong’an District for 

10 days at a rent of RMB 30,000. Ye received RMB 10,000 from Chen. Later, Chen and Hua 

called on their friends, the other three defendants, to buy tools and raw materials needed to 

manufacture ephedrine. They also called on a number of masters to hike up the mountain with 

them and began to produce ephedrine. 

In some cases, legal medicines—such as Contac NT—purchased on the internet from 

chemical companies and pharmacies in rural areas where the use of ephedrine was unsupervised, 

were also used as raw materials to produce ephedrine. The knowledge and methods for 

manufacture were learned from, and developed through, the internet. Instant messaging 

software like QQ and WeChat and internet forums like Tianya and Baidu were used to share 

information on precursor chemicals and substitutive pre-precursors (Hao and Zhao, 2012). 

All smuggling cases in our database were committed by lower-class individual groups. 

There were two basic smuggling routes: South Asia—China—South-East Asia, and South 

Asia—China—Oceania. The smuggling of ephedrine from South Asia via China to South-East 

Asia was quite fixed, which supports the findings of earlier research on the stability of the 

transportation of chemicals from Tibet to Yunnan and finally to the Golden Triangle (Qin and 

Fang, 2006). New Zealand and Australia were also export destinations. To some extent, these 

smuggling cases supplied evidence that China was not only a source country but also a transit 

country for worldwide chemical distribution. 

3.2 Occupational offenders 

Occupational crimes are ‘offenses committed by individuals for themselves in the course of 

their occupation’ and ‘offenses by employers against their employees or the corporation’ 

(Quinney, 1964). On this basis, occupational offenders in this research are individuals who 

commit occupational crimes. Offenders in G2 were categorized as occupational offenders 

because they were employees in chemical, pharmaceutical and biotech companies who violated 

legal codes in the course of activity in legitimate occupations to sell chemicals for their own 

interests (Ward, 1994). The profiles of occupational offenders were distinguished from the 

other two groups in terms of the number of members, men, women, highest educational 

background, chemicals and quantity. Although the most frequently reported education level 

was high school, the proportion of individuals with higher education was greater. Most cases 

in this group engaged in supplying other chemicals, such as hydrochloric acid and sulphuric 

acid, which were used in manufacturing units rather than for drug production. However, there 

were also 39 cases in which occupational offenders illicitly sold ephedrine and hydroxylamine 

hydrochloride for methamphetamine and ketamine production, respectively. The quantity of 

chemicals involved seemed to be larger than in G1 but smaller than in G3. 

The scales in this group showed no significant differences compared to the other two groups. 

However, unlike with lower-class offenders, relationships between members in this group 

appeared more likely to be business partnerships based primarily on the common goal of 

monetary gain. Existing relationships such as friendships and kinship might provide added 

value to a partnership, but the most important concern was money. Like occupational crimes in 
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other fields, embezzlement was also commonly committed by employees and unqualified 

purchasers (Qin and Fang, 2006)—namely, by insiders and by insider/outsider partnerships 

(Ward, 1994). Embezzlement took two forms. One epidemic practice was that insiders 

advertised their products on websites to attract outsiders who have difficulty applying for 

purchasing licenses. After establishing partnerships, a common practice was ‘excessive 

compensation’ for insiders who took advantage of their occupations to broker transactions 

between chemical companies and outsiders by providing false licenses for company leaders and 

regulators. In this case, neither company leaders nor license regulators could recognize the illicit 

activities based on the documents presented. These transactions ostensibly appeared to be 

normal business activities between companies and their buyers. Therefore, it is unsurprising 

that such illicit transactions were difficult to detect. The other insider/outsider deal was that 

insiders directly embezzled and sold chemicals to outsiders. Both practices were commonly 

observed in the cases collected. 

3.3 Corporate offenders 

Corporate crimes are ‘offenses committed by corporate officials for their corporation and 

offenses of the corporation itself’ (Ward, 1994). On this basis, in G3, corporate offenders refers 

to representatives and their employees within medical, chemical and biotech companies. Some 

of them produced chemicals legitimately but deliberately engaged in the illicit supply of 

chemicals. There were also some companies established to illegitimately produce and sell 

chemicals without approval licenses (Wang, 2014; Zhang and Liu, 2014). 

As demonstrated in the results, offender profiles for this group were quite different from the 

other two groups. The most noticeable differences were the higher education backgrounds and 

occupations, both suggesting relatively high social status and income. Another significant 

difference was noticed between the three scales regarding young adults. For example, the 

number of young adults in S3 was significantly higher than in S1 and S2, which may suggest 

that the large scale of members is quite attractive to young adults in this group. In the collected 

cases, 102 companies were involved in the illicit supply of controlled chemicals. Among them, 

the most frequent chemicals supplied were hydrochloric acid and sulphuric acid, followed by 

ephedrine and hydroxylamine hydrochloride. There were two types of transactions between 

corporations and their clients. One was to produce chemicals legitimately but sell them illegally, 

while the other was to produce and sell chemicals illegally. Both were conducted in many forms. 

For example, corporations might advertise their products on websites to attract local and 

international clients, while in other cases, purchase orders noting the specific chemicals needed 

were sent to chemical companies in advance. After receiving them, corporations would produce 

chemicals that were subsequently transported through logistics companies. The illicit activities 

were normally conducted by company executives or representatives, and the illegitimate 

business activity was well known to most staff members. Essentially, in such cases, it is the 

company itself colluding with its clients, which poses considerable challenges to chemical 

regulation and drug supply reduction. 

Unlike lower-class offenders and occupational offenders, another feature of corporate 

offenders was the hierarchical structure among members, which was measured by the following 

facets. First, the division of labor was markedly different from the temporary and unclear 
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division of labor in G1 and G2. In this group, the roles of different members were quite clear 

and routinized. The managers or representatives were responsible for decision-making 

regarding company operations, while employees performed their functions of developing new 

substances, communicating with clients and transporting chemicals. Second, the structure based 

on the bureaucracy embedded in the internal structure of the companies was stabilized. This 

appears to be similar to the bureaucracy model of criminal organizations, which are 

characterized by a single leader, a defined hierarchy, an extensive division of labor, rigidity, 

impersonality and various subordinate roles (Le, 2012). For example: 

Case 2: During September and November 2013, the deputy general manager of the 

defendant asked the representative for consent to sell chemicals to another company that had 

no purchasing licenses. With the approval, the deputy general manager supervised and urged 

employees in the quality, marketing, and administrative departments to close the deal. A total 

of 90.3 tons of mixed xylene were sold. 

4. Discussion 

The significant differences among the three groups of offenders and their specific patterns 

regarding the supply of chemicals suggest a diverse, dynamic and complex chemical supply 

network in China. Many Chinese scholars have argued that monetary gain is these offenders’ 

primary motivation (Huang et al., 2012; Yang and Tian, 2000; Yao, 2015), which provides 

some reasonable explanations for the prevalence of lower-class offenders in the supply chains. 

However, this perspective has limitations for understanding the involvement of staff and 

representatives who have relatively high social status and stable incomes. For example, why do 

staff and managers risk their lives and reputations to pursue more profit by supplying chemicals 

illicitly? To understand the behaviors of the three types of offenders, we refer to the penetration 

of the market economy into other institutions in IAT. This generates value orientations that 

emphasize efficiency norms at the expense of moral considerations; conversely, it produces 

weak noneconomic institutions that are less capable of providing stakes in conformity in the 

form of meaningful social roles (Savolainen, 2000). 

4.1 Cultural goals 

Relative importance has been attached to the status symbols of money and personal, family 

or business reputations to understand criminal behaviors in different social classes (Clinard, 

Quinney and Wildeman, 2014; Messner and Rosenfeld, 2012). Two important goals are closely 

related to money and reputation in Confucianism: wealth and nobility.  Wealth refers to material 

success, while nobility means spiritual success and includes high virtue and prestige. In 

traditional Confucianism, wealth and nobility are not closely related. However, there are some 

changes regarding the two goals because of the penetration of the rapidly developing market 

economy. First, wealth has been greatly emphasized in the market economy. For example, after 

the Great Leap Forward in the 1960s, China was in extreme poverty. Therefore, along with the 

‘open door’ policy, the ideology of ‘first rich and common rich’—which reflects a belief that 

some people should become rich first to help the region and other individuals become 

commonly rich—has been greatly advanced (Cheng and Liu, 2012). Accruing wealth is not 

only the aim of individuals; it is also a national goal. Therefore, there were few regulations on 
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economic and financial activities in the early 1990s, even though some of the activities were 

illicit (Liu, 2007). The benefits of this lack of regulation are obvious, as the number of wealthy 

people has increased, but the remaining individuals have not been similarly developed. 

Therefore, it is possible that some lower-class individuals are culturally motivated to become 

rich to sustain a better life. As suggested by Huang et al. (2012), an offender’s occupation is 

significantly associated with all drug offenses. In particular, being a farmer increases both odds 

for smuggling and transporting drugs due to the low income of that occupation. 

The second change is that there appear to be close relationships between wealth and nobility, 

and even a shift from ‘wealth and nobility’ to ‘wealth is noble’. In this case, some individuals 

may not be satisfied with their material lives; rather, they might also want to be noble, which 

can be achieved in modern culture through greater wealth (Shen, 2000). Thus, modern Chinese 

values seem to promote personal economic ambition, material achievement and individualism 

(Liu, 2004), which encourages individuals to pursue greater wealth to fulfil the foremost goal. 

As a result, the goal of wealth overwhelms other goals and becomes the principal measuring 

rod for achievements (Messner and Rosenfeld, 2012). This motivates individuals to turn to other 

legitimate, or illegitimate but efficient, ways to become rich. Additionally, current legal markets 

for business have been monopolized by state enterprises, millionaires, some government 

officials and their privileged generations (Chu and Jin, 2015; Li, 2016; Wei and Liu, 2014). 

This further limits the availability of legitimate means for entrepreneurs, and even more for 

individuals, to realize their goals. Hence, as supported by both quantitative and qualitative 

results, staff, managers and representatives are more frequently related to the illicit supply of 

other chemicals for production needs rather than to precursor chemicals for drug production. In 

their opinion, the illicit supply of chemicals is regarded as ‘not morally wrong’, a ‘grey area’, 

an ‘easy way’, involving ‘less risk’, and ‘an efficient way to make more money to be nobility’.  

As suggested by Clinard, Quinney and Wildeman (2014), occupational offenders do not usually 

conceive of themselves as criminals; they accept conventional values and attempt to seek a 

greater share of the rewards in the conventional world. 

4.2 Regulation system 

In the early 1990s, with the aim of accelerating economic development, many priorities, 

such as location advantages, policy support, and tax incentives, were allocated in the chemical 

manufacturing industry. Due to the reordered priorities, there were few regulations on the 

supply of chemicals, with the exception of the illicit supply of acetic anhydride, ether, 

chloroform and any other raw material or elixir for drug production that was criminalized by 

law in 1997. As a result of these incentives from national and local authorities, and fewer 

interventions in the market, the last decade has witnessed a steady rise in the market scale (from 

¥ 1.62 trillion to ¥ 8.77 trillion) and in the number of producers, such as enterprises above 

designated size, the SMEs, and individual producers. Thus, the chemical industry has been one 

of the Chinese economy’s pillar industries. However, there have been many problems 

concerning the regulation of production and usage. For example, the pattern of growth in the 

chemical production industry is extensive rather than intensive, in particular for SMEs and 

individual producers, which poses many risks for the diversion of the chemicals. By 2005, 

China had produced or imported more than 45,000 kinds of chemicals, some of which have 

been banned or severely restricted internationally and in developed countries, but are still 
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produced and used domestically (CCICED, 2006). In response, the Regulation on the 

Administration of Precursor Chemicals, the first systematic regulation for normalizing the 

production, operation, purchase, transport, import and export of chemicals, was enacted in 2005 

to prevent the diversion of chemicals to drug production. It established an administrative 

approval system for the production, operation, purchase, transport, import and export of 

controlled chemicals. Violation of the regulation is punishable under the Criminal Law. Since 

then, 27 chemicals have been banned at the national level. 

According to IAT, the penetration of the economy into the regulation system manifests as 

conflicts between the market economy and the administrative approval system, generating weak 

regulations on normalizing supply behaviors (Messner and Rosenfeld, 2012). First, the market 

economy requires a free enterprise system in which goods and services are exchanged freely in 

an open market, while regulation, to a large extent, limits the operation of chemical 

manufacturing companies through a strictly administrative approval system. For example, 

under the system, all producers need approved licenses for chemical production. However, Qin 

and Zhao (2007) found that many chemical producers find the approval system strict, 

cumbersome and bureaucratic, which, in turn, affects the autonomy and flexibility of the 

operations of their companies. As a result, some chemical, pharmaceutical and biotechnological 

companies, especially individuals and small companies encountering difficulties in applying 

for licenses in local administrative departments, may continue to produce and sell chemicals 

without licenses. This may contribute to a rapid increase in the number of chemical-related 

cases (from 140 in 2004 to 504 in 2005), and in the number of chemical companies on which 

administration penalties were imposed (Qiu, 2006). 

Second, the market economy encourages greater supply when there is demand, while the 

regulation system emphasizes strict management in the entire production process and 

consequently limits the supply. Therefore, unqualified purchasers have no legal channels to 

obtain chemicals, while chemical manufacturing companies have many products in stores. As 

results, some staff and experts in chemical companies with a lack of management in storage 

may be attracted by the profits and sell chemicals to unauthorized individuals and companies. 

Such conflict seems to be relevant to the cases in G2, in which producers have licenses but there 

is a lack of regulation governing the storage, sales, and transportation. As a result, chemicals 

are sold by staff, which indicates the passive involvement of the companies themselves. Thus, 

conflicts between the market economy and the regulation system suggest that it is the regulation 

system that ‘creates’ delinquency and ‘forces’ the involvement of chemical companies in the 

supply patterns (Qin and Fang, 2006). 

4.3 Political contexts 

In contrast to the highly centralized political system of the People’s Republic of China, the 

central government began to decentralize the fiscal system in 1980, so that central and local 

governments could share fiscal revenues to motivate local officials to lend a ‘helping hand’ in 

advancing local economic growth (Jin, Qian and Winegast, 2005). With the deepening market 

economy, political institutions, especially local governments, were further penetrated and 

deeply affected by economic institutions. Since 1990, local government officials have 

increasingly played various active roles in building local infrastructure, encouraging local 
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businesses and attracting foreign investment to develop the local economy. Many scholars have 

noted that the readiness of the Chinese central government to reward or punish local officials 

is mainly based on how their economic performance motivates them to promote the local 

economy (Blanchard and Shleifer, 2001; Li and Zhou, 2005). Consequently, local economic 

development has been closely linked with the promotion system, and has correspondingly 

become a main concern for local officials (Yu, 2015). This creates a dilemma regarding 

economic development and the regulation of chemical enterprises. Therefore, local revenue 

growth has become a significant parameter for local economies (Guo, 2007); local officials 

prefer to use fewer administrative regulations to provide more space for companies and their 

business activities to develop (Yu, 2016). Subsequently, local economies develop, revenues 

grow quickly and local officials have increased career opportunities in the political system (He 

and Sun, 2012), which appears to be mutually beneficial. 

However, after China’s regulation of precursor chemicals in 2005 and subsequent 

amendments in 2016 and 2017, substantial amounts of precursor chemicals have been rejected 

for export due to the absence of licenses and the diversion of chemicals into drug production. 

According to a recent report, the chemicals rejected by Chinese authorities for export increased 

from 569,000 kg in 2006 to 2,562,000 kg in 2016 (NNCC, 2017). It is possible that the 

regulation system largely damages local revenue growth and hinders career opportunities for 

local officials further. Therefore, local officials, while showing enthusiasm for implementing 

the drug policy and using law enforcement to crack down on illicit supply cases, conversely, 

may allow the operation of chemical companies even when they have committed unit crimes. 

This may partly explain why some managers and representatives in the cases examined 

committed an offense related to the illicit supply of precursor chemicals and were sentenced to 

jail, but the companies they represented remained in operation. 

5. Conclusion 

Our study demonstrated that the frequent involvement of occupational offenders and 

chemical companies in the illicit distribution of precursor chemicals makes the chemical supply 

pattern diverse and complex. However, certain fixed patterns have been identified through this 

research. First, ephedrine was the most frequent precursor chemical in the collected cases, 

which is consistent with methamphetamine being the most commonly used drug in China. 

Second, lower-class individuals comprise the majority of offenders and are more closely 

involved with ephedrine, while chemical companies are commonly involved with hydrochloric 

acid and other chemicals. This suggests that members of the lower class and small-scale 

producers may be the primary chemicals suppliers for drug production. Finally, China is not 

only a source country but also a key transit nation for certain chemicals. Based on an aspect of 

IAT—the penetration of the market economy into other institutions generating deviance for 

certain groups of individuals—this research further reveals the imbalance between the economy 

and culture, polity and law at a macro level. This may provide some foundations for 

understanding this phenomenon. 

This study has several limitations. The first concerns the database we used and the cases we 

collected. The database, China Judgments Online, was established by the Supreme People’s 
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Court of the People’s Republic of China in 2013 and is maintained by the court. Although most 

effective judicial documents are uploaded into the database, not all documents are. Meanwhile, 

we limited our cases to two offenses—illicit transaction in and the smuggling of precursor 

chemicals—which did not capture the cases that were labeled as drug-related crimes under 

paragraph 2  Article 350 of the Criminal Law. Therefore, the data collected was not exhaustive. 

It is also worth noting that the three groups of chemicals in closed cases should not be 

considered indicators of the most recent supply patterns because they only represented some 

common chemicals in the input market. Many precursor chemicals used for NPS were not 

included. The results should be understood as minimum values in terms of the number of 

categorized distributors, types of chemicals and existing supply routes because the data were 

drawn from court files instead of from the law enforcement monitoring system. Finally, the 

application of market economy penetration under IAT has not been fully tested in Chinese 

society. Future research can do more to measure economic, cultural, political and legal contexts 

at both macro and micro levels in China. 
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Abstract 

Although China has played a significant role in the emergence and expansion of new 

psychoactive substances (NPS) worldwide, little research has specifically focused on the illicit 

supply of NPS within China and smuggling from China. In this chapter, data were extracted 

from sentencing files obtained from closed criminal cases to develop an objective 

understanding of the NPS supply chain in China. The sample consisted of 341 major cases 

concerning the illicit supply of three groups of NPS (ketamine, synthetic cathinone, and 

fentanyl) and five categories of offense, including manufacturing, distributing, retailing, 

transporting, and manufacturing-retailing. Significant differences between these categories of 

offense in terms of offenders’ profiles, behaviors, and supply patterns were observed. Our 

results suggest the existence of a dynamic and complex supply network both in China and in 

terms of smuggling routes from China. 

Keywords: ketamine; synthetic cathinone; fentanyl; new psychoactive substances (NPS); 

illicit supply; supply reduction 

 

1. Introduction 

In recent years, new psychoactive substances (NPS) have become a global phenomenon. 

Between 2011 and 2017, over one hundred countries worldwide had reported the emergence of 

more than 800 such substances (UNODC, 2017). Across Europe, the EMCDDA monitored 

more than 670 NPS in 2018. Concurrently, rapid increases in NPS seizures were also observed, 

as reflected in the number of NPS confiscated by law enforcement agencies rising from 20,000 

in 2010 to 71,000 in 2016 (EMCDDA, 2018). Similarly, NPS have flooded into North America 

since the early 2010s. In recent times, the United States of America has faced significant 

increases in NPS seizures and health-related problems, such as deadly drug crises spawned by 
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synthetic opioids, particularly fentanyl, which is being increasingly consumed and is among the 

most frequently seized synthetic opioids in the United States (DEA, 2016).  

The illicit production, distribution, and consumption of NPS have also been the subject of 

increasing concern in China (NNCC, 2017). Recently, the country has witnessed a growing 

number of manufacturing facilities being dismantled by national authorities, resulting in a 

significant increase in NPS seizures, which have increased from 20 kilograms in 2015 to 800 

kilograms in 2016 (NNCC, 2016, 2017). In 2017, Chinese authorities identified 34 new 

substances, in addition to the 230 NPS already known substances seized in various parts of the 

country (International Narcotics Control Board [INCB], 2018). Among them, some NPS, such 

as ketamine, synthetic cathinone, and fentanyl, have been commonly produced and distributed 

in several provinces in China (You, Deng, and Zhao, 2017). Furthermore, there has been a sharp 

rise in the consumption of NPS. The latest survey conducted by the China Food and Drug 

Administration (CFDA) in 2016 showed that ketamine has become one of the five most 

commonly used substances, and the number of synthetic cathinone users has tripled compared 

to 2015 (CFDA, 2016).  

In response, at the international level, the Outcome Document of the United Nations General 

Assembly Special Session on Drugs 2016 aimed to continue to identify and monitor trends in 

the composition, production, prevalence, and distribution of NPS. Moreover, there are a series 

of resolutions that specifically focus on NPS issues, such as Resolution A/RES/73/192 and 

67/193, issued by the General Assembly, as well as Resolution 56/4, 57/9 issued by the 

Commission on Narcotic Drugs. These resolutions have served as authoritative interpretations 

of the United Nations Charter, to give expressions to the international community's belief that 

specific measures are required to control NPS in accordance with general principles of law as 

recognized by civilized nations (Bleicher, 1969). The European drug policy (EU Action Plan 

on Drugs, 2017-2020) also acknowledges the importance of improving the capacity to detect, 

assess, and respond effectively to the emergence and use of NPS, and encourages the 

development of strategic responses to reduce the production and distribution of NPS at national 

and EU levels. The United States Office of National Drug Control Policy has also facilitated 

several responses, which include preventing the initiation of illicit usage, providing evidence-

based treatment for substance use, and reducing the availability of illicit drugs through 

international engagement (Chester, 2017).  

In China, major policies and procedures, including updates of anti-drug laws and enactment 

of anti-drug campaigns, have been developed by policymakers and law enforcement agencies. 

For example, China categorized 116 new substances as controlled in 2015. On March 1, 2017, 

China placed four critical fentanyl analogs on a controlled substance list, including carfentanil, 

a particularly lethal analog. The most recent update of the controlled substance list occurred on 

August 28, 2018, when 32 more NPS were prohibited; as a result, a total of 170 NPS are now 

regulated. At the same time, special government-led campaigns have also been openly 

conducted targeting NPS production and distribution; this has resulted in the dismantling of 

several high-level criminal groups that produced and smuggled synthetic cathinone, specifically 

methcathinone and alpha-pyrrolidinopentiophenone [α-PVP] (Guo, 2017). 
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However, the global NPS market continues to be characterized by the emergence of a large 

number of new substances belonging to diverse chemical groups, and it has been claimed that 

the ready availability of NPS in Europe and the United States is closely linked to China, where 

large amounts of NPS are produced by chemical companies and shipped by air or sea to Europe 

and North America to be sold to consumers (NNCC, 2017; EMCDDA, 2017; Sean, 2017). 

Related to this topic are two fundamental issues that have not been fully addressed: how the 

NPS supply chain is organized, and how the supply of NPS can be reduced at both national and 

international levels.  

2. Literature review 

Disentangling and investigating such specific issues has been the concern of many 

specialists in developed countries. A considerable body of literature regarding the drug 

regulation system has accumulated in the drug policy domain. In relation to a drug prohibition 

framework, many specialists endorse the current, conventional legal ban because substantial 

reductions in the use of NPS and new emerging NPS in the drug marketplace have been 

considered to be due to such restrictions in some countries (Kavanagh and Power, 2014; 

Loeffler and Craig, 2013; Smyth, James, Cullen, and Darker, 2015; Wilkins and Sweetsur, 

2013). Conversely, others have focused more on a decentralized approach to monitoring 

prohibition compliance and a more effective application of sanctions, through non-state actors 

forging “webs of control” (Seddon, 2014). Operating within a market approval system, a pre-

market strategy in New Zealand has attracted much academic interest, but the effects of the 

system have not been fully investigated and evaluated (Wilkins, 2014). At the same time, some 

specialists have removed themselves from the unending debate on prohibition or regulation and 

have begun to explore rapid, effective, and proportionate ways to control the distribution of 

NPS. Hughes and Winstock (2012) summarized how both the prohibition and regulation 

systems appear to have achieved the objective of curtailing open sales, and that the critical 

issues for both systems concerns how to increase the speed of enforcement rather than the 

punitive weight of the authorities’ responses.  

In addition to that research, some scientific and academic literature has aimed to provide 

evidence for policymakers through focusing on the establishment and the development of an 

NPS market. Based on information related to the increase in new emerging NPS, the types 

involved, and seizures occurring, the EMCDDA (2016a) has highlighted the establishment of 

an NPS market that is not well controlled through the current regulatory system. The UNODC 

Global Synthetics Monitoring: Analyses, Reporting and Trends (SMART) Program has shown 

that, while the overall size of the NPS market is still relatively small, it has grown in recent 

years and that there is a growing interplay between this growing NPS market and the 

conventional illicit drug market. Several features of this NPS market have been documented. 

First, there has been a steep rise in the rate of emergence of new substances (Seddon, 2014). As 

noted by the UNODC, “the sheer speed at which new substances emerge on the market is 

unparalleled, and new NPS emerge every year at an average rate of about one substance per 

week” (UNODC, 2018:5). Second, there is increased involvement of the Internet in facilitating 

production, transportation, and transaction in the supply chain. It has been suggested that the 

Internet/ darknet has become an important source for NPS in general (Kruithof et al., 2016; 
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Schmidt et al., 2011; van Amsterdam et al., 2015). In this respect, the Internet not only allows 

drug users to purchase NPS via online shops but also provides drug producers with enormous 

information on how to stay ahead of relevant regulations by manipulating chemical structures 

to evade the law (Seddon, 2014). Third, there is an increasingly transnational nature of the NPS 

market, in which many NPS and their precursor chemicals are sourced from China and India 

where NPS are produced and subsequently transported to consumer countries (UNODC, 2018). 

Partly because of increased production capacity in China, as well as through the effects of 

globalization and information technology, the pipeline of NPS markets has been further fed 

through a greater facility to span long distances easily and conveniently (EMCDDA, 2016b; 

Seddon, 2014; UNODC, 2018).  

Chinese researchers have placed greater emphasis on conventional drugs rather than on 

issues related to NPS. Several qualitative studies have sketched a diversified profile of drug 

offenders in terms of differences regarding educational backgrounds and occupations, and the 

increasing involvement of young adults (Hao and Zhao, 2012; Qin, 2011). For example, it has 

been found that, while many offenders have a low education level and have not advanced 

beyond elementary school or junior middle school level, others are highly educated and even 

have Master’s or doctoral degrees (Qin, 2011). Considering the close relations between 

educational levels and occupations in China, the occupations of drug offenders have been found 

to correspondingly vary considerably, including not only peasants, self-employed individuals, 

and small businessmen, but also chemists, doctors, and entrepreneurs (Sun, 2010). In contrast, 

based on empirical findings from an analysis of sentencing files in relation to drug trafficking 

cases, Huang et al. (2012) and Sun (2016) claimed that most drug offenders were male, younger 

than age 35, self-employed, poorly educated, and drug users. Some studies have also shed light 

on the organizational structure, communication networks, and operations involved in illicit 

drug-related transactions (Xu and Zeng 2009; Wan, 2009). Xu and Zeng (2009) showed that 

conventional drug trafficking appeared to be internationalized, occurred within criminal 

syndicates, used extensive networking, and involved a military style of organization. 

Traffickers tended to form a structured and hierarchical organization, in which low-level 

individuals would be hired on a temporal basis and tele-operated, based on single vertical 

communication, to transport and smuggle drugs. Undertaking transactions was found to rely 

heavily on the Internet, involving advertisements, communication and online payments. In 

contrast, Liu (2007) predicted that cottage industry would be more common in drug-related 

criminal behaviors. Also, based on observation and in-depth interviews, Chin and Zhang (2012) 

claimed that there was little evidence supporting links between drug trafficking and organized 

criminal syndicates in China. Furthermore, Huang et al. (2012) specifically addressed the issue 

of organization among drug offenders, and claimed that there was insufficient evidence to 

support the generally held assumption that drug smuggling, trafficking, and transportation 

typically involved organized crime; rather, most drug trafficking appeared to be committed by 

opportunistic offenders. 

Relevant research has contributed substantially to a greater understanding of the established 

NPS market and the corresponding regulation models used in some countries, as well as of 

criminal behaviors in relation to conventional drug use in China. However, the findings of these 

studies are not readily generalizable to the established patterns of NPS supply networks, in 
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particular to the illicit NPS supply chain operating in China (Smyth et al., 2015). As a result, 

attempts to understand the NPS system using these studies cannot effectively address the 

current and allegedly more sophisticated production and distribution methods used in Chinese 

and international NPS markets (EMCDDA, 2017; Sean, 2017). 

China has been noted as an important source country of NPS (EMCDDA, 2017, 2018), and 

Chinese drug policy relies heavily on supply-oriented interventions which are normally 

achieved through controlling or reducing drug access (Pentz, Bonnie, and Shopland, 1996) as 

well as through targeting illicit production and distribution, using law enforcement and the 

criminal justice system at local and national levels (Moore, 1990). Given these circumstances, 

it would appear to be important that the profiles of NPS offenders and the key patterns in the 

NPS supply chains be known and understood by policymakers, law enforcement agencies, and 

academics. However, questions concerning the profiles of NPS offenders and the key patterns 

in the NPS supply chains have rarely been addressed.  

The aim of this chapter, therefore, was to identify the profiles of NPS offenders, as well as 

the key patterns and dynamics involved, in the illicit supply of NPS in China. By identifying 

the key factors determining NPS production and distribution, this study also aimed to provide 

helpful information for improving drug regulation policy in China, as well as for effectively 

reducing NPS-related offenses and helping limit NPS consumption in other countries. 

3. Methods 

This chapter was primarily based on empirical quantitative research to derive general 

patterns from the data collected. A quantitative analysis was first conducted on NPS-related 

sentencing files to capture key information concerning the illicit supply of NPS in China. A 

qualitative analysis was then undertaken to refine the results obtained from the quantitative 

analysis, in which key themes from the sentencing files were selected for coding, to provide an 

integrated understanding of offender profiles and key patterns in the NPS supply chain.  

3.1 Data  

Closed criminal cases concerning NPS illicit supply (manufacturing, distributing, 

trafficking, transporting, and smuggling) over a five-year period (2012-2017) in China were 

collected from an official database, China Judgement Online75. This database was established 

in 2013 and is maintained by the Supreme People’s Court of the People’s Republic of China.  

Given that the aim of this research was to illustrate basic supply patterns in China, we focused 

only on the most common substances in both seizures and illicit supply cases. Three types of 

NPS were highlighted: ketamine, synthetic cathinone, and fentanyl analogs. “Ketamine,” 

“cathinone,” and “fentanyl” were used as keywords to search cases76. We also narrowed our 

                                                           
75 Article 4 of The Provisions of the Supreme People's Court on the Issuance of Judgments on the Internet by the 

People's Courts (2013) states “An effective judicial document of a people's court should be issued on the Internet, 

except under any of the following circumstances: (1) It involves any state secret or individual privacy; (2) it 

involves juvenile’s crimes; (3) mediation cases; (4) others that are not appropriate to be issued on the Internet.” 
76 In Mandarin Chinese, all substances in each group share the same core word, such as “ketamine,” “fentanyl,” 

and “cathinone.” For example, there are many kinds of synthetic cathinone (合成卡西酮) on the drug market, but 

they all share the same core word “cathinone” (卡西酮) in Mandarin Chinese. Therefore, it is possible to collect 

all cases using these core words as search keywords. 
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data sample to include only major cases with large amounts of NPS involved, given that there 

were more than 100,000 illicit supply cases. The term “large amount” refers to not less than 

125 grams of fentanyl, not less than 200 grams of methcathinone, or not less than 500 grams of 

ketamine, as jointly defined by Article 177 of the Interpretation of the Supreme People's Court 

on Several Issues Concerning the Application of the Law in the Trial of Drug-Related Criminal 

Cases (Interpretation No. 8) and paragraph 278 of Article 347 of the Criminal Law of the 

People’s Republic of China . Within these constraints, the cases that qualified for collection had 

been dealt with under the jurisdiction of Intermediate People's Courts (IPCs) and High People's 

Courts (HPCs), according to Article 20 79  of the Criminal Procedure Law of the People's 

Republic of China (CPL). We conducted the search of the database on January 1, 2018, using 

the following inclusion criteria for offenses: 1) a criminal category, 2) a conviction based on 

Article 347 of the Criminal Law, 3) tried by IPCs or by HPCs, and 4) occurring in the time 

period of January 1, 2012, to December 31, 2017. We then reviewed all cases to detect and 

exclude those in which a small amount of the designated NPS and/or large amounts of other 

drugs were involved. This process yielded 341 cases for further analysis.  

3.2 Variables and Analysis 

Three sets of variables were extracted from the collected cases. The first set comprised the 

profiles of offenders, and included the number of individuals involved, whether male or female, 

their educational backgrounds, occupations, whether they were young adults, their drug use 

experience, their criminal records, and their maximum penalty in each case. Specifically, “the 

number of individuals involved” refers to the number of individuals in each case and was further 

divided into three scales: scale 1 (S1), scale 2 (S2), and scale 3 (S3), corresponding to 1, 2-5, 

or 6 or more individuals, respectively. “Whether male or female” refers to the respective 

number of men or women involved in the cases. “Educational backgrounds” indicates the 

number of offenders in relation to three educational levels: elementary school or below, high 

school, and Bachelor’s degree or above. “Occupations” refers to the number of individuals 

belonging to one of two occupational groups in relation to specific social and economic status 

parameters: the first group comprised peasants, unemployed individuals, and self-employed 

individuals; and the second group consisted of employees, such as administrative staff, 

chemical experts, and managers in chemical and pharmaceutical companies. “Young adults” 

refers to the number of individuals aged between 18 and 40 years, in accordance with the 

definition adopted by the All-China Youth Federation (M. Zhang, 2017). “Drug use experience” 

refers to the number of offenders who had consumed or used drugs prior to their arrest. 

                                                           
77 Article 1 of the Criminal Law states that “Smuggling, trafficking in, transporting, manufacturing, or illegally 

possessing the following amounts of drugs shall be determined to meet the condition of ‘a large amount of any 

other drug’ as prescribed in item (1) of paragraph 2 of Article 347 and Article 348 of the Criminal Law: […] (3) 

Not less than 125 grams of fentanyl. (4) Not less than 200 grams of methcathinone […] (7) Not less than 500 

grams of ketamine.” 
78 Paragraph 2 of Article 347 states “Whoever smuggles, traffics in, transports or manufactures narcotics drugs 

and falls under any of the following categories, shall be sentenced to fixed-term imprisonment of 15 years, life 

imprisonment or death and also to confiscation of property.” 
79 Article 20 of the Criminal Law states “An intermediate people's court shall have jurisdiction over the following 

criminal cases as a court of first instance: (1) a case regarding compromising national security or terrorist activities; 

and (2) a case regarding a crime punishable by life imprisonment or death penalty.” 
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“Criminal record” indicates the number of individuals who had previously committed criminal 

offenses. “Maximum penalty” refers to the most severe sentence in each case. 

The second set of variables focused on offender behaviors, derived from the type of offense 

involved (based on their convictions), the type of communication used, and the payment method 

employed. “Type of offense” was divided into five categories: manufacturing, distributing, 

retailing, transporting, and manufacturing-retailing. The manufacturing category included those 

cases in which offenders produced NPS for wholesale transactions (producing with/without 

wholesale distribution). The distributing category consisted of trafficking cases between dealers, 

which contrasted with the retailing category in which offenders sold NPS to street dealers and 

drug users. The manufacturing-retailing category referred to those cases in which offenders not 

only produced NPS but also sold a small amount of NPS to drug users (producing with/without 

wholesale distribution and retail). “Type of communication” was divided into two categories: 

conventional communication methods, such as face-to-face, and more recent options such as 

smartphones and the Internet, including online forums, instant messaging software, and web 

communication. Similarly, the “payment method” was also divided into two categories: cash 

and non-cash.  

The third set of variables consisted of key factors in relation to illicit supply, including the 

manufacturing area, supply routes, packaging, transportation, and the purity adjusted price 

(PAP). “Manufacturing area” was divided into two categories: rural areas and city centers. 

“Packaging” was divided into two categories: normal packaging and distinctive packaging. 

Normal packaging referred to a simple package where neither the packaging itself nor the brand 

name was intentionally altered, while distinctive packaging indicated that NPS were carefully 

concealed and disguised. “Transportation” consisted of four methods: private vehicles, public 

transportation, express consignment, and freight-forwarding agents. 

Chi-squared tests and one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) tests were conducted to 

measure the statistical differences between the differing types of offenses. Subsequently, a 

qualitative analysis was conducted to extract key information concerning any significant 

differences and associations. This meant that the sentencing files were imported into NVivo 

qualitative data analysis software, and specific parts of offender testimony and legal facts were 

coded and linked in relation to any statistically significant differences and associations, to 

determine, for example, whether an NPS packaging preference was statistically significantly 

related to other variables. Once completed and with relevant themes identified, the overall 

coding results were reviewed to produce our findings that combined quantitative and qualitative 

analyses. 

4. Results 

4.1 Profiles of Offenders 

As shown in Table 9, a total of 722 offenders, including 124 manufacturers, 228 distributors, 

238 retailers, 87 transporters, and 45 manufacturer-retailers who both manufactured and sold 

NPS to dealers and drug users were included in this study. The typical profiles of offenders 

were identified as being male (90.3%), high school educated (74.8%), and employed in low-

paying occupations or unemployed (92.8%). Young adults accounted for 40.0% of the total. 
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Among the offenders, 286 had a positive test result for drug consumption when they were 

arrested, and 168 had a prior criminal record. A penalty of life imprisonment was applied in 

161 cases, followed by imprisonment (7 to 20 years) in 154 cases, as well as 26 cases involving 

the death penalty or a suspended death sentence.  

A one-way ANOVA test suggested significant differences (p < 0.001) between the five 

offense categories with respect to the number of offenders, whether they were male, their 

educational backgrounds, occupations, and drug consumption experience. Specifically, post-

hoc tests showed that the mean number of offenders and men in the transporting category was 

significantly (p < 0.001) lower than that in the other categories. In reference to educational 

backgrounds, having completed high school education in the transporting category was 

significantly (p < 0.001) less likely than in the distributing, retailing, and manufacturing-

retailing categories, while holding Bachelor’s degrees or higher in manufacturing-retailing 

category was significantly (p < 0.001) more likely than in other categories. Drug consumption 

experience in the distributing and retailing categories was significantly (p < 0.001) greater than 

in the manufacturing category.  

Table 9: The profiles of offenders in NPS cases 

 

Type of offense 

Manufacturering Distributing Retailing Transporting 
Manufacturing-

retailing Total 

Number of 

individuals 

involved 

Scale 1 28 39 51 53 3 174 

Scale 2 21 61 51 15 6 154 

Scale 3 4 3 4 0 1 13 

Men 117 210 202 82 41 652 

Women 7 18 36 5 4 70 

Young Adults 38 107 94 38 12 289 

Education 

background 

Elementary or 

lower 

25 32 44 16 3 120 

High School 87 182 175 63 33 540 

Bachelor’s or 
above 

3 7 5 1 5 21 

Occupation  Lower-class  111 215 221 86 37 670 

Employee 5 7 12 0 4 28 

Drug use experience 17 98 118 43 10 286 

Criminal record 20 59 53 26 10 168 

Maximum 

penalty 

7 to 20 years 25 48 50 27 4 154 

Life imprisonment 21 46 50 40 4 161 

Death 7 9 6 1 3 26 

 

A chi-square test showed a significant difference (Cramer’s V = 0.15, p < 0.05) concerning 

the maximum penalty when comparing the transporting and manufacturing-retailing categories, 

with manufacturer-retailers significantly more likely to receive the death penalty, or, to a lesser 

extent, life imprisonment.  

4.2 Offender Behaviors 
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The first behavior focused on, in terms of the type of offense identified, concerned whether 

the act of supplying NPS involved a joint crime. In China, “joint crime” refers to an intentional 

crime committed by two or more persons jointly80, while “group crime” is conducted by a 

criminal group, which is defined as a relatively stable criminal organization of three or more 

persons with the purpose of committing crimes81.  It was found that 51.0% of cases (174/341) 

were non-joint crimes and 49.0 % (167/341) were committed by small groups of offenders 

comprising 2 to 5 individuals, suggesting joint crimes rather than group crimes. There were also 

some large groups involved, with more than 6 offenders, and ranging upwards to a maximum 

number of 17 offenders. A significant difference was detected between the differing offense 

categories in relation to the scales of the number of individuals involved (Cramer’s V = 0.287, 

p < 0.001).  

The second behavior focused on involved the type of communication used. Conventional 

methods accounted for 90.9% of all communications, while the Internet represented only 9.1%. 

From a chronological perspective, it was notable that Internet communication tools were not 

used until 2014, with an upward trend subsequently observable in 2015 and 2016. Together, 

distributing and retailing cases formed the majority (55.5%) of cases using conventional 

communication methods, followed by transporting, manufacturing, and manufacturing-

retailing cases. Moreover, code or slang words for NPS were frequently found in most cases. 

As shown through qualitative analysis, in cases involving ketamine, ketamine was called “k 

powder” or “pants” while some ketamine mixture substances were called “milk tea,” “fairy 

water,” or “happy water.” Methcathinone, like ketamine, also had many names, such as “muscle 

(筋)” and “Mianmian (面面),” while fentanyl was frequently called a “detoxification capsule.”  

The third behavior focused involved payment methods. The most common payment form 

was cash, accounting for 75.7% of all cases. There were also some cases involving cash and 

non-cash (online transfer and bank transfer) payments. It should be noted that non-cash 

payments were found in all smuggling cases.  

4.3 Supply Patterns  

There were several substances in the three NPS groups. The ketamine group mainly 

included ketamine powder, “happy water”, and “milk tea”. “Happy water” is a liquid mixture 

containing differing types of illegal components; sometimes it contains methamphetamine, 

caffeine, and ketamine (Qian et al., 2011), while at other times it contains methamphetamine, 

amphetamine, and ketamine (Ding et al., 2013). “Milk tea” is a liquid or powder mixture 

containing methamphetamine, 3,4-methylenedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA), and ketamine. 

There were 288 cases involving the ketamine group, including 188 ketamine powder cases, 71 

“happy water” cases, 22 “milk tea” cases, and 7 cases involving both “happy water” and “milk 

tea”. The synthetic cathinone group included methcathinone in 40 cases, methylone in 2 cases, 

and 4-chloromethcathinone (4-CMC) in 2 cases. The fentanyl group comprised three substances: 

                                                           
80 Article 25 of the Criminal Law states, “A joint crime refers to an intentional crime committed by two or more 

persons jointly. A crime of negligence committed by two or more persons jointly shall not be punished as a joint 

crime.” 
81 Article 26 of the Criminal Law state, “A crime group refers to a relatively stable criminal organization formed 

by three or more persons for the purpose of committing crimes jointly.” 



130 
 

fentanyl powder in 3 cases, fentanyl citrate injections in 4 cases, and fentanyl-tramadol tablets 

in 2 cases. 

These results showed that the ketamine group was the dominant NPS among the cases. Of 

the cases, 84.5% (288/341) involved ketamine, followed by synthetic cathinone at 12.9% 

(44/341) and fentanyl at only 2.6% (9/341).  

4.3.1 Manufacturing 

Among the 64 manufacturing cases, 52 involved ketamine manufacturing, followed by 

synthetic cathinone manufacturing (8 cases) and fentanyl manufacturing (4 cases). An 

examination of the locations of the manufacturing facilities revealed that 42 cases of ketamine 

manufacturing had occurred in Guangdong, followed by Sichuan (4 cases), Guangxi (2 cases), 

Hubei (2 cases), and Anhui (2 cases) (see Figure 8). Fentanyl was produced in Hebei in the 

north and in Hubei in the south. Synthetic cathinone was mainly produced in three provinces: 

Henan, Hubei, and Fujian. The specific locations of manufacturing facilities were also 

highlighted. It is noteworthy that more than half the manufacturing cases (38 cases) occurred 

in rural areas, in old houses and abandoned farms in the countryside, while in 20 cases 

manufacturing took place in rental apartments in a city center.  

4.3.2 Domestic supply routes 

An overall flow of NPS from south to north in China could be determined from the cases. 

Ketamine flowed frequently from Guangdong to more than 20 other provinces, with supply 

routes dominant in relation to Guangdong-Guangxi, Guangdong-Hong Kong, Guangdong-

Fujian, and Guangdong-Hubei (see Table 10 and Figure 9). In total, 35 cases provided key 

information concerning the supply routes used for synthetic cathinone, which were distributed 

from Guangdong, Hunan, and Henan to Shanxi. Of these, the route between Henan and Shanxi 

was used frequently and consistently. The multi-provincial supply of fentanyl was found to be 

distributed from Anhui to Xinjiang, and, more frequently, from Henan to Gansu.  

Table 10: The domestic supply routes of selected NPS in China. 

 Source Destination Number of cases Count of frequencies 

Ketamine 

Guangdong 

 

Fujian 18 54 

Guangdong 78 128 

Guangxi 39 135 

Hong Kong 20 35 

Hubei 18 20 

Guangxi Guangxi 31 82 

Fujian Guangxi 30 41 

Synthetic 

cathinone 

Guangdong 

Shanxi 

5 13 

Henan 12 38 

Fentanyl 

Hunan 8 16 

Anhui Xinjiang 1 2 

Henan Gansu 1 8 

 

4.3.3 International smuggling routes 

Ten smuggling cases were identified from the collected data, including 7 cases involving 

ketamine, 2 cases involving synthetic cathinone, and 1 case that involved both synthetic 
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cathinone and fentanyl (see Table 11 and Figure 10). Ketamine was smuggled from Guangdong 

to the United States (2 cases), from Guangdong to Malaysia (2 cases), from Fujian to the United 

States (2 cases) and from Fujian to Spain (1 case). Synthetic cathinone was smuggled from 

Shanghai to the United Kingdom, the United States, Canada, and Mexico (1 case). Both 

synthetic cathinone and fentanyl were also smuggled from Hubei to Australia, the United States, 

and the United Kingdom (2 cases). It is noteworthy that these identified smuggling routes were 

not casual or temporary; rather they were frequently and regularly used for supplying NPS. One 

notable case concerned a distributor who smuggled 4-CMC from Shanghai to the United 

Kingdom more than 17 times within three months before she was arrested. 

Table 11: The smuggling routes of selected NPS out of China.  

 Source Destination Number of cases Count of frequencies 

Ketamine Guangdong 

 

U.S 2 14 

Malaysia 2 10 

Fujian U.S 2 12 

Spain 1 13 

Synthetic 

cathinone 

Shanghai U.K 1 17 

Hubei Canada  

1 

 

7 

Mexico 8 

Australia 2 

U.S 4 

Fentanyl Hubei 

 

Australia  

1 

 

5 

U.K 8 

U.S 9 

 

4.3.4 Packaging 

The use of concealed and disguised packaging was found in 248 cases while normal 

packaging was found in only 93 cases. NPS were concealed in distinctive packages in numerous 

ways, including placement in the cushions of private cars, clothes, computers, and even lamp 

bulbs. There were also some cases in which NPS were disguised, reshaped, and labeled with 

other names, such as tea, coffee, milk powder, milk tea, and detoxification capsules.  

There was a significant association (Cramer’s V = 0.561, p < 0.001) between the type of 

cases and the methods of packaging. Normal packaging was used more frequently for NPS 

packaging in manufacturing and manufacturing-retailing cases than in distributing, retailing, 

and transporting cases. Conversely, distinctive packaging, namely, carefully concealed and 

disguised packaging, was commonly found in distributing, retailing, and transporting cases. 

The association between packaging and transportation showed a higher coefficient (Cramer’s 

V = 0.748, p < 0.001). Specifically, most NPS were concealed when being transported by 

private vehicles and public transportation. This was quite different from the packaging methods 

used in the express and freight-forwarding agent transportation cases where substances were 

disguised to circumvent detection by law enforcement agencies.  

4.3.5 Transportation 

The most common form of transportation involved private vehicles, including private and 

rented cars, vans, and motorbikes, which accounted for 49.9% of the total. This was followed 
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by public transportation, such as long-distance buses, taxis, and trains, which accounted for 

20.8% of the total. It is noteworthy that, while private vehicles and public transportation were 

quite common transportation methods in domestic supply cases, express consignment and 

freight-forwarding agents were typically used in NPS smuggling cases. Among these latter 

cases, 7 cases involved express consignment and 3 cases were related to freight-forwarding 

agents. The main difference between these two methods was in the weight of the NPS involved. 

A small amount of NPS, varying from several grams to one kilogram, tended to be carefully 

packaged by drug suppliers and afterwards transported by express or logistic companies, while 

large volumes of NPS were found to be relabeled and transferred to freight-forwarding agents 

for smuggling. Two related cases are described below: 

Case 1. In June 2014, Zhang was entrusted by “Chen X” to pack a bag of yellow crystals in 

aluminum foil and plastic bubble film and then hide it in the interior of a sound system speaker. 

He deliberately and wrongly declared the product as a “gift” to customs and tried to mail it to 

Canada via Global Post Express. The parcel was seized by Shanghai customs officials and the 

yellow crystals in the speaker were confirmed to be 3,4-methylenedioxymethcathinone, with a 

weight of 413.07 grams82.   

Case 2. On June 23, 2015, the defendant, Shen X, contacted Mr. Ma, a freight forwarder for 

Guangzhou Bibi International Freight Co. Ltd., and claimed he wanted to send two air 

compressors to Malaysia. Shen paid ¥1700 and later handed over the air compressors to Mr. 

Ma. In June 2015, Shenzhen Zhongmahang International Logistics Co. Ltd. reported to the local 

police, claiming that when the company’s staff performed an x-ray inspection of goods to be 

sent overseas it was discovered that an international parcel received by the Guangzhou Debbie 

Company and destined for Malaysia contained suspected drugs. After receiving the report, the 

police immediately dispatched personnel to the company and found that the shipment 

comprised wooden frame packing enclosing metal rigging, in which 5990 grams of ketamine 

were found83.   

4.3.6 Purity adjusted price 

Along with data concerning the distribution and retail price, purity, and weight, we 

calculated the PAP on the basis of additional transaction-level data, including: (1) price per 

kilogram at the distribution and retail level, and (2) purity tested by research institutions 

commissioned by law enforcement agencies. We used the following formula: 

Price per pure kilogram = (price per kilogram/purity) 

The mean PAPs of ketamine and methcathinone at both the distribution and retail levels 

were calculated. In 2013, the mean PAP of ketamine at the distribution level was ¥34,699 

(US$5,028 US$1 ≈ ¥6.9), which decreased in 2014 and then peaked in 2015, before dropping 

over the following two years. With a similar starting-point price to the mean PAP at the 

distribution level, the mean PAP of ketamine at the retail level fluctuated substantially over the 

                                                           
82 Case reference, (2015）沪一中刑初字第 61 号. 
83 Case reference, (2016）粤 03 刑初 141 号. 
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following five years, but with an overall rising trend from 2014 to 2017, when it reached a peak 

of ¥54,624 (US$7,916).  

As with the mean retail PAP of ketamine, the mean PAP of methcathinone at the retail level 

also fluctuated dramatically, going from a low point of ¥ 105,697 (US$ 15,318) in 2015 to a 

peak of ¥1,252,733 (US$181,555) in 2016. In contrast, the mean PAP of methcathinone at the 

distribution level remained relatively stable, going from its lowest price of ¥43,653 (US$6,326) 

in 2015 to a high of ¥166,795 (US$24,173) in 2014. The same increasing trend between 2013 

and 2014 and between 2015 and 2016, along with a decreasing trend between 2014 and 2015, 

was witnessed at both the distribution and retail levels (see Table 12).  

 

Table 12: The purity adjusted price of ketamine and synthetic cathinone  

Purity Adjusted Price 

  2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

  N Mean 

(¥) 

N Mean 

(¥) 

N Mean 

(¥) 

N Mean 

(¥) 

N Mean (¥) 

Ketamine 

(Guangdon

g) 

Distribution 

level 

1

5 

34699 36 29695 30 39465 30 31344 9 20948 

Retail level 6 35331 6 32738 6 53829 9 35489 6 54624 

Synthetic 

cathinone 

 

Distribution 

level 

5 108990 6 166795 6 43653 5 82575 x x 

Retail level 4 723938 3 837052 5 105697 3 125273

3 

x x 

 

The mean PAPs of ketamine and methcathinone at the distribution level were relatively 

stable compared to major fluctuations occurring at the retail level. Considering the similarities 

between distribution cases and retail cases in terms of geography, time, and transaction levels, 

law enforcement activity appears to have been important in affecting the price. It is interesting 

to note that, while some traffickers increased the price because of increased law enforcement 

checks, others only changed their transaction methods. The defendant declarations in the 

following two cases demonstrate that traffickers preferred to increase the NPS price when there 

was no “source,” or it was difficult to find some “sources” and secure their transactions when 

they had NPS in storage.  

Case 3. The defendant Mr. Huang declared the following: 

On July 10, 2016, Mr. Xu came to find me to buy some “k powder.” I told him it was 

difficult to find a source, and there was no k powder to sell to him because of frequent law 

enforcement campaigns. Later, I told him I could help to find some k, but the price would be 

higher than usual. A few days later, I found someone who had ketamine for sale, and the price 

was ¥ 38,000 per kilogram.84  

Case 4. The defendant, Wang, declared that, on the morning of July 18th, 2013, after a 

telephone conversation, he had met with the second defendant, Yang, in a local hotel. After the 

                                                           
84 Case reference, (2017）桂 10 刑初 31 号. 



134 
 

meeting, Yang had told him he had to make a deposit first because of increasingly frequent 

police checks.85  

5. Discussion 

To answer the question concerning how the NPS supply chain is organized in China, this 

chapter investigated sentencing files relating to the illicit supply of NPS in China between 2012 

and 2017, and delineated some key patterns of NPS supply. Three themes were focused on: the 

profiles of offenders, offender behaviors, and supply patterns. Those involved in NPS crimes 

are considered to fit a similar profile to traditional drug crimes, that is, they tend to be male, 

high school educated, and employed in low-paying occupations (Huang et al., 2012; Qin, 2011). 

However, some noteworthy inconsistencies emerged between our results and previous research 

regarding educational levels, young offender involvement, and types of offenders. Additionally, 

our results revealed some profiles that had not been identified in earlier studies. 

First, the educational backgrounds of NPS offenders and traditional drug offenders were 

different. Huang et al. (2012) claimed that 93.1% of drug offenders had been educated to junior 

high school level at the highest, which suggested that the educational levels of drug offenders 

were quite low overall. In contrast, the educational backgrounds of NPS offenders in this study 

were found to comprise 74.9% of high school educated individuals (42.6% junior middle school 

and 32.3% senior middle school), which indicated higher educational levels among offenders 

compared to previous research, as well as in the general population among whom only 52.82% 

were recorded as being high school educated in 2010 (NBS, 2010).  

Second, young NPS offenders (18 to 40 years old) formed a minority among offenders, 

which is not consistent with a study conducted by Huang et al. (2012) that found that the 

majority of drug offenders were younger than 35 years (72.2%). Although both sets of results 

indicate that many youth offenders have been involved in drug offenses, which is consistent 

with other studies (Hao and Zhao, 2012; Qin, 2011; Shen, 2016), the proportions of young 

offenders identified in our study differed from those studies, which may suggest the emergence 

of new and different profiles for NPS offenders.  

Third, it was found that only a small number of NPS offenders had used drugs prior to or at 

the time of their arrest, which differs from the proportion of conventional drug offenders found 

to have had prior consumption experience (67.61%) in relation to major drug cases in Tianjin 

from 2010 to 2014 (Sun, 2016). The limited number of NPS offenders in the current study using 

drugs shows no statistical associations between users and offenders, which in turn appears not 

to support a close relationship between drug use and crime (Rafaiee, Olyaee, and Sargolzaiee, 

2013).  

The behaviors of offenders in this chapter revealed aspects concerning the types of criminal 

structures involved, types of communication used, and payment methods employed within the 

supply chain. Our results indicated that a cottage industry handled by a large number of small 

groups and individuals with weak organizational structures comprised the main form of 

domestic drug trafficking in China. More importantly, our findings also appear to suggest that 

                                                           
85 Case reference, (2014）榕刑初字第 107 号. 
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the cottage industry form is common not only in domestic NPS trafficking networks (Chin and 

Zhang, 2012; Liu, 2007) but also in the process of manufacturing and smuggling NPS. 

The communication methods utilized in NPS supply were found to be communication tools 

commonly used in daily life. Thus, the use of Internet communication tools may not imply a 

specific purpose of circumventing law enforcement in early research (Hao and Zhao, 2012); 

rather, it appears to reflect the development of information technology in China (You, Deng, 

and Zhao, 2017). As noted by Eck and Gersh (2000), drug traffickers use standard technologies 

available to most people and, therefore, rarely utilize secured telecommunications.  

Cash was identified as preferred in domestic supply cases but not for smuggling cases. One 

explanation for this may be that cash remains the only medium of exchange that is quite difficult 

to trace. More importantly, the funds obtained from NPS transactions can be converted into 

clean money via money laundering (Soudijn and Reuter, 2016). However, when NPS needed 

to be transferred by express consignment or agents rather than conveyed by an individual, there 

seemed to be no channel for traffickers to pay cash in person. Hence, the use of online modes 

of communication and electronic payment logistic delivery (Qin, 2011; D. Wang, 2016; Zhao, 

2019) seemed to be preferred by traffickers. It is interesting that there seemed to be no 

involvement of cryptomarkets and cryptocurrency. Our results provide partial support for the 

key role of the Internet as both a communication medium and an emerging source of drug 

supplies (Dargan and Wood, 2013; van Amsterdam et al., 2015; You et al., 2017; L. Zhang and 

Zhang, 2013), but do not indicate that the darknet had a similarly important role, as suggested 

in other countries (Kruithof et al., 2016). 

Our results also demonstrate that ketamine has been widely distributed from Guangdong to 

other provinces. However, the distribution points for the supply of synthetic cathinone and 

fentanyl appeared to be more specific. Overall, the supply patterns seemed to be closely linked 

to demand markets, with ketamine the most consumed substance in south China, and synthetic 

cathinone and fentanyl more often used in Shanxi and Gansu, respectively (CFDA, 2016).  

In terms of the supply chain, our research is the first to document varying packaging 

strategies used in relation to differing types of offenses. An important factor explaining these 

varying strategies may be due to manufacturers caring more about the purity and output of NPS, 

whereas distributing, retailing, and transporting all involved long distance and multi-provincial 

movement particularly, which increased the risk of being caught at drug checkpoints. In such 

cases, distinctive packaging was frequently used to circumvent law enforcement agencies. It 

should also be noted that NPS for local consumption was labeled more attractively to entice 

users. This situation differed substantially from packaging used in Europe, where products have 

tended to be labeled as legal highs, bath salts, insect repellents, and research chemicals, with 

the disclaimer “not for human consumption” or “for research purposes only” (Zawilska and 

Andrzejczak, 2015).  

Another interesting phenomenon not emphasized in earlier research concerns methods of 

transport. It was an unexpected finding that mailing and express consignment was not 

frequently used for NPS distribution in domestic supply chains but were primarily used in 

smuggling cases. Notably, international transfers of NPS were conducted through both logistics 

companies and freight-forwarding agents. In contrast to conventional high-risk cross-border 
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trafficking that relies heavily on geographical proximity (Chin and Zhang, 2012), the frequent 

involvement of logistics companies and freight-forwarding agents in smuggling cases may be 

attributable to the expansion of e-commerce and inexpensive shipping, which makes global 

transportation cheaper and more convenient. An alternative explanation may relate to the 

express industry in China. Because of intense competition in this industry, many express 

companies provide door-to-door service and lax inspection to make their service quicker and 

more convenient. Thus, producers, distributors, and retailers need not take personal risks in 

transferring NPS to logistics companies or freight-forwarding agents. Instead, the latter would 

go to them to pick up parcels containing NPS. Furthermore, as noted by Cheng (2010), most 

logistics companies did not strictly follow a protocol to verify parcels and check the identities 

of senders, which leaves considerable latitude for traffickers to misrepresent their personal 

information and hide their drugs in legally approved goods. As a result, traffickers and NPS 

have become completely separated in the smuggling process, which, to a large extent, decreases 

the risk of arrest and increases the challenges for law enforcement agencies concerning 

evidence collection. 

Fluctuations in the mean PAP at the distribution and retail levels suggest that PAP could be 

an important indicator for the legal system and law enforcement operations for supply 

disruptions, and manufacturing in particular (Caulkins, 2007). For example, the mean PAP of 

methcathinone increased dramatically in 2015 when China enacted new laws to regulate that 

substance. Such fluctuations also provide some support for discount theory (Caulkins and 

Padman, 1993), which holds that drug prices will vary not only because of location, time, and 

transaction levels but also, and more importantly, because of being closely related to law 

enforcement activities, in particular the initiatives targeting production facilities. Moreover, our 

results appear to support the view that law enforcement has less effect at the distribution level 

than at the retail level, and that the effect of enforcement directed at higher levels within NPS 

retailing in causing a rise in the NPS retail price depends on how any potential price increases 

are transmitted to the lower retail levels (Caulkins and Reuter, 1998).  

6. Limitations 

Although the data and findings from this study provide an improved understanding of NPS 

supply at the national level in China, several limitations need to be considered. First, the sample 

size of cases (N = 341) used to capture the profiles of offenders and key supply patterns was 

relatively small. A larger sample size would have increased the possibilities of more precisely 

measuring the statistical differences between categories, such as the numbers comprising 

offender categories and the transportation methods. Only major cases were included in this 

chapter, with smaller street-level cases excluded. It is possible, therefore, that potentially 

important patterns arising from street-level cases have been overlooked in our analysis. 

Moreover, we have extracted and analyzed some key variables but not all of them; therefore, 

the results may not fully reflect the key components concerning the illicit supply of NPS within 

China and the distribution routes from China. Second, court cases cannot include information 

on undetected and untried cases, with information available concerning only those caught and 

charged. It is possible that a high number of key manufacturers, distributors, and retailers were 

not detected, arrested, and prosecuted, which would affect the evaluation validity of the profiles 
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and key patterns identified. Data in the sentencing files, comprising defendant declarations, 

forensic conclusions, and other evidence, represent the legal facts in each case, which may limit 

efforts to determine with accuracy the overall reality of the situation. Therefore, these results 

should be understood as being derived from minimum information in terms of the number of 

offender profiles, behavior patterns, and supply patterns, because the data were drawn from 

court files at the national level rather than from a more comprehensive law enforcement 

monitoring system. It is recommended that future research focus more on systemic data 

collection, in-depth analysis on the involvement of the Internet and high-level technologies, the 

participation of chemical and pharmaceutical companies, and the specific supply patterns at the 

local level.  

7. Conclusion  

To better understand the profiles of NPS offenders and the key factors affecting NPS supply 

within China and smuggling from China, this chapter analyzed the sentencing files of major 

NPS cases in relation to the period 2012 to 2017 in China. Based on a rich body of data collected 

from Chinese IPCs and HPCs, our results suggest the existence of a diverse and complex supply 

network, in which certain key factors are likely to be of interest for policy makers, law 

enforcement officials, and specialists. 

The findings on the profiles of NPS offenders support some previous findings indicating 

similar characteristics between NPS offenders and conventional drug offenders in terms of a 

high prevalence of men and employed in low-paying occupations or unemployed. These 

individuals appear to opportunistic rather than career offenders (Huang et al., 2012). Moreover, 

some new profiles of NPS offenders were identified in terms of educational backgrounds and 

the participation of young adults, which did not support the view that drug offenders were 

becoming younger in China (Huang et al., 2012; Qin, 2011). At the same time, our findings 

also suggested that, while the Internet was involved in the domestic supply chain and had 

become fully embedded within the whole process of smuggling, however, the role of the darknet 

is still unknown. 

More importantly, the analysis has revealed specific key patterns of NPS supply in terms of 

where manufacturing and transporting occur, as well as where domestic and international 

supply routes operate. These newly identified patterns provide support for the view that NPS 

are smuggled to Europe and repackaged and sold to consumers (EMCDDA, 2017), but provide 

no direct support to suggest that there is involvement of Chinese chemical and pharmaceutical 

companies in smuggling NPS to the drug market, as highlighted by EMCDDA (EMCDDA, 

2016, 2017). Rather, this study has highlighted the key role of logistic companies and freight-

forwarding agents in smuggling, which provides some implications for future law enforcement 

operations.   
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Abstract  

The illicit supply of new psychoactive substances (NPS) in and from China has become a 

global concern. In line with the international prohibitionist regime, China has instituted a “zero 

tolerance” supply reduction policy, enacted various laws to regulate controlled substances, and 

punished related criminal behaviors severely. However, the ways in which these laws are 

interpreted and implemented have rarely been addressed. Data from qualitative interviews with 

governmental and judicial actors are used to investigate experiences concerning the illicit 

supply of methcathinone and the dynamic ways in which drug policy and laws are implemented 

at the local level. The findings show the significance of Changzhi city as a distribution center 

for the illicit supply of methcathinone, the fixed supply patterns, the prioritized measures for 

controlling methcathinone supply and demand, and the personal strategies used by individual 

actors to cope with political pressures and job requirements. This chapter concludes that the 

unbalanced coexistence of campaign-style and conventional governance results in active 

institutional arrangements and passive personal strategies in implementing the drug policy, and 

further contributes to a discrepancy between policy formulation and its implementation in 

practice. 

Keywords: methcathinone, new psychoactive substances, law enforcement, China. 

 

1. Introduction 

The illicit supply of new psychoactive substances (NPS) in and from China has become a 

global issue that threatens public health, drug policy, and the legal system in many countries 

(EMCDDA, 2016, 2017; EMCDDA and Eurojust, 2016; UNODC, 2017; Seddon, 2014). In 

response, the international community insists on a prohibitionist model in order to reduce the 

spread of NPS. Traditional legal bans under the prohibitionist framework have been endorsed 

by much research, as a substantial reduction in the emergence and use of NPS in drug 

marketplaces has been noted in several countries (Kavanagh and Power, 2014; Loeffler and 
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Craig, 2013; Smyth et al., 2015; Wilkins et al., 2013). Accordingly, controlling the unauthorized 

supply of NPS through criminal law has been the default national response (Hughes and 

Winstock, 2012).  

In line with the prohibitionist and reactive regime at the international level (Chatwin, 2017), 

policies such as zero tolerance and “people’ war on drugs” have been the touchstones of drug 

legislation in China. Under this system, NPS with medical value are regulated by the Regulation 

on the Administration of Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Drugs (RANDPD), while NPS 

without medical value are prohibited by the Regulation on the Administration of Narcotic Drugs 

and Psychotropic Substance for Non-medical Use (RANDPSN). The RANDPD establishes an 

approval system that allows substances to be legally manufactured and sold with licenses. These 

substances are listed in the Catalogue of Narcotic Drugs and the Catalogue of Psychotropic 

Drugs, which was amended in 2005, 2007, and 2013, resulting in a list of 270 controlled 

substances. In contrast, the RANDPSN prohibits the manufacture, distribution, use, and 

exportation of those NPS considered to be without medical value. When the controlled 

substance list under this Regulation was first issued in 2015, 116 NPS without medical value 

were included in it. Subsequently, twenty-two new substances were added to the list in 2017. 

The last update on August 28, 2018, added thirty-two more NPS to the list, bringing the total 

to 170 NPS prohibited under the RANDSPN. In response to the rapid increase in the emergence 

of new substances, the RANDPSN also provides a basic procedure for assessment and 

regulation. For example, the China National Narcotics Control Commission (NNCC) may 

submit proposals on regulating new substances to an expert committee, which assesses the 

following aspects: 1) addiction or addiction potential; 2) health risks; 3) illicit manufacture, 

transportation, and smuggling; 4) consumption status; and 5) harm to society at the national and 

international level. The assessment must be completed within three months, and the results 

should be submitted to the NNCC, which then provides recommendations to legislators on 

whether the new substances should be controlled or not. 

Despite the prohibitionist regime in China, however, the illicit supply of NPS appears to 

have increased, as suggested by the significant increase in recent NPS seizures (Martinez Jr, 

Rosenfeld, and Mares, 2008). For example, ketamine seizures amounted to around five metric 

tons in 2013, while they increased to 19.6 metric tons in 2015. In addition to ketamine, the 

China National Narcotics Control Commission (NNCC) highlighted the illicit production and 

smuggling of other NPS, such as synthetic cathinone and synthetic cannabinoids, for the first 

time in 2015. That year, seizures amounting to 20 kilograms of NPS were reported, which 

increased to more than 800 kilograms in 2016 (NNCC, 2016, 2017). Thanks to the growing 

supply of NPS in and from China over the last few years, the global NPS market continues to 

be characterized by the emergence of large numbers of new substances belonging to diverse 

chemical groups (DEA, 2016; EMCDDA, 2015, 2017; Reuter, 2011).  

Taken together, the increased supply in a circumstance of prohibition legislation suggests 

that regulating the illicit supply of NPS depends not only on policy and legislation, but also the 

practical impact of enforcement (Hughes and Winstock, 2012). In this respect, the ways in 

which Chinese drug policy and laws are implemented in practice could be an essential 

parameter for effective regulations (Scott, 2004). In addition to the generally important role of 

the enforcement, the dynamic and diverse ways in which drug policy and laws are interpreted, 
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manipulated, and implemented are also important (Lipsky, 2010), because it is through the 

actions of practitioners that policy takes effect in practice (Frank, Bjerge, and Houborg, 2008). 

However, little attention has been focused on the enforcement process, which involves 

legislation, multiple actors with capacities for enforcement, the way in which these capacities 

are organized and structured, and the status quo of NPS supply experienced by these actors 

(Ayres and Braithwaite, 1995; Seddon, 2014). As a result, there may exist a knowledge gap that 

could limit our understanding of Chinese drug policy, in particular, the implementation of drug 

policy at the local level.  

The laws and regulations in China have provided increased legal grounds for different actors 

at the local level to engage in the NPS reduction framework. Moreover, as a policy instrument, 

Chinese law is constantly subject to interpretation and intervention by police officers, narcotics 

control commission officials, prosecutors, and judges, who could develop their own strategies 

and coping mechanisms to overcome stressful dilemmas, or try to push their personal agendas 

through by actively interpreting policies (Qin, 2008). Hence, the application of legal and 

regulatory requirements often depends on political priorities and individual actors at the local 

level rather than on the text of the law itself (Potter, 2013). With the aim of exploring the law 

enforcement process in relation to the illicit supply of NPS in China, our central research 

question focuses on three dimensions: the supply patterns of methcathinone, the local legal 

responses, and the law enforcement process. In short, this chapter examines how drug policy 

and laws are implemented by institutional and individual actors to respond to the illicit supply 

of methcathinone at the local level. 

To answer this research question, we narrowed our research focus to Changzhi city, where 

the illicit supply and use of methcathinone have been a primary concern for local authorities. 

We investigated actors’ experiences of implementing the drug policy and laws against the illicit 

production, transaction, distribution, and consumption of methcathinone. Through this 

investigation, three dimensions have been highlighted: Firstly, the illicit supply of 

methcathinone, including the establishment of a methcathinone market, the trafficking mode, 

and the role of the Internet; secondly, the local legislation and prioritized measures for 

controlling supply and use; and thirdly, the implementation of drug policy and laws, involving 

the operation of law enforcement at institutional and individual levels.  

2. Method 

Changzhi, one of the administrative regions in Shanxi, was chosen as the case study due to 

the number of NPS-related cases addressed by law enforcement agencies in this region, in 

comparison to others. In total, 859 criminal cases relating to the illicit supply of methcathinone 

were documented by Chinese courts between 2012 and 2018; of these, 580 cases originated in 

Shanxi. Of the 580 cases originating in Shanxi, 511 originated in the district of Changzhi. This 

significant number of cases in Changzhi offers a valuable sample for understanding the supply 

patterns of methcathinone, and the consequent law enforcement and supply reduction measures 

(see Table 13). It also allows for scrutiny of the manner in which national law and policy are 

localized and implemented through law enforcement and judicial practices in a bureaucratically 

political system. 



141 
 

  

Table 13: The sentences for drug offenders in the last five years in the city of Changzhi. 

 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Life and death sentence 2 4 8 7 26 

10 to 25 years imprisonment 9 32 63 74 112 

3 to 10 years imprisonment 29 85 114 169 256 

3 years imprisonment and 

probation 

18 29 21 32 48 

Less than 3 years 

imprisonment 

38 48 86 101 122 

Criminal Detention 7 4 8 15 14 

Labor under surveillance 1 3 0 1 0 

Exempt from punishment 1 0 0 1 2 

Total 105 205 300 400 580 

Data source: IPC 

 

Data were generated through face-to-face meetings and interviews with respondents directly 

involved in policy-making, law enforcement operations, prosecutions, and trials in the city 

center and its four districts. Based on the important roles of Narcotics Control Commissions, 

police departments, courts, and procuratorates on the frontline of controlling NPS (Fang, 2011; 

Qin, 2008, 2011; Sun, 2016), the following departments were included in the study: the 

Municipal Narcotics Control Commission (MNCC), the Municipal Public Security Bureau 

(MPSB), the Intermediate People’s Court (IPC), the Municipal People’s Procuratorate (MPP), 

at the city level, as well as the Narcotics Control Commission (NCC), the Public Security 

Bureau (PSB), the Basic People’s Courts (BPC), and the Basic People’s Procuratorates (BPP) 

at the county level in four districts. Two interviewees were recruited from each department, 

arriving at a total of forty individual interviewees.  

Considering the high sensitivity of information regarding the illicit supply of methcathinone 

and the law enforcement process, it was necessary to obtain the trust of the actors (policymakers, 

police officers, judges, prosecutors) to mobilize their willingness to participate in interviews. 

Hence, snowballing was thought to be an effective strategy to reach potential participants 

willing to engage in this research (Quinney, Dwyer, and Chapman, 2016; Sadler, Lee, Lim, and 

Fullerton, 2010). Two prior positive relationships involving kinship and friendship were used 

to establish trust with successive interviewees. After receiving their informed consent, each 

interviewee was interviewed using a semi-structured topic list. The topic list was primarily 

developed on the basis of existing research, which identified several features of the illicit supply 

of NPS at the street level, such as the involvement of the Internet, the organization of offenders, 

and the mode of communications (Du et al., 2015; Qin, 2011; Seddon, 2014; van Amsterdam, 

Nabben, Keiman, Haanschoten, and Korf, 2015; Werse et al., 2018; You, Deng, and Zhao, 

2017). On average, each interview lasted about one hour. The contents were only recorded in 

the form of notes because of the sensitive nature of the issue, which may negatively impact the 

development of the city and the promotion of local officials. The interviews were conducted in 

a closed office between 28-06-2018 and 22-12-2018. 

The collected data were coded through the common approach of starting with some general 

categories, and then moving to more specific detail (Coffey, Beverley, and Paul, 1996). 
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Through this approach, some initially pre-defined nodes based on the three dimensions included 

in the research question and the existing literature were developed into a tree of nodes (see 

Figure 2). Under the guidance of the tree structure, the contents were coded. The initial coding 

processes were conducted after each interview. Several new nodes were added after the second 

coding process, such as use, reason for use, and personal strategy. After having gone through 

all the materials, these nodes, the result of the coding, were reviewed; separate nodes were 

analyzed and linked to documentary evidence as well as literature. 

3. Results 

3.1 The supply patterns of methcathinone at the local level 

3.1.1 The role of Changzhi in the methcathinone market 

As a municipal administration region of Shanxi, Changzhi comprises of four municipal 

districts and eight counties with a total population of 3.3 million. Changzhi possesses rich 

mineral resources, particularly coal. The coal industry has been the primary driver of the local 

economy, and accounts for almost half of the local revenue of the last three decades (Q. Zhang, 

2013). Due to this industry, Changzhi ranks second in Shanxi in terms of GDP, and is home to 

a large number of coal mining enterprises (state-owned enterprises, authorized private 

companies, and unlicensed individuals), coal workers, and other physical laborers, such as 

transporters (Office, 2017).  

The presence of large numbers of manual workers has been considered to be closely related 

to the prevalence of “mianmian,” a polydrug consisting of sodium benzoate and caffeine, since 

the 1990s (Fan, 2008; Xiao, 2018). Existing research has observed that the majority of 

“mianmian” users were physical workers who aimed to reduce fatigue and drowsiness and 

improve work performance (Berridge, 2013). The spread of such consumption generated a huge 

demand for caffeine, which resulted in Changzhi becoming a primary destination for the illicit 

supply of caffeine in China in the 1990s (Fan, 2008).  

‘Many coalminers started to use “mianmian” to refresh themselves and relieve pains in the 

late 1990s in Changzhi. Later, the number of users increased and the consumption habit has 

been widely accepted because of the low price. It is much cheaper than cigarettes.’(Interview 

MP1) 

In response, local authorities prioritized measures for the regulation of the illicit supply of 

caffeine. For instance, local authorities instituted the “100-day anti-drug campaign” and the 

“strike hard campaign” in 1995. As a result, the number of users and registered cases dropped 

in the subsequent five years. However, in the early 21st century, a new drug called “jin”, 

consisting of caffeine and ephedrine, emerged in Changzhi’s drug market, and the number of 

users increased dramatically (Xiao, 2018). Subsequently, “jin” seemed to become integrated 

into normal daily life. It was not limited to specific social groups such as farmers and manual 

workers who did physical work, but was also being used by officials, juveniles, teachers, and 

retirees. Moreover, the drug was being consumed in pursuit of particular sensations rather than 

to improve work performance. In this way, consumption began to be regarded as recreation, 

and the drug found its way into social settings such as weddings, funerals, and other events. 

Thirdly, the supply of “jin” in public areas such as hotels, restaurants, and even roadside stalls 
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became common (Fan, 2008). Thus, in this period, “jin” no longer appeared to be a subcultural 

drug used within a particular social group (Goode, 1989). Rather, its use became normalized 

and integrated into the daily lives of people across different classes in Changzhi. 

“With the development of the economy in both rural and urban areas, farmers and citizens 

had money to sustain their daily needs; they also had the extra money to buy “jin” for recreation. 

Recently the consumption of “jin” has come to be regarded as a symbol of wealth and nobility. 

“Jin” became the substitute for other hospitality products at weddings and funerals. In some 

cases, it was even used to bribe local officials.” (Interview MPB1) 

Partially due to the normalization of “jin” consumption, the act of selling or sharing it with 

friends and colleagues was not perceived as “drug dealing”. As a result, demand reduction 

appeared difficult to achieve, even in the context of strict regulations against ephedrine in the 

late 2010s. In response to the limited availability of ephedrine, drug producers began to add 

methcathinone into “jin” as a substitute, which turned out to be a successful strategy (Xiao, 

2018). With the substitution of methcathinone, “jin” began to be described as “better tasting, 

more powerful, not drugs, and not addictive” (Interview LPB2; GPB 1). As noted by Xiao 

(2018), the tradition of consuming “mianmian” and the improved experience of “jin” appear to 

have contributed substantially to the increased number of methcathinone users in 2016 (CFDA, 

2016).  

In line with the increased number of users and the corresponding demand, the illicit supply 

of methcathinone increased dramatically, as partly indicated by the rising number of cases 

prosecuted, and offenders convicted in the last five years, as documented by MPP. While 128 

drug cases were recorded in 2013, this number increased to 497 in 2017. The number of drug-

related offenders also increased from 213 in 2013 to 619 in 2017. Of these, more than half 

involved the illicit supply of methcathinone. Compared to other cities in Shanxi and in other 

provinces, it appears that Changzhi has been the primary consumption and distribution center 

for methcathinone at both the provincial and national levels. 

 “Changzhi has been the distribution center for methcathinone. Drug dealers and users in 

other cities and provinces come to Changzhi because they know it is the place where they can 

sell or buy methcathinone. Most of the methcathinone is not produced in Changzhi, but in other 

provinces where precursor chemicals are easily obtained.” (Interview GPB2) 

Despite the size of the methcathinone market and the scope of harms being unknown, the 

experiences of policymakers, policy officers, procurators, and judges appear to suggest that 

Changzhi plays an important role in methcathinone distribution, but not production, in Shanxi 

as well as nationwide. However, Changzhi has not been found to have a noticeable role in 

smuggling methcathinone to other countries. 

“There is no smuggling case in our administrative region. The majority of the cases involve 

drug dealing, including large package distribution and small sales at the street level. Changzhi 

is not a big city and the transportation system is backward. The dealers in this city do not have 

the knowledge to communicate with foreign clients, nor do they have the capacity to smuggle 

methcathinone to other countries.” (Interview GLB2) 

3.1.2 Methcathinone trafficking models in Changzhi 
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The organization of traffickers in the illicit supply of methcathinone ranges from individuals 

in charge of buying, transporting, and selling methcathinone within the sub-region to crime 

groups consisting of two to five members moving large volumes of the substance trans-

regionally. However, there is no evidence of highly structured, hierarchical crime organizations 

involved in the drug market. 

Individual traffickers are usually low-profile actors who engage sporadically in the supply 

of methcathinone to maintain their consumption. These small local operations usually involve 

short-distance trafficking flows at the street level. Sophisticated strategies, advanced 

communications technologies, and concealed packages were not noted among this group. 

Rather, their operations are quite simple. Normally, drug users directly communicate with the 

dealer via everyday communication tools, such as telephones, and more frequently, Internet 

apps, such as Wechat. The powdery substance, a mixture of methcathinone and caffeine, is 

packed in small transparent plastic bags (0.3-0.5 gram/per bag), which is most commonly 

consumed nasally. The purity of methcathinone is estimated to be quite low, since there have 

been no documented cases of overdose in this city. The small amounts of substance trafficked 

in these local operations have resulted in several cases but few large seizures.  

 “Most of the individual traffickers are addicts. They are less educated and jobless. They are 

involved in drug dealing because they need money to support their use. I have cracked down 

many drug trafficking cases, involving small amounts and low purity. We only measured the 

weight, not the purity, because the latter is not necessary for conviction and sentencing.” 

(Interview GLB2) 

Small-to-medium criminal groups are a second model in the supply chain of methcathinone 

at the local level. These criminal groups function as medium- and large-scale operations within 

Shanxi province, or across borders in different provinces. They are formed on the basis of ethnic, 

familial, or kinship bonds, or other such unifying relationships. The number of members in such 

groups is limited, ranging from two to five in most cases. However, there have also been some 

family-based criminal groups with more than ten members. In contrast to groups based on 

ethnic and other relationships, family-based groups operate with a certain level of organization 

and hierarchy. Usually, the head of the family functions as the ringleader in charge of the 

business, while other family members undertook individual responsibilities under the head’s 

leadership.  

“Most of the offenders are organized in small groups that are difficult to detect. There are a 

few large criminal groups. In 2011, we cracked down on a supply chain of methcathinone 

operated by a family, resulting in seizures of 375 kilograms and seven suspects arrested. All of 

them are of the same family.” (Interview GN2) 

3.1.3 The role of the Internet  

The Internet has increasingly become an online marketplace for NPS users (Dargan and 

Wood, 2013; van Amsterdam et al., 2015). It also facilitates several dynamics of this criminal 

activity, including drug trafficking (Lavorgna, 2014). In our case, the Internet has not been used 

extensively in the supply chain, but seems to be an important facilitator for methcathinone 

trafficking.  
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a) An aid for production.  

The Internet has simplified the efforts involved in gaining production skills, exchanging 

experiences, and purchasing precursor chemicals by providing public access to global media. 

Cyberspace has weakened or removed geographical, language, and psychological barriers, 

leading to a wide range of NPS-related information becoming available to the public, and 

increasing the desire for access to such information. Notwithstanding the “most complex 

Internet censorship system in China” (Xu, Mao, and Halderman, 2011:133), it is still easy for 

local producers to circumvent firewalls through virtual private networks (VPNs). Broadly 

speaking, the Internet has offered many opportunities for potential producers to get involved in 

the production process. 

The anonymity of the Internet has facilitated the dissemination of drug-related information 

(Gordon, Forman, and Siatkowski, 2006). Applications like Tencent QQ (QQ) and WeChat 

have been widely used for dispersing knowledge related to production methods. QQ chat rooms 

and WeChat groups have been the primary places for drug users, cooks, and dealers to share 

experiences and make transactions. However, access to such chat rooms and groups has been 

quite limited, and only those known by the administrators to be drug users, cooks, or dealers 

have been allowed to join in. The number of members in such groups could vary from a 

minimum of three to a maximum of 500. All the information in such chat rooms or groups is 

available to all the members. Cooks usually advertise their methods, skills, experience, and 

benefits and wait until potential targets take the bait. Once a deal is struck, the cook is 

responsible for teaching the producer how to produce NPS step by step, and in return, the 

producer pays thousands of yuan (Chinese currency).   

“The Internet plays an important role in methcathinone production. The skills and inputs for 

methcathinone production are quite simple; you just need precursors and some simple 

equipment, which are available on the Internet. Sometimes, the dealers sell not only the 

precursor, but also the skills, or provide the ‘recipe’ for free. Some offenders also learn the 

production process by themselves on the internet.” (Interview SPB1) 

The Internet has also been used as a channel for purchasing precursor chemicals, including 

controlled chemicals and legal chemical products, from chemical companies and individuals. 

Two types of transactions have been noted between corporate suppliers and their clients. The 

first involves producing chemicals legitimately but selling them illegally, while the second 

involves producing and selling chemicals illegally. For example, corporations might advertise 

their products on websites to attract local and international clients. Alternatively, purchase 

orders noting the specific chemicals needed may be sent to chemical companies in advance. 

Following this, corporations might produce the necessary chemicals and transport them through 

logistics companies.  

b) A tool for supply operations. 

 The Internet has also been used for the distribution of methcathinone by individuals. In 

such cases, traffickers use the Internet to purchase, sell, package, and transport methcathinone. 

This eliminates the need for a physical presence, as all activities can be conducted through 

social media platforms. In this process, traffickers first advertise their product on websites to 
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attract clients. Once contacted by clients, the trafficker purchases the amount of substance 

needed from his/ her online sources and then transports the products by express consignment.    

Among criminal groups, the Internet plays a more complex role. It is used not only to 

establish illicit business between different actors, but also to mobilize and organize group 

members. The loose criminal networks are managed by single individuals through the use of 

QQ and Wechat, both of which have functions that can be used for surveillance, such as location 

services and video chat. This allows the organizer to grasp the overall situation and process 

details through remote visualization of production and transportation. In contrast to traditional 

single line communication, Internet apps such as QQ, Wechat, and others also offer users 

multiple ways of communication. In particular, chat groups allow information to be shared and 

exchanged by all members at the same time. This seems to be closely related to the simple 

hierarchical structure of these family-based criminal groups in which the ringleader has a higher 

status and is in charge of everything, while signals of status differentiation among other 

members are unclear. Thus, the Internet helps the organizers to manage the supply operations 

effectively, and minimize the risk of being arrested and prosecuted. 

c) A channel to extend the market.  

The Internet has also been used to maximize profits by bringing a wider pool of potential 

targets from various socio-economic and geographic backgrounds within reach of retailers. 

Most often, retailers would start online shops on e-commerce platforms, such as Taobao, Tmall, 

and JD.com. In the early 2010s, e-commerce enabled retailers to advertise and sell their 

products quite openly, though some of these online marketplaces have since been controlled. 

Following the legalization of liability for Internet intermediaries in 2015, several special 

campaigns have been conducted against the illicit supply of methcathinone through the Internet. 

Hence, many online shops have been closed. However, several retailers have tried to continue 

online sales under the guise of legitimate businesses, such as cloth shops and tea stores. Their 

advertisements seem no different from those of other legitimate online stores, but contain links 

directing clients to a dark shop where various NPS are available. Some online stores have tried 

to circumvent law enforcement by labelling their products as ‘not for sale’ on their websites. 

However, the platforms are used to conduct transactions and receive payments, as well as to 

send out shipments by express consignment.  

d) A tool to facilitate financial transactions. 

 Ultimately, the Internet has been used as a tool for making payments, which simplifies the 

transaction process and makes it difficult for law enforcement to collect evidence. For online 

retailers, online platforms function as a warrantor in facilitating the transaction. When clients 

make payments, the money is not automatically transferred to retailers’ accounts. Rather, it is 

held by the online platforms, and transferred to the retailers only after confirmation from clients 

that they have received their product. For street dealers, the Internet also offers forms of 

electronic payment. Two payment instruments frequently used by dealers and users were Alipay 

and WeChat. Here, the payment process is simple and quick. Dealers show a Quick Response 

Code on their phones, and users scan the code and complete the transactions immediately. After 

that, transaction records are deleted to avoid the risk of checking by law enforcement.   
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“The wide use of Alipay and WeChat in retail cases challenges the traditional methods of 

law enforcement. If we find cash and drugs at the same time, we can arrest suspects and 

prosecute them for drug trafficking. But now there is almost no cash any more in drug 

trafficking cases at the street level. They make payments with Alipay and WeChat, and delete 

the records, so there is no evidence for drug trafficking, only for possession.” (Interview SSPB 

1) 

3.2 Interpretation of the national drug policy and laws  

Concerning the implementation of laws and the supply reduction policy, the municipal 

authority is legally authorized to draft rules to specify the provisions that are necessary for law 

enforcement at the local level. Although the Municipal People’s Congress and Its Standing 

Committee (MPCSC) in Changzhi have not formulated any local regulations to respond to the 

illicit supply of methcathinone, there have been many administrative documents concerning 

prioritized measures for regulating methcathinone and the consolidation of the zero tolerance 

ideology.  

Since 2015, when methcathinone trafficking in the city caught national attention, the local 

authority has put in place prioritized measures that have made targeting the production, 

distribution, transportation, and trafficking of methcathinone a primary task for the police at 

both municipal and county levels. The 2018 Report on the Work of the Government of 

Changzhi highlighted two tasks for the MPSB: a three-year special campaign against organized 

crimes and a routinized campaign against drug crimes without a time limitation. While there is 

no express documentation regarding arrangements for judicial departments, procurators are 

required to adhere to the “swiftness” principle in prosecution (Interview MP2), while judges 

have been “encouraged to give drug-related offenders severer punishments” ( Interview MC1).  

The local authority has also issued several documents aiming at strengthening the ideology 

of zero tolerance among governmental and social actors, including citizens, students, and 

offenders in communities and prisons. For example, all public officials were required in 2018 

to visit the Drug Prevention and Education Base to learn the harms, threats, and challenges 

posed by various drugs, especially methcathinone. Concurrently, more than twenty publicity 

programs have been conducted by various departments in public areas, schools, communities, 

and prisons to target illicit supply and potential use. Although the effects of such publicity have 

not been measured, all the interviewees believed it to be useful and necessary for reducing 

methcathinone supply and demand.  

“Publicity always comes first in our country. When your thoughts are corrected, you will 

think differently, you know it is morally wrong to use and supply drugs, and you do not want 

to try or use drugs anymore. When you know drug crimes will be punished severely, you don’t 

want to do it anymore.” (Interview MN1)    

3.3 Law enforcement responses at the local level 

3.3.1 The structure and the operation of law enforcement 

In line with the plans of the local authority, the law enforcement response to illicit 

methcathinone supply directly involves two governmental branches: the MNCC and MPSB. As 

a coordination agency specifically focusing on drug issues, the MNCC was established to 
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organize, coordinate, and guide the narcotics control operations in Changzhi city. However, the 

MNCC’s role has not been substantialized, and much of its specific work is undertaken by the 

MPSB, resulting in low efficiency of narcotics control (Schurmann, 1971). In the context of the 

spread of methcathinone, the NCC in Xiangyuan county has been substantialized for the first 

time by the local authority, dividing the mixed structure of narcotics control into two 

independent groups, focusing on drug use and drug crimes respectively. 

The first group aims at reducing demand, including through publicity and education 

programs, community drug treatment, and social workers’ training. These are conducted 

specifically by the NCC. Thanks to the substantialization of its role, the NCC has been able to 

recruit enough staff members to strengthen its publicity and education efforts. For example, the 

NCC has conducted more than 500 publicity and education programs in the last three years. In 

addition, it has also organized 55 teams of drug rehabilitation volunteers to help drug users to 

learn knowledge and skills. Simultaneously, a new rehabilitation model based on family 

mobilization, which regards the family as the main body and patients as the center, and brings 

together drug users, their families and doctors for drug rehabilitation, has been established and 

commonly used. 

The second group of activities, conducted by the MPSB and its subordinate branches, 

focuses on the supply side of drugs. The MPSB has issued several handbooks specifically 

focusing on drug testing and administrative penalties for the illicit supply of controlled 

chemicals. The style of policing consists of urine tests, drug checkpoints, and special campaigns. 

Urine tests have been conducted randomly for all governmental staff members to prevent the 

involvement of local officials in drug use and supply. Moreover, mineral enterprises and 

express companies are also required to establish drug testing rooms and regularly conduct tests 

for their employees, at least twice a year. In addition, many drug checkpoints have been 

established at arterial points to curb the transportation and diversion of controlled substances to 

other cities and provinces. Special campaigns have also been frequently conducted by police to 

target the illicit supply of drugs, which have resulted in 1511 drug-related cases and 2160 

offenders being convicted and punished in the last five years in this city.  

It is interesting to find that individual police officers are involved in special campaigns in 

two ways. The first involves the campaign-style policing organized by the MPSB, which are 

large-scale and target-oriented, but occasional operations (Ni and Yuan, 2014). In these cases, 

individual police officers are well organized and their actions are unified and precise. The 

second involves conventional governance, focusing on the illicit supply of controlled 

substances as part of their daily work. In contrast to campaign-style policing, it is routinized 

but risky.  

“Except for the organized initiatives, we also go out on patrol regularly to check and 

investigate potential cases during the special campaign period. This is also a part of the 

campaign. When we check and notice someone who may be involved in drug trafficking, we 

need to decide if detention is necessary based on our experience. Because the drug analysis 

takes several days. So, it is risky. If the substance they have is confirmed to be drugs, then it’s 

OK. If it is not a drug, then I have big problems.” (Interview TPB2)  

file:///C:/Users/mizhao/AppData/Local/youdao/dict/Application/7.5.0.0/resultui/dict/
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Judicial departments including procuratorates and courts also play a role in implementing 

the supply reduction policy through the “swiftness” principle, reflected in the “speed” of 

prosecution, and the severity of punishment. Concurrently, mass trials are also organized by the 

courts in public areas to achieve a deterrence effect. In these mass trials, criminals are exposed 

to a large audience and their crimes are denounced, followed by public sentencing and even 

executions in extreme cases (Liang, 2005). For example, in 2018, the IPC organized an open 

trial with more than 200 spectators in a square, in which three major drug trafficking cases were 

tried, five offenders received the death penalty, and thirteen offenders were sentenced to life 

imprisonment. 

3.3.2 Personal strategies in implementing local arrangements  

Local officials were reluctant to talk about the illicit supply of methcathinone, especially 

when they were told that this study would be written in English and would be available to an 

international audience. In their opinion, the illicit supply of methcathinone is a crime that makes 

China “lose its face”. Thus, all of them supported the prohibitionist system and punitive 

measures against illicit supply behaviors.  

However, with regard to local arrangements, several expressed complaints because of the 

great pressure and long work-hours generated by special campaigns. All of the departments 

have faced too many undertakings with limited human resources. For example, the criminal 

unit of a subordinate branch of the MPSB had only four regular police officers for responding 

to all criminal cases within a 100-square-kilometer area, with a population of one hundred 

thousand. 

“Methcathinone trafficking should be targeted in priority and punished severely, that’s right. 

However, when the special campaign starts, we are required to report on our work every day, 

and have to spend many hours on paperwork, filling dozens of forms. At the same time, we still 

need to finish our jobs on time. This makes me exhausted.” (Interview LCPB1) 

Thus, the prioritized policing measures impose an extra, seemingly unnecessary, workload 

on police officers, prosecutors, and judges. In response, many works extra to fulfill political 

requirements and their regular tasks at the same time, because their performance impacts their 

salary, promotions, and the yearly bonus. Alternatively, some departments recruit temporary 

employees to cope with the huge volume of work, resulting in a large number of temporary 

untrained-employees and limited regular staff members. Some officials in relatively top levels 

choose to focus on the political documents, rather than their regular tasks because more work 

means higher risk, which results in political inaction in the law enforcement process. 

 “There are so many tasks. I cannot finish all of them. So I choose to meet the political 

requirements firstly. For example, I report my work on time every day, and I prefer to assign 

the investigation and arrest tasks to other colleagues. I do not want to make mistakes in my job.” 

(Interview MPB1) 

4. Discussion 

Our results suggest that Changzhi has been a distribution and consumption center rather 

than a source of methcathinone at the provincial and national levels, which is in line with the 
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prevalence report on drug use in China (CFDA, 2016), as well as the large number of drug 

trafficking cases documented by the Supreme People's Court in the past five years. The reasons 

for this appear to be related to the high number of coal workers, and the use of certain drugs to 

improve work performance. At one point, this contributed substantially to the establishment of 

a coherent, closed, homogeneous, and normative drug subculture (Bourgois, 2003; Williams, 

1990; Yin et al., 2018). Under the impact of the subculture, the normalization of drug use 

appears to be an important facilitator for increased demand, and the correspondingly increasing 

supply. 

The two trafficking models in this city seem to suggest that a cottage industry, composed of 

a large number of small groups and individuals with weak organizational structures, is the main 

form of domestic drug trafficking (Eck and Gersh, 2000; S. Zhang and Chin, 2003). The use of 

the Internet in production, transportation, sale, payment, and communication has been noted, 

but such use appears relatively simplistic. Methcathinone is primarily obtained from sporadic 

dealers, rather than the Internet, which is in contrast to Europe and Australia, where the Internet 

has been an important source for many NPS (Burns et al., 2014; van Amsterdam et al., 2015). 

In addition, the use of the Internet for communication and payment may not imply a specific 

intent to circumvent law enforcement (Hao and Zhao, 2012); rather, it appears to mirror the 

broader trend of informatization in China (You, Deng, and Zhao, 2017). As noted by Eck and 

Gersh (2000), drug traffickers use standard technologies available to most people, and secured 

telecommunication was rarely noticed in any of the interviewees’ work.  

The interpretation and implementation of the supply reduction policy and laws in this city 

offer unique insights into the dynamic ways in which different departments, branches, and 

individual actors interpret policies and laws to respond to local concerns. Because of the 

political emphasis on methcathinone, various institutional arrangements have been instituted to 

strengthen law enforcement. Among them, campaign-style governance has been highlighted, 

recast, routinized and further incorporated into the daily work of local departments, which 

results in huge pressure and extra workload for public officials. It seems that the coexistence of 

campaign-style governance and conventional governance aims at mobilizing individual actors 

to focus on prioritized issues and short-term objectives. At the same time, as a response to the 

political priority, judicial agencies including the IPP and the IPC, try to resort to a “swiftness” 

principle against NPS related crimes.  

In contrast to these active institutional arrangements, the implementation of local 

arrangements at the individual level shows a range of personal strategies. Some individual 

actors show enthusiasm towards finishing their jobs, while others seem to respond to these 

arrangements in a passive way, such as the political inaction noticed in the local mechanisms 

of governance in most provinces in China (Ouyang, 2010; Zhou, 2008). As a result of the 

incompatibility between local arrangements and personal strategies, the implementation of the 

national drug policy and laws could be negatively affected. Namely, campaign-style 

governance could be gradually subsumed into political bureaucracy, and has limited sustainable 

power to achieve Pareto optimality (Ni and Yuan, 2014). Therefore, a discrepancy in policy 

formulation and its implementation in practice may exist (Lipsky, 2010). The reason for the 

choice of personal strategies is still unknown. However, the experiences of the interviewees 
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seem to suggest that the huge workload and the limited discretion in the execution of their work 

at the street level in the bureaucratic political system are two important facilitators.  

5. Conclusion   

Our study shows that qualitative interviews could obtain rich data from public officials with 

respect to drug markets, legal responses, and law enforcement measures. On this basis, our 

results have demonstrated that Changzhi has been a distribution center for methcathinone at the 

provincial and national levels, but not the international level. The supply patterns related to 

methcathinone, such as trafficking models, communication, and payment may not be specific 

to methcathinone, since they have been noticed in other drug cases. In addition, we have put 

great emphasis on the role of the Internet, which has been highlighted to be an important source 

of NPS by Western scholars. However, our results only suggest the ostensible involvement of 

the Internet in production, distribution, communication, and payment, rather than extensive 

involvement in retail at the street-level.  

More importantly, this study shows the dynamic way in which the national laws and policy 

are interpreted and implemented by different departments and individual actors. In response to 

local concerns, municipal authorities try to prioritize active measures for supply reduction of 

methcathinone, including the consolidation of zero tolerance for public staff members, special 

campaigns of the police department, and the ‘swiftness’ principle for the judicial procedure. As 

a result, a large number of methcathinone-related criminal cases have been identified, and 

offenders punished severely, which has been regarded as a success in the short-term.  

However, the coexistence of campaign-style governance and conventional governance has 

not been well balanced in an institutional way, which has a negative effect on some individual 

actors. In this case, many local officials experienced extra work burden, high pressure, and 

anxiety, resulting in many of them resorting to political inaction and posturing. This could limit 

the capacity of law enforcement in practice, and further result in a discrepancy between policy 

formulation and its implementation. 

This study has several limitations. Its findings only represent the law enforcement situation 

in Changzhi city, but not in other cities and provinces. In this case study, a snowballing strategy 

was used to recruit interviewees, which also involves some limitations. For example, the 

snowballing strategy does not recruit a random sample; as a result, the sample might include an 

over-representation of individuals with numerous social connections who share similar 

characteristics (Magnani et al., 2005). Also, the effects of social desirability from respondents 

may have occurred, as respondents seemed not always completely honest (Phillips and Clancy, 

1972), particularly since drug-related crimes are a sensitive subject in China. The results are 

generated based on the experiences of interviewees. All of them work in the governmental and 

judicial departments, and the data may not be accurate enough to reflect all the supply patterns 

in practice. In addition, drug issues have been regarded as morally wrong, which makes these 

officials experience a feeling of “losing face”. In this case, there may be some bias regarding 

their subjective assessment of the laws and supply reduction policy, as well as the objective 

facts regarding the illicit supply of methcathinone in this city. 
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Future research could focus on the illicit supply of methcathinone at the local, national, and 

international levels to investigate the sources of NPS and their supply patterns based on 

different data sources, particularly the data generated from actors directly involved in NPS use 

and trafficking, such as drug users and offenders. In addition, more research is needed to 

understand how local authorities choose their priorities, namely, how they balance the 

requirements of central governments and local concerns. Further, it would also be interesting 

to investigate how the prosecutors and judges cope with the contradiction between campaign-

style governance and rule of law at the individual level. 
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Chapter 9  Conclusion 

 

The concluding chapter starts with a brief introduction of the research background and 

research questions as well as the research methods employed in this study. In order to answer 

the research questions, data were analyzed using a multimethod approach. The second part of 

this chapter describes the most important findings generated from the quantitative and 

qualitative data. These findings are presented and discussed separately. This is followed by a 

further discussion of the convergence or similarities among these findings under the three 

objectives of this thesis without a clear distinction between qualitative and quantitative phases. 

Given this foundation, this chapter concludes by suggesting several implications for future 

research and policy reform in China. 

1. Research background, research questions, and research methods  

The last decade has witnessed the establishment of an NPS market characterized by a steep 

increase in the rate of new emerging substances, a transnational nature, and the involvement of 

the Internet in production, transportation, and transactions (Seddon, 2014; UNODC, 2018). 

Concurrently, the illicit supply of NPS and the diversion of precursor chemicals and 

pharmaceutical substances to illicit channels have increased, becoming a global concern. In 

response, the international community has insisted on a traditional prohibition system to control 

NPS, and this system has been embedded in domestic legislation in many countries. However, 

despite these international and national responses, a large number of new substances that belong 

to diverse chemical groups as well as an increase in seizures each year suggest the continued 

growth of the global NPS market. This has been noted as a result of globalization and the 

increasing dominance of the Chinese chemical and pharmaceutical industries over the last few 

years (DEA, 2016; EMCDDA, 2015, 2017; Reuter, 2011). Therefore, the question of how to 

respond to the illicit supply of precursor chemicals and NPS has steadily gained academic and 

public attention. 

Considerable literature has emphasized several aspects of the NPS issue, such as regulatory 

design, the prevalence of NPS use, related health risks, and the challenges caused by NPS 

supply. However, little research has studied the role of China in NPS supply and its regulation 

efforts, which has resulted in a research gap in the field of the NPS supply chain. As a result, 

attempts to understand NPS supply by using existing studies cannot effectively address the 

current and allegedly more sophisticated supply networks in the Chinese and international NPS 

markets (EMCDDA, 2017; Sean, 2017). Therefore, it is important to explore the supply patterns 

of NPS so as to provide evidence-based input for future law reform and law enforcement 

operations in China.  

This thesis sought to address this research gap and contribute to academic and policy debates 

through an investigation into the legal responses, supply patterns, and law enforcement related 

to the illicit supply of NPS in China and their smuggling out of China. Therefore, three research 

objectives were developed. First, this research sought to unravel China’s NPS supply reduction 

policy and regulation model by considering the economic and political contexts that shape the 

design of drug policy and anti-drug laws in China. Second, this study aimed to gain insight into 
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the distribution of precursor chemicals and the NPS supply patterns in China and smuggling 

out of China. As such, it aimed to develop profiles for offenders and key supply patterns at the 

national level in China. Third, this research sought to identify NPS supply patterns at the street 

level. It further explored how drug policy and laws were implemented through government 

departments and judicial actors in a local context. 

Therefore, this thesis proposed the following research questions: 

(1) What are the legal responses to the illicit supply of NPS within China and smuggling 

out of China?  

(2) How is China’s NPS supply chain organized?  

a. How are precursor chemicals illicitly distributed within China and from China to 

other countries? 

b. What are the supply patterns of NPS within and from China? 

      (3) How are these legal responses implemented by different governmental and judicial 

agencies as well as individual actors at the local level in China?   

As described in chapter 3, a multimethod approach comprising of both qualitative and 

quantitative analyses was employed to answer these questions, namely a document study, semi-

structured interviews, and a study of criminal court files. A customized strategy consisting of a 

concurrent triangulation strategy and a concurrent embedded strategy provided the framework 

for data collection and analysis.  

2. General findings of the three data sources  

The three data sources in this study were linked to three topics including supply patterns, 

legal responses, and law enforcement. The findings regarding supply patterns were mainly 

obtained from both the qualitative and quantitative analyses of the quantitative data. In contrast, 

the findings concerned with legal responses and law enforcement were generated from the 

qualitative data and analysis. This section discusses the most important  findings. 

2.1 The illicit distribution of precursor chemicals in and from China 

Findings concerning the illicit distribution of precursor chemicals have been obtained from 

criminal sentencing files between 2012 and 2017. These findings not only provide insights into 

the general characteristics of the distribution of precursor chemicals in China and smuggling 

from China; more importantly, they also shed light on the different categories of offenders 

involved in the supply of precursor chemicals. 

Quantitative findings suggest that ephedrine was the most frequent precursor chemical in 

collected cases, which is consistent with methamphetamine being the most commonly used 

drug in China (Du et al., 2015; Qin, 2011). According to the statistical differences with regard 

to variables such as number of members, gender, chemicals, highest educational background, 

and chemical quantity, offenders in the collected cases could be grouped into three categories: 

lower-class offenders, occupational offenders, and corporate offenders. For example, in the 

lower-class offender group, the highest level of education most frequently reported was high 

school, and the proportion with a higher educational background was quite limited, suggesting 
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a low educational level among members; the occupations of offenders in this group reflect 

relatively lower social status and unstable income. Such profiles are consistent with early 

research which argued that most drug traffickers were farmers, businessmen, and workers, who 

were male, poor, and not highly educated (Chen and Huang, 2007; Huang et al.,2012; Qin, 

2011). Most crimes committed by lower-class offenders were related to the illicit supply of 

ephedrine which is a precursor for methamphetamine production. It is suggested that ephedrine 

was frequently produced in workshops, labs, and even kitchens in the countryside. In contrast, 

occupational offenders were employees in chemical, pharmaceutical, and biotech companies, 

who violated legal codes in the course of activity to sell chemicals for their own interests (Ward, 

1994). Although the most frequently reported educational level was still high school, the 

proportion of more highly educated individuals, such as undergraduates was greater than lower-

class offender group. There were various chemicals involved in the cases of occupational 

offenders, including precursor chemicals for drug production and other controlled chemicals 

for industrial production. The third group consisted of corporate offenders, who were more 

highly educated, and their occupations suggested high social status and income. The number of 

cases committed by corporate offenders was limited and the chemicals supplied by these 

offenders were mainly used for industrial production. 

Following the quantitative analysis, a qualitative analysis was conducted focusing on the 

understanding of the content of sentencing files. On the one hand, findings from the qualitative 

analysis show support for the statistical results, while on the other hand they provide additional 

insights that could deepen our understanding of the meanings of statistical results. For example, 

the quantitative analysis suggested differences in the size of the offender groups, but could not 

explain how the groups were established. Answers to such questions have been obtained 

through qualitative analysis which not only offered explanation of the structure of offenders’ 

groups but also indicated the way in which prior relationships shaped the structure. For instance, 

in the lower-class offender group, there were some prior relationships that existed as a basis for 

the establishment of offender groups. These included relationships based on friendship, 

neighborhood, birthplace, and kinship. Such relationships brought offenders together with 

relatively high mutual trust but provided no foundation for a hierarchical order among members. 

In contrast, the relationships between occupational offenders appeared more likely to be a 

business partnership which was primarily based on a common goal: monetary gain. Existing 

relationships, such as friendship or kinship, might provide added value in establishing 

partnerships, but the most important concern was money. In the corporate offender group, a 

clear division of labor and the bureaucracy embedded in the internal structure of chemical 

companies functioned as a foundation for hierarchical structures among offenders.  

In addition to providing support for the quantitative results, the qualitative analysis also 

shows several interesting results, such as the way in which illicit transactions were conducted 

in occupational offender group as well as the (facilitating) role of the Internet in the supply 

chain. In the occupational offender group, for example, embezzlement was commonly 

committed by employees and unqualified purchasers (Qin and Fang, 2006), namely, by insiders 

and by insider/outsider partnerships (Ward, 1994). Embezzlement took two forms. One practice 

involved insiders advertising their products on websites (clear net) to attract outsiders who had 

difficulties in applying for purchasing licenses. After the establishment of partnerships, a 



156 
 

common practice was “excessive compensation” for insiders (occupational offenders) who took 

advantage of their occupations to broker transactions between chemical companies and 

outsiders by providing false licenses for company leaders and regulators. In this case, neither 

company leaders nor license regulators could recognize these illicit activities based on the 

documents presented. These transactions appeared to be normal business activities between the 

companies and their customers. Furthermore, it was observed, across the three offenders groups, 

that in some cases legal medications —such as Contac NT—purchased on the Internet from 

chemical companies, and from pharmacies in rural areas where the usage of ephedrine was 

unsupervised, were also used as raw materials to produce ephedrine. The knowledge and 

methods for manufacture were learned from and developed through the Internet. Instant 

messaging software, such as QQ and WeChat and Internet forums, such as Tianya and Baidu, 

were used as communication tools for sharing information on precursor chemicals and 

substitutive pre-precursors (Hao and Zhao, 2012).  

Based on the multimethod approach, certain fixed patterns have been identified. First, 

lower-class individuals made up the majority of offenders and were more closely involved with 

ephedrine, while chemical companies were commonly involved with hydrochloric acid and 

other chemicals, which suggests that lower-class offenders in small groups without hierarchical 

structures appeared to be the primary chemical suppliers for drug production. Second, China 

was not only a source country but also a key transit nation for certain chemicals.  

2.2 The illicit supply patterns of selected NPS 

The same approach has also been employed to understand the main profiles of NPS 

offenders and the key factors of NPS supply in China, as well as smuggling from China, by 

analyzing the sentencing files of major criminal cases from the past six years (2012-2017).  

First, quantitative analysis revealed the profiles of NPS offenders in selected cases. These 

findings confirm some common features between NPS offenders and traditional drug offenders, 

such as being male, jobless, and lower-class individuals. Most of them could be identified as 

opportunistic offenders rather than career offenders because they were not highly organized 

criminals (Huang et al., 2012; Paoli and Fijnaut, 2006). Moreover, there are also new profiles 

of NPS offenders that are quite different from traditional drug offenders in terms of educational 

background and age, which refutes the argument that Chinese drug offenders become younger 

(Huang et al., 2012; Qin, 2011). In contrast to the majority of traditional drug offenders who 

had used drugs before (Sun, 2016), only a small number of NPS offenders used drugs before or 

when they were arrested. The limited number of NPS offenders who used drugs and the lack of 

statistical associations between NPS use and NPS-related crimes appear to suggest that NPS 

use and the illicit supply behaviors may not be directly connected as previous research 

suggested (Rafaiee, Olyaee, and Sargolzaiee, 2013). 

Second, findings on the behavior of NPS offenders suggest some similarities in the 

organization, communication, and payment between NPS offenders and traditional drug 

offenders. Most of them were organized in small groups with two to four members, and their 

communication networks and payments were quite simple. The communication and payment 

method showed a high involvement of the Internet in smuggling cases, but not in domestic 

supply cases, which provides partial support for the importance of the Internet as both a 
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communication medium and an emerging source for drugs (Dargan and Wood, 2013; van 

Amsterdam et al., 2015; You, Deng, and Zhao, 2017; Zhang and Zhang, 2013). 

Third, the quantitative analysis has uncovered several key NPS supply patterns in terms of 

manufacturing, transportation, and domestic and international supply routes. An examination 

of the locations of manufacturing facilities revealed that the selected NPS were mainly 

produced in southern China, which is consistent with previous studies (Qin, 2011; Ruan and Li, 

2010). The specific locations of manufacturing facilities were also highlighted. It is noteworthy 

to mention that more than half of manufacturing cases occurred in rural areas, old houses, and 

abandoned farms in the countryside, while in some cases, manufacturing took place in rental 

apartments in city centers. An overall flow of NPS from south to north of the country could be 

determined from these cases. Some transportation routes were used frequently and consistently, 

such as the route between Guangdong and Guangxi, while others, such as route between 

Guangdong and Hunan were only used occasionally. The most common means used for 

domestic transportation in China was private vehicles followed by public transportation such 

as train and bus. Express consignment conducted by both logistics companies and freight 

forwarding agents was frequently used for smuggling NPS. In contrast to traditional cross-

border trafficking that was highly risky and heavily relied on geographical proximity (Chin and 

Zhang, 2012), the involvement of logistics companies and freight forwarding agents in 

smuggling may be attributed to the expansion of e-commerce and inexpensive shipping which 

make global transportation cheaper and more convenient. 

In addition, the qualitative analysis focusing on the understanding of the content of 

sentencing files offers four types of detailed explanations for the quantitative results. First, 

qualitative results regarding the behaviors of NPS offenders show that prior relationships 

between offenders played some role in recruiting group members, which is quite similar to the 

kinship, ethnicity, and friendship-based networks highlighted by previous studies on the wider 

subject of organized crime (Browne et al., 2003; Desroches, 2005, 2007; Hafley and Tewksbury, 

1995; Morselli, 2001; Natarajan and Belanger, 1998; Paoli, 2002; Pearson and Hobbs, 2001; 

Zaitch, 2002). However, in the cases examined in this study, prior relationships could not 

provide the grounds for the formation of hierarchical structures, which supports the idea that 

NPS offenses were joint crimes rather than highly organized criminal syndicates. When 

communicating with each other via daily communication methods, offenders used code words 

or spurious language to safeguard sensitive information, which to some extent explains why 

sophisticated communication methods were not frequently used in these cases. Second, the 

qualitative findings provide some support for the employment of distinctive packaging methods, 

such as substances being placed into the seat cushions of private cars, clothes, computers, and 

even light bulbs. Third, the qualitative findings also reveal the specific roles of logistics 

companies, in particular, freight forwarding agents. For example, in some cases, logistics 

companies rarely verified the parcels or identity documents of their clients; more importantly, 

they provided home pick-up services, which greatly reduced the transportation risks for 

offenders. Fourth, based on the content of these sentencing files, it should be noted that 

offenders preferred to raise the price of NPS when there were no NPS in store or when they had 

difficulties in obtaining “sources”; in contrast, offenders were more willing to secure their 
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transactions when there were more law enforcement operations, such as special campaigns. 

Hence, it is not law enforcement but the availability of NPS that directly affects the price. 

Moreover, we notice some similarities between precursor chemicals cases and NPS cases, 

such as the low socioeconomic status of most offenders and the important role of prior 

relationships in recruiting group members, and the location of production facilities in rural areas, 

but also some clear differences such as the frequencies of the involvement of chemical 

companies, supply routes, and packaing strategies. These patterns, including similarities and 

differences, provide support for the existence of a dynamic supply network of NPS and 

precursor chemicals in China, as well as evidence for the argument that NPS are smuggled by 

different offender groups to Europe, then repackaged and sold to consumers (EMCDDA, 2017).  

2.3 Legal responses to precursor chemicals and NPS 

China has responded to the illicit supply of precursor chemicals and NPS through a 

comprehensive approach that heavily relies on a supply reduction policy backed by criminal 

sanctions. This has included introducing new regulations, updating control lists, and engaging 

in international law enforcement efforts to reduce the diversion of precursor chemicals and the 

production and distribution of NPS. With the intent to fill the policy gap by detailing the supply 

reduction policy, the role of different institutions, and institutional arrangements, a qualitative 

analysis of documentary data has been conducted. Findings show both the basic control 

framework in general and the detailed arrangements specifically. 

First, the anti-drug ideology of the Communist Party of China (CPC) has been a guideline 

for policymaking and legislation. The ideology consists of zero tolerance and a people’s war 

on drugs. Both originated from a semi-colonial, semi-feudal, and semi-capitalist social context. 

Under the guidance of this ideology, a prohibitionist regime that heavily relies on a supply 

reduction strategy through legislation, law enforcement, and judicial trials to control narcotic 

drugs and psychoactive substances has been formally established in China. This control 

framework has been regarded by Chinese academics and the Chinese government as effective 

in eliminating narcotic drugs and building a drug-free society between 1950 and 1970 (Chen 

and Huang, 2007). Subsequently, it continues to be endorsed as a response to the increased 

supply of NPS.  

Second, legislative, administrative, and judiciary institutions play important roles in 

policymaking and legislation. Legislative bodies at both the national and local level have 

enacted several laws and decrees on NPS issues, such as the Narcotics Control Law and Yunnan 

Anti-drug Regulation. Administrative institutions have also taken several measures to control 

precursor chemicals and NPS, such as the enactment of several regulations and the 

implementation of various special campaigns. In addition, procuratorial and judicial institutions 

also play important roles in policymaking and coordinating the implementation of the supply 

reduction policy through judicial interpretations and trials in China. Therefore, the existing 

control framework centers on the Narcotics Control Law (NCL) and is complemented by the 

criminal law, the criminal procedure law, judicial interpretations, administrative laws, and 

departmental rules and regulations, which strengthen the legal basis for law enforcement 

agencies to target the illicit NPS supply.  
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Third, there have been some ideological and legal conflicts not only between laws and 

judicial interpretations but also within the judicial interpretations themselves. Under the 

guidance of zero tolerance in drug policy, severe punishment towards NPS offenders has been 

employed in criminal law for many years, which is in contrast to the recent argument for light 

punishment in judicial interpretations (Z. Qin, 2011). Likewise, the conflict between severe 

punishment and light punishment among different judicial interpretations has also been 

documented (You, Deng, and Zhao, 2017). In addition, there are also many competing 

incentives in the regulation system, such as the contradiction in economic interests between 

central and local governments in the “central decision-making, local implementation” system, 

as well as conflicts between state-centric “command and control” approaches to mobilize 

various social actors to join the war on drugs and the unwillingness of social actors resulting 

from a lack of reward system. At the same time, some overlaps concerning the regulation and 

monitoring of controlled chemicals and substances were also observed. For example, at the 

national level, the National Narcotics Control Commission has been established to guide and 

coordinate drug control, but its work is undertaken by the Ministry of Public Security. Here, 

the commission is weakened and incorporated into the larger Ministry of Public Security at the 

national level. As a result, the Ministry of Public Security is authorized to engage in 

policymaking and supervising all NPS, while the National Nacotics Control Commission and 

its subordinates are only authorized to monitor NPS without medical value.  

2.4 Methcathinone supply and Law enforcement efforts in the city of Changzhi 

In following paragraphs, some interesting findings concerning the supply patterns of 

methcathinone at the street level and law enforcement strategies in a local context are discussed.  

A first finding is the important role of Changzhi city as a distribution center for the illicit 

supply of methcathinone at the national level. From a historical perspective, the existence of 

the subculture of “mianmian”86 use and a large number of manual workers who needed drugs 

to enhance their work performance provided some context for methcathinone use. After 

caffeine was controlled, drug producers started to use ephedrine as a substitute for caffeine. In 

response to the limited availability of ephedrine in the late 2010s, caused by the strict regulation 

and law enforcement, methcathinone started to be added as an important ingredient in 

“mianmian”. It was indicated that methcathinone has been successfully embedded into the 

established drug market, which continued to generate large demand and further facilitate the 

illicit supply of methcathinone in the city. Looking at both the methcathinone market and a 

large number of criminal cases regarding its illicit supply, it is suggested that Changzhi has 

been a distribution center for methcathinone at both the provincial and national levels. 

A second finding is the trafficking model of methcathinone in Changzhi. The organization 

and structure of traffickers in the illicit supply chain of methcathinone involved individuals in 

charge of buying, transporting, and selling methcathinone within the sub-region to crime groups 

consisting of two to five members moving a large volume of the substance trans-regionally. 

However, there was no evidence of highly structured, hierarchical criminal organizations 

involved in this drug market. Individual traffickers were usually low-profile actors who 

                                                           
86 A polydrug consisting of sodium benzoate and caffeine. 
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engaged sporadically in the supply of methcathinone to support their personal consumption. 

These small, local operations usually involved short-distance trafficking flows at the street level. 

Normally, drug users directly communicated with dealers via the same communication tools 

commonly used by ordinary people in their daily life, such as telephones, and more frequently, 

Internet communication applications, such as WeChat. The powdery substance, a mixture of 

methcathinone and caffeine, was packed in small transparent plastic bags, and was most 

commonly snorted. Small-to-medium criminal groups were the second model in the supply 

chain of methcathinone at the local level. These criminal groups dealt with medium- and large-

scale operations within Shanxi province, or crossed borders to different provinces. These 

groups were formed on the basis of ethnicity, kinship bonds, and other relationships that brought 

all the members together. The number of members was limited, ranging from two to five in 

most of the cases. However, there were also some family-based criminal groups with more than 

ten members. In contrast to the groups based on ethnic and other relationships, family-based 

groups had a certain level of organization and hierarchy.  

A third finding is the involvement of the Internet in the supply of methcathinone. In contrast 

to the important role of the darknet in supplying NPS in other countries (Kruithof et al., 2016), 

this study only found the use of clear net in facilitating methcathinone supply. It seemed to be 

primarily employed as a communication platform that facilitated the process of methcathinone 

trafficking. For example, the clear net has added a new level to the process of production by 

simplifying the efforts needed to learn production skills, exchanging experience, and 

purchasing precursor chemicals through public access to global media. It has also been used as 

a tool to operate the distribution of methcathinone conducted by individuals. In such cases, 

traffickers used the Internet to purchase, sell, package, and transport methcathinone. Moreover, 

clear net has been used to maximize profits by bringing a wider pool of potential targets from 

various socio-economic and geographic backgrounds within their reach in retail cases. 

Ultimately, it has been used as a financial tool to make payments and the transaction record 

could be deleted immediately, which makes it more difficult for law enforcement agencies to 

collect evidence.  

A fourth finding is legal responses and practical law enforcement in a local context. In order 

to implement national laws and drug policy, local authorities have prioritized many institutional 

arrangements against methcathinone trafficking since 2015 when the illicit supply of the 

substance in Changzhi attracted the nation’s attention. These arrangements included assigning 

new tasks to police both at municipal and county levels, thereby enhancing the publicity of zero 

tolerance and the “people’s war on drugs”. In practice, several Narcotics Control Commissions 

at the county level have been substantialized to specifically focus on policymaking and 

publicity. More importantly, campaign-style policing and conventional governance have been 

combined by the Municipal Public Security Bureau (MPSB) to target the illicit supply and use 

of methcathinone. In addition, judicial departments including procuratorates and courts have 

also engaged in the implementation of policy and law by using the “swiftness” principle in 

prosecution and severe punishment in trials. However, the prioritized campaign-style 

governance was a temporary political task that focused on prioritized issues and short-term 

objectives, which could not be integrated into conventional governance in an institutional way. 

As a result, many local officials experienced an increased workload, high pressure, and anxiety, 
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resulting in many of them resorting to political inaction and posturing, which limited the 

practical capacity of law enforcement. 

3. Integrating findings  

In this section, we try to verify above-mentioned findings in an attempt to seek convergences 

or similarities with respect to the three topics (objectives) . 

3.1 Convergences between the street and wholesale levels in the NPS supply 

chain 

As one of the objectives of this thesis, the supply patterns of NPS have been addressed based 

on different databases. There have been some convergences, as well as divergences, in the NPS 

supply chain between the street level and wholesale level.  

First, there are some similarities regarding offenders’ profiles and their networks. Most 

offenders in the two supply chains were male, lower class, less educated, opportunists, and 

organized in small criminal groups. Prior relationships, such as ones based on friendship, 

kinship, and neighborhood provided common grounds for the formation of these criminal 

groups, but they provided no foundation for a hierarchical structure among members. In contrast, 

the number of medium or large criminal groups with more than five members was limited. 

Among them, some hierarchies were established based on prior hierarchical networks from 

families or companies. However, there was no involvement of highly structured crime 

enterprises, criminal organizations, or criminal syndicates in the supply chains. Possible 

explanations for the similarities could be related to socioeconomic contexts, as well as the 

structure of the drug market in China. On the one hand, lower-class individuals have limited 

opportunities in terms of legitimate means for achieving success; their occupations are normally 

unstable with low income. As a result, a large number of lower-class individuals are cheap 

laborers available for hire by smugglers to smuggle and transport drugs (Huang et al., 2012; 

Qin, 2011). On the other hand, the long distance between the demand and production markets 

in China seems to provide many possibilities for the involvement of individuals and small 

groups of traffickers.  

Second, the Internet has been widely used in various ways along the supply chain, including 

digital communication technologies, online payments, and online stores. It is suggested that the 

use of the Internet has simplified the dissemination of information and further facilitated NPS 

production, transportation, transaction, and smuggling. The important role of the Internet in 

communication and distribution highlighted by our research findings is in line with previous 

scientific and academic research results in many countries (EMCDDA, 2016; van Amsterdam 

et al., 2015; Werse et al., 2018; Werse and Morgenstern, 2012; Winstock and Ramsey, 2010). 

However, there was no involvement of the darknet or cryptomarkets in chemicals or NPS 

supply chains in China, which contrasts its role at the retail (Van Buskirk et al., 2016) and 

wholesale levels in some countries (Kruithof et al., 2016). One explanation could be the 

limitation of official data which do not include undetected and untried cases; hence, it is 

possible that cryptomarkets have not been fully addressed by Chinese law enforcement agencies. 

Alternatively, it is more likely that these less educated and lower-class offenders in China do 
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not have the skills and knowledge to overcome the technical barriers to access the darknet, 

created by Chinese Internet firewall, namely, the Golden Shield Project.  

Third, mail and express consignments were not so frequently used in the domestic supply 

chain of NPS at both the distribution and street level, which rejects the prevalence of online 

communication—electronic payments—logistics delivery (OEL) documented in academic 

literature (Qin, 2011; Wang, 2016). In contrast, logistics delivery has been frequently engaged 

in smuggling cases, which could be attributed to the expansion of e-commerce and inexpensive 

shipping that make global transportation cheaper and more convenient. Possible explanations 

for the different role of logistic companies could be related to our data set. The NPS cases (in 

China) we collected involve large amounts of NPS. Therefore, it appears to be safer to use a 

private vehicle rather than a logistics delivery company. To be cautious, it is possible that street 

dealers may be more likely to use logistics delivery to transport a small amount of NPS. If this 

is the case, our data may be biased toward the role of logistics delivery. However, in smuggling 

cases, NPS could be hidden in various ways in a large number of legitimate goods, which 

appears to be difficult for law enforcement agencies to detect. Thus, it seems to cost less and 

carry a more limited risk of being arrested than traffickers moving drugs by themselves. As a 

result, logistics delivery companies have played an important role in international drug 

trafficking.  

3.2 Divergences in the supply chain 

First, the Internet played a more important role in the supply chain at the street level than at 

the wholesale level. At the street level, the Internet has been used as an aid for the production, 

a tool for supply operations, a channel to extend the market, and a tool to facilitate financial 

transactions. Namely, the Internet (clear net) has been embedded in each step of the supply 

chain. In contrast, the role of the Internet at the wholesale level appeared to be limited to 

communication. For example, electronics payments via different smartphone applications were  

frequently used to pay small transactions at the street level rather than at the wholesale level. 

Instead, cash was the most frequent payment method for these wholesale transactions. One 

reason could be that electronics payments could only transfer a small amount of money instantly, 

which offers a convenient payment method for small transactions. However, wholesale 

transactions always involved a large amount of money which could not be transferred instantly 

online. It is also possible that cash is preferred because it is quite difficult to trace. More 

importantly, the funds obtained from NPS transactions can be converted into clean money via 

money laundering (Soudijn and Reuter, 2016). 

Second, there seem to be two different packaging strategies in the NPS supply chain. At the 

wholesale level, a distinctive packaging strategy has been used to change the shapes, labels, 

and names of NPS to circumvent law enforcement. In contrast, a normal packaging strategy 

was more frequently used in production and retail cases at the street level, which differ 

substantially from the packaging method in Europe where NPS were labeled as legal highs, 

bath salts, insect repellents, and research chemicals with the disclaimer “not for human 

consumption” or “for research purposes only” (Zawilska and Andrzejczak, 2015). Plausible 

explanations may be related to the risks of transportation and local drug users’ consumption 

patterns. For example, wholesale transactions always involved long-distance transportation, 
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which increases the risk of being detected and arrested. At the street level, NPS were placed in 

beverages, plastic bags or small pieces of tinfoil for convenient consumption rather than for 

circumventing law enforcement. 

Third, different relationship between drug use and drug-related crimes at the two levels is 

observed. At the street level, law enforcement in Changzhi has noted that most offenders 

engaged in drug-related crimes are drug users. In their experiences, drug users were highly 

likely to be involved in drug dealing in the pursuit of drugs for themselves and/or money to 

finance personal use. Such findings are in line with many qualitative and quantitative research 

results concerning the close relationship between drug users and drug trafficking (Fagan, 1989; 

J. Moore, 2010; Rafaiee, Olyaee, and Sargolzaiee, 2013). In contrast, both quantitative and 

qualitative analysis on closed NPS cases regarding the illicit supply of NPS at a higher level 

show no evidence to support such a relationship between NPS use and NPS trafficking. It is 

suggested that upper-level drug trafficking can be differentiated from street dealing not only in 

some criminal activities but also in terms of motives and causes. 

3.3 Legal responses and law enforcement 

In response to the established NPS market and the correspondingly increased supply, the 

Chinese government has insisted on maintaining existing control systems to regulate chemicals 

and substances. Moreover, Chinese authorities have also enacted several new laws, decrees, 

and judicial interpretations to provide a solid legal ground for law enforcement and judicial 

practice against NPS-related crimes. In practice, some local politicians have prioritized drug 

control as their primary task. Accordingly, many local measures have been used to mobilize 

social, government, and judicial actors to engage in the fight against NPS offenses, such as 

prioritized campaign-style governance. Thus, there has been a comprehensive control 

framework and also a series of practical measures on NPS control in China, which are quite 

similar to other countries in terms of legislation and policing style (EMCDD, 2014, 2019). 

However, Chinese judicial institutions, in particular courts, also played an important role not 

only in law and policy making, but also in the law enforcement process which differentiates 

from many countries.  

When revisiting the control framework and investigating its implementation in practice, it 

should be noted that there are some contradictions and conflicts in the political system, the laws, 

and law enforcement, which appear to underlie the weakened capacity of law enforcement 

agencies. 

First, there are several conflicts in the political system. As mentioned in Chapter 5, the 

coexistence of “central decision-making, local implementation” and dual leadership is an 

important foundation for the operation of the Chinese political system. On the one hand, the 

impact of decisions made by the central government depends on implementation of these 

decisions by local authorities. On the other hand, administrative units are linked hierarchically 

according to functional principles, namely, all units with a similar function form a single branch 

that is led by a ministry which operates a hierarchy of regional bureaus and enterprises 

(Schurmann, 1971). It seems that Chinese political system has great advantages when it comes 

to putting policy into practice in the case of common interests between the central government 

and local authorities, such as their common commitment to an open-door policy that 
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subsequently results in huge success in economic development. However, when there is a 

conflict between different levels of government, in particular the primary conflict of economic 

interests between central and local government, this political system appears to lose its 

advantages. Further, it is indicated that the political system has generated many conflicts 

concerning the control of NPS, including examples such as conflict among administrative units, 

functional units, and their higher-level units, the conflict between officials promotion system 

and the regulation of the chemical and pharmaceutical industry, and the conflict between 

political tasks and public officials’ daily work. 

Second, laws remain a domain of conflicting criteria for conviction and sentencing in 

existing legal regime. There have been several provisions in criminal law and judicial 

interpretations regarding the conviction and criminal sanction of NPS-related crimes. However, 

NPS differ from controlled narcotic drugs and psychotropic substances with respect to legal 

status, harms, and legitimate use. In response to NPS-related crimes, many judicial 

interpretations have been issued which show not only conflicts among them, but also have 

difficulties in catching up with newly emerging substances, such as the Guidance on the Trial 

of Several New Drug-Related Criminal Cases (GTND) (2006), and the Several Issues 

Concerning the Application of Law in the Trial of Drug-Related Criminal Cases (Interpretation 

No. 8) (2016). Hence, sentences for NPS related offenders vary strongly between different 

provisions, while there is still a lack of national law for the conviction and sentencing of NPS 

offenders. Such conflicts and legal gaps have imposed great pressure on prosecutors and judges 

in judicial practice. In addition, the economic and political contexts have also been noticed by 

many academic studies for their effects on the judicial system in general, such as the swiftness 

principle in prosecution and mass trials, and the judicial actors who resort to political rhetoric 

rather than justice. 

Third, competing regulatory designs on supervising compliance with laws and regulations 

appears to affect the capacity of law enforcement agencies. As an important organ that functions 

to control crime and protect public security, the Public Security Bureaus (PSB) at the local level 

not only need to respond to various crimes which create a huge amount of work, but they are 

also responsible for monitoring the compliance of individual producers and chemical 

companies. It is possible that such a huge amount of work cannot be well balanced. Further, 

when local authorities prioritize NPS control as their primary task, it is plausible that police 

officers focus more on targeting drug-related crimes, rather than on the publicity, regular drug 

use checking, and supervising chemical companies, because seizures and the number of 

offenders have been important indicators for the success of Chinese law enforcement. As a 

result, the capacity of enforcers in monitoring compliance is weakened. During this process, 

the prioritized task of drug control could generate great pressure on public officials, together 

with their huge workload. As a strategic adaptation to the pressure, political inaction has been 

adopted by many officials in their daily work, which may further weaken the efficiency of law 

enforcement. 

Taken together, it is suggested that China has established a comprehensive control system, 

which is in line with the international control regime. In order to respond to local drug issues, 

local authorities have much autonomy to prioritize their arrangements and mobilize different 

actors to participate in the war on drugs. However, there are also several contradictions and 
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conflicts in the design of regulatory power as well as in the implementation of drug policy, 

which limit the capacity of enforcers and the efficiencies of law enforcement in China. 

4. Implications for policy reform and further research 

Based on the findings generated by this research, several implications concerning future 

reform on drug policy and law in China could be obtained. In addition, this research also 

highlights some implications for future research in the domain of drug policy, law, and law 

enforcement. In this section, we try to outline some of the main implications. 

4.1 Implications for legal responses and law enforcement  

Findings in Chapter 5 and Chapter 8 show the design of drug policy and anti-drug laws, as 

well as the ways in which national policy and laws are implemented by different actors in a 

local context in China. These findings are informative in suggesting some implications for 

future reforms on drug policy, laws, and law enforcement in this area. The contradictions and 

conflicts embedded in the drug control framework and law enforcement in the bureaucratic 

political system in China could affect judicial practice and policing in a negative way. Given 

the geographical features of NPS supply detailed in Chapter 7 and Chapter 8, it may be 

beneficial to Chinese society to further strengthen the decentralization of the political power to 

increase the autonomy of local authorities because they are on the frontlines of the war on drugs, 

and they are the ones who put policy and law into practice. Therefore, an adjustment of the 

Organic Law of the People’s Republic of China on the Local People’s Congresses and Local 

People’s Governments is potentially necessary. Further, a clear division of regulatory power 

between different administrative and functional units at different levels could be helpful in 

offsetting the drawbacks imposed by political pressure and additional workload. A good 

example is the change in institutional arrangements, namely, the substantialization of the 

Narcotics Control Commissions in Changzhi city. It is suggested that both police officers and 

policymakers are willing to see the separation of the Narcotics Control Commission from the 

public security bureau system at the local level. As such, Narcotics Control Commissions could 

mainly focus on the rehabilitation of addicts and publicity, while the police could focus on 

targeting drug-related crimes. In this respect, the functions of both units could be strengthened. 

Future reforms could pay more attention to the possibilities of extending the pilot to other 

provinces in China.  

Furthermore, beyond detailing the reforms of the division of regulatory power, our research 

results show the passive ethos in the “web of control,” which needs to be addressed in future 

policy reforms. Many researchers have devoted themselves to a potentially effective regulation 

model which is characterized as decentralized from the state, self-regulated, and a network of 

a plurality of actors (Black, 2001; Burris, Drahos, and Shearing, 2005; Seddon, 2014). Based 

on the fact that “a truly horizontal relationship between the government and others is unlikely 

to be possible” (Black, 2001:145), it is suggested that the emphasis needs to be placed on 

understanding regulation as a decentralized activity, involving both state and non-state actors 

in polycentric networks of governance. In this way, it may be plausible to say that China has 

established a comprehensive control framework, in which various actors are involved in a 

decentralized fashion. For example, the central government, local government, administrative 
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units, functional units, associations, citizens, individual firms, and non-government 

organizations all have their own role in the war on drugs in China. However, our findings 

highlight an important element that has not been fully addressed by regulators, which is that 

actors are reluctant to comply, namely, due to motivation failure (Black, 2001). For example, 

logistic and chemical companies were unwilling to regulate themselves in pursuance of the laws 

because of the competing incentives between their economic interests and their roles in the war 

on drugs; local officials were unwilling to strictly regulate chemical and pharmaceutical 

companies because such law enforcement could have an adverse effect on their political 

promotion. Moreover, even police officers, prosecutors, and judges were reluctant to participate 

in the war on drugs because of the conflict between the workload (such as paper work and other 

job requirements) and the limited number of regular government staff. Therefore, it is the actors’ 

will and not their ability that affects the capacity of law enforcement in China. Hence, the 

integration of an incentive system into the regulation model to enhance actors’ willingness 

could be an option for future policy reform.  

4.2 Implications for further research 

The contributions of this thesis on criminal and criminological debates regarding drug-

related crimes and the limitations of our methodology have suggested some implications for 

further research. 

First, there is a need for more academic attention to the implementation of drug policy and 

laws. There have been substantial studies on regulation design to offset the weakness of 

traditional list control or blanket bans in catching up with the emerging pace of NPS (van 

Amsterdam, Nutt, and van den Brink, 2013; Kikura‐Hanajiri, Kawamura, and Goda, 2014; 

Wilkins, 2014). In fact, even though a large number of newly emerging NPS have not (yet) 

been controlled at the international level, it is not a problem for authorities to control the 

substances under China’s legal and criminal justice system. For example, although some NPS 

are not yet controlled in China, the illicit supply of those substances may still be prosecuted and 

convicted based on judicial interpretations that are unqualified to authorize criminal penalties 

according to Chinese constitutional law. Moreover, an unconstitutional judicial trial could 

further violate the offenders’ human rights as judicial interpretations are not national law.87 It 

is also possible for national authorities to create new legislation as the legal grounds for law 

enforcement agencies to crack down on the illicit supply of NPS. However, how these laws and 

policies are put into practice is a challenge that has not yet been fully addressed. Based on the 

findings of this thesis, noting that the willingness of different actors may affect the capacity of 

law enforcement, more academic attention is needed to investigate how to strengthen the 

willingness of different actors in the implementation process. 

Second, empirical research on drug-related crimes either from a criminal law or 

criminological perspective is needed. As noted in the literature review, there have been some 

emerging empirical studies on the control of NPS, but many problems exist regarding the 

                                                           
87 Article 11 of Universal Declaration of Human Rights, 1. Everyone charged with a penal offense has the right to 

be presumed innocent until proved guilty according to law in a public trial at which he has had all the guarantees 

necessary for his defense. 2. No one shall be held guilty of any penal offense on account of any act or omission 

which did not constitute a penal offense, under national or international law, at the time when it was committed. 

Nor shall a heavier penalty be imposed than the one that was applicable at the time the penal offense was committed. 



167 
 

quality of data and methodology. Our research findings, together with previous empirical 

studies, utilize the high quality of court files in China in terms of suggesting the profiles of 

offenders and supply patterns. As these data are accessible to the general public, it is possible 

for researchers to obtain abundant data from court files for future research. This thesis also 

suggests the importance of interviews as a data source which could be used to reach special 

groups, such as offenders and enforcers. However, potential political and security risks for 

researchers, such as the political obstacles to presenting research results at international 

conferences or the legal risks of being prosecuted when interviewing perpetrators need to be 

handled carefully. 

Third, there is also a need for research to evaluate drug policy as well as various special 

campaigns (short-term and long-term) against drug use and drug-related crimes in China. There 

has been a surge of interest in evidence-based policymaking in many countries since the early 

2000s. Here, the nature of the evidence involves the results of “systematic investigation towards 

increasing the sum of knowledge” (Davies and Nutley, 2000: 3). One of the critical aspects of 

evidence regarding public policy is the effectiveness and efficiency of existing drug policy 

strategies. Multiple country-specific studies have been conducted to investigate the cost-

effectiveness of drug policy in academic research (Chisholm et al., 2006; Doran et al., 2004; 

Lloyd, 2000; Shanahan et al., 2006). In addition, cost-effectiveness has been an important 

element considered by policymakers. For example, the EU Action Plan on Drugs 2017-2020 

(2017/C 215/02) has highlighted the importance of the effectiveness of evidence-based 

prevention measures. However, the effectiveness of drug policy and interventions in China has 

been largely ignored. Future research could focus on the evaluation of these specific 

interventions at the local level, such as publicity, mass trial, and special campaigns.   

The fourth is the call for future research on the role of the darknet using a different data set. 

This thesis has examined the role of the Internet in the supply chain at the street and wholesale 

levels. However, our findings provide no support for the existence of the darknet in the NPS 

market in China, which differs from previous research in other countries (Kruithof et al., 2016). 

It is possible that offenders do not use sophisticated internet-based technologies, rather, they 

use simple daily communication tools (Eck and Gersh, 2000). Alternatively, it is also possible 

that the involvement of the darknet has not been uncovered by law enforcement, which further 

affects our research results. In this case, further research could focus on the role of the darknet 

in the NPS market in China. 
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Appendixes: 

Appendix 1. Documentary data on legislation: 

 

 

Laws and their Amendments 

1 Drug Control Law of the People’s Republic of China 2007 

2 Public Security Administration Punishments Law Issued in 2005 and 

amended in 2012 

3 Decision of the Standing Committee of the National People's 

Congress on Ratifying the Agreement Between the Member 

States of the Shanghai Cooperation Organization on 

Cooperation in Combating Illegal Trafficking of Narcotics, 

Psychotropic Drugs, and Their Precursors 

2004 

4 Criminal law Issued in 1997 and 

5 Amendments of the Criminal Law (1-10) 1999-2017 

6 Criminal procedure law Issued in 1996 and 

amended in 2012 

and 2018 

7 Supplementary Provisions of the Standing Committee of the 

National People's Congress Concerning the Punishment of 

the Crimes of Smuggling [Expired] 

1988 

8 Decision of the Standing Committee of the National People's 

Congress Regarding the Severe Punishment of Criminals 

Who Seriously Sabotage the Economy [Expired] 

1982 

9 Decision of the Standing Committee of the National People's 

Congress on the Prohibition Against Narcotic Drugs 

[Expired] 

1990 

10 Regulations on the People's Republic of China on 

Administrative Penalties for Public Security[Expired] 

1957 

11 Interim Soviet Criminal Law [Expired] 1931 

 

Regulations 

1 Regulation on the Administration of Narcotic Drugs and 

Psychotropic Substance for Non-medical Use 

Issued in 2015, 

revised in 2017 and 

2018 

2 Regulation on the Administration of Narcotic Drugs and 

Psychotropic Drugs 

Issued in 2005, 

revised in 2013 and 

2016 
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3 Regulation on the Administration of Precursor Chemicals Issued in 2005, 

revised in 2014, 

2016, and 2018 

4 Provisions on the Management of Import and Export of 

Precursor Chemicals 

2015 

5 Interim Measures for the Check and Ratification of Export 

Enterprises of Ephedrine Precursor Chemicals 

2015 

6 Interim Provisions on the Administration of the Export of 

Precursor Chemicals to Particular Countries (Regions) 

2015 

7 Regulation on the Safety Management of Hazardous 

Chemicals 

Issued in 2002, 

revised in 2011 and 

2013 

8 Measure on How to Carry Out Forced Detoxification 

[Expired] 

1995 

9 Regulation on the Control of Psychotropic Drugs [Expired] 1988 

10 Regulation on the Control of Narcotic Drugs [Expired] 1987 

11 Notice by the State Council on Prohibiting Opium 1981 

12 Measures for the Control of Narcotic Drugs [Expired] 1978 

Judicial interpretations 

1 Official Reply of the Supreme People's Procuratorate on 

Whether the Supplementary List of Categories of Controlled 

Narcotics and Psychotropic Drugs for Non-medical Use Can 

Serve as the Basis for Determining Drugs 

2019 

2 Eight Model Drug-Related Criminal Cases and Drug-related 

Secondary Criminal Cases Issued by the Supreme People's 

Court 

2018 

3 Six Model cases concerning severely punish drug related 

crimes published by the Supreme People's Procuratorate 

2018 

4 Ten Model Cases concerning Drug-related Crimes and 

Drug-related Secondary Crimes Published by the Supreme 

People's Court 

2017 

5 Ten Model Cases Involving Drug-Related Crimes and 

Secondary Crimes Induced by Drug Abuse Issued by the 

Supreme People's Court 

2016 

6 Notice of the Supreme People's Court, the Supreme People's 

Procuratorate, and the Ministry of Public Security on Issuing 

the Provisions on Several Issues concerning the Procedures 

for the Taking, Impoundment, Weighing, Sampling, and 

Submittal for Inspection of Drugs in the Handling of Cases 

about Drug-Related Crimes 

2016 
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7 Interpretation of the Supreme People's Court on Several 

Issues concerning the Application of Law in the Trial of 

Drug-Related Criminal Cases 

2016 

8 Five Model Cases Involving Drug-Related Crimes and 

Serious Crimes Induced by Drug Abuse Issued by the 

Supreme People's Court 

2015 

9 Notice of the Supreme People's court on Issuing the Minutes 

of the National Courts Symposium on Trial of Drug Related 

Crimes 

2015 

10 Notice of the Supreme People's Court, the Supreme People's 

Procuratorate, and the Ministry of Public Security on Issuing 

the Opinions on Several Issues concerning Regulating the 

References to Drugs 

2014 

11 Typical Cases of Drug-Related Crimes and Serious Crimes 

Induced by Drug Abuse 

2014 

12 Typical Cases of Drug-Related Crimes and Serious Crimes 

Induced by Drug Abuse 

2014 

13 Notice of the Supreme People's Court, the Supreme People's 

Procuratorate and the Ministry of Public Security on the 

Quantitative Criteria for Conviction and Sentencing in the 

Handling of Criminal Cases Involving Three Precursor 

Chemicals Including o-Chlorophenyl Cyclopentyl Ketone 

2014 

14 Model Cases of Drug-related Crimes and Serious Crimes 

Induced by Drug Abuse Issued by the Supreme People's 

Court 

2013 

15 Six Model Cases Published by the Supreme People's Court 

Involving Drug Crimes and Serious Crimes Induced by Drug 

Use 

2012 

16 Model Cases on Drug Crimes Issued by the Supreme 

People's Court 

2012 

17 Reply of the Research Office of the Supreme People's Court 

on Whether to Convert Proportionately Different Types of 

Narcotics Involved in One Crime Committed by a Defendant 

into One Type of Narcotics for a Cumulative Total in 

Sentencing 

2009 

18 Notice of the Supreme People's Court on Issuing the 

Summary of the Symposium on the Work of Hearing Drug 

Crime Cases in Certain Courts Nationwide 

2008 

19 Notice of the Supreme People’s Court, the Supreme People’s 

Procuratorate and the Ministry of Public Security on Printing 

and Distributing the Opinions on Several Issues Concerning 

the Application of L aw in Handling Drug-related Criminal 

Cases 

2007 
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20 Decision of the Supreme People’s Court on the Exclusive 

Exercise of the Power to Review Death Penalty Cases 

2006 

21 Provisions on the S eizure and Freeze of Money and 

Property by the People’s Procuratorates 

2006 

22 Guiding Opinions of the Prosecution Chamber of the 

Supreme People's Procuratorate on Evidence Standards for 

Prosecution of Drug-Crime Cases 

2005 

23 Notice by the Investigation and Supervision Office and the 

Public Prosecution Office of the Supreme People’s 

Procuratorate on Intensifying Crackdown on Drug-Related 

Crimes 

2003 

24 Notice by the Supreme People’s Procuratorate on 

Implementing the Spirit of the National Crackdown on 

Smuggling Conference and Severely Cracking Down on 

Smuggling Activities 

2003 

25 Answer by the Research Office of the Supreme People’s 

Court on Ketamine as a Type of Narcotics [Expired] 

2002 

26 Notice of the Supreme People's Court, the Supreme People's 

Procuratorate and the Ministry of Public Security on the 

Quantitative Criteria for Conviction and Sentencing in the 

Handling of Drug-related Criminal Cases[Expired] 

2000 
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Appendix 2. Topic list and questionnaire 

The third research question is “How are these legal  responses implemented by different 

governmental and judicial agencies as well as individual actors at the local level in China?” 

Considering that drug policy and laws are implemented by different actors in China, we try to 

use semi-structured interviews to collect data. In order to cover the most important facets of 

law enforcement at the local level, a topic list has been developed based on previous academic 

research results. Under the guidance of the topic list, a questionnaire has been developed. 

Topic 1: the supply patterns of methcathinone  

(1) The profiles of offenders 

(2) The organization of offenders 

(3) Production areas and distribution routes 

(4) The way of package  

(5) Internet involvement  

(6) Composition, purity and price 

Topic 2: law enforcement process 

(1) Political priority at the local level 

(2) Arrangements in different institutions  

(3) The way to put these arrangements into practice 

(4) Effects of these arrangements (personal experience) 

Topic 3: law enforcement process at the individual level 

(1) The role of different actors 

(2) Daily work of different actors 

(3) Changes in daily work because of the political priority  

(4) Personal strategy in response to the work 

(5) Personal experience regarding institutional arrangements and enforcement processes  

 

Questionnaire 

 

Based on the topic list, a questionnaire for interviews has been developed. 

Questions on respondent’s background: 

• What is your job/your responsibility? 

• How many years have you worked on this job? (Following question: Are you temporary 

staff or regular staff?) 

Respondent’s experience about NPS 

• What do you know about the misuse of methcathinone (street name: jin) in Changzhi? 

• What do you know about the supply of methcathinone in Changzhi (profiles, 

organizations, production areas, distribution routes, compositions, purity, and price)? 

• How often have you experienced or noticed these supply patterns or features in the 

supply chain? 

•            What are the roles of the Internet in the supply of methcathinone in Changzhi? 

• What is the role of Changzhi regarding the illicit supply of methcathinone? 

Questions related to the respondent’s work 

• How is your work related to the illicit supply of methcathinone?  

• What are the arrangements that aim to reduce the illicit supply of NPS in your 

department? Any priority for different types of NPS? 
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• How are these arrangements carried out in practice by your department, and more 

specifically, by you at the individual level? 

• What are the challenges and benefits with regard to the measures against the illicit 

supply of methcathinone in your field? 

Questions on the opinions/value 

• How do you experience the arrangements and the implementation against the illicit 

supply of methcathinone? 

•            How do you respond to these arrangements? What are the personal strategies? 

• How do you evaluate these supply reduction measures in your department? 

Language: Chinese 
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Appendix 3. Informed Consent Form 

 

 

 

 

 

[Informed Consent Form for government and judicial employees（not temporary employees） 

who are invited to participate in Ph.D. research, titled ‘the illicit supply of NPS in and from 

China, legal responses, law enforcement, and supply patterns,’ funded by Chinese Scholarship 

Committee.] 

 

This Informed Consent Form has two parts:  

• Information Sheet  

• Certificate of Consent  

 

Part I: Information Sheet  

Introduction  

I am Minqi Zhao, a Ph.D. student at the Institution for International Research on Criminal Policy, 

Gent University, Belgium. My research topic is about China’s role in the illicit supply of NPS. As 

a part of my Ph.D. research, I am going to conduct a case study on Changzhi to investigate the law 

enforcement process concerning the illicit supply of methcathinone in this city. I am going to give 

you information and invite you to be a part of this research. You do not have to decide today whether 

or not you will participate in the research. Before you decide, you can talk to anyone you feel 

comfortable with about the research.  

This consent form may contain words that you do not understand. Please ask me to stop as we go 

through the information and I will take time to explain. If you have questions later, you can always 

ask me.  

Purpose of the research  

The illicit supply and the abuse of methcathinone have been the main concern for the local 

authorities in Changzhi. The purpose of this case study is to find how laws and policy are put into 

practices by different actors. We want to learn what are the existing supply patterns of 

methcathinone and how local authorities, different departments, and you respond to this problem. 

We believe that, as an important actor, your working experience is closely related to this topic, and 

your knowledge will be helpful for better understanding of this phenomenon and further benefiting 

the policy debate. 

Type of Research Intervention 

This research will involve your participation in a face to face interview that will take about one hour. 

Participant Selection  

You are being invited to take part in this research because we feel that your experience as a 

policymaker, police officer/ prosecutor/ judge can contribute much to our understanding and 

Informed Consent Form Template for  

Case Study (English version) 
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knowledge of the methcathinone issues and local law enforcement.  

Voluntary Participation  

Your participation in this research is entirely voluntary. It is your choice whether to participate or 

not.  

Procedures   

You are invited to help me to learn more about your working experience concerning the illicit supply 

of methcathinone and law enforcement process. If you accept, you will be asked to participate in an 

interview with myself.  

During the interview, I  will sit down with you in a comfortable place. If you do not wish to answer 

any of the questions during the interview, you may say so and the interviewer will move on to the 

next question. No one else but the interviewer will be present unless you would like someone else 

to be there. The information recorded is confidential, and no one else will access the information 

documented during your interview. The entire interview will be noted, and no-one will be identified 

by name on the notes. 

Duration  

The interviews will take place over 25 days in total. During that time, I will visit you one time for 

interviewing you, and it will last for about one hour. 

Risks  

There is a risk that you may share some personal or confidential information by chance, or that you 

may feel uncomfortable talking about some of the topics. However, I do not wish for this to happen. 

You do not have to answer any question or take part in the interview if you feel the question(s) are 

too personal or if talking about them makes you uncomfortable.  

Benefits  

There will be no direct benefit to you, but your participation is likely to help me to find out more 

about how to reduce the illicit supply of methcathinone and how to develop the future debate on the 

effect of law enforcement against drug-related crimes in this city.  

Confidentiality  

I will not share information about you with anyone. The information that I collect from this research 

project will be kept private. Any information about you will have a code on it instead of your name. 

No one else will know what your number is and I will lock that information up with a lock and key. 

It will not be shared with or given to anyone. 

Sharing the Results  

Nothing that you tell me today will be shared with anybody, and nothing will be attributed to you 

by name. The knowledge that I get from this research will be shared by publication so that other 

interested people may learn from the research. 
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Right to Refuse or Withdraw  

You do not have to take part in this research if you do not wish to do so, and choosing to participate 

will not affect your job or job-related evaluations in any way. You may stop participating in the 

interview at any time that you wish without your job being affected. I will give you an opportunity 

at the end of the interview to review your remarks, and you can ask to modify or remove portions 

of those, if you do not agree with my notes or if I did not understand you correctly. 

Who to Contact 

I will stay at the Rujia Hotel, Bayi Road, Chiangzhi during the interviews. If you have any questions, 

you can ask me now or later. If you wish to ask questions later, you may visit me or contact me. 

Tel:15582663766, email address:494621697@qq.com. 

 

Part II: Certificate of Consent  

 

I have been invited to participate in research about law enforcement against the illicit supply of 

methcathinone.  

 

I have read the foregoing information, or it has been read to me. I have had the opportunity 

to ask questions about it and any questions I have been asked have been answered to my 

satisfaction. I consent voluntarily to be a participant in this study  

 

 

Name of Participant__________________     

Signature of Participant ___________________ 

Date ___________________________ 

 Day/month/year    

    

Statement by the researcher/person taking consent 

 

I confirm that the participant was given an opportunity to ask questions about the study, and 

all the questions asked by the participant have been answered correctly and to the best of my 

ability. I confirm that the individual has not been coerced into giving consent, and the consent 

has been given freely and voluntarily.  

A copy of this ICF has been provided to the participant. 

Name of Researcher ________________________     

Signature of Researcher __________________________ 

Date ___________________________  Day/month/year  

tel:15582663766
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该知情同意书是为了邀请执法者参与我的博士研究课题，新精神活性物质的非法供给：法律应对，

执法以及犯罪模式。该研究获得国家留学基金委的‘国家建设高水平研究生项目’的资助。 

 

该知情同意书有两个部分组成:  

• 本次研究的简介  

• 同意证明  

 

第一部分：本次研究的简介 

1 研究概览  

     我叫赵敏奇，目前在根特大学国际刑事政策研究中心攻读博士学位。我的博士研究课题是中国在

新精神活性物质的非法供给链中的角色。作为该课题的一部分，针对长治地区特有的甲卡西酮犯罪

和滥用情况，我计划做一次访谈研究。为了获取可靠的数据，诚邀您参与本次研究。您不必现在决

定是否参与本此研究。在决定前，您可以和任何人讨论本研究，也可以针对该研究提出任何问题，

我都会一一回答。  

2 研究目的 

     甲卡西酮的非法供给和滥用已经是长治市政府的一个主要关注点。本次研究的目的是调查长治市

甲卡西酮的非法供给的特点以及政府和司法部门如何应对该问题。考虑到禁毒委，公安，检察院和

法院在执法过程中的重要角色（我们将司法也纳入广义的执法范围），我们希望通过您的工作经验

获取第一手信息，从而分析地方政府，政府部门，以及执法者在这一过程中扮演的不同角色，进而

提出完善毒品政策和提高执法能力的相关建议。 

3 访谈类型 

     大约一个小时左右的面对面访谈（一次性）。 

4 访谈者的选择 

     您被邀请参与到本次研究，是因为您的工作在地方执法过程中的重要角色。同时，您的日常工

作可能涉及到甲卡西酮非法供给和滥用的相关信息，这也为我们了解甲卡西酮非法供给的地方特点

提供第一手资料。  

5 自愿性： 

     您的参与是完全自愿的。您可以自由决定参加或者退出。 

6 访谈程序：  

     我诚挚的邀请您参加本次访谈，如果您接受，您将被问到一系列关于您工作经验，工作角色，以

及个人对相关话题的评价。访谈会在你的办公室或者您认为合适的场所进行，在访谈过程中，如果

您有任何问题，您可以随时提问。本次访谈的问题都为开放式问题，您可以针对相关话题畅所欲言。

在这个过程中，我可能会针对性的提出一些问题，您可以选择回答或者不回答。考虑到毒品问题以

及执法的敏感性，以及该类问题可能会对长治市以及地方官员带来负面评价，本次访谈只通过笔记

进行记录。您的名字和工作单位都通过代码来表示，除了我，没人能够通过该代码定位到您个人。 

参与访谈知情同意书 (Chinese version) 
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7 访谈时间 

     时间从 12 月 28 到 1 月 22. 每次访谈的时间大约在 1 个小时左右。 

8 风险控制  

     为了减少或者防止本次研究对您个人造成任何不利的影响，您可以拒绝回答您认为涉密或者敏

感的问题。同时任何关于您个人的信息都经过代码处理。如果您有任何疑问，您可以随时提问，我

都乐意向您解答。  

9 本次研究的可能性收益 

     本次研究并不能给您带来实际的个人收益。但是本次研究是第一个关于甲卡西酮地方特点以及地

方上执法过程的研究。研究结果可能会为提高未来的执法效果和完善毒品政策提供一定的帮助。 

10 保密性 

     本次研究中，您的个人信息不会向任何人透露。所有关于您个人的信息都用过编码处理，其他任

何人也不会通过编码定位到您个人。您所签署的知情同意书也会保密，其他任何人都不可能获取。 

11 研究成果 

     本次研究成果将以论文的形式在国际期刊公开发表。 

12 拒绝参与权 

     您的参与是完全自愿的，您可以在任何阶段，任何时间提出撤回您的信息或者拒绝参加下一步访

谈。我将完全尊重您的选择。 

13 联系方式 

     访谈期间，我都在长治市八一路如家酒店。如果您有任何问题，您可以随时来找我。或者联系我，

电话： 15582663766, 邮箱:494621697@qq.com. 

 

第二部分 

 

我已阅读所有信息，并且知晓我的参与权和拒绝权。我自愿决定参加本次研究。 

 

参与者__________________     

时间 ___________________________ 

    

学者声明： 

 

我确定尊重并保证访谈参与者的所有权利和自由意志。本次研究不存在任何强迫和其他学术不端

行为。 

   

 赵敏奇 

tel:15582663766
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Appendix 4. Nodes tree for coding documentary data 
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Appendix 5. Final nodes tree for coding interview 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 


