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Japan’s Involvement in Drug Trafficking
in North China, 1910-1945

Lee En-han

Abstract

Japan’s involvement in drug trafficking in China prior to and during the
Sino-Japanese War (1931-1945) has been attested in the post-war trials of the
Japanese A-level war criminals by the International Military Tribunal for the Far
East (Tokyo) in 1946-1948. The verdict reached in the trails has been re-
confirmed many times by later publications in Japanese. Facts show that drug
trafficking was part of an overall Japanese scheme to penetrate and dominate
Chinese society, aimed simultaneously at making money in order to finance the
war-efforts. This “lucrative business” became larger in scale after the beginning
of the undeclared Sino-Japanese War in July 1937, and Japan relied heavily on
these revenues to support political and intelligence expenses in the occupation of
China.

This essay is divided into four parts, following a general discussion of the
background issue: 1. the salient features of the Japan’s trafficking in opium and
other dangerous drugs in North China before September 1931; 2. the expansionist
Japanese policy on the narcotics question in North China in 1931-1937; 3. the
Japanese policy of encouraging drug trafficking largely through Chinese puppet
regimes in the occupied regions of North China in 1937-1938; 4. the further spread
of various narcotic drugs in North China in 1939-1945. The author concludes
that in 1939, a typical year during the wartime, the Japanese sold about

20,000,000 ounces of opium in North China. This meant a net profit of
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NC$100,000,000 (North China’s puppet regime’s currency; NC$1.00 equaled to
1.00 Japanese Yen and 4.00 Japanese Yen to US1.00 in that year). The 1939
consumption of other narcotic drugs in the same region was estimated at 10,707
pounds, representing a net profit of NC$165,000,000, an amount equivalent to
US$41,250,000. This constituted about 36% of the total NC puppet money in
circulation. As the budget for a 25,675-ton aircraft-carrier with a capacity for
carrying 84 aircrafts required only 80,000,000 Japanese Yen at the time, the
annual profit from drug trafficking by the Japanese authorities in North China
could be used to construct 2.05 aircraft-carriers. Since the war lasted more than
eight years, the revenues from the drug business in North China could be used to

finance the construction of 16.44 aircraft-carriers.
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