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 Introduction 

Washington and many of its European allies see Afghanistan primarily as a military 
problem.  For them the most important issue is the continuing insurgency by the Taliban, ousted 
from Kabul by U.S. forces allied with local fighters after the terrorist attacks of September 11, 
2001.  However, Western nations, including Bulgaria, also are affected by the large-scale 
production of opium and cannabis in Afghanistan.  And for much of the rest of the world, such as 
Russia, the Central Asian nation is mostly seen as a drug problem. 

Explained Vanda Felbab-Brown of the Brookings Institution:  “Since 2001, Afghanistan 
has become synonymous with the narco-state and the spread of crime and illegality.  In 2007 and 
2008, the Afghan drug economy reached levels unprecedented since at least World War II.  
Although the drug economy has declined since, the decrease has largely been driven by the 
saturation of the global drug market and by poppy crop disease rather than the policies of the 
international community and the Afghan government.  Although several other illicit economies 
thrive in Afghanistan including the smuggling of legal goods, narcotics receive by far the most 
attention because they generate the largest profits and the greatest international opprobrium.”1 

The U.S. and its allies have been fighting in Afghanistan for more than a decade.  Even 
today Washington and its NATO and other allies find it difficult to stem production without 
undercutting their battle against the Taliban.  Drug, and especially opium, production, remains 
high.  Indeed, Afghanistan accounts for roughly 90 percent of the global opium supply.   

And the problem is only getting worse.  Reported the New York Times:  “For the third 
year in a row, opium cultivation has increased across Afghanistan, erasing earlier drops 
stemming from a decade-long international and Afghan government effort to combat the drug 
trade.”2  In fact, in the fall of 2013 the UN Office on Drugs and Crime reported that poppy 
cultivation reached a new high, increasing 36 percent, and is likely to go even higher in 2014.  
Said UNODC’s Jean-Luc Lemahleu:  “We foresee a very difficult situation post-2014.”3 

Washington intends to withdraw most of its combat forces in 2014.  As Western military 
forces return home Western governments will possess even fewer tools to combat the vibrant 
Afghan drug trade.  With civil war likely to continue in Afghanistan, the U.S. and those most 
concerned about Afghan drug production will have to consider all possible alternatives, such as 
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subsidizing alternative crops, reducing Western demand, and even legalizing adult drug use to 
defund the illegal international trade. 

     The Afghanistan Drug Market 
Afghanistan long has been the fount of global production of opium and other illicit drugs, 

including cannabis.   Noted U.S. Air Force Special Operations officer John Glaze:  
“Afghanistan’s history of violent conflict, weak central government, poor agricultural economy, 
rugged geography, and harsh climate are all factors contributing to the dramatic increase in 
opium cultivation and production since the toppling of the Taliban in 2001.”4   

In 2009 six nations produced heroin, but Afghanistan accounted for 84 percent of that 
which was consumed.  Explained UNODC:  “Afghanistan has developed a monopoly over the 
opiate market since the 1990s, when South-East Asian production—especially in Myanmar—
began steadily declining.” 5   

Production varies year by year, but is consistently high.  Noted UNODC in early 2013:  
“Afghanistan remains by far the largest source country for opiates worldwide.  In recent years, 
Afghanistan registered several high annual production levels, notably in the peak year of 2007, 
but also in 2008 and 2011, with a decrease between 2007 and 2010 and between 2011 and 
2012.”6   

A subsidiary drug issue is acetic anhydride trafficking, a heroin precursor.  The chemical 
has legitimate industrial uses.  Afghanistan is the principal illicit market, with the problem being 
imports into, not exports out of, the country.  Noted UNODC, “Diverted acetic anhydride reaches 
laboratories in Afghanistan through numerous smuggling routes; some overlapping exists with 
well-worn corridors trafficking heroin out of Afghanistan.”7  These also are tough to control, 
especially since “the level of inspection of shipments entering Afghanistan is not as thorough as 
that headed in the other direction.”8  Although stemming the flow of precursors could help limit 
the processing of opium in Afghanistan, it would not restrict the export of opium from 
Afghanistan. 

Afghanistan’s role as a narcotics producer is a matter of global concern.  In 2009 the 
global opiate market was estimated to be worth $68 billion.  Observed UNODC:  “Opiates 
originating in Afghanistan threaten the health and well-being of people in many regions of the 
world.  Their illicit trade also adversely impacts governance, security, stability and 
development—in Afghanistan, in its neighbors, in the broader region and beyond.”9   

Of course, Afghanistan itself suffers.  The UN office noted last year:  “the combined 
conditions of poverty, war and a massive supply of heroin and opium have generated an obvious 
risk of widespread drug addiction.”10  In November 2013 the New York Times highlighted the 
problem:  “The number of drug users in Afghanistan is estimated to be as high as 1.6 million, or 
about 5.3 percent of the population, among the highest rates in the world.”11 

However, Western governments are more concerned about Afghanistan’s role in 
supplying addicts in their own societies.  The country now accounts for around 90% of global 
supply.  In its latest World Drug Report UNODC noted that “While the global area under poppy 
cultivation rose by 15 percent in 2012, driven largely by increases in Afghanistan and Myanmar, 
global opium production fell by almost 30 percent.”12  The drop reflected poor yields in 
Afghanistan, due not to eradication efforts, but other factors.  The largest single market for 
Afghan heroin is Europe.  Unsurprisingly, Bulgaria is adversely affected, like most of its 
neighbors.   



 

 

The trade pervades Afghanistan, 70 percent of whose people depend on agriculture for 
their livelihoods.  Production is concentrated in a half dozen provinces, but a half million 
families, making up some 14 percent of the population, are involved in its cultivation.  Include 
other aspects of the business—transportation, refining, export—and more than a third of the 
population may be involved directly or indirectly.  Drugs account for 15 percent or perhaps more 
of the country’s GDP. 

These economic benefits explain the poppy’s popularity.  Noted Vanda Felbab-Brown of 
the Brookings Institution:  “the opium economy provides the basic, and frequently the only, 
livelihood for large segments of the population in one of the most impoverished countries in the 
world.  It is also the sole route to upward mobility for many, even if upward mobility only means 
being able to obtain medical care in Pakistan or buy durable consumer goods, such as electric 
generators and cars.”13   

More important, the trade helps fund both “warlords” who have cooperated with the allies 
and Taliban forces.  Writing for The Combating Terrorism Center at West Point, analyst 
Gretchen Peters explained:  “Organized crime funds the militants—as well as profiting corrupt 
state actors and regional power brokers—amplifying and sustaining the conflict by spreading 
insecurity and graft, slowing development and reinforcing perceptions that local governments are 
weak and ineffectual.”14  Thus, “perhaps the most significant challenge is that the complex 
relationship between insurgent actors and illicit activity serves to amplify and sustain the 
insurgency in both Afghanistan and Pakistan, seriously undermining the authority of both 
governments.”15   

Indeed, said Peters, the Afghan Taliban “increasingly behaves like a traditional drug 
cartel” and directs funds into the central organization rather than leave the money with district 
commanders.16  She added, “The Taliban as an organization did not at first trade in opium per se, 
but commanders have protected, taxed, and collaborated closely with smuggling groups that do 
since the Taliban first emerged in the early 1990s.  The … Taliban permitted and taxed the 
cultivation and trade in opium poppy from 1996 to 1999, only banning farmers from growing 
poppy in the year 2000.”17  Now the Taliban is thought to profit from taxing farmers, charging to 
protect shipments and refineries, taxing or running labs, and levying assessments on large 
trafficking organizations.18  Indeed, explained Peters, “data gathered for this report illustrates 
that the QST is increasingly behaving like a traditional drug cartel, having moved into refining 
and exporting narcotics, rather than just taking a cut for protecting drug shipments and taxing 
poppy farmers.”19 

The Taliban profits, but it still receives but a small share of total drug proceeds.  UNODC 
figured for 2009 that the Taliban took $155 million, compared to $440 million for Afghan 
farmers and $2.2 billion for the traffickers20  Radical Islamist groups, including the Pakistan 
Taliban, similarly benefit from substantial funding through the drug trade in Pakistan.21   

However, the illicit trade transcends Afghanistan.  Obviously, supply routes radiate 
outward and are difficult to control.  For instance, observed Peters:  “There are also indications 
that Pakistani militants linked to al-Qaeda are operating in greater numbers inside Afghanistan, 
according to Afghan and Western military officials, and are engaged in at least small-scale 
regional narcotics smuggling.”22  Moreover, “There is clear evidence of cooperation on the 
tactical and criminal level between factions of the Pakistani Taliban and factions of the Afghan 
insurgency.”23  The problem may be growing worse.  In 2013 UNODC explained:  “Pakistan, 
which has long been an important hub for heroin trafficking for a number of geographic reasons, 



 

 

may be seeing the development of other routes and modes of transportation, including maritime 
shipping.”24   

The entire region is involved.  Noted UNODC in 2012:  “The flow of opiates from 
northern Afghanistan into Central Asia has not lessened, but Central Asian seizure volumes 
dropped in 2010 despite increased capacity and relatively stable borders.”25  Moreover, 
“Countering the flow of drugs is complicated by difficulties in coordinating efforts between 
national agencies within Central Asia and between this region and Afghanistan.  This is reflected 
in limited intelligence sharing along lines of supply.”26 

Problems in controlling the trade are obvious.  To start, there is little will within Afghan 
officialdom to combat the trade.  Corruption is rife.  There are many contributors to that 
problem, including abundant Western aid programs.  But drug money plays a huge role.  Said 
UNODC “corruption plays the main role in lubricating drug routes into” other nations.27  The 
agency added:  “In addition to laboratory owners, traffickers smuggling acetic anhydride and 
opiates also reported bribing Government officials,” including security forces.28 

The United Nation’s Hamid Ghodse argued:  “Corruption among officials at almost every 
level of the government is a major factor of the drug problem.”29  Which means the very top.  
The U.S. government has none too privately criticized President Hamid Karzai for inadequate 
leadership at best, and perhaps much more.  In 2007 at least 13 governors or former governors 
and a quarter of parliamentarians were suspected of being involved in the drug trade.30  Even 
President Hamid Karzai’s murdered half-brother, Ahmed Wali Karzai, from Kandahar, was 
implicated in the drug business, though direct evidence was absent.  Abdul Rasul Sayyaf, a 
Mujahedeen leader who opposed the Soviets, is running in the April 2014 election and is 
reportedly a top drug trafficker.  When I visited Afghanistan there was widespread cynicism 
about government anti-narcotics programs.  Afghans accused Admed Wali Karzai of being in 
charge of the drug mafia.  Gaudy homes in Kabul were nicknamed “poppy palaces.” 

Enforcement efforts have appeared to rearrange rather than end corrupt official 
involvement.  A joint UNODC/World Bank report observed:  “there are clear signs that the 
changing (and generally tightening) environment against narcotics is contributing to a 
consolidation of the drug industry around fewer, more powerful, and politically connected actors, 
with compromise of key institutions like the Ministry of Interior (MoI) and police and 
involvement by other security forces.”31  No surprise, “these trends could have potentially 
serious adverse implications for the future—making the fight against drugs all the more 
difficult.”32 

UNODC surveyed Afghans and found that “the population of Afghanistan considered 
corruption, together with insecurity and unemployment, to be one of the principal challenges 
facing their country, ahead even of poverty, external influence and the performance of the 
government.”  In 2009 corruption ranked first and in 2012 it ranked second.  Unfortunately, the 
people’s “perceptions of corruption have not improved significantly.”33   

While issues of corruption are not limited to the drug trade—the practice infuses virtually 
every economic sector—opium provides abundant cash that fuels the practice.  For instance, 21 
percent of Afghan National Police “were offered a bribe to not report drug trafficking or the 
smuggling of other items.”34  And while insecurity is widely seen, correctly, as the principal 
factor in opium production, corruption matters too.  Reported UNODC in 2012:  “Northern 
Afghanistan is one of the safest regions of the country, but it seizes very little opiates relative to 
its importance in processing and trafficking for the Northern route.  Crime groups controlling the 



 

 

trade in the region also appear to operate with a high degree of impunity.  Corruption rather than 
insecurity appears to be the main corollary to high-volume opiate trafficking in northern 
Afghanistan.”35  Reported Peters:  “A number of local residents interviewed for this paper said 
that some corrupt government officials collaborate with the same smugglers that work with the 
Taliban to move drug shipmens.”36   

All of this has helped create what Michael Miklaucic and Moises Naim have called “the 
criminal state.”37  That, they argue, involves more than simply influential criminal actors, but 
when “criminal agents are so sufficiently prominent in positions of state authority that their 
criminal actions cannot effectively be restrained by the state.”38  Especially if opium production 
increases in 2014 and beyond, there is talk of Afghanistan becoming “the world’s first true narco 
state.”39   

Under U.S. pressure President Karzai declared a “jihad” against opium and called for his 
countrymen to exhibit the same determination to fight the drug trade as Afghans exhibited in 
battling the Soviets, but virtually no Afghan has the same incentive to oppose opium production.  
The Afghan people are extremely poor, with few good alternative economic opportunities.  
Despite allied success in battling the Taliban, much of the country remains vulnerable to 
sporadic attacks if not ongoing combat.  State institutions are extremely weak and the central 
government’s writ runs only very irregularly into the countryside. 

Many of these problems have been evident in other nations, particularly in South 
America and Southeast Asia.  The ongoing guerrilla conflict may pose the biggest challenge.  
Although when in power the Taliban temporarily banned opium production now it profits from 
the trade.  So do independent “warlords,” many of whom have aided the allied war effort.  
Winning “hearts and minds” also requires appealing to poppy growers, who can offer manpower 
and intelligence to the contending combatants. 

Allied control efforts have met with only indifferent results.  After record production in 
2007, the intensified eradication campaign helped drive down cultivation in the following two 
years.  However, production responds even more dramatically to factors over which the allies 
have no control.  In 2011 UNODC noted that “Opium cultivation remained consistent in 2009 
and 2010; however, opium production decreased by 48 percent in 2010—from 6,900 tons to 
3,600 tons—due to a disease in the opium plants.  Disease often plagues opium plants in 
Afghanistan.”40 

Even at lower production levels Afghanistan still can service the world’s heroin demand.  
Admitted UNODC in 2011:  “Afghan production has largely exceeded estimated global demand 
for the past several years, resulting in the creation of large stocks.”41  In both 2009 and 2010 
cultivation remained 20 percent above that in 2005, and since has shot back upward.42  
Moreover, the increased enforcement campaign resulted in a sharp increase in the killing of anti-
drug Afghan officials.  Said UNODC:  “the fight against drug trafficking in the country is 
becoming increasingly violent.”43  While areas under cultivation fell by 20 percent before 
recovering, total production dropped only six percent, due as much to drought as anything else.  
Ironically, as prices rose the incentive for cultivation and production rose. 

UNODC’s 2012 opium survey was no more optimistic.  Explained the agency:  “Despite 
the eradication of opium poppy by Governor-led Eradication (GLE) having increased by 154% 
in comparison to its 2011 level (9,672 hectares eradicated in 2012), the total area under opium 
poppy cultivation in Afghanistan was estimated at 154,000 hectares (125,000 – 189,000) in 
2012,” an 18 percent increase.  Production dropped by 36 percent, but not due to eradication 



 

 

efforts.  Rather, the drop was “caused by a combination of a disease of the opium poppy and 
adverse weather conditions, particularly in the Eastern, Western and Southern regions of the 
country.”44   

UNODC’s latest Opium Risk Assessment reveals a similarly dismal result.  Although 
some areas remain poppy free, explained the agency: 

“In the Southern region, the Risk Assessment indicated that the largest opium cultivating 
provinces, Helmand and Kandahar, are likely to see an increase in opium cultivation due to the 
current high price of opium and to compensate [for] the low opium yield in 2012 … .  An 
increase in opium poppy cultivation is also expected in Uruzan and Zabul provinces … .  In the 
western provinces, namely in Farah and Ghor, opium cultivation is also expected to increase.  …  
Increasing trends were reported from Nangarhar and Kapisa provinces in the Eastern region. …  
Balkh and Faryab in the northern region are likely to see an increase in opium cultivation in 
2013. …  The largest cultivating province in the northeast, Badakhshan is likely to see an 
increase in opium cultivation in 2013.  The increase in opium cultivation is also expected in 
Takhar province.”45 

Cannabis is another Afghan crop, though less important than opium.  Note UNODC in 
May 2013:  “Cannabis in Afghanistan is a very attractive cash crop.  However, the volume of 
cannabis cultivated is much lower than that of opium poppy (12,000 hectares of cannabis were 
cultivated in 2011, compared with 131,000 hectares of opium poppy), and it is cultivated less 
frequently:  the majority of farmers who grow it do so every other year, and some even less 
often.  The cultivation of cannabis in Afghanistan thus appears to be self-limiting.”46   

Nevertheless, between 2001 and 2012 Afghanistan still ranked number two for being 
cited for the country of provenance in international cannabis seizures. (It was number one for 
heroin.)47  Moreover, cannabis production may complicate efforts to restrict opium production.  
Given links among farmers, noted UNODC, “since there is a large pool of farmers who 
occasionally cultivate cannabis on a commercial basis, there may be significant potential for the 
substitution of cannabis for opium poppy, if opium poppy cultivation were to become less 
attractive.”48   

Even officials who talk up apparent successes at eradication and interdiction 
acknowledge that the gains are never permanent.  The late Richard Holbrooke, who served as a 
special U.S. envoy for the region, complained that “The United States alone is spending over 
$800 million a year on counter-narcotics.  We have gotten nothing out of it, nothing.”  He went 
on to call it “the most wasteful and ineffective program I have seen in 40 years.”49 

There is a lot of competition for that status in the U.S. government.  Nevertheless, the 
challenge remains enormous.  Money talks.  In 2013 UNODC noted that “’high sales price of 
opium’ was the predominant reason (66%) given for growing opium (71% in 2012).  Indeed, 
opium prices, albeit lower than in 2010 and 2011, were still at a much higher level than between 
2005 and 2009, making opium cultivation financially very attractive for farmers.”50  Although 
the West hoped to shift opium producers to Western-oriented cash crops, many farmers chose 
cannabis instead.  The International Narcotics Control Board reported that “Farmers have been 
switching from opium poppy cultivation to cannabis cultivation, as cannabis cultivation is 
becoming increasingly lucrative and no action has been taken by the government to prevent such 
cultivation,” turning Afghanistan into the world’s biggest producer of that drug as well.51 

At the same time, drug producers have turned out to be as elusive and determined 
opponents as has the Taliban.  Noted UNODC and the World Bank:  “the diversity, flexibility, 



 

 

and dynamism of the drug industry must be taken into account in designing the government’s 
and international community’s responses.”52  Unfortunately, no one has yet designed a workable 
response likely to lead to success, however that might be defined. 

     U.S. Drug Eradication Policy 
The allies have pressed the Karzai government to do more to limit drug production and 

distribution.  However, that is a weak pillar upon which to rest.  No doubt, there are honest and 
effective officials in Kabul and the provinces.  However, the Afghan government’s limitations 
are many and enormous.   

It is unclear if enough of the right officials desire to restrict the drug trade.  As noted 
earlier, it is widely believed that corruption is extensive and pervasive.  Drug cash is thought to 
wash the elite on its way to Dubai and elsewhere outside of the country.  The temptation to profit 
is strong even for the well-intentioned, who see little reason to tilt at drug windmills while others 
are enriching themselves. 

In fact, noted UNODC in 2012:  “excessively focusing on insurgents’ linkages with the 
drug trade risks obscuring the deeper involvement of corrupt government officials in the Afghan 
opiate trade.  In northern Afghanistan, many actors who in previous years had been involved in 
opiate trafficking have now become public officials, politicians and businessmen.  Some of these 
stakeholders continue to be involved in drug trafficking, making high-level corruption another 
important cog in the large wheel of organized crime in Afghanistan.”  Moreover, some of these 
“individuals often have a military background, having fought previously as field commanders 
under the various jihadi factions,” which often break down along ethnic lines and play important 
political roles.53   

Further, “At the individual level the opium trade underpins and perpetuates local power.  
A public official can accumulate great wealth through the control of a key crossing or district.  
Some of the profits garnered can be reinvested in local businesses thus adding an additional layer 
of legitimacy.”54  No surprise, similar problems affect Afghanistan’s Central Asian neighbors.55 

Even if there is a genuine desire to stop opium production, the central government may 
not be able to achieve much.  Afghan agencies and forces may be stronger today than in years 
past, but that merely highlights their past weakness.  And the coming allied exit will further 
strain local resources.  Despite promises of continued aid, cash-strapped governments tired of 
years of war are unlikely to maintain abundant aid flows; practical in-country assistance from 
outside governments and organizations also will diminish. 

Moreover, the failure of the Afghan government is abetted by that of its neighbors as 
drug production moves outward from Afghanistan.  Moreover, though Afghanistan processes 
much its raw product, noted UNODC, “heroin processing also occurs outside of Afghanistan.”56  
Explained the UN agency:  from Central Asia, Iran, and Pakistan opium “flows from there to the 
rest of the world.”57    

Nor is the trade any longer limited to land.  Noted UNODC in 2011:  “Another new trend 
is the growing use of sea and air transport to move Afghan heroin around the world, as well as to 
smuggle chemicals used in heroin production into Afghanistan.  Traffickers in Afghan heroin 
have traditionally relied on overland routes, and law enforcement services will need to respond 
to this new threat.”58   

No surprise, “Traffickers take advantage of the open borders Afghanistan has with 
neighboring countries.”  As a result, “huge amounts of opiates are being trafficked through these 
borders with very little resistance.”59 



 

 

In some of the border areas, “Afghan Government authority is either patchy or applied 
without integrity.”60  Moreover, ethnic and family ties transcend national borders.  Indeed, 
“depending on the border area, drug routes seem to be determined by a combination of linguistic 
links, geographic proximity and available opportunities.”  Through Tajikistan “both large, well-
organized groups and small entrepreneurs appear to be engaged in trafficking.”61 

Governments cooperate with international anti-narcotics efforts, but, noted UNODC, 
“while Central Asia and Afghanistan are becoming increasingly integrated economically, 
counter-narcotics cooperation is proceeding at a slower pace.  This is due to complicating issues 
of trust combined with disputes on border demarcation and control over natural resources.”62  
UNODC cited “encouraging signs” but said much more needed to be done.63   

Indeed, noted UNODC in 2012, in some countries “large parts of the political and law 
enforcement establishment are seriously undermined by direct or indirect involvement in the 
drug trade.”64  Explained the agency:  “corruption is not seen only in Afghanistan but observed 
all along the drug trafficking routes from Afghanistan to the final destination; without corruption, 
it would be almost impossible to transport hundreds of tons of heroin across thousands of miles 
to international markets.”65  Some of these nations  also have suffered from political and ethnic 
problems which mean “uncompromised law enforcement had no choice but to shift the focus 
away from drug trafficking.”66   

Of particular concern is the role of Pakistan.  Noted UNODC:  “The border between [the 
Federally Administered Tribal Areas] and Afghanistan is virtually impossible to monitor and 
police.”67  Moreover, “As in eastern Afghanistan, ethnic, tribal and familial links facilitate heroin 
smuggling into the Baluchistan province of Pakistan.”68  .   

Local enforcement efforts in Afghanistan, in particular, are likely to weaken in upcoming 
months.  The departure of Western military forces will require the Afghan military and police to 
concentrate on battling the Taliban.  Even if the security forces continue to improve their 
performance, still more a hope than a fact, they will lack the firepower and other advantages 
provided by allied support.  It will take more effort to achieve the same result, encouraging the 
government to reduce its burden by accommodating drug producers.  Moreover, security 
personnel confronting their own countrymen will be less likely to play tough on an issue 
seemingly peripheral to the central struggle with the Taliban. 

Similar problems are evident elsewhere in the region.  UNODC found little direct 
insurgent involvement in opium trafficking in Central Asia, “but, at the very least, terrorist acts 
and incursions are putting an additional burden on law enforcement and shifting resources away 
from counter-narcotics.”69 

Ultimately, security is the most important factor in any effort to reduce opium 
production.  UNODC pointed to “a strong association between insecurity, lack of agricultural 
assistance and opium cultivation.”70  Indeed, “The statistical association between poor security 
and poppy cultivation was even stronger than in the case of agricultural assistance.  Almost all 
villages with very poor security and most villages with poor security were cultivating poppy.  In 
other words, villages in areas had a high probability of cultivating poppy, and villages in areas 
with good security were less likely to have poppy cultivation.”71 

Production patterns reflect the same phenomenon.  In 2012 16 of 34 provinces were 
poppy free.72  (However, three of them were at risk of losing that status.  According to UNODC:  
“In eastern Afghanistan, in Nangarhar province, farmers resumed cultivation even in districts 



 

 

where poppy has not been present for the last four years.”  Similarly, the northern provinces of 
Balkh and Takhar also “are at risk of resuming poppy cultivation.”73)   

Production is concentrated in just a handful of areas.  In 2012 72 percent of the supply 
came from Hilmand, Kandahar, Urzgan, Day Kundi, and Zabul to the south and 23 percent from 
Badghis, Farah, Hirat, and Minroz in the west.74  Noted UNODC:  “the regional divide in opium 
production continued to exist in 2012.  Most opium cultivation remained confined to the 
country’s Southern and Western provinces, which are dominated by insurgency and organized 
criminal networks.  This confirms the link between insecurity and opium cultivation in the 
country since 2007.”75 

Obvious and persistent limitations on the Afghan government’s capabilities forced the 
U.S. and NATO to consider greater involvement in anti-opium operations.  Many allied states 
limited their militaries’ involvement in combat as well as drug interdiction through special 
caveats.  U.S. law restricted military involvement in operations unrelated to counter-terrorism 
and supporting other nations’ domestic law enforcement.76   

Moreover, in the early years American military officers strongly resisted being drafted 
into the drug war.  Observed Vanda Felbah-Brown:  “until 2003, U.S. counternarcotics policy in 
Afghanistan was essentially laissez-faire.  The military understood that it would not be able to 
obtain intelligence on the Taliban and al-Qaeda if it tried to eradicate poppy production.  
Meanwhile, to provide intelligence on the Taliban and to carry out direct military operations 
against the Taliban and al-Qaeda, it relied on key warlords who had often been deeply involved 
in the drug economy.”77   

Indeed, in 2002 Gen. Tommy Franks, commander of U.S. forces in the Persian Gulf, said 
the issue was the responsibility of Afghanistan and civilian American agencies.78 Two years later 
the American commander of the Combined Task Force in Kandahar declared:  “at this point in 
time, U.S. troops will not be involved in counter-drug and counter-narcotics operations at all.” 

That did not satisfy other federal agencies, however, which pressed the Pentagon to shift 
policy.  Over the opposition of some European countries in the mid-2000s the Bush 
administration pressed to target producers irrespective of military objectives.  Explained then 
NATO commander Gen. John Craddock:  “it was no longer necessary to produce intelligence or 
other evidence that each particular drug trafficker or narcotics facility in Afghanistan meets the 
criteria of being a military objective.”79  Ultimately Washington came to push a five-fold 
strategy involving public information, policy/judicial reform, eradication, interdiction, and 
alternative livelihoods. 

However, these efforts had disappointing results.  Observed John Glaze, an Air Force 
Special Operations officer:  “While there have been some success stories, the counternarcotics 
strategy has been ineffective in curbing opium cultivation and production in Afghanistan.”80   

In fact, the eradication campaign created military problems.  Explained Felbab-Brown, 
eradication efforts “immediately ignited violent strikes and social protests.”  Moreover, the 
antagonized poppy farmers came to constitute a strong and key base of support for the Taliban, 
denying intelligence to the [allied forces] while providing it to the Taliban.”81   

This discontent gave the Taliban an opportunity to rebuild popular support by defending 
rural farmers.  As Felbab-Brown explained:  “by protecting the illicit economy, belligerents can 
protect the local population’s livelihood from government efforts to suppress it.”82  This 
conclusion was widespread.  Acknowledged Peters:  “Such regulation can help an insurgent 



 

 

group to curry favor or gain legitimacy and additional popular support, particularly from those 
who benefit from the industries being protected.”83 

Glaze similarly argued:  “The aggressive pursuit of eradication has alienated many 
peasant farmers and resulted in some of them turning against U.S. and NATO forces.”84  Even 
more definitive was the judgment of Independent columnist Johann Hari:  “The Afghan people 
are rebelling because the U.S. government is currently committed to destroying 60% of their 
economy.”  He cited the Senlis Council’s Emmanuel Reinert:  “the Taliban revival is directly, 
intimately related to the [poppy] crop eradication program.  It could not have happened if the 
U.S. was not aggressively destroying crops. This is the single biggest reason Afghans turned 
against the foreigners.”85   

Senior U.S. officials eventually came to this conclusion as well.  The late Richard 
Holbrooke argued that American-backed eradication efforts were pushing farmers to support the 
Taliban.86   

Ironically, the Taliban was on the other side of the issue in 2001.  In 2000 the group 
banned opium production, which cut cultivation by 90 percent the following year.  Noted Felbab-
Brown:  “The eradication drive greatly alienated the population from the Taliban and played an 
important role in the unwillingness of the people to support the Taliban in resisting the U.S. 
forces in the autumn of 2001.  Throughout the south, including in the traditional support bases of 
the Taliban, such as Kandahar and Helmand, the population remained passive,” greatly aiding 
the American-orchestrated military campaign.87 

Thus, argued UNODC and the World Bank, counter-narcotics efforts “need to factor in 
the adverse side effects of interventions,” including on governance.  They noted that “While the 
drug industry itself constitutes a serious threat to the state-building agenda in Afghanistan, ill-
considered counter-narcotics actions can be counterproductive in terms of governance, possibly 
exacerbating an already difficult situation.”88 

In fact, early eradication efforts by Kabul were “manipulated by local Afghan strongmen 
to eliminate drug competition and ethnic/tribal rivals.  Instead of targeting those at the top 
echelons of the drug economy, many of whom had considerable political clout, interdiction 
operations were largely conducted against small, vulnerable traders who could neither 
sufficiently bribe nor adequately intimidate the interdiction teams.”  As a result, “large 
traffickers with substantial political control consolidated their control over the drug industry,” 
exacerbating the problem of corruption.89   

Indeed, noted Felbab-Brown:  “the local eradicators themselves are in the position to best 
profit from counter-narcotics policies, being able to eliminate competition—business and 
political alike—and alter market concentration and prices at least in the short term and within 
their region of operations.  Consequently, jobs, such as that of police chief, are highly coveted 
and people are willing to pay hundreds of thousands of dollars to obtain such jobs and place 
friendly individuals in such jobs.”90   

Another, even more ironic impact of eradication efforts was to inflate Taliban revenues.  
As economist Jeffrey Clemens pointed out in a paper in 2013, to the extent that eradication 
efforts fall principally upon populations under government control, the resulting price increases 
actually will benefit anti-government forces.   

Explained Clemens, it is virtually impossible to target opiate production which most 
benefits the Taliban, since “Taliban-loyal poppy farmers are less likely to be encountered by 
poppy-ban enforcers.”91  He further explained:  “Targeting is likely to pose significant difficulty 



 

 

across a wide range of prohibition-related settings.  The Afghan context highlights a central 
problem of territorial control; it is difficult if not impossible for a government to enforce 
prohibitions in areas where it lacks dominion.  More generally, to the extent that a government’s 
primary adversaries are among those most capable of generating violence, they will naturally 
tend to pose the hardest targets.”92   

Thus, the counter-narcotics campaign effectively redirected opium production to Taliban-
controlled areas.  Explained Clemens:  “Anti-opium enforcement escalated substantially in 2005 
and subsequent years … .  By 2009, the distribution of poppy cultivation had changed 
dramatically.  Nearly half of Afghanistan’s provinces (16) were documented to be poppy free.  
However, neither the elimination nor significant reduction of poppy cultivation occurred in the 
Taliban-heavy provinces.”93   

Unfortunately, this perverse enforcement pattern has an additional impact.  Wrote 
Clemens:  “The tendency for enforcement to increase the market shares of those most capable of 
generating violence, and least inclined to respect legal authority, creates an important 
impediment to the effectiveness of income-suppression policies.”94   

Moreover, “anti-opium efforts substantially increased the opiate-industry resources 
flowing to the Taliban.  For each kilogram of opium remove from the market, the estimates 
imply that only one-sixth of a kilogram would have come from Taliban-heavy areas.  Demand is 
sufficiently inelastic that, absent supply responses, the value of remaining opium would rise 
substantially, increasing the net income of farmers in Taliban-heavy areas by around $120.  
Supply responded quickly, and did so largely in Taliban-heavy districts.  All told, the opium-
source income of farmers in these districts rose from $240 million in 2004 to $580 million in 
2010.”95   

Afghan and allied attempts to move farmers into new crops proved to be little more 
successful than eradication.  Noted Felbab-Brown:  “alternative livelihoods programs … were 
clearly a secondary and inconsistent mechanism.”  They “were slow to reach most of the 
population.  To the extent they were extended, it was primarily in areas that had experienced 
eradication, but many areas subject to bans on cultivation or eradication did not receive any 
livelihood assistance programs.  Where alternative livelihoods programs were extended, they did 
not sufficiently relieve the immediate economic losses, nor did they address the structural drivers 
of opium poppy cultivation.”96   

In early 2009 incoming President Barack Obama appeared to recognize the challenge that 
he faced.  The administration issued a new strategy white paper and did not list drug interdiction 
as one of its five main objectives.  The paper appeared more concerned with the relationship 
between the war and drugs, vowing to break “the link between narcotics and the insurgency.”  
Allied forces would destroy opium facilities to “contribute to breaking the drug-insurgency 
nexus.”  Although the administration still hoped to inhibit growers, it planned to shift the focus 
“to higher level drug lords,” especially connected to the Taliban, and emphasize crop substitution 
strategies. 

In March 2010 the administration articulated four objectives:  disrupting operations by 
traffickers, improving rural livelihoods, reducing drug demand, and developing Afghan 
institutions to implement the strategy.97  In sum, proclaimed the administration:  “This strategy is 
about dismantling the links among insurgency, drugs, corruption and criminality that plague the 
Afghan people.  This will help achieve our national security objectives, especially to disrupt, 



 

 

dismantle, and defeat al-Qaeda and its extremist allies that threaten the people the government of 
Afghanistan and reconnect the Afghan people to effective government institutions.”98 

The policy shift made theoretical sense.  Degrading insurgent capabilities would advance 
the overall war effort.  In practice, though, the results remained disappointing.  Four years later 
Afghanistan is thought to account for more than 90 percent of the world’s opium production. 

Drug enforcement efforts may have indirectly reduced Taliban combat capabilities since 
the same logistical chains can handle war materiel and drugs.  However, directly targeting 
insurgents likely would be more effective.  Noted Felbab-Brown:  “so far, the cumulative effects 
of the narcotics interdiction effort to suppress financial flows—including both generalized anti-
Taliban interdiction and raids solely dedicated to counternarcotics—do not appear to be affecting 
the Taliban at the strategic level.”99   

In practice it has been difficult to more selectively target eradication efforts.  First, the 
administration observed that “we do not object to Afghan-led local eradication.”100  Moreover, 
the allies often treated farmers as if they were Taliban.  As a result, warned Felbab-Brown, “in 
areas that have been subject to intense interdiction raids such as Marja and Nad Ali, the effects of 
supposedly ‘selective’ and political sensitive interdiction have come to resemble the effects of 
blanket eradication.”101 

Introducing discretion may have exacerbated official corruption.  The very process of 
targeting is open to abuse.  Argued Felbab-Brown:  “the best way to conduct the drug business is 
to be a member of the Karzai government, further undermining the domestic legitimacy of the 
Kabul government and compromising the rule of law.”102  Allied efforts to combat corruption 
have varied in intensity.  But even good intentions are not enough, given the manifold challenges 
created by the conflict itself.  Unfortunately, drug enforcement is making the problem even 
worse. 

Interdiction may be no less difficult than eradication, and is not likely to have a dramatic 
impact on production patterns in Afghanistan.  However, since the former does not directly 
impact farmers it does not have the counter-productive political impact of eradication efforts.  
Indeed, explained Felbab-Brown, “if well-designed and implemented, interdiction could possibly 
reduce the political power of ex-warlords and corrupt officials.”103  Still, the ultimate impact 
likely will remain limited, especially if other enforcement efforts fall short. 

Economic development is the obvious answer to a host of problems, including as a means 
to help win the conflict.  However, abundant aid programs intended to spur growth, build support 
for the Kabul government, and weaken backing for the Taliban have been plagued with 
problems.  Projects have been ineffective, costly, temporary, and slow. 

Efforts targeting opium producers look little different.  Felbab-Brown noted the varying 
attempt to satisfy two different objectives:  “Is the purpose to buy off the population and wean it 
away from insurgents or to produce long-term sustainable development?”104  Indeed, these 
initiatives typically “collapse as soon as the money runs out, often in the span of several weeks.”  
Unsurprisingly, there is “little evidence that these programs have secured the allegiance of the 
population to either the Afghan government or to ISAF [allied] forces, or that they resulted in 
increased intelligence about the Taliban.”105   

Alternative livelihoods programs work little better than eradication without security.  
Said UNODC’s Jean-Luc Lemahieu:  “Nothing can compete with opium in an insecure 
environment.  A secure environment is the precondition for governance and a long-term 
solution.”106    Even the White House acknowledged in its discussion of the international heroin 



 

 

market:  “Until Afghanistan has a stable security environment with sustainable rural and private 
sectors and robust law enforcement capability, drug production and trafficking will continue.”107   

Overall, Afghan, U.S., and allied efforts to stem opium production have failed to achieve 
any of the obvious objectives:  eliminate the drug trade, cut funds for the Taliban, reduce official 
corruption, strengthen the government’s authority, and win hearts and minds.  Mirwais Yasini, 
an Afghan parliamentarian who previously headed the government’s anti-narcotic effort, said:  “I 
don’t see anything tangible that has been done.  There is no meaningful crop substitution and no 
effective enforcement.”108   

Felbab-Brown had a similar take:  “the effectiveness of [the administration’s] 
counternarcotics policies there—interdiction focused on Taliban-linked traffickers and 
alternative livelihood efforts—has been challenged by implementation difficulties and is 
ultimately dependent on major progress in improving the security situation and governance in 
Afghanistan.  As of fall 2011, governance in Afghanistan has been steadily deteriorating, with 
corruption and ethnic tensions rising and political patronage networks becoming more 
exclusionary, while any security improvements following the 2010 U.S. military surge remain 
extremely fragile.”109   

Even where there are apparent areas of progress, security remains a vital prerequisite.  
Felbab-Brown pointed to areas such as Arghandab and Marja with improved security, yet even 
there violence “can threaten even the limited short-term ‘stabilization’ programs.”110  Active 
assassination campaigns against program implementers, Afghan and foreign, and program 
beneficiaries “has scared some Afghans away from participating.”  Even those prospering from 
aid programs express fears that the situation will eventually deteriorate.111   

Assistance of all sorts also may inflate expectations.  Noted Felbab-Brown:  “economic 
stabilization programs often heightened expectations of free handouts from the central 
government and the international community without being economically viable and sustainable 
and without requiring commitments from the local community.”112   

Unfortunately, next year and beyond look even bleaker.  Counter-narcotics capabilities 
are likely to be lower.  U.S. and allied forces will be fewer if not entirely out.  Whatever is left 
will focus on promoting core international interests, such as protecting diplomatic and aid 
missions and targeting terrorism.  Protecting the Afghan state and staging anti-narcotics 
operations will be largely the responsibility of Afghan forces. 

International funds also will be falling.  Although American and NATO leaders have 
emphasized the need for continued assistance, the U.S. and Europe suffer both from war-
weariness and economic crisis.  It is highly unlikely that aid transfers will be sustained.  This will 
force military security, counter-narcotics, and economic development to compete from a 
shrinking pool of funds.  Washington’s experience in Vietnam is suggestive:  after the Nixon 
administration withdrew military forces from that increasingly unpopular war, the U.S. Congress 
cut and restricted aid transfers, despite the obviously negative impact on South Vietnamese 
military capabilities.  Soviet aid reductions similarly accelerated the collapse of Afghanistan’s 
Najibullah government in 1992, after Moscow’s 1989 withdrawal. 

Reduced international funding will Kabul to search for economic alternatives, 
particularly illicit ones.  Noted Jean-Luc Lemahieu of UNODC, “Some money is available 
through the licit economy, but less than in the past as the Western contracts dry up, and so the 
importance of the illicit, informal economy will increase:  human trafficking, gems, timber and 
weapons smuggling, and of course narcotics is a huge chunk of it.”113  Felbab-Brown made the 



 

 

same point, arguing that it will lead to a likely “triple shock” in 2014.  She wrote:  “For a country 
that is still overwhelmingly dependent on foreign aid and illegal economies for its revenues, the 
outcome will be a massive economic shrinkage.  One likely result is intensification of 
Afghanistan’s multiple illegal economies and a greater dependence on them for jobs.”114   

In sum, Kabul will soon have a new, likely weak government feeling its way, deploying 
fewer resources, with a growing population more desperate for assistance.  That is not a scenario 
likely to improve anti-opium operations. 

But even if the latter enjoyed an unexpected success, the consequences might not be so 
clearly beneficial.  Eliminating poppy production would encourage a turn to cannabis, “which 
already replaced opium cultivation in areas subject to bans, such as Balkh.”115  In Thailand the 
government succeeded in largely eradicating poppy production, but saw an increase in 
methamphetamines production to service growing international demand.   

There also might be an Afghan turn toward smuggling of otherwise licit products.116  
Although the latter would not have the global consequences of heroin production, such activities 
could affect areas of interest to the West (endangered species, for instance) and undermine the 
Kabul government’s control and credibility.  Argued Felbab-Brown:  “Rather than hoping that 
the overall criminal economy in Afghanistan can be eliminated, policymakers need to ask 
themselves what type of illicit economy is least detrimental to the objective of stabilizing 
Afghanistan and other key objectives.”117   

Moreover, global drug production behaves like a balloon.  Squeeze it in one place and it 
expands somewhere else.  The possibilities are many.  Cultivation wouldn’t have to move very 
far to cause Washington, Brussels, Sofia, and others a major problem.  For instance, noted 
Felbab-Brown, “Some opium cultivation has already emerged in Baluchistan, Khyber, Kohistan, 
and Kala Dhaka.”118   

She argued the worst outcome would be a production shift to Pakistan, and the Federally 
Administered Tribal Areas.  It would be a case of been there, done that:  “U.S. sponsored 
eradication during the 1980s generated violent protests and political costs too high even for the 
military dictatorship of General Zia ul-Haq.”119  The poppy ultimately left Pakistan, but largely 
under its own volition, with Afghanistan providing an even better production environment.  It 
would be penny-wise but pound-foolish to stabilize Afghanistan at the price of destabilizing 
Pakistan—a nuclear-armed power at odds with nuclear-armed India, struggling with extremism 
and terrorism, and home to terrorist groups already targeting the West. 

   Alternative Approaches and Comparative Failures 
It is hard to be optimistic about the prospects for anti-narcotics operations in Afghanistan.  

Reported UNODC in 2013:  “Afghanistan maintained its position as the lead producer and 
cultivator of opium globally. … A preliminary assessment of opium poppy cultivation trends in 
Afghanistan in 2013 revealed that such cultivation is likely to increase in the main opium 
growing regions, which would be the third consecutive increase since 2010.”120  Moreover, 
though the agency revised earlier production projections, it admitted:  “Despite the downward 
revision, there level of opium production in Afghanistan in 2007, 2008 and 2011 can be 
considered to be exceptionally high.”121   

Stating the obvious, UNODC observed:  “Stopping the operation of the Afghan opiate 
market will require further efforts to eliminate production of, demand for and trafficking in 
Afghan opium and heroin.  Increasing the effectiveness of interventions in these three 
interrelated areas also requires guidance from threat monitoring and analysis efforts.”122   



 

 

The Heritage Foundation’s Lisa Curtis emphasized the role of the U.S., arguing that “this 
effort should involve commitment to a long-term counternarcotics policy that diminishes, and 
eventually destroys, the drug trade in Afghanistan.”123   

It has been said that the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over again and 
expecting a different result.  If so, current drug policy would appear to be insane.  The U.S. has a 
traditional set of policies centered around eradication, interdiction, crop substitution, and demand 
reduction.  It has pushed other governments to adopt these steps and cooperate with the U.S.  
Unfortunately, most proposals for future action in Afghanistan (and elsewhere) essentially offer 
more money, equipment, and encouragement for existing approaches.  Doing so might shift the 
battleground, adjust the balance of power, and even change the production and distribution 
patterns.  However, past experience suggests that such efforts will not eliminate a trade which 
runs back decades, centuries, and even more—or at least to do so at anything approaching 
acceptable cost. 

As hard as the allies work to eliminate opium production in Afghanistan, the traffickers 
work harder to sustain the trade.  Explained UNODC and the World Bank:  “The different actors 
in the opium economy—traders, processors, wage labor, and even to a significant extent 
farmers—are mobile, and respond flexibly and speedily to economic opportunities as well as to 
changes in the law enforcement environment.  Financial flows through the hawala system are 
smooth, fast, and efficient.”124  Indeed, the agencies added, “Counter-narcotics programs 
(whether law enforcement or development activities) can never hope to be as nimble as the 
opium economy.”125  This dynamism “must be taken into account in designing the Government’s 
and international community’s responses,” including geographic reach and time frame.126 

The problem is not only Afghanistan, which alone is never likely to be able to control the 
drug trade.  As UNODC explained:  “unless the country’s borders are better controlled, it is 
almost impossible to stop any form of trafficking to and from Afghanistan.”127  Noted UNODC:  
“Efforts to combat the Afghan opiate trade—a common threat to Afghanistan and the Central 
Asian region—would benefit tremendously from a deepening of regional cooperation.  Such 
cooperation is however complicated by mistrust and ongoing disputes, including on the crucial 
demarcation of regional borders.”128  Even increased trade among the states, an economic 
benefit, may exacerbate the problem, easing smuggling, and thus requiring intensified 
interdiction efforts.129 

Yet UNODC reported that “considerable improvements” in border control had been 
made.130  Even so, there has been little impact on global access to heroin.  There appear to be 
inherent limits on counter-narcotics activities.  Said UNODC:  “Deepening counter-narcotics 
cooperation with Afghanistan may yet prove to be the biggest hurdle to reaching efficient 
regional strategies for combating the drug trade.”131   

There is no good alternative policy for stemming the Afghan drug tide.  No strategy 
focused on enforcement looks promising.  Indeed, every success creates a greater economic 
incentive for increased production.  As UNODC and the World Bank observed, rising prices 
increase the reward for producing, enhance the value of existing stockpiles, and enrich those still 
able to engage in the trade.132   

Eradication remains a persistent objective, but past programs so far have done little to 
limit global access to heroin.  And even this seemingly forthright objective may not be pursued 
forthrightly.  Explained UNODC and the World Bank:  “experience demonstrates that 
implementation of eradication programs—especially if they are partial or ‘targeted’ within 



 

 

localities—inevitably is distorted by corruption, so they disproportionately affect the poor and 
those without local political connections.”133  

Nor is interdiction is easy.  UNODC figured that only 2 to 16 percent of the global supply 
of heroin is seized.134  Only five percent of total seizures occurred in Afghanistan.135  Even 
progress appears to lead no where.  Said UNODC:  “Between 2002 and 2009 heroin seizures 
increased by almost 70 percent, yet this was still less than 1 percent of the total estimated amount 
manufactured in Afghanistan during this period.”136  Noted Felbab-Brown:  “the ‘narco-terror’ 
logic of eradicating the illicit economy in order to achieve other goals of security and 
reconstruction … has not materialized in any cases where drugs and conflict have interacted—be 
it in Peru, Colombia, China, Burma, Lebanon or Thailand.”  Security would seem to be a 
necessary predicate for any hope for successful drug interdiction rather than a consequence. 

The most obvious yet most counterproductive policy was involving allied forces directly 
in enforcement activities, from crop destruction to trade interdiction.  Although it appeared to 
offer the promise of effective action—a much better armed de facto Drug Enforcement Agency 
from America, for instance—Western militaries rarely had sufficient numbers to conduct even an 
effective counter-insurgency campaign, which now is entering its 13th year.  Turning militaries 
into drug police stretched limited resources while reducing domestic support for what already 
was a highly unpopular conflict in most Western nations, including the U.S. 

Equally important, experience in South America previously demonstrated how drug 
interdiction angered local populations.  That also occurred in Afghanistan.  After allied 
interdiction was stepped up in the mid-2000s, noted Felbab-Brown, the drug trade “greatly 
strengthens the Taliban politically because protection of the illicit economy allows the insurgents 
to protect the population’s basic livelihood.”137  Admitted Peters:  “sometimes programs 
designed to stop the flow of funds to insurgents, such as poppy eradication campaigns, could end 
up strengthening them and the local support they derive.”138   

Even UNODC’s Jean-Luc Lemahieu acknowledged in regard to the struggle over Marja 
province:  “walking next to the opium fields won’t go well with domestic audiences, but the 
approach of postponing eradicating in this particular case is a sensible one.”139  It has been 
argued that insurgent involvement in crime creates potential “opportunities for disrupting the 
problem, as well as illustrate how Coalition forces, the international community and moderate 
Muslim leaders might capitalize on an untapped public relations opportunity by better protecting 
local communities who are the main victims of it.”140  However, that applies more to crimes 
which directly harm local residents—“kidnap for ransom, robbery, extortion, smuggling or 
protection rackets.”141  Drug trafficking, in contrast, benefits its participants, at least those who 
do not become addicts. 

Of course, it could be argued that in an abstract moral sense Afghan farmers should not 
plant opium.  Some Westerners have contended that farmers act out of greed rather than need.  
However, the economic incentives are powerful.  Explained UNODC:  “Its high sale price 
continued to be the most important reason for cultivating opium poppy cited by farmers in 2012 
(44%), as it was in 2011 (59%).  High income from little land, improving living conditions, and 
the provision of basic food, shelter for the family were other important reasons given.”142  
Afghan farmers have no reason to be concerned about Western peoples who may abuse opium or 
cannabis, and certainly no reason to care more about unknown foreigners than their own 
families.  And it is only natural for Afghans to be angry when someone, and especially outsiders, 
interferes with their livelihood.  Such intervention inevitably provides an opportunity for 



 

 

insurgents, especially those sharing an ethnic, geographic, cultural, and religious identity, to act 
as protectors for farmers. 

   Future Options and Limitations 
Moreover, by 2014 using allied security forces as drug cops will have disappeared as a 

practical option.  Western combat forces are coming home.  There is no popular support for 
extending any military role, whether to combat Taliban insurgents and al-Qaeda terrorists or drug 
producers and traffickers.  In December 2012 Washington issued a revised U.S. Counternarcotics 
Strategy for Afghanistan which emphasized strengthening Afghan capabilities and confronting 
the drug-corruption relationship during the transition.   

In theory the Afghan National Army and Afghan National Police could take over this 
role, but they will be hard-pressed to sustain the Kabul government.  They also will be less 
inclined to take on the drug trade, since it involves their co-nationals and their forces already are 
vulnerable to corruption.  Worse, there is little reason to believe that Kabul’s political leadership 
will be inclined to mount a determined and effective campaign.  Noted Peters, the Taliban has 
been more effective in policing its ranks for corruption.  She explained:  “Such behavior stands 
in stark contrast to the Karzai government, which has largely refused to investigate accusations 
of widespread corruption within its ranks.  Local community members interviewed for this paper 
praised the insurgents for their willingness to discipline their own fighters.”143 

As noted earlier, an effective anti-narcotics campaign also must reach beyond 
Afghanistan’s own borders.  Noted UNODC:  “There is an urgent need for improved law 
enforcement and border control capacity in Pakistan, including at all the sea ports, dry ports, air 
ports and land borders”144  Unfortunately, the need does not provide the means—or even the 
willingness.  Irrespective of how honest and dedicated selected Pakistani government officials 
might be, they have many priorities greater than attempting to stem the flow of opiates from 
Afghanistan.  Other Central Asian governments face similar challenges and limitations. 

The biggest problem, however, is that it is hard for any military in any country to conduct 
two divergent activities well.  Alas, attempting to suppress drugs, which enhances support for the 
insurgency, risks losing the geopolitical war without winning the fight against drugs.  Felbab-
Brown warned that while U.S. forces were initially quite cautious about expanding their ambit, 
by 2004 the seeming defeat of the Taliban made the West’s drug-connected local allies seem 
irrelevant, so the U.S. stepped up interdiction efforts.  This had a “highly counterproductive 
consequences of alienation of the population from the government and of the strengthening of 
the bond between the population and the Taliban.”145  Attacks on government officials rose along 
with assistance for the Taliban, while intelligence to U.S. forces fell.  It would be particularly 
risky for a weakened Afghan government to take this approach when the allies are not likely to 
return if things go badly. 

At least more promising in theory is the more development oriented approach.  Some see 
this as a near panacea.  For instance, University of Wisconsin-Madison history professor Alfred 
W. McCoy argued for “rebuilding Afghanistan’s rural economy” whether the cost would be $30 
billion or $90 billion:  “we can begin to withdraw American forces while helping renew this 
ancient, arid land by replanting its orchards, replenishing its flocks, and rebuilding the irrigation 
systems ruined by decades of war.”  His hope was “reconstructing the Afghan countryside 
through countless small-scale projects until food crops become a viable alternative to opium.”146   

However, even the best development efforts are not likely to create legal opportunities 
capable of outbidding poppy production.  Effective enforcement might tip the balance, but has 



 

 

noted before, but is sadly unlikely where the host government is weak and the host nation is 
enveloped by conflict. 

Moreover, economic development remains extremely complicated and has proved to be 
largely impervious to international involvement even when problems of illicit drugs and guerrilla 
conflict were relatively small.  The globe is littered with the remains of failed aid projects.  So 
far development projects in Afghanistan have not been notably successful, while corruption 
levels have been extraordinarily high.  Indeed, the Taliban extort substantial sums, perhaps even 
more than from the drug trade, from Western-financed aid projects.  Noted three drug industry 
experts:  “In the lawless stretches of Afghanistan, the Taliban, local warlords, corrupt officials, 
and anyone else with enough guns all extort ‘protection’ payments from almost any ativity 
undertaken in their zone of control—including alternative-development projects.”147   

Unfortunately, almost any anti-drug program can be twisted for profit.  Justin Mankin, 
former intelligence officer and NATO anti-corruption adviser, wrote of his experience in 2005 
working with Afghan eradication efforts conducted by two Afghan provincial governors.  He 
explained that “their enthusiasm for the anti-narcotics campaign was a function of the huge profit 
opportunity it represented.  Opium prices in the country surged, making both governors 
reportedly considerable opium interests more profitable for their proxies and supporters.  But 
price control was not the only intent.  Eradication itself was a corrupt venture:  Governors who 
were good performers attracted more Western aid, which was all too easily siphoned off.  The 
other half of the game was soliciting bribes and protection payments from poppy farmers, while 
only eradicating the crops of those who couldn’t afford to pay.  The advisers I was with knew all 
this, but their interests rested with eradication and cultivation targets, not with the perverse 
system of power and profit their targets created.”148   

Another idea oft-suggested is to reduce demand for drugs in Western societies.  It is a 
logical approach.  Dry up overseas demand, cut the financial reward for the trade, and discourage 
production in Afghanistan.  Said UNODC:  “We need a balanced approach that gives equal 
weight to counteracting demand for opiates.  This is also part of the international community’s 
shared responsibility for the global drug problem; heroin-consuming countries need to do more 
to provide treatment, care and support for drug users to help them kick the habit, and also to 
prevent drug use.”149 

However, demand for mind-altering drugs goes back thousands of years.  UNODC has 
estimated that as many as 315 million people worldwide use illicit substances annually.  And 
since 2009 “the prevalence of cannabis, opioids, and opiates use has gone up.”150  Increased 
availability of treatment and support might help some, but past programs do not appear to have 
had a substantial impact on Western demand.  Only the most draconian enforcement systems—
with execution or lengthy imprisonment as the penalty—appear to do much to affect the 
willingness to violate the law to procure drugs. 

And most Western societies are moving in the opposite direction.  Europe long has 
divided over the approach to drug abuse.  With the successful decriminalization of marijuana by 
Portugal the continent seems destined to further relax restrictions on cannabis use.  While 
attitudes are tougher toward heroin consumption, there appears to be little appetite for increasing 
the punishment of users. 

The U.S. also is abandoning strict prohibition.  Voters in the states of Colorado and 
Washington approved initiatives to fully legalize marijuana consumption, and other jurisdictions 
are likely to follow.  In fact, in November 2013 voters in Colorado reaffirmed their decision of 



 

 

the previous year and voted to tax marijuana.  This will create a new economic incentive to 
legalize drugs.  Although acceptance of heroin use seems less likely, at least in the near-term, 
there remains little support for increased enforcement, especially of consumers. 

In short, demand for opiates and cannabis will continue unabated.  As a result, the 
international drug trade will continue to flourish.  Argued America’s State Department in 2006:  
“The drug trade has access to almost unimaginable quantities of” of money.  Indeed, “no 
commodity is so widely available, so cheap to produce, and as easily renewable as illegal drugs.  
They offer dazzling profit margins that allow criminals to generate illicit revenues on a scale 
without historical precedent.”151 

In the end, Washington and its allies will face extremely difficult choices.  They should 
not make the perfect the enemy of the good.  In a world of ongoing threats and limited resources, 
the West must prioritize in Afghanistan.  For the latter that means focusing on the Taliban and al-
Qaeda (to the extent that the latter remains a force).  Washington’s and NATO’s minimum 
geopolitical objectives should be a less violent and more stable region, including both 
Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

Although drug eradication in theory promotes these ends—that is, the absence of the drug 
trade would improve area affairs—the ongoing process of drug eradication almost certainly 
makes those ends harder to achieve.  Hearts and minds will not be won by reducing the elite’s 
wealth and injuring the mass’s livelihood.   

Intensified programs for crop substitution might offer better hope, but they depend on 
funding and security that may not be provided.  Everything again falls back to achieving a 
modicum of long-term stability in Afghanistan and its neighbors.  Succeed there, and there will 
be a better chance to make progress in limiting the opium trade. 

If that doesn’t work, then policymakers must consider other strategies to drain money and 
profit out of the drug trade.  Governments should consider measures to reduce the tempo of the 
drug war.  Afghanistan could be allowed to produce opium for the legal morphine market.  More 
fully, the entire market could be legalized or at least decriminalized, at least for adult 
consumption.   

The basic problem, noted by Barnett Rubin with the Center on International Cooperation, 
is that “The international drug-control regime does not reduce drug use, but it does, by 
criminalizing narcotics, produce huge profits for criminals and the armed groups and corrupt 
officials who protect them.”152  No system has yet to eliminate the problem of drug abuse.  
Today, at least, the priority would seem to be harm reduction.  Only such an strategy seems 
likely to reduce the incentives which have turned Afghanistan into the world’s chief opium 
supplier. 

Indeed, frustration with years of militarized eradication efforts, some in the midst of 
insurgencies akin to that in Afghanistan, has generated significant support in Latin America for 
less draconian enforcement.  Observed the 2006 Latin American Commission on Drugs and 
Democracy, “Prohibitionist policies based on the eradication of production and the disruption of 
drug flows as well as on the criminalization of consumption have not yielded the expected 
results.  We are further than ever from the announced goal of eradicating drugs.”153  Several 
governments are moving toward decriminalization or at least away from strict enforcement.  
While it is impossible to know how far these efforts will go, the U.S. Congressional Research 
Service noted that “changes could affect a range of foreign policy considerations for the United 
States, including foreign aid reform, counterinsurgency strategy (particularly in Afghanistan), the 



 

 

distribution of domestic and international drug control funding, and the relative balance of 
civilian, law enforcement, and military roles in anti-drug efforts.”154   

     Conclusion  
Afghanistan is merely one front in a multi-sided drug war.  Even advanced Western 

nations have suffered from corruption and violence as a result of the drug trade.  In nations like 
Afghanistan the trade even threatens social stability.  Said Richard Holbrooke in 2008, 
“Breaking the narco-state in Afghanistan is essential or all else will fail.”155  Last year the State 
Department’s William R. Brownfield made a similar point:  “if you do not address the drug issue 
you will not succeed in the other security, stability, democracy, prosperity objectives you are 
aiming for.”156 

The most obvious, direct approach to counter-narcotics also is the most mistaken.  In a 
conflict like Afghanistan, security forces should not be directed against ancillary targets, such as 
drug policy.  Even doing most everything else right might not be enough to overcome hostility 
generated by eradication campaigns “since they strike at the economic survival of the 
population,” which is as important to residents “as the threat of physical violence.”157  
Sacrificing the ultimate survival of a more liberal Afghanistan in an unsuccessful attempt to 
eliminate opium would be a very bad bargain. 

The least direct, and most difficult to achieve, anti-narcotics policy is the most important 
one:  provide security.  Irrespective of the specific drug enforcement policies, “they will not be 
effective in reducing the illicit economy unless firm security throughout the entire territory has 
been established.”158  Thus, the secondary, if still important, objective of drug reduction is only 
going to be met if the allies achieve their principal objective of stabilizing and securing 
Afghanistan.  Yet, she noted, “premature and inappropriate efforts against such an illicit 
economy, be it drugs or other commodities, greatly complicate counterterrorism, 
counterinsurgency, and stabilization objectives.”159   

Also helpful may be attempts to generate better alternative livelihoods, but this approach 
is no panacea:  witness the many failed attempts by Washington to promote overall economic 
development in Afghanistan and around the world through foreign “aid.”  Foreign assistance 
generally has amassed a poor record in Afghanistan.  Attempting to focus aid on narcotics 
farmers is no more likely to yield success. 

In any case, UNODC and the World Bank appropriately warned that “with modest 
resources and weak institutions fighting against a diverse, flexible, mobile, and dynamic drug 
industry, expectations about what can be accomplished in the short run must be kept 
reasonable.”160  Even long-term expectations also should be kept modest.  Noted Felbab-Brown:  
Much of the strategy, such as rural development, ultimately depends on substantial and lasting 
improvements in security.  Even then, substantial reduction in the size and significance of the 
drug economy will take several decades.”161   

If the allies were withdrawing from Afghanistan because such stability had been broadly 
achieved and firmly rooted, then there would be brighter prospects for successfully addressing 
the country’s thriving opium trade.  However, neither is the case.  Even in the best of conditions 
UNODC and the World Bank warned:  “Effective counter-narcotics efforts inevitably are a 
combination of economic development, the provision of social services, and better governance 
and the rule of law.  This will take considerable time, massive and sustained financial 
commitment, and political vision and stamina.”162   



 

 

None of these factors are present today, however.  As the Kabul government increasingly 
is forced to rely on its own resources for its survival, the challenge posed by Afghanistan’s drug 
industry will only grow.  Planting poppies “is a hedging against an insecure future,” argued Jean-
Luc Lemahieu of UNODC.163  Alas, it seems unlikely that Afghanistan will enjoy either peace or 
sobriety for many years.  Which means the rest of the world will continue to suffer the 
consequences. 
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