
7

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Over the last decade, the global trade in illicit Afghan opi-
ates has been one of the world’s greatest transnational drug 
and crime threats – with severe consequences for health, 
governance and security at national, regional and interna-
tional levels. 

UNODC has undertaken numerous surveys and studies on 
aspects of the trade with a view to supporting countermea-
sures and initiatives at the national and international levels. 
These include the Paris Pact Initiative and its Rainbow 
Strategy. To complement these efforts and to help monitor 
and better understand the global impact of Afghan opiates, 
UNODC launched a research project dedicated to the 
threat of Afghan opiates in September 2008. The Project 
released its first report, Addiction, crime and insurgency: the 
transnational threat of Afghan opium in November 2009. 
The report mapped and measured global heroin and opium 
flows to main opiate markets, analysing market values and 
beneficiaries. The report also discussed the links security 
and the opium economy in Afghanistan and some of the 
neighbouring areas.

This report is the second from the Afghan Opiate Threat 
Assessment Project. In this report, the analysis is both 
deeper and broader in scope. Opiate market estimates and 
flows have been updated. The report also pays particular 
attention to the reverse flows of acetic anhydride trafficked 
into Afghanistan. 

Opiate trafficking

Globally, some 16.5 million people use opiates annually, 
generating a US$68 billion global opiate market in 2009. 
Heroin is the most abused opiate, with 12-13 million users 
globally consuming an estimated 375 tons of pure heroin 

per year. Opium abuse is also significant, with 3-4 million 
users consuming some 1,300 tons of raw opium. In addi-
tion to global consumption, an additional 2,600 tons of 
opium (or an equivalent amount of heroin or morphine) 
are estimated to have been stocked in Afghanistan and 
along trafficking routes in 2009. UNODC currently esti-
mates that there are between 10,000 and 12,000 tons of 
opium held in stockpiles – which may be sufficient for at 
least three years of heroin and opium abuse worldwide. 

In 2009, Afghan heroin was trafficked to numerous desti-
nations worldwide, with the exception of South and Cen-
tral America. Europe is the largest market for Afghan 
heroin. In 2009, 150 tons of pure Afghan heroin were esti-
mated to have been consumed in Europe. According to the 
European Monitoring Centre for Drugs and Drug Addic-
tion, heroin is present in the majority of drug-induced 
deaths reported in Europe, making heroin a significant 
public health threat. 

East and South-East Asia have also become significant des-
tinations for Afghan heroin due to the decrease in opium 
production in Myanmar during the last decade. Almost 50 
per cent of the Chinese market and most of the East Asian 
market may have been supplied by Afghan heroin in 2009.

Africa has also received increasing Afghan heroin flows, 
emerging as a cost-effective heroin trafficking route to 
Europe, North America and Oceania in 2009. Trafficking 
through this new route is likely facilitated by relatively high 
levels of corruption, widespread poverty and limited law 
enforcement capacity in many countries.  Increased pres-
sure on traditional heroin trafficking routes may be provid-
ing an incentive to traffickers to diversify itineraries and 
reopen the African route to Europe that had been very 
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Map 1: Heroin trafficking flows from Asia, 2009

Source: UNODC.

active in the 1980s and early 1990s. Increasing flows of 
heroin to Africa are also apparently leading to increases in 
drug abuse in parts of the continent.

The multiple threats engendered by Afghan opiates are not 
limited to distant destination markets. In Afghanistan and 
its neighbouring countries, the level of opiate consumption 
has risen sharply in the last decade. Some 35,000 hectares 
of opium poppy cultivation (out of a total of 123,000 ha in 
2009) are currently needed to produce the opiates con-
sumed in Afghanistan, Pakistan, the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan and Tajikistan. Afghan 
opium now presents significant public health and internal 
security challenges for the population of Afghanistan and 
its immediate neighbours; however, unlike in downstream 
markets, treatment facilities are very limited in these coun-
tries. 

In Afghanistan and elsewhere, transnational organized 
crime groups were the main beneficiaries of the US$68 bil-
lion trade in 2009, which they supplemented with other 
forms of crime such as arms trafficking and human smug-
gling. In 2009, the Afghan Taliban was estimated to have 
earned around $150 million from the opiate trade, Afghan 
drug traffickers $2.2 billion, and Afghan farmers $440 mil-
lion. While the findings suggest that most insurgent ele-
ments content themselves with taxing the trade rather than 
attempting to become active participants, it now appears 
that some insurgents involve themselves directly in the 

heroin supply chain, including in the procurement of acetic 
anhydride. Anti-government elements based in Afghanistan 
and Pakistan may gain access to only a fraction of the value 
of Afghan opiate exports, but this is nonetheless enough to 
support logistics, operations and recruitment. 

Areas under insurgent influence, such as the border between 
Iraq and Turkey and the border between Pakistan and 
Afghanistan, also provide a key competitive advantage for 
organized crime groups as those areas lie beyond the reach 
of law enforcement. If global organized crime groups man-
aging the opiate trade pocketed only 10 per cent of the 
profit, they would have earned at least $7 billion in 2009. 
All these illicit profits are laundered in one way or another, 
a process that undermines the vulnerable economies of 
areas such as the Balkans and Central Asia. 

In 2009, law enforcement bodies continued to stem the 
flow of heroin, seizing almost 76 tons of heroin worldwide. 
The interdiction rate was between 2 and 16 per cent, 
depending on the purity of the heroin seized. Dropping of 
trade barriers across many parts of the globe has not only 
facilitated the movement of illicit goods, but also closer 
interaction between organized criminal groups from differ-
ent locations and cultures. Drug traffickers will almost 
certainly exploit this situation and make connections with 
other criminal networks to facilitate the smooth movement 
of heroin.
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Traffickers tend to shift routes and change their modus 
operandi as law enforcement pressure increases. Traditional 
methods of land border control may not be sufficient to 
stem the flow of opiates into destination markets. With 
traditional emphasis on land border and airport control, the 
use of maritime transportation and seaports by opiate traf-
fickers appears to have received too little attention. In 
2009, just 6 per cent of global heroin seizures made by 
customs departments occurred at seaports, although there 
are indications that heroin traffickers are utilizing maritime 
transportation much more than currently estimated. 

Acetic anhydride trafficking

Acetic anhydride is a precursor chemical essential to the 
production of heroin. Global manufacture of acetic anhy-
dride reaches 2 million tons annually, but only a fraction 
– some 475 tons (or 0.02 per cent) – is needed to satisfy the 
demand of Afghanistan’s heroin processors. The European 
market was heavily targeted by traffickers in 2008-2009 
and remains an area vulnerable to diversion. Afghan organ-
ized crime groups have also penetrated several regions in 
Asia and cooperate with indigenous groups to traffic heroin 
processing chemicals into Afghanistan. In Afghanistan 
itself, traffickers managed a domestic acetic anhydride 
market estimated at $130- $180 million in 2009. In the 
same year, some 38 tons of acetic anhydride were seized in 
Afghanistan, most of which was seized at heroin production 
sites in the south, with the help of coalition forces. 

Acetic anhydride trafficking for Afghan heroin production 
is multi-directional, but Central and South-Eastern Europe 
appear to straddle a major artery, which mostly pumps 
diverted acetic anhydride out of the trade within the Euro-
pean Union. In 2008, Slovenia and Hungary alone seized 
156 tons, equivalent to nearly two thirds of global seizures 
and more than a third of the illicit requirements of Afghan-
istan that year. On the other side of the globe, diversion 
from domestic trade is also important; diversions from the 
Republic of Korea and other South-East Asian countries 
appear to supply a significant proportion of the acetic anhy-
dride transiting Pakistan and the Islamic Republic of Iran. 
In diverting from domestic trade, traffickers still face a low 
level of risk with the potential for rich rewards. 

With Pakistan and the Islamic Republic of Iran positioned 
between acetic anhydride-producing regions and an acetic 
anhydride-consuming country (Afghanistan), the transit of 
acetic anhydride through their borders is inevitable. The 
Islamic Republic of Iran receives heroin chemicals across its 
border with Turkey, but also from northern Iraq and 
through its southern seaports. Pakistan receives smuggled 
acetic anhydride from multiple directions and accounted 
for 70 per cent of acetic anhydride seizures in countries 
bordering Afghanistan (excluding China). Afghanistan’s 
southern frontier with Pakistan appears to receive the lion’s 
share of acetic anhydride due to porous borders and limited 

capacity for detection and enforcement.

Central Asia witnessed seizures of 260 tons of acetic anhy-
dride from 1995-2000, but from 2001-2010 it seized less 
than half a ton. The role of the so-called ‘Northern route’ 
through Central Asia appears secondary. However, there 
remains a question as to whether trafficking routes have 
quickly shifted or modus operandi has changed through 
Central Asia to avoid detection. 

Afghanistan, the centre of global heroin manufacture, has 
approximately 300-500 laboratories in operation with an 
output of approximately 380 tons of heroin per year. At the 
‘centre of the centre’, southern Afghanistan was responsible 
for 50 per cent of national manufacture in 2009 and 2010. 
The patterns of acetic anhydride seizures that have devel-
oped around Afghanistan in recent years strongly suggest 
that a focus on seaports is warranted. In the high-seizure 
countries of Pakistan and the Islamic Republic of Iran, 80 
per cent of the acetic anhydride seized in 2008-2010 was 
interdicted in seaports.

Based on arrests resulting from seizures, it appears that 
networks of Afghan and Pakistani nationals play an impor-
tant role in diverting acetic anhydride, even in distant 
producing countries where respective diasporas are rela-
tively small, namely the Republic of Korea and Japan. By 
contrast, most groups involved in trafficking acetic anhy-
dride through Europe and the Balkan route seem to be 
loose multi-national networks usually composed of local 
nationalities working jointly with Turkish citizens. Heroin 
is often used as a barter currency to purchase acetic anhy-
dride on the Balkan route, notably in Turkey.

Policy implications 

Stopping the operations of the deadly and globalizing 
Afghan opiate market that has exploded over the last 20 
years will require further efforts to gradually eliminate pro-
duction of, demand for and trafficking in Afghan opium 
and heroin. Increasing the effectiveness of interventions in 
these three inter-related areas requires guidance from accu-
rate information and assessments of the problem and of the 
ways in which the performance of counter-measures can be 
increased.

There is a strong link between insecurity and opium poppy 
cultivation and trafficking in Afghanistan. Anti-govern-
ment elements are partly funding their operations from the 
opiate trade. In most of the Afghan provinces where secu-
rity is better, there is either no or very limited opium poppy 
cultivation. Conversely, the main poppy cultivation areas of 
the country are found in the insecure southern provinces. 
Further improving security in Afghanistan appears there-
fore as a critical precondition for controlling opium poppy 
cultivation in the country. 

Heroin trafficking occurs mainly through Afghan border 
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provinces with weak law enforcement and border control. 
Although considerable improvements have been brought to 
a number of border control points, there are still many areas 
along Afghanistan’s borders that are not well protected or 
monitored, such as the borders between the southern prov-
inces of Afghanistan (Hilmand, Kandahar and Nimroz) 
and the Baluchistan province of Pakistan. Drug traffickers 
take advantage of this situation and heavily use these bor-
ders for trafficking opium, heroin and acetic anhydride 
from one country to the other. The capacity to control 
these border crossings should be further increased. 

In addition to land borders, the sea- and airports of Afghan-
istan’s immediate neighbors have become increasingly used 
for heroin and acetic anhydride trafficking. Maritime trans-
portation, in particular, appears to have gained in impor-
tance for traffickers, be it for exporting heroin to the 
re-emerging African route, or for importing acetic anhy-
dride destined to heroin processing labs in Afghanistan. 
Consequently, interdiction capacity at vulnerable seaports, 
including dry ports, should be improved, notably in Paki-
stan and the Islamic Republic of Iran, but also in other 
transit and destination countries. 

Only some 2 per cent of the millions of containers shipped 
every year across the globe can be physically searched. More 
generally, the further drugs move away from their source, 

the more fragmented, diverse and widespread drug ship-
ments become, making it extremely difficult for law 
enforcement agencies to detect and intercept them in the 
legitimate and ever growing flows of goods and people. 
Particular attention needs to be paid, therefore, to stepping 
up interdiction efforts and capacity as close as possible to 
the Afghan opiate source, as well as to increasing intelli-
gence sharing among concerned law enforcement agencies.

In addition to increased law enforcement capacity, social 
and economic conditions need to be improved in Afghani-
stan and the poorest areas in the region. Although there is 
no direct causal link between poverty and drug production 
and trafficking, where security and the rule of law is weak, 
drug traffickers and anti-government elements find in dis-
advantaged areas more fertile ground to promote illicit drug 
production and to recruit young males in the ranks of 
armed and drug trafficking groups. 

The vast majority of heroin produced in Afghanistan is 
consumed outside of Afghanistan and its immediate region. 
Although heroin demand has stabilized worldwide, there 
are no signs of a decrease at present. Afghanistan and its 
neighbours cannot bear alone the burden of stopping the 
operation of the global opiate market.  In line with the 
principles of shared responsibility and a balanced approach 
to reducing supply and demand, consuming countries, 
particularly in the regions that create the strongest demand 
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Map 2: Global acetic anhydride seizures by country, 
1999-2010 (100 litres or more)

Source: UNODC country reports; United States of America Drug Enforcement Agency; reports of the International Narcotics Control Board on the Imple-
mentation of Article 12 of the United Nations Convention against Illicit Traffic in Narcotic Drugs and Psychotropic Substances of 1988 (1999-2009). Note: 
The boundaries and names shown and the designations used on this map do not imply official endorsement or acceptance by the United Nations. Dotted 
line represents approximately the Line of Control in Jammu and Kashmir agreed upon by India and Pakistan. The final status of Jammu and Kashmir has 
not yet been agreed upon by the parties.
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pull, need to strengthen their own efforts to reduce opiate 
consumption within their borders and the outflow of drug 
money it generates. Strategic considerations, public health 
needs and humanitarian concerns all point to the need to 
increase, in line with international standards and guide-
lines, treatment efforts directed at core opiate users, who are 
both consuming the bulk of illicit opiates and suffering the 
most severe health and social consequences as a result of 
their use.

Increases in Afghanistan’s opiate production and trafficking 
in recent years have also caused an increase in opiate addic-
tion in Afghanistan and its neighbors. Sadly, facilities to 
provide treatment for drug addicts in the region are far 
from sufficient. As drug abuse, and its associated health 
impact (such as HIV/AIDS among injecting drug users) 
worsens in the region, the development of local treatment 
capacities needs to be given greater priority. 

UNODC research project on the  
Afghan Opiate Trade

The Afghan opiate trade continues to represent a severe 
global threat to public health, governance and security. 
Timely and accurate threat and risk analysis is essential to 
help shape the international response to this evolving prob-
lem and, with the support of the Member States, UNODC 
will continue to play its role in this research effort. The 
Afghan Opiate Trade Project will strive to continue provid-
ing timely and accurate analysis to UNODC and the 
Member States in 2012. However, timely analysis requires 
timely data. In that view, the project now relies on a net-
work of 16 dedicated staff located in 11 countries and has 
established strong links with key international organiza-
tions, Member States and other UNODC programmes and 
field offices. The project is also helping to build research 
capacity in national institutions and local governments, 
including in Afghanistan and Pakistan.


