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Introduction: Afghanistan at the crossroads… 
 

In recent years the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime has conducted annual 
research into opium poppy cultivation and opium production in Afghanistan. The 
publication of the Afghanistan Opium Survey 2004 was postponed twice because of 
conditions on the ground in that distressed country. In the event, the report’s recent 
appearance served to confirm the expectations of those familiar with the circumstances of 
the region’s opium trade. The area under cultivation had increased by 64% to cover some 
131,000 hectares, while the net value of the revenues directly accruing to the Afghan 
economy rose to 2.8 billion US dollars.1 
 
 
A tale of Two Presidents 
 
November has been a momentous month for the ancient, mountainous land of 
Afghanistan. Upon the completion of the international inquiry into allegations of vote-
rigging, Hamid Karzai was formally announced the country’s first elected president on 
November 3rd. As expected, Karzai had achieved the absolute majority required to avoid 
a second ballot. However, with 55.4% of the vote, his margin was narrower than his 
supporters had hoped; moreover, the pattern of voting had, for the most part, followed the 
fault lines of the country’s ethnic composition.  
 
At the same time, George W. Bush was chosen by the voters of the United States to 
preside over a second term in the oval office. President Karzai, having received a 
mandate from his people, was now coming under pressure from the international 
community- especially the United States- to “crack down” on the drug trade. The failure 
of the remnant Taleban forces to make good their threat to violently disrupt the elections 
was interpreted by the US as signifying the movement’s demise. Consequently, the “War 
on Terror”  that had provided the occasion of the coalition’s initial entry into Afghanistan 
was, for all intents and purposes, finished; at least, it was being waged in other theatres.  
 
American attentions began to turn once more to the War on Drugs. 
 
While a willingness to engage in aggressive interventions in drug-producing countries 
has joined security as an enduring element of US foreign policy, there have been 
recurring tensions between the two imperatives. Commentators, not least within the U.S. 
itself, have often been critical of a perceived readiness on the part of successive 
administrations to sacrifice the objectives of drug control in favour of military and 
political ones.2 In the post September 11th context, however, this discrepancy has 
disappeared or is greatly reduced, and the imperatives of an increasingly militarized 
strategic politics have begun to dovetail with those of drug control. The logic of this 
newfound convergence derives from the belief, apparently widespread amongst the 
political and military elites in the US, that its Islamic terrorist enemies are funded largely 
by the proceeds of the illicit drug trade. 
 



 3 

On November 5th, as the UK celebrated with fireworks the failure of a 17th century 
religiously-inspired plot to blow up its parliament, a smiling President Bush stepped up to 
the podium and promised to continue with renewed vigour the “War on Terror” . Almost 
as soon as the result became clear, Vice President Dick Cheney had dispelled any 
lingering hopes of a change in political tone or direction. 
 
“President Bush ran forthrightly on a clear agenda for this nation©s future and the nation 
responded by giving him a mandate,”  he explained.3 
 
For some months the United States has been signalling its exasperation with the gradual 
approach of the UK-led anti-narcotics strategy in Afghanistan, and the newly fortified 
conservative mandate is likely to translate into the adoption of more aggressive tactics. 
There is every sign that this is the case. However, it is my contention that such a course 
of action is liable to represent a veritable disaster for the Afghan people, while there is 
little reason to suppose it will have any lasting positive impact on the harms associated 
with the phenomenon of global drug production, consumption and trafficking, and with 
the “war”  being waged against it. 
 
In order to arrive at a set of policies which possess the possibility for bringing about a 
genuine and enduring way forward from the tragedy of Afghanistan’s recent history, it is 
necessary to consider both the specificity of this complex country and its culture, and its 
position at the centre of the nexus of the global heroin trade.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

“ The mud of one country is the medicine of another .”  
-- Afghan Proverb 
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The Poppy’s Tears: 
 

The role of the opiates sector  in Afghanistan 
 

News of the expansion of poppy cultivation had percolated out to journalists and 
politicians over the weeks prior to the release of the UN report, and had been universally 
greeted with outrage. However, very few commentators have taken the trouble to look 
beneath the slogans and examine dispassionately the role of the opiate sector in Afghan 
society. I will explore this role briefly in the following paragraphs. 
 
Poppy Farmers  
 
UN figures collected during its Afghan Opium Survey 2004 suggested that some 356,000 
families are directly involved in the cultivation of opium poppy. The extrapolated 
estimate for total numbers of people who rely on poppy growing for their livelihood is 
put at 2.3 million. However, as many Afghan families are extended families and include 
large numbers of relatives, the true total is probably higher, and is likely to be around 3 
million.4  
 
One of the most revealing of recent reports was compiled earlier this year by the UN’s 
IRIN News service.5 Interviewed by IRIN, a 55 year old widow living near Kandahar was 
asked why she grows poppy on her single hectare of land, knowing as she does of the 
crop’s illegal status. Her reply: 
 
“Well, this is a normal business here and I cultivate it to support my big family. In fact I 
should say it is not an illicit crop but a blessing which saves the life of my children, 
grandchildren and two widowed daughters. In general, it is the only means of survival for 
thousands of households, women and children in our village whose men are either jobless 
or were killed during the war.”  
 
The woman’s poppy field supports an extended family totalling twenty people, and she 
goes on to describe the deep cultural embeddedness of opium in the area, a characteristic 
it shares with much of South Asia. Opium is both ceremonially imbibed and offered as a 
gift in dowries, marriage and funeral services, and is linked to social status in intimate 
ways. Moreover, even in the strictly religious southern districts of the country, poppy 
cultivation represents one of the few ways in which Afghan women are able to attain 
economic independence and social esteem. 
 
It is significant too that the interview goes on to illustrate the difficulties the Afghan 
National Army will face if, as some propose, it is to join with US soldiers in enforced 
crop eradication measures. The woman farmer narrates how the state eradication team 
had spared her own field when they came to the village. It is important to recognize that 
their actions were not motivated by bribery or corruption, but by a sense of solidarity and 
compassion. Since no alternative resources were on hand with which to support the 
livelihood of this long-suffering family, the eradicators took it upon themselves to ‘ turn a 
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blind eye’ . In the circumstances currently prevailing, this is unlikely to be an isolated 
instance of such complicity- except in the fact that it was reported. 

 
Some estimate that up to half the workforce of 9 million may be employed by poppy 
farming and the broader trade in opiates; and even this does not take account of the 
secondary, ripple effects engendered by the cash crop and its derivates. In 2003, opium 
generated $2.4 billion, or 52% of the legitimate economy. This year, the figure rose to 
$2.8 billion.6 Poppy cultivation creates an estimated 30 million work days per annum in a 
country burdened with chronic unemployment. A hectare of poppy is likely to generate 
about 350 days’  labour each year; this may be contrasted with an equivalent of 
approximately 41 days for wheat.7 
 
The poppy fields provide employment for large number of itinerant labourers, who are 
highly skilled in the harvesting of opium, which is a specialized activity requiring 
knowledge and experience. UN estimates in the 1990s put the total of itinerant labourers 
engaged in poppy farming at 480,000. Recent expansion of land under cultivation would 
almost certainly mean that the figure should be revised upwards.  
 
This is, then, a labour-intensive crop; one that is strongly resistant to drought, and grows 
easily and well on the small plots of land common in Afghanistan. The country’s climate 
and geography are, moreover, perfectly adapted to its cultivation; the soil is well-drained 
on the mountainous terrain, and the plants produce a much higher yield of opium latex 
than their counterparts in Myanmar and Laos. 
 
In addition, it should be added that opium constitutes the sole route by which the poorer 
sections of Afghan society are able to gain access to credit: through the salaam system, 
farmers and share-croppers may obtain loans from traders against their anticipated opium 
yield.8 As is the case in other countries (including those of the developed world), 
informal credit networks are sometimes guilty of charging exorbitant rates of interest; 
nonetheless, the service they provide remains essential to the very survival of many small 
farmers in a state without welfare provision. International aid to active development 

“ The impact of Afghanistan’s drug economy on household incomes is of central 
importance from a pover ty perspective. In recent years Afghan farmers have 
received in the range of half a billion dollars annually from opium production, 
with another  several hundred million dollars going to wage labourers…This 
constitutes an enormous injection of income into Afghanistan’s battered rural 
economy. Income from opium appears to be unevenly distr ibuted. For  the better-
off it has been a source of wealth-creation, for  the poor  it has been a coping 
mechanism for  survival and in many cases for  gaining access to credit and land, 
albeit on unfavourable terms. In sum, the opium boom in recent years appears to 
have been a potent force in generating incomes in rural areas.”   
 
From ‘Afghanistan: State Building, Sustaining Growth, and Reducing Pover ty’  
Wor ld Bank, 2004 
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projects has contributed some $3.3 billion to the Afghan economy in the period from 
January 2002; in the same timeframe, the opium trade has generated almost $8 billion.9  
 
US Defence Secretary Donald Rumsfeld caused a few ripples of mirth amongst the press 
and foreign aid community when he made the following remarks to President Karzai 
during their meeting in Kabul in August 2004. 
“ I also must say that each time I come, I notice the amazing progress that’s being made – 
the energy one sees on the streets, the new stores and kiosks, the cars, the activity and the 
people. It is so clear that the Afghan people are winning the struggle to rebuild this 
nation...”10 
The amusement was caused by the fact that these striking advances in reconstruction 
were being funded very largely by money derived from opium, which was cast in the 
speech as the villain of the piece. 
 
The truth is that the opiates sector is the backbone of the Afghan economy. This is the 
case despite the fact that the major share of profits accrue, not to the farmers and 
labourers in the fields, but to the larger players engaged in cross-border and global 
trafficking networks. 
 
Many of those organizations which have conducted local fieldwork (among them the 
UNODC and the World Bank) have commented on the remarkable success of the opiates 
industry in Afghanistan, when considered in purely economic terms. Barnet Rubin, in a 
report produced for the Centre for International Co-operation, observes of the opiates 
sector: 
“ It provides livelihoods to many of Afghanistan’s poor, but an economy based on the 
production of illicit drugs can never foster real development.” 11 
I will argue at the conclusion of this paper that it is the positioning of the opium trade 
outside the formal economy, with its systems of controls, checks and balances that 
prevents Afghan society from benefiting still further, and much more equitably, from the 
wealth which it generates.  

 
 

Afghanistan- economic statistics 
 
Official GDP for  2003…$4.6 billion 
Opium GDP for  2003…$2.3 billion 
Opium GDP for  2004…$2.8 billion 
 
GDP per  capita for  2003…$207 
GDP per  capita (including opium) for  2003…$310 
 
According to the UN Development Program, Afghanistan is the wor ld’s second 
poorest country. 
 
Source UNODC Afghanistan Opium Survey 2004 
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War, Pover ty and Drought 
 
To fully comprehend the economic and social importance of opium, one must also 
understand something of the recent history of conflict in Afghanistan, and take into 
account the degree to which its aftermath continues to blight the country. 
 
It is well known that the last quarter of a century has been one of continually flaring 
warfare in Afghanistan. Following the soviet invasion in December 1979, the 1980s saw 
intense guerrilla fighting against the occupying forces. Covert war waged on behalf of the 
United States and Pakistan entailed the arming, equipping and training of the mujaheddin 
fighters by the intelligence services of these nations. It was here that the linkages between 
covert agencies, Islamic militia, untraceable funds and the illicit drug trade were forged: 
linkages which would come back to haunt America and its allies in the globalized world 
of the twenty-first century. 
 
Soviet troops completed their withdrawal from Afghanistan in 1989, leaving behind a 
compliant regime headed up by Mohammad Najibullah to continue the fight against the 
mujaheddin. The regime endured until 1992. After its fall, however, factional fighting 
continued amongst the mujaheddin. These hostilities were not resolved until 1996 when 
the Taleban forces took control of Kabul and most of the country, introducing a brutal 
Islamic theocracy. The Taleban’s major achievement was to disarm most of the warring 
factions. In a few northern provinces, in an area comprising about 10% of Afghan 
territory, the rebel Northern Alliance continued to resist, maintaining an armed 
insurgency against the Taleban. Throughout the period of factional conflict, all sides 
profited in one way or another from the opium business. The Taleban’s 2001 edict 
banning opium, which is regarded by some as a sophisticated instance of market 
manipulation, did nonetheless succeed in bringing about a drastic reduction in 
production. Its cruel enforcement, however, led to intense hardships for the people of 
Afghanistan, and played a large part in undermining the economic and political support 
base of the regime. As a result, the Taleban’s grip on power crumbled readily when the 
coalition forces invaded the territory in the aftermath of the assaults on New York and 
Washington. 
 
Scorched Ear th  
 
Afghan agriculture has traditionally consisted of a mixture of pastoral herding and the 
growth of seasonal food crops, with wheat predominant amongst these latter. In addition, 
villagers hedged against the ever-present possibility of drought by planting perennial tree 
crops. Deep-rooted trees such as mulberry, walnut and pistachio were highly drought-
resistant, and could be relied upon during years of famine. It was a combination that 
allowed the needs of this relatively highly populated region to be met, although ensuring 
sufficient provision stretched the fragile ecology’s capacity to its limits. 
 
While the tribal society of Afghanistan has always been prone to outbreaks of conflict, 
the deployment of technologically advanced weaponry, with its elevated destructive 
capacities, has had a devastating impact on the nation’s rural economy. Soviet and US-
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supplied arms, supplemented by the calculated and ruthless destruction of orchards, fruit 
trees and wells by the Taliban during the internecine wars of the 1990s, have shattered 
this reliance on archaic patterns of subsistence. Accordingly, one of the central functions 
of poppy cultivation has been to act as a coping mechanism, enabling many deeply 
impoverished Afghan nationals the chance to survive in the lean, drought-afflicted post-
war scenario.  
 
 

 
 
The social and cultural specificity of Afghanistan 
 
Afghanistan’s strategic location at the intersection of empires has, over thousands of 
years, made it subject to multiple influxes of invaders, and the resultant ethnic mosaic 
continues to render the country’s population a politically volatile mixture. As noted 
above, while President Karzai achieved an overall majority in the October elections, the 
vote was split largely along ethnic lines. In spite of a certain triumphalist tone that 
characterized statements emerging from Washington in the wake of Karzai’s victory, the 
transitional government remains precariously poised. Moreover, many of those seeking, 
no doubt with the most laudable of intentions, to transplant the paradigmatic model of 
western democracy onto Afghanistan appear ill-acquainted with the specific social and 
cultural context prevailing there.  
 
Afghan society remains organized largely around pre-modern relations of alliance whose 
principle unit of coherence is the quam. The quam forms the basis of a radiating network 
of alliances and affiliations; beginning in the family where the bonds are at their 
strongest, these relations reach out to include clan, tribal, regional and ethnic links, those 
of religion and occupation, and finally the shared identity of citizenship in terms of the 

Afghanistan- social and health statistics  
 
Population is estimated by the Afghan transitional government at 22.3 million 
Average life expectancy…42.46 years 
Infant mor tality…165.96 per  thousand live bir ths 
Child mortality (probability at 5 years)…257 per  thousand 
Maternal mortality…16 women per  thousand live bir ths 
In the nor thern province of Badakhshan, the maternal mortality figure is the 
highest ever  recorded at 65 women per  thousand live bir ths 
 
In 2002-3, the country received $67 per  person per  annum in foreign aid (this 
compares with $814 in Kosovo and $249 in Bosnia) 
In 2002-3, the US donated $1.4 billion for  reconstruction projects, compared to 
the $13 billion spent on the International Secur ity Assistance Force (ISAF) 
 
From Khabir  Ahmad, ‘Health &  Money in Afghanistan’  
The Lancet, Volume 364, number  9442 Oct 2004 
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Afghan nation state. The quam is composed of a system of web-like alliances, providing 
mutual assistance, support and defence according to a shifting and contingent set of 
imperatives. It is at its most intense in its local and immediate form, and at its weakest 
where relations are remote and abstract.12  
 
As summarized by Michael Weinstein: “The widest qaum -- the state, which in the 
Western model has no structural competitor -- is for Afghans a more or less useful 
facility for other qaums, not an object of loyalty or devotion. Afghan nationalism is 
social, not political.”  
 
While Hamid Karzai has made the inclusiveness of a shared national identity a prominent 
and recurring theme for his government, it remains to be seen to what extent such an 
identity can be forged as a sustained political reality. 
 
The historical impact of the quam system on the Afghan state has been manifested in a 
weak central state, and a correspondingly high degree of local and regional autonomy. 
Where the state has attempted to impose a centralized mode of power, the strategy has 
resulted in conflict. If the US or the international coalition attempts to impose a western 
model, with its centralized state apparatus, this outcome is liable to be repeated, more 
especially since the wars of the past few decades have left an intensely militarized form 
of quam in place, and an estimated 50,000 armed men in the service of local 
commanders. 
 
Recognition of the specific issues and problems of building a new state in Afghanistan 
should not be taken to imply that the construction of a democracy is impossible. On the 
contrary, as demonstrated by the recent elections in which 87% of registered voters 
turned out, there is abroad amongst the population a genuine passion for a democratic 
Afghanistan. However, the historical and ethnic diversity of this population, and its 
cohesion around the quam networks, makes control by a single strong state difficult to 
achieve. Those engaged in a project of “nation-building”  must, therefore, be wary of 
simply transposing the political and administrative model of the West, a model developed 
in very different historical circumstances. There may in fact be real advantages in 
maintaining a ‘weak’  or less centralized state structure than the one we are used to seeing 
at work in the western democratic model. Indeed, a dogmatic emphasis on the 
reproduction on Afghan soil of the West’s familiar state edifice is likely to result in 
longer term conflict. The implications of this fact for drug control policy are significant, 
in that all proposals for enforced eradication presuppose for their implementation the 
existence of a powerful and unified state apparatus. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Stor ing milk in a sieve, you complain of bad luck? -- Afghan Proverb 
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Hassan-i-Sabbah 

 
When two wars collide 

 
Afghanistan, the United States and the War on Terror  
 
The increasingly aggressive stance adopted by the United States over recent months is 
underpinned by its conviction that the Afghan opiates industry forms the primary source 
of funding for its Islamic adversaries. This is a view which is supported by the UNODC 
and by a number of influential players within the Karzai administration. There are 
countless instances of this discourse from which to select. For example, consider the 
following remarks made by Antonio Maria Costa, executive director of the UNODC: 
 
“Drug trafficking has always meant untold suffering and death for addicts. Today, drug 
trafficking is also the source of a different and very urgent problem: the financing of 
terrorism. The revenue generated by organized crime offers terrorist groups a steady flow 
of funding, making the effort to eliminate drug trafficking and to reduce drug abuse 
critical strategies in the global fight against terrorism.”   
 
And: 
 
“ It has become more and more difficult to distinguish clearly between terrorist groups 
and organized crime units, since their tactics increasingly overlap. The world is seeing 
the birth of a new hybrid of ‘organized crime – terrorist organizations,’  and it is 
imperative to sever the connection between crime, drugs, and terrorism now.” 13 
 
The perceived convergence of its two major ongoing “Wars”  is driving US policy in the 
direction of an aggressive and immediate intervention in the Afghan opiate sector, 
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regardless, as we will see, of the concerns felt by its allies and by many in the 
development community. 
 
It is worth pausing briefly to consider, how accurate is this perception?  
 
According to the analysis of Pierre-Arnaud Chouvy, a leading expert in global illicit 
economies, funds from the illicit drug trade play a “minimal”  role in financing the 
operations of groups such as Al Qaeda.14 He argues that the financial base for Osama Bin 
Ladin’s network is principally sourced from various wealthy individuals located in the 
Persian Gulf, often channelled through strategically-placed “ financial facilitators”  and 
supplemented by donations to a particular set of Islamic charities. In other words, the 
movement’s economic supporters are, by and large, identical to its ideological ones, and 
there is little sympathy or common ground between the supply-and-demand capitalists 
who inhabit the higher echelons of the global drug trade and the holy warriors dedicated 
to waging jihad against America. 
 
Support for this argument may be garnered from an unlikely source; namely, the report of 
the independent commission on the September 11th attacks on the US. According to the 
report’s conclusion, there is “no substantial evidence that Al Qaeda played a major role in 
the drug trade or relied on it as an important source of revenue either before or after 
9/11” .15 
 The commission went on to say that, not only had intelligence efforts failed to 
corroborate the hypothetical linkage of the illicit drug trade with terrorism, but “ there is 
compelling evidence the Al Qaeda leadership does not like or trust those who today 
control the drug trade in Southwest Asia, and has encouraged its members not to get 
involved.”  
 
Chouvy and others believe that the threat of “narco-terrorism” is, in fact, being deployed 
in order to legitimate and revive the drug war, which has been subjected to widespread 
criticism in recent years as a result of its clear failure to achieve its avowed objectives. 
According to Chouvy, “ fighting drug trafficking does not necessarily equate to fighting 
terrorism, even though “ narco-terrorism” , depicted as a threat by certain sectional 
interests, arguably legitimates and reinforces a failed global war on drugs.”    (Italics 
mine). 
 
 
 
A Gather ing Storm 
 
Despite the lack of compelling evidence of any coherent and sustained articulation of the 
Afghan opiate sector with terrorist groups, an increasing tide of combative discourse has 
made clear the United States’  desire, and its intention, to forcefully intervene to bring the 
production of opiates to an end, sooner rather than later.  
 
This aggressive posture is perhaps most clearly illustrated in a series of remarks made in 
April 2004 by Robert Charles, Assistant Secretary for International Narcotics and Law 
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Enforcement affairs. Speaking before a government enquiry in Washington DC, Charles 
told the panel that, “we believe that the current set of eradication targeting criteria, while 
designed with the best of intentions, may be overly restrictive. Criteria such as requiring 
alternative development to be in place and a preoccupation with avoiding any possibility 
of resistance may restrict our ability to collectively reach these eradication goals.” 16 

 
In the context of the impoverished and traumatized conditions prevailing in post-war 
Afghanistan, with three to four million Afghans dependent on an opiates sector  that 
makes up half the country’s economy, Mr Charles’  statements are frankly astounding.17 
The reduction of Afghanistan’s dilemma to the terms of an abstract moral calculus may 
play well in Washington, and may even appear to be appropriate. But if the trajectory of 
American actions on the ground is determined by such an analysis, the consequences for 
Afghanistan are likely to be disastrous: regional instability, renewed armed conflict, 
starvation, poverty and hardship, differentially focused on Afghanistan’s poorest social 
groupings.  
 
 
Tactical differences between the UK and US…Or, The Danger of Going Wobbly 
 
At the same committee hearings, Charles was asked by Republican chairman Mark 
Souder to expand on rumours of an emergent policy split between the US and its UK 
allies regarding the choice of tactics for responding to illicit drug production. The day’s 
hearing went by the rather unusual title, “ Are British Counternarcotics Efforts Going 
Wobbly” ? It seems that during the first gulf war, Margaret Thatcher had counselled 
George Bush the elder against the perils of “going wobbly.”  The hearings made reference 
to this erstwhile martial spirit, and to the growing sense of unease felt by US agents in 
Afghanistan over its apparent absence from current UK-led drug control strategy.  
 
While exercising considerable tact in relation to his British allies, Charles makes it clear 
that, in his view, the UK lacks the necessary urgency and aggression for its role as 
coalition lead in the drive against the illicit drug trade. Some of the representatives 

“ And the point being that our  pr ior ity should not be, it seems to me, some kind of 
misplaced sympathy for  someone who will have to do a little more work, provide 
more resourcing, ultimately for , you know, fer tilizer  and seed in order  to grow an 
alternative crop…we have to collectively go after  the fully flower ing poppy. We 
can’ t say, ‘Well, you know, these farmers have put a lot of effor t into the poppy, 
so let’s let it go this time.’  There is no let it go this time. I f there’s a let it go this 
time, there may not be a next time… We have to say, ‘Yes, of course, we all want 
alternative development suppor t,’  but we cannot make our  eradication effor ts 
conditional on…the necessity of parallel alternative development.”   
 
Rober t B. Char les 
U.S. Assistant Secretary for  International Narcotics &   
Law Enforcement affairs 
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present imply, in addition, that the UK has failed to devote sufficient resources to the 
task.  
Souder asks, “ If I can understand what you said, you are saying that the British have a 
reluctance to eradicate heroin poppy as it’s flowering. Is that true or not?”  
Charles responds in this way: “…I think it’s the policy of the United States, wherever we 
are, to eradicate –when we set out to eradicate poppy fields, which turn into opium and 
into heroin, we do not say, ‘Well, it’s gotten to a point where they’ve put so much effort 
into it we really hate to do that.’  I mean, that would be tantamount to saying, ‘Gosh, the 
trafficker’s right on the steps of the bank. It really seems a shame not to let him make his 
deposit.”  
 
By implication, the UK policy is, in effect, to say just that- an implication confirmed by 
the use of the rather archaic Anglophone exclamation, “Gosh!” - a suitably wobbly term, 
no doubt. 
 
It was reported that UK staff were less than delighted by these observations.18 There 
clearly is a difference of approach to the problem; however, it might be argued that this 
stems from the UK’s more pragmatic analysis of conditions on the ground in 
Afghanistan. There is little basis, after all, for supposing that anybody in the present 
British government is either 1: fond of drug traffickers, or 2: inclined toward a radical 
program of drug policies.  
 
In a speech delivered to the International Institute of Strategic Studies, foreign secretary 
Jack Straw outlined the UK position. Acknowledging that the Taleban had largely 
succeeded in prohibiting poppy cultivation, he explained that, “ they did so by means 
which no democratic society could contemplate, enforcing their authority through 
arbitrary imprisonment, torture and death. And because of the lack of alternatives to 
opium, the consequence of the Taleban’s actions was an increase in poverty, debt and 
misery for thousands. The challenge for us, in contrast, is to deliver reductions in opium-
growing which are sustainable, and which avoid those terrible human consequences.” 19 
 
The difference in tone between Jack Straw and Robert Charles is readily apparent, and 
the former’s humanitarian focus is to be welcomed. On a more cautious note, however, it 
is here that Mr Straw states his belief that the first condition for the regeneration of 
Afghanistan must be the establishment of a strong central state. Although the proposition 
seems at first sight to be self-evident, in the context of the country’s social specificity and 
the unfortunate history of previous attempts to impose such an apparatus upon it, the 
strategy does not bode well. Moreover, in the vaunted ‘special relationship’  between 
Britain and America, the power appears to lie exclusively on the American side, and it is 
therefore unlikely that the UK will be able to exert the moderating influence that Mr 
Straw’s speech implies. 
 
We must consequently examine the probable outcome of United States determination to 
push through its policy and to unleash a Colombian-style Drug War upon Afghanistan. 
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Where have all the flowers gone? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
War on Poppy 
 
It is widely recognized that US policy in Afghanistan has undergone a reappraisal during 
2004. Having been closely involved, in the initial phase of the occupation, with various 
local commanders or “warlords”  with opiate-sector connections, the Americans now feel 
able to assist the Karzai government in breaking the power of the illicit trade. These 
opium-growers and traders were US allies and clients in the war against the Soviets and 
then the Taleban; now they are regarded as beyond the pale. 
 
However, with the Afghan economy so heavily reliant upon the production of and 
commerce in opiates, with a high proportion of its rural poor subsisting directly on poppy 
cultivation, and with elements in the state and political authorities themselves deeply 
implicated, it is highly unrealistic to expect Afghanistan to bring the trade to a swift 
cessation while preserving the institutions of a still fragile democracy. It is equally 
impracticable to expect up to four million Afghans to abandon their only means of 
providing for their families without armed conflict.20  
 
The people of this country have a tradition of fierce independence, a tradition of which 
they remain proud. With most of the territory beyond Kabul and a few other cities lying 
beyond the authority of central government, and with militias able to field some 50,000 
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armed combatants -- a figure several times greater than the fledgling Afghan army – the 
sole practical way of forcefully imposing a ban on poppy would be to assign the role to 
the US and ISAF troops. Such a course of action is, of course, hardly calculated to 
cement friendly relations with the locals. In addition, this strategy would identify the 
Karzai regime entirely with the United States, and with foreign soldiers bent on imposing 
an unpopular policy on the Afghan people by force of arms. In short, the military option 
for forced eradication would very likely result in the return of full-blown civil war to a 
country which has barely begun to recover from its last. 
 
Despite calls by US politicians for troops to undertake forced eradication, it seems that 
the military command is wary of the option. According to US commander General David 
Barno, while “we recognize the threat of narcotics…is very significant and threatens our 
overall strategic objectives…I think eradication for U.S. troops would be less likely. I 
think we will play larger roles in assisting in other aspects of the drug fight.”21 
 
After a period of wavering, the military leadership appears to have decided against 
deploying US forces in the service of eradication. Unfortunately, an equally belligerent 
ethic underpins the next set of proposals to appear from the US administration. It centres 
on the use of aerial crop-spraying of the kind seen in Colombia, with the Americans 
chartering a large fleet of private planes to dust the poppy-fields with glyphosphates.22 
The use of these chemicals has proved highly controversial in “Plan Colombia” , where it 
resulted in widespread skin complaints and other illnesses amongst the local population, 
while destroying legitimate crops in the vicinity of the coca plantations that make up its 
intended target.23 These problems are liable to be exacerbated in Afghanistan, a country 
already suffering ecological disruption as a result of the use of weapons, and one in 
which poppy is very often grown alongside food crops. 
 
Reports have begun to emerge that US forces have, in point of fact, already been covertly 
engaged in the chemical eradication of poppy fields.24 Villagers in the Nangarhar region, 
located in the east of the country and one of the three major opium-growing provinces, 
have complained of the effects of the pesticides, while Karzai’s office has expressed 
alarm at the episode. Western officials had publicly stated that aerial spraying “was not 
going to be imposed on anybody” , and American forces denied their involvement. 
Eyewitness reports, however, contradicted the US claims. A statement issued by the 
Afghan president confirmed that, “The president is deeply concerned about complaints 
from the region pointing to possible side effects of the aerial spraying on the health of 
adults and children,”  and announced that the events will subject to government 
investigation. 25 
 
At the time of writing, Karzai has gone further, expressing his opposition on health 
grounds to the use of chemical modes of eradication. The response of the Bush 
administration to the unaccustomed defiance of this stance remains to be seen.26 
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“ Plan Afghanistan” ? 
 
The forced eradication of the source of so many livelihoods, whether by US soldiers or 
via toxic herbicides unleashed from the air in a “Plan Afghanistan” , is, to reiterate, likely 
to prove catastrophic for both the people of Afghanistan and its newly elected President, 
and to involve the international forces in a protracted and bloody new war. There is a 
strong possibility that enforced eradication will result in the collapse of the Karzai 
government, and with it all realistic hopes of a pluralistic democracy, albeit one with its 
own regional and cultural specificity. The Taleban lost support when it deployed state 
force against the poppy trade; there is every chance that the same fate will befall the 
incumbent regime in Kabul, unless it is to be propped up indefinitely with massive 
amounts of American arms and finance. 

 
The production of opiates has survived (and indeed flourished) during the twentieth 
century, undertaking several major relocations in response to regional suppression of 
poppy cultivation. Moreover, in those few cases where longer term suppression of poppy 
cultivation has been achieved, suppliers have moved across to the production of 
synthetics. An example: the supposed success of Thailand’s drug war, though it has 

In addition to these considerations, it is important to note that such tactics are unlikely 
to significantly curtail the availability of heroin in Europe. In the event that this 
aggressive strategy was to succeed in ending opiate production within the borders of 
Afghanistan, the market response of the illicit trade would be to relocate, and possibly 
to decentralize the cultivation of its crops. The illicit market is highly sophisticated, 
and has proved surprisingly robust in the face of an intensive and sustained campaign 
of prohibition. At one level, the mechanism has been one of simple economics. When 
opiate production is stopped in a given area, continuing demand leads to rising prices 
and production is stimulated in another.  
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largely wiped out domestic poppy growing and heroin processing, is mostly illusory. The 
heroin has been replaced by robustly marketed synthetics of the amphetamine type, and 
this substitution has merely served to amplify social distress and to accelerate 
deterioration in health. (There is evidence of the same trend toward ATS production in 
Myanmar). The social corrosion stemming from Methamphetamines – known locally as 
Ya ba or “crazy pills” -- led to the pervasive human-rights abuses of Thailand’s 2003 
Drug War, in which thousands died, some of them apparently by means of covertly 
sanctioned extra-judicial killings.  
          
 A Problem and an Opportunity 
 
The presence of the unlawful drug trade in Afghanistan does pose, as a long sequence of 
observers have reiterated, a grave obstacle to western attempts at state building. 
However, it is the unlawful status of this commerce rather than the character of its 
products which lies at the root of these difficulties. At the same time, the situation 
presents us with a real opportunity to meaningfully engage with the global “drug 
problem” and to take a substantial step toward the resolution of some of its most 
intractable facets. Unfortunately, to make use of this opportunity would require a radical 
change of direction in drug policy, and there is, as yet, no recognition of the necessity for 
such a step amongst those located at the apex of the relevant international structures.  
 
To move forward from the current impasse and to enable a democratic state to emerge 
from the sufferings of the Afghan people, it is my contention that three inter-related sets 
of measures should be adopted:  
 
One, the instigation of a new set of drug control policies which stand a realistic chance of 
actually achieving some control over the production, distribution and use of drugs, which 
the present ones do not. This new policy model would entail the maintenance of a 
legally regulated opiate sector  in Afghanistan. In addition to preserving an economic 
base on which the country is de facto dependent, this course of action avoids 
unnecessarily plunging Afghanistan into further bloody conflict. It enables a pluralist 
democratic apparatus and civil society to be created free from the influence of an all-
pervasive organized criminality that the country is simply not equipped to take on—at 
least without reverting to totalitarian government and/or the long-term imposition of US 
martial-law. 
 
Two, the construction of an Afghan state according to a singular and culturally apposite 
model composed of a flexible, consensually-directed central state government, with 
regional and ethnic groups permitted their relative autonomy. This culturally specific 
political arrangement could gradually strengthen itself through the extension of its 
provision of international aid, economic growth and stability, education and security, 
winning the trust of the electorate and producing, over time, a genuine participatory 
mandate. 
 
Three: Logically, the establishment of regulated opiates production must be carried out in 
tandem with the abandonment of repressive policies in the drug consuming countries of 
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the west and elsewhere, alongside a new set of options centred on harm reduction, 
genuine drug education and a health and social inclusion focus for state interventions.27 
 
The Opium Granary 
 
As already noted, Afghanistan is eminently suited to the cultivation of opium poppy from 
the perspective of climate and ecology. Like it or not, the Afghan nation is at present 
economically dependent on the production of opiates, to an extent that drastic, short-term 
eradication measures as proposed by the US would lead to immeasurable harm in social, 
political and humanitarian terms. 
 
Since most of the damage associated with the Afghan opiates sector (corruption, 
violence, uncollected taxes) arises not from the nature of the product but from its illicit 
status, the best available policy option is to bring it under regulation and control. The 
recent concentration of opium cultivation in Afghanistan offers the international 
community the chance to set up a single opium zone within which production is regulated 
and brought under the supervision of democratic governance. 
 
Afghanistan and its problems do not exist in isolation, and must be understood in terms of 
the country’s position within the political-economy of a world opiate traffic. The country 
is now the opium granary for the twenty-first century global community, servicing the 
apparently perennial human demand for the psychoactive chemicals derived from this 
most controversial of flowers. The foundation of the drug trade lies in this ancient 
appetite, so insistent and so little understood. The world’s ‘drug problem’  cannot really 
be grasped and resolved until policy-makers are prepared to face this obdurate fact.  
 
A last word 
 
Naturally, I am aware that the adoption of such a radical strategy in the present cultural 
and political climate is -- to say the least-- highly unlikely to happen. It remains my 
fervent hope, however, that even within the prevailing orthodoxy, reasonable discussion 
is perhaps possible.  
 
With commentators agreeing that Afghanistan lies at a crossroads in its historical 
trajectory, a continued insistence on the application of the failed repressive drug-control 
strategy carries with it the potential to produce results of a new and devastating kind. And 
yet, the heartbreak of Afghanistan does offer to the global community the prospect of an 
escape from the mire into which the twentieth century’s well-intentioned but disastrous 
drug policies have drawn it. It is an impasse with which Afghanistan’s fate is profoundly 
implicated; for, notwithstanding the intoxicating promise of democracy and the resilience 
of the Afghan people, without a thoroughgoing reappraisal of the strategy and tactics 
which led us into this entrenched and unwinnable set of positions, that unique country’s 
future looks gloomy indeed. 
 
Christopher Hallam 
November 2004 
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