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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
Key Findings

•	 Afghanistan’s illicit drug economy is unprecedented in its scale and has been deeply entrenched within the coun-
try since the 1980s.

•	 Temporary decreases in poppy cultivation and heroin production, driven by market forces, acts of nature, or 
policies, have not been sustained or sustainable.

•	 Structural drivers of the illicit drug economy—insecurity, political struggles, and a lack of economic alterna-
tives—remain unaddressed and cannot easily be overcome for years to come.

•	 Although the illicit drug economy exacerbates insecurity, strengthens corruption, produces macroeconomic dis-
tortions, and contributes to drug use, it also provides a vital lifeline for many Afghans and enhances their human 
security. 

•	 Most counternarcotics measures adopted since 2001 have been ineffective or outright counterproductive eco-
nomically, politically, and with respect to counterinsurgency and stabilization efforts. 

•	 Eradication and bans on opium poppy cultivation, often borne by the poorest and most socially marginalized, have 
generated extensive political capital for the Taliban and undermined counterinsurgency.

•	 The Obama administration’s decision to defund centrally-led eradication, a courageous break with U.S. counter-
narcotics dogma, is correct.

•	 Selective interdiction focused on Taliban-linked traffickers, conducted by the North Atlantic Treaty Organiza-
tion’s International Security Assistance Force for Afghanistan between 2008 and 2014, complicated the Taliban’s 
logistics, but did not severely weaken the Taliban.

•	 Alternative livelihoods efforts, when available, are poorly designed and ineffective and rarely have generated 
sustainable income for poppy-production-dependent populations. 

Policy Recommendations

•	 Counternarcotics policies in Afghanistan should be judicious, well-sequenced, and well-prioritized. 
•	 Eradication should remain suspended. It should only be undertaken in areas where a legal economy already 

exists and generates sufficient livelihoods.
•	 Interdiction operations should predominantly target the most dangerous actors, such as international terrorist 

groups, the Taliban, and violent disruptive powerbrokers.
•	 Alternative livelihoods efforts should be streamlined into overall economic development and human capital de-

velopment. Focusing on secure areas, such efforts must include both rebuilding the rural economy and creating 
off-farm opportunities.

•	 Improving access to treatment for addicts and undertaking smart approaches to prevent opiate abuse should be 
greatly elevated in policy and funded far more extensively than has been the case so far. 
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Introduction

Perhaps nowhere in the world has a country and the 
international community faced an illicit drug econo-
my as strong as the one in Afghanistan. In 2007 and 
2008, the drug economy reached levels that had thus 
far been unprecedented in the world, at least since 
World War II, with 2014 being another very high 
year. But neither opium poppy cultivation nor hero-
in production is a new, post-2001 phenomenon; each 
robustly existed during the Taliban era and before. 
Whatever decreases in poppy cultivation and opiate 
production have taken place over the past decade, they 
have largely been driven by the saturation of global and 
local drug markets, poppy crop disease, or temporary 
coercive measures in certain parts of Afghanistan that 
could nonetheless not be sustained and have mostly 
already broken down. The structural drivers of the Af-
ghan poppy economy, including, critically, insecurity, 
political power arrangements, and a lack of ready eco-
nomic alternatives, remain unchanged. 

Narcotics production and counternarcotics policies 
in Afghanistan are of critical importance not only 
for internal and global drug control, but also for the 
security, reconstruction, and rule-of-law efforts with-
in the country. Unfortunately, many of the counter-
narcotics policies adopted during most of the 2000s 
not only failed to reduce the size and scope of the 
illicit economy in Afghanistan, but also had serious 
counterproductive effects on the other objectives of 
peace, state-building, and economic reconstruction. 
In a courageous break with a previous counterpro-
ductive policy, the U.S. administration of President 
Barack Obama wisely decided in 2009 to scale back 
poppy eradication in Afghanistan, but it struggled to 
implement its new strategy effectively. Although the 
Obama administration backed away from central-
ly-led eradication, Afghan governor-led eradication 
haphazardly goes on; the interdiction policy adopted 

in 2008 by the North Atlantic Treaty Organization’s 
(NATO) International Security Assistance Force for 
Afghanistan (ISAF) at times approximated eradica-
tion in its negative effects on farmers’ well-being and 
their receptivity to Taliban mobilization; and rural 
development policies have failed to address the struc-
tural drivers of poppy cultivation. The Taliban and 
related insurgencies have not been robustly defeated 
and continue to pose a serious threat to the survival 
of the Afghan government and as a potential trigger 
of an expanded civil war. As U.S. and ISAF troops are 
significantly reducing their presence and preparing 
to depart Afghanistan by 2017, they are handing over 
to the Afghan security forces and people an on-going 
war that significantly intensified in 2014.1 Although 
both Russia and the United States have supported 
counternarcotics policies in Central Asia, such as in-
terdiction training, these efforts have achieved little 
systematic effect on either reducing illicit flows, the 
strength of organized crime, and corruption in the 
region or encouraging regional cooperation. 

Even under the most auspicious circumstances—un-
likely to be present in the country for years—a signif-
icant, sustained reduction of opium poppy cultivation 
would require years, even decades, of systematic and 
well-designed efforts. Currently, much of what counter-
narcotics policies can accomplish and should emphasize 
is avoiding making the situation worse, preventing a 
further destabilization of Afghanistan, mitigating some 
of the most serious terrorism threats, and harmonizing 
counternarcotics measures with counterinsurgency, sta-
bilization, and state-building policies.

Drug Trends in Afghanistan 

In 2007 Afghan opium production climbed to a 
staggering 8,200 metric tons (mt).2 As a result of 
the subsequent oversaturation of the illicit opiates  
market and the intense outbreak of a poppy disease, 

1 �See, for example, Azam Ahmed, “Civilian Casualties in Afghan War Topped 10,000 in 2014, U.N. Says,” New York Times, February 18, 2015, http://
www.nytimes.com/2015/02/19/world/asia/afghanistan-civilian-casualties-topped-10000-in-2014-un-says.html?_r=0; and Azam Ahmed, “Taliban 
Ramp Up Fatal Attacks in Afghanistan,” New York Times, December 13, 2014, http://www.nytimes.com/2014/12/14/world/asia/gunmen-kill-supreme-
court-official-in-kabul-afghanistan.html.

2 �United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), Afghanistan Opium Survey 2007: Executive Summary (Vienna: UNODC, 2007), http://www.
unodc.org/pdf/research/AFG07_ExSum_web.pdf.

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/19/world/asia/afghanistan-civilian-casualties-topped-10000-in-2014-un-says.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/19/world/asia/afghanistan-civilian-casualties-topped-10000-in-2014-un-says.html?_r=0
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/12/14/world/asia/gunmen-kill-supreme-court-official-in-kabul-afghanistan.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/12/14/world/asia/gunmen-kill-supreme-court-official-in-kabul-afghanistan.html
http://www.unodc.org/pdf/research/AFG07_ExSum_web.pdf
http://www.unodc.org/pdf/research/AFG07_ExSum_web.pdf
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production fell to 3,600 mt in 2010; it then rose again 
to 5,800 mt in 2011, and remained with some fluc-
tuations at this level. In 2014 the estimated opium 
production was 6,400 mt, up from 5,500 mt in 2013.3 
These levels of production are enough to supply most 
of the world’s opiates market.4 

For two decades, opium has been Afghanistan’s leading 
cash-generating economic activity. Valued at the bor-
der, profits from opiates represent about 10-15 percent 
of gross domestic product (GDP).5 But when one takes 
into account macroeconomic spillovers, with drugs un-
derpinning much of the other legal economic activity, 
drugs easily constitute between a third and a half of the 
overall economy.6 The United Nations Office on Drugs 
and Crime (UNODC) provides a smaller number—
namely, that the farmgate value of opium production 
in Afghanistan represents a single-digit share of GDP, 
such as about 4 percent of the country’s GDP in 2013.7 
But this number is misleading. By focusing on farm-
gate value only, this number does not take into account 
value-added in Afghanistan or economic spillover ef-
fects, such as the fact that much of the consumption of 
durables and non-durables, as well as the construction 
industry, is underpinned by the opium poppy economy. 

For much of the rural population, the opium poppy 
economy is an essential source of basic livelihoods 
and human security. When access to the opium 
poppy economy is cut off, such as through bans on  
cultivation or eradication, large segments of the ru-
ral population face economic immiseration and  

deprivation, even in terms of access to food, medical 
treatment, and schooling for children.8

The significance of opium poppy production for the 
Afghan economy, and crucially for employment, will 
only grow as Afghanistan will continue to experience 
serious economic and fiscal crises. These economic 
difficulties stem from the departure of internation-
al military forces, the presence of which structured 
much of economic activity in Afghanistan over the 
past decade; political instability and corruption; and 
persisting insecurity. The results are a significant 
drop in investment and an increase capital flight.

Opium continues to underlie much of Afghanistan’s 
economic and political life throughout the country, 
and not simply in the southern province of Helmand, 
where most of opium poppy cultivation currently 
takes place. Poppy is deeply entwined in the socio-eco-
nomic fabric of the country, and hence, inescapably, 
in its political arrangements and power relations. The 
Taliban is profiting from the drug trade, as are vari-
ous criminal gangs, which often are connected to 
the government, the Afghan police, tribal elites, and 
many ex-warlords-cum-government officials, at var-
ious levels. Measuring the size of illicit economies 
and any derivative numbers, such as profit levels, is 
notoriously difficult, but it is estimated that some-
where between 20-40 percent of the Taliban’s income 
comes from drugs.9 It is important to note that drug 
revenue is still, at most, only about half of the Tali-
ban’s income. This fact has important implications for  

3 �UNODC, Afghanistan Opium Survey 2014 (Vienna: UNODC, 2014), 7, http://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afghan-
opium-survey-2014.pdf.

4 �UNODC, World Drug Report 2011 (Vienna: United Nations, 2011), 45, http://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/WDR2011/World_Drug_
Report_2011_ebook.pdf.

5 �William Byrd and David Mansfield, “Afghanistan’s Opium Economy: An Agricultural, Livelihoods, and Governance Perspective,” The World Bank, 
June 23, 2014.

6 �UNODC, Afghanistan Opium Survey 2007; and Christopher Ward and William Byrd, “Afghanistan’s Opium Drug Economy,” South Asia Region PREM 
Working Paper Series, no. SASPR-5, World Bank, Washington, DC, December 2004, http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/2004/12/5533886/
afghanistans-opium-drug-economy. Since 2002, the percentage of drugs to licit GDP has oscillated between 60 and 30 percent, not because the illicit 
economy has been reduced, but due to the expansion of some sectors of the legal economy, such as telecommunications.

7 �UNODC, Afghanistan Opium Survey 2013 (Vienna: UNODC, 2013), 12, http://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afghan_
Opium_survey_2013_web_small.pdf. In its 2014 survey, UNODC did not provide the farmgate opium value as a GDP percentage.

8 �See, for example, David Mansfield, From Bad They Made It Worse: The Concentration of Opium Poppy in Areas of Conflict in the Provinces of Helmand 
and Nangarhar (Kabul: Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit [AREU], 2014), http://www.areu.org.af/Uploads/EditionPdfs/NRM%20CS6%20
ver%202%20(2).pdf.

9 �See, for example, Christopher M. Blanchard, Afghanistan: Narcotics and U.S. Policy, Congressional Research Service (CRS) Report no. RL32686 
(Washington, DC: Library of Congress CRS, 2009), www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL32686.pdf; and Letizia Paoli, Victoria A. Greenfield, and Peter Reuter, 
The World Heroin Market: Can Supply Be Cut? (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 41-83, 111-4.

http://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afghan-opium-survey-2014.pdf
http://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afghan-opium-survey-2014.pdf
http://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/WDR2011/World_Drug_Report_2011_ebook.pdf
http://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/WDR2011/World_Drug_Report_2011_ebook.pdf
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/2004/12/5533886/afghanistans-opium-drug-economy
http://documents.worldbank.org/curated/en/2004/12/5533886/afghanistans-opium-drug-economy
http://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afghan_Opium_survey_2013_web_small.pdf
http://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afghan_Opium_survey_2013_web_small.pdf
ttp://www.areu.org.af/Uploads/EditionPdfs/NRM%20CS6%20ver%202%20(2).pdf
ttp://www.areu.org.af/Uploads/EditionPdfs/NRM%20CS6%20ver%202%20(2).pdf
http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL32686.pdf
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counternarcotics and counterinsurgency strategies, es-
pecially since eliminating the Taliban’s financial base 
through counternarcotics efforts is often seen as a key 
element of the counterinsurgency strategy.10 

Although time series, baselines, and reliable data are 
lacking, there is a widespread sense that opiate use 
and abuse have been on a dangerous rise in Afghan-
istan. The U.S. government highlights the “alarming 
prevalence of drug use among adult men and wom-
en, adolescents, and children.”11 The United Nations 
(UN) estimates that there are as many as 1.6 million 
drug users in Afghan cities and perhaps another 3 
million in the rural areas.12 The Afghan Ministry of 
Counternarcotics posits that 2.7 percent of the adult 
population in Afghanistan are regular opiate users, 
and that there have been substantial increases in the 
use of both opium and heroin in the last few years.13 
The U.S. Department of State assesses that 3.5 per-
cent of Afghan adults use some of form of opioids.14 
(Given the lack of baselines and constrains on sur-
vey access, the robustness of such data is limited.) 
Without doubt, however, a confluence of dangerous 
conditions spurs on drug abuse: a highly traumatized 
population dealing with economic deprivation, inse-
curity, and war; the availability of cheap drugs; and 
a regional setting of extensive drug use in Pakistan, 
Iran, Central Asia, and Russia, to which Afghan mi-
grants and refugees are frequently exposed.

Threats and Harms the Drug Economy 
Generates

The Taliban’s sponsorship of the illicit economy 
strengthens the insurgents physically, by enhancing 

their financial resources and simplifying their procure-
ment and logistics. But it also greatly strengthens the 
Taliban politically. This is because the Taliban’s protec-
tion of the illicit economy allows the insurgents to pro-
tect the population’s basic livelihood. Because of the lack 
of security and a host of structural factors that prevent 
the population from accessing economic inputs and 
markets, opium remains frequently the only viable live-
lihood source for vast segments of the rural population. 
As discussed below, this political capital secured by the 
Taliban is augmented greatly by government eradica-
tion and bans on opium poppy cultivation.

A second set of threats that the opium poppy econo-
my generates is intensification of local criminality and 
conflicts among criminal groups and powerbrokers not 
related to the Taliban. There is a risk that fighting over 
the spoils of the drug economy among these actors will 
intensify and further undermine local security, as their 
funding from other sources, such as from the usurpa-
tion of economic aid or contracts related to the presence 
of international military forces in Afghanistan, dries up. 
In a political system underpinned by patronage, where 
the center for over a decade paid off warlords and pow-
erbrokers by tolerating corruption and not enforcing 
rule of law, the opium poppy economy has been a key 
mechanism of keeping such actors anchored in the po-
litical system. Such a political management approach 
contradicts the acute need to improve governance; but it 
is also driven by the weakness of the center. Thus, should 
middle-level powerbrokers in particular face a reduced 
access to the opium poppy economy, they might exhibit 
a greater willingness to challenge the system, instigate 
instability, and even trigger intensified and highly com-
plex violence outright.

10 �See, for example, Thomas Schweich, U.S. Counternarcotics Strategy for Afghanistan (Washington, DC: U.S. Department of State, 2007), http://2001-
2009.state.gov/documents/organization/90671.pdf.

11 ��“Media Factsheet: Drug Use and Treatment in Afghanistan,” U.S. Department of State, Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement, May 
2010, http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/142358.pdf. 

12 �United Nations data cited in Pamela Constable, “Heroin Addiction Spreads with Alarming Speed Across Afghanistan,” The Washington Post, January 8, 
2015, http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/heroin-addiction-spreads-with-alarming-speed-across-afghanistan/2015/01/06/2cbb61ea-94e7-
11e4-aabd-d0b93ff613d5_story.html; UNODC, Drug Use in Afghanistan: 2009 Survey (Vienna: UNODC, 2009), 5, http://www.unodc.org/documents/
data-and-analysis/Studies/Afghan-Drug-Survey-2009-Executive-Summary-web.pdf. A 2009 UNODC drug use survey in Afghanistan suggested that the 
number of adult drug users in Afghanistan was close to one million, or about 8 percent of the population between the ages of 15 and 64.

13 �Ministry of Counter Narcotics, Government of Afghanistan, Afghanistan Drug Report 2012 (Kabul: Ministry of Counter Narcotics, 2013), http://mcn.
gov.af/Content/files/13_11_07__English%20Afghanistan%20Drug%20Report%202012%281%29.pdf. 

14 �U.S Department of State, “Afghanistan National Urban Drug Use Survey 2012,” INL Demand Reduction Program Research Brief (December 2012), 
http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/212957.pdf. 

http://2001-2009.state.gov/documents/organization/90671.pdf
http://2001-2009.state.gov/documents/organization/90671.pdf
http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/142358.pdf
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/heroin-addiction-spreads-with-alarming-speed-across-afghanistan/2015/01/06/2cbb61ea-94e7-11e4-aabd-d0b93ff613d5_story.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/asia_pacific/heroin-addiction-spreads-with-alarming-speed-across-afghanistan/2015/01/06/2cbb61ea-94e7-11e4-aabd-d0b93ff613d5_story.html
http://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/Studies/Afghan-Drug-Survey-2009-Executive-Summary-web.pdf
http://www.unodc.org/documents/data-and-analysis/Studies/Afghan-Drug-Survey-2009-Executive-Summary-web.pdf
http://mcn.gov.af/Content/files/13_11_07__English%20Afghanistan%20Drug%20Report%202012%281%29.pdf
http://mcn.gov.af/Content/files/13_11_07__English%20Afghanistan%20Drug%20Report%202012%281%29.pdf
http://www.state.gov/documents/organization/212957.pdf
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 In addition to the continually difficult and complex 
security situation in large parts of Afghanistan, and 
the still intense insurgency and continued risk of civil 
war, the pervasive lack of rule of law also undermines 
governance and fuels corruption. With strong ori-
gins in centuries of patronage, corruption is critically 
exacerbated by large inflows of money, not just from 
the drug trade, but also from foreign aid. Nonethe-
less, the drug economy further augments extensive 
corruption. In turn, corruption severely hampers the 
efficiency of the state and the population’s trust in 
government institutions. This has become critical in 
Afghanistan, where overall governance is poor, and 
abuses of power and usurpation of public resources 
and private money are extensive.

Indeed, during the administration of President Ha-
mid Karzai (December 2001 through August 2014), 
Afghans became disconnected and alienated from 
the national government and the country’s other 
power arrangements. They became profoundly dis-
satisfied with Kabul’s inability and unwillingness 
to provide basic public services and with the wide-
spread corruption of the power elites. They intensely 
resent the abuse of power, impunity, and lack of jus-
tice that have become entrenched over the past de-
cade. After an initial period of hope and promise fol-
lowing Taliban rule, governance in Afghanistan came 
to be defined by weak-functioning state institutions 
unable and unwilling to uniformly enforce laws and 
policies. Instead, official and unofficial powerbrokers 
have issued exceptions from law enforcement to their 
networks of clients, who have thus been able to reap 
high economic benefits and even get away with major 
crimes.

The so-called National Unity Government (NUG)—
of President Ashraf Ghani and Chief Executive Of-
ficer (and Ghani’s rival) Abdullah Abdullah—that 
emerged as a negotiated settlement to a difficult and 
contested 2014 presidential election promises to tack-
le corruption. Indeed, the government’s key domestic 
mandate is precisely to reduce abuses of power and 
improve governance. At the same time, the actual 
power and capacity of the new government is highly 
limited and going after corruption and illegality will 

require careful calibration, sequencing, and difficult 
trade-offs. Predictably, the NUG is shaping up to be 
a difficult beast, one that is preoccupied with internal 
power competition and struggling to satisfy power-
brokers that lie behind the president and the CEO. 
Thus, in the first six months of the new government, 
much of its focus and energy were eaten up simply by 
trying to form a cabinet, rather than by undertaking 
extensive governance reforms.

An anti-corruption agenda, including related to the 
drug economy, is also a key demand of internation-
al donors and sponsors of the Afghan government. 
Without continued foreign aid, Afghan security forc-
es could buckle, and insecurity and international 
terrorism would increase greatly while the country’s 
economic morass would deepen. Yet the level of nar-
cotics production in Afghanistan has generated in-
tense criticism of the Afghan government from vari-
ous international actors, such as Russia, and concern 
among many others, including China and Iran; and 
reductions in narcotics production might become 
a key international demand for sustained aid flows. 
Once again, a complex and careful balancing by the 
Afghan government will be required to satisfy coun-
ternarcotics pressures from the international com-
munity while it strives at the same time to enhance 
stability, avoid civil war, address the needs of the Af-
ghan people, and preserve the survival of the current 
political dispensation in the country. 

Third, even as the opium poppy economy is the 
source of basic livelihoods for many Afghans and a 
very large component of the country’s GDP, it has 
complex macroeconomic effects. On the one hand, 
the opium poppy economy is the principal econom-
ic activity and lifeline. On the other hand, the illegal 
economy also generates macroeconomic distortions, 
such as inflation, real estate speculation, and the 
Dutch disease of making other sectors comparatively 
uncompetitive. 

Finally, as already described, the low cost and easy 
availability of opiates is contributing to a serious and 
perhaps worsening public health crisis of drug use.
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Counternarcotics Policies in Afghanistan 
Over the Past Decade 

The initial objective of the U.S. intervention in 2001 
was to degrade al Qaeda capabilities and institute re-
gime change in Afghanistan. Dealing with the illicit 
economy was not considered to be integral to the mil-
itary objectives. Thus, until 2003 U.S. counternarcotics 
policy in Afghanistan was essentially laissez-faire. The 
U.S. military understood that it would not be able to 
obtain intelligence on the Taliban and al Qaeda if it 
tried to eradicate poppy. Meanwhile, it relied on key 
warlords, who were often deeply involved in the drug 
economy since the 1980s, not simply to provide in-
telligence on the Taliban, but also to carry out direct 
military operations against the Taliban and al Qaeda.15 

Under a concept of “lead nations” for the interna-
tional assistance mission in Afghanistan, with a spe-
cific country being responsible for reconstruction 
in a specific sector, Britain was tasked in 2002 with 
counternarcotics. Sensitive to the political problems 
associated with eliminating the rural population’s 
livelihoods, Britain at first deployed a compensat-
ed eradication program. Thus, during the 2002-
2003 poppy growing season, Britain promised to 
pay US$350 to farmers for each jerib (unit of area) 
of poppy they themselves eradicated, with US$71.75 
million committed for the program.16 But from the 
outset, the policy was plagued by numerous prob-
lems, including corruption and moral hazard, and 
thus the policy was aborted in less than a year.17 

By 2004, increased interdiction was undertaken 
instead. Its goal was to target large traffickers and  

processing laboratories. Immediately, however, the 
effort was manipulated by local Afghan strongmen 
to eliminate drug competition and ethnic, tribal, and 
other political rivals. Instead of targeting 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 and their supervisors within the Af-
ghan government. The result was a significant vertical 
integration of the drug industry in Afghanistan.18 

The other—again undesirable—effect of how interdiction 
was carried out was that it allowed the Taliban to reinte-
grate itself into the Afghan drug trade. Having regrouped 
in Pakistan, the Taliban was once again needed to provide 
protection to traffickers targeted by interdiction.19 

Alarmed by the spread of opium poppy cultivation, 
some public officials in the United States in 2004 and 
2005 also started calling for a strong poppy eradication 
campaign, including aerial spraying.20 Thus, between 
2004 and 2009, manual eradication was carried out 
by central Afghan units trained by Dyncorp, as well as 
by regional governors and their forces. Violent strikes 
and social protests immediately rose up against it. An-
other wave of eradication took place in 2005, when 
reduction in poppy cultivation was achieved. Most of 
the reduction was due to cultivation suppression in 
Nangarhar province, where, through promises of al-
ternative development and threats of imprisonment, 
production was slashed by 90 percent.21 

However, alternative livelihoods never materialized 
for many. The Cash-for-Work programs reached only 

15 �See, for example, Anne Barnard and Farah Stockman, “U.S. Weighs Role in Heroin War in Afghanistan,” Boston Globe, October 20, 2004, http://www.
boston.com/news/world/articles/2004/10/20/us_weighs_role_in_heroin_war_in_afghanistan. 

16 �Adam Pain, Opium Trading Systems in Helmand and Ghor, AREU Issue Paper Series (Kabul: AREU, 2006), http://www.areu.org.af/Uploads/
EditionPdfs/601E-Opium%20Trading%20Systems-IP-print.pdf.

17 �John F. Burns, “Afghan Warlords Squeeze Profits From the War on Drugs, Critics Say,” New York Times, May 5, 2002, http://www.nytimes.
com/2002/05/05/world/afghan-warlords-squeeze-profits-from-the-war-on-drugs-critics-say.html.

18 Pain, Opium Trading Systems.
19 �Carlotta Gall, “Taliban Rebels Still Menacing Afghan South,” New York Times, March 2, 2006, http://www.nytimes.com/2006/03/02/

international/02taliban.html?pagewanted=all.
20 �Afghanistan: Are the British Counternarcotics Efforts Going Wobbly? Hearing Before the House Committee on Government Reform Subcommittee on 

Criminal Justice, Drug Policy, and Human Resources, 108th Cong. (2004) (statement of Robert B. Charles, Assistant Secretary of State for International 
Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs), http://2001-2009.state.gov/p/inl/rls/rm/31039.htm.

21 UNODC, The Opium Situation in Afghanistan (Vienna: UNODC, 2005), http://www.unodc.org/pdf/afghanistan_2005/opium-afghanistan_2005-08-26.pdf.

http://www.boston.com/news/world/articles/2004/10/20/us_weighs_role_in_heroin_war_in_afghanistan
http://www.boston.com/news/world/articles/2004/10/20/us_weighs_role_in_heroin_war_in_afghanistan
http://www.areu.org.af/Uploads/EditionPdfs/601E-Opium%20Trading%20Systems-IP-print.pdf
http://www.areu.org.af/Uploads/EditionPdfs/601E-Opium%20Trading%20Systems-IP-print.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2002/05/05/world/afghan-warlords-squeeze-profits-from-the-war-on-drugs-critics-say.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2002/05/05/world/afghan-warlords-squeeze-profits-from-the-war-on-drugs-critics-say.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/03/02/international/02taliban.html?pagewanted=all
http://www.nytimes.com/2006/03/02/international/02taliban.html?pagewanted=all
http://2001-2009.state.gov/p/inl/rls/rm/31039.htm
http://www.unodc.org/pdf/afghanistan_2005/opium-afghanistan_2005-08-26.pdf
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a small percentage of the population in Nangarhar, 
mainly those living close to cities. The overall pauper-
ization of the population there was devastating.22 Un-
able to repay debts, many farmers were forced to sell 
their daughters as young as three years old as brides 
or abscond to Pakistan. In Pakistan, the refugees have 
frequently ended up in the radical Deobandi madra-
sas and have begun refilling the ranks of the Taliban. 
Apart from incorporating the displaced farmers into 
their ranks, the Taliban also began to protect the farm-
ers’ opium fields, in addition to protecting traffic. In 
fact, the antagonized poppy farmers came to consti-
tute a strong and key base of support for the Taliban, 
denying intelligence to ISAF and providing it to the 
Taliban.23 Just like interdiction, eradication has been 
plagued by massive corruption problems, with power-
ful elites able to bribe or coerce their way out of having 
their opium poppy fields destroyed or able to direct 
eradication against their political opponents; and with 
the poorest farmers, most vulnerable to Taliban mobi-
lization, bearing the brunt of eradication.24 

Moreover, the reductions in opium poppy cultivation 
due to eradication were not sustained. By 2007, culti-
vation in Nangarhar reached almost the same level as 
before the 2005 eradication campaign.25 In 2008, Gul 
Agha Sherzai, governor of Nangarhar until 2013, in-
stituted a new ban on opium poppy and managed to 
keep cultivation negligible for several years through 
a combination of buyoffs of influential maliks (tribal 
elders), promises of alternative livelihoods, and threats 
of poppy crop eradication and imprisonment of viola-
tors. Farmers close to the provincial capital of Jalala-
bad often managed to cope by switching to crops such 

as vegetables, increasing dairy production, and work-
ing in construction cash-for-work programs. Farmers 
away from the provincial center, such as in the districts 
of Achin, Khogyani, and Shinwar, have suffered great 
economic deprivation. Since in many cases their in-
come has crashed by about 80 percent and no alterna-
tive livelihoods programs have been available to them, 
their political restlessness and outright support for the 
Taliban have steadily grown.26 Those areas have seen 
great levels of instability; intensified tribal conflict over 
land, water, and access to resource handouts from the 
international community; rebellions of young men 
against the local maliks supporting eradication; phys-
ical attacks on eradication teams; intense Taliban mo-
bilization; and increased flows of militants into and 
through Nangarhar Province from Pakistan. 

When Gul Agha Sherzai left Nangarhar to run in Af-
ghanistan’s 2014 presidential elections, the Nangar-
har population affected by the poppy bans was sig-
nificantly alienated from the provincial and national 
government authorities. Moreover, in the absence of 
economic alternatives for many, poppy cultivation 
subsequently returned robustly. For fear of further 
driving up support for the Taliban and destabilizing 
the strategic province, Afghan security forces and 
new provincial authorities did not dare undertake 
significant eradication drives in 2014.27 To recap, 
eradication and opium poppy bans have had the fol-
lowing effects:

1.	 They did not bankrupt the Taliban. In fact, the 
Taliban reconstituted itself in Pakistan between 
2002 and 2004 without access to large profits 

22 �David Mansfield, Pariah or Poverty? The Opium Ban in the Province Nangarhar in the 2004/05 Growing Season and Its Impact on Rural Livelihood 
Strategies, Project for Alternative Livelihoods (PAL), no. 11 (Jalalabad: PAL, 2005), http://www.davidmansfield.org/data/field_work/gtz/
finalcopingreport.pdf; and David Mansfield, From Bad They Made It Worse. 

23 For details, see, Felbab-Brown, Shooting Up, 149-154.
24 �David Mansfield and Adam Pain, Evidence from the Field: Understanding Changing Levels of Opium Poppy Cultivation in Afghanistan, AREU Briefing 

Paper Series (Kabul: AREU, 2007), http://www.areu.org.af/Uploads/EditionPdfs/722E-Evidence%20from%20the%20Field%20BP.pdf; and Barnet 
Rubin and Jake Sherman, Counternarcotics to Stabilize Afghanistan: The False Promise of Crop Eradication (New York: Center on International 
Cooperation, 2008), http://milnewstbay.pbworks.com/f/counternarcoticsfinal.pdf.

25 �UNODC, Afghanistan Opium Survey 2006 (Vienna: UNODC, 2006), http://www.unodc.org/pdf/research/AFG05%20_full_web_2006.pdf; and 
UNODC, Afghanistan Opium Survey 2007.

26 �David Mansfield, “The Ban on Opium Production across Nangarhar – A Risk Too Far,” International Journal of Environmental Studies 68, no. 3 (2011): 
381-95.

27 �See, for example, David Mansfield, “Clutching at Straws? The Afghan State’s Attempts at Re-asserting Territorial Control in Nangarhar in the Run Up 
to Transition,” March 21, 2014. 

http://www.davidmansfield.org/data/field_work/gtz/finalcopingreport.pdf
http://www.davidmansfield.org/data/field_work/gtz/finalcopingreport.pdf
https://webmail.brookings.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=rb4OT_JLk0-8KS-_ZyOuubRHXSpdE9IIkYeQTAYXdhBtWJEVzMdHFK_TTs8g9GpngmcVPQt0BPI.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.areu.org.af%2fUploads%2fEditionPdfs%2f722E-Evidence%2520from%2520the%2520Field%2520BP.pdf
http://milnewstbay.pbworks.com/f/counternarcoticsfinal.pdf
http://www.unodc.org/pdf/research/AFG05%20_full_web_2006.pdf
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from drugs, rebuilding its material base largely 
from donations from Pakistan and the Mid-
dle East and from profits from another illicit 
economy, the illegal trafficking of licit goods 
between Pakistan and Afghanistan. 

2.	 Eradication strengthened the Taliban physical-
ly by driving economic refugees into its arms. 

3.	 Eradication alienated the local population 
from the national government as well as from 
local tribal elites that agreed to eradication, 
thus creating a key opening for Taliban mobi-
lization.28 

4.	 Crucially, eradication undermined the motiva-
tion of the local population to provide intelli-
gence on the Taliban to the counterinsurgents, 
while it motivated the population to provide 
intelligence to the Taliban. 

5.	 The local eradicators themselves were in the 
position to best profit from counternarcotics 
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 area of operations. 

Recognizing the counterproductive effects of erad-
ication, the Obama administration broke with de-
cades of U.S. counternarcotics policies and in 2009 
defunded centrally-led eradication in Afghanistan. 
Although the United States government continues 
to provide limited funding and technical assistance 
to Afghan governors who decide to proceed with 
eradication,29 the core components of the Obama 
administration counternarcotics policy have been 
interdiction of Taliban-linked drug traffickers and 
rural development. Scaling back eradication strongly 
enhanced the new counterinsurgency policy focus of 
the Obama administration on providing security to 

the rural population. However, the successes in re-
ducing instability and the size of the drug economy 
also depend on the actual operationalization of the 
strategy, and much of that has faltered or been mis-
guided.

The Obama administration decided to gear the in-
terdiction policy primarily toward Taliban-linked 
traffickers. Going after these particular traffickers 
became the sole counternarcotics mandate of ISAF 
forces, though other international and Afghan coun-
ternarcotics units, with U.S. Drug Enforcement Ad-
ministration assistance, could target other traffickers 
as well. ISAF’s interdiction efforts have sought to re-
duce the flows of weapons, money, drugs, precursor 
agents, and improvised explosive device (IED) com-
ponents to the Taliban, with the goal of degrading 
the Taliban’s finances and physical resources and dis-
mantling its logistical networks. Although hundreds 
of interdiction raids have now been conducted, espe-
cially in southern Afghanistan, and large quantities 
of opium and IEDs have been seized in these oper-
ations, it is questionable whether the impact on the 
Taliban’s resource flows has been more than local. 

On the other hand, large-scale military operations to 
clear the Taliban from particular areas, such as Marja, 
within Helmand Province, had more pronounced ef-
fects on the insurgents’ funding capacity and resource 
flows.30 When local funding sources were disrupted, 
local level Taliban commanders required additional 
money from their higher-up commanders in Paki-
stan to purchase more significant equipment, such 
as vehicles and heavy machine guns—often a point 
of contention between local commanders and their 
bosses in Pakistan.31 Preventing the Taliban from ac-
cessing established funding streams thus complicated 
the operational capacity of lower-level Taliban com-
manders, who found it easier to replace personnel 

28 For analysis of the social control structures, see Olivier Roy, Islam and Resistance in Afghanistan (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1990).
29 �UNODC, Afghanistan Opium Survey 2010: Summary Findings (Vienna: UNODC, 2010), 1, https://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/

Afghanistan/Afg_opium_survey_2010_exsum_web.pdf. Provincial governors in Afghanistan can choose to engage in their own eradication efforts. 
During 2010, 2,316 ha were thus eradicated in Afghanistan under this governor-led eradication program.

30 �Author’s interviews with U.S. counternarcotics officials and ISAF officers in Kabul, Kandahar, and Washington, DC, in Fall 2010, Winter 2011, and 
Spring 2012.

31 �“State of the Taliban: Detainee Perspectives,” January 6, 2012, 14, http://s3.documentcloud.org/documents/296489/taliban-report.pdf. Leaked report 
from TF 3-10 Bagram, Afghanistan.

https://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afg_opium_survey_2010_exsum_web.pdf
https://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afg_opium_survey_2010_exsum_web.pdf
http://s3.documentcloud.org/documents/296489/taliban-report.pdf
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than equipment. Nonetheless, with the withdrawal of 
most U.S. and ISAF forces by the end of 2014, when 
ISAF’s combat mission against the Taliban came to 
the end, many of these disruptive effects on the Tal-
iban’s logistics have not been sustained. Moreover, 
even at the height of the U.S. military surge in Af-
ghanistan between 2010 and 2012, the cumulative 
effects of the narcotics interdiction effort to suppress 
the Taliban’s financial flows did not affect their activ-
ities and sustainability at the strategic level. This is 
because the Taliban fundraising policy has long been 
to tax any economic activities in the areas where the 
insurgents operate—be it sheep herding in the north, 
illegal logging in the east, or National Solidarity Pro-
gram projects in the center. Its economic portfolio is 
highly diverse.

The strongest effect of focusing interdiction on Tali-
ban-linked traffickers was to temporarily complicate 
the Taliban’s logistical chains, since many of its logis-
tical operatives move IED materials as well as drugs. 
In combination with ISAF’s targeting of mid-level 
commanders, ISAF’s interdiction policy thus likely 
made the Taliban’s operations in southern Afghani-
stan more difficult.

But in the zeal to disrupt the Taliban’s logistical chains 
and weaken its command structures, ISAF’s coun-
ternarcotics interdiction policy strayed from the se-
lectivity that had been carefully crafted into the de-
sign of the Obama administration’s counternarcotics 
strategy.32 ISAF units often had no easy way to ascer-
tain whether a Taliban insurgent was a middle-level 
commander or a key logistical operator involved in 
the drug trade. What does it take to be a middle-lev-
el commander—being in charge of three, ten, or one 
hundred Taliban?33 If the Taliban provides protection 
for the opium poppy economy, at what point does a 
local opium trader also get labeled a Taliban logistical 

operative? Moreover, the strategy of using night raids 
and house searches to both capture “high-value” 
(whatever that actually means) targets and search for 
drugs and explosives blurred the distinction between 
farmers and high-value drug traffickers and Taliban 
operatives. Does the fact that a household has opi-
um make the household members Taliban support-
ers? Obviously not, since many rural Afghans do not 
hold their assets as cash in a bank but rather as opium 
stocks at home. Thus, particularly in Helmand, Kan-
dahar, and Nangarhar, where during the military surge 
U.S. forces conducted extensive and frequent house 
searches, they often seized any opium, perhaps under 
the belief that they were destroying Taliban stockpiles. 
But in doing so, they often wiped out the entire savings 
of a household. Thus, in areas that have been subject 
to intense interdiction raids, such as the Marja or Nad 
Ali districts of Helmand, the effects of supposedly se-
lective and hearts-and-minds-oriented interdiction in 
fact resembled those of blanket eradication.34 Indeed, 
their impact on the economic well-being of a house-
hold could even be more detrimental than that of 
eradication, because after eradication, a family still can 
have a chance to replant; but such interdiction seizures 
could eliminate at once all of a household’s long-term 
assets. The counterproductive effects on stability and 
the counterinsurgency campaign thus mimicked those 
of eradication: intense alienation of the affected popu-
lation from the Afghan government and ISAF forces, 
and susceptibility to Taliban mobilization. Meanwhile, 
the opium poppy economy frequently shifted to areas 
that were less intensely patrolled by ISAF and the Af-
ghan government.35

While the implementation of ISAF’s interdiction 
policy at various times failed to distinguish between 
small and high-level traders, its selectivity in target-
ing Taliban-linked traffickers only, while an appro-
priate choice, also nonetheless generated problematic 

32 Ibid, 15.
33 �Open Society Foundations and The Liaison Office, The Cost of Kill/Capture: Impact of the Night Raid Surge on Afghan Civilians (Kabul: Open Society 

Foundations, The Liaison Office, 2011), http://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/sites/default/files/Night-Raids-Report-FINAL-092011.pdf, for a 
critique of the raids to target middle-level commanders and the interdiction policy’s loss of selectivity.

34 �For details on counternarcotics policies in Helmand, see David Mansfield, Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Counter-narcotics Efforts and Their Effects 
in Nangarhar and Helmand in the 2010–11 Growing Season (Kabul: AREU, 2011), http://www.areu.org.af/Uploads/EditionPdfs/1128E-Between%20
a%20Rock%20and%20a%20Hard%20Place-CS-2011.pdf; and Mansfield, From Bad They Made It Worse.

35 For details on how the opium poppy economy shifted to northern Helmand, for example, see Mansfield, From Bad They Made It Worse.

http://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/sites/default/files/Night-Raids-Report-FINAL-092011.pdf
http://www.areu.org.af/Uploads/EditionPdfs/1128E-Between%20a%20Rock%20and%20a%20Hard%20Place-CS-2011.pdf
http://www.areu.org.af/Uploads/EditionPdfs/1128E-Between%20a%20Rock%20and%20a%20Hard%20Place-CS-2011.pdf
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side-effects. One was to signal to Afghan power bro-
kers that the best way to conduct the drug business in 
Afghanistan is to be closely aligned with the Afghan 
government and, better yet, to provide counterinsur-
gency services—such as intelligence, militias, and 
real estate property—to ISAF. 

The very hard choice of pursuing only a certain 
type of trafficker—namely, those linked to the Tali-
ban—may well be necessary and appropriate under 
conditions of insurgency and a very extensive drug 
economy that includes all types of actors, including 
government officials. But coupling such hard choic-
es with indiscriminate seizure of opium stocks at the 
level of the household (frequently poor households) 
further alienated the population from the govern-
ment. Moreover, it inadvertently defined as good 
policy the favoring of the most powerful actors, thus 
contradicting public claims of accountable gover-
nance. But tackling corruption in Afghanistan is no 
easy task. The international community and ISAF 
forces continually relied on problematic but “useful” 
powerbrokers who could deliver protection, intelli-
gence, or military action against the Taliban even as 
they undermined governance, engaged in criminal-
ity, and instigated other forms of conflict. The new 
National Unity Government has not itself escaped 
those contradictions and complexities, and continues 
to be constrained by political sensitivities and depen-
dencies on problematic powerbrokers.

Whatever counternarcotics interdiction efforts thus 
continue to be undertaken—now by Afghan military 
forces or special Afghan counternarcotics units, as 
after 2014 ISAF no longer engages in anti-Taliban 
combat operations36—they inevitably continue to be 

warped by corruption. Even when big traffickers are 
captured, they often easily bribe their way out of pris-
on.37

Economic development efforts by the internation-
al community in Afghanistan, including alternative 
livelihoods efforts, have been plagued by a vacilla-
tion between two competing understandings of the 
purpose of economic development projects. Is the 
purpose of the economic projects to buy off the pop-
ulation and wean it off from the insurgents or are the 
economic efforts designed to produce long-term sus-
tainable development? 

The buy-off concept included so-called “quick-im-
pact projects” carried out by the U.S. military, with 
money from the Commander’s Emergency Response 
Program (CERP), or through ISAF’s military-civil-
ian Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs)38 that 
operated in Afghanistan between 2002 and 2013, 
as well as through so-called “economic stabilization 
projects,” also known as the District Delivery Pro-
gram or District Stabilization Framework, carried 
out by the United States Agency for International 
Development (USAID). The latter were designed as 
short-term cash-for-work programs, lasting weeks 
or at best months. Their goals were to keep Afghan 
males employed, so that economic necessities did 
not drive them to join the Taliban, and to secure 
the allegiance of the population who, ideally, would 
provide intelligence on the insurgents. Under this 
concept, U.S. economic development efforts prior-
itized the most violent areas. Accordingly, the vast 
majority of the $250 million USAID Afghanistan 
budget for the surge year of 2010, for example, went 
to only two provinces: Kandahar and Helmand.39 In 

36 �See, for example, Matthew Rosenberg and Eric Schmitt, “U.S. Is Escalating A Secretive War in Afghanistan,” New York Times, February 12, 2015, http://
www.nytimes.com/2015/02/13/world/asia/data-from-seized-computer-fuels-a-surge-in-us-raids-on-al-qaeda.html. U.S. Special Operations Forces 
and even U.S. ISAF units still engage in more narrowly-defined counterterrorism operations focused on al Qaeda and other terrorist groups, such 
as Lashkar-e-Taiba, and even including the Pakistani Taliban. Inevitably, there is fluidity and overlap among some of these operations and military 
actions against the Afghan Taliban.

37 �Joseph Goldstein, “Bribery Frees a Drug Kingpin in Afghanistan, Where Cash Often Overrules Justice,” New York Times, December 31, 2014, http://
www.nytimes.com/2015/01/01/world/asia/bribes-free-drug-kingpin-in-afghanistan-where-cash-often-overrules-justice.html. Note the recent 
notorious case of a leading Afghan heroin trafficker on the U.S. kingpin list, Haji Lal Jan Ishaqzai, bribing his way out of prison.

38 PRT Team leaders had the authority to disburse up to $25,000 for individual projects and up to $100,000 per month.
39 �Rajiv Chandrasekaran, “In Afghan Region, U.S. Spreads the Cash to Fight the Taliban,” Washington Post, May 31, 2010, http://www.washingtonpost.

com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/05/30/AR2010053003722.html; and Karen DeYoung, “Results of Kandahar Offensive May Affect Future U.S. 
Moves,” Washington Post, May 23, 2010, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/05/22/AR2010052203486.html. 

http://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/13/world/asia/data-from-seized-computer-fuels-a-surge-in-us-raids-on-al-qaeda.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/02/13/world/asia/data-from-seized-computer-fuels-a-surge-in-us-raids-on-al-qaeda.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/01/world/asia/bribes-free-drug-kingpin-in-afghanistan-where-cash-often-overrules-justice.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2015/01/01/world/asia/bribes-free-drug-kingpin-in-afghanistan-where-cash-often-overrules-justice.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/05/30/AR2010053003722.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/05/30/AR2010053003722.html
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2010/05/22/AR2010052203486.html
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Helmand’s Nawa district, for example, USAID spent 
upward of $30 million within nine months, in what 
some dubbed “[the] carpet bombing of Nawa with 
cash.”40 With the population of Nawa being 75,000 
people, such aid amounted to $400 per person, while 
Afghanistan’s per capita income is only $300 per year.

Although U.S. government officials emphasized that 
these stabilization programs generated tens of thou-
sands of jobs within southern Afghanistan, many of 
the efforts were unsustainable short-lived programs, 
such as canal cleaning and grain-storage and road 
building, or small grants, such as for seeds and fer-
tilizers.41 Characteristically, they collapsed as soon as 
the money ran out, often in the span of several weeks. 
Nor was adequate consideration given to the devel-
opment of assured markets; consequently, much of 
the produce cultivated under the USAID-contracted 
programs sometimes did not find buyers and rotted. 

There is also little evidence that these programs se-
cured the allegiance of the population to either the 
Afghan government or ISAF forces, or resulted in 
increases in intelligence from the population on the 
Taliban.42 But as many of these programs were bud-
geted to run only through October 2010 or December 
2010 (then to be replaced by long-term sustainable 
development, which the persisting insecurity of-
ten continually prevented), their closure sometimes 
antagonized the population by disappointing their 
raised expectations. 

Because of the complexity and opacity of Afghani-
stan’s political, economic, and contracting scene, 
many of these international programs flowed to 

problematic, discriminatory, and corrupt power-
brokers, generating further resentment among the 
population, and intensifying Afghanistan’s rampant 
corruption and lack of accountability. At other times, 
they have spurred new tribal rivalries and communi-
ty tensions.43

Nor have these programs yet addressed the structur-
al deficiencies of the rural economy in Afghanistan, 
including the drivers of poppy cultivation. A micro-
credit system, for example, continues to be lacking 
throughout much of Afghanistan. In fact, many of 
the stabilization efforts, such as wheat distribution 
or grant programs, directly undermine some of the 
long-term imperatives for addressing the structural 
market deficiencies, such as the development of mi-
crocredit or the establishment of local Afghan seed-
banks, seed markets, rural enterprise, and value-add-
ed chains. Shortcuts such as the so-called “Food 
Zone” in Helmand, and similar wheat distribution 
schemes elsewhere in Afghanistan, were symptomat-
ic of the minimal short-term economic and security 
payoffs (but substantial medium-term costs) mode 
with which the international community often op-
erated in Afghanistan. The result: persisting deep 
market deficiencies, displacement of opium poppy 
cultivation to new insecure areas, and compromised 
rule of law.44

There is a delicate three-way balance among long-
term development, the need to generate support 
among the population and alleviate economic depri-
vation in the short term, and state-building. A coun-
ternarcotics “alternative livelihoods” program in Af-
ghanistan provides a telling example. Aware of the 

40 Chandrasekaran, “In Afghan Region, U.S. Spreads the Cash to Fight the Taliban.”
41 �Author’s interviews with a USAID implementing contractor, NGO representatives, Afghan government officials, maliks, and businessmen in 

Kandahar and Kabul, Afghanistan, September 2010.
42 �See, for example, Andrew Wilder, “A ‘Weapons System’ Based on Wishful Thinking,” Boston Globe, September 16, 2009, http://www.boston.com/

bostonglobe/editorial_opinion/oped/articles/2009/09/16/a_weapons_system_based_on_wishful_thinking/.
43 Chandrasekaran, “In Afghan Region, U.S. Spreads the Cash to Fight the Taliban.”
44 �For details of the problematic and inadequate nature of the wheat distribution and similar programs, see, for example, David Mansfield, Sustaining 

the Decline: Understanding the Nature of Change in Rural Livelihoods of Opium Growing Households in the 2008/09 Growing Season, Afghan Drugs 
Inter Departmental Unit of the U.K. Government Report, May 2009; Mansfield, From Bad They Made It Worse; Vanda Felbab-Brown, The Obama 
Administration’s New Counternarcotics Strategy in Afghanistan: Its Promises and Potential Pitfalls, Brookings Policy Brief Series, no. 171 (Washington, 
DC: Brookings Institution, 2009) http://www.brookings.edu/papers/2009/09_afghanistan_felbabbrown.aspx; and Joel Hafvenstein, “The Helmand 
Food Zone Fiasco,” Registan (blog), August 26, 2010, http://www.registan.net/index.php/2010/08/26/helmand-food-zone-fiasco/.

http://www.boston.com/bostonglobe/editorial_opinion/oped/articles/2009/09/16/a_weapons_system_based_on_wishful_thinking/
http://www.boston.com/bostonglobe/editorial_opinion/oped/articles/2009/09/16/a_weapons_system_based_on_wishful_thinking/
http://www.brookings.edu/papers/2009/09_afghanistan_felbabbrown.aspx
http://www.registan.net/index.php/2010/08/26/helmand-food-zone-fiasco/
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deeply destabilizing effects of poppy suppression in 
the absence of alternative livelihoods, and yet under 
pressure to reduce poppy cultivation, Helmand Gov-
ernor Mohammad Gulab Mangal, widely acclaimed 
as a competent and committed governor, launched 
a wheat-seed distribution project during the 2008-
2009 growing season. In order not to grow poppy, 
farmers were handed free wheat seeds. This program 
proved popular with the segments of the Helmand 
population who received the free wheat, and the 
program was emulated throughout Afghanistan and 
continued in 2010. 

Poppy cultivation did decrease in Helmand in 2009, 
and many enthusiastically attributed the results to the 
wheat distribution program, rather than low opium 
prices. And yet there are good reasons to doubt the 
effectiveness of the program, at least with respect to 
development and even governance. Because of land 
density issues in Afghanistan, the lack of sustainabili-
ty of the favorable wheat-to-opium price ratios under 
which the program took effect, and the limited ability 
of wheat cultivation to generate employment, wheat 
turned out to be a singularly inappropriate replace-
ment crop.45 Indeed, much of the wheat seed ended 
up being sold in markets rather than sown. 

Due to the insecurity prevailing in Helmand at the 
time, the program was undertaken without any field 
assessment of what drives poppy cultivation in par-
ticular areas of Helmand and in Afghanistan more 
broadly.46 Such an approach was a deficient poli-
cy-making process in which policy was developed 
without an understanding of the causes of the prob-
lem it was trying to address. Yet because most peo-
ple welcome free handouts, the program was pop-
ular. But it also became politically manipulated by 
local administrators and tribal elders who sought to 

strengthen their power. Although the program was 
deficient from a development perspective, it brought 
immediate political benefits to those who sponsored 
it, including the political machinery of President Ha-
mid Karzai, who at that time was seeking reelection. 
Good governance was thus equated with the imme-
diate handouts and their political payoff, without 
regard for long-term economic development, best 
practices, and optimal decision-making processes. 

At the same time, the wheat program and other eco-
nomic stabilization programs often set up expec-
tations on the part of the population of free hand-
outs from the central government and international 
community, without being economically viable and 
sustainable in the long term, and without requiring 
commitments from the local community. 

Far worse, even while the Obama administration de-
funded centrally-led drug eradication in Afghanistan, 
counterproductive eradication has still been taking 
place—even though often sporadically, haphazardly, 
and in a politically-manipulated manner by the Af-
ghan Ministry of Counternarcotics and provincial 
governors. If the occasional major eradication drive 
or poppy cultivation ban—such as in Nangarhar in 
2007-2008—is discounted, eradication can been seen 
to have consistently hovered between 2,500 and 4,000 
hectares a year, before and after the Obama adminis-
tration’s counternarcotics policy in Afghanistan was 
adopted.47

And the current Afghan-led eradication continues to 
be plagued by the same problems associated with pre-
vious centrally-led eradication. Powerful elites are able 
to bribe or coerce their way out of having their opium 
poppy fields destroyed or to direct eradication against 
their political opponents. The poorest farmers, most 

45 �For details, see, Felbab-Brown, The Obama Administration’s New Counternarcotics Policy in Afghanistan; David Mansfield, Responding to Risk and 
Uncertainty: Understanding the Nature of Change in the Rural Livelihoods of Opium Poppy Growing Households in the 2007/08 Growing Season, Afghan 
Drugs Inter Departmental Unit of the UK Government Report, July 2008, http://www.davidmansfield.org/data/field_work/uk/final_uk_drivers_
report_08.pdf; Ward and Byrd, Afghanistan’s Opium Drug Economy; and Mansfield, From Bad They Made It Worse.

46 Author’s interviews with counternarcotics officials in southern Afghanistan and Washington, DC, Spring 2009.
47 �For eradication levels over the past decade, see UNODC, Afghanistan Opium Survey: Summary Findings (Vienna: UNODC, 2011), 15, http://www.

unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Executive_Summary_2011_web.pdf.

http://www.davidmansfield.org/data/field_work/uk/final_uk_drivers_report_08.pdf
http://www.davidmansfield.org/data/field_work/uk/final_uk_drivers_report_08.pdf
http://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Executive_Summary_2011_web.pdf
http://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Executive_Summary_2011_web.pdf
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vulnerable to Taliban mobilization, bear the brunt of 
eradication.48 Alienated farmers often join with the 
Taliban to oppose eradication, and entire regions are 
destabilized as a result. The violent protests against 
eradication and attacks on eradication teams in Nan-
garhar’s Khogyani, Shinwar, and Achin areas provide 
a vivid example. Eradication goals are frequently set 
without regard for their effects on the economic con-
ditions of the farmers, local conflict dynamics, and 
counterinsurgency efforts. Officials from Kabul often 
arrive in a provincial capital, round up governors and 
police chiefs, and order them to destroy a predeter-
mined number of hectares of poppy. Any “hearts and 
minds” efforts were bound to be eviscerated by the 
eradication drive, and intelligence flows from the 
population on the Taliban were bound to dry up. 

At the same time, the intensity of eradication is min-
iscule when compared with what is necessary to sig-
nificantly suppress poppy cultivation in Afghanistan. 
Eradication levels hover in the low thousands of 
hectares per year; but for eradication to significantly 
affect the Afghan drug market, it would have to reach 
over one hundred thousand hectares a year and be 
sustained for a number of years. Apart from likely 
ending any chance that a counterinsurgency cam-
paign could actually succeed and that the govern-
ment in Kabul could yet be stabilized, such a drive to 
eradicate cultivation would merely push opium pop-
py out to one of Afghanistan’s neighbors. (Without a 
significant reduction in global demand, suppression 
of poppy cultivation in one place will merely drive it 
to another.) Quite likely, that neighbor would be Pa-
kistan, where extensive poppy cultivation would be 
even more detrimental to the interests of the interna-
tional community than there being such cultivation 
in Afghanistan.49 For many years to come, such sup-
pression would only be able to be achieved through 
sheer brute force, since alternative livelihoods cannot 

be stood up quickly. But of course, such an effort 
would destroy the larger stabilization prospects for 
Afghanistan. 

Not all poppy suppression efforts in Afghanistan 
are always exercised through the bulldozing of pop-
py plants. In Helmand, the province with the most 
intense poppy cultivation, where Governor Mangal 
has been held up as the paragon of good governance, 
poppy suppression has been carried out via the de-
struction of farmers’ water pumps, especially in the 
poor, insecure, recently liberated poppy areas north 
of the Helmand River.50 That approach, requiring the 
poppy to live purely on rain water, may reduce the 
amount that survives, but it also kills the production 
of legal crops and destroys the farmers’ means of 
procuring water for consumption and other house-
hold use. Not surprisingly, the lack of concern for 
the farmers’ well-being has effectively played into the 
Taliban’s mobilization efforts.

Bans on poppy cultivation can have as devastat-
ing an economic impact on the rural population as 
eradication. Although hailed as hallmarks of great 
governance, in places such as Nangarhar or Balkh, 
they are ultimately as politically and economical-
ly unsustainable as premature eradication. Few and 
often no alternative livelihoods programs have been 
available to areas where poppy bans have taken place, 
which are not close to provincial capitals. The polit-
ical restlessness of those areas, which have received 
little effective alternative livelihoods aid, has steadily 
grown. Those areas have also seen great levels of in-
stability. Tribal conflicts over land, water, and access 
to resource handouts from the international commu-
nity have often intensified there. Rebellions of young 
men against the local maliks who have supported 
eradication have emerged.51 So have physical attacks 
on eradication teams, intense Taliban mobilization, 

48 See, for example, Rubin and Sherman, Counternarcotics to Stabilize Afghanistan; and Mansfield and Pain, Evidence from the Field.
49 �For analysis of possible countries and areas where poppy cultivation would likely shift if cultivation in Afghanistan somehow collapsed or was 

suppressed, see Vanda Felbab-Brown, “The Drug-Conflict Nexus in South Asia: Beyond Taliban Profits and Afghanistan,” in The Afghanistan-
Pakistan Theater: Militant Islam, Security, and Stability, ed. Daveed Gartenstein-Ross and Clifford May (Washington, DC: Foundation for Defense of 
Democracies, 2010): 90-112. 

50 For details, see Mansfield, Between a Rock and a Hard Place.
51 Mansfield, “The Ban on Opium Production across Nangarhar.”
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and increased flows of militants through such areas. 
Nangarhar has experienced a flare-up of significant 
violent resistance and protests against eradication,52 
and cultivation has crept closely to 2,000 hectares.53

Several, at times perverse, motivations and incentives 
encourage eradication by Afghan governors and offi-
cials of the Ministry of Counternarcotics, despite the 
fact that eradication is instigating instability and ham-
pering counterinsurgency efforts. Some Afghan gov-
ernment officials, especially those with a Communist 
background, genuinely believe that poppy cultivation 
is bad for Afghanistan, and that its suppression is im-
portant, no matter what costs for Afghanistan such 
suppression generates. Afghan government officials 
who believe in aggressive eradication have frequently 
maintained that since the Afghan constitution pro-
hibits poppy cultivation, it is their duty to destroy it, 
regardless of any side-effects.54 Others believe that 
pushing ahead with eradication will secure the favor 
of the international community—whether in Wash-
ington or in Moscow. Even though that as a result of 
eradication and poppy cultivation bans, local pop-
ulations may be alienated from them and positive 
links between the governor and the rural population 
severed, the international community often still hails 
their performance as a model of good governance to 
be emulated elsewhere in Afghanistan. 

For defunding centrally-led eradication, the Obama 
administration has encountered withering criticism 
from Russia. Suffering from drug and infectious-dis-
ease epidemics and a broader demographic crisis, 
Russia has complained that its drug and population 

problems stem from the large supply of heroin from 
Afghanistan. Refuting overwhelming evidence from 
40 years of counternarcotics efforts that actions on 
the supply side tend to have minimal effects on drug-
use trends, and unwilling to invest in appropriate 
drug prevention and treatment facilities, Russia has 
demanded aggressive eradication in Afghanistan.55 It 
also provides counternarcotics training to Afghani-
stan and Pakistan.

In Afghanistan itself, demand reduction policies 
have been equally inadequate to the public health 
challenge the country faces. Although 170 drug treat-
ment centers existed in Afghanistan in 2014, their 
total service capacity was believed to be 39,000 pa-
tients, a tiny fraction of those in need of treatment.56 
The Afghan government demand reduction strategy 
itself estimates that 99 percent of Afghan addicts do 
not receive treatment.57 Only the United States, Ja-
pan, Germany, Norway, and the World Bank current-
ly fund drug treatment and prevention programs in 
Afghanistan. While the United States itself has spent 
more than US$6 billion since 2001 to curb produc-
tion and trafficking in Afghanistan, it has devoted 
only US$12 million a year to fund treatment and pre-
vention in the country.58

Moreover, the quality of treatment is often poor. Af-
ghan NGOs tend to provide detoxification assistance, 
but post-detoxification support is far less robust. In 
2011, the Afghan Ministry of Counternarcotics re-
ported a 92 percent relapse rate for those who re-
ceived treatment.59 The Ministry has been opposed 
to methadone maintenance, inaccurately believing it 

52 �Author’s interviews with poppy farmers, maliks, and provincial government officials, Nangarhar, April 2012; See also Mansfield, From Bad They Made 
It Worse.

53 �UNODC, Afghanistan Opium Survey 2012 (Vienna: UNODC, 2012), 30, http://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/
Afghanistan_OS_2012_FINAL_web.pdf.

54 Author’s interviews in Uruzgan and Kandahar, Spring 2009, Kandahar and Baghlan, Fall 2010 and Herat and Nangarhar, Spring 2012.
55 �See, for example, Dmitry Solovyov, “Russia Gives U.S. Afghan Drugs Data, Criticizes NATO,” Reuters, May 23, 2010, http://www.reuters.com/

article/2010/05/23/us-russia-usa-drugs-idUSTRE64M1UZ20100523.
56 Constable, “Heroin Addiction Spreads with Alarming Speed across Afghanistan.”
57 Ministry of Counter Narcotics, Afghanistan Drug Report 2012, 84-85, 91.
58 �Azam Ahmed, “The Other Big Afghan Crisis, the Growing Army of Addicts,” New York Times, November 2, 2013, http://www.nytimes.

com/2013/11/03/world/asia/that-other-big-afghan-crisis-the-growing-army-of-addicts.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0; and “Fact Sheet – Bureau of 
International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs’ Counternarcotics Programs in Afghanistan,” U.S. Department of State, Bureau of International 
Narcotics and Law Enforcement, May 4, 2012, http://www.state.gov/j/inl/rls/fs/189317.htm.

59 �Alissa Rubin, “Few Treatment Options for Afghans as Drug Use Rises,” New York Times, August 27, 2011, http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/28/world/
asia/28kabul.html?pagewanted=all.

http://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afghanistan_OS_2012_FINAL_web.pdf
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http://www.reuters.com/article/2010/05/23/us-russia-usa-drugs-idUSTRE64M1UZ20100523
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http://www.nytimes.com/2013/11/03/world/asia/that-other-big-afghan-crisis-the-growing-army-of-addicts.html?pagewanted=all&_r=0
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merely replaces one form of addiction with another, 
and has even blocked methadone from entering the 
country. Prevention efforts have been even more in-
adequate.

Policy Recommendations 

Counternarcotics policies in Afghanistan must be 
judicious, well-sequenced, and well-prioritized. They 
must be guided by three objectives and principles: 
limiting the most dangerous security threats ema-
nating from Afghanistan, increasing the stability and 
legitimacy of the Afghan government, and enhancing 
human security. That means:

•	 Eradication should continue to be suspended. 
Eradication should only be undertaken in lo-
cal areas where a legal economy already sus-
tains the local population and legal livelihoods 
already exist, and are not simply promised to 
materialize in the future. 

•	 Interdiction operations should continue to pre-
dominantly target the most dangerous actors 
who might be plugged into, or seek to access, 
the opium poppy economy to increase their 
financial resources or political capital. Among 
such priority targets are international terrorist 
groups such as al Qaeda, the Islamic State, and 
Lashkar-e-Taiba. Such selective targeting also 
implies that Taliban-linked traffickers should 
continue to be prioritized.

Yet it is also important to expand interdiction to tar-
get some of the most corrupt, abusive, violent, and 
unruly powerbrokers who oppose the Taliban, but 
who might be tempted to destabilize the political sys-
tem, threaten the central government, and risk trig-
gering intense local violence. Interdicting their drug 
assets and bringing some of them to justice would re-
duce the perception of impunity, perhaps even send 
a potent deterrent message, and enhance public sup-
port for the new government.

Overall, interdiction in Afghanistan should not be 
obsessed with reducing drug flows, and should in-

stead emphasize increasing the stability and legiti-
macy of the Afghan government.

Counternarcotics interdiction should also be con-
ceived as a mechanism for at least some regional 
cooperation and improved bilateral ties, such as be-
tween the United States and Iran. Particularly if a 
nuclear deal between Iran and the United States is 
reached, but perhaps even in its absence, possibili-
ties for trilateral U.S., Iranian, and Afghan counter-
narcotics cooperation may well emerge. At the same 
time, the possibility of any form of regional counter-
narcotics cooperation should not be overestimated; 
after all, the drug trade is deeply embedded within 
official power structures in both Central Asian coun-
tries and Pakistan. 

•	 Alternative livelihoods efforts should be stream-
lined into overall economic development and 
human capital development. Such efforts must 
include both rebuilding the rural economy and 
creating off-farm opportunities. Rather than 
consisting of quick-impact projects and looking 
for the replacement crop, they should center on 
long-term sustainable efforts and on address-
ing structural drivers of opium poppy cultiva-
tion, including building up value-added chains. 
Development money should go to secure areas 
where projects can be monitored.

•	 Improving access to treatment for addicts and 
undertaking smart approaches to prevent opi-
ate abuse should be greatly elevated in policy 
and funded far more extensively than has been 
the case so far. Apart from expanding and im-
proving treatment centers, such measures can 
also include very simple ones, such as educat-
ing those who scrape the opium resin, many 
of whom are children, not to lick their fingers. 
Focus on rural women and their exposure to 
and (mis)use of opiates should be prioritized. 
As it is the Taliban’s professed goal to reduce 
opium use, some of this work might even be 
possible in insecure areas, particularly if nego-
tiations between the Afghan government and 
the Taliban get under way. Opportunities for 
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international cooperation, such as again with 
Iran, which has expanded its public health pol-
icies, also exist.

•	 International counternarcotics measures in 
Afghanistan must also consider spillover ef-
fects and build into policy design measures to 
prevent the inadvertent displacement of opium 
poppy cultivation to areas where it will be even 
more dangerous from the perspective of the in-
ternational community, such as Pakistan.

All of these policy improvements are within the ca-
pacity of the Afghan government and the interna-
tional community. But they require patience and 
dropping unrealistic expectations of how fast the opi-
um poppy economy in Afghanistan can be reduced.

Adopting such policies, however, does face a set of 
obstacles: 

•	 An effective interdiction focused on deterrence 
and the enhancement of stability requires se-
lectivity and careful calibration. Selectivity 
and calibration in turn require extensive intel-
ligence. Yet the reduction of the international 
military and civilian presence in Afghanistan 
has already greatly reduced intelligence flows 
and the international and Afghan understand-
ing of the complex and intricate linkages of 
various militant actors and powerbrokers to 
the opium poppy economy. Interdiction in Af-
ghanistan could thus easily slip again into go-
ing after the easiest targets.

•	 Efforts to improve Afghanistan’s economy 
and develop legal economic opportunities for 
the Afghan population, as well as to reduce 
the demand for drugs within Afghanistan, 
are critically dependent on foreign funding. 
The international community already exhibits 
great donor fatigue, and significant reductions 
in international support are likely. If a radical 
drop in foreign funding were to occur, Afghan 
security forces would likely buckle and splin-
ter, insecurity would increase, civil war would 
potentially break out, and the Afghan economy 

would be thrust into a deeper depression yet. In 
this context, counternarcotics efforts would effec-
tively be disabled and drug use would expand.

•	 Short of such a catastrophic scenario, there is a 
real and immediate risk that powerful interna-
tional actors will demand wrong-headed poli-
cies from the Afghan government. Chief among 
them is Russia, which has been going through 
a large drug epidemic and spread of drug-use 
related infectious diseases. It chooses to focus 
on suppression of opium in Afghanistan to 
address its drug-use problems, even as there is 
plentiful and powerful evidence from decades 
of counternarcotics efforts across the world that 
suppression measures abroad do not resolve 
drug-use problems at home. China could also 
follow suit. Positioning itself since 2013 as a lead 
partner of Afghanistan, China could also come 
to demand more aggressive poppy eradication 
from Afghanistan, as it has at various times 
from Myanmar. It is imperative that Afghani-
stan and the international community engage 
China and Russia on evidence-based drug poli-
cies, particularly demand reduction, treatment, 
and public health approaches, and highlight the 
counterproductive effects of wrong-headed and 
premature supply-side measures.

The New Afghan Government and the 
UNGASS 2016

The Afghan government is likely to tread carefully at 
the 2016 Special Session of the United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly on the World Drug Problem (UNGASS 
2016). While it will seek to develop policy space and 
fend off international pressures for eradication, it is 
not highly likely to ask for broad reforms to the inter-
national counternarcotics regime.

In its drug policy stance, the Afghan government 
needs to carefully calibrate how much it chooses to 
frontally challenge key external actors such as Russia 
and China. But asking for patience with Afghanistan’s 
drug predicament and a gradual elimination of the 
poppy without asking for legalization or changes in 
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drug treaties is also popular domestically in Afghani-
stan. Even as large segments of the Afghan population 
are fundamentally dependent on opium poppy culti-
vation for basic economic survival and human secu-
rity, drug cultivation and use generate deep opprobri-
um within Afghanistan. There are strong cultural and 
religious inhibitions against drug cultivation and use 
that run through the society. Thus, for instance, when 
licensing opium poppy cultivation for medical pur-
poses was promoted in Afghanistan in the middle of 
the 2000s by the International Council on Security and 
Development (formerly Senlis Council) and others, it 
found few political backers and gained little traction 
among Afghan civil society, quite apart from the lack 
of feasibility of such an idea at that time.60

Conclusion 

As the security situation in Afghanistan deteriorated 
between 2005 and 2010, the belief that drugs are the 
source of many of Afghanistan’s problems—by fund-
ing the Taliban, fueling the insurgency, undermining 
the rule of law, and preventing legal economic devel-
opment—became increasingly entrenched among 
some key international players, including elements 
of the United States government. Consequently, the 
elimination of the opium poppy economy (along 
with the need to address Taliban safe havens in Paki-
stan) has at times been seen as the key to bankrupt-
ing and defeating the Taliban insurgency as well as to 
reducing corruption, advancing the rule of law, and 
enabling the rise of a robust legal economy.

However, the “narcoterrorism” logic of eradicating 
the illicit economy in order to achieve other goals of 
security, stability, and economic development was 
and is extremely unlikely to come to fruition in Af-
ghanistan. So far, it has not materialized in any case 
where drugs and conflict have interacted, be it Peru, 
Colombia, China, Burma, Lebanon, or Thailand.61 
Not only will it fail to achieve its promised goals, 
but aggressive and blunt drug eradication and poppy 

bans have had the very large counterproductive ef-
fects described above. 

The Obama administration got the strategic design 
of its counternarcotics policy in Afghanistan right, 
by defunding eradication and focusing on rural de-
velopment and interdiction. But persisting insecu-
rity and often problematic operationalization of the 
overarching counternarcotics strategy on the ground 
have greatly limited its effectiveness in reducing Af-
ghanistan’s drug economy. 

Much of the strategy, such as rural development, ul-
timately depends on substantial improvements in 
security and effective governance. And even then, a 
substantial reduction in the size and significance of 
the drug economy in Afghanistan will take several 
decades of well-crafted and sustained policies. Buy-
ing off warlords or farmers with quick “stabilization” 
programs will not address the structural drivers of 
insecurity or poppy cultivation and hence not reduce 
either. State-strengthening efforts need to come before 
massive eradication is adopted. Counternarcotics ef-
forts can only be effective once the security situation 
has improved, the insurgency has ended, and rule of 
law has been established, not the other way around. 

These are key policy lessons and insights the govern-
ment of Afghanistan is uniquely well-positioned to 
carry to UNGASS 2016.
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the Center for 21st Century Security and Intelli-
gence in the Foreign Policy program at the Brook-
ings Institution. She is an expert on international 
and internal conflicts and nontraditional security 
threats, including insurgency, organized crime, ur-
ban violence, and illicit economies. Felbab-Brown 
is most recently the author of Aspiration and Am-
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insurgency and State-Building in Afghanistan 
(Brookings Institution Press 2012).

60 �Vanda Felbab-Brown, Opium Licensing in Afghanistan: Its Desirability and Feasibility, Brookings Policy Brief Series, no. 1 (Washington, DC: Brookings 
Institution, 2007), http://www.brookings.edu/research/papers/2007/08/afghanistan-felbab-brown.

61 Felbab-Brown, Shooting Up, 149-154.
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