
Perhaps nowhere in the world does the presence of a large-scale drug 
economy threaten U.S. primary security interests as much as in Afghani-
stan. There, the anti-American Taliban strengthens its insurgency 

campaign by deriving both vast financial profits and great political capital 
from sponsoring the illicit economy. The strengthened insurgency in turn 
threatens the vital U.S. objectives of counterterrorism and Afghan stability, 
as well as the lives of U.S. soldiers and civilians deployed there to promote 
these objectives. The opium poppy economy also undermines these goals by 
fueling widespread corruption in Afghanistan’s government and law enforce-
ment, especially the police forces.

A failure to prevail against the insurgency will result in the likely collapse 
of the national government and Taliban domination of Afghanistan’s south, 
possibly coupled with civil war. A failure to stabilize Afghanistan will in turn 
further destabilize Pakistan, emboldening jihadists and weakening the resolve 
of Pakistan’s military and intelligence services to take on Islamic militancy. 
Pakistan may once again calculate that it needs to cultivate its jihadi assets to 
counter India’s influence in Afghanistan—perceived or actual.

But the seriousness of the threat, and strategic importance of the stakes, 
should not lead one to conclude that implementing aggressive counternarcotics 
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suppression measures today will enhance U.S. objectives and global stability. 
Just the opposite is true: Premature and inappropriate counternarcotics 
efforts greatly complicate counterterrorism and counterinsurgency objec-
tives, and hence also jeopardize economic reconstruction and state-building 
efforts. They are also unsustainable in the long term, and indeed counterpro-
ductive even for the narrow goal of narcotics suppression.

At least until the new counternarcotics policy that the Obama admin-
istration indicated it would undertake in summer 2009—defunding and 
deemphasizing eradication and focusing on interdiction and rural devel-
opment—counternarcotics efforts in Afghanistan unfortunately had these 
undesirable effects.1 The new policy, if implemented well, promises to redress 
many of the deficiencies of previous efforts and synergistically enhance coun-
terinsurgency and counterterrorism objectives.

But counternarcotics policies in Afghanistan are also of critical impor-
tance for the wider regions of Central and South Asia. The need for a 
regional approach, especially one that seeks to stabilize Pakistan and prevent 
the displacement of the narcotics economy into Pakistan, is of urgent and 
paramount importance. A policy that solely focuses on poppy reduction in 
Afghanistan without also emphasizing a prevention of poppy reemergence in 
Pakistan will have serious negative effects on U.S. vital security and geostra-
tegic objectives.

AFGHANISTAN’S POPPY PAINS
Since 2001, Afghanistan has become synonymous with “narco-state,” and 
the spread of crime and illegality. During 2007 and 2008, the Afghan drug 
economy reached levels unprecedented in the history of the modern drug trade 
at least since World War II, and so far efforts of the international community 
and the Afghan government have failed to contain and reduce it. Despite 
forced eradication efforts, opium production in Afghanistan climbed to a 
staggering 8,200 metric tons in 2007. Afghanistan supplies 93% of the global 
illicit market for opiates, and more than 95% of the European market.2

The latest United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) survey 
of Afghanistan’s opium poppy economy indicates that cultivation of poppy 
during the 2008-2009 growing season stood at 123,000 hectares (ha), and 
opium production at 6,900 metric tons (mt).3 While both numbers represent 
a decline from the 2007-2008 growing season of 22% and 10% respec-
tively,4 both numbers remain very high. Indeed, at 6,900 mt, Afghanistan’s 
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total production of opium significantly surpasses the total global estimated 
demand for illicit opium.5

Opium constitutes about one third of the overall economy in Afghani-
stan.6 Poppy cultivation thus inevitably underlies much of Afghanistan’s 
economic and political life. The Taliban profits from the drug trade, as do 
officials in the Afghan police, members of tribal elites, and many ex-warlords-
cum-government officials. And of course, poppy feeds much of the rural 
population and also underpins much of the economic activity in the cities. 
Corruption is endemic; but so are the micro and macro-economic spillover 
effects from the poppy economy.

Reinvigorated by a number of factors, including access to safe havens 
in Pakistan, the Taliban insurgency greatly ratcheted up its attacks in 2007; 
security has deteriorated to critical levels,7 not simply in the south and east, 
but increasingly also in the north. Although the Taliban does not necessarily 
permanently control territory in these areas, it can generate enough instability 
to prevent government and international access and paralyze normal everyday 
life, thus severing the link between the population and the government.

Paradoxically, counternarcotics efforts contributed to the Taliban’s rein-
tegration into the drug trade, and are strengthening it politically. In 2001 
and 2002, Operation Enduring Freedom not only deposed the Taliban from 
power, but also pushed it out of the Afghan opium economy that it had 
sponsored and taxed for many years. On the run and hiding in Pakistan, the 
Taliban was not able to perform the security and regulatory functions for the 
opium economy that it used to. Poppy cultivation rebounded to pre-2000 
levels of about 3,000 mt a year.

After the failure of a compensated eradication scheme in 2003, counter-
narcotics efforts shifted to beefed-up interdiction and uncompensated eradi-
cation. Conducted by local Afghan officials, interdiction efforts frequently 
targeted vulnerable small traders as well as competition, while increasing the 
profits of those who carried out interdiction. The result has been the vertical 
integration of the industry, and the rise of prominent drug dealers with polit-
ical power.8 At the same time, interdiction has created the need for new kind 
of protection, and the targeted traffickers frequently hire the Taliban to shield 
them against the state and drug competition.

Whereas interdiction created an opening for the Taliban with the traf-
fickers, forced eradication gave the Taliban new access to the population. 
Endorsed in the August 2007 U.S. Counternarcotics Strategy Report for 
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Afghanistan9 as the essential mechanism to suppress poppy cultivation, erad-
ication counterproductively strengthens the Taliban politically in multiple 
ways. The impoverished population continues to be critically dependent on 
the opium economy for its basic livelihood, and eradication thus alienates 
them from the state, and from the local officials and tribal elites who imple-
ment it. Eradication allows the Taliban to provide security and regulatory 
services to the population by protecting their poppy fields.10 Eradication thus 
cements the bond between the population and the Taliban, motivating the 
population not to provide intelligence on the Taliban to NATO and govern-
ment units. Finally, by driving them further into debt and eliminating their 
livelihood, eradication also displaces the population, and physically drives 
them into the hands of the Taliban.

 Hailed as a major success, the 2005 eradication campaign in Nangarhar 
is a case in point. Through promises of alternative developments and threats 
of imprisonment, cultivation in Nangarhar was dramatically decreased, a 
crucial contribution to a 21% reduction in the area of cultivation country-
wide. But the promises of alternative livelihoods never materialized for many. 
Cash-for-work programs reached only a small percentage of the rural popu-
lation, and the pauperization of the population in Nangarhar was devas-
tating.11 Unable to repay debts, farmers were forced to sell their daughters 
as young as three or abscond to Pakistan, where many refilled the ranks of 
the Taliban. Also, alternative livelihoods programs at the national level so far 
have failed to address the structural drivers of opium cultivation, including 
failing to provide access to legal microcredit and to facilitate land rent 
without the need to cultivate opium poppy. Much of the rural population still 
depends on the cultivation of opium for microcredit and to rent land.12 The 
Nangarhar “success” was neither sustained (production skyrocketed in 2009) 
nor sustainable.13 Moreover, Nangarhar became another critical epicenter of 
insurgency, in addition to Helmand, Kandahar, and Uruzgan.

There is an inherent time lag between eradication and creating alternative 
livelihoods. Eradication in a particular locale can be carried out almost over-
night, but establishing a legal sustainable economy that provides sufficient 
employment takes years. Without prior well-funded and extensive efforts at 
building a legal economy, eradication thus results in disillusionment, unrest, 
and failure.

Indeed, the 2008 and 2009 poppy suppression campaigns in Nangarhar 
further show both the unsustainable and counterproductive nature of 
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premature measures. After poppy shot up to pre-eradication levels in 
Nangarhar in 2007, new governor Gul Agha Shirzai—a presidential hopeful 
and a prominent tribal leader from Kandahar province—was determined to 
suppress cultivation to score political points with the international commu-
nity, and with Kabul for his presidential candidacy. As a result of his suppres-
sion efforts—including bans on cultivation, forced eradication, imprisonment 
of violators, and claims that NATO would bomb the houses of those who 
cultivate poppy or keep opium—cultivation went down to almost zero. This 
has been hailed as a major success to be emulated throughout Afghanistan.

In fact, like the 2005 ban, the 2008-09 ban impoverished many, often 
causing household incomes to fall 90%, and driving much of the population 
into debt. As before, legal economic activities failed to materialize, especially for 
those further away from the capital of Jalalabad. Many coped with economic 
deprivation by resorting to crime, such as kidnapping and robberies; others, 
by seeking employment in the poppy fields of Helmand; and still others by 
migrating to Pakistan, where they frequently ended up recruited by the Taliban. 
The population became deeply alienated from the government, resorting to 
strikes and attacks on government forces, and districts that were severely 
economically hit—such as Khogiani, Achin, and Shinwar—have become no-go 
zones for the Afghan government and NGOs. Although those tribal areas have 
historically been opposed to the Taliban, Taliban mobilization there has taken 
off to an unprecedented degree. The populations began allowing the Taliban 
to cross over from Pakistan, and intelligence provision to Afghan forces and 
NATO has almost dried up. Tribal elders who supported the ban became 
discredited, and the collapse of their legitimacy is providing an opportunity for 
the Taliban to insert itself into the decision-making structures in those areas.14 
Overall, even “successful” poppy suppression did not bankrupt the insurgency 
or reduce instability and violence. Just the opposite: it fueled both.

After years of such inappropriate focus on eradication of the poppy crop, 
the new counternarcotics strategy for Afghanistan, announced by U.S. govern-
ment officials in summer 2009, promises to mesh well with the counterinsur-
gency and state-building effort. By scaling back eradication and emphasizing 
interdiction and development, it will help separate the population from the 
Taliban. If designed well, the interdiction effort can also contribute to estab-
lishing rule of law in Afghanistan and reducing the power of criminal groups, 
Taliban-linked or not. But there should be little expectation that the new 
interdiction effort can significantly constrain Taliban income, which comes 
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from many sources other than drugs, including taxation of economic activity, 
illicit logging, illicit trade in gems and wildlife, and fundraising in Pakistan 
and the Middle East.15

 On its own, a well-designed counternarcotics policy is not sufficient for 
success in Afghanistan. But it is indispensible.

IF SUCCESS, THEN WHAT?
Let’s imagine that eradication could somehow miraculously and rapidly wipe 
out opium cultivation in Afghanistan, and the campaign was executed in 
such a way that made replanting within the country impossible. For example, 
assume that despite the controversy about resorting to “biological warfare” 
and its potential negative effects on other crops, animals, and human health, 
a mycoherbicide was sprayed throughout the country and persisted in the soil 
for several years, destroying any poppy seeds that farmers attempted to plant. 
(Currently Kabul opposes any such spraying with any agent.)

Immediately, Afghanistan’s GDP would be slashed by at least thirty 
percent, deepening the economic crisis of the very poor rural population. 
Without comprehensive economic development that addresses all struc-
tural drivers of illicit crop cultivation and licit crop underdevelopment, legal 
subsistence crops would struggle and potentially experience massive failures 
due to a lack of irrigation systems and fertilizers. Even wheat—intensively 
pushed since 2008 as the replacement crop in Afghanistan because of an 
unusually favorable (and unsustainable) wheat-to-opium price ratio—would 
fail to offset the individual income losses and the macroeconomic disloca-
tion effects. Not only does the wheat program fail to address the multiple 
and complex drivers of opium poppy cultivation,16 but also most farmers do 
not have access to enough land to generate even necessary subsistence out of 
wheat. Moreover, as wheat is far less labor-intensive than opium poppy, even 
a wholesale replacement of the entire area currently cultivated with poppy by 
wheat would generate a massive rise in unemployment.

Without robust and multifaceted development, forced poppy suppression 
would mean that farmers would not be able to obtain microcredit, access to 
land, and productive assets, thus becoming further indebted. Even in cities, 
much economic activity, such as construction and trade with durables, would 
greatly decrease, since these economic activities are now massively under-
written by drug money. Social strife and chaos would ensue, as well as massive 
migration to Pakistan. The Taliban insurgency would be strengthened.
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But apart from these economic, political, and military effects, which are 
magnified consequences of any eradication that targets the rural poor without 
providing them with immediate and reliable access to legal alternatives, two 
other critical questions need to be asked regarding the “what then.” First, 
what illicit economy would replace the existing opium one in Afghanistan? 
And second, to what country would opium production shift?

Illicit economies rarely simply disappear. A large illicit economy not only 
satisfies the socioeconomic needs of the population, but also generates wide-
spread smuggling knowhow, extensive criminal networks, and numerous 
powerful actors with vested interests in the preservation of an illicit economy. 
These actors include criminal and belligerent groups, corrupt government 
officials, and political powerbrokers. This infrastructure of crime can easily 
be transferred from one illicit economy to another. In Colombia, the drug 
trade built on several decades of smuggling with cigarettes, household goods, 
marijuana and emeralds. Many of the original smugglers emerged as promi-
nent Colombian drug capos.17 In Myanmar, the eradication of opium poppy 
since the late 1990s (crucially helped by overproduction in Afghanistan) gave 
rise to an extensive production of methamphetamines, rampant illicit logging, 
and a massive increase in the illegal trade of wildlife.18 In Afghanistan itself, 
the illegal drug economy had built on decades of smuggling of various sorts, 
including a very large illicit traffic of licit goods.

 In Afghanistan, the least dangerous and potentially most easily 
suppressible illicit replacement economy would be just such an increase in 
this illicit trade of licit goods. This traffic exists as a result of the Afghan 
Transit Trade Agreement, under which goods can be imported to Pakistan 
duty-free for re-export into Afghanistan. Goods billed for Afghanistan, 
arriving, for example, from Dubai, are then smuggled back from Afghani-
stan into Pakistan where both traders and consumers avoid having to pay 
customs. Although profits from the illicit traffic (at times over $1 billion per 
year)19 could rival those from drugs, if Pakistan and Afghanistan set their 
tariffs at the same level, this trade would disappear. Already today, as in the 
1990s, the trade generates extensive revenues for the Taliban and others.

 A considerably more ominous illicit replacement economy would be 
the production of synthetic drugs, such as methamphetamines. Afghanistan 
would of course face stiff competition from Myanmar, Thailand, and Mexico, 
but the global market for synthetic drugs is rapidly growing; Afghanistan 
would likely be able to cut in on it. In that case, Afghanistan would still suffer 
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from the same political, economic, and social vices of illegal drug produc-
tion. But the rural population would now be left destitute since the produc-
tion of synthetic drugs is less labor-intensive than the cultivation of opium, 
and hence could employ only a tiny fraction of the farmers and laborers of 
the opium economy. At the same time, large traffickers, corrupt government 
officials, and belligerent groups could easily maintain the level of income 
they have been obtaining from the opium economy. One effect of the lower 
labor-intensiveness of synthetic drug production would be a further tight-
ening of control over the economy into the hands of few individuals, with 
a corresponding rise in their political influence. Moreover, the production 
of synthetic drugs would be considerably harder to detect and disrupt. Two 
other illicit economies already in existence in Afghanistan—illicit logging and 
wildlife smuggling—would be strengthened, further contributing to environ-
mental and economic destruction of the countryside through soil erosion, 
overgrazing, and changes to water level.

THE GOLDEN TRIANGLE’S UNLIKELY NEW HIGH
The second what-then question of vital importance for the United States is 
to what country opium cultivation would shift. Given high world demand 
for illicit opiates, suppression of poppy cultivation in Afghanistan would not 
leave a highly lucrative market unsatiated, but would shift it elsewhere.

Afghanistan itself first became a significant opium producer as a result 
of suppression policies and acts of nature elsewhere. Some level of opium 
poppy cultivation took place in Afghanistan for centuries, and in fact frus-
trated British counterinsurgency efforts during the 19th century and critically 
influenced state-building efforts in Afghanistan during the same period.20 But 
it was only in the mid-1950s, after poppy cultivation was banned in neigh-
boring Iran, that Afghanistan really burst onto the international drug scene 
and became a place for Western hippies to “turn on, tune in, and drop out” 
inexpensively. Initially Iran was Afghanistan’s principal market, but in the 
mid-1970s, when Western demand for heroin greatly expanded and political 
instability and a prolonged drought disrupted the flow of drugs from South-
east Asia’s Golden Triangle, Afghanistan began to supply large quantities of 
illicit opiates to the global market.21

Just as in the 1950s and 1980s, poppy suppression in Afghanistan in 
the absence of a reduction in the global demand for opiates would simply 
shift cultivation to another locale. Unlike coca, whose cultivation is more 
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geographically limited by climate requirements, poppy can be cultivated in 
most of the world. Nonetheless, there are three likely candidates for a large-
scale poppy cultivation relocation from Afghanistan.

From a U.S. strategic perspective, the most optimistic scenario would 
be an increase in opium cultivation in the Golden Triangle, specifically 
Burma. Recent production suppression there has left the ethnic populations 
in the hill periphery regions, such as the Wa, destitute.22 Although the ethnic 
elites—former rebels and now leaders of their semiautonomous regions—are 
cooking Ecstasy, large segments of their populations have food security for 
only eight months a year, relying on UN food aid for the remaining four. 
Critical poverty, disease, addiction, and outmigration are widespread—as are 
coping mechanisms such as illicit logging, trade in wildlife, and foraging in 
forests.23 The immiseration of the ethnic groups at the hands of both the 
regime in Naypyidaw and their local leadership has antagonized the popula-
tion. Although they have no love for the abusive and discriminatory central 
government, after decades of war and now over ten years of economic depri-
vation as a result of poppy suppression in the absence of legal alternatives, 
they also have little commitment to their ethnic leaders and local representa-
tives. One manifestation of this weakening of the bond between the ethnic 
populations and the ethnic-insurgent leaders who control the territories has 
been the resounding defeat of the ethnic groups by the junta’s forces during 
the flare-up of the country’s ethnic conflict in the summer and fall of 2009. 
The rebels’ defeats have many sources, including the strengthening of the 
junta’s military forces over the past fifteen years even as the rebel armies have 
become weakened and demobilized to some extent, the fractious nature of the 
anti-central-government alliances, and the high levels of internal infighting.24 
But the failure of the groups’ leaders to mobilize the population even as the 
junta pushes for elections and referenda in 2010 threatens to further constrict 
the autonomy of the ethnic groups.

If opium production returned to Burma, the immediate economic crisis 
would be somewhat lessened, even though the illegal narcotics economy 
creates its own trap of poverty and abuse. Both the central junta and the 
various now largely-disarmed rebel groups would again tap into the re-emer-
gent opium economy,25 and would increase their physical resources and 
domestic political capital since they could provide livelihood for their popula-
tions. Thus violent conflict between the central junta and ethnic insurgencies 
may intensify.
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 The strengthening of the junta and of the demobilized rebel groups would 
be adverse to U.S. interests in democracy and human rights—all the more 
painful after the junta’s brutalization of protesting Buddhist monks in fall 
2007.26 It would not however pose a direct threat to U.S. security. Although 
they would be further weakened in effectiveness, U.S. sanctions on Myanmar 
for human rights violations are already critically undermined by China’s, 
India’s, and Thailand’s trade with the country. An increase in cultivation may 
further complicate the new U.S. effort to couple sanctions against the junta 
with a cautious engagement with the regime that the Obama administra-
tion began cautiously trying out in the fall of 2009;27 but poppy suppression 
undertaken by the junta during the Clinton and Bush administrations did not 
ease the U.S.-Myanmar relationship or domestic oppression in the country.

China would be unhappy with the rise in Burma’s production of opiates. 
As in the 1990s, it would likely pressure the junta and the various ethnic 
groups to eradicate the poppy fields, both to arrest the increasing rate 
of addiction in China and to limit the power of Chinese crime organiza-
tions, many of which are closely linked to Burmese illicit economies. These 
crime organizations are undermining the centrality of power of the Chinese 
Communist Party in the periphery.

Despite having the least negative impact on U.S. strategic interests, this 
scenario where the bulk of opiate production shifts to Burma is not likely 
to materialize. Although some increase in production in Burma would take 
place, a wholesale transfer of Afghanistan’s opium economy is unlikely. First, 
because of climatic and soil conditions, Burmese opium has smaller yields 
and is of lesser quality (i.e., has less morphine content) than Afghan/Central 
Asian opium. Second, important current heroin refining infrastructure and 
smuggling routes are now located in the territory of Afghanistan’s neighbors.

CENTRAL ASIA: GETTING HOOKED
Under a second scenario, opium cultivation and production would shift to 
Central Asia’s former Soviet republics. These countries have already become 
key smuggling routes for opium and heroin from Afghanistan to Russia and 
Turkey, and on to the rest of Europe. Many Afghan heroin laboratories have 
emerged on the border with Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan. These 
countries’ border interdiction capabilities remain critically limited, with 
border patrol officials frequently on the payroll of drug traffickers.28 Govern-
ment corruption is widespread, and counternarcotics efforts are frequently 
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manipulated to placate the United States, eliminate drug competition, and 
crack down against domestic political opposition. All of these countries have 
experienced a rampant increase in drug addiction rates, driven by both the 
ready availability of opiates and widespread poverty, including some of the 
worst living standards within the Commonwealth of Independent States (CIS). 
Apart from weak and corrupt law enforcement, climatic and soil conditions for 
cultivation in the Central Asia region are ideal for the production of the illicit 
crops. During the 1990s, illicit cultivation of both opium poppy and cannabis 
gradually emerged in many CIS countries.29 Already during the 1990s civil 
war in Tajikistan, the drug trade was almost the sole economic activity of the 
Gorno Badakshan region, and spread to other parts of the country as well.30

Large-scale cultivation in the region poses at least three dangers for the 
United States. The first is the emergence in CIS countries of a jihadist hub 
with access to drug profits. Since the demise of Afghanistan as a safe haven, 
many jihadists from Central Asia and the Middle East have been looking for 
a new base. Although the tribal territories of Pakistan are already pulling in 
jihadist terrorists, the shift of poppy cultivation to CIS countries would serve 
as a great magnet, with vast money to be obtained for jihad.

During the 1990s, the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan (IMU) already 
profited from the Afghan drug trade, emerging as a major courier organiza-
tion in the region. Motivated by religious extremism, it carried out military 
operations in Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Kyrgyzstan.31 Although the group 
never posed a serious threat to regional governments, it developed networks 
interlocking with those of other militant Islamic groups, including the Taliban 
and al-Qaeda, and in fact absorbed extremist Arabs, Chechens, Dagestanis, 
Uighurs, and ex-Iraqi jihadists in Pakistan. It has since developed networks 
in Europe.32 Since 2004, it has been present and active in Pakistan, especially 
in South Waziristan, fueling the Salafi insurgency there.

With opium production shifting to CIS countries, both law enforcement 
against the drug trade and efforts against the jihadists would become more 
difficult for the U.S. to conduct since it would not have the same military and 
intelligence assets there that it now has in Afghanistan. Apart from sensitive 
clandestine operations and strikes from air and other remote platforms, it 
would have to rely on regional governments for action against terrorists and 
against drugs. The U.S. would thus exercise much less control over policy 
against the drug-terror nexus in the region than it can in Afghanistan.
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The second danger would be official crackdowns on Islam and Islamists 
in Central Asia disguised as counternarcotics policy. Local governments’ 
heavy-handed measures against Islamists and other domestic opponents, 
while billed as crackdowns against the drug trade, would increase instability 
in the region and further radicalize the poor population grappling with its 
post-Soviet Communist and repressed Islamic identity. Already it has become 
common practice in the region to accuse political enemies of being drug 
dealers. Counternarcotics measures would also alienate the population from 
their governments and from the U.S. Unlike in Latin America, the balloon 
effect in Central Asia would involve not only a shift of drug production to a 
new area, but also the spread of antagonism against the United States among 
populations on the brink of falling into the hands of anti-U.S. Islamists.

Finally, a shift of opium poppy cultivation to Central Asia may jeopar-
dize U.S. oil interests in the region. With around 50 billion barrels of oil at 
stake,33 the U.S., Russia, China, and Iran have become involved in intense 
competition over the region’s potential resources. Large-scale opium cultiva-
tion in the CIS countries would be destabilizing—further increasing crime 
and terrorist presence, and thus jeopardizing potential economic investment 
and trade. China has an additional interest in preventing the spread of opium 
cultivation to the Xinjiang province, which would provide the rebellious 
Uighurs with access to drug profits and political capital. Instability would also 
increase as a result of repressive counterdrug policies, again complicating oil 
exploitation. Politically-sensitive counternarcotics operations would increase 
mutual blame among the Caspian countries for the drug problem, further 
weakening their already minimal cooperation.

PAKISTAN: DRUGS, TRIBES, AND SALAFISTS
By far the worst scenario from the U.S. strategic perspective would be the 
shift of poppy cultivation to the Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA), 
the North-West Frontier Province (NWFP), or even Pakistan’s Punjab prov-
ince. For over twenty years, Pakistan has been a major heroin refining and 
smuggling hub. It has an extensive hawala system that has been used for 
moving drug profits. Today, these territories also have extensive and well-
organized Salafi insurgent and terrorist groups that seek to limit the reach of 
the Pakistani state and topple Pakistan’s government. A relocation of poppy 
cultivation there would be highly detrimental to U.S. interests, since it would 
contribute to a critical undermining of the Pakistani state and fuel jihadist 
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insurgency. Such a shift would not only increase profit possibilities for Paki-
stani belligerents, but also provide them with significant political capital by 
allowing them to become significant local employers: FATA, NWFP, Baluch-
istan, and Punjab are all areas with minimal employment opportunities.

Nor is Pakistan a newcomer to the drug trade. Pakistan’s history of 
opium production dates back to the British Raj, when opium was produced 
legally and sold to opium dens first in Britain and later in China. Unlike post-
colonial India, Pakistan was not able to maintain the International Narcotics 
Control Board (INCB) license for legal production of medical opiates, such 
as morphine, because it was unable to comply with such INCB rules as 
preventing diversion to the illicit trade. As a result, opium poppy cultivation 
became illegal in Pakistan in the 1970s.

During the heyday of illicit poppy cultivation in Pakistan in the 1980s, 
opium poppy was grown in the FATA and NFWP, with agencies such as 
Bannu, Khyber, and Dir being significant loci of cultivation. In many of 
these highly isolated areas, opium poppy cultivation involved entire tribes 
and represented the bulk of the local economy.34 Pakistan was also the locus 
of heroin production and smuggling, with prominent official actors such as 
Pakistan’s military and Inter-Services Intelligence agency (ISI) deeply involved 
in the heroin trade. During the Zia ul-Haq era, drug-related corruption in 
Pakistan reached the highest levels of government, including close Zia associ-
ates such as NWFP governor General Fazle Haq.35

Throughout the 1980s, Pakistan’s opiate production surpassed Afghani-
stan’s, and for at least brief periods Pakistan was the world’s number one 
producer of illicit opiates.36 In retrospect, Pakistan’s peak production of 800 
metric tons is paltry compared to Afghanistan’s 8,000. But U.S.-sponsored 
eradication in the area during the 1980s generated violent protests and polit-
ical difficulties.37 Eradication efforts proved unsustainable even for Zia’s mili-
tary dictatorship.

In the 1990s, emphasis was thus placed on generating legal alternatives 
to wean Pakistani tribes from economic reliance on drugs. Consisting mainly 
of small rural infrastructure projects and special economic opportunity zones 
(similar to those for textiles promoted by the current U.S. administration 
in Pakistan), alternative development efforts in Pakistan’s drug producing 
areas in the 1990s brought many benefits to both the local economy and 
the Pakistani state.38 They better linked isolated areas with the rest of Paki-
stan, and increased local populations’ identification with Pakistan. Until 
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these development efforts in the 1990s, many in FATA never identified them-
selves as Pakistani: their identification was often tribe-based, frequently in 
direct opposition to the Pakistani state. The 1990s’ alternative development 
efforts also beefed up the weakening legitimacy of local political elites and 
pro-Islamabad political agents, although these powerbrokers frequently 
engaged in counternarcotics efforts and rural development with the purpose 
of manipulating these efforts to shore up their political capital with various 
and varied local groups; they did not necessarily see full and lasting suppres-
sion of poppy in their areas as in their interest. Anticipating that if poppy 
altogether disappeared from their areas, so would economic aid and rural 
development efforts, political agents and tribal khans frequently sought to 
perpetuate some level of cultivation to both appease their constituencies and 
to assure a continuing stream of aid.

In 2002, UNODC declared Pakistan cultivation-free. However, the domi-
nant reason for the decline in opium poppy cultivation in Pakistan was not 
counternarcotics efforts—whether eradication or alternative development—
but rather the wholesale shift of cultivation to Afghanistan during the 1990s. 
Pakistani trafficking networks frequently remained undiminished by the shift, 
and higher-value sectors of the drug industry have continue to be located in 
Peshawar and elsewhere in Pakistan.

Moreover, the positive political and economic effects of alternative devel-
opment efforts in Pakistan in the 1990s frequently proved ephemeral as these 
alternative livelihood efforts failed to generate sustainable employment. 
Many have continued to be consigned to subsistence agriculture, trucking 
and smuggling, or to migration, including to other parts of Pakistan or to 
Dubai.39 Despite their limited effectiveness, the alternative development 
efforts were still far less politically destabilizing than previous poppy eradica-
tion drives in Pakistan in the late 1980s and early 1990s.

The extensive drug-trade network, the history of poppy cultivation, and 
the poor central-government control over the border regions with Afghani-
stan make Pakistan a likely candidate for vastly increased poppy cultivation 
if Afghan production were disrupted. Already, some opium cultivation has 
emerged in Baluchistan, Khyber, Kohistan, and Kala Dhaka. Given the lack 
of systematic drug surveys in those and other areas of Pakistan, the extent of 
cultivation there is difficult to gauge, but some assessments report a resurgence 
of cultivation up to 2000 hectares in recent years. (It may well be more, given 
the lack of economic alternatives in the area, the history of opium poppy 
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cultivation there, and the fact that the level of poppy cultivation in Kashmir on 
both sides of the Line of Control is estimated at 8000 hectares.)40

The fluid cross-border movement of the population, whether Afghan or 
Pakistani Taliban or others, would facilitate such a relocation of production. 
Afghan refugees and mujahidin in Pakistan during the 1980s were a conduit 
for the spread of cultivation to Afghanistan.41 Today, another out-migration 
from Afghanistan, whether caused by the Taliban insurgency or economic 
displacement due to massive eradication, would facilitate the shift of cultiva-
tion to Pakistan.

There is little evidence that today either the Afghan Taliban or the 
Pakistani Taliban (including Tehrik-i-Taliban and Tehrik-e-Nifaz-e-Sharia-
e-Mohammadi) has systematically penetrated the slightly resurgent opium 
poppy cultivation in FATA and NWFP, even though they may have penetrated 
trafficking in drugs and precursor agents in Pakistan. Instead, it appears that 
the main sources of the Pakistani Taliban’s income include smuggling in legal 
goods; charging tolls and protection fees; taxation of all economic activity in 
the areas they operate (some being highly profitable, such as marble mining); 
theft and resale of NATO supplies heading to Afghanistan via Pakistan; 
illicit logging; and fundraising in Pakistan the broader Middle East.42 While 
profits from such a diverse portfolio of activities can equal or even surpass 
profits from drugs, their main downside—from the perspective of belligerent 
actors—is that these economic activities are not labor-intensive. Jihadi groups 
undertaking these activities in Pakistan cannot present themselves as large-
scale providers of employment to the local population, unlike when they 
sponsor the highly labor-intensive cultivation of opium poppy.

If extensive poppy cultivation shifted to Pakistan, the consequences for 
U.S. national security would be serious. FATA and even parts of NWFP 
are already hubs for anti-American jihadists, as the jihadi takeover of Swat 
and Malakand in spring 2009 revealed. Salafi insurgent and global terrorist 
networks have been taking root in southern Punjab, and go beyond Lashkar-
e-Taiba’s presence there. 

Not only could al-Qaeda and affiliated terrorist groups profit financially 
from drug trafficking and money laundering, but ready access to cultivation 
(which these groups, unlike the Taliban, do not have as long as cultivation 
is centered in Afghanistan) would allow them to provide a superior liveli-
hood to vastly undeveloped regions in Pakistan, and thus obtain significant 
political capital.
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If production shifted to Pakistan, the sponsorship of cultivation would 
allow these groups to distribute significant economic benefits to the popula-
tion, a key source of legitimacy. Just like in Afghanistan in the 1980s, the 
jihadists would thus be able to outperform traditional tribal elites in providing 
for the population’s needs. One of the greatest threats to al-Qaeda and affiliate 
jihadi groups in Pakistan paradoxically comes from their aggressive attacks 
against the tribal leadership in Waziristan. The sponsorship of relocated 
opium cultivation would allow the jihadists to offset the potential losses of 
support resulting from attacks on the tribal elite. In short, a shift of cultivation 
to Pakistan would greatly enhance the ability of al-Qaeda and other jihadist 
terrorist groups to consolidate their presence in Pakistan’s tribal areas.

If opium poppy cultivation again shifted to Pakistan on a large scale, 
Pakistan would find it far more difficult to mount effective counternarcotics 
measures. Given the hollowing out of the Pakistani state, the multifaceted 
collapse of its administrative capacity in FATA and NWFP, and the overall 
macroeconomic crisis of the country (which is acutely felt in FATA and 
NWFP), the state would find it difficult to develop sufficient legal employ-
ment opportunities. The area could easily become not only fully alienated 
from the central government, but also economically independent from it.

Government efforts at eradication would generate protests and uprisings, 
cementing the bond between the jihadists and the population, and weakening 
Islamabad’s already tenuous legitimacy. Weak central government presence 
there (military and otherwise) would compromise counternarcotics efforts, 
but eradication would greatly undermine even modest counterterrorism 
and stabilization efforts by Islamabad. The depletion of the political capital 
of both Pakistan’s civilian elites and its military over the 1990s and 2000s 
would further make any forced eradication far more politically costly and 
difficult to sustain. Given the existence of belligerency in the likely poppy-
growing regions, forced eradication would greatly fuel militancy and generate 
far greater negative security externalities than it did in the 1980s and early 
1990s—when social protest had not congealed into a highly organized form, 
social networks were not premobilized, and pernicious political entrepre-
neurs were not at the ready to capitalize on social discontent.

Because of the continuing geographic, political, and social isolation of 
these areas, the lack of rule of law and the paucity of productive assets—both 
physical resources and human capital—generating employment opportuni-
ties in those areas will be highly challenging under the best of circumstances. 
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Current development efforts in FATA and NWFP sponsored by the United 
States, including those provided by the Kerry-Lugar Bill of 2009, thus need 
to take advantage of the fact that they do not face competition from an 
entrenched labor-intensive illicit economy: the existing illicit economies in 
those areas, primarily smuggling, are not labor intensive. At the same time, it 
is imperative to advance and intensify current development efforts as much as 
possible and direct them toward sustainable job creation (not simply tempo-
rary employment in short-term small-scale rural infrastructure building) to 
prepare for having to mitigate the social, economic, and political effects of 
any extensive relocation of opium poppy cultivation to the area in the future.

A large-scale shift of opium poppy cultivation to Pakistan in the near and 
medium-term would thus contribute to a further critical weakening of the state 
and undermine its control of and even reach to some of the areas in Pakistan 
most susceptible to jihadism. Such a large-scale shift of cultivation would also 
likely leak into Baluchistan, where heroin processing facilities and trafficking 
networks are already extensively present. It would thus enable Baluchi nation-
alists to tap into the drug economy and strengthen the Baluchi insurgency in a 
multiple way, thus further threatening the territorial integrity of Pakistan and 
diverting the state’s attention from the jihadi threat. Assisting the government 
of Pakistan today to the extent possible in both rural development efforts and 
in enhancing the effectiveness of its interdiction and law enforcement capacity 
has the potential to reduce possible security and political threats should such a 
relocation take place.

WHAT CAN BE DONE IN AFGHANISTAN 
AND THE BROADER REGION
A counternarcotics policy in Afghanistan (as elsewhere) must be cognizant 
not only of the economic, political, and security effects within the country 
itself, but also of its broader ramifications. The policy must take into the 
account the economic roles opium plays in Afghanistan, as well as the way 
counternarcotics policies have become a political weapon for the Taliban. 

Eradication can be a part of broad counternarcotics packages that inte-
grate security, rural development, governance, and state-building. But it 
should be limited to areas where the Taliban does not have a reach, and 
only against those who have assured legal livelihood alternatives. At the same 
time, care needs to be taken that such “smart eradication” is not miscon-
strued as tribal and ethnic discrimination.
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At the same time, NATO and Kabul cannot rely on counternarcotics 
measures to degrade the Taliban’s physical resources. The Taliban can only 
be weakened physically if the coalition and Afghan forces increase their own 
military assets devoted to counterinsurgency. The Taliban’s safe havens in 
Pakistan also need to be addressed. 

Economic development must be brought to locales where the Taliban is 
active. No progress against narcotics can be lasting and without negative reper-
cussions unless integrated with prior rural development. In the Pashtun belt, 
this cannot be achieved until the Taliban is defeated. Without consistent secu-
rity against Taliban attacks, economic projects will fall apart, the population 
will not be able to take advantage of them, and investments will not be viable.

But the need for security as a precursor to sustainable development 
should not be used as an excuse to postpone all economic projects. Unless 
at least some immediate economic improvements are brought rapidly to the 
population in contested areas, counterinsurgency efforts cannot win hearts 
and minds. In the short term, the population must receive security improve-
ments combined with a fast injection of visible economic aid, followed in the 
longer term by comprehensive, sustained, and well-funded economic devel-
opment throughout the country.

Rural development needs to address all structural drivers of poppy culti-
vation. It needs to focus not only on the farm, but also on value-added chains 
and assured markets. It needs to emphasize diversified high-value, labor 
intensive crops, and not center on wheat.

Top drug traffickers in important positions of power should gradually 
be removed, to limit their political power if not to cripple the drug industry. 
But actions against them need to be ethnically balanced, and should be 
undertaken only once beefed-up police forces are in place to deal with the 
high potential of wars among the remaining traffickers over control of the 
industry—and also against the state. (Colombia during the 1980s and 1990s 
and Mexico today provide vivid examples of the debilitating effects of such 
drugs wars, and the state’s inability to cope with them.)

Interdiction needs to focus on reducing the coercive and corrupting power 
of crime groups. Before interdiction measures are undertaken, an analysis of 
second- and third-order effects needs to be conducted. It needs to be care-
fully calibrated with the strength of law enforcement in Afghanistan to avoid 
provoking dangerous turf wars, ethnic violence, and cementing the relationship 
between the Taliban and the traffickers. It also needs to target top traffickers 
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linked to the Afghan government. Interdiction needs to encompass building 
the justice and corrections system in Afghanistan and broad rule of law efforts.

Reforming Afghanistan’s law enforcement is vital. The key metrics, 
though, should not be the number of interdiction raids and hectares eradi-
cated, but rather the extent of security the police bring to the area and the 
growing confidence of the population that, overall, the police represent an 
impartial, honest, and competent organ of the state—and not predatory 
warlords dressed in state uniforms. Although such metrics are considerably 
more difficult to measure than the current simplistic ones, obtaining such 
information is possible if intelligence officers and development workers focus 
on collecting it. Such metrics will result in considerably more accurate and 
useful assessments of policy effectiveness.43

At the regional level, the United States should build cooperation among 
Afghanistan’s neighbors, and help them develop economically. This will hinge 
on the geopolitical situation in Central Asia unrelated to narcotics, but the 
U.S. should nonetheless nudge regional governments to move beyond declar-
ative cooperation in counternarcotics to action, at least on border security 
and intelligence sharing. The U.S., China, and Russia have much to gain from 
cooperating in combating narcotics in Central Asia, which if done wisely 
could lead to state-building and economic development of the region. 

Moving Pakistan to serious cooperation on counternarcotics should 
production shift there will be a tall task as long as Islamabad continues to 
exercise only weak control over the regions where cultivation would likely 
take place. Accusations of sovereignty violations, similar to those that arose 
with respect to Kerry-Lugar, are easily exploitable by the political opposi-
tion to the government; the fact that a ready audience exists among the 
alienated population will make any such visible cooperation difficult and 
possibly counterproductive for other U.S. other interests. Thus, the best 
counternarcotics policy with respect to Pakistan is to foster state-building 
and help Islamabad to extend security and economic development to disaf-
fected border areas. This includes quiet and below-the-radar counterinsur-
gency assistance, but also assistance in developing holding forces and police 
and law enforcement capacity, and advancing the rule of law.

Making a major push on economic development of Pakistan’s many 
marginalized areas is no easy task, and needs to have local Pakistani owner-
ship. But however difficult and complex, it needs to be intensified as much 
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as possible and as much as the security situation permits before large-scale 
poppy cultivation shifts there.

In both Afghanistan and Pakistan, priority needs to be given to efforts 
to improve governance at the national and local levels. But the international 
community cannot define governance simply as reducing the numbers of 
hectares of poppy eradicated. Good governance must be understood as the 
ability of local governing authorities to improve the lives of the people, as 
well as doing so within the context of law. Thus prematurely banning or 
eradicating poppy will only cause the immiseration of the population the 
governing authorities are supposed to be helping—and hence will create 
profound doubts about their accountability to, and usefulness for, the people.

Such an undertaking in Pakistan and Central Asia will take many years, 
despite the recent injection of U.S. funds for the project. A rapid shift of 
widespread opium cultivation to these countries would leave them unpre-
pared to cope with the associated problems, and jeopardize U.S. strategic 
interests in the area.

At the global level, demand-reduction efforts need to be elevated from a 
political afterthought to the core pillar of U.S. counternarcotics policies. The 
Obama administration must put the money where its mouth is. Demand-
reduction measures must contain both treatment and prevention components. 
Moreover, demand-reduction efforts must be worldwide, not simply directed 
at U.S. or Western consumption. The non-Western world has become a major 
consumer of illicit drugs, with Brazil, Pakistan, Iran, Russia, and China 
constituting strong secondary markets. Instead of simply exporting drug 
suppression policies, the United States should also help governments in these 
countries reduce addiction rates. Moreover, demand-reduction efforts should 
focus on multiple drugs, including synthetics. With significantly weaker 
global demand, suppression efforts would be not only more manageable, but 
their negative political and geostrategic repercussions would also be reduced.
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