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An overview of the opium trade
Opium cultivation is at the heart of the Afghan security problem. It is 
intertwined with issues of governance, corruption, warlordism and the 
Taliban-led insurgency. The figures are staggering. In 2007, Afghanistan 
produced a record 8,200 metric tonnes of opium, twice the total amount 
of 2005, with a farm-gate value equivalent to 13% of Afghanistan’s official 
gross domestic product (GDP) and accounting for 93% of all the world’s 
heroin.1 Since 1991, Afghanistan has been the world’s main opium producer, 
surpassing Myanmar.2 In no other country in the world has illegal narcotics 
represented such a massive share of the domestic economy. Billions of 
dollars have been spent on counter-narcotics operations – encompassing 
interdiction, eradication, public information and alternative-livelihood 
programmes – and the mainstreaming of counter-narcotics in the Afghan 
reconstruction project has meant that a large percentage of donor-funded 
projects have a counter-narcotics element. Any effective response to the 
poppy boom must feature an integrated and nationwide approach in order 
to avoid merely displacing production from one region to another. As with 
the insurgency, security forces – in this case specialised counter-narcotics 
police – are necessary but far from sufficient to contain the problem. 

In July 2000, Mullah Omar issued an edict declaring opium haram (un-
Islamic) – by far the most effective measure against poppy cultivation ever 
taken in Afghanistan. Following the ban, total Afghan opium production 
fell to 185 tonnes, and production was mainly confined to the northern 
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province of Badakhshan, which was controlled by the Northern Alliance.3 
The farm-gate price was then around $30/kg. A year after the ban, prices 
had reached $700/kg thanks to the resultant shortage. Following this brief 
interlude, however, opium production has resumed the upward trend that 
began in the 1980s.

Incidentally, the quality and purity of Afghan heroin have steadily 
improved; whereas in the 1980s production yielded mainly ‘brown sugar’ 
(lower-grade heroin), Afghanistan now produces high-grade ‘china white’, 
with levels of heroin chlorhydrate up to 98%.4 In addition, due to the high 
morphine content of the opium poppies (Papaver somniferum) grown in 
Afghanistan, only 6kg or 7kg of opium – instead of the typical 10kg – is 
required to produce 1kg of heroin. While over-production has contributed 
to a decline in prices, the higher quality of the opium is leading to higher 
addiction rates among consumers. A new, highly addictive drug found in 
Iran, called ‘compressed heroin’, uses 20kg of opium to produce 1kg.5

Of the estimated $2.7bn export value of the drug trade, after unofficial 
taxes to warlords, local authorities and/or Taliban militants, only around 
$500m actually benefits farmers. This is equivalent to less than 2% of the 
profits from the global heroin trade, estimated at $30bn in 2005. Some 
509,000 households are involved at the production stage, with 3.3m 
Afghans directly benefiting from cultivation. Then there are the indirect 
benefits to the Afghan economy; there is little doubt, for instance, that 
opium money has helped the Afghan currency, the afghani, to remain 
stable since its revaluation in 2002. 
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Figure 2: Estimated opium production in Afghanistan 1994–2007

Source: Afghanistan Opium Survey 2007 (Kabul: UNODC and the World Bank, August 2007). 
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The major reasons for planting this illicit crop used to be survival, debt6 
and quick profits. The traditional Afghan practice of money-lending in the 
agricultural sector is the salaam, a form of micro-credit with high interest 
rates, involving a monetary advance on expected future crop production, 
usually contracted at the beginning of the season and paid at the harvest. 
As Jonathan Goodhand underlines, this system places the debt-laden 
farmer in a patron–client relationship with the lender, who is usually a 
local trader.7 Another factor pushing peasants to cultivate opium, partic-
ularly in southern Afghanistan, are the night letters issued either by the 
Taliban or by local commanders who benefit from the production and traf-
ficking of opium. There is also direct intimidation, in the form of threats of 
retaliation if cultivation is discontinued.8 However, as poppy production 
continues unabated in southern Afghanistan, greed and corruption are 
becoming major motives for cultivation. 

Who precisely benefits from the opium trade is unclear. Antonio 
Maria Costa, the head of the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC), has accused Sher Mohammad Akhundzada, the former gover-
nor of Helmand Province, of encouraging farmers to grow poppies before 
he was removed from office in December 2005 (there was a 162% rise in culti-
vation in Helmand, the largest producing province, accounting for 50% of 
the entire Afghan poppy crop in 2007).9 The Akhundzada family has long 
been involved in the opium trade; in the 1980s, Nassim Akhundzada’s10 
trafficking network competed with Hizb-i Islami networks. Nassim was 
assassinated in 1990, whereupon his brother Ghulam Rassoul took over 
the network before he too was killed. Sher Muhammad, Ghulam Rassoul’s 
son, was nominated by Karzai as Helmand’s governor, and then later 
appointed to the Senate. One of Karzai’s brothers, Ahmed Wali Karzai, is 
regularly accused by various sources within the international community 
and by former Afghan government officials of being heavily involved in 
the drug trade.

The ��tructure of the trade
Heroin/morphine processing is increasingly carried out in Afghanistan, 
mainly because of the monetary value it adds and also for export and 
storage convenience. Reaching the first transformation stage (leading to 
morphine base) is fairly easy, and allows for a 90% reduction in the weight 
of the product. Over the past ten years, the ratio of opium to heroin or 
morphine exports has reversed, from 3:1 to 1:3. The Afghan government 
has been pressed to target processing laboratories, but this is not an easy 
task, as they can operate virtually anywhere, using a few metal drums 
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and a press. In order to finalise the production process, quantities of acetic 
anhydride and other chemical agents are needed. Tracking imports of 
these precursors is one way of locating processing laboratories, although 
this is also difficult as smuggling routes are numerous.

There is no cartelisation of the Afghan market because the dispersed 
nature of production means that there is no vertical integration. 
Nevertheless, consolidation seems to be occurring, as fewer high-level  
traffickers are being tracked down and identified11 by counter-narcotics 
officials in Kabul. In Helmand, the UNODC estimates that there are 1,000–
1,500 small opium traders and 300–500 larger traders.12 However, 
counter-narcotics officials believe that just 20 to 40 large traffickers control 
the bulk of the drug traffic in Afghanistan, along with a few hundred mid-
level traffickers operating between them and the farmers.13 Because of the 
huge volumes being traded in the Kandahar–Helmand market, the strong-
est drug tycoons have their base in these provinces, with very solid links to 
Dubai, through which the bulk of Afghan drug money is believed to 
transit.

Traffic��ing route��
The main transit route (and a major destination) for the export of Afghan 
opiates remains via Iran. This is logical, as Iran has the highest per-capita 
number of heroin addicts in the world, with two million officially recog-
nised by the Iranian government.14 Over 60% of Afghan opiates still transit 
(with a large part consumed in) Iran, mainly via the southern Iranian 
Baluch areas. Tehran has placed great emphasis on interdiction, and has 
lost almost 3,000 border guards in counter-narcotics operations over the 
past 20 years. Yet the billion dollars Iran has invested in interdiction efforts, 
coupled with the stringent penalties meted out to traffickers, with an esti-
mated 10,000 executed over the past two decades, have not stemmed the 
flow of drugs. A high-ranking counter-narcotics official15 based in Kabul 
pointed to the suspected complicity of elements of the Iranian security 
forces, mainly the Pasdaran or IRGC, in securing the transit of large quan-
tities of drugs through Iranian territory.

To the east, Pakistan, home to close to a million heroin addicts, is the 
second-busiest transit route for traffickers. The main transit cities are 
Quetta, Karachi and Peshawar.16 It is estimated that a large proportion of 
the drugs crossing Baluchistan actually find their way to Iran. The FATA 
has traditionally been a transit and processing area for the opium trade, 
with its access to the ocean via Karachi and Gwadar and its land routes to 
Central Asia. Besides the existing trafficking networks of the tribal areas, 
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Taliban control of the region allows safe passage. In northern Afghanistan, 
opium from Badakhshan usually exits through neighbouring Tajikistan on 
its way to Russia. Consumption is growing along transit routes as markets 
become more organised and addiction increases. After Iran and Pakistan, 
Europe – particularly Italy, Spain and the UK – is the main market. 

�orruption
The narcotics trade has been a major source of corruption in the ANSF. 
Police-chief posts in poppy-growing districts are often awarded through a 
bidding process, with prices reaching as high as $100,000 for a six-month 
appointment to a position with a monthly salary of $60.17 In the highway 
police – disbanded in 2006 because of massive rates of corruption – mid-
level positions were bought for up to $25,000.18 Such positions entitle 
officers to large bribes from smugglers in return for protection by the 
police and even the use of police vehicles. With one exception, no senior 
Interior Ministry or police official had been prosecuted for involvement 
in the drug trade by late 2006. The exception, Lieutenant-Colonel Nadir 
Khan, was sentenced to ten years in prison for stealing and selling 50kg of 
confiscated heroin.19 

The involvement of ��poiler group�� in the drug trade
The involvement of the Taliban in the narcotics trade has gradually 
increased, particularly in the south. Before their ban on poppy cultivation, 
the Taliban applied so-called ‘Islamic taxes’ on opium of up to 20%;20 other 
taxes were added during the processing and trafficking stages. Today’s 
drugs are taxed in a similar way. A ‘traditional’ levy of 10% is paid by 
farmers to Taliban or militia commanders, depending on who wields the 
most authority in a particular region. Laboratories pay up to 15% of their 
revenues, and there is an average transit fee of 15%.21 According to former 
Interior Minister Ali Jalali: ‘the Taliban encourage poppy production to 
defy the government and to win the hearts and minds of the population. 
The drug traffickers also need protection, and typically pay 18–20% of their 
revenues to the Taliban to cement an alliance of convenience’.22

The counter-narcotic�� campaign
The UK took responsibility as lead nation for counter-narcotics in 2002 
under the auspices of the SSR process, and has experimented with several 
counter-narcotics approaches. In 2002, it launched a controversial money-
for-eradication scheme inspired by ex-Finance Minister Ashraf Ghani, 
then an adviser to Karzai.23 Farmers were offered a lump sum of $350 
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per jerib (a fifth of a hectare) of poppy field destroyed. With a harvest of 
3,600 tonnes the following year, this measure clearly failed; indeed, there 
is evidence that the cash sum actually acted as an incentive to grow more 
poppy. The majority of farmers in the south did not receive the promised 
remuneration, and large amounts of money allocated for the programme 
were never adequately accounted for. In all, the scheme ended up costing 
over $100,000 per hectare of poppy destroyed.24 Since this initial failure, 
a more hands-on approach has been promoted, targeting laboratories 
and focusing on law-enforcement training and interdiction efforts on 
the one hand, and promoting comprehensive rural development and  
alternative-livelihood programmes on the other. In 2002, the UK led 
Operation Headstrong,25 an attempt to bolster anti-narcotics efforts by creating 
and training a 200-strong paramilitary Afghan Special Narcotics Force. 

The US role in counter-narcotics has also dramatically increased. In 
2004, the US Drug Enforcement Administration (DEA) and the Department 
of Defense announced their involvement in the ‘Kabul Counter-Narcotics 
Implementation Plan’. The DEA has since deployed Foreign Advisory and 
Support Teams (FAST) to Afghanistan and has permanently stationed 
Special Agents and Intelligence Analysts to assist Afghan counter- 
narcotics officers in their interdiction efforts. As part of the US-led Operation 
Containment, conceived in February 2002, FAST teams26 conducted inves-
tigations aimed at dismantling drug-trafficking and money-laundering 
organisations, without which several noteworthy opium and heroin 
seizures in Afghanistan would not have been possible. The US counter-
narcotics strategy features five pillars: public information, alternative 
livelihoods, eradication, interdiction and law enforcement/justice reform. 
These five elements come from the Afghan government’s eight-pillar 
approach, encapsulated in the Afghan National Drugs Control Strategy27 
launched during the 2006 London donor conference. The UK and other 
donors involved in counter-narcotics programming contribute to the 
other three pillars (public awareness, demand reduction and institution- 
building).

Afghan counter-narcotic�� in��titution��
Within the Interior Ministry, the Counter-Narcotics Police of Afghanistan 
(CNPA) is the leading Afghan agency for law enforcement and inter-
diction of drugs. The CNPA is trained and mentored by US, UK, German 
and Norwegian police officers and customs officials. It includes a National 
Interdiction Unit (NIU), comprising five teams of 25 members each. 
These units, trained by the US private security company Blackwater, have 
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received advanced instruction in firearms, raid execution, evidence collec-
tion and arresting and interviewing techniques. FAST teams also provide 
support to the NIU.28

A Counter-Narcotics Criminal Justice Task Force (CJTF) was estab-
lished in May 2005, comprising judges, prosecutors, investigators and 
lawyers specialising in narcotics cases. The CJTF cases are transmitted for 
prosecution to the Central Narcotics Tribunal (CNT), a dedicated court of 
14 judges29 located in Kabul, with exclusive jurisdiction over major drug 
cases. The CJTF and CNT relocated in 2007 to a Counter Narcotics Justice 
Centre, a secure facility equipped with courtrooms and a pre-trial deten-
tion centre. A dedicated maximum-security unit has been built within the 
Pul-i Charkhi prison on the outskirts of Kabul, to detain high-profile drug 
dealers, but it ‘still awaits major drug dealers – rather than drivers and 
couriers’, in UNODC’s own words.30 According to the Interior Ministry, 
700 traffickers were arrested during 2006; 420 heroin laboratories were 
destroyed and 100 tonnes of opium seized.31 The US was directly involved 
in two high-profile arrests of major drug traffickers. The first occurred in 
April 2005, when Haji Bashir Noorzai,32 a well-known Afghan drug baron, 
was arrested in New York and charged with smuggling heroin worth $50m 
into the United States. The following October, another notorious trafficker, 
Baz Mohammad,33 was extradited to the US on charges of conspiring to 
smuggle more than $25m-worth of heroin into the country.

On the policy front, the Counter Narcotics Directorate, formed in 
October 2002, was upgraded by a presidential decree in December 2004, 
to become the Ministry of Counter Narcotics. Its role is to coordinate and 
oversee Afghanistan’s counter-narcotics policies, and to monitor and evalu-
ate their implementation. Finally, on the financial side, the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) established a Counter Narcotics Trust 
Fund in October 2005 to improve the coordination of donor resources and 
expenditures.

The eradication dilemma
Eradication has been one of the most contentious elements of counter-
narcotics strategy. Many have argued that eradication without an integrated 
approach to development would only lead to the further impoverishment 
of Afghan farmers. In a 2005 report on Afghanistan, UNODC warned that 
‘eradicated fields leave families in economic distress, trigger humanitarian 
disaster, and increase the temptation to join the insurgency’.34

In May 2004, the Interior Ministry launched a 700-strong Central 
Poppy Eradication Force (CPEF). The CPEF is supported by the US State 
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Department and trained by DynCorp, a US private security company 
which also conducts eradication missions in Colombia. Simultaneously, an 
eradication programme began, in which provincial governors were given 
funds to advance eradication. The programme was heavily criticised on 
the grounds that governors were targeting rivals, while leaving their allies 
unmolested. Independently of the CPEF, US-backed Poppy Elimination 
Program (PEP) teams are working in seven provinces (Kandahar, 
Nangarhar, Uruzgan, Farah, Badakhshan, Helmand and Balkh) to monitor 
and evaluate eradication efforts, reporting to the minister of counter-
narcotics.

Aerial spraying has proved controversial, and has not been pursued. 
However, in December 2006 John Walters, the Director of the US Office 
of National Drug Control Policy, announced that Afghan poppies would 
be sprayed with glyphosate herbicides.35 Meanwhile, the Senlis Council, a 
non-governmental organisation, has proposed a licencing system covering 
opiates used to make licit painkillers such as morphine.36 The proposal 
– based on the false assumption of a global shortage of morphine37 – is, 
however, unworkable as it would be impossible to control licit opium 
production in a country where the rule of law has barely reached beyond 
the main cities. As the former Afghan minister of counter narcotics, 
Habibullah Qaderi, pointed out: ‘There is no control mechanism to force 
farmers to sell the opium they produce to manufacture medicines rather 
than to drug-traffickers’.38 Even if it could be done, the average price of 
pharmaceutical opiates is far lower than the illicit-market price, so farmers 
would still gravitate towards the illicit market. The plan is also danger-
ous as it sends a contradictory message to Afghan farmers, undermining 
public-awareness campaigns against poppy cultivation undertaken by the 
Afghan government and the international community.39


