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Executive summary 

Afghanistan’s opium poppy economy presents a complex policy problem. It lies at an 
intersection between various seemingly discordant policy challenges: an emergency or a 
development issue; a law-and-order issue or a security threat; a peacebuilding opportunity 
or a conflict resource; and a health issue or a means of securing a living.  
 
To some extent, the diverse strands of counter-narcotics speak to the multifaceted and 
interlinked policy challenges that an opium poppy economy has presented. But almost 20 
years since the counter-narcotics was instated in Afghanistan in 2001, its policy ambitions 
to eliminate, or at least control, poppy production in the country, have clearly failed.  
 
There has been an inexorable rise in the size of the cultivation area from some 70,000 ha. 
in 1994 to over 200,000 ha. in 2016 (UNODC, 2016). Since 2001, the US government alone 
has spent some US$7.28 billion (SIGAR, 2018) on counter-narcotics programming for scant 
return in relation to the goals of its policy. This failure of policy in terms of its explicit 
objectives requires explanation. 
 
This report seeks to provide this explanation; it gives an overview and background 
understanding of the counter-narcotics laws, policies and programmes that have 
underpinned counter-narcotics efforts in Afghanistan since 2001.  
 
In so doing, it seeks to map the opportunities for the Drugs & (dis)order project to engage in 
relevant policy processes. It draws on earlier drafts based on a documentary review and 
key informant interviews, and has been further developed with a review of additional 
sources.  
 
The report first gives the background to the context of policymaking in Afghanistan before 
providing an overall assessment of counter-narcotics legal and policy frameworks. These 
are then examined, focusing on the key policy areas actors and their narratives in relation 
to drugs and security, peace, health and livelihoods, concluding with a review of the data 
and evidence that have informed policymaking practices.  
 
The report ends with a broader discussion of Afghanistan’s counter-narcotics policy 
challenges. 
 
There have been diverse, contradictory and even conflictual approaches towards counter-
narcotics between the main policy actors, including the Afghan government. Moreover, 
there have been sharp divisions of interests within the US government.  
 
The US government came to be the major actor in counter-narcotics by virtue of its level of 
funding. US efforts shifted from a focus on eradication and interdiction to one that focused 
more on the links between drugs and counter-insurgency, with alternative development 
playing a relatively minor role. An internal US government review concluded that the US 
had failed to implement an effective counter-narcotics strategy. 
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Indeed, it is the lack of coherence between the major actors in counter-narcotics policy that 
is its most striking feature. Different actors have had different strategic interests, and the 
Afghanistan government, divided as it has been, has not been in a position to lead and 
assert its interests. It is also clear that different actors defined Afghanistan’s policy 
problems in different ways, and thus there could be no agreement about possible solutions.  
 
It is at the strategic level that the failure has been greatest: the ambition to simultaneously 
achieve security, peace, statebuilding and development, but through incommensurate 
means, has scuppered any attempts to constructively address the opium poppy economy.  
 
The policy ‘trilemma’ (Rodrik, 2011; Goodhand et al., 2020) of incompatible goals combined 
with an inability to prioritise, sequence and manage the trade-offs between achieving 
security, statebuilding, reducing opium poppy cultivation, and development have meant that 
few of the goals of the reconstruction effort have been achieved. 
 
For the Drugs & (dis)order project this makes finding possible avenues for effective policy 
engagement challenging. Greater opportunities may lie in seeking to contribute to a public 
debate on key counter-narcotics issues, and there may be room for more specific 
engagement around drugs and health, and alternative development, at the operational 
level. 

 



 

8 
Drugs and Afghanistan: National policy and actor analysis 

1. Introduction  

 
Afghanistan’s opium poppy economy presents a complex policy problem. Not only does it 
have marked spatial dimensions given its concentration in Afghanistan’s borderlands, but it 
also lies at an intersection between various seemingly discordant policy challenges. These 
are: an emergency or a development issue; a law-and-order issue or a security threat; a 
peacebuilding opportunity or a conflict resource; and a health issue or a means of securing 
a living.  
 
To some extent, the diverse strands of counter-narcotics policy, ranging from alternative 
livelihoods, eradication and interdiction to law and order speak to the multifaceted and 
interlinked policy challenges that the opium poppy economy has presented. But almost 20 
years on since it was instated in 2001, the counter-narcotics policy ambitions to eliminate 
opium production let alone control it in Afghanistan have clearly failed.  
 
There has been an inexorable rise in cultivation area from some 70,000 ha. in 1994 to over 
200,000 ha. in 2016 (UNODC, 2016). Since 2001, the US government alone has spent 
some US$7.28 billion (SIGAR, 2018) on counter-narcotics programming for scant return in 
relation to the goals of its policy (Figure 1). 
 
Figure 1 Opium poppy cultivation in Afghanistan 
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It is difficult to see the failure of the counter-narcotics policy in Afghanistan in terms of its 
explicit policy objectives in any other light. In 2009, Richard Holbrook, who was the US 
Special Representative in Afghanistan and Pakistan, described the US counter-narcotics 
effort in Afghanistan as ‘the most wasteful and ineffective program I have seen in 40 years 
in and out of the government’.1  This failure requires explanation.   
 
As will become clear in this report, there have been diverse, contradictory and even 
conflictual approaches towards counter-narcotics between the main actors. The report 
seeks to map the Afghanistan counter-narcotics policy landscape and the role of the main 
actors therein as part of its enquiry into this policy failure.  
 
We follow Goodhand et al. (2020) in seeing the counter-narcotics domain as a policy field 
rather than a policy regime, given the contested nature of problem definitions and 
boundaries, technologies of control and policy frameworks. 
 
Indeed, the field of counter-narcotics has been one of the most contested of all policy 
challenges facing the main policy actors, both international and national, in Afghanistan. 
But, the context for policymaking in and for Afghanistan has, as we shall see, fuelled fierce 
policy competition in many sectors, in which those with the most financial muscle have 
usually won out.  
 
The report has not followed a stakeholder mapping approach. The very notion of 
‘stakeholder’ seems singularly inappropriate here given what it implies in terms of 
democratic rationale and deliberative discussion (Habermas, 1976). Many people in 
Afghanistan have had (and still have) an interest in the opium poppy economy. But few 
have had the opportunity to exercise any agency through engagement in deliberative 
discussion in the policy debate.   
 
Those in Afghanistan for whom opium poppy cultivation has been a vital interest in securing 
their means of living, have largely been the subjects and targets of policy rather than in any 
real sense, stakeholders. Moreover, some of the principal policy actors have at best 
operated in parallel, at worst in opposition reflecting their own specific agendas, to the 
Afghan government on this issue.  
 
But government itself has also been fractured in its interests. And the focus of government 
policy on the supply side of the opium market has shown little accountability for the demand 
external to Afghanistan that has driven the ‘irrepressible market’’ (Olson, 2000) for opium 
poppy products.   
 
Our report provides an overview and background understanding of the counter-narcotics 
laws, policies and programmes that have, since 2001, sought to address the phenomenon 
of the opium poppy economy in Afghanistan, and the actors and institutions that have 
designed and implemented them.  

 
1 https://www.smh.com.au/world/opium-fight-a-huge-waste-of-money-us-envoy-admits-20090322-95l1.html (accessed 21 
August 2020). 
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While counter-narcotics policies and laws have been framed at a national or country level, 
opium production has been heavily concentrated in seven provinces in the southern and 
western regions of the country, in Hilmand, Kandahar, Farah, Badghis and Nimroz; in the 
eastern regions, in Nangarhar; and in the northern regions in Badakhshan (UNODC, 2016).   
 
As our report will chart, the lead in counter-narcotics policymaking and practice has shifted 
between major actors according to their interest and the attention they have given the area. 
This has had an effect on priorities and focus, as well as policy goals. Moreover, these 
shifts have been driven by a range of considerations and interests to which at times, 
Afghanistan’s opium poppy economy has seemed to be somewhat incidental (Keen and 
Andersson, 2018).  
 
The US effort has evolved ‘from one that emphasised eradicating poppy fields and 
interdicting drugs, to one more closely aligned with the overall US counter-insurgency 
strategy’.2  Alternative development has played a partial role. It has been driven by an 
urgency that has aimed to simplify or ignore the complexity of the problem in order to 
achieve idealised and unrealistic goals.  
 
At the heart of the failure have been attempts to reconcile the policy ‘trilemma’ (Rodrik, 
2011) of incompatible goals and an inability to prioritise and manage the trade-offs between 
achieving security, statebuilding, reducing opium poppy cultivation, and development -- a 
point to which we return in the final discussion. 
 
The report first sets the background to policymaking in Afghanistan before providing an 
overall assessment of the legal and policy frameworks in counter-narcotics. These are then 
examined in more detail, focusing on the key policy areas and their narratives in relation to 
drugs and security, peace, health, and livelihoods, concluding with a review of the data and 
evidence that has informed policymaking and practice.  
 
The report concludes with a broader discussion of the policy challenges around counter-
narcotics in Afghanistan. 
 
 
 

 

  

 
2 Sopko, J. Future U.S. Counternarcotics Efforts in Afghanistan, Testimony Before the Senate Caucus on International 
Narcotics Control, Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR), 15 January 1 2014, 

https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/testimony/SIGAR-14-21-TY.pdf 

https://www.sigar.mil/pdf/testimony/SIGAR-14-21-TY.pdf
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2. Background  

Policymaking in Afghanistan  
Any understanding of the shaping of debates around counter-narcotics policymaking in 
Afghanistan must take into account the wider context that has influenced policymaking 
practices in general in the country since 2001. There are a number of elements that need to 
be considered.  
 
First, none of the preconditions for successful policymaking by the Afghan government itself 
– stability of political history and goals; low environmental and political uncertainty; and 
institutional memory (Roe, 1994: 35) – have been in place. This has given external policy 
actors an extraordinary influence over policy goals and strategies, which has been 
particularly evident in counter-narcotics policymaking.  
 
Second, and reinforcing this, the level of international aid and expenditure on US military 
and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) forces has made Afghanistan a rentier 
state (Rubin, 2002; Suhrke, 2011; Clark, 2020).  
 
As Clark notes (Ibid:2), this ‘has proved far more influential in shaping [Afghanistan’s] 
economy, and political institutions and culture that the top-down plans laid out at Bonn and 
in the constitution’.  
 
One earlier assessment (Pain, 2012) noted that, of the US$274 billion in aid and military 
expenditure that could be traced as having been spent in Afghanistan between 2000 and 
2009, only around 9.6% was Official Development Assistance (ODA). The rest was for 
military and security-related operations.  
 
Moreover, foreign aid for much of the first decade after 2001 provided nearly 90% of 
government expenditure. Insufficient attention was given to building of domestic capacity to 
raise revenue (Byrd, 2015). The level of foreign funding had, as of 2020, fallen to just below 
50% of the budget (Clark, 2020:9).  
 
In addition, and particularly during the early years, there was a significant level of funding 
by key donors that was off-budget and not directed through the government.  
Third, policymaking in almost all policy areas has been a crowded field, rife with competition 
between policy actors. Byrd (2007) noted the large number of donors who were active in 
Afghanistan after 2001, with at least six being major players in funding terms. 
  
This contributed to a high degree of fragmentation by donors within sectors, exacerbated by 
the tendency of donors to selectively support favoured ministers and ministries (Pain and 
Shah, 2009, for a discussion on the funding of ministries in the rural sector).  
 
In four of the ministries (social services, education, agriculture, and governance and civil 
society), there were at least eight major players who collectively contributed 90% of the 
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funding, with a further 20 or more other donors who provided the rest of the funding (Pain, 
2012:11).    
 
Fourth, and reflecting this crowded funding different interests and perspectives have been 
pushed to various degrees by donors. This has led to selectivity in terms of which ministries 
and organisations were funded and by whom. There has also been selectivity in terms of 
how funding has been allocated geographically, reflecting in part military interests. 
 
Equally, different donors have often had radically different policy models and approaches. 
Wilder (2007) noted the very different cultural models deployed by German and US-funded 
programmes on the role of the police, seen in how they were trained and their policing 
values.  
 
Pain and Shah (2009) found very different policy narratives between the key funders in the 
agricultural and rural development sector, leading to competition and different programme 
designs and assessment of outcomes.  
 
In the area of local governance, Saltmarshe and Medhi (2011) found distinct and mutually 
incompatible views of what local governance should be between donors and between 
donors and government. This resulted in confusion in practice (Lister, 2006).  
 
Fifth and finally, a more general comment needs making about the long trail of policy 
documents that have littered Afghanistan since 2001. These are often written by external 
actors with perhaps insufficient attention given to achieving government ownership as a key 
to supporting state sovereignty.  
 
Few policy documents have much in them that could be construed as policy in the sense of 
a plan, method, or series of manoeuvres for obtaining a specific goal or result. Policies and 
strategy documents rarely address the issues of priorities in terms of problems or actions, 
sequencing and resource allocation.  
 
Nor do they even look at possible trade-offs among identified objectives (see Zezza and 
Migotto, 2007, with respect to policymaking in agricultural development). Rather they tend 
to provide normative statements and lists of what should be done often citing international 
best practice. As a result, there is frequently a strong disconnect between the policy and 
practice of policy implementation. 

 

Counter-narcotics policymaking in Afghanistan 
In many respects, as will be seen in the following discussion, counter-narcotics 
policymaking has displayed several of the same fractures and disconnects as other areas 
of policymaking in Afghanistan. And as Keen and Andersson (2018) note, global policies on 
drugs and terrorism have been beset with conflicting external interests.  
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Such policies may be better understood in terms of their ability to enrol support at different 
levels for the policy (Mosse, 2004), rather than necessarily achieve policy ‘success’ – which 
they demonstrably have not done for drugs.  
 
As Keen and Andersson (2018) suggest, in deploying the metaphor of games to what is in 
play here, games have winners and losers and in the drug policy game, the real losers are 
those who are not part of it but carry the costs of said policy. Those people are often to be 
found at the geographic margins of the state. 
 
However, the policy challenges posed by the opium poppy economy have in some senses 
been even more intractable, given how they straddle the emergency, development and 
security agendas in a way that few other policy problems in Afghanistan have or do.  
 
There have been distinctive strands of policy and practice related to alternative 
development, health policy, eradication and interdiction, and security that in theory have 
policy homes in the ministries of agriculture and rural development, health, law and order, 
and security. Although these issues self-evidently require joined-up policymaking and 
practice, this has rarely been achieved.   
 
The counter-narcotics policy field has, in comparison with other policy areas, had fewer 
players: the major actors in terms of engagement have been the US government, the British 
government, and the Afghan government, although this has varied over time.  
 
The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) has largely followed the agenda 
of its major funder, the US government, and cannot be seen to have been a key player in 
terms of leading a specific policy agenda.  
 
On the other hand, interventions from the World Bank, which has looked at the opium 
poppy challenge from more of a development perspective, have been insightful, although 
not necessarily influential with the main players.  
 
This small field of players could in theory have made it easier to reach consensus on 
approaches and priorities. But that has not happened. There have been sharp divisions in 
policy and practice between key actors and within the various branches of the US 
government, which came to be the major player in counter-narcotics policy in Afghanistan 
(SIGAR, 2018; Keane, 2016).  
 
Initially, the British government assumed the lead role for counter-narcotics as part of a 
division of responsibilities in the Group of Eight (G8) Security Sector Reform (SSR) 
exercise in April 2002 (SIGAR, 2018: 38).3  It engaged directly with the Afghan government 
on policymaking in developing the first formal National Drug Control Strategy (NDCS).  
 

 
3 The SSR itself suffered from a lack of strategic coherence, direction and political agreement by both donors and the 
Afghan government (see DCAF, 2011). 
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While this was an exercise in policy transfer (Bewley-Taylor, 2014) that might also be 
described as policy ventriloquism, it did achieve certain useful performative functions with 
the Afghan government.  
 
However, early efforts by the British government to directly engage with alternative 
development and eradication had little effect and, by 2004, as opium poppy cultivation 
grew, the US increased its engagement and over time came to be the major player.   
As the SIGAR evaluation of US counter-narcotics policymaking and practice between 2001 
and 2017 makes crystal clear, US counter-narcotics policy was characterised by strategic 
failure and tactical incoherence.  
 
In part this was a result of inherent conflicts of interest and culture between the four major 
institutions of the US government – the Department of Defense (DOD), the Department of 
State, the US Agency for International Development (USAID), and the Drug Enforcement 
Administration (DEA). As SIGAR (2018: iii) concluded: 
 

‘The U.S. push from 2005-2008 for aerial spraying damaged U.S.-Afghan 
relations during that time hindering cooperation on other fronts. Alternative 
development programs intended to support farmers in their transition away from 
poppy cultivation were often too short-term, relied on simple substitution of other 
crops for poppy and sometimes even contributed to increased poppy production. 
… 
 
‘Counternarcotics goals were often not incorporated into larger security and 
development strategies, which hindered the achievement of those goals’. 

 
The SIGAR report has an exclusive focus on the US effort, its coherence and effectiveness. 
Its value lies in its documentation and analysis of overall expenditures, policies, practices 
and their effects, an assessment which does not seem to be available from any of the other 
main policy actors in counter-narcotics in Afghanistan.  
 
But it was clearly beyond SIGAR’s remit to ask wider questions about any broader lessons 
that might be drawn about counter-narcotics policy in general. Indeed, there is an implicit 
assumption that better and more coherent counter-narcotics strategies could have been 
developed and if implementation had been better coordinated, policy could have achieved 
shared and achievable goals.  
 
But questions about the goals themselves, for example eliminating opium poppy, and the 
means of achieving this, were not a subject for enquiry. While the detailed examination of 
counter-narcotics policies that follows provides ample evidence of the incoherence and 
ineffectiveness of said policy in general, the broader question about goals and means in 
relation to counter-narcotics policy in Afghanistan as events unfolded after 2001, is returned 
to in the final discussion. 
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Assessment of legal and policy frameworks  
Prior to 2000 and until the Taliban banned its cultivation in 2000-2001, the cultivation of 
opium poppy in Afghanistan was in effect legal. However, with the fall of the Taliban in 2001 
the ban was essentially lifted contributing to a significant rebound and more widespread 
cultivation of the crop.  
 
The Afghan Interim Authority as a result issued various decrees after 2001 in relation to the 
banning of opium poppy cultivation and the trafficking of drugs. But the first formal NDCS 
developed in collaboration with the UK government and UNODC only appeared in 2003. 
The plan established targets for a reduction in opium poppy cultivation of 70% by 2008 and 
a complete elimination of the crop and drug trafficking by 2013.  
 
While the NDCS laid out the scope of the challenge and assessed the range of counter-
narcotics policy instruments, it lacked detail or any sense of strategy in relation to priorities 
or sequencing of interventions with respect to where and in what order the specific policy 
instruments would be deployed. 
 
This document was updated two years later in 2005 with an implementation plan that 
provided more detail on the five key policy areas (institution-building, alternative livelihoods, 
interdiction, law enforcement, and criminal justice) as well as plans for a public information 
campaign, eradication and regional cooperation.  
 
By 2006 however, when an updated version of the NDCS was released, the policy had 
moved away from an emphasis on targets towards a broader goal of achieving a 
‘sustainable decrease in cultivation, production, trafficking and consumption of illicit drugs 
with a view to complete and sustainable elimination’ (MCN, 2006:8). 
 
During the first decade after 2001, the World Bank took a strong policy interest in the opium 
economy seeing it largely from the perspective of the development challenge that it created 
rather than as a problem of illegality per se. The particular role of one World Bank official, 
William Byrd, who had longstanding connections with Afghanistan in championing this 
perspective should be especially acknowledged.  
 
The World Bank convened a number of policy dialogues and was responsible for a number 
of key analytical studies, notably on the structure and functioning of Afghanistan’s drug 
economy (Buddenberg and Byrd, 2006), as well as on development initiatives to reduce 
opium production (Ward et al., 2008).  
 
The updated document laid the foundations for the mainstreaming approach to which the 
first phase of Comprehensive Agriculture and Rural Development Facility (CARD-F), funded 
by the UK Department for International Development (DFID), was a response.  
 
However after 2010, the World Bank appears to have engaged less in the opium policy 
debates to the extent that, in the initial drafting of the Agriculture Sector Review in 2014 
(World Bank, 2014), which advocated for a strong market led agricultural development, 
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there was no mention of the opium poppy economy at all, until DFID urged for it to be 
addressed.4  
 
By 2015, with the Afghan National Drug Action Plan (2015-2019) produced by the then 
Ministry of Counter Narcotics5 (MCN, 2015), the counter-narcotics policy agenda had in 
many respects come full circle. The same objectives that had characterised all previous 
policies of providing licit alternatives, targeted eradication, disrupting drug trade, 
enforcement of anti-money laundering and law enforcement, along with demand reduction, 
are restated.  
 
Again, benchmarks are established, with no explicit rationale or justification for the levels of 
poppy reduction, eradication, interdiction and demand reduction to be achieved. Notably 
absent is any detailed discussion, not least given the track record of previous policies and 
intervention instruments to achieve the same objectives over the preceding decade, as to 
how and why reapplying past practices would now achieve the outcomes that they had 
failed to achieve before.  
 
Between 2003 and 2018, there have been a succession of policies and laws produced by 
the Afghan government (Table 1). 
 
Table 1 Timelines of key government counter-narcotics policies and laws 
 

Government of Afghanistan counter-narcotics policies and laws 

2003 National Drug Control Strategy 
(NDCS) 

With UK support. 

2004 Afghanistan’s Constitution Article 7 identifies government role in 
preventing all cultivation and production of 
narcotics. 

2005 Implementation plan for NDCS With UK support. 

2005 Afghanistan Counter-Narcotics Law 
(revised in 2010 and 2018) 

Drafted with support of UK and established 
legal foundations for Counter Narcotics 
Justice Centre (CNJC). Revised draft in 2010 
to address rising cultivation levels and again in 
2015 to address synthetic drugs such as 
methamphetamine. Increasingly severe 
penalties for convictions under the law. 

2006 Revised NDCS With UK support. 

2012 National Alternative Livelihood Policy 
(2012 – 2024)   

Led by Ministry of Counter Narcotics (MCN) in 
collaboration with key line ministries, to 
incorporate counter-narcotics into each of the 
relevant National Priority Programs (NPPs). 

2015 National Drug Action Plan (2015-
2019) 

Developed by MCN with key lines ministries 
with goals of decrease in cultivation, 
decreased production and trafficking of 

 
4 Personal Communication, DFID official, Kabul, May 2014. 
5 The Ministry was abolished at the end of 2019 and absorbed into the Ministry of Interior. 
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opiates and demand reduction and to secure 
donor funding. 

2018 Penal code (developed from 1976 
Penal Code) 

The 2018 law includes higher sentences for 
narcotic-related crimes and confiscation of 
assets. 

2019 Drug Demand Reduction National 
Policy (2019-23) 

Updated and revised version of the 2012 
policy but not yet approved for 
implementation. 

2019 National Alternative Livelihoods 
Policy (2019-23) 

Updated and revised version of the 2012 
policy 
but not yet approved for implementation. 

 

With respect to the counter-narcotics laws, they enshrine progressively harsher 
punishments. While the 2005 law mainly prescribed fines for drug trafficking, the 2010 law 
introduced prison sentences for the same crimes. The new 2018 law introduced even 
harsher prison sentences in comparison with the 2010 law but to little effect (Bjelica, 2018).  
 
In 2018-2019, the CNJC reported that around 1,000 suspects connected to drug trafficking 
were convicted with prison sentences ranging from one and a half years to over 21 years. 
However, law enforcement has largely targeted low-level drug dealers, leaving the alleged 
strongmen and higher-level individuals associated with the government untouched.6   
 
These increasingly punitive measures have caused concern regarding their value as a 
deterrent and raised the question of adopting a more humane approach to dealing with 
(small-scale) opium traders.  
 
Counter-narcotics laws have also been remarkably ineffective. Between 2008 and June 
2017, SIGAR7 reported that the US supported 3,400 interdiction operations that resulted in 
the seizure of 452,771kg of opium, accounting for less than 1% of the opium produced in 
Afghanistan in 2016 alone. They have also probably contributed to the consolidation of 
control of drug trafficking (Bjelica, J. 2020). 
 
Until 2004, the US was content to let the UK government take the lead on counter-narcotics 
issues. However, by 2004 with the rapid rise in opium cultivation levels, the US position 
changed, in part due to its frustration with what was seen to be a softer approach by the 
British government towards counter-narcotics.  
 
In parallel to the Afghan government counter-narcotics policy initiatives, the US government 
developed its own counter-narcotics policies for Afghanistan (see Table 2). While these 
were said to be consistent with and reflect Afghan government policy, in practice as the 
SIGAR (2018) review makes clear, the substance of American-supported counter-narcotics 

 
6 Interview with a former senior government official, 8 August 2019, Kabul. 
 
7 SIGAR, Quarterly Report to Congress, 30 October 2020, 
https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1419434/1930_1512640351_2017-10-30qr.pdf 
(accessed 15 February 2020). 

https://www.ecoi.net/en/file/local/1419434/1930_1512640351_2017-10-30qr.pdf


 

18 
Drugs and Afghanistan: National policy and actor analysis 

activities in Afghanistan did not necessarily follow US policy guidelines, let alone those of 
the Afghan government. 
 
The US position was notably more militarised and its creation of parallel structures and the 
recruitment of private contractors, notably Dyncorps, to run its eradication programme, led 
to declining Afghan government ownership of the counter-narcotics effort.  
 
In particular, the push by the Americans for a strong emphasis on eradication, including 
trying to put aerial chemical spraying on the agenda, during the period 2005-2009, was not 
supported by other relevant branches of US government, leading to fragmentation of policy 
and competition between them.  
 
It was also not consistent with Afghan government policy. As the quote cited earlier makes 
clear, the strong advocacy for aerial chemical spraying damaged US-Afghan relations, as 
well as making relations with other counter-narcotics policy actors awkward, and it is likely 
that strong pushback by the Afghan government contributed to the demise of the policy.  
Certainly, with the US military surge based on a counter-insurgency priority, the emphasis 
on winning hearts and minds made drug eradication as a focus problematic, and it was 
downgraded as a priority. 
 
Table 2 US counter-narcotics strategies  
 

US counter-narcotics strategies 

2005 5 pillars of elimination/eradication, interdiction, justice reform, public information and 
alternative livelihoods with emphasis on eradication. 

2007 Focus on improving implementation pushing interdiction and eradication with more 
funding for alternative development. 

2010 Stopped funding large-scale eradication with focus on expansion of Afghan 
government control and counter-narcotics within a counter-insurgency perspective, 
addressing links between narcotics and insurgency. 

2012 Commitment to supporting Afghan NDCS and institutions and targeting narcotic-
insurgent linkages. 
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3. Institutional and organisational structures  

Parallel and effectively adversarial policymaking practices came to be reflected in 
comparable and conflicting organisational structures. The Transnational Institute 
observation in 2006 (TNI, 2006:16) characterised what was to follow: 
 

‘…the structure of counter-narcotics organisations in Afghanistan is complex. 
There are a myriad of different organisations involved, sometimes with 
overlapping responsibilities. This is a reflection of competition within the Afghan 
government, as well as within the international community, over how to deal with 
the drugs problem in Afghanistan’. 

 
With support from the British government, a Counter Narcotics Directorate (CND) came to 
be established under the Afghan National Security Council, with responsibility for strategy, 
coordination and monitoring.  
 
The various implementation responsibilities lay with the Ministry of Interior (MOI), the 
Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development, the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation, and 
Livestock and the Ministry of Public Health (MOPH). However, competition between these 
key ministries has characterised counter-narcotics efforts since then and been a constant 
feature of the counter-narcotics landscape.  
 
Criticism by the US in 2004 of the UK effort and funding of counter-narcotics led the British 
to push for the CND to be established as a Ministry of Counter Narcotics (MCN) to help 
coordinate all Afghan government counter-narcotics activities. But the Ministry never 
secured any operational mandate and remained politically a weak ministry throughout its 
life. It was finally disbanded towards the end of 2019.  
 
The UK government also established a Counter Narcotics Trust Fund in order to increase 
and streamline funding on counter-narcotics activities to the key implementing ministries. It 
was administered by the United Nations (UN) but never gained the support of the US and 
its poor record in terms of fund disbursement led to its dissolution in 2009.  
 
In contrast, the powerful MOI had a special Deputy Minister for Counter Narcotics, was 
strongly influenced by the US and had the lead in implementing counter-narcotics policy. 
As SIGAR (2018:42) usefully summarises, a plethora of Afghan and US organisations and 
programmes were established during the period 2001-2018. Inevitably, this led to 
duplication and overlap of functions and invariably competition; over time some 
disappeared or were absorbed into other entities.  
 
There is something of an Alice in Wonderland syndrome8 in this organisational array (and 
acronyms), and it is no wonder that it was difficult to keep a grip on who was doing what 
and where.9  On the Afghan government side, SIGAR records some 13 organisations, 

 
8 A condition of distorted perceptions and disorientation. 
9 A similar observation has been made with respect to the bewildering number of Afghanistan’s anti-corruption institutions, 
Bjelica, J. (2019). 
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including a Vertical Prosecution Task Force, a Technical Investigative Unit, a Sensitive 
Investigative Unit, a National Interdiction Unit and a Criminal Justice Task Force.  
 
On the US/international side, there was amongst others an Afghan Eradication Force, an 
Afghan Threat Finance Cell, a Central Poppy Eradication Force, a Combined Interagency 
Task Force, an Interagency Operations Coordination Centre, a Joint Narcotics Analysis 
Centre and a Poppy Eradication Force.     
 
As SIGAR concluded with respect to US efforts on institution building (SIGAR, 2018: 138): 
 

‘Institutional capacity building within the Counter Narcotics Directorate and then 
the Ministry of Counter Narcotics yielded few tangible improvements. ... 
 
‘The promotion from directorate to ministry created a separate bureaucratic entity 
in charge of counternarcotics policies and programs, which pulled responsibility 
away from the Afghan National Security Council and failed to gain the backing of 
the wider government. This error was compounded by the fact that the United 
States, UK, and MCN’s other main partner, UNODC, could not agree on a vision 
for the ministry that included a common counternarcotics strategy….  
 
‘It was unlikely that a small coordinating ministry like MCN, which had no 
authority over the line ministries responsible for implementing counternarcotics 
programs and little political stature, could have succeeded in leading a strong 
government-wide counternarcotics effort. … 
 
‘The appointment of a Deputy Minister for Counternarcotics within the MOI to 
oversee and coordinate counterdrug law enforcement activities just prior to the 
establishment of the MCN was an early harbinger of the institutional limitations 
on MCN influence’. 

  
Another way of viewing this would be to follow the line of argument of Keen and Andersson 
(2018) in recognising the competition between Afghan policy elites for the economic 
benefits or rents to be derived from subscribing to various counter-narcotics policies and 
the discourses of their promoters. 
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4. Policy implementation  

An assessment in 2007 (Byrd, 2007) of progress on the NDCS – a ‘sensible National Drug 
Control Strategy but fragmented and inconsistent counter-narcotics activities’ – essentially 
foretold what was to happen over the coming decade.  
 
As the National Alternative Livelihood Policy (MCN, 2014:6) was to note seven years later, 
‘the lack of coordination between the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan 
(GIROA) on one side and funding institutions, international development agencies and 
NGO parts on the other side, and off-budget funding, have been cited as the key factors for 
ineffectiveness of the AL [alternative livelihoods] program and projects implemented to 
date’. 
 
Much is made in counter-narcotics policy documents and in the American strategies of the 
need for balanced and integrated counter-narcotics strategies. The 2007 NDCS 
(GIAoA:2007:16) talked of ‘a clear and systematic approach to the drugs problem …[the] 
approach recognizes that activities need to be effectively sequenced rather than proceeding 
in isolation, and acknowledges the need to build up sustainable institutions to underpin the 
counter-narcotics strategy’.  
 
It sought to prioritise first disruption of the drugs trade and second the strengthening and 
diversifying of legal rural livelihoods, with priorities three and four respectively being 
demand reduction and the building of state institutions.  
 
At the same time, while nominally aligned with the NDCS, US strategy in practice prioritised 
eradication over alternative livelihoods, thereby counteracting the NDCS principle of no 
eradication until such alternative livelihoods were in place. Moreover as we shall see, the 
early US alternative livelihood programmes were at best patchy short-term crop substitution 
efforts with none of the wider support implicit in the notion of alternative livelihoods.   
 
However, even within the US counter-narcotics strategies, the SIGAR report (SIGAR: 2018: 
141-159), drawing on both budgetary data and GIS analysis, found that policy statements of 
balance and symbiosis between the different pillars of counter-narcotics activity were rarely 
achieved in practice. US counter-narcotics efforts, to the extent to which the available data 
allowed analysis, appeared to be carried out, in both Helmand and Nangarhar, in areas 
where there was no alternative livelihood assistance.  
 
Alternative livelihood activities were often more concentrated in the relatively resource-rich 
areas of the two provinces where there was less dependence on opium poppy. 
 
While one might say with reasonable confidence that the bulk of funding of counter-
narcotics activities is likely to have been concentrated in the core borderland drug-growing 
provinces – with projects such as the Helmand Food Zone or with support for counter-
insurgency activities in Nangarhar – there are no specific figures for this.  
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There is evidence of selectivity in funding in general, with more insecure provinces having 
received greater levels per head of population than more secure ones. But this is 
confounded by different levels of ‘development’ spending by military actors (Pain, 2012:11).  
Afghans in the north of the country were certainly aware of greater donor funding in the 
south where there was greater insecurity and opium, and suggested that they should return 
to opium cultivation in order to attract aid money (Pain, 2011).  
 
An analysis by the World Bank (2015) is consistent with this account, finding that 12 ‘high-
conflict’ provinces, primarily the southern belt of provinces (excluding Nangarhar which was 
seen to be ‘low-conflict’) attracted higher levels of international spending in comparison with 
what were seen to be ‘low-conflict’ provinces, but with little apparent effect on poverty 
outcomes in these provinces. 
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5. Analysis of policy areas, actors, processes 
and narratives  

The following sections explore in more detail the evolution of counter-narcotics policy and 
practice in the core counter-narcotics policy areas: the relation between drugs and security; 
peacebuilding; health and livelihoods, and concludes with a discussion of the nature of data 
and evidence that has been used to justify policy goals and practices.  
 
At the heart of the fractures and divides between the various policy actors both within the 
Afghanistan government, between different international actors and between different 
branches of specific governments are different definitions and priorities of what problem it is 
that opium poppy poses; and whether it is a symptom or a cause of the challenges that 
Afghanistan faces.  
 
There have also been varying assumptions about the extent to which context allows or 
shapes individual and institutional choices and what factors or incentives induce 
behavioural change for people and institutions to do things differently. 
  
From prior and often pre-determined starting points in relation to opium poppy, different 
policy actors have elaborated a position of what the problem is and what instruments are 
necessary to address the perceived problem. Implementation has necessarily required 
engagement with Afghan institutional practices with idealised notions of what they should 
be but with scant attention or understanding of how they work in practice and why (Jackson 
and Minoia, 2018).   
 
A case in point has been the approach of the US Bureau of International Narcotics and Law 
Enforcement Affairs (INL) to the opium poppy economy. For INL, opium poppy cultivation is 
simply illegal to be addressed at the production end and stamped out by raising the risks to 
individual farmers of cultivating opium poppy, through crop eradication.  
 
A key target of INL was to achieve a level of eradication of 25% of the crop area, a mythical 
target (SIGAR, 2018: 31) that it was argued would be the ‘tipping point’ at which the risks of 
cultivation for farmers would become so great that they would stop cultivation. This showed 
a poor understanding of the risk environment facing Afghan farmers, the role of opium 
poppy cultivation in managing that risk, and the limits of financial incentives in shaping 
farmers’ behaviour (Mansfield and Pain, 2006).  
 
INL’s strong preference was for aerial spraying which the Afghanistan government would 
not accept (nor were other actors supportive of this approach), forcing them into manual 
eradication which then became subject to local politics and allowed power holders to direct 
eradication towards their opponents. At the same time, US security forces were actively 
working with powerful local players, many of whom had material interests in the opium 
economy, in pursuit of their security agenda.  
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This actively confounded the change model of the INL. For this reason, the US military were 
for a long time highly resistant to supporting the eradication agenda, recognising the trade-
offs that would need to be made in order to do so. 
 
At an institutional level, many of the counter-narcotics policies have made assumptions 
about neutral, meritocratic and democratic ideals of how government should work. It 
assumed an idealised Weberian model of the separation of the public from the private 
sphere – or the formal from the informal realm.  
 
This is despite the fact that global drugs policymaking itself is as much shaped by informal 
institutions and elite bargaining processes as it is by formal organisations and policy 
documents, as SIGAR (2018) amply demonstrates (see also Keen and Andersson, 2018).  
Afghanistan’s social order certainly works to a different set of incentives and behavioural 
practices based on what Jackson and Minoia (2018) term ‘networks of access’. The 
informal penetrates the formal and powerful actors traverse these spheres securing 
economic rents and redistributing them to support their networks and maintain their 
positions.  
 
Given the potential of opium to generate significant rents and consolidate networks of 
access, it is hardly surprising that counter-narcotics policy objectives, focused on how 
things should work, have actually reinforced the very practices that they have sought to 
eliminate.  
 
A good example of the limits of external actors’ ability to ‘game’ informal Afghan political 
networks was the British pressure that led to the removal of the Governor of Helmand, Sher 
Muhammad Akhunzada in 2005. His strong connections to the province and control of the 
Taliban were of value to President Karzai but he was widely believed to be closely linked to 
Helmand’s opium economy.  
 
The British supported the appointment of a replacement, Mohammed Daud, who was seen 
to be ‘clean’, in January 2006 but he lacked the local connections and only lasted a year 
before President Karazai fired him,10 under pressure from allies of the previous governor 
who sought to be re-appointed to the position.11   
 

Drugs and security  
As noted earlier (Footnote 1), US counter-narcotics policy evolved from prioritising crop 
eradication and interdiction to being a policy more closely aligned with the overall US 
counter-insurgency strategy. This is evident from the evolution of US counter-narcotics 
strategies which from 2007 began to focus on coordinating counter-narcotics and counter-
insurgency planning; this became the priority with the 2010 US counter-narcotics strategy.  
 

 
10 https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/blow-for-britain-as-helmands-cleanest-governor-is-sacked-80zdt9k0v0x  
(accessed 15 August 2020). 
11 https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/sacked-for-corruption-and-drug-dealing-but-warlord-seeks-return-to-
power-in-helmand-396351 (accessed 15 August 2020). 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/blow-for-britain-as-helmands-cleanest-governor-is-sacked-80zdt9k0v0x
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/sacked-for-corruption-and-drug-dealing-but-warlord-seeks-return-to-power-in-helmand-396351.
https://www.independent.co.uk/news/world/asia/sacked-for-corruption-and-drug-dealing-but-warlord-seeks-return-to-power-in-helmand-396351.
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It was based on the assumption that funding from the narcotics trade was a key source of 
revenue for the insurgency. Authoritative statements were made about the scale of the link 
between poppy and insurgency, and were used to justify the eradication programme. But as 
SIGAR (2018: 34-35) makes clear, the evidence linking the narcotics trade to revenue for 
the insurgency is at best tenuous and open to interpretation.  
 
There was certainly ‘a lack of consensus on the relationship between the drug trade and 
insurgency’ (op.cit:35), reflecting both the methodological problems of reliably assessing 
the relationship and the tendency for policy-based evidence-making: that is for policy 
positions to take the ‘evidence’ that best suited its aims.  
 
Thus from October 2008 ISAF military forces were mandated, in part in response to the 
demands of those involved in interdiction, to engage in counter-narcotics operations that 
targeted those with a presumed link to the insurgency. This included providing military and 
air support to interdiction efforts.  
 
There was however a degree of opposition to this from some of the coalition partners. The 
military surge from 2009-2011 led to increased funding and a selective expansion of 
counter-narcotics activities. This increased troops and air support in the key poppy-growing 
areas such as Helmand, providing greater support, in line with the counter-insurgency 
strategy of winning hearts and minds, for both interdiction efforts and increasing 
development assistance.  
 
The Helmand and Kandahar Food Zones (see Drugs and livelihoods below) were one direct 
outcome of this. But it was also the case that US military commanders independently 
initiated their own programmes of compensated eradication as in the Marjah Accelerated 
Agricultural Transition Program (SIGAR, 2018: 52), despite the evidence of previous failed 
efforts by the British in 2002-2003 and the objections from others involved in the counter-
narcotics effort. 
 
The military surge also led to increasing alignment between DOD and INL. One aspect of 
this was that military thinking on counter-insurgency increasingly talked of integrating 
interdiction, law enforcement and development efforts in terms of winning ‘hearts and 
minds’. Another was that the military increasingly engaged in joint interdiction operations 
with law enforcement officials.  
 
As is clear from the assessment of the long-term effects of the Helmand Food Zone (see 
below) with respect to opium poppy cultivation, and the efforts to win hearts and minds as 
part of the counter-insurgency strategy, both failed to achieve their objectives.  
 
As Fishtein and Wilder (2011) commented, the focus in the counter-insurgency strategy on 
economic rather than the political drivers of conflict in areas of insurgency activity simply 
failed to address the core political reasons – notably the corrupt and predatory behaviour of 
government actors – for that insurgency. 
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Moreover, the means of implementation of the programme working through local power 
holders simply reinforced the underlying causes of insecurity.  
 
In addition many of the modalities of implementation, including pumping resources rapidly 
into one area with weak institutions; a focus on results rather than processes of change; 
creating perverse incentives in terms of providing higher levels of funding into insecure 
rather than secure areas; and lack of accountability and assessment of outcomes, 
fundamentally undermined the whole approach. 
 
With the drawdown of US troops from 2013, counter-narcotics in relation to security issues 
was downplayed and many of the organisations that had been set up with the troop surge 
were repurposed or disappeared. As SIGAR (2018: 55) notes, in policy circles a general 
disengagement with counter-narcotics issues in reflected both the intractability of the 
challenge, a certain fatigue from the legacy of failed efforts, and a policy area that no one 
really any longer wanted to touch. 
 
But in 2017, the record level of opium production (9,000 tonnes) that was reported by 
UNODC, rekindled the belief of the linkages between the drug trade and Taliban activity, 
and the re-labelling of the Taliban as a ‘narco-terrorist organisation’ (SIGAR, 2018:55). The 
result was a United States Forces – Afghanistan aerial bombing campaign against drug 
labs in 2017-2018, undertaken on the grounds that it would deprive the insurgency of 
revenue.  
 
It was claimed in 2017 that as a result, 25 narcotics processing labs were destroyed, 
thereby depriving the Taliban of US$16 million. Further strikes were carried out in 2018.  
But there are significant doubts (Mansfield, 2019) whether this had any significant effect on 
the Taliban’s finances, let alone on drug trafficking. The consequences of these standalone 
military efforts both in terms of direct effects on opium poppy cultivation and public 
perceptions are far from certain.   
 

Drugs and peace  
After nearly ten years of active military operations, the Afghan government and its 
international allies agreed in 2010 to proceed formally with making peace and showed a 
readiness to speak to the Taliban and seek a non-military solution to the conflict.  
 
At the London International Conference on Afghanistan on 28 January 2010, participants 
welcomed the government’s plan ‘to offer an honourable place in society to those willing to 
renounce violence, participate in the free and open society and respect the principles that 
are enshrined in the Afghan constitution, cut ties with Al-Qaeda and other terrorist groups, 
and pursue their political goals peacefully’.12   
 

 
12 Afghanistan Communique, the International Conference on Afghanistan, London, 28 January 2010, 
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2009_2014/documents/d-af/dv/af-london_conf_jan10/af-
london_conf_jan10en.pdf (accessed 2 August 2020). 

https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2009_2014/documents/d-af/dv/af-london_conf_jan10/af-london_conf_jan10en.pdf
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/meetdocs/2009_2014/documents/d-af/dv/af-london_conf_jan10/af-london_conf_jan10en.pdf
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Looking back, the call for peace followed a widespread military surge that had kicked off a 
year earlier in 2009 under the Obama administration. However, neither the effectiveness of 
a military surge nor the first phase of the Afghan government’s attempt at a reintegration 
process, were properly assessed until later.13   
 
The Afghan Peace and Reintegration Program, as argued in various studies, not only failed 
in its stated goal of the reintegration of anti-government forces such as the Taliban, but it 
also expanded corruption and lack of accountability.14   
 
The Afghanistan National Peace and Development Framework (ANPDF) in 2018 only 
briefly mentioned counter-narcotics, while in the current discussions around the second 
version of ANPDF, ongoing for the preparations of an international donor conference in 
Geneva, no particular attention has yet been given to the counter-narcotics or drugs issues.  
 
This state of denial by the government risks overlooking a significant element of the illicit 
economy in the country. The Taliban continues to bring the old story back, arguing that 
under their rule there was no poppy cultivation and that they could end poppy cultivation if 
they regained power. Nonetheless, neither actors, the government nor the Taliban, have so 
far highlighted the importance of drugs and counter-narcotics in the ongoing peace process.  
 
After nearly 18 months of intense bilateral negotiations between the US and Taliban led by 
the former US ambassador to Afghanistan, Zalmai Khalilzad, on 29 February, 2020 a deal 
was signed between the US and the Taliban. The deal has four core parts:15   
 

• Within the first 135 days, the US would reduce its military forces to 8,600 and its 
allies would also reduce their forces proportionately. In exchange, the Taliban 
promised that Afghan territory would not be used by international terrorist groups.  

• The Afghan government (which was completely excluded from these negotiations) 
would release 5,000 Taliban prisoners and in exchange, the Taliban would release 
1,000 of its Afghan National Defense Force prisoners.  

• An intra-Afghan dialogue would be started to discuss further matters related to the 
country. 

• The US would lift sanctions against the Taliban leaders and would work with the UN 
to lift UN sanctions.   

 
The exclusivity of the deal between the US and the Taliban has been seen by many as 
problematic and undermining of the legitimacy and sovereignty of the Afghan state. But 
equally, the focus of the whole process to establish power-sharing arrangements between 
different political elites and the Taliban at a national level, and an exit or withdrawal plan for 
the US military and its allies from the country, sidesteps really addressing the multiple 
causes of the conflict and the factors that continue to fuel it.  

 
13 SIGAR, 2019. Reintegration Of Ex-Combatants: Lessons from the U.S. Experience in Afghanistan, 
https://www.sigar.mil/interactive-reports/reintegration/index.html 
 
14 SIGAR, 2019. 
 
15 State Department, 2020. 

https://www.sigar.mil/interactive-reports/reintegration/index.html
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Moreover, it does nothing to address the significant level of political instability caused by the 
end of the presidential term in 2019, a widely disputed presidential election and lack of 
consensus among the political elites on how to proceed with the Taliban negotiations.  
 
One of the notable silences is on the question of the role of the drug economy in the 
peacebuilding process. This is hardly surprising in that until this point, the drug economy 
has been viewed almost exclusively from a security perspective. The SIGAR (2018: vii) 
review for example reflects this and is unequivocal about how this phenomenon is seen 
through US eyes: 
 

‘The Afghan drug trade has undermined reconstruction and security goals in 
many ways, including the financing insurgent groups, fueling government 
corruption, eroding state legitimacy and exacting an enormous human and 
financial toll’.16   

 
But as pointed out in different studies, (Goodhand and Mansfield, 2010; Christian Aid, 
2019), drug economies can be a source of order as well as disorder, and can be a resource 
for building and consolidating the power of political elites, and securing wellbeing for rural 
households. This perspective pays more attention to bottom-up and sub-national processes 
of peace and statebuilding and the role of resources in building elite bargains.  
 
It contrasts with the top-down peace and statebuilding processes that have characterised 
reconstruction in Afghanistan, and led to the treatment of the opium poppy economy as 
simply an issue of illegality. This top-down approach continues to be reflected in formal 
Afghan policy, seen for example in the government’s framing of SDG goal 16 which ignores 
the transformative aspects of the opium economy that could be harnessed in moving 
towards the SDGs (Nemat and Pain, 2020). 
 

Drugs and health 
Opium cultivation history in Afghanistan dates back to at least 1100 AD and there has been 
a long history of opium use (Todd et al., 2005). There are three categories of opium users 
in the country. First, traditional users who have historically used Tar yak (opium) for pain 
relief and sleeping, which can lead to dependency or addiction. For example, there has long 
been a population of opium users in the Wakhan corridor of Badakhshan.  
 
Second, there are modern users in-country, particularly among the younger often urban 
generations, who become dependent on heroin or other drugs through drug trafficking 
networks. Third, there are those who as refugees and migrants have become addicted 
while abroad (particularly in Iran), and have been deported or return home as drug addicts, 
dependent on their families or living on the streets.  
 

 
16 SIGAR, 2018:vii. 
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Over the past few decades, Afghanistan’s internal market for drug use has expanded, 
threatening public health. There has been a shift in drug consumption from its traditional 
forms to synthetic substances. The number of drug users in the country has grown at an 
exponential rate over the past decade and, according the recent official figures, there are at 
least 2.5 million drug users across the country,17 necessitating prevention measures and 
the expansion of treatment capabilities.18  
 
But drug use and addiction have remained the most overlooked element of the drug 
economy in Afghanistan. The former representative of the UNODC in Afghanistan, Jean-
Luc Lemahieu, referred to the problem of domestic drug abuse and the lack of treatment 
facilities as ‘a silent and creeping tragedy’.19 Afghanistan is considered to have one of the 
highest drug addiction rates in the world, estimated at double the global average. 
 
The problem goes beyond direct use: studies have shown that children are being passively 
exposed to opium smoke, putting them at risk of ‘abnormal development’ (US, INL, 2010). 
According to the UN, a lack of access to essential medicines in many regions of the country 
means perhaps half of all parents are forced to rely on opium as a sedative or painkiller for 
their children, meaning ‘the next generation of Afghans risks being condemned to a life of 
addiction’.  
 
In a country where around a quarter of the population are adolescents and where use rates 
among the young are rising, the problem of drug use ‘needs immediate attention if young 
people are to be properly protected’ (UNODC, 2014). Female users, while statistics on their 
use are rare, are known to face stigmatisation and encounter difficulties accessing 
treatment.20   
 
Nevertheless, counter-narcotics operations in Afghanistan have focused overwhelmingly on 
eradication and interdiction, with investment in treatment facilities representing only a minor 
fraction of US spending (UNODC, 2009). It is notable for example that SIGAR (2018) does 
not discuss demand reduction, reflecting its effective absence from US counter-narcotics 
strategies for Afghanistan.  
 

 
17 ToloNews, Afghanistan Has Over 2.5M Drug Users: Official, 11 January 2020, 
https://tolonews.com/afghanistan/afghanistan-has-over-25m-drug-users-official (accessed 15 February 2020). 
 
18 Interview with Ministry of Public Health senior official, August 2019, Kabul. 
 
19 United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, 26 June World Drug Day marked in Afghanistan, 26 June 2013,  
https://www.unodc.org/afghanistan/en/world-drug-day-marked-in-afghanistan---26-june-2013.html 
 
20 A Washington Post story on the issue observed that treatment for female addicts is especially bad ‘because women in 
rural, conservative parts of the country -- particularly in places such as Helmand province in the south, the world's largest 
opium-producing region -- are often not allowed out of the house’. The article goes on to cite a case of a woman attending 
a drug treatment clinic who attempted to sell her child. ‘There are lots of stories like that from the women here’, a doctor 
from the clinic is quoted as saying. Rondeaux, C. Afghans Battle Drug Addiction, Washington Post, 6 April 2008, 
http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/article/2008/04/05/AR2008040502600.html 
 

https://tolonews.com/afghanistan/afghanistan-has-over-25m-drug-users-official
https://www.unodc.org/afghanistan/en/world-drug-day-marked-in-afghanistan---26-june-2013.html
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Treatment facilities are woefully inadequate across the country. In 2014, the Afghan 
government stated that 99% of drug users in the country were not receiving treatment.21  
Academic studies have shown that services for users are generally under-staffed and 
under-resourced, and practically non-existent in rural areas (Todd et al., 2012). 
 
In 2019, based on the MOPH plan, a US$1 million budget was allocated for health services 
including psycho-social treatment for drug-dependent inpatients in 32 of the 34 provinces.22  
However, there are no reports indicating to what extent this plan has been implemented 
and goals have been achieved. The majority of treatment centres are supported by the 
Colombo Plan, a World Bank/US-funded initiative that uses an abstinence-based approach. 
 
This approach has, as the historical evidence would suggest (Hall et al., 1990), been 
ineffective: the Ministry of Counter Narcotics has estimated the relapse rate to be over 
90%.23  Only a small proportion of treatment clinics – funded by NGOs – follow evidence-
based harm reduction principles, and they exist alongside unregulated for-profit treatment 
centres (Todd et al., 2012).   
 
A major obstacle to the expansion of evidence-based treatment is the fact that programmes 
funded by the Colombo Plan have ‘negatively portrayed harm reduction programmes, and 
divorced them from dependency treatment, rather than including them in a comprehensive 
continuum of care’ (op. cit). Opioid substitution therapy and methadone clinics, endorsed by 
the World Health Organization (WHO), have been opposed by the Afghan Ministry of 
Counter Narcotics.24   
 
Compounding this problem, those who benefit from the drug trade – including members of 
the government, or individuals linked to the government – may view effective drug 
treatment as a threat to their commercial interests.25   
 
The government recognises not only the negative impact of drug use on the public health 
but also on ‘the stability of society’26 as a whole. To tackle the alarming increase of drug 
users in the country, the government through its Drug Demand Reduction Policy (MOPH, 

 
21 GIROA, Ministry of Counter Narcotics, National Drug Demand Reduction Policy, cited in Special Inspector General for 
Afghanistan Reconstruction, Quarterly Report to the US Congress, 30 April 2014, 
http://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2014-04-30qr.pdf 
22 MOPH 2020. Ministry of Public Health, Financial Year Plan for 2019. UNABLE TO OPEN THIS LINK 
https://moph.gov.af/sites/default/files/2019-07/20.pdf (accessed on 21 July 2020). 
 
23 Rubin, A. Few Treatment Options for Afghans as Drug Use Rises, New York Times, 27 August 2011,  
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/28/world/asia/28kabul.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&&gwh=2A3AFE8C9F95180C40CB20
A9ABCF6E2D&gwt=pay+ 
 
24 In 2019 the Ministry of Counter Narcotics was dissolved during a reorganisation of national ministries. The government 
has stated that this will not affect counter-narcotics policies in the country. 
 
25 Rubin, A. Few Treatment Options for Afghans as Drug Use Rises, New York Times, 27 August 2011,  
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/28/world/asia/28kabul.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&&gwh=2A3AFE8C9F95180C40CB20
A9ABCF6E2D&gwt=pay 
 
26 GIROA, Afghan National Drug Action Plan 2015-2019, https://polis.osce.org/afghan-national-drug-action-plan-20152019 
(accessed 15 February 2020). 

http://www.sigar.mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2014-04-30qr.pdf
https://moph.gov.af/sites/default/files/2019-07/20.pdf
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/28/world/asia/28kabul.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&&gwh=2A3AFE8C9F95180C40CB20A9ABCF6E2D&gwt=pay
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/28/world/asia/28kabul.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&&gwh=2A3AFE8C9F95180C40CB20A9ABCF6E2D&gwt=pay
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/28/world/asia/28kabul.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&&gwh=2A3AFE8C9F95180C40CB20A9ABCF6E2D&gwt=pay
http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/28/world/asia/28kabul.html?pagewanted=all&_r=1&&gwh=2A3AFE8C9F95180C40CB20A9ABCF6E2D&gwt=pay
https://polis.osce.org/afghan-national-drug-action-plan-20152019
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2019) aims to focus mainly on prevention and treatment and has established the following 
objectives: 
 
 

• Expand the reach and increase the sustainability of a nationwide continuum of care 
for the treatment of drug use.  

• Increase drug use prevention programmes across a range of institutions, including 
schools, mosques, the workplace, and media.  

• Increase communication campaigns to reduce drug use and warn of the negative 
consequences of planting opium poppy.27 

 
The Afghan Drug Demand Reduction Policy (2019-23) also aims to: 
 

• Reduce number of vulnerable groups who could become drug users. 
• Prevent children, adolescents and other vulnerable groups from using narcotics sub, 
• Mitigate the socio-economic consequences of drug use in affected communities, as 

well as providing rehabilitation services.28   
 
Some NGOs have come together to form a consortium, such as the Welfare Association for 
the Development of Afghanistan (WADAN) and NIJAAT-Freedom.29 These umbrella 
organisations seem to work closely with major donors such as the INL. To the best of our 
knowledge, no detailed information is available to the public about the actions and impacts 
of the work being carried out by these organisations across the country. 
 
Donors have also been quite hesitant to talk to researchers in the field, apparently for 
security reasons. So there is limited to no information in the public domain about which 
smaller organisations fall under the organisation's umbrella, which fund them and which 
core activities they carry out. The Aga Khan Development Network is also understood to 
separately have had a drug demand reduction programme.   
 
While reducing the illicit drug demand has been one of the main priorities of the Afghan 
policy documents for over 13 years, the increasing number of drug users in the countries 
raises serious questions about the ultimate policy outputs.  
 
According to a survey by the INL in 2015,30 the total number of individuals who have tested 
positive for one or more drugs was estimated to be between 2.9 and 3.6 million; of which 

 
27 Ibid. 
 
28 GIROA, Drug Demand Reduction National Policy 2019-2023. 
 
29 Welfare Association for the Development of Afghanistan (WADAN) is an indigenous, non-profit, nongovernmental 
organisation that envisions a peaceful, drug-free, democratic, developed and prosperous Afghanistan (https://wadan.org). 
And NIJAT is an NGO that provides holistic healing to addicts and their families and to facilitate their reconciliation and 
integration in the society (http://nijaatrehab.org). 
 
30 INL, Afghanistan Drug Use Survey - 2015, October 2016, 
https://photos.state.gov/libraries/afghanistan/941877/Reports/Afghanistan%20Drug%20Use%20survey.pdf  
(accessed 15 February 2020). 
 

https://wadan.org/
http://nijaatrehab.org/
https://photos.state.gov/libraries/afghanistan/941877/Reports/Afghanistan%20Drug%20Use%20survey.pdf
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the number of users of all types of drugs is estimated to be between 2 and 2.5 million 
people. These are shocking statistics and require more attention. One of the potential 
explanations for this alarming increase has been the lack of effective prevention 
programmes.31 Another explanation for a spike in the number of drug users has been a lack 
of sufficient treatment services for drug addicts.32   
 
In summary, while there is a significant level of increase in the number of drug-dependent 
Afghans across the country, the services to respond to the needs of and provide treatments 
for drug-dependent people are non-existent in many parts of the country, or at least very 
weak. It is also the case that the prevention and treatment approaches and methods used, 
even by major donor funded projects, are outdated and inefficient.  
 
The formation of a national NGO umbrella is a positive step towards a more sustained 
response to the need for treatment of drug addiction. But given that this is an initiative led or 
supported by major donors such as the INL, it would be difficult to be optimistic about its 
survival once funding to this sector is reduced.  
 
It is also the case that, despite recognising the issue and creating plans to address it, the 
MOPH does not have the mechanisms to operationalise and turn these plans into 
actionable programmes that prioritise a response to the challenge. Finally, the 
unprecedented drug demand level raises serious questions about how to tackle this major 
problem and how to develop a comprehensive health response in ways that are effective.  
 

Drugs and livelihoods  
A central strand of counter-narcotics policy has been a focus on implementing specific 
projects labelled as alternative livelihoods (or alternative development).  
 
The two key players and funders have been the UK and US governments, although 
Germany, the EU, Austria, Japan, Denmark and Russia have also contributed. For the 
period 2013-2017, the US funded about 85% of the alternative development projects and 
the UK 15%, with co-contributions coming from the other donors (UNODC, 2019).  
 
The total budget for this period was nearly US$438 million. There is no available data on 
the proportion of UK funding allocated to alternative livelihoods out of the total of UK 
counter-narcotics funding for the period 2001-2018. Budget allocations by the UK during 
2005-06 awarded some 46% of the UK’s counter-narcotics funding of £154.5 million to 
alternative livelihoods.  
 
Between 2009 and 2018, it funded two phases of CARD-F to a total of about £60 million, 
although the first phase was more explicitly ‘alternative livelihoods’ than the second phase. 
The other main UK-supported alternative development programme was the Helmand Food 

 
31 Interview with Ministry of Public Health senior official, August 2019, Kabul. 
 
32 Ibid. 
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Zone 2008-2012, to which the UK contributed US$48 million and the US contributed US$72 
million.  
 
As noted earlier, the US counter-narcotics policy of 2004 was structured to resemble the 
NDCS with a pillar addressing alternative livelihoods. But in practice up to 2009, eradication 
received greater priority.  
 
Overall, for the period 2002-2017 (SIGAR, 2018:106), of the total counter-narcotics budget 
of US$8.62 billion, US$1.46 billion was allocated to what SIGAR terms ‘alternative 
development’ projects which, between 2008 and 2015, received US$150-200 million a year.  
 
As the above comments suggest (and see Table 3 below), most of the alternative 
development effort has been implemented through area-based projects in locations 
selected on the basis of their importance for opium poppy cultivation. They have been 
focused largely on simple crop substitution objectives,33 even when labelled alternative 
development, with ambitions for the reduction in the opium poppy area.  
 
For a period, particularly between 2004 and 2010, there were attempts to mainstream34 
counter-narcotics, moving away from area-specific projects. This mainstreaming responded 
to the multi-functional role of opium poppy cultivation by rural households in managing risk 
and uncertainty.  
 
Such efforts (see Ward et. al., 2008) aimed to position opium poppy cultivation within 
broader development planning and take more account of the structural hazards and 
uncertainties of rural life that encouraged opium cultivation as a response.  
 
Key players in this mainstreaming effort included the World Bank, DFID, the Asian 
Development Bank and the EU.  Guidelines for building counter-narcotics considerations 
into the design and implementation of programmes and projects aimed for a broader rural 
development perspective.  
 
To some extent these were adopted in a number of NPPs35 and CARD-F Phase 1 was a 
specific outcome of this mainstreaming approach. But with shifting priorities, the momentum 
to invest in a mainstreaming approach was not maintained. 
 
Two key features characterise the efforts to address opium poppy cultivation through 
alternative livelihoods programming. The first, as SIGAR (2018:106) notes, was the 
relatively short-term nature (between three and five years) of alternative livelihoods 
programming in area-specific projects, and the lack of a long- term focus that a 
mainstreaming approach might have offered:  

 
33 See for example the Helmand Food Zone, (Mansfield, 2019). 
 
34 In the public policy sense of assessing the counter-narcotics implications of any planned policy action, thus offering a 
pluralistic approach, seeing the opium poppy economy as a development problem rather than simply a law and order or 
security issue. 
 
35 National Priority Programs (NPPs) were initiated by the government of Afghanistan in 2009 to focus and prioritise 
government support in line with Afghanistan’s National Development Strategy. 
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‘The [alternative development] programs implemented over the past dozen years 
have in general lacked a consistent and longer-term strategic focus. The 
programs have not been based on an integrated analysis of competitive 
constraints and opportunities and preconditions for long-term sustainability of 
alternative livelihood options... 
 
‘Instead, they have tended to focus on shorter-term approaches largely focused 
on crop substitution, and related agricultural input supply provision and 
cultivation practice and storage training activities . . .  
 
‘Frequently the project vehicles through which [alternative development] 
programs are implemented have had short, two- to three-year life-spans—clearly 
inadequate to the task of fomenting sustainable stakeholder commitment to 
transitioning permanently away from engagement in illicit activities’.   

 
Further, many of the alternative livelihoods projects, although located in provinces where 
there were significant areas of opium poppy cultivation, tended to be concentrated in the 
better-resourced districts (in terms of water, infrastructure and market access), where 
transition out of opium poppy cultivation were possible, and not in the districts where opium 
poppy cultivation was more entrenched.  
 
Indeed as SIGAR noted (2018), there was a lot of labelling of projects as alternative 
livelihoods (see also Mansfield and Pain, 2005), even though there was no specific attempt 
in project design or implementation to understand or address the drivers behind opium 
poppy cultivation.  
 
Many of the metrics of project assessment at best focused on outcomes and claimed 
increase in rural income and jobs created, but more often these were reflected simply in 
terms of project outputs. 
 
Table 3 Main projects with an alternative development focus 
 

Research on Alternative Livelihoods Fund (RALF) 2004-2006 DFID 

RALF’s competitive research grant mechanism was intended to mobilise innovative ideas for the development 
and promotion of alternative livelihoods opportunities in Afghanistan. Research was expected to contribute to 
the RALF’s purpose of developing and promoting innovative alternative livelihood options for rural Afghans 
economically dependent on opium poppy.  

Helmand Food Zone (UK US$48 million and US US$72 million) 2008- 2012 DFID and 
US 

A comprehensive programme designed to shift the province from opium poppy to wheat production through 
investments in inputs, infrastructure and security. Short-term success in reducing opium area but net effect 
simply to displace opium poppy cultivation and five years after the programme ended, opium production had 
reached new record level. 

Comprehensive Agriculture and Rural Development Facility (CARD-F)  
Phase 1 (£30 million)  

2009-2014 DFID and 
Danida 
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Designed as a livelihoods programme to improve licit rural incomes. During Phase 1, CARD-F implemented 
five Economic Development Packages (EDPs) and two pilot EDPs in five provinces, creating more than 6,000 
jobs and generating income of more than US$2 million for beneficiaries. 

CARD-F Phase 2 (DFID £30 million and Danida £21 million) 2014-2018  DFID and 
Danida 

Moved from a livelihoods programme in Phase 1 to a commercial market development programme in Phase 2 
while retaining small scale agricultural activities with a focus on supporting women. In addition to providing 
extensive technical support, training and knowledge to entrepreneurs, CARD-F used a risk-sharing grant 
mechanism to leverage private sector investment. 

Rebuilding Agricultural Market Programme US$143.7 million 2003-2006 USAID 

Focused on infrastructure reconstruction, rural financial services and agriculture technology and market 
development. Included input provision (fertiliser and wheat seeds component). 

Alternative livelihoods programmes North/South/East US$407.9 million 2005 - 2009 USAID 

Countrywide in main opium poppy growing areas, focus on cash for work, infrastructure development and 
inputs provision. A degree of conditionality but no effects on opium cultivation. 

Regional Agricultural Development Program (RADP) North/South/West 
and East (US$301.5 million) 

2014-2018 USAID 

Based on assumptions that high-value crop alternatives would displace opium poppy cultivation, but none 
specifically targeted to address opium poppy cultivation. 

Commercial Horticulture and Agriculture Program (US$40 million) 2010-2018 USAID 

As for RADP with focus on perennial horticulture and off-season vegetables but no clear focus on opium 
poppy effects. 

Incentives Driving Economic Alternatives for the North, East and West 2009-2014 USAID 

As for RADP. 

 
 
The second feature of alternative livelihoods programming, even where there has been a 
claimed ‘livelihoods’ approach, has been an exclusive focus on the income aspects of 
opium poppy cultivation and the promotion of a crop seen to have comparable income-
generating potential.  
 
The promotion of saffron by the Ministry of Agriculture and others has been a classic 
example of this, seen to provide comparable returns, responsive to a high-value global 
market, and as a means of enhancing women’s participation in economic activities (Minoia 
and Pain, 2016).  
 
But sole focus on income and input supply measures ignores the much wider array of 
market support measures (Poulton et al., 2010) that are required if small farmers are to 
navigate the risks of rural markets (Minoia et al, 2015), as well as the endemic hazards of 
Afghanistan that led to a discounting of the future and an unwillingness to invest for the long 
term in order to survive in the present.   
 
And with this focus on income alone, alternative livelihoods programming has ignored the 
wider market support mechanisms, over and above price, within which opium poppy 
cultivation is embedded, including credit, farm gate purchase and access to land, and which 
have made it a low-risk crop in a high-risk environment.  
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As a former head of the UNODC office in Afghanistan observed, ‘rural development, be it 
called alternative development or development for alternative livelihoods in crop-producing 
areas, has shown its failure as a crop-substituting strategy …… as long as the informal illicit 
sector guarantees income and survival benefiting millions of Afghans, it will continue’ 
(Buddenberg, 2012:5). 
 

Data and evidence 
Policymaking and practice have been driven by extensive claims over what exactly the 
nature of the opium poppy problem is, what drives it and what the effects of counter-
activities have been. By any measure, the claims made about the objectivity and 
robustness of the data underpinning the analyses and how they should be interpreted have 
been deeply flawed. 
 
A foundational metric has been that of opium poppy area and estimates of annual 
production. But even assessing these so-called ‘basic’ facts about opium poppy has been 
challenging. 
 
 As SIGAR reports (2018:31), between 2002 and 2004 radically different estimates of area 
were provided by the UNODC and the US Central Intelligence Agency’s Crime and 
Narcotics Center (CNC), reflecting different methods, with the latter drawing on high-
resolution imagery, and the former on mixed methods included field survey. 
 
While improvements in UNODC methods led to broad agreement over time about the two 
different estimates of national-level statistics, significant discrepancies at the provincial level 
remain (see SIGAR, 2018:32). And there are different estimates of opium poppy area by 
UNDOC and CNC in six key opium-producing provinces where specific counter-narcotics 
interventions were targeted.     
 
The robustness of the basic data was one issue but UNODC’s interpretation of that data is 
another. One example, cited by SIGAR (2018:31), concerned the fanciful notion that a 25% 
eradication of the opium poppy area was the critical ‘tipping point’ to provide a deterrent to 
future planting.  
 
There was no empirical basis for this imaginary ‘tipping point’ asserted by UNODC, yet it 
was seized on to justify the eradication impulse of the INL, which spent some US$294.6 
million destroying a total of 9,446 ha. between 2004 and 2009, against a target of 10,000 
ha. per year (SIGAR, 2018:89).  
 
While the notion of a ‘tipping point’ was problematic, as noted earlier, so too was the actual 
implementation of eradication. Self-reporting by the teams responsible for eradication led to 
large over-estimates of achievement until remote sensing data came to be accepted from 
2008 as the best means of providing accurate eradication measures.  
 



 

37 
Drugs and Afghanistan: National policy and actor analysis 

It is difficult to disagree with SIGAR’s conclusion (2018:104) that ‘eradication proved [to be] 
one of the most divisive aspects of the counter-narcotics strategy in Afghanistan ……. and 
perhaps the biggest obstacle to developing a coherent counternarcotics policy’. 
 
Estimating opium poppy area is open to debate; so too are interpretations of what drives 
opium poppy cultivation, and what is the appropriate policy response. UNODC’s assertion 
in 2007 that there was no link between poverty and opium poppy cultivation but rather it 
was about greed, criminality and insurgency (UNODC, 2007: iii), was seized on by US 
eradication advocates to justify their response, argue for aerial spraying and downgrade the 
alternative livelihoods programme.  
 
However as SIGAR noted (op. cit:33), UNODC’s assertion was then challenged by an 
independent evaluation of the poppy survey and shown to be lacking empirical foundations 
(UNODC, 2008:12; 52). Comparable assertions about the links between conflict and opium 
have also been made, seeing conflict as the primary cause of the cultivation of the crop.  
 
One study drew on problematic UNODC district-level opium cultivation data, data on 
Western military deaths as a proxy for conflict, and the assumption that conflict destroys 
infrastructure crucial to alternative crops, to argue that narcotics production was induced by 
conflict (Lind et al.,  2014). 
 
The second area of evidence-building has been around the linkages between counter-
narcotics interventions and their effects. There has certainly been no shortage of claims 
about the causal relations between interventions and effects on opium poppy area. A sharp 
decline in opium poppy area in Balkh 2006-2007, and the way it was achieved, was cited as 
an example to be followed: 
 

 ‘[…] other Afghan provinces should be encouraged to follow the model of this 
northern region where leadership, incentives and security have led farmers to 
turn their backs on opium’. (UNODC and Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, 2007) 
 
‘The poor farmers in Afghanistan’s mountainous North and East who grew poppy 
two to three years ago have now mostly stopped, as security, governance and 
development opportunities have improved in these areas ... and as the recent 
successes in Balkh, Badakhshan and Nangarhar demonstrate’.  (Bureau of 
International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs, 2008) 

 
The evidence to support these claims is not compelling. In Balkh, little evidence could be 
found of development opportunities being provided or of good governance, although the 
existence of security was not in doubt (Pain, 2008). In Badakhshan also, where USAID 
funded a five-year ‘alternative livelihoods programme’, it was argued that alternative 
development had led farmers out of opium poppy cultivation: 
 

‘Over the four-year life of the ADP/N program [Alternative Development Program 
for Northeast Afghanistan], the production of vegetables, cereal grains and 
orchard products increased dramatically in Badakhshan, while the cultivation of 
opium poppy, according to the UN Office of Drugs and Crime, declined more 
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than 99% from 15,607 ha. in 2004 to less than 200 ha. by the time ADP/N ended 
in February 2009’. (USAID, 2009) 

 
For the ADP/N, it was argued that: 

 
‘Badakhshan farmers planted fewer poppies because they made a rational 
economic determination that they could make more money growing other […] 
they voluntarily switched from cultivating poppy […] because ADP/N’s broad-
based, sustainable development programme stimulated economic growth and 
business activity’. (Ibid)   

 
But there is evidence that a fall in opium price combined with a significant rise in the price of 
wheat straw was a significant element in the shift out of opium poppy cultivation at this time, 
and only in certain well-irrigated and market-connected areas did vegetable crops provide 
sufficient returns (Mansfield, 2007) to alleviate the loss of income from opium poppy.  
 
In Balkh though, stronger evidence on the reasons for the cessation of production relate 
more to the ability of Governor Atta, in a manner reminiscent of the Taliban ban, to make it 
known that further cultivation would not be allowed and his being in a position to enforce 
this.  
 
His reasons and motivations for taking this position remain far from clear, but may not be 
unrelated to his repositioning himself as a political figure who could do business with donors 
and the fact that alternative sources of income were readily available to him.  
 
The fall in price of opium and the fact that the bulk of production was in better-irrigated 
areas where crop alternatives might have been available probably contributed to the 
effectiveness of the opium poppy cultivation ban (Mansfield and Pain, 2008). 
 
These examples support the more general conclusions of SIGAR (op.cit: 106), concerning 
the challenges of assessing US-funded alternative development programming in relation to 
counter-narcotics outcomes. There has been a more general problem that is not specific to 
US-funded programmes of programme impacts largely being assessed in terms of outputs 
and at best near-term effects.  
 
There has also been the problem, particularly for USAID-funded programmes, that 
assessment of programme effects have largely, as seen above in the case of ADP/N in 
Badakhshan, been provided by the implementing partner rather than through independent 
evaluation. Both USAID and ADP/N often drew uncritically on UNODC data with little 
awareness of its limitations.  
 
A final point to be made concerns the complex spatial and temporal dynamics of opium 
poppy cultivation. Policy interventions in one place to reduce the level of opium cultivation 
can often simply push the cultivation elsewhere as the Helmand Food Zone well illustrates 
(Mansfield, 2019). 
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Equally dramatic reductions in levels of cultivation one year that have been advertised as 
success have often proved to be temporary, as seen in Nangarhar in 2004-2005 and 2006-
2007 (Mansfield and Pain, 2007: 5-7), since the political agreements requred to achieve 
reduction broke down.   
 
Official data on opium crop area and assessment of the effects of interventions to reduce 
cultivation have rarely if ever taken account of the underlying reasons for changes and 
shifts in the levels of cultivation within and between districts and provinces, nor explored the 
long-term dynamics of cultivation and the underlying reasons for this. 
 

Conclusions and implications 
It is clear from this overview of counter-narcotics policies in Afghanistan since 2001 that in 
practice there is limited evidence of there having been any ‘joined-up’ or integrationist 
agenda (Goodhand et al., 2020) with respect to addressing the role of opium poppy in 
building security, peace or development.  
 
Indeed the balance of effort in counter-narcotics has effectively treated the opium poppy 
economy as a criminal and security issue. While there have been policies that have taken a 
broader view and sought, for example, to mainstream counter-narcotics into development 
programming, the evidence shows that eradication, alternative development and security 
issues have essentially been treated as discrete problems that can be addressed through 
technical interventions.  
 
These include eradication, crop substitution or interdiction. And they have been singularly 
unsuccessful in achieving any of their objectives.  
 
There has certainly been a tyranny of urgency, with the framing of the opium poppy 
economy as an obstacle and route to disaster for Afghanistan. The opening paragraph in 
the 2004 draft Securing Afghanistan’s Future report is unequivocal (GOA/International 
Agencies, 2004:ii), using the metaphor of Afghanistan’s historical location on the 
crossroads of the silk route to describe its position in 2004 when it was faced with a choice: 
 
‘One path leads to a prosperous, financially independent, western friendly moderate 
democracy, which operates a cultural bridge between Muslim and Western societies and in 
this way disproves the thesis around the clash of civilization. The other path sees a descent 
back into a narco-mafia state, characterized by lawlessness and regional militia…. ‘.  
 
This sense of urgency has encouraged hard responses, notably in the form of eradication 
and interdiction activities that, because of the challenges of implementation, have been 
tactical as well as strategic failures.  
 
There have been attempts to link incentives to move out of opium poppy cultivation through 
alternative development, and attempts to link incentives through eradication. Short-term 
time frames, weaknesses in programming and lack of temporal – let alone spatial – 
alignment have rendered both approaches ineffective at best, counter-productive at worst. . 
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But it is the lack of coherence between the major actors in counter-narcotics policy and 
between the branches of government of the major players that is the most striking feature of 
counter-narcotics policy. In short, they have had different and over time conflicting strategic 
interests, and the Afghanistan government (divided as it has been) has not been in a 
position to lead and assert its interests.  
 
It could be described as a classic failure of collective action in that a coherent policy around 
a recognised challenge failed to emerge. But it is also clear that different actors defined the 
policy problems in different ways and therefore there was no coherence around the 
possible solutions. It has to be said that the SIGAR (2018) review in a remarkably frank way 
fully acknowledges this failure of the US effort. 
 
However, it is at the strategic level that the failure has been greatest in that the ambitions to 
achieve security, peace, statebuilding and development simultaneously and through 
incommensurate means, has scuppered any attempts to constructively address the opium 
poppy economy.  
 
Rodrik’s notion of the policy ‘trilemma’ (Rodrik, 2011), in suggesting that all good things 
(economic integration, national sovereignty and democratisation) cannot come together at 
the same time in liberal statebuilding, provides a powerful analogy to draw on.  
 
As Goodhand et al. (2020) have suggested, drugs control, peacebuilding and development 
offer an equivalent ‘trilemma’; and possibly only two of these goals might be achieved at the 
same time. Moreover, the inability to prioritise, sequence and manage the trade-offs 
between achieving security, statebuilding, reducing opium poppy cultivation and supporting 
development, have meant that none of the goals of the reconstruction effort have in fact 
been achieved.  
 
But maybe we should not be surprised since the greater effort by all parties has been to 
play the policy ‘game’ and seek rewards from the engagement rather than necessarily 
achieve policy success (Keen and Andersson, 2018). 
 
So where does this lead us with respect to policy engagement on counter-narcotics in 
Afghanistan? To what extent can evidence be used to inform policy, given the imperatives 
that have driven policymaking and interventions in Afghanistan and how can such evidence 
be built most effectively, given the circumstances?  
 
Karen Brock has identified three approaches to policy engagement.36 The first, is a 
relatively narrow conception of using research and analysis to influence the key makers of 
drug policy at a global and national policy. It assumes an evidence-based approach can 
change policy practice – speaking truth to power as it were.  
 
From the evidence of counter-narcotics policymaking and policymakers in Afghanistan, 
given the arguments of this report, there is little reason to believe that much traction can be 

 
36 Drugs & (dis)order online workshop on Policy Engagement, 21 July 2020 
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gained at present from such a direct engagement on counter-narcotics policymaking in and 
for Afghanistan.  
 
That is not to say however, that wider testimony on the failure of counter-narcotics policy in 
Afghanistan is unimportant, and that different and better policy narratives (Roe, 1996) could 
not be constructed.   
 
The second approach is more engagement with policy and practice and using research to 
influence key players including governments, donors and civil society in the making and 
implementing of counter-narcotics policy.  
 
Given the fractured and politicised landscape in Afghanistan at present, this is not without 
its challenges, but there may be opportunities in specific areas such as drug use and 
alternative development programming to engage in specific ways to influence or inform 
practice. 
 
The third approach seeks engagement with policy and practice to affect social change in 
favour of those most marginalised by borderland illicit economies. This would require 
engagement with peoples’ organisations and their representatives, as well as government, 
society and donors. 
 
There are many ways in which this could be done. At one end, more broadly and in a 
deliberative manner contributing and influencing the public debate on key issues through 
appropriate media formats could be seen as one important avenue to pursue. At the other 
end, identifying and targeting key constituencies where there are opportunities to provide 
strategic support, is another approach.  
 
This might imply a more activist agenda working, for example with borderland communities 
or their representatives (Drugs & (dis)order, 2020) who have been marginal in the opium 
policy debate, to engage with and advocate their interests. The identification of these 
constituencies and the opportunities that they might provide for engagement could be the 
starting point for AREU’s future national-level engagement strategy on counter-narcotics 
issues.  
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