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The Republic of Afghanistan had been at the cross road of civilization, the country is the major contributor to 

the world culture. However, from the past quarter century, the country finds into an unprecedented treat of 

narcotic production and consumption. Afghanistan is widely known as the largest producer of world’s supply of 

heroin. Opium production in the region is related to political economy of the region. The trade is happening at 

higher level both formal and informal. That shows the political economy behind the opium production. The 

approach of major powers to turn a blind eye towards the involvement of political and higher officials is not 

guided by the security treat, but it is guided by political economic potential, which is reflected in the ‘re- 

 In this context the study would attempt to access many complex issues related to narcotic trade in Afghanistan, 

although it will not address all the issues related to it; however the study is a humble attempt to address most of 

them. The study will also access to attempt consequences of opium on security of Afghanistan and its impact on 

Tajikistan. As the problem has an impact on the Country.  

Key Words: ―Afghanistan‖,  ―Narcotic Trade‖, ―Producer‖, ―Poppy Cultivation‖, ―Taliban‖, ―United Nation‖,  

―US‖, ―Tajikistan‖. 

I.INTRODUCTION 

"Many years ago a wise old Afghan man once told me 

the mythical story of how God made Afghanistan. 

'When Allah had made the rest of the world, He saw that there was a lot of 

rubbish left over, bits and pieces and things that did not fit anywhere else. He 

collected them all together and threw them down on to the earth. That was 

Afghanistan,' the old man said."  

-Ahmed Rashid, Taliban: The Story of the Afghan Warlords, London, Pan Books, 2001. 
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Looking at the map of Afghanistan, it is surrounded by Muslim countries. In the north lies the Central Asian 

Republics, xingiang proviance
i
 of china in the North-East touching the narrow strip of the Wakhan Corridor,

ii
 to 

the East, South, and Southwest lies Pakistan and the west is Iran. The second major observation is that it is 

central to the critical and unstable regions of west Asia and South Asia. It is land locked country and serves as a 

valued corridor for the rich gas and oil resources in the Central Asian Republics to the Arabian Sea. Conversely, 

it gives access to the market in Central Asia and therefore a country of great interests for regional and world 

powers.
iii

 

      Opium from Afghanistan is consumed in the Pakistan and CARS
iv
. However, the primary destination of the 

supply is Europe and North America.
v
 The other destinations are America and the other parts of the world and 

―and unfortunately in, also Russia. The number of drugs addicts is increasingly everywhere, but in Russia, the 

change is noticeable‖,
vi
 The Narcotic production mainly produced in the Helmand and Nangrhar. The crops 

dried then are refined in small laboratories on and across the Pakistan border and is shipped out via Karachi and 

the Central Asian Republics.
vii

 

   According to UN Regional Office for Drug Control and Crime Prevention, approximately 65 percent of the 

Narcotics from Afghanistan follow the route Afghanistan-Tajikistan-Kazakhstan-Russia-Europe.
viii

 According to 

the UNODC, ―The Balkan and northern routes are the main heroin trafficking corridors linking Afghanistan to 

the huge markets of the Russian Federation and Western Europe. The Balkan route traverses the Islamic 

Republic of Iran (often via Pakistan), Turkey, Greece and Bulgaria across South-East Europe to the Western 

European market, with an annual market value of some $20 billion.‖
ix

 The trade is very much in the hands of 

international crime syndicates, such as the Russia mafia, and also known that the Kurdistan workers Party in 

Turkey is heavily involved in the trade as a means of financing its terror campaign against Turkish state.
x
Large 

quantities of chemicals particularly acetic and hydride reportedly enter from Central Asia, Europe and India.
xi

 In 

the Afghan Transit Trade Agreement, 
xii

the land locked country got an access to trade its goods imported to the 

outside world via Middle East and Pakistan. The trade was mostly in legal terms in the past, but after the onset 

of civil war reverse transmission took place, whereby the trade happen in illegal terms.
xiii
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II.THE AFGHAN ECONOMY AND OPIUM  

The 2004 United States Development Program ranked Afghanistan on 173 out of 177 countries, using Human 

Development Index (HDI), with Afghanistan near or at the bottom of virtually every development indicator 

including nutrition, infant mortality, life expectancy and literacy.
xiv

 Several factors encourage opium production, 

the greatest being economic: the high rate of return on investment from opium poppy cultivation has driven an 

agricultural shift in Afghanistan from growing traditional crops to growing opium poppy.
xv

 Opium cultivation 

on this scale is not traditional and in the area controlled by the Helmand Valley Authority in the 1950s the crop 

was largely suppressed.  

 Despite the fact that only 12 percent of its land is arable, agriculture is a way of life for 70 percent of 

Afghans and is the country‘s primary source of income.
xvi

 During good years, Afghanistan produced enough 

food to feed its people as well as supply for export. Its traditional agricultural products include wheat, corn, 

barley, rice. Cotton, fruit, nuts, and grapes. However, its agricultural economy has suffered considerably
xvii

.   

 Poppy cultivation and the Opium Trade have been said to have had more significant impact on the 

cultivation in Afghanistan than the impact of wheat farming and livestock trading.
xviii

 As farmers in Afghanistan 

were once heavily reliant on wheat farming to make sufficient income, the development of poppy cultivation has 

given many of these farmers a boost in capital, even though the Opium Trade may be a more dangerous product 

to distribute. In addition, as the demand for Opium has elevated, women have more opportunity to work in the 

same setting as their male counterpart.
xix

  

 Afghanistan‘s rugged terrain encourages local autonomy, which in some cases, means local leadership 

committed to an opium economy. The terrain makes surveillance and enforcement difficult. Afghanistan‘s 

economy has thus evolved to the point where it is now highly dependent on opium.
xx

 Although less than 4 
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percent of arable land in Afghanistan was used for opium poppy cultivation in 2006, revenue from the harvest 

brought in over $ 3 billion- more than 35 percent of the country‘s total gross national product (GNP). According 

to Antonio Costa, ―Opium poppy cultivation, processing and transport have become Afghanistan‘s top 

employers, its main source of capital and the principal base of its economy.‖
xxi

 Today, a record 2.9 million 

Afghanis from 28 of 34 provinces are involved in opium cultivation in some way, which represent nearly 10 

percent of the population.
xxii

 Although Afghanistan‘s overall economy is boosted by opium profits, less than 20 

percent of the $ 3 billion in opium profits actually goes to impoverished farmers, while more than 80 percent 

goes into the pockets of Afghan‘s opium traffickers and kingpins and their political connections. Even profits 

are generated outside of Afghanistan by international drug traffickers and dealers.
xxiii

 

III.DRUG CULTIVATION     

In Afghanistan among the settled farmers there is diversity in land tenure; access to cultivable land etc regarding 

opium cultivation is concerned.  There is also diversity in the levels of cultivation from province to province or 

district to district. In some areas the farmers are able to generate sufficient return on their opium whereas at 

some places they have failed to reply the extensive debts. The cultivation of opium in Afghanistan is not 

uniform. The poppy cultivation is more in the areas that have poor soil and limited irrigation and where access 

to agriculture input is constrained. Also the agriculture of poppy is not confine to marginal areas, mountain areas 

but also some fertile, well irrigated and physically accessible areas. Helmand and Nangarhar provinces have 

from the traditional times called as ―bread bowl‖ and ―fruit basket‖.
xxiv

 

     The insecurity, particularly in the southern province of Helmand, and widespread corruption fuelled a surge 

in cultivation in 2006 and 2007, pushing opium output to all-time highs. In 2008, poppy cultivation decreased in 

north-central and eastern Afghanistan, while drug activity became more concentrated in the south and west. 

National poppy cultivation and opium production totals dropped slightly in 2008, as pressure from provincial 

officials, higher wheat prices, drought, and lower opium prices altered the cultivation decisions of some Afghan 

poppy farmers. Some experts have questioned the sustainability of rapid changes in cultivation patterns
xxv

 the 

environment in Afghanistan has been proved to be suitable for Poppy cultivation. It has been observed that over 

past decade,  Opium Poppy has also spread from 54 districts in 1994 to more than 160 districts in 2004.Almost 

it is now present in 34 Afghan provinces, as compared with just 8 in 1994.
xxvi

 

 

IV.CHALLENGING THE CONVENTIONAL WISDOM 

Conventional wisdom holds that poppy cultivation in Afghanistan is because of the economic reasons, the 

farmers cultivate poppy for profit purposes. However some other purposes are also involved.
xxvii

It has been 

analysed that there is a link between local militia commanders and poppy cultivators. Many of the commanders 

financed their militia through drug money and encouraged farmers to produce more poppy, were holding senior 
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positions in the government.
xxviii

 While analysing the condition in Afghanistan it has been observed that in the 

whole Southern Afghanistan, the institution of government are not available. Provincial governors themselves 

rely on the warlords and drug lords for their own protection, and in exchange they close their eyes on their illicit 

activities.
xxix

         

   Although the international agencies have attributed to the problem as the complete lawlessness especially the 

activities of warlords, however the CIA
xxx

 used them for anti Al Qaeda operations=. The Afghan leaders have a 

massive task to eradicate the problem as some of its leaders depend on Narcotic trade
xxxi

 

In order to break the conventional wisdom the other reasons considered possible for Narcotic production and 

consumption may be including the lack of alternative agricultural opportunities for Afghan farmers, the role of 

warlords and patronage mechanisms, and the deep involvement of the whole administrative apparatus in the 

drug industry. Indeed, in Afghanistan, drug trafficking has become an official activity as much—if not more—

than it is an insurgent one.
xxxii

 

V.QUANTITY 

 

In spite of the counternarcotics efforts taken by both national and international community the cultivation of 

poppy in Afghanistan had dramatically increased in recent years, notwithstanding the 2015 decline
xxxiii

 

The trade has gone to the extent that in 2016, it was estimated that 80% percent of the world‘s Opium supply 

came from Afghanistan. Estimated production has risen by 43 percent in 2016 compared with 2015 levels, 

according to latest Afghan Opium Survey figures released by Afghan Ministry of Counter Narcotics and United 

Nations Office on Drugs and Crime.
xxxiv

 In the year 2014 the area under poppy cultivation was estimated at 

224,000 hectares, a record high and a rise of around 7 per cent compared with 2013. The country witnessed a 19 

per cent decline in cultivation levels from 224,000 hectares in 2014 to 183,000 in 2015, and saw the estimated 

opium production level drop from 6,400 tons to 3,300 tons over the same period.
xxxv

 

      In 2007 Afghan opium production climbed to a staggering 8,200 metric tons (mt).As a result of the 

subsequent oversaturation of the illicit opiates  market and the intense outbreak of a poppy disease, production 

fell to 3,600 mt in 2010; it then rose again to 5,800 mt in 2011, and remained with some fluctuations at this 

level.
xxxvi

Opium poppy cultivation levels of 165,000 hectares in 2006 an increase of 59 percent since 2005.
xxxvii

 

According to the 2015 UNODC World Drug Report, Afghanistan accounted for 85 per cent of global opium 

production and 77 per cent of global heroin production. Afghanistan has one of the highest opiate addiction rates 

in the world with 2.65 per cent of the population reportedly abusing opiates. Afghanistan produces some 90 per 

cent of the world‘s output of opium, posing a major challenge for the international community.
xxxviii

 



 

139 | P a g e  

 

By USG estimates, Afghanistan produce 1,350 MT of opium gum in 1998, compared to 1,265 MT in 

1997.Opium poppy cultivation increased fro 39,15 ha. in 1997 to 41,720 ha. In 1998, representing a 7 percent 

increase.
xxxix

 

     The cultivation of Opium rose to a record of high of 193,000 ha in 2007,only marginally falling to 123,000 

ha in 2009.
xl

Afghanistan was considered as one of the larger producers of poppy. This is estimated by the fact 

that in 1996, Afghanistan produces about 2300 metric tonnes of Opium, rivalling Myanmar as the largest 

producer.
xli

  

VI. IMPLICATIONS ON CENTRAL ASIAN STATES PARTICULARLY TAJIKISTAN  

The Narcotic Production in Afghanistan has adverse consequences
xlii

 not only in Afghanistan but also in other 

regions
xliii

 of the world. The Problem of the Narcotic production in Afghanistan has an impact on all the 

countries of Central Asia particularly Tajikistan. It has consequences are felt devastating effects on the region. 

This is proved by the fact that heroin use is on the rise in Central Asia and rates of HIV infection are also 

increasing across the region. The drug trade pose challenge to the local law enforcement as organized criminal 

groups form.
xliv

The trafficking of the produce in Afghanistan destabilizes the other regional countries adjacent 

to Afghanistan by encouraging crime, violence, and corruption – especially if those states are already 

economically and politically unstable. It also increases insecurity in the form of drug addiction and the spread of 

HIV and AIDS in the region.
xlv

As the world Political Economy of west or east do not exist in isolation in the 

present context, but within the context established by the International system. In formulating the policies 

intended to facilitate economic growth and social cohesion, governments react not to just the interests and power 

of domestic groups but to constraints and incentives provided by the world political economy.
xlvi

 

         Historically, opium has been used in Afghan communities as medication for different conditions, 

particularly pain and respiratory complaints. Opium use also has a traditional role in the societies of some 

groups. There are few national estimates of opium use in Afghanistan; the highest regional use is noted in north 

eastern Badakhshan Province 
xlvii

along the Tajik border, with 20–30% of the local population estimated to be 

addicted. High use rates have also been reported in districts of Herat and Farah Provinces. 
xlviii

Afghanistan will 

resemble the narco-terror of Mexico
xlix

 rather than the Islamist-based insurgency of today. In either case, 

criminals involved in heroin production are a destabilizing threat, particularly in the geopolitical context of 

South Asia, and should be addressed as such.
l
 

        These effects are not limited solely to the region, however, as illicit drugs from Afghanistan also regularly 

reach distant markets. The Northern American market is provided with Mexican and Colombian heroin, 

European consumption is supplied in a large part by heroin from South-West Asia, mostly from Afghanistan. 

The route through which Afghan opiates reach the European markets through two main routes. One is the 

traditional ―Balkan Rout‖ via Pakistan, Iran, and Turkey. Turkey has become the main staging post from where 

narcotics take either the direction of the Central European route (Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary, and Czech 

Republic) or can be smuggled through Albania and the former Yugoslav republics. While as the main trafficking 
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route is known as the ―Silk Road‖
li
 which runs from Afghanistan through post-Soviet Central Asia to Russia

.
 

From there, Afghan heroin can also make its way to Europe.
lii

 
Through the study 

 Was 
co

nducted by the UNODC 

liii
they estimated that in 2004, one quarter of total Afghan opiate exports (500 tons of morphine and heroin, and 

1,000 tons of opium) were smuggled through Central Asia? 

Taking the case of Tajikistan, it is also serves as border of crossing Afghan opium. The western borders 

of the country provide routes into Central Asia.
liv

According to the US Department of State, Tajikistan
lv
 

represents a particularly attractive transit route for illegal narcotics. Every year 80-120 tons of Afghan heroin are 

smuggled through this country several factors could explain why this country has become one of favoured 

transit routes of Afghan narcotics. The civil war
lvi

 in this country in the early 1990s severely affected its social 

and the economic situation, and they continue to suffer from rampant corruption, political instability, few 

economic opportunities and high unemployment rates. Tajikistan
lvii

 is in fact the poorest of the former Soviet 

Republics. Geographically, it shares more than 1,000 kilometres of porous borders with Afghanistan. The 

International Narcotics Control Strategy Report details that significant quantities of drugs are smuggled across 

the Pyanj River that forms large part of the Afghan-Tajik border, which can be easily crossed at numerous 

points without inspection due to the lack of adequate border control. The US Department of State also identifies 

Kazakhstan
lviii

 as a major transit country for opiates from Afghanistan to Russia and Europe. This is principally 

due to its geographic location and the openness of its borders. According to the INCSR report, drug related 

crime has increased tremendously in this country. The other Central Asian Republic directly involved in this 

illicit narcotics trade, similarly identified in the INCSR report, is Uzbekistan.
lix

  

 

Source: Opiate Trafficking out of Afghanistan, Wiki Leaks 
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VII.CONCLUSION 

Afghanistan‘s overall economy is boosted by opium profits, which contributed to the Civil War in Tajikistan 

and then consequent military and political instability in Tajikistan. There is very interesting vicious circle of 

drug trade, where causes and consequences have changed place. The situation has deteriorating impacts 

particularly in Tajikistan and Southern Kyrgyzstan. After a failed war on drugs from decades of ineffective drug 

policies, something must be done to combat the growing drug economy. There should be a universal legislation 

that should provide a viable solution. 
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