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چكيده

طـي  .  برابـر افـزايش داشـته اسـت    17 سال گذشته، توليد غيرقانوني مواد مخدر در افغانسـتان بـيش از              20طي  
هـاي داخلـي در آن   هاي جنگهايي كه افغانستان در اشغال اتحاد جماهير شوروي بود و همچنين طي سال    سال

در آن زمـان  . المللي به دلايل مختلف به موضوع توليد غيرقانوني مواد مخـدر تـوجهي ننمـود   عة بين كشور، جام 
.موضوعات سياسي افغانستان در اولويت قرار داشت

، افغانستان در پيگيري و اجراي مباحث سياسي كنفرانس بن موفق بوده گرچه 2006 تا 2002هاي طي سال
.د امنيت موفقيت كمتري در تغيير زندگي روزمره مردم داشته استاز لحاظ اقتصادي ـ اجتماعي و ايجا

بينانه مورد نياز است كه موضوعات براي مبارزه با مشكل توليد مواد مخدر در افغانستان يك سياست واقع   
هاي رسيدن به هـدف در ايـن مـورد سـاده گرفتـه      پيچيدة سياسي و امنيتي آن كشور را درنظر گرفته و دشواري    

.نشود

.هاي استراتژيك، كشت مواد مخدر، افغانستانچالش: هاي كليديژهوا
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ABSTRACT

The illicit drug production in Afghanistan over the past twenty years has increased more than 17 fold.  
All during the Soviet intervention and later at the time of the civil war, the international community 
for variety of reasons overlooked the trend as political issues dominated the scene.  Since the removal 
of Taleban from power in 2001, the opium production has been steadily increasing again .  In the past 
four years, Afghanistan with the assistance of the international community has been successful in 
pursuing the political agenda set out at Bonn Conference.  Economically, socially and on the 
provision of security, however, there has been less success in changing the daily life of the people.  A 
realistic policy needs to be drafted with due consideration for complex political and security 
background to the Afghan narcotics problem and not underestimate the constraints on overcoming it.

Key Words: Strategic Challenges, Opium Cultivation, Afghanistan.

INTRODUCTION

The 2006 UNODC report reveals increased poppy cultivation in Afghanistan by 59%

compared to 2005. Except for the reduction of 100 tons in 2005, the drug production in 

Afghanistan since the establishment of the Interim Government after the fall of Taleban has 

increased every year. In 2006, with 165,000 hectares under cultivation, the potential opium 

*E-mail: mamirkhizi@yahoo.com. (Author is a former UNODC staff member: Representative of UNODC in 
Afghanistan and Senior Adviser to the Special Representative of the Secretary-General for Afghanistan 
(UNAMA), August 2002 to August 2004; Senior Policy Adviser to the Executive Director of UNODC, 2000-
2002. Prior to joining UNODC, as the Ambassador and Permanent Representative of the Islamic Republic of Iran 
to the United Nations and other International Organizations at Vienna, elected as the Chairman of the United 
Nations Commission on Narcotic Drugs for 1999 and 2000 Sessions). 
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production in Afghanistan was estimated at 6,100 metric tons.(1) 

In 2005, the area under cultivation was estimated at 104,000 hectares with 4,100 tons 

potential opium production.(2) In 2004, poppy cultivation in Afghanistan had increased by 

almost two-thirds compared to 2003.(3) It was the second year after the establishment of the 

Interim Government in Afghanistan that drug production had increased. There were 
131,000 hectares under poppy cultivation with potential opium production of 4,200 tons.(4) 

In 2003, the first year of the Interim Government, the production was estimated at 

3,600 tons with 80,000 hectares under cultivation.(5) 

What are the reasons for such an increase, when there is an internationally recognized 

and supported Government in Kabul, with the presence of Coalition and NATO forces in 

that country. Does such an increase in production demonstrate the failure of the 

international community in Afghanistan since January 2002?

The history of illicit drug production in Afghanistan suggests the failure of the 

international community over the past two decades to recognize the side effects of their 

policies in Afghanistan and the failure to address the root causes of the problem in 

Afghanistan in a sustained manner.
The players in drug production arena in Afghanistan are two folds: First, the farmers 

who cultivate opium because of variety of reasons and second, the middle-men, traffickers 

and corrupt officials at all levels with huge amounts of profits earned from the illicit opium 

trade and their role in increasing production of drugs in Afghanistan. Although it is 

imperative to address the problems faced by the farmers and the need to provide alternative 
livelihood, the reason behind the increase in poppy production lies behind the second group 

involved and the political realities of Afghanistan which limits the ability of the 

Government and the international community’s actions against them.
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Afghanistan Potential Opium Production (tons), 1986-2006,

POTENTIAL OPIUM PRODUCTION IN 
METRIC TONSYEAR

AFGHANISTAN WORLD

AFGHANISAN'S % OF 
WOLRD PRODUCTION

1986 350 1,821 19
1987 875 2,617 33
1988 1,120 2,794 40
1989 1,200 3,395 35
1990 1,570 3,760 42
1991 1,980 4,274 46
1992 1,970 4,143 48
1993 2,330 4,610 50
1994 3,416 5,620 61
1995 2,335 4,452 52
1996 2,248 4,355 52
1997 2,804 4,823 58
1998 2,693 4,346 62
1999 4,565 5,764 79
2000 3,276 4,691 70
2001 185 1,596 12
2002 3,400 4,491 76
2003 3,600 4,765 76
2004 4,200 4,850 87
2005 4,100 4,620 87
2006 6,100 6,630 92

Source: Annual UNODC Opium Surveys; The Opium Economy in Afghanistan

HISTORICAL OVERVIEW

The drug production in Afghanistan started to increase substantially in early 1980s after the 

Soviet invasion. Before 1980, the drug production in Afghanistan was minimal compared to 

world production and was not considered a threat, regionally or internationally.

In 1980, at the outset of Soviet occupation of Afghanistan, the production of opium in 

Afghanistan was estimated at around 200 tons. It only took a few years for the production 

to double in that country. In 1985, the production was increased to 450 tons. In 1987 and 

1988 there were substantial increases in production and by 1989, when the Soviet 

occupation of Afghanistan ended, the production had increased six fold compared to 1980, 

producing almost 40% of world production.(6) In 2006, the production is almost 30 fold 

higher compared to 1980.
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The world celebrated the defeat of the Soviet Empire and did not even acknowledge 

that they had overlooked for a decade, the production of illicit opium in the country, a 

source of cash for the fighters against the Soviets. As a result, the drug economy got its 

prominent role in the daily life of poor Afghans and became the main element in the 

subsistence strategy of the farmers. It is the outcome of a complex array of social, 

economic, political and environmental processes, with low risk and relatively high 

profitability.

With the end of Soviet occupation, Afghan fighters (Mujahedin) started carving off 

different areas of the country under their influence, fighting each other in a civil war from 

1990 to 1994. In 1995, Taleban movement started sweeping the country and soon 

controlled around 90% of Afghanistan.

In 1990s, Afghanistan was the largest source of opium production in the world. The 

annual average for the amount of opium produced in Afghanistan for the ten years between 

1990 and 1999 was 2,591 tons, which amounts to an annual average of 56% of the world 

production. The lowest was in 1990 with 42% of world production. In 1999, Afghanistan 

produced a record level of 4600 metric tons of opium, becoming the world’s largest 

producer of illicit opium, equivalent to 79% of all illicit opium produced worldwide. An 

estimated 90,983 hectares were under opium poppy cultivation in Afghanistan in 1999, an 

increase of over 43% of cultivated land compared to the previous year.(7) 

Source: Annual UNODC Opium Surveys
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Source: Annual UNODC Opium Surveys

In 2000, opium poppy cultivation in Afghanistan was estimated to be 82,178 hectares, 

representing a reduction of almost 10% compared to the 1999 estimate of 90,983 hectares. 

The production however, estimated at 3,300 tons, was reduced by 28% compared to the 

year before mostly due to drought. The production of opium in 2000 accounted for 70% of 

global illicit opium production. Approximately 95% of cultivation took place in areas 

controlled by the Taleban.(8) 

THE TALEBAN BAN ON OPIUM CULTIVATION

On 27 July 2000, the Taleban supreme leader, Mullah Omar, issued a total ban on opium 

poppy cultivation. With the forceful implementation of the ban in the planting season 

starting in September 2000, the 2001 opium production was estimated at 185 tons. What 

happened in Afghanistan in 2001, by the effective implementation of the ban enforced by 

Taleban, was a historic event, unparalleled in the illegal narcotics business, because of the 

scale of shortfall in supply and the fact that it was done domestically without international 

assistance. Compared to other countries such as Pakistan or Thailand, where the elimination 

of illicit drug production were gradual, taking decades to be successful, one could ask 

whether rapid forced elimination would be the answer.

Although the Taleban cited the religious considerations for their proclaimed ban, some 

argued that such considerations could not be the reason for the implementation of the ban, 
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otherwise it would have been issued much earlier at the time of Taleban’s taking control of 

the poppy growing areas and would have included all aspects of illicit drug, especially its 

trafficking, and not only the cultivation. Despite the Taleban ban, buying, selling and 

trafficking of illicit drugs were not prohibited in Afghanistan.(9) 

The international community tried to figure out the motivations of Taleban in 

implementing the ban. This stemmed out of the general outlook regarding Taleban and lack 

of trust in their actions. There were speculations whether this had been only part of a 

strategy to absorb the stocks and keep prices high. For the six years, since they took control 

of almost 90% of Afghanistan, the harvest had been multiplied and 97% of the area under 

opium poppy cultivation was on territory controlled by Taleban.(10) Suddenly, for the 2001

production season, they decided to declare only the cultivation against the religion.

In a few months after the forceful implementation of non-cultivation, the prices 

jumped ten fold, from $30 per Kg to almost $300 per Kg. The winners were those who had 

bought all the available stocks, no other than the Taleban themselves. The Taleban might 

have had other motivations, such as recognition and international assistance, but the fact 

remains that the losers in this episode were the farmers who were impoverished more than 

ever before.

The author accompanied an international donor assessment mission from Vienna to 

Afghanistan in late April/early May 2001 to examine the impact of the Taleban issued ban 

on poppy cultivation and among others also to assess the sustainability of the ban. In the 

absence of any measures by the Taleban to address the consequences of the ban, other than 

an appeal for international assistance, the mission was concerned that sustainability could

prove over time to be problematic, especially in the east of the country. Small farmers, 

particularly share croppers and itinerant farm laborers, were especially hard hit by the 

economic impact of the ban. In the 2001 production season, Afghan poppy farmers lost 

four-fifths of their income by switching to other crops. Many were left indebted, and some 

had to sell their land.

END OF TALEBAN ERA

With the high prices for the opium and the vacuum created by the ouster of Taleban 

towards the end of 2001 and before the establishment of the Interim Government in 

Afghanistan as the result of the Bonn Conference, the farmers were motivated to cultivate 
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opium again in a massive scale. As a result, the area under cultivation for 2002 production, 

which was harvested between September and December of 2001, rose by almost ten fold 

and the production was raised almost 18 fold from 185 to 3,400 tons.(11) Such a massive 

production by farmers and the increase in prices and profits, motivated more people with 

influence in their regions to cooperate with the traffickers or becoming traffickers 

themselves.

In 2003, compared to 2002 figures, opium cultivation in Afghanistan increased by 8%

and the production increased by 6% equivalent to 76% of the world total production. 

Almost 7% of Afghans were involved in the drug trade, employing 1.7 million people.(12) In 

that year, the opium growing families earned an average of $3,900 and the income per 

capita of the Afghans involved in illicit opium economy was $600. With a population of 24

million people, per capita GDP of Afghanistan in 2002 was estimated to be about $184. The 

earnings of those involved in illicit opium economy in Afghanistan in 2003 was estimated 

at $2.3 billion, 50% of 2002 licit GDP.(13)

In 2004, 10% of Afghans were involved in the drugs trade, employing 2.3 million 

people. The opium cultivation in Afghanistan increased by 64% and production by 17%

compared to 2003. The output of opium for 2004 was estimated at 4,200 tons, equivalent to 

about 87% of the world total production.(14) It was reported that bad weather and disease 

lowered the opium yield per hectare that year. If the yield had remained the same as in 

2003, the production would have been much higher.

In 2004, the opium growing families earned an average of $1,700, 56% less than in 

2003 and income per capita of the Afghans involved in opium economy was estimated at 

$260, 56% less than in 2003, about 25% above per capita GDP in 2003 and 60% above per 

capita expenditure of households of $165 in rural Afghanistan in 2003. The per capita GDP 

of Afghanistan in 2003 was estimated at $207.(15)

In 2004, those involved in the illicit opium economy in Afghanistan, earned around 

$2.8 billion, almost 60% of 2003 licit GDP of the country, an increase of 22% compared to 

2003. The farm-gate price of opium that year was estimated at $92 per kg, 67% reduction 

compared to the $283 per kg in 2003.(16)

In 2005, compared to 2004, opium cultivation decreased by 20% and the production 

was lowered by only 2.4%. The production level however, was still 87% of total world 

production. Almost 8.7% of Afghans were involved in the drug trade employing 2.3 million 
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people. In 2005, the opium growing families earned an average of $1,800 and the income 

per capita of the Afghans involved in illicit opium economy was $280. The per capita GDP 

in 2005 was estimated to be about $226. The earnings of those involved in illicit opium 

economy in 2005 was estimated at $2.7 billion, almost 52% of licit GDP.

In 2006, 12.6% of Afghans were involved in the drugs trade, employing 2.9 million 

people. Opium cultivation increased by 59% and production increased by 49% compared to 

2005. The output of opium for 2006 was estimated at 6,100 tons, equivalent to about 92%

of the world total production.

Between 2000 and 2006, the annual average for production in the seven years was 

about 3,551 tons, almost 37% increase in production compared to the annual average in the 

decade before, and 80% increase compared to the annual average of 1980s. 

 

Source: Annual UNODC Opium Poppy Surveys

It is widely believed that Afghanistan receives only about 1% of total global profits that are 

made in the chain starting with the illicit cultivation of opium poppy to the final retail sales 

in the streets of London or Frankfurt in the form of heroin. The total income from the 1997

production of opium might not have exceeded $200 million. In 1999, the total income for 

Afghanistan from opium was not much higher, since the halving in the retail price of opium 

had almost entirely offset the doubling in the production of opium in that year.(17)

Furthermore, it is not the farmers who are making a financial killing out of opium 
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production. In 1997, $130 million, or about 65% went to farmers and itinerant harvesters; 

the rest was shared by traders and transporters. In 2004, out of the $2.8 billion total export 

value of opium to the neighboring countries, $2.2 billion were made by Afghan traffickers, 

an increase of 69% over the figure of $1.3 billion in 2003.(18) In 2005, the total export value 

of opium to the neighboring countries was estimated at $2.7 billion, out of which $2.14

billion were made by Afghan traffickers. In 2006, the total export value of opium to the 

neighboring countries was estimated at $3.1 billion, out of which $2.34 billion were made 

by Afghan Traffickers.(19) The $2.8 billion in 2004, $2.7 billion in 2005 and $3.1 billion in 

2006 are only what remain for Afghans. It is estimated that along the trafficking route from 

Afghanistan to Europe, Afghan opiates generate a turn-over of about $30 billion annually 

with more than half a million people involved in its international trade and about 10 million 

people (2/3 of opiate abusers in the world) consuming opiates of Afghan origin.(20)

In 2004, the farmers made $0.6 billion, a reduction of 41% over the figure of $1.02

billion in 2003, and 50% lower than the figure in 2002. In 2005, the farmers made $0.56

billion and in 2006, $0.76 billion. The farmers’ earnings in 2006 and 2005 were estimated to 

comprise around 11% of GDP, while in 2004 it was 13% and in 2003, the figure was 22%.

WHY OPIUM PRODUCTION?

In Afghanistan, the agricultural sector is structurally weak, with poor marketing, small land 

holdings and a shortage of agricultural inputs such as improved seeds, fertilizers, basic 

agricultural tools, and access to water and to formal credit.

The farmers choose to cultivate opium because: there is a high cash value for opium; it 

can be stored without the risk of perishing and easily traded throughout the year which 

provides the farmers with relatively secure and substantial cash income; it is one of the very 

few crops for which farmers can receive advance credits at times of need; there is relatively 

short time of six months between planting and harvesting; and there is no risk for them as they 

are protected by the local influential people who are also making enormous profits out of this 

business. Opium cultivation and harvesting is labor intensive. It provides income to the poor 

itinerant agricultural laborers who come from all over Afghanistan to the planting areas.

What we need to ask is whether four years after the fall of Taleban and establishment 

of an administration supported by the international community, are we any where close in 

providing the farmers with badly needed incentives which have been provided by the 
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traffickers for the past two decades?

After the fall of Taleban, the international community expected an immediate halt to 

the production of illicit opium in Afghanistan. It was assumed that drug production was 

only relevant to the rule of Taleban. It was an assumption based on the lack of 

understanding of the history of illicit opium in Afghanistan and its contribution to the 

economy of that country. The history of drug production in Afghanistan over the last two 

decades would have suggested a more realistic expectation which would have resulted in 

policies contributing to address the root causes of illicit opium production in Afghanistan 

and policies which would have affected the daily life of the farmers in that country.

Moreover, looking at the past experiences in the illicit drug producing countries, 

would also suggest a more realistic approach to the problem. Pakistan with 9,493 hectares 

under cultivation in 1992 gradually decreased the production to 2,500 hectares in 2003. Lao 

PDR, with 30,580 hectares under cultivation in 1990, with a couple of exceptional years, 

has gradually decreased the area under cultivation to about 12,000 in 2003. Myanmar, 

staying between 150,000 and 165,000 hectares between 1990 and 1997, has dropped the 

area under cultivation to 62,200 in 2003 . Thailand, with 3,727 hectares in 1991, dropped to 

750 hectares in 2002. Vietnam, with 18,000 hectares in 1990 dropped to 422 hectares in 

1999. Latin America, with 20,886 hectares in 1994 to 8,900 hectares in 2003. They all 

shared something in common: a balanced approach comprising law enforcement and 

alternative livelihood.

According to UNODC, the gross income from a hectare of wheat in 2004 was $390, 

down 17% from 2003 income of $470. In 2005, the figure was $550 and in 2006, it was 

$530. On the other hand, the income from a hectare of opium in 2006 was $4,600, in 2005

was about $5,400 and in 2004, was about $4,600, down 64% from the $12,700 price for 

2003. Even after the 64% drop in the prices in 2004, the income from the opium produced 

per hectare was still about twelve times higher than the figure for wheat.(21)

The farmers make rational business decisions. In an environment, where the power of 

the central government is limited and local players all benefit from the continued 

cultivation of opium by farmers, there are limited risks for the farmers in producing an 

illegal product. The farmer gets easy credit from the traffickers, he produces opium which 

permits him to pay back the loan and have enough left for him to deal with his other needs 
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and pay taxes and protection money to the local authorities.

In the two decades preceding the establishment of the Interim Administration in 

Afghanistan, the number of provinces involved in this business were limited and two 

provinces alone, were producing about 75 percent of the opium production in that country. 

Since then, the know-how has been transferred to many other provinces. Visiting many 

areas of the country between 2002 and 2004, especially the areas where there were almost 

no opium production in the previous two decades, I was repeatedly told about many opium 

experts coming from Southern and Eastern Afghanistan, teaching people how to cultivate 

opium poppy and even investing in their farms.

In 2004, all 32 provinces of Afghanistan were involved in drug production. However, 

most of the production was still concentrated in 6 traditionally producing provinces and 

three provinces of Helmand, Nangarhar and Badakhshan accounted for 56% of area under 

cultivation. Nevertheless, the income produced in the new provinces with even fewer than 

1000 hectares under cultivation is enough to change their economic conditions.

In 2006, 77% of the cultivation in Afghanistan took place in 7 provinces. In 2005, the 

figure was 70% for the same provinces.(22)

CONCLUSION

The opium economy in Afghanistan from 2003 to 2005 was valued at an average of $2.6

billion per year, equivalent to over 54% of average GDP for the same years, employing an 

average of 2 million Afghans per year. No law enforcement policy could be sustainable 

without adequate resources to fill the shortfall and reinvigorate the economy of 

Afghanistan. The INCB in its 2003 annual report reiterates that “prevention of the 

cultivation of illicit crops and their eventual eradication should be of the utmost importance 

to the Transitional Authority of Afghanistan in fulfilling its treaty obligations and can be 

achieved only when the relevant laws are fully respected and strictly implemented while 

sustainable alternative sources of income are provided to farmers.”(23)

For Afghanistan, alternative development is ultimately linked to long term 

development. An extensive and substantial rural development programme goes beyond 

merely introducing alternative crops. No crops will substitute the income that opium 

produces. We need to think about generating work and a licit rural economy with substantial 

government programmes to provide assistance, including non-farm opportunities.
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As hundreds of millions of dollars will be spent to put together a law enforcement 

apparatus to deal with the law-breaking farmers, we need to realize that in Afghanistan, we 

are making the transition in one of the poorest countries in the world from civil war and the 

rule of warlords to the rule of law. The transition will not happen over night, regardless of 

how much money we spend. What we need is patience, perseverance and greater focus on 

making the transition to the rule of law and a market economy where people can have a 

descent life without resorting to illegal activities. The farmers in general are still battling 

with immense poverty.

Parallel to investments in law enforcement, what we need is a focus on investing in the 

infrastructure and security for investments, so that private sector and individual investors 

are attracted in investing in the future of Afghanistan; assistance to the farmers and rural 

communities, in the form of credit with easy terms to invest in licit economy; building the 

needed infrastructure to support the farmers in making the maximum profits from their licit

products; and to establish off-farm opportunities for income generation. Several times the 

amount being spent on law enforcement aspects of drug control needs to be spent in making 

a difference in the life of the farmers in Afghanistan.



_____________________   Geopolitics Quarterly, Volume: 2, No 3&4 , Fall & Winter 2007 19

Summary of Statistics

20062005200420032002DescriptionNo.
165,000104,000131,00080,00074,000Net Opium Cultivation (Ha.)1

8268674741- In % of Global Cultivation1a
15,3005,103NA21,430NAEradication (Ha.)2
6,1004,1004,2003,6003,400Production of Opium (Metric Tons)3
9289877776- In % of World Illicit Production3a

448,000309,000356,000264,000NANumber of Households Involved in 
Opium Production4

2.92.02.31.7NANumber of Persons Involved in 
Opium Production (Million)4a

12.68.7107- In % of Total Population4b

9410292283350
Average Farm-gate Price of Fresh 
Opium at Harvest Time Per Kg 

(US$)
5

6.75.24.74.64.4Afghanistan’s GDP (Billion US$)6

3.12.72.82.32.5
Total Export Value of Opium to 
Neighboring Countries (Billion 

US$)
7

4652605057- In % of GDP7a
2.342.142.21.31.3Gross Profits of Afghan Traffickers 

(Billion US$)7b

0.750.560.61.021.2Total Farm-gate Value of Opium 
Production (Billion US$)7c

1,6751,8001,7003,900NA
Household Average Yearly Gross 

Income of Opium Growing 
Families from Opium (US$)

8

259280260594198
Per Capita Gross Income from 

Opium of Opium Growing 
Families (US$)

8a

291226206207184Afghanistan’s GDP Per Capita 
(US$)9

4,5455,4004,60012,70016,200Indicative Gross Income from 
Opium Per Ha. (US$)10

530550390470-Gross Income from Wheat Per Ha. 
(US$)10a

Source: Annual UNODC Opium Surveys.
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