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Abstract 

Counternarcotics have a history of controversy and importance in Afghanistan, and efforts to 
implement them alongside counterinsurgency doctrines are analysed in this article. The 
author suggests that justifications for such hybrid doctrines, in the form of links between 
narco-traffickers and insurgents, are tenuous and exaggerated. Additionally, the 
implementation of such doctrines comes at a severe cost for parallel efforts to gain local 
support. These claims are made alongside an examination of the economic reasoning behind 
poppy cultivation, misguided priorities in counternarcotics targeting and the backlash that 
such efforts elicit in a significant section of the population. As such, a policy of embedding 
counternarcotics task forces with counterinsurgency forces is at best counterproductive, and 
likely strengthens local insurgency movements. 
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"The Support of the Population Is as Necessary for the Counterinsurgent as for the 
Insurgent”1 

-David Galula, Counterinsurgency Warfare: Theory and Practice 

 

 

 

 

The United States Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA) often justifies targeting “indirect” 
terrorists by pointing to Afghanistan as an example of real “Narco-terrorist” dynamics, 
suggesting that insurgents and narco-traffickers in the country collaborate against coalition 
and government forces. Their self-asserted victimization and bemoaning that American 
military commanders had a “blatant and wilful” disregard2 for disrupting the opium trade 
belies the fact that such commanders were probably aware of the havoc and destruction the 
DEA was inflicting on the counterinsurgency campaign.  

The extent of the DEA’s complicity in the loss of the War in Afghanistan requires its own 
in-depth discussion, but it can be summarized as thus: links between narco-traffickers and 
terrorist or insurgent groups are opportunistic and even unlikely in the absence of external 
pressures. Counternarcotics policies provide just such pressures, simultaneously alienating a 
large section of the population and strengthening local insurgencies.  

The New Yorker among others has suggested that there is “convincing evidence that 
terrorists have worked with drug traffickers”3 without qualifying or developing that statement 
any further. But it should, because the narcotics situation on the ground is anything but 
simple. Does the evidence cited differentiate between farmers who also grow opium and 
farmers who exclusively grow opium poppies for trafficking and smuggling groups? These 
are two distinct segments of the population that may have only a single thing in common, but 
are treated as equally guilty under such blanket statements. 

It is easy to simply dismiss all those who grow poppies as criminals. After all, how could 
people wilfully growing a potent drug that is widely held as one if not the most harmful of 
illicit substances, be anything but evil criminals? But the truth is that most farmers simply 
cannot get by on subsistence crops, and even those managing to do so often find themselves 
unable to improve their socio-economic conditions.   

																																																													
1 Galula, David, Counterinsurgency Warfare: Theory and Practice (London: Praeger Security International, 
2006): pp. 52. 
2 Ginger Thompson, “Trafficking in Terror”, The New Yorker, December 14 2015, 
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/12/14/trafficking-in-terror.  
3 Ibid. 
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Table	1:	Local	justification	for	poppy	cultivation	(2008)	

	

Source:	The	Asia	Foundation,	‘Afghanistan	in	2008:	A	Survey	of	the	Afghan	People’	Table	3.4,	pp.	37	[online]	Available	at:	
http://asiafoundation.org/resources/pdfs/Afghanistanin2008.pdf	(2008).	 	

Figure	1:	Reasons	for	opium	cultivation	in	2007	and	2008	

	

Source:	United	Nations	Office	on	Drugs	and	Crime,	“Afghanistan	Opium	Survey	2008”	Figure	43,	pp.	105	[online]	Available	
at:	https://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan_Opium_Survey_2008.pdf	(November	2008).	

The DEA has repeatedly asserted that the damage done by overzealous counter-narcotics 
officers is more than paid off by the denial of another source of revenue to local insurgents,4 a 
notion shared by a few academics5 (nowhere near a majority).6 7 8 Funding has been secured 
																																																													
4 Ginger Thompson, “Trafficking in Terror”, The New Yorker, December 14 2015, 
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/12/14/trafficking-in-terror. 
5 Kilcullen, David, The Accidental Guerrilla (C. Hurst & Company Publishers, August 2011): pp. 65. 
6 Goodhand, Jonathan ‘Corrupting or Consolidating the Peace? The Drugs Economy and Post-conflict 
Peacebuilding in Afghanistan’, International Peacekeeping, 15:3, 405-423 (2008). 
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by inflating the magnitude of the threat, suggesting that the Taliban could be “turning to the 
estimated $400 billion per year drug market”9 to enhance their capabilities. In real numbers, 
estimates of Opium based yearly revenues for the Taliban came to $70 million for 200910, 
seemingly impressive but paling in comparison to the $272 million spent on counternarcotics 
operations for the first five months of 2009 alone. Counternarcotics operations costs for the 
entirety of the “official” War in Afghanistan between 2002 and 2014 come closer to $7.5 
billion11.  

Table	2:	Funding	of	U.S.	Efforts	in	Afghanistan	($US	Millions).		

Counter-narcotics	
Operations	

2002	 2003	 2004	 2005	 2006	 2007	 2008	 2009	

(Jan-
May)	

Interdiction	 1	 3	 76	 338	 137	 323	 251	 188	

Eradication	 39	 0	 50	 257	 138	 177	 183	 46	

Alternative	Livelihood	 0	 0	 0	 175	 140	 229	 180	 38	

Other	CN	 0	 0	 0	 5	 5	 8	 5	 0	

Total	 40	 3	 126	 775	 420	 737	 619	 272	

Source:	Department	of	Defense,	‘Report	on	Progress	Toward	Security	and	Stability	in	Afghanistan’	Table	19,	pp.	65;	
Government	of	the	United	States	of	America	[online]	Available	at:	
http://www.defense.gov/pubs/pdfs/1230_June%C2%AD2009Final.pdf	(June,	2009).	

Even by the DEA’s own standards, it is laughable that as recently as 2014 the agency has 
claimed that counternarcotics programs “play an important role in preserving the progress 
made over the past 13 years”12. Treating eradication programs as a success requires an 
extremely flexible definition of the term after even a superficial look at results from Helmand 
province, which contains both the highest levels of poppy production in the country and a 
majority of eradication operations.  

																																																																																																																																																																																													
 
7 Glaze, John A., 'Opium and Afghanistan: reassessing US counter-narcotics strategy' US Army War College, 
(2007). 
8 Felbab‐Brown, Vanda. "Afghanistan: when counternarcotics undermines counterterrorism." Washington 
Quarterly 28.4 (2005): 55-72. 
9 Soiles, James, ‘After Withdrawal: The Way Forward in Afghanistan and Pakistan (Part III)’ Government of 
the United States of America, Department of Justice, (10 December 2014). 
10 Risen, James, “U.S. To Hunt Down Afghan Drug Lords Connected Tied to Taliban” The New York Times (9 
August 2009). 
11 Howell, Kelan, “Pullout peril: Afghan opium skyrockets, funds terror as U.S. troops pack up” The 
Washington Times (30 April 2014). 
12 Soiles, James, ‘After Withdrawal: The Way Forward in Afghanistan and Pakistan (Part III)’ Government of 
the United States of America, Department of Justice, (10 December 2014). 
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Table	3:	Poppy	cultivation	and	eradication	levels,	2006-2010	

Province	 Cultivation	
2006	(ha)	

	2007	
(ha)	

	2008	
(ha)	

	2009	
(ha)	

2010	
(ha)	

2009-2010	
change	

Eradication		
2009	(ha)	

Eradication		
2010	(ha)	

Helmand			 69324	 102770	 103590	 69833	 65045	 -7.00%	 4119	 1602	

Source:	United	Nations	Office	on	Drugs	and	Crime,	“Afghanistan	Opium	Survey	2010:	Summary	Findings”	Table	1,	pp.	3	
[online]	Available	at:	http://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-
monitoring/Afghanistan/Afg_opium_survey_2010_exsum_web.pdf	(September	2010).		

According to the UNODC, the DEA has spent $10 dollars for every $1 insurgents earn, 
simply to eliminate around 7% of production potential that may not even be linked to those 
same insurgents. This last point is crucial, because it reveals another often misunderstood 
element of the Afghan context, the fact that actors on the ground do not behave in a zero-sum 
manner. Farmers do not automatically support the insurgency if they hate the Kabul 
government, nor do they support coalition and government forces if they do not support the 
insurgency. Eradication operations tend to be concentrated around areas of government and 
coalition control, often accompanying large-scale operations such as Operation Moshtarak in 
2010.  

Map	1:	Governor-led	eradication	in	Helmand,	2010	

	

Source:	United	Nations	Office	on	Drugs	and	Crime,	“Afghanistan	Opium	Survey	2010:	Summary	Findings”	pp.	21	[online]	
Available	at:	http://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afg_opium_survey_2010_exsum_web.pdf	
(September	2010).	

The result is that those segments of the rural population closest to counterinsurgents are 
disproportionately affected in comparison to farmers situated outside the government’s 
control. It is understandable that counternarcotics officers may be reluctant to carry out their 
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operations in areas firmly under insurgent control, but that further undermines claims that 
eradication operations impact the Taliban’s self-financing. 

The impact on counterinsurgency efforts can seem negative, but these counternarcotic 
efforts are also quite simply wrong, and dangerously so. Were you a farmer with the entirety 
of your land on the road to Lashkargah, you could have benefited from the protection of 
coalition forces, perhaps a new medical facility, and free elections. Those benefits are 
unlikely to be on your mind when the next coalition patrol is accompanied by a selection of 
the DEA’s “FAST”13 teams tasked with burning farms such as your own. If you are one of 
the lucky ones, you may be offered food vouchers and loans for re-seeding your plantation 
with subsistence crops that will earn you a tenth of your previous revenue. There is no 
mention as to the fate of farmers outside zones where such reimbursement does not exist, and 
there is no other recourse for “criminals” who have just lost their livelihoods. The notion that 
such farmers are anything but lost in counterinsurgency terms is nothing short of offensive.  

To further compound these mistakes, both insurgents and farmers have recognized the 
undue attention provided to farmers within 
government-controlled areas. The result has 
been consistent invitations by farmers in such 
areas for Taliban protection against 
eradication teams.14 The appearance of such 
Province Eradication Teams (PEFs) has often 
presaged the targeting of Narcotics officers15 

and violent backlashes.16  

 

Table	4:	Security	incidents	during	PEF	efforts	

	

Source:	United	Nations	Office	on	Drugs	and	Crime,	“Afghanistan	Opium	Survey	2010:	Summary	Findings”	pp.	18	[online]	
Available	at:	http://www.unodc.org/documents/crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afg_opium_survey_2010_exsum_web.pdf	
(September	2010).	

 Poppy cultivation is not simply relegated to a few dozen farmers in remote areas of 
Afghanistan. The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime listed 14.3% of the population 
																																																													
13 Ginger Thompson, “Trafficking in Terror”, The New Yorker, December 14 2015, 
http://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2015/12/14/trafficking-in-terror. 
14 Dressler, “Securing Helmand”:  pp. 19. 
15 Shah, Taimoor, and Shah, Pir Zubair “Suicide bomber kills 11 in Afghanistan” The New York Times (17 
March 2009).  
16 UNODC, “Afghanistan Opium Survey 2008” [online] Available at: 
https://www.unodc.org/documents/publications/Afghanistan_Opium_Survey_2008.pdf (August 2008): pp. 79. 

 
Figure	2:	IED	explosion	after	a	PEF	operation	

Source:	United	Nations	Office	on	Drugs	and	Crime,	“Afghanistan	Opium	Survey	
2008”	(November	2008):	pp.	79.	
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(3.3 million people) in 2007 as directly involved in opium production.17 40% of the 
population deemed it acceptable to cultivate poppies for economic reasons.18 Both numbers 
are likely understated as one would expect of an admission of criminal liability to an 
unknown surveyor, but the point stands. This is not and has never been a sideshow to the 
conflict in Afghanistan, but is rather an intrinsic contributing factor to counterinsurgency 
failures in the country. If there is any new lesson to be learned and applied as Afghanistan 
seemingly descends back into chaos, leaving counternarcotics out of future 
counterinsurgency operations may be the simplest and most constructive of all.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Blog posts and analysis papers represent personal opinions of individual authors and do not 
necessarily represent the views of Ramen IR, other authors, or any of their organizations or 
affiliations. 

																																																													
17 UNODC, “Afghanistan Opium Survey 2007: pp. 1. 
18 ACSO, “Afghanistan" (December 2006): pp. 2. 


