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Abstract 
 
The illicit narcotics industry in Afghanistan dominates the economy and pervades 

all aspects of the international heroin market.  In a country devoid of many other 

natural resources, this beacon of economic opportunity has encouraged the 

evolution of a triangular relationship between the Taliban, insurgents and 

organised criminals that seeks to collectively undermine the state in order to 

benefit from the cultivation, production, processing and trafficking of drugs. This 

investigation will conduct a quantitative analysis of country-level data pertaining 

to the production of opium and the level of terrorist violence which will enable an 

assessment of the merits of integrating counter-narcotics operations into the 

heart of counter-terrorist policy. It will conclude that there is a high degree of 

correlation between opium production and terrorist violence and posits that the 

deleterious effects of the opiate economy can be tackled only through sustained 

and multinational long-term action.     
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The global market for the opiate heroin is approximately $65 billion and, in the 

absence of enduring competition from Pakistan and Iran, Afghanistan has 

emerged as a ‘poster narco-state’ with a 93% market share of opium production 

that constitutes more than 40% of its economy (UNODC, p2, 2009; Hodes & 

Sedra, p35, 2007; Felbab-Brown, p127, 2006) . Afghanistan has been subjected 

to a history of war and tribal conflict and remains a poor country with 70% of its 

population living below the poverty line (Felbab-Brown, p143, 2006). In the 

aftermath of the September 11th attacks the United States launched ‘Operation 

Enduring Freedom’ in order to remove the Taliban from power and interdict Al 

Qaeda terrorists who were suspected of capitalising on the safe haven to 

orchestrate training camps (UK Parliament, p15, 2001). The campaign 

devastated the Taliban’s grip on power but its effects where short-lived and, 

following the resumption of terrorist activities by a resurgent Taliban in 2005, 

there has been a conspicuous increase in terrorist violence in Afghanistan in 

parallel with a steep rise in opium production (UNODC, p17, 2009). Put simply 

‘people are dying where poppies are thriving’ (Mili, 2007) and even the World 

Bank now acknowledges that links and synergies between opium poppy 

production and insecurity are becoming increasingly apparent (Ward et al, p1, 

2008). The aim of this project, therefore, is to conduct exploratory research into 

the nature of this relationship and establish the extent of any correlation in order 

to corroborate the assertion that insurgents’ access to the opium economy 

translates into increased terrorist activity (UNODC, p101, 2009).  

 

The project will begin with a review of the literature concerning the Taliban and 

its evolving attitudes towards opium production. It will address the rationale for a 

synergy between opium production and terrorist violence and examine the 

findings of similar research into the links between opium and conflict duration. 

After constructing a hypothesis the project will submit the methodology for a 

quantitative analysis of the relationship between the two variables derived from 

secondary country-level data. After presenting the results it will analyse the 
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findings, discuss shortfalls and further research, evaluate the implications of the 

results with respect to counter-narcotics policies and seek to provide an insight 

into the effectiveness of counter-narcotics as part of an overarching counter-

terrorism approach. It will conclude that there is a strong correlation between 

opium production and terrorist violence but that further explanatory research is 

required in order to establish causality. 

 

Literature review 

A combination of political instability and a prolonged period of drought depleted 

opium production in the ‘Golden Triangle’ (Laos, Thailand, Burma) during the 

1970’s and precipitated the emergence of the ‘Golden Crescent’ (Afghanistan, 

Pakistan, Iran) as the engine of large scale opium production for lucrative 

markets in Western Europe and the United States (Felbab-Brown, p128, 2006). 

As the Shah of Iran had already banned cultivation, Afghanistan found itself 

ideally situated to take advantage of geopolitical happenstance (Felbab-Brown, 

p128, 2006). The Soviet invasion and subsequent suppression of the Mujahidin 

galvanised popular resistance and led to an explosion in poppy cultivation, often 

as a means of subsistence farming, that provided the Mujahidin leaders with 

significant profits with which to fund anti-soviet resistance (ibid, p129). They were 

on a steep learning curve which was eventually to provide a model of how to 

exploit drugs production effectively and transform a guerilla group into a 

conventional Army (ibid, p130). Clever sponsorship of the illicit economy enabled 

these leaders to benefit financially from narcotics but they also managed to 

bolster their political capital by redistributing part of the profits to subsistence 

farmers (ibid, p131). Following the Soviet retreat in 1989, a power struggle 

ensued between the key Mujahidin leaders, who had become hegemonic 

regional warlords, which descended the country into internecine internal fighting. 

It was against this backdrop that the Taliban emerged in the 1990’s promising a 

war ravaged population ‘peace at any price’ (ibid, p134). 
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The Taliban initially denounced opium production and proceeded to prohibit it 

and destroy poppy fields even releasing a communiqué in which its leaders 

committed to eradicating it (Felbab-Brown, p137, 2006). It quickly became 

apparent that alternative livelihoods in non-drugs production for Afghanistan’s 

subsistence farmers were few and far between and the régime began to 

recognise the potential for sponsorship of the illicit economy as a crucial source 

of legitimacy (ibid, p139). The Taliban, therefore, adopted a more opportunistic 

and religiously pragmatic approach whereby poppy cultivation was religiously 

proscribed but, nevertheless, justified under war imperatives (UNODC, p102, 

2009). The new edicts of the Taliban read: ‘The consumption of opiates is 

forbidden, as is the manufacture of heroin, but the production and trading in 

opium is not forbidden’ (Felbab-Brown, p137, 2006) however, over time, a more 

independent and financially aware ‘neo-Taliban’ would realise the benefits for 

extending a laissez-faire approach to heroin manufacture too (UNODC, p102, 

2009). 

 

The Taliban generate a significant part of their revenue from opium production 

through ushr (religious tax) which they impose on farmers at the rate of 

approximately 10% (UNODC, p2, 2009). With Afghan farmers collectively earning 

up to $1billion a year this equates to tax receipts of $75-100 million (ibid) and is 

bolstered further by complicitly allowing the manufacture of high value added 

refined products such as heroin. In doing so the Taliban is able to generate 

additional revenue through taxation on laboratory processing, imports of 

chemical precursors and through transit fees on drugs convoys (ibid). In total, tax 

receipts between 2005 and 2008 generated revenue for the Taliban of $450-600 

million (ibid, p2). In terms of expenditure, the average Taliban soldier receives 

$200-500 a month and compensation payments to the victims of suicide bombers 

can be as much as $20,000 for an attack (ibid, p111). On top of this there are the 

cost of weapons and ammunition but with such a buoyant fiscal income 

insurgents can purchase thousands of weapons, fund hundreds of suicide 

attacks and retain thousands of fighters (ibid, p112). 
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The narcotics industry is a ‘strategic nemesis’ that will dictate the political and 

economic balance of Afghanistan (Millan, p13, 2003) but there is limited research 

into its effects on terrorist violence. Cornell (2007) investigates the interactions 

and implications between narcotics and armed conflicts and notes that: ‘narcotics 

production almost invariably comes to involve and bolster insurgent groups in 

protracted conflicts, helping to extend their capabilities and compounding the 

challenge they pose to states’ (ibid, p222). He suggests that the magnitude of 

narcotics production is directly related to the magnitude of the conflict and that 

there is a causal link between narcotics and enduring conflict. By using terrorist 

violence as a proxy for the magnitude of the conflict, the results of this 

investigation will be able to substantiate the accuracy of this claim with regards to 

Afghanistan.  

 

Hypothesis 

This investigation seeks to investigate the impact of opium production on terrorist 

violence in Afghanistan, particularly since the launch of Operating Enduring 

Freedom, by looking at the relationship between the annual opium production 

and the number of terrorist incidents. It is anticipated that an increase in opium 

production will lead to increased revenue for insurgents and criminals, through 

taxation and the proceeds of crime, and that there will be a concomitant increase 

in the level of terrorist violence as insurgents and criminals resort to terrorist 

tactics to undermine the security of the state at its very foundation – the 

monopoly of the use of force and control over territory (Cornell, p212, 2007). The 

hypothesis, therefore, is that there will be a strong positive correlation between 

the annual levels of opium production and the level of terrorist violence.  

 

 

METHODOLOGY 
 
In order to investigate the relationship between Afghan opium production and 

terrorist violence within the country it is imperative to obtain country level data 

from a reliable secondary source, as the collection of primary data on these 
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variables would require tremendous resources far beyond the scope of this 

research project. Consequently, data was obtained from the United Nations 

Office for Drugs and Crime (UNODC) and the University of Maryland’s Global 

Terrorism Database (GTD).  

 

Each year the UNODC produces an Afghan Opium Survey which describes key 

trends and is followed up by a more substantial report (UNODC, 2009) which 

contained the data on opium production used as the basis for this investigation. 

The report is predicated on comprehensive investigation that draws on fieldwork, 

secondary literature and expert opinion from law enforcement and government 

officials, the results of interviews with Afghan Customs, the Counter Narcotics 

Police of Afghanistan, the Ministry of Counter Narcotics of Afghanistan and 

various other officials from UN agencies, diplomatic missions and key informants 

(ibid, p22). The level of profit the Taliban derived from the opiate trade was 

calculated on a combination of quantitative data from survey results (UNODC 

Afghan Opium Surveys) and qualitative information. Few organisations have the 

resources to carry out such a comprehensive project described by the 

International Drug Policy Consortium (2009) as containing: ‘impressive and wide-

ranging data… [that] represents a welcome step forward, building on concepts 

contained in other recent UNODC documents’. Consequently, it can be assumed 

that the data is sufficiently reliable and valid to enable an accurate analysis that 

shall form the basis of the conclusion. 

 

The GTD is based on research conducted by the Pinkerton Global Intelligence 

Service (PGIS) in which secondary open source data was analysed for acts of 

terrorism within a vast array of outlets including newswires, government officials, 

PGIS offices worldwide, special interest groups, political parties and private 

individuals (LaFree & Dugan, p184, 2007). A comparison of eight preeminent 

terrorism event databases shows that there are nearly seven times as many 

incidents reported in the GTD as the next most populous (ibid). One of the 

principal reasons for such a high incidence is that it encompasses both 
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international and domestic acts of terrorism, especially important when 

considering acts of terrorism perpetrated by the Taliban within Afghanistan.  A 

key strength of the database that also, indirectly, contributes to the high 

incidence is data collection. This was conducted by a private enterprise whose 

independence, therefore, does not cast aspersions over the reliability of the data 

on account of omitting politically sensitive incidents (ibid, p187). Moreover, its 

intended audience was corporate customers who would employ the data to 

construct risk assessments so data collection was more inclusive with certain 

questionable terrorist incidents, such as attacks on property and criminal events, 

being incorporated. The reliability and validity of the GTD have engendered it to 

organisations such as The Economist (2008) and The Washington Times (2008) 

and academics such as Wang et al (2008). Its conclusion that there was only one 

incident of terrorism in North Korea over a 27 year history is, however, ‘unlikely’ 

and illustrates the potential impact of censorship on data collection from open 

source material (LaFree & Dugan, p188, 2007). On balance, though, the 

database methodology is sufficiently robust and reliable to provide accurate 

information on the level of terrorist violence in Afghanistan for comparison with 

that on opium production from the UNODC.  

 

The UNODC report provided information on opium production from 1994 – 2009 

and the GTD provided information on the number terrorist incidents in 

Afghanistan from 1973-2007.  Consequently, for the purpose of establishing the 

relationship between the two variables in the aftermath of Operation Enduring 

Freedom there were seven years of data available for comparison. In addition, 

the availability of data sets for the duration of the period from 1994-2007 enabled 

longer term analysis in order to identify anomalous results and developing trends.  

 

The data from the UNODC was transferred manually from the electronic version 

of the UNODC report to an Excel spreadsheet and checked against the report 

upon completion to ensure there had been no errors of transposition, 

transcription or otherwise. 
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To extract the data from the GTD the ‘browse by country’ option was selected 

from the GTD website and a search of the database for ‘Afghanistan’ revealed 

1,134 incidents of terrorism during the period between 1973 and 2007. The file 

containing the raw date was exported into an Excel spreadsheet to remove the 

possibility of human error in transferring such a large amount of data, to increase 

efficiency and to facilitate analysis through statistical software. 

 

In the initial GTD search results (Appx. A) there is a column labeled ‘perpetrator’ 

which, for the majority of incidents, had a single entry such as ‘Taliban’. In some 

instances, however, there were multiple entries such as ‘Taliban, Al Qaeda’ and 

when these results were extracted into the Excel spreadsheet the two 

perpetrators were incorrectly expanded into two columns but the column next to 

‘perpetrator’ is ‘number of fatalities’. Therefore, the second entry (Al Qaeda using 

the same example) would be displaced and appear in the ‘number of fatalities’ 

column and the corresponding entry in the ‘number of fatalities’ column was 

displaced to the neighbouring ‘number of injures’ column. Undetected the effect 

of this error would have been to manifestly undermine the accuracy of both the 

number of fatalities and injuries which, subsequently, would have fundamentally 

flawed the analysis. In order to allow comparison of this data with the annual 

opium production the number of terrorist incidents, fatalities and injuries were 

totaled each year so, consider the effects of such an error if, for instance, a car 

bomb that had killed 64 people had been incorrectly recorded as 0 fatalities and 

64 injuries. One such error amongst any of the terrorist incidents recorded each 

year would have the potential to produce anomalous results when analysing the 

relationship between opium production and terrorist violence by incorrectly 

deflating the number of fatalities and injuries. The total annual values for number 

of injuries and fatalities were corrected to take account of this error and entered 

into a table alongside the annual opium production to enable the statistical and 

graphical analysis found in the following section.  
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RESULTS 

 

YEAR  

OPIUM 

PRODUCTION 

 

TERRORIST INJURED FATALITIES 

 (Metric tons)  INCIDENTS   

              

1994 3416  9 30 22 

1995 2335  6 10 5 

1996 2248  4 30 31 

1997 2804  1 37 4 

1998 2693  1 30 8 

1999 4565  9 41 39 

2000 3276  11 11 12 

2001 185  6 53 22 

2002 3400  33 150 55 

2003 3600  99 186 162 

2004 4200  88 271 267 

2005 4100  149 408 341 

2006 6100  282 868 709 

2007 8200  341 1147 1160 

2008 7700  - - - 

2009 6900  - - - 
 
Source: UNODC, p78, 2009/ GTD 

Table 1.1  
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Figure 2.1 
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By representing the data graphically (Fig. 2.1.) it can be seen that, broadly, an 

increase in opium production from 2001 is accompanied by an increase in the 

level of terrorist violence using either incidence or the number of injuries/fatalities 

as a proxy. There is a sharp increase in opium production between 2001 and 

2002 which is not reflected in any of the other variables but, otherwise, there is a 

gradual increase in all variables between 2001 and 2005 at which point the rate 

of increase becomes more pronounced. Opium production reaches a maximum 

in 2007 and then appears to decrease but, regrettably, the GTD does not yet 

contain the corresponding data for the associated movements in terrorist 

violence.  

 

The explicit relationship between opium production and terrorist violence, since 

the start of Operation Enduring Freedom, is examined in Fig. 2.2 which shows a 

high coefficient of determination and a trend line that predicts that an increase in 

opium production of 1,000 metric tons would generate an additional 47 terrorist 

incidents a year. 
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Figure 2.2 
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A comparison of the different proxies for terrorist violence in Fig. 2.1 shows that, 

after 2003, both the number of fatalities and injuries increase at a much greater 

rate than does the number of incidents. By analysing the casualty rate/lethality is 

possible to show that the destructive power of attacks has increased over time: 

 

YEAR  INCIDENTS INJURED FATALITIES 
CASUALTY 

RATE LETHALITY 

    
Injured/ 
incident 

Fatalities/ 
incident 

      

2003 99 186 162 1.88 1.64 

2004 88 271 267 3.08 3.03 

2005 149 408 341 2.74 2.29 

2006 282 868 709 3.08 2.51 

2007 341 1147 1160 3.36 3.40 
 
Source: GTD 

Table 1.2 
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Figure 2.3 
 
If the number of injuries/ fatalities was increasing in proportion to an increased 

incidence of terrorism, the destructive power (number of casualties/ fatalities per 
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incident) would remain constant and be represented graphically as a straight line 

parallel to the x-axis. The increase in both casualty rate and lethality (Fig. 2.3) 

shows that the destructive power of each attack is, therefore, increasing over 

time.  
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Figure 2.4 
 
The long term relationship between opium production and terrorist violence is 

modeled in Fig. 2.4. In terms of terrorist violence it would seem that there are 

three phases. In the first phase (1994-2001) there is a steady and sustained low 

level of violence. Operation Enduring Freedom signals the start of the second 

phase (2001-2005) in which terrorist violence becomes more significant but gives 

rise to a more concerted campaign of violence in the third phase (2005-2007) 

that accompanies a resurgent Taliban. At first glance opium production appears 

somewhat erratic but the long term trend suggests the individual results for 1999 

and 2001 are misleading outliers (these will be discussed later). By constructing 

a trend line based on a three year moving average the effect of the these results 

is mitigated, to some extent, and by comparing the trend lines for terrorist 

violence and the number of fatalities (Fig. 2.5) the long term relationship between 

the two is more apparent. 
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Figure 2.5 
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Figure 3.1 
 
Figure 3.1 concentrates, specifically, on recent data from the Helmand province 

within Afghanistan which acts as the base for a narcotics industry cluster and is 

indicative of one of the most ‘insecure’ provinces which, together, account for 

80% of opium cultivation (UNODC, p27, 2009b). Figure 3.2 provides recent 

statistics on insurgent attacks according to the UNODC itself. 
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Source: UNODC, p17, 2009 

Figure 3.2 
 

Opium Market - Supply Side

0

1000

2000

3000

4000

5000

6000

7000

8000

9000

2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010

Year

P
ro

d
u

c
ti

o
n

/ 
m

e
tr

ic
 t

o
n

s

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

350

400

450

F
a

rm
 g

a
te

 p
ri

c
e

 /
$

OPIUM

PRODUCTION

PRICE

Linear

(PRICE)

Linear (OPIUM

PRODUCTION

)

 

Source: UNODC, pp78/95, 2009 

Figure 4.1 
 
The graph (Fig. 4.1) depicts the effects of a change in opium production on the 

equilibrium farm-gate price, at the macro-economic level, over time. The trend 
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lines indicate an inverse relationship such that as the supply increases the 

equilibrium price decreases. 

 

 

Source: UNODC, 2010 

Figure 5.1 
 
The bar chart of bribes paid to various public officials (Fig. 5.1) suggests that 

individuals who hold public office are systematically abusing their position. The 

large bribes paid to those whose involvement could prove pivotal in the 

production or trafficking of narcotics, such as Customs officers and Police 

officers, are indicative of the corruption that pervades Afghan society. Indeed, in 

some poppy growing districts a 6 month posting as the Police Chief on a salary 

of just $60 per month is awarded through a bidding process in which prices can 

reach as much as $100,000 in order to secure the coveted access to bribes 

(Hordes & Sedra, p39, 2007).  
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DISCUSSION 
 
Analysis 

Analysis of the data appears to support the hypothesis that there is a strong 

positive correlation between opium production and the levels of terrorist violence 

in Afghanistan and that both variables have increased markedly since Operation 

Enduring Freedom was launched in 2001. There are, however, several important 

issues that emerge from the data which warrant further attention. The first of 

these concerns the two outliers in the opium production in both 1999 and 2001. 

Fig. 2.1 gives the misleading impression that there was negligible opium 

production prior to Operation Enduring Freedom but by considering the long term 

trend (Fig. 2.3) it can be seen that opium production was significant during the 

Taliban regime in the 1990’s and suggests the 2001 figure is anomalous. This 

94% decrease in production from 2000-2001 materialises after a ban on opium 

production was implemented by the Taliban. The residual production was due in 

part to a small number of farmers who brazenly defied the ban but, principally, 

the efforts of farmers in the north of the country in areas, controlled by the 

Northern Alliance, in which the ban was not in force.  

 

The rationale for the prohibition is ambiguous as it is not clear whether the 

Taliban’s principle motivation was political or economic. By this stage the Taliban 

had consolidated power across most of the country but was attributed pariah 

status on the international stage and by pandering to the UNODC’s calls for a 

curb on opium production it hoped to seek international recognition (Felbab-

Brown, p140, 2006). Equally, the radical reduction in opium production by the 

world’s largest producer forced the total farm gate value of opium up from $28/kg 

in 2000 to $301/kg in 2001 thus reversing the downward slide in prices during the 

1990’s and providing a lucrative financial incentive for implementing the ban 

(ibid). The explanation for the high level of production in 1999 would appear to 

suggest a combination of factors contributing to a bumper opium harvest. The 

long-term analysis (Fig. 2.3) also shows that the increase in opium production 
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precedes that of terrorist violence which is important as this precedence fulfils the 

temporal order condition required to prove causality (Neuman, p36, 2007). 

 

The second point to note from looking at the period 2003-2007 (Fig. 2.1) 

concerns the levels of terrorist violence. By considering several proxies for 

terrorist violence it is possible to see which variable is more closely associated 

with opium production but, by comparing them against each other, another trend 

emerges. Between 2003 and 2007 the levels of fatalities and injuries increase at 

a greater rate than does the level of terrorist incidents (Table 1.2). Each terrorist 

incident is, therefore, progressively becoming more powerful or the techniques 

are becoming more effective thus achieving increased destructive power over 

time (Fig. 2.3). The sharp increase from 2005 corresponds with the resumption of 

activities by the Taliban and is the period during which correlation between opium 

production and terrorist violence is greatest. This would be consistent with extra 

revenue generated from increased opium production being invested into more 

advanced explosives and weapons conferring a greater destructive power on the 

Taliban. 

 

The third point which demands attention from the analysis of Fig 2.1 concerns 

the apparent turning point in opium production in 2007. Unlike the 1999 or 2001 

outliers the subsequent decrease in production occurs in both 2008 and 2009 

which implies this is a sustained, long term trend. A possible explanation for the 

reduced opium production is a reduction in cultivation as market forces affect 

farmers’ decision-making and encourage some to move away from opium. In the 

market for opium supply outweighs demand and, moreover, it is believed there 

are vast stockpiles of opium which exacerbate this surplus yet further, especially 

as opium is a non-perishable commodity and can be kept for many years 

(Felbab-Brown, p141, 2006). The economic model of the supply side for the 

opium market (Fig 4.1) illustrates how this excess exerts a downward pressure 

on the average farm-gate price of opium which fell by 34% to US$64/kg between 

2008 and 2009 (UNODC, p95, 2009). As the price of opium has fallen vis-à-vis 
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other crops farmers are beginning to re-appraise their investment decision and 

alternative crops, particularly wheat, are becoming increasingly attractive. As 

opium cultivation declines there is a reduction in opium production although this 

can, to some extent, be mitigated as producers are becoming more efficient at 

processing opium from poppies. Alternatively, it is also possible that this 

reduction in production emerged as the result of increased counter-narcotics 

operations conducted by the Afghan officials, in conjunction with US/ NATO 

forces, but given the continuing levels of insecurity in the country it would seem 

that the priority for coalition forces is security as opposed to counter-narcotics 

(Björnehed, p319, 2004). Indeed, where programs have been established, such 

as the UK led ‘cash for eradication’ scheme, they not only failed to reduce opium 

production but, paradoxically, provided an additional financial incentive as opium 

farmers were paid not to cultivate opium but, having received payment, 

unashamedly continued cultivation and reaped the additional income (Hodes & 

Sedra, p139, 2007). The cost of every hectare that was actually destroyed was 

estimated at $100,000 (ibid) which would suggest that such an explanation for a 

marked reduction in opium production is less plausible than the powerful, 

pervasive economic incentive of market forces.  

 

Shortcomings 

One of the major shortcomings of this research it that it is unable to investigate 

the levels of terrorist violence in Afghanistan in 2008 and 2009 as this data is not 

yet available from the GTD. Given the reduction in opium production evidenced 

by the UNODC, the ability to analyse the concomitant levels in terrorist violence 

could provide compelling support for the strong correlation between the variables 

if they also decreased. In lieu of this data, Fig 3.1 provides a crude approximation 

by using the number of hostile fatalities amongst HM Forces personnel in 

Helmand province, as a proxy for terrorist violence, and comparing this to levels 

of poppy cultivation in Helmand. The graph implies that a reduction in opium 

cultivation would not be reflected in a reduction in terrorist violence but there are, 

however, many flaws with this cursory analysis such as fluctuations in the 
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number of troops serving in the area, questions pertaining to whether attacks on 

soldiers are acts of terrorism, reductionism and the lack of validity in comparing 

this information with the pre-existing data derived from the GTD. Fig 3.2 also 

shows data for 2008/09 and similarly appears to confirm a continued increase in 

violence in spite of reduced opium production. Whist the number of incidents is 

not comparable to the GTD this can be used as an index to provide an insight 

into the current situation. 

 

A second weakness of the data extracted from the GTD is the lack of 

completeness. In some instances data on the number of injuries/ fatalities is 

listed as ‘unknown’. In theory, this could undermine the analysis of the terrorist 

violence based on the numbers of injuries/ fatalities (although the number of 

incidents would remain unaffected). In practice, however, this is unlikely to be the 

case considering that only 20 of the 1,134 incidents during the period have an 

‘unknown’ number of fatalities listed representing less than two percent of the 

population. 

 

Evaluation 

Cornell’s (2007) paper on the relationship between internal conflict and narcotics 

showed a strong link between narcotics production and the magnitude of conflict. 

This research would seem to support the existence of such a link since the 

launch of Operation Enduring Freedom but the lack of recent data on terrorist 

violence does somewhat undermine the reliability of this conclusion beyond 

2007. If the data on terrorist violence were extrapolated beyond 2007 or data 

subsequently released from the GTD data showed an increase in terrorist 

violence (Fig. 3.1/3.2), then an alternative explanation would be required. It is 

possible that the presence of a large illicit narco-economy facilitates terrorist 

violence only in the early stages of a conflict by undermining the state and 

democratic process (Felbab-Brown, p142, 2006). In Afghanistan, endemic 

poverty and economic stagnation act as a catalyst for corruption (Fig. 5.1) that, 

allied to this weak governance and rule of law, forces ordinary citizens to take the 
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risks associated with the production, processing and transportation of drugs and 

aids insurgent recruitment (UNODC, p20, 2009). In the power vacuum that 

ensues a triangular relationship evolves between terrorists, insurgents and 

organised criminals and it becomes increasingly difficult to differentiate them as 

their tactics and funding sources are based either directly or indirectly on the 

opium economy (ibid, p101; see Appx. B). Fig 2.1 shows that the increase in 

terrorist violence has coincided temporally with opium production but a 

geographical link has also been observed in which the five least stable provinces 

in the south of the country account for 84% of all opium cultivation (UNODC, p27, 

2009b; see Appx. C). It could be submitted that this relationship between opium 

production and terrorist violence holds only until the insurgents generate a critical 

mass of funding and/or the supply of opium reaches saturation point when this 

association de-couples and the importance of narcotics diminishes. This theory 

would be supported by growing evidence that the Taliban have expanded their 

area of operations into ‘poppy-free’ provinces in the North (ibid, p22) implying a 

reduced dependency on narcotics whilst terrorist violence continues to rise (Fig. 

3.1).   

 

The counter-argument is that some of the insurgents within Afghanistan are 

evolving into ‘narco-cartels’ reflecting the mantra that: ‘the world over, drug 

money eventually trumps ideology’ (UNODC, p22, 2009b). Others, however, are 

more circumspect and emphasise that the dispersed geographic nature of 

production precludes the vertical integration necessary for cartelisation but, 

nonetheless, recognise consolidation is taking place (Hodes & Sedra, p38 2007). 

In such circumstances, especially relevant to a financially astute neo-Taliban, it 

would seem irrational to abandon the goose that lays the golden egg. Arguably, 

the preponderance of economic incentives derived from narcotics would anchor 

the group to the industry cluster and precipitate the emergence of a narco-state, 

such as Colombia, in which economic rationale triumphs over ideological 

motivation (Mili, p208, 2007). In order to substantiate this conjecture, however, 

further research should be conducted once the data for 2008/09 has been 
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released by the GTD. This would enable re-assessment of the relationship 

between opium production and terrorist violence in light of the apparent glut of 

supplies and subsequent suppression of prices. To develop a more 

comprehensive understanding of this relationship it would also be useful to 

conduct a similar exercise investigating the relationship between opium 

production and terrorist violence in individual geographic provinces within 

Afghanistan to see if the relationship held at the provincial as well as national 

level. 

 

Policy Prescription 

The opiate economy in Afghanistan is a central rather than a marginal 

phenomenon but it is important to recognise that counter-terrorism policy that 

puts a counter-narcotic eradication program at its centre may not be the most 

effective way of tackling terrorist violence (UNODC, p101, 2009). In the absence 

of substantial developmental aid or viable economic alternatives the successful 

eradication will be contingent on the willingness of the government to suppress 

uprisings and protests brutally as the rural poor loose their livelihoods (Felbab-

Brown, p144, 2006). The inevitable hemorrhaging of political capital that ensues 

convinced even the dogmatic Taliban to repeal their eradication policy rendering 

it unlikely that any Western imposed Executive would be able to exercise 

sufficient control. Mili (2007) advocates a less radical agenda initially rolled out in 

areas of strong government or coalition presence whereby a policy of benign 

neglect towards cultivators is adopted and the priority is, instead, on interdicting 

traffickers. Research that investigated the relationship between confiscated 

narcotics and terrorist violence would, therefore, provide confirmation of the 

effectiveness of adopting such a policy.     
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CONCLUSION 
 
Afghanistan is a paradigm of the crime-terror nexus and, since the launch of 

Operation Enduring Freedom, the troika of the Taliban, insurgents and organised 

criminals has presided over the steady augmentation of Afghanistan’s opiate 

economy which has been accompanied by a corresponding increase in terrorist 

violence. The high level of correlation between these variables appears to hold 

over the longer term but, in an economy as fractured as Afghanistan with so 

much instability, further research is required to suggest causality. As the bottom 

starts to fall out of the opium market it will be interesting to see whether such a 

contraction will have a deleterious effect on the activities of the Taliban or if 

continued terrorist violence will demand an alternative explanation. 

 

After being consigned to the arena of low politics for the majority of the 20th 

Century the link between drugs and insurgency is now coming under attack, 

literally (UNODC, p22, 2009b). The international community has recognised the 

transnational threat this link poses and is working in consort with an under-

resourced Afghan government, through organisations such as NATO and the 

UN, on a long term strategy aimed at reducing the economy’s dependency on 

opium. The World Bank administers a trust which has disbursed $1.3billion of 

funds on programs such as eradication, interdiction, law enforcement, 

development, demand reduction and institution building (Land, p28, 2008; Hodes 

& Sedra, p40, 2007). By adopting such a strategy that embraces long term 

development, tackling poverty as well as poppies, the international community 

will stand a better chance of containing the malevolent influences of 

Afghanistan’s twin curse: drugs and insurgency. 
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Source: UNODC, pp107, 2009 
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