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THE production and trafficking of heroin and cocaine have assumed the dimensions of a global problem and figure in the list of major challenges requiring the participation of all governments. As nearly 90 per cent of the world’s opium, the source of heroin, is produced in Afghanistan, there is considerable smuggling through the tribal areas of Pakistan.

We are, therefore, prominent among the list of countries that need to give special attention to this problem. Since the instability and conflict in Afghanistan started in 1979, when even the CIA encouraged opium cultivation during the Soviet occupation of the country, Pakistan has suffered from the culture of drugs and Kalashnikovs.

Today, some of Pakistan’s major problems can be traced to this scourge. The country is awash with illegal weapons that have contributed to crime, political violence and terrorism. As for drugs there are an estimated four million drug addicts. Half a million are addicted to heroin.

Drug addiction, apart from ruining the lives of addicts and that of their families, is also a source of crime and contributes to poverty and backwardness. Those affected need care and attention, though in many cases, they become outcasts and end up dying miserable deaths.

During British times, there were licenced sellers of opium, and addiction did not generate crime or violent tendencies. The introduction of hard drugs, such as heroin derived from opium and cocaine that is made from the coca plant, found mainly in South America, is a more recent phenomenon, and is linked to the spread of prosperity in industrial societies in Europe and North America.

With affluent youth discovering the thrill and elation of hard drugs the habit has spread and demand has led to production of crops from which these substances, i.e. heroin and cocaine, can be made with the help of certain chemicals.

The post Second World War period during which industrial societies became enormously wealthy saw a phenomenal increase in demand, matched by supply mostly from backward countries. In Asia, opium was grown in the Golden Triangle in Southeast Asia and parts of Southwest and Central Asia. The price paid at the consumer end was over a thousand times higher than at the source, and drug money provided a short-cut to wealth, not so much for the growers as for middlemen, transporters and sellers.

As both the production and consumption of drugs grew, the UN became involved and the matter was entrusted to the Economic and Social Council (Ecosoc), which established a UN Drug Control Programme (UNDCP). An International Narcotics Control Board was also set up to coordinate the operations of narcotics control authorities in various countries.

In Pakistan, a Narcotics Control Board was set up as a part of the police. Later, a separate ministry was set up to deal with the problem. The Narcotics Control Board was succeeded in 1994 by the Anti-Narcotics Force which has a working relationship with 27 other countries where narcotics are a major source of concern.

Pakistan’s drug problems relate mainly to Afghanistan. As that country has experienced internal turmoil, external military intervention and widespread civilian suffering over the past three decades, poppy cultivation has taken root in anarchic conditions.

Through active collaboration between the UN and Pakistani authorities, poppy production (concentrated in the NWFP) went down from 800 metric tons in 1979 to 10 metric tons in 2000. However, as we have a 2,500km long border with landlocked Afghanistan, there has been considerable smuggling of heroin with Pakistan providing the shortest transit route to the sea. The quick wealth generated by drug trafficking has created a drug mafia. Between 1976 and 1989, life in Pakistan became complicated as criminals became billionaires and sought to join the power elite. Apart from trafficking, the drug mafia encouraged drug addiction within the country.

The Taliban government in Afghanistan successfully banned poppy cultivation between 1996 and 2001 but after 9/11 and the consequent military occupation of the country by the US-led coalition, the former warlords rose to power again and were joined by others. Total poppy production is currently estimated to be 6,100 tons that amounts to 92 per cent of the world production. Though the heroin produced is going abroad through many routes, including Iran, Central Asia and the Middle East, 40 per cent transits through Pakistan.

Unfortunately, the so-called democratic reforms in Afghanistan since 9/11 have enabled the warlords to dominate certain areas and to enrich themselves by resuming poppy production. Though the foreign forces and UN agencies make serious efforts to discourage this trend, their writ does not prevail much beyond Kabul and a few other cities. There is so much poverty and deprivation in the absence of reconstruction in the war-ravaged country that poppy cultivation has spread to practically all the provinces.

The international community has pledged billions of dollars for the rehabilitation of the devastated country, but the occupation forces have concentrated on the use of force and done very little to provide shelter, employment and other amenities either to the returning refugees or the local residents who are among the poorest people anywhere.

Coming to the other hard drug, the main growers of the coca plant are to be found in some countries, including Colombia, in the north of Latin America that share one characteristic: the huge gap between a small number of wealthy people and the mass of the common people who can barely eke out a living. The social and political turmoil is exploited by the drug mafia.

Though the US extends liberal assistance to the central government and has even stationed some troops to back the government forces, several billion dollars worth of cocaine enters the US every year. The growing, transporting and sale of drugs is now recognised as major crimes in many countries among which some like Saudi Arabia, Malaysia and Singapore have imposed the death penalty.

In the affluent and sophisticated countries of Europe, many make allowances for drug addicts, such as the Netherlands, Denmark and Germany. In the US, hospitals allow the provision of narcotics to addicts. This liberal approach towards drugs brings to mind the concept of same sex marriages.

Since drug addiction flourishes in societies with wide gaps between the rich and the poor a twin approach is needed. On the preventive side it is essential to treat drug production and trafficking as major crimes. However, the long-term solution lies in addressing the problem of economic deprivation and poverty affecting developing countries. Both the political causes and the economic roots need to be tackled.
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