The drug threat from Afghanistan
By Yousuf Nazar


THE just-concluded Nato summit has decided to set aside about 15 per cent of their “caveats” which restrict the deployment of soldiers in dangerous areas. Officials at Nato heads of government summit in Riga said on November 29 that the concession was the equivalent of making available an additional 2,000 troops. The Nato secretary-general said it was unacceptable that allied forces in south Afghanistan were 20 per cent below the required strength.

Although they have a total of 2.4 million men in uniform, Nato’s European members have dragged their feet to meet requests for an extra 2,200 soldiers and vital equipment such as helicopters to make up a reserve for the Afghan mission. The problem is made worse by the countless “caveats”-restrictions placed by governments on what their troops on the ground can do, where they can go and what equipment they may share. What these “caveats” mean in simple terms is that most Nato countries have been unwilling to engage in operations that may involve injuries or casualties. So much for the commitment to fight the war on terror!

As the Nato nations have quibbled over the provision of a few thousand troops, President Karzai has spared no opportunity to accuse Pakistan of supporting the insurgency in southern Afghanistan and the western media has been full of reports complaining incessantly that Pakistan has not done enough even though it has lost nearly 1,000 of its soldiers. It is time that Pakistan’s detractors took notice of the rapidly worsening drugs crisis in Afghanistan.

While not a single Afghan has been arrested for any terrorist act outside Afghanistan or Pakistan or elsewhere in the world since 2001, there is absolutely no doubt that Afghanistan is on its way to earn the dubious distinction of the world’s largest narco-state after remaining under five years of Nato/US control.

Efforts to stamp out Afghanistan’s record-setting opium trade have been stymied by corruption, and the drug trade is now run by a few powerful players with strong political connections. It is no secret that Karzai government’s writ, if there is any, depends on warlords and criminal thugs, according to reports in some of the leading American and British newspapers.

According to a new UN report released on November 28, the opium trade in Afghanistan has reached an all-time high, largely due to corrupt government officials who have been protecting drug production. Opium production in Afghanistan rose 49 per cent this year to 6,100 metric tonnes and accounted for more than 90 per cent of the world’s opium supply. Poppies take up less than four per cent of the total cultivated area in Afghanistan, and most districts do not grow opium but the $3.1 billion export value of last year’s crop accounted for about 35 per cent of the GDP, and employed about 13 per cent of Afghans.

The 210-page report, titled “Afghanistan’s Drug Industry: Structure, Functioning, Dynamics, and Implications for Counter-Narcotics Policy”, a joint effort of the World Bank and the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC), shows a “probability of high-level (government) involvement,” particularly in the interior ministry, which controls Afghanistan’s police force.

“The majority of police chiefs are involved,” one senior police officer told the report’s authors on condition of anonymity. “If you are not, you will be threatened to be killed and replaced.” Without naming officials, the report said it was possible that powerful interests in the interior ministry are appointing district police chiefs “to both protect and promote criminal interests.” The result is a “complex pyramid of protection and patronage, effectively providing state protection to criminal trafficking activities.”

According to a Radio Free Europe report, Karzai’s office acknowledged that President Bush telephoned the Afghan president on November 25, ahead of the Nato summit in Latvia, to demand more action against Afghanistan’s drug trade. It is a matter of record that the drug trade flourished during the 1980s during the so-called jihad against the Soviets and introduced the drugs and Kalashnikov culture in Pakistan leaving deep wounds within its civil society. While terrorism and extremism are some of the major issues that Pakistan faces, the harmful effects of being a neighbour of the world’s largest narco-state can not be underestimated.

For example, the UNODC report says that heroin prices in Herat and Kandahar appear to be pushed upward by the large cross-border profits related to the Pakistani and Iranian markets.

Drug trafficking, money laundering and illegal weapons purchases are closely aligned and can pose a potent challenge to the authority of a government, as they did in Colombia. If Pakistan army wants to maintain its writ in the NWFP and Balochistan in the long term, it must confront Karzai and its international backers to tackle the drug trade in Afghanistan on war footing.

It is high time that Islamabad took up this matter at the highest level with both Nato and the United States. Pakistan has already paid a high price for the 1980s’ ‘jihad’. Afghanistan’s opium trade is not just a “drugs” problem. Its growing size and repercussions pose a grave threat to Pakistan’s political, social and economic fabric and failure to control this will have extremely harmful consequences for Pakistan. 

