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■■ Afghanistan is the number one 
producer of opium in the world, 
providing over 90 percent of the 
global supply. Gross revenue 
from drugs is equal to about 15 
percent of the country’s GDP.
■■ The drug trade provides revenue 
to the Taliban and other terror-
ist groups, and has forced the 
Afghan economy into crippling 
dependence on poppy cultiva-
tion. The pervasive and lucrative 
nature of the drug industry has 
made it difficult for the U.S. to 
develop counter-drug strategies 
that complement U.S. counterin-
surgency and counterterrorism 
goals.
■■ Counternarcotics programs 
remain integral to U.S. stabili-
zation efforts in Afghanistan. 
The drawdown of international 
troops carries the risk of a spike 
in drug production. It is in the 
U.S. national security interest to 
help the Afghans counter, and 
uproot, the drug industry through 
funding for key military, infra-
structure, and counternarcotics 
operations.

Abstract
As the U.S. and coalition partners draw down troops in Afghanistan 
and hand over security operations to local forces, the U.S. must renew 
its diplomatic and financial commitment to a peaceful and stable 
Afghanistan that will not revert to its pre-war status as a haven for inter-
national terrorists. This effort should involve commitment to a long-
term counternarcotics policy that diminishes, and eventually destroys, 
the drug trade in Afghanistan. Although the fate of Afghanistan rests 
with its own people, without leadership and assistance from the U.S., it 
will devolve into a narcoterrorist state that poses a threat to regional 
stability and to the security of the broader international community. 
While Congress has a responsibility to oversee aid to Afghanistan and 
is rightly insisting that this aid is used effectively, counternarcotics 
programs remain integral to U.S. stabilization efforts in Afghanistan. 
With the drawdown of international troops, there is a risk of a spike 
in drug production. It is in the U.S. national security interest to help 
the Afghans counter, and eventually uproot, the drug industry through 
the support of key military, infrastructure, and counternarcotics 
operations.

As the U.S. and coalition partners draw down troops in Afghani-
stan and hand over security operations to local forces, the U.S. 

must renew its diplomatic and financial commitment to a peaceful 
and stable Afghanistan that will not revert to its pre-war status as 
a haven for international terrorists. this effort should involve com-
mitment to a long-term counternarcotics policy that diminishes, 
and eventually destroys, the drug trade in Afghanistan. While the 

This paper, in its entirety, can be found at http://report.heritage.org/bg2845
Produced by the Asian Studies Center
The Heritage Foundation
214 Massachusetts Avenue, NE
Washington, DC 20002
(202) 546-4400 | heritage.org

Nothing written here is to be construed as necessarily reflecting the views of The Heritage 
Foundation or as an attempt to aid or hinder the passage of any bill before Congress.



2

BACKGROUNDER | NO. 2845
September 30, 2013

fate of Afghanistan rests with its own people, with-
out leadership and assistance from the U.S., it will 
devolve into a narcoterrorist state that poses a threat 
to regional stability and to the security of the broad-
er international community. 

Afghanistan is the number one producer of 
opium (the raw material for heroin), producing 
over 90 percent of the world total.1 Gross revenue 
from drugs is equal to about 15 percent of the coun-
try’s gross domestic product (GDp). When pakistan 
transitioned from a drug-producing country to 
a drug-transit country and the Soviets occupied 
Afghanistan during the 1980s, Afghanistan steadi-
ly increased its production of opium, and since that 
time has produced between 70 percent and 90 per-
cent of the world’s opium supply. 

the drug trade serves as a source of revenue for 
the taliban insurgency and other terrorist groups 
and has forced the Afghan economy into a state of 
crippling dependence on poppy cultivation. the 
pervasive and lucrative nature of the illegal drug 
industry has made it difficult for the U.S. to develop 
effective counter-drug strategies that complement 
U.S. counterinsurgency and counterterrorism goals. 
Links between Afghan officials and the domestic 
drug industry further complicate U.S. policy. As a 
result, U.S. drug policy in Afghanistan has shown 
mixed results at the tactical level and has been large-
ly ineffective on a strategic level.

poppy cultivation has decreased to some extent 
in a handful of provinces over the past five years, but 
this progress is tentative. Without a robust, long-
term cooperative strategy that consistently targets 
the major drug lords, offers alternative means of live-
lihood to impoverished farmers, and rebuilds irriga-
tion and roads crucial for sustaining new economic 
activity, the drug industry will remain pervasive. If 
left unchecked, it will contribute to deteriorating 
sociopolitical conditions and foster an economic 
environment favorable to the taliban and other ter-
rorist groups. 

U.S. Afghan Drug Policy:  
History of Trial and Error 

Shortly after the U.S. intervention and toppling 
of the taliban in late 2001, the U.S. took a hands-off 
approach to the drug problem in Afghanistan, focus-
ing on working with former war lords (who had ties 
to the drug industry) to destroy al-Qaeda bases and 
keep the taliban at bay. the british government, 
instead, was assigned the lead role for counternar-
cotics in Afghanistan during an April 2002 meeting 
in Geneva of the major donor countries. the british 
pursued a policy of compensating poppy growers for 
their eradicated poppy crops. this strategy back-
fired, however, as it ended up lining the pockets of 
local commanders and alienating farmers from the 
Karzai administration.2

the taliban had suddenly and unexpectedly 
imposed a ban on opium poppy cultivation in 2000, 
causing opium production to fall by nearly 90 per-
cent in 2001. this possibly gave international 
observers the false impression that the opium prob-
lem had largely gone away. Analysts later assessed 
that the taliban was using the ban as a temporary 
measure to drive up their drug profits, and almost 
certainly would not have sustained the ban,\ if they 
had remained in power. Within a few years of the 
U.S.-led intervention in Afghanistan, opium cultiva-
tion and production returned to pre-2001 levels, and 
eventually surpassed them.3  

by 2004 the U.S. recognized the need to pur-
sue a more robust counternarcotics policy and the 
U.S. military expanded its mission to include some 
interdiction and other counternarcotics operations. 
During this period, the U.S. State Department 
worked with local Afghan forces to pursue a pro-
gram of forced eradication, which sparked rebel-
lion in some areas and fueled corruption among 
local officials who found ways to boost their own 
opium profits by increasing prices. eradication also 
spurred local farmers, particularly in the south-
ern pashtun belt, to throw their support behind 
the taliban since the new policies hurt their own 

1. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, World Drug Report 2013, http://www.unodc.org/unodc/secured/wdr/wdr2013/World_Drug_
Report_2013.pdf (accessed August 15, 2013); C-SPAN, “Troop Withdrawal from Afghanistan,” April 16, 2013, http://www.c-spanvideo.org/
program/TroopWithd (accessed June 19, 2013); and Special Inspector General Afghanistan Reconstruction, Joint Strategic Planning Subgroup 
for Oversight of Afghanistan Reconstruction, “Joint Strategic Oversight Plan for Afghanistan Reconstruction FY 13,” July 2012, http://www.
sigar.mil/pdf/strategicoversightplans/fy-2013.pdf (accessed August 16, 2013).

2. Vanda Felbab-Brown, Shooting Up: Counterinsurgency and the War on Drugs (Washington, DC: The Brookings Institution, 2010), p. 140.
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economic fortunes while lining the pockets of the 
Afghan authorities. 

toward the end of the bush Administration, 
U.S. counternarcotics policy began to place great-
er emphasis on alternative livelihood assistance 
and decreased the focus on eradication. emphasis 
on alternative development assistance has deep-
ened under the Obama Administration.4 A surge in 
poppy cultivation in 2006 and 2007, particularly 
in Helmand, also prompted greater U.S. and NAtO 
attention to the drugs issue. In October 2008, NAtO 
agreed to target taliban-linked drug traffickers in 
its military operations. 

Although emphasizing different priorities, both 
the bush and Obama Administrations have pursued 
a five-prong counternarcotics strategy that relies on 
(1) public information campaigns, (2) judicial reform, 
(3) alternative livelihood development, (4) interdic-
tion, and (5) eradication.5 

Drugs and the Taliban 
While it has been difficult to accurately assess to 

what extent the taliban and other terrorist groups 
profit from the drug trade, it is estimated that in 
2009 the taliban received $150 million in drug 
money.6 Other sources of income for the taliban 
include donations from private individuals and orga-
nizations in pakistan, the United Arab emirates, 
and Saudi Arabia, as well as profits from local tax 
schemes, kidnapping ransoms, and smuggling. 

With the drawdown of U.S. and coalition forces, 
there is concern that even the limited progress made 
in countering the narcotics trade in Afghanistan will 
be sacrificed. there are currently around 60,000 U.S. 
forces in Afghanistan and that number will decrease 
to around 32,000 by February 2014. It is unclear how 
many U.S. troops will remain in the country post-
2014, but the number is unlikely to top 10,000. thus 
there will be greater pressure on the Afghan National 

Security Forces (ANSF) to fight the taliban, and 
fewer resources for counternarcotics operations. 

there has been a great deal of tension in the U.S. 
policy community over the relationship between 
counterterrorism and counternarcotics operations. 
the two policies have often been pitted against one 
another partly because of a perception that counter-
narcotics operations serve as a diversion from the 
fight against terrorism. Another major complica-
tion has been the fact that former warlords, who are 
now part of the government and who helped the U.S. 
fight the taliban, maintain links to the drug trade. 
Finally, as pointed out earlier, government cam-
paigns that focused on eradication and that were 
poorly executed have pushed impoverished farmers 
to support the taliban, which permits poppy culti-
vation and protects drug traffickers.

The Taliban’s support of the drug trade 
became the key source of its political 
legitimacy in poppy-growing regions.  

 When they started taking over the country in the 
mid-1990s, the taliban immediately tried to ban the 
cultivation of poppy and promoted aggressive erad-
ication on the basis that Islam prohibits the con-
sumption of drugs.7 Within a few months, however, 
the taliban leadership realized that the opium ban 
threatened to cause widespread public unrest and 
disrupt the taliban’s ability to consolidate control 
over the country.  

thus, they asserted that drug consumption was 
still illegal, but that the production and sale of opium 
would be allowed.8 Highlighting the relevance of 
poppy to the taliban, renowned drug expert Vanda 
Felbab-brown noted: “the importance of the drug 
economy to the taliban’s political control is further 

3. Information from William Byrd, Afghanistan Senior Expert, United States Institute of Peace, via e-mail.

4. Christopher M. Blanchard, “Afghanistan: Narcotics and U.S. Policy,” Congressional Research Service, August 12, 2009, http://www.fas.org/
sgp/crs/row/RL32686.pdf (accessed June 19, 2013).

5. Ibid.

6. United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, “The Global Afghan Opium Trade: A Threat Assessment,” July 2011, http://www.unodc.org/
documents/data-and-analysis/Studies/Global_Afghan_Opium_Trade_2011-web.pdf (accessed September 17, 2013).

7. Gretchen Peters, Seeds of Terror (New York: Thomas Dunne Books and St. Martin’s Press, 2009), p. 3.

8. Vanda Felbab-Brown, “Narco-belligerents Across the Globe: Lessons from Colombia for Afghanistan?” Real Instituto Elcano, October 10, 2009, 
p. 7, http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/wps/wcm/connect/da0e7a80401cec18ab82eb1ecbd00d37/WP55-2009_Felbab-Brown_Narco-
belligerants_Lessons_Colombia_Afghanistan.pdf?MOD=AJPERES (accessed June 19, 2013).
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underscored by the fact that the taliban did not yield 
on any other doctrinal issue nor did it reverse any 
other of its extremely unpopular repressive policies.”9 
recognizing the lucrative nature of the drug trade, 
the taliban began to manage and control the indus-
try, allowing the group to guarantee order, security, 
and a measure of economic prosperity. the taliban’s 
support of the drug trade became the key source of its 
political legitimacy in poppy-growing regions.

A recent study conducted in Helmand province 
by David mansfield demonstrates how Afghans 
base their political leanings on their individual 
livelihoods. Afghans who relied on poppy cultiva-
tion favored taliban rule because it allowed them 
to continue growing opium. One respondent said: 

“the price of poppy has increased, this is why my life 
has improved. We pray to Allah to keep the taliban 
strong as they help the local people. When this [the 
Karzai] government comes we don’t see any benefits 
from them, we just see losses.”10 those who owned 
local businesses or shops, on the other hand, sup-
ported the government, noting that “[b]ecause of 
this government business has improved. because 
of development assistance there is more money in 
Helmand and people spend it in my shop.”11 

In Afghanistan’s Counternarcotics Strategy, 
the ministry of Counternarcotics makes a three-
pronged distinction among people involved in the 
drug trade: (1) major traffickers who focus on mate-
rial benefits and income, (2) traffickers who use the 
drug income to strengthen and fund their ties to ter-
rorists, and (3) low-level traffickers who traffic due 
to lack of social opportunities, unemployment, and 
poverty.12 the distinctions among these groups are 
not always clear-cut, however. 

While terrorists and criminals may have different 
end goals, they operate in the same illicit business 

and often develop symbiotic relationships. Links 
between taliban insurgents and drug smugglers 
were highlighted in the case of Haji bashir Noorzai, 
a major drug trafficker, who was arrested in the U.S. 
in 2005; convicted of smuggling $50 million worth 
of heroin into the U.S. in 2008; and sentenced to life 
in prison in 2009. His indictment alleged that he 
provided explosives, weapons, and personnel to the 
taliban in return for protection of poppy crops and 
trafficking routes.13  

Drug traffickers and the Taliban often 
use the informal banking network of 
hawala to meld illegally acquired funds 
into the legal market—making it nearly 
impossible to know where the funds 
originated. 

Economic and Cultural Challenges
Financial Complications. Due to an underdevel-

oped and struggling financial system, Afghans have 
traditionally relied primarily on the system of hawala 
to make money transfers. Hawala is the primary alter-
native to a formal banking system in Afghanistan, as 
it is in many muslim communities in the developing 
world. A hawaladar, or a broker, is the middle-man 
operation that facilitates the transfer of funds. the 
system is often used for international remittanc-
es because the hawaladar typically offers a better 
exchange rate and does not require traditional identi-
fication from the person making the transaction. the 
hawaladar rarely tracks the financial exchange other 
than in a notebook with limited identifiers, essential-
ly running an informal business.14

9. Felbab-Brown, Shooting Up, p. 128.

10. David Mansfield, “All Bets Are Off: Prospects for (B)reaching Agreements and Drug Control in Helmand and Nangarhar in the Run Up 
to Transition,” Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, January 2013, p. 79, http://www.areu.org.af/Uploads/EditionPdfs/1302%20
Opium%2023%20Jan-Final.pdf (accessed June 19, 2013). 

11. Ibid., p. 61.

12. “Anti-Drug Trafficking Policy: Targeting High Value Drug Traffickers and Their Networks,” Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, Ministry of Counter 
Narcotics, May 2012, http://mcn.gov.af/Content/files/LE_En.pdf (accessed June 19, 2013).

13. United States District Court, Southern District of New York, United States of America v. Bashir Noorzai, January 6, 2005, http://www.
investigativeproject.org/documents/case_docs/691.pdf (accessed September 6, 2013).

14. Patrick M. Jost and Harjit Singh Sandhu, “The Hawala Alternative Remittance System and its Role in Money Laundering,” Financial Crimes 
Enforcement Network, January 2000, http://www.treasury.gov/resource-center/terrorist-illicit-finance/Documents/FinCEN-Hawala-rpt.pdf 
(accessed June 19, 2013). 
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Since 90 percent of transactions in Afghanistan 
go through the hawala system, it is difficult to dis-
tinguish a legal transaction from an illegal one.15 
In fact, hawala is often used by drug traffickers and 
the taliban to meld illegally acquired funds into the 
legal market. From there, it is nearly impossible to 
know where the funds originated. 

In 2012, Afghanistan’s main financial institu-
tion, the Kabul National bank, collapsed due to 
fraud.16 Since then, Afghanistan has struggled 
to normalize currency exchanges. millions of 
Afghans had entrusted their money to the Kabul 
National bank, and its collapse evinced a national 
economic crisis as well as a wariness of the inter-
national banking system.17 embezzlement by high-
level bank employees led to a loss of approximately 
$935 million of its Afghan customers’ money.18 the 
negligence and purposeful misappropriation of 
funds, failure to appropriately audit the bank, and 
corruption amongst primary shareholders led to 
the bank’s demise. Since there is no longer a trusted 
banking authority, Afghans rely on the hawala sys-
tem more than ever.

Legal and Judicial Framework. the lack of a 
unified, effective, and institutionalized judiciary in 
Afghanistan contributes to the drug problem. the 
2004 Afghan constitution established an indepen-
dent judiciary, but the formal judicial system does 
not reach all parts of the country and faces a vari-
ety of challenges, such as lack of trained officials, 
corruption, and nepotism.19 thus, the formal sys-
tem has failed to gain the confidence of the Afghan 
population, and in many parts of the country, people 
continue to rely on traditional and customary forms 

of dispute resolution.20 Certain terrorist and drug-
financing laws in Afghanistan are not in line with 
international standards, making it even more diffi-
cult to prosecute drug cases.21 

Customary tribal justice is applied throughout 
the country, especially in pashtun areas, and is com-
prised of jirgas and shuras.22 A jirga is a group of male 
elders who deliberate on the actions of members of 
their community. Shuras are consultative gather-
ings that enable both men and women to discuss and 
negotiate problems within their community. 

the United States acknowledges both the for-
mal and informal judicial systems in Afghanistan 
as sources of law and its administration. the 
mix has made it more difficult to prosecute high-
level traffickers and narcoterrorists, however. A 
Counternarcotics tribunal was established in 2005 
under the jurisdiction of the supreme court to pros-
ecute drug traffickers and enforce counternarcotics 
laws. prosecuting most high-profile drug-trafficking 
cases still requires direct assistance from the U.S., 
however.  

Irrigation and Infrastructure. Opium growth 
is common in areas that lack proper forms of irri-
gation since poppy cultivation requires less water 
in relation to the value of the harvest than wheat 
and other crops. Studies of particular regions in 
Afghanistan, such as Nangarhar and Helmand, have 
concluded that opium growth is particularly preva-
lent in areas where irrigation is lacking, although it 
is also frequently found on irrigated lands.23

Afghanistan’s irrigation system is composed 
of 28,000 informal systems, and 90 percent of 
Afghanistan’s arable land is irrigated by informal, 

15. U.S. Department of State, Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs, “2013 International Narcotics Control Strategy 
Report,” March 5, 2013, http://www.state.gov/j/inl/rls/nrcrpt/2013/vol2/204065.htm#Afghanistan (accessed June 19, 2013).

16. Drago Kos, “Report of the Public Inquiry into the Kabul Bank Crisis,” Independent Joint Anti-Corruption Monitoring and Evaluation Committee, 
November 15, 2012, http://mec.af/files/knpir-final.pdf (accessed June 19, 2013).

17. Ibid.

18. Ibid.

19. Liana Sun Wyler and Kenneth Katzman, “Afghanistan: U.S. Rule of Law and Justice Sector Assistance,” Congressional Research Service, 
November 9, 2010, http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/R41484.pdf (accessed June 19, 2013).

20. “Reforming Afghanistan’s Broken Judiciary,” International Crisis Group Asia Report No. 195, November 17, 2010, http://www.crisisgroup.org/~/
media/Files/asia/south-asia/afghanistan/195%20Reforming%20Afghanistans%20Broken%20Judiciary.ashx (accessed June 19, 2013).

21. U.S. Department of State, Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs, “2013 International Narcotics Control Strategy 
Report.”

22. Ibid.

23. David Mansfield, “Responding to the Challenge of Diversity in Opium Poppy Cultivation in Afghanistan,” World Bank, 2011, p. 62, http://
siteresources.worldbank.org/SOUTHASIAEXT/Resources/Publications/4488131164651372704/UNDC_Ch3.pdf (accessed August 7, 2013).
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rather than formal, irrigation.24 Afghanistan’s 
informal systems consist of surface-water systems, 
groundwater systems, such as springs, a limited 
number of wells, and tunnels used to extract shallow 
groundwater (called “karezes”). Its formal systems 
are largely outdated and have not been maintained 
due to a lack of technical knowledge necessary for 
upkeep.25 there are only 10 formal systems, each of 
which operates at low capacity.26 there are a num-
ber of programs in place to develop the irrigation 
system in Afghanistan. the World bank, the Asian 
Development bank, the Japan Fund for poverty 
reduction, and others have heavily invested in the 
rehabilitation of formal systems.27 Despite these pro-
grams, Afghans still struggle to deliver the water to 
where it is most needed. And Afghanistan’s ministry 
of Agriculture, Irrigation, and Livestock estimates 
that roughly 60 percent of water in the existing for-
mal systems is lost or misallocated.28

the National Solidarity program (NSp) of the gov-
ernment of Afghanistan represents the single largest 
investment in rural Afghanistan. It operates in all 34 
provinces and is aimed at creating elected community 
development councils. Now in its third phase, the NSp 
receives funding from the World bank and 33 other 
donors that make up the Afghanistan reconstruction 
trust Fund (ArtF). Since its establishment in 2002, 
the NSp has disbursed $1.2 billion for rural infra-
structure projects. While a portion of this funding 
goes toward irrigation and drainage projects, the 
World bank says there is a need for more financing 
for projects to develop “agricultural water sources, 
including watershed management, storage, irrigation 
development and on-farm water management.”29

Current U.S. Initiatives
Counternarcotics initiatives have accounted 

for about 5 percent of total U.S. aid provided to 

24. Rainer Gonzalez Palau, “The Decision to Plant Poppies: Irrigation, Profits and Alternatives Crops in Afghanistan,” Civil-Military Fusion Centre, 
August 2012, https://www.cimicweb.org/cmo/afg/Documents/Social_Infrastructure/CFC_Afghanistan_Poppies-Profits-and-Irrigation_
Aug2012.pdf (accessed July 18, 2013).

25. Ibid., and Bob Rout, “Water Management, Livestock and the Opium Economy—How the Water Flows: A Typology of Irrigation Systems in 
Afghanistan,” Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit Issue Paper Series, June 2008, http://www.areu.org.af/Uploads/EditionPdfs/811E-
Typology%20of%20Irrigation%20Systems.pdf (accessed September 6, 2013).

26. Ibid.

27. Ibid.

28. “Remarks of the Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock (MAIL),” The Provincial Reconstruction Team Conference, March 16, 2010, 
https://www.cimicweb.org/Documents/PRT%20CONFERENCE%202010/Ministry_of_Agriculture,_Irrigation,_and_Livestock_Speech_for_
Ag_Breakout_Session.pdf (accessed August 7, 2013).

29. Christopher Ward, David Mansfield, Peter Oldham, and William Byrd, “Afghanistan: Economic Incentives and Development 
Initiatives to Reduce Opium Production,” The World Bank, February 2008, http://siteresources.worldbank.org/SOUTHASIAEXT/
Resources/223546-1202156192201/4638255-1202156207051/fullreportAfghanistanOpiumIncentives.pdf (accessed July 18, 2013).

tAbLe 1

U.S. Aid Allocations for Afghanistan Counternarcotics Programs

* Estimate.
Sources: Curt Tarnoff , “Afghanistan: U.S. Foreign Assistance,” Congressional Research Service, August 21, 2012, p. 20, and U.S. Department of State, 
State Department Congressional Budget Justifi cations, 2009–2012, http://www.state.gov/s/d/rm/rls/statecbj/ (accessed September 17, 2013).

B 2845 heritage.org

FIGURES IN MILLIONS 2009 2010 2011 2012
International Narcotics and Law Enforcement (INCLE)

Counternarcotics
$300.3 $280.6 $165.5 $106.6*

DoD Counternarcotics $230.1 $392.3 $376.5 $425.0
DEA Counternarcotics $18.8 $0 $0 $0
ESF Counternarcotics $164.6 $209.9* $66.0 $75.0*
Total $713.8 $882.8 $608.0 $606.6
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Afghanistan since 2001. these programs are imple-
mented by the U.S. State Department’s bureau 
of International Narcotics and Law enforcement 
Affairs (INL) in conjunction with the Department 
of Defense, the U.S. Agency for International 
Development (USAID), and the Drug enforcement 
Agency (DeA). In addition to specific counternar-
cotics operations, other programs that support 
efforts to counter the drug industry include U.S. 
funding for infrastructure, such as road construc-
tion (which makes up about 15 percent of U.S. aid to 
Afghanistan), rule of law programs, and alternative 
development programs that form part of USAID’s 
economic Support Funds (eSF).

Alternative Livelihood Assistance. As ref-
erenced earlier, the U.S. has transitioned from 
emphasizing eradication to promoting alternative 
livelihood programs—a transition that began at the 
end of the bush Administration and was strength-
ened during president barack Obama’s first term. 
eradication and interdiction assistance had long 
been given priority over livelihood assistance. this 
changed as U.S. officials recognized that eradica-
tion could not occur until an alternative form of 
livelihood took hold with Afghan farmers. the late 
richard Holbrooke, while serving as the U.S. State 
Department Senior representative for Afghanistan 

and pakistan, declared in 2009 that U.S. efforts to 
eradicate opium poppy crops in Afghanistan had 
been “wasteful and ineffective.”30 Holbrooke was a 
major proponent for shifting U.S. counternarcotics 
efforts toward helping Afghan farmers.

U.S. policymakers learned that eradication can 
often harm the farmers more than it harms the drug 
lords. Without adequate emphasis on alternative work 
for farmers, Afghans were robbed of their livelihoods 
before they were given the opportunity or skillset to 
engage in other vocations. this lesson was learned 
first in Colombia in the early 2000s; the eradication 
measures ended up benefitting the leftist guerillas, 
who capitalized on the people’s anger at the govern-
ment for destroying their only source of income.31

While USAID has intensified its focus on alter-
native development programs in Afghanistan in 
the past several years, media reports note that such 
alternative programs have so far only reached about 
30 percent of households that rely on opium cultiva-
tion for their incomes.32 Alternative livelihood pro-
grams equip farmers to participate in legal markets 
rather than the illicit production of drugs. they do 
so by providing alternative seeds, agricultural train-
ing, and monetary assistance.33 

the Afghan government and international com-
munity have supplemented alternative livelihood 

30. “Envoy Damns US Afghan Drug Effort,” BBC, March 21, 2009, http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/7957237.stm (accessed September 17, 
2013).

31. Vanda Felbab-Brown, “The Violent Drug Market in Mexico and Lessons from Colombia,” Brookings Institution, March 2009, http://www.
brookings.edu/research/papers/2009/03/mexico-drug-market-felbabbrown (accessed June 19, 2013).

32. Dawood Azami, “Why Afghanistan May Never Eradicate Opium,” BBC News, February 25, 2013, http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-
asia-21548230 (accessed August 19, 2013).

33. USAID, Alternative Licit Livelihoods Initiative (ALLI), June 2011, http://afghanistan.usaid.gov/en/USAID/Activity/113/Alternative_Licit_
Livelihoods_Initiative_ALLI_formerly_Agroenterprise_Development_Alliance (accessed June 19, 2013).

tAbLe 2

DoD Economic Development Funding in Afghanistan

Source: Curt Tarnoff , “Afghanistan: U.S. Foreign Assistance,” Congressional Research Service, August 21, 2012, p. 20.

B 2845 heritage.org

FIGURES IN MILLIONS 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012
DoD Afghan Infrastructure Fund $0 $0 $0 $400.0 $400.0
DoD CERP $488.3 $550.7 $1,000.0 $400.0 $400.0
DoD Business Task Force $0 $15.0 $59.3 $239.2 $257.6
Total $488.3 $565.7 $1,059.3 $1,039.2 $1,057.6
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assistance with microfinance in an attempt to diver-
sify the market. microloans total $142.3 million 
with 245,046 borrowers.34 One of the major purvey-
ors of microfinance, the microfinance Investment 
Support Facility for Afghanistan (mISFA), has 
reached more than 82,000 Afghans and invested 
over $93 million.35 mISFA receives funds from the 
World bank and subsequently distributes loans to 
a diversified set of microfinanciers who grant loans 
to the people of Afghanistan. partner organizations 
of mISFA include the First microFinance bank, 
mutahid Development Finance Institution, OXUS 
Afghanistan, and Hope for Life.36 About 24 percent 
of mISFA borrowers are women.37 While microfi-
nance in Afghanistan often fails to target those most 
deeply entrenched in poverty, some organizations 
are starting to diversify their investments by requir-
ing that 25 percent of their portfolios go to Afghans 
living on less than $1 per day.38 

Current alternative development assistance pro-
grams emphasize farming as the primary means 
for development, even though the percentage of 
cultivation-suitable land is low. For instance, about 
80 percent of Afghanistan’s 32 million people are 
engaged in farming.39 About 12 percent of the land in 
Afghanistan is arable, and of that, only half is under 
cultivation.40 roughly 25 million people rely on 6 
percent of the land. 

Although Afghan officials tend to claim that the 
former governor of Helmand’s (mohammad Gulab 

mangal) free wheat program is a success, most in 
the policy community have recognized its failures. 
the governor’s program failed because it ignored 
existing land-density issues, flooded the market 
with an oversupply of wheat, and was not a major 
job creator.41 regardless of the crop, the lack of cul-
tivatable land will pose major obstacles to farm-
based alternative development programs. What is 
needed are high-value labor-intensive cash crops 
that economize on scarce arable land and irriga-
tion water.

Eradication. there are several different forms of 
eradication, including aerial spraying, manual eradi-
cation, and military and law enforcement raids. each 
of these options presents its own set of problems.

Drug producers and traffickers often benefit from 
eradication because they have significant stockpiles 
of poppy that they can sell at increased prices to meet 
demand. the U.S. Counternarcotics Strategy states, 

“the U.S. Government no longer funds or supports 
large-scale eradication of poppy fields (though we do 
not object to Afghan-led local eradication).”42 

Nonetheless, the U.S. continues to provide mod-
est assistance for eradication measures. For example, 
through the Good performers Initiative (GpI), the 
U.S. rewards provinces that discourage the growth 
and in other ways reduce or eliminate the produc-
tion of opium through Afghan government-led erad-
ication programs.43 In 2013, the State Department 
allocated $18.2 million for programs under the 

34. Afghanistan Market Profile, MixMarket, 2013, http://www.mixmarket.org/mfi/country/Afghanistan (accessed July 18, 2013).

35. Microfinance Investment Support Facility for Afghanistan, “Outreach Data of MISFA Partners,” MISFA, April 2013, http://www.misfa.org.af/
site_files/13711061501.pdf (accessed July 18, 2013).

36. Microfinance Investment Support Facility for Afghanistan, “Partners,” http://www.misfa.org.af/partners.html (accessed July 18, 2013).

37. Microfinance Investment Support Facility for Afghanistan, “Rural Women in Bamyan: Ultra-Poor No More,” 2011, http://www.misfa.org.af/
rural-women-in-bamyan-ultra-poor-no-moref2013074413.html (accessed July 18, 2013).

38. Maliha Hamid Hussein, “State of Microfinance in Afghanistan,” Institute of Microfinance and State of Microfinance in SAARC Countries, 2009, 
http://www.inm.org.bd/publication/state_of_micro/Afghanistan.pdf (accessed July 18, 2013).

39. United States Department of Agriculture, “Agriculture in Afghanistan: Rebuilding for a Stable, Secure Country,” http://www.fas.usda.gov/
countryafghanistan/us-afghanistan.asp (accessed June 20, 2013).

40. The World Bank, “Afghanistan: Priorities for Agriculture and Rural Development,” http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/
COUNTRIES/SOUTHASIAEXT/EXTSAREGTOPAGRI/0,,contentMDK:20273762~menuPK:548212~pagePK:34004173~piPK:34003707~theSit
ePK:452766,00.html (accessed June 20, 2013). 

41. Felbab-Brown, “The Violent Drug Market in Mexico and Lessons from Colombia.” 

42. U.S. Department of State, “U.S. Counternarcotics Strategy for Afghanistan,” March 2010, http://www.state.gov/documents/
organization/141756.pdf (accessed June 20, 2013).

43. U.S. Department of State, “Afghanistan Program Overview,” 2012, http://www.state.gov/j/inl/narc/c27187.htm#counternarcotics (accessed 
June 20, 2013).
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auspices of the GpI.44 In addition to funding the GpI, 
some U.S. assistance for eradication is also provided 
through the DeA Foreign Advisory Support teams 
(FASt), elite tactical units that are deployed over-
seas for a limited period of time to conduct counter-
drug missions.45 

Military Engagement. U.S. military involvement 
in combatting the Afghan drug trade has been limited 
by NAtO caveats and U.S. legal distinctions between 
fighting an insurgency and enforcing Afghan law. 
U.S. engagement with Afghan forces on counter-
narcotics operations primarily consists of training 
and equipping members of the Counternarcotics 
police of Afghanistan (CNp-A), intelligence shar-
ing and limited airlift support to the National 
Interdiction Unit (NIU), and military assistance to 
the Counternarcotics Infantry Kadak (CIK).46 the 
U.S. previously provided substantial assistance to 
Afghanistan’s poppy eradication Force (peF). 

the U.S. is most engaged with the NIU, with 
which the DeA has supplied FASt teams that helped 
carry out a number of successful operations includ-
ing drug raids and interdiction, destruction of drug 
factories, and seizures of precursor chemicals 
required to turn opium into heroin.47

According to current U.S. law, the military must 
prove a nexus, a direct connection, between coun-
terterrorism efforts and counternarcotics opera-
tions in order to provide support to law enforcement. 
Additionally, the U.S. Code states that it is legal for 
U.S. troops to supply assistance to law enforcement 

operations, but the military’s direct participation in 
law enforcement activities is illegal.48 “military lift 
and security support have been provided by special 
operations forces (SOF) to target high-value individ-
uals where the nexus can be established. In this case, 
there is no restriction to military support because 
it is considered a military mission rather than a 
law enforcement mission.”49 the military can only 
directly target drug traffickers that have proven ties 
to insurgents. proving these links can be difficult 
and time-consuming, making it unfeasible for the 
military to engage in situations that require a quick 
response. 

Addiction: A Regional Concern
the drug trade has a negative impact on the aver-

age person in Afghanistan and has also affected mil-
lions living in surrounding countries. Drug addic-
tion, opium brides, and family duress are just a few of 
the many problems that accompany the drug trade.

Drug addiction has become a generational epi-
demic. Nearly 1.5 million adults are addicted to drugs 
in Afghanistan. Such high rates of addiction have 
trickled down into the younger population, where 
more than 300,000 children are now addicts.50 

In 2005, Iran had the highest percentage of drug 
addicts in the world, with 2.8 percent of its population 
over the age of 15 hooked on drugs.51 today, Iran still 
has one of the highest rates of opium addiction: Some 
2 million people are addicted to drugs and an estimat-
ed 16 million people are affected by drug use.52

44. News release, “U.S. and Afghanistan Announce $18.2 Million in Good Performers Initiative Awards for Provincial Counternarcotics 
Achievements,” U.S. Department of State, February 13, 2013, http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2013/02/204539.htm (accessed June 20, 
2013).

45. U.S. Department of Justice, Drug Enforcement Administration, “FY 2012 Performance Budget Congressional Submission,” http://www.justice.
gov/jmd/2012justification/pdf/fy12-dea-justification.pdf (accessed June 20, 2013).

46. Christopher M. Blanchard, “Afghanistan: Narcotics and U.S. Policy.”

47. Nic Jenzen-Jones, “Chasing the Dragon: Afghanistan’s National Interdiction Unit,” Small Wars Journal, http://smallwarsjournal.com/blog/
chasing-the-dragon-afghanistan%E2%80%99s-national-interdiction-unit (accessed June 20, 2013).

48. 10 USC § 375

49. Jonathan Biehl, LCDR, USN, “Counternarcotics Operations in Afghanistan: A Way to Success or a Meaningless Cause,” master’s thesis 
presented to the U.S. Army Command and General Staff College, 2009, http://www.dtic.mil/cgi-bin/GetTRDoc?AD=ADA512380 (accessed 
June 20, 2013).

50. Waslat Hasrat-Nazimi, “Little Relief for Afghan Drug Addicts,” Deutsche Welle, February 21, 2013, http://www.dw.de/little-relief-for-afghan-
drug-addicts/a-16616436 (accessed June 20, 2013).

51. Karl Vick, “Opiates of the Iranian People,” The Washington Post, September 12, 2005, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/
article/2005/09/22/AR2005092202287.html (accessed July 18, 2013).

52. Monavar Kalaj, “Iranian Addicts Shift to Synthetic Drugs,” Financial Times, December 26, 2012, http://www.ft.com/intl/cms/s/0/7b0d9314-
4f51-11e2-856f-00144feab49a.html#axzz2ZQIXpeSY (accessed July 18, 2013).
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While pakistan claims to have eliminated poppy 
production, the country serves as a major conduit of 
Afghanistan’s drugs. According to a 2012 U.N. report, 
an estimated $30 billion worth of drugs passed 
through pakistan last year.53 there are an estimated 
6.4 million drug users in pakistan.54

Official estimates state that at least one million 
individuals are addicted to heroin in India, but in 
reality there are likely more than five million heroin 
users in the country.55 As a result, India has many vil-
lages that face a severe shortage of men.56 In punjab 
state, drug overdoses have left many children with-
out fathers, and women as the primary breadwin-
ners. While estimates vary on the precise levels of 
drug addiction, it is uncontested that punjab has a 
serious drug epidemic. In addition to Afghan heroin 
flows, much of India’s illegal drugs come from leak-
age from the licensed opium-production sector and 
from burma.

Afghanistan, in particular, experiences a preva-
lence of opium brides, child labor, and child drug 
abuse. many young girls are traded as goods to be 
forcibly married to foreign men in exchange for 
drugs.57 Other girls end up as child prostitutes, or 
skirt the system by trafficking drugs themselves. 
As the opium trade has increased, there has been 
a notable increase in underage marriages, which 
comprise an estimated 60 percent of marriages in 
Afghanistan.58 While child marriage is a cultural 
tradition in much of Afghanistan, it is technically 
illegal under Afghan law to be married before age 

16.59 Due to Afghanistan’s failure to reduce the 
number of trafficking victims, and its inability to 
comply with the trafficking Victims protection 
Act’s (tVpA) minimum standards, the U.S. has 
placed Afghanistan on the tier 2 Watch List.60 
many fear that trafficking and forced marriages 
will only increase after U.S. troops leave the coun-
try in 2014.61

While Pakistan claims to have 
eliminated poppy production, it serves 
as a major conduit for Afghanistan’s 
drugs. According to a 2012 U.N. report, 
an estimated $30 billion worth of 
drugs passed through Pakistan last 
year.

Strategies for the U.S.
the illegal drug industry in Afghanistan is per-

vasive, highly profitable, and driven by international 
demand. In order to effectively counter it, the U.S. 
should pursue a long-term strategy that focuses on 
incentivizing Afghan farmers to grow legal crops. 
experience demonstrates that there are no quick 
fixes to the massive drug problem in Afghanistan 
and that policies that center first on eradication 
can exacerbate the problem. Instead, U.S. anti-drug 

53. Sumera Khan, “$30 Billion Worth of Drugs Transit Through Pakistan: UN Report,” International Herald Tribune, June 27, 2012, http://tribune.
com.pk/story/399675/30b-worth-of-drugs-transit-through-pakistan-un-report/ (accessed September 17, 2013).

54. UNODC, “1 in 27 Adults in Pakistan Estimated to be Dependent on Drugs: Drug Use in Pakistan 2013 Summary Report,” March 12, 2013, 
http://www.unodc.org/pakistan/en/drug-use-in-pakistan.html (accessed June 20, 2013).

55. Ahmad Nadeem, Bano Rubeena, Agarwal V.K., and Kalakoti Piyush, “Substance Abuse in India,” Pravara Medical Review, Vol. 1, No. 4 (2009), 
http://www.pravara.com/pmr/pmr-1-4-2.pdf (accessed June 20, 2013).

56. Simon Denyer, “Drug Epidemic Grips India’s Punjab State,” The Washington Post, January 1, 2013, http://articles.washingtonpost.com/2013-01-
01/world/36323657_1_afghan-heroin-golden-crescent-pharmaceutical-drugs/2 (accessed June 20, 2013).

57. Roma Rajpal, “The Plight of Afghanistan’s Opium Brides,” Deutsche Welle, February 22, 2013, http://www.dw.de/the-plight-of-afghanistans-
opium-brides/a-16622017 (accessed June 20, 2013).

58. Monsicha Hoonsuwan, “Afghanistan’s Opium Child Brides,” The Atlantic, February 9, 2012, http://www.theatlantic.com/international/
archive/2012/02/afghanistans-opium-child-brides/252638/ (accessed June 20, 2013).

59. UNFPA, “Escaping Child Marriage in Afghanistan,” October 4, 2012, http://www.unfpa.org/public/home/news/pid/12296 (accessed June 20, 
2013). 

60. U.S. Department of State, Office to Monitor and Combat Trafficking in Persons, “Trafficking in Persons Report 2013: Tier Placements,”  
http://www.state.gov/j/tip/rls/tiprpt/2013/210548.htm (accessed June 20, 2013).

61. Samuel Burke, “Selling Little Girls to Pay Back Debt,” CNN, January 5, 2013, http://amanpour.blogs.cnn.com/2013/01/25/selling-little-girls-to-
payback-debt/ (accessed June 20, 2013).
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policies should ensure the economic security of aver-
age Afghans by supporting alternative livelihoods 
for the farmers. U.S. aid will only be effective, how-
ever, if the Afghan policy environment is conducive 
to economic growth and if the Afghan government 
makes an effort to reduce corruption and ensure a 
level playing field for investors.

As it continues its counternarcotics efforts in 
Afghanistan, the U.S. should:

■■ Assist Afghanistan in diversifying its econ-
omy through establishment of viable, long-term 
alternative development programs and increased 
foreign investment in Afghanistan’s mineral 
resources. the unstable security environment 
in Afghanistan makes it difficult to establish 
alternatives to poppy cultivation. Opium has 
remained the predominant cash crop in Afghani-
stan because it is easy to grow, employs a signifi-
cant number of people, and is lucrative. None-
theless, creating viable, long-term alternatives 
is possible. programs implemented in pakistan, 
Lebanon, and elsewhere have demonstrated a 
marked reduction in opium production with the 
introduction of alternative crops, such as garlic 
and onions.62  

the current alternative-livelihood programs that 
the U.S. is implementing include mainly short-
term cash-for-work programs. there is a need 
to develop longer-term strategies and to identify 
linkages between these individual programs to 
the broader national and regional economies to 
make them more sustainable. 

the U.S. and international community should 
focus on providing an appropriate framework for 
development through microloans, microfinance, 
foreign direct investment (FDI), and other ven-
ues for investment. mISFA has been a highly suc-
cessful microcredit program, but it needs to be 
ramped up considerably. 

Future microcredit programs should focus on 
providing long-term solutions. programs such 
as the Helmand Food Zone and Cash for Crops 
wheat programs have proved unsustainable 
and ineffective.63 If geared toward agricultural 
growth, alternative livelihood assistance and 
microfinance will not merely subsidize farming 
activity, but will facilitate the skills necessary to 
grow fruits, vegetables, and other crops that are 
usually labor-intensive, profitable, and can grow 
despite uneven soil quality. 

In the short term, legal agriculture production is 
the best economic alternative to poppy cultivation. 
Investment in agriculture should focus on lucra-
tive plants such as almonds, pomegranates, and 
grapes, as opposed to wheat. Some agricultural 
experts claim that these crops have the ability to 
produce equal or greater profits than opium.64 

However, over the longer term, mineral resources 
can help support economic growth, generate siz-
able exports, and provide revenues to the govern-
ment. Afghanistan has potentially valuable natu-
ral mineral resources including copper, iron, and 
lithium.65 the U.S. military and geological experts 
have mapped out the locations of the mineral 
deposits and Afghanistan may have the potential 
to become a leader in exports of minerals. 

the U.S. should work with the Afghan govern-
ment to encourage international investment in 
Afghanistan’s mineral wealth with an eye toward 
facilitating a level playing field and transparent 
process for investment. International investors 
will also largely base their decisions on the secu-
rity situation.   

■■ Eliminate funding for the Good Perform-
ers Initiative (GPI). the GpI is a program 
administered by the U.S. and the United King-
dom to reward Afghan governors for reducing or 

62. Palau, “The Decision to Plant Poppies.”

63. Ibid.

64. David Mansfield, “Challenging the Rhetoric: Supporting an Evidence Based Counter Narcotics Policy in Afghanistan,” testimony before the 
Subcommittee on National Security and Foreign Affairs, Committee on Oversight and Government Reform, U.S. House of Representatives, 
October 1, 2009, http://www.hks.harvard.edu/cchrp/sbhrap/news/MansfieldTestimony.pdf (accessed August 16, 2013).

65. Kenneth Katzman, “Afghanistan: Post-Taliban Governance, Security, and U.S. Policy,” Congressional Research Service, August 8, 2013,  
pp. 67–68, http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL30588.pdf (accessed July 19, 2013).
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eliminating poppy cultivation in their respective 
provinces. Just this year, 21 of the 34 provinc-
es received funds from the GpI, and 17 received 
over $1 million in reward for being “poppy-free” 
provinces.66 While the assistance is intended to 
go toward development of alternative livelihood 
assistance programs, it is more often pocketed by 
the governors themselves.67 rampant corruption 
has led to most of the profits being squandered on 
the development of short-term and unsuccessful 
alternative livelihood assistance programs. 

Not only is the GpI ineffective in achieving its 
goals, it contradicts current U.S. policy, which 
is to focus less on eradication. eliminating the 
program would allow the U.S. to re-allocate the 
money to more effective alternative livelihood 
assistance programs.68

■■ Restructure plans, but continue to support 
the development of viable infrastructure 
projects, including through the Afghanistan 
Infrastructure Fund (AIF), on the condition 
that the U.S. leaves a substantial residual force 
in Afghanistan post-2014. Infrastructure devel-
opment not only facilitates economic activity 
inside Afghanistan, it helps connect Afghani-
stan to regional and global markets, making it 
easier for Afghans to export legal crops. to effec-
tively manage the security transition and sup-
port these development efforts, however, the U.S. 
must leave a residual force in the country beyond 
2014. If the U.S. fails to leave any troops behind 

in Afghanistan, development projects like those 
funded through the AIF will almost certainly be 
unsustainable—lacking sufficient security, they 
will become soft targets for terrorists. 

the U.S. has heavily invested in infrastructure 
and road development in Afghanistan since 
2002, but a recent report by the Special Inspector 
General for Afghanistan reconstruction (SIGAr) 
criticizes U.S. efforts to improve Afghan infra-
structure and argues that several projects are 
behind schedule and will not be completed by 
the 2014 deadline for withdrawing U.S. combat 
troops.   

According to the SIGAr report, the U.S. has spent 
approximately $1.02 billion on the AIF since fis-
cal year 2002.69 the AIF is operated by the State 
and Defense Departments, and implements water, 
power, and transportation projects.70 In 2013 
alone, $325 million has been allocated to the AIF. 
the SIGAr report argues that the AIF operated 
six to 15 months behind schedule, had misdirect-
ed Commander’s emergency response program 
(Cerp) funds, and has mismanaged contracts 
and plans for completion.71 SIGAr recommends 
that a clearer and more comprehensive vision 
for infrastructure development in Afghanistan 
be created to clarify cooperation between State, 
Defense, and USAID.72 

the U.S. House of representatives voted to slash 
funding for the AIF when it passed its version of 

66. News release, “U.S. and Afghanistan Announce $18.2 Million in Good Performers Initiative Awards for Provincial Counternarcotics 
Achievements,” U.S. Department of State, February 13, 2013, http://www.state.gov/r/pa/prs/ps/2013/02/204539.htm (accessed July 19, 
2013).

67. Vanda Felbab-Brown, “Afghanistan Trip Report VI: Counternarcotics Policy in Afghanistan: A Good Strategy Poorly Implemented,” Brookings 
Institution Opinion, May 10, 2012, http://www.brookings.edu/research/opinions/2012/05/10-counternarcotics-felbabbrown (accessed July 
19, 2013).

68. Ibid.

69. Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction, Quarterly Report to the United States Congress, April 30, 2013, p. 67, http://www.sigar.
mil/pdf/quarterlyreports/2013-04-30qr.pdf (accessed July 19, 2013).

70. Department of Defense, Department of Defense Budget FY 2014, “Justification for FY 2014 Overseas Contingency Operations,” Afghanistan 
Infrastructure Fund (AIF), May 20, 2013,  http://asafm.army.mil/Documents/OfficeDocuments/Budget/BudgetMaterials/FY14/OCO//aif.pdf 
(accessed August 16, 2013).

71. Office of the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan Reconstruction, “Fiscal Year 2011 Afghanistan Infrastructure Fund Projects Are 
Behind Schedule and Lack Adequate Sustainment Plans,” July 20, 2012,  http://www.sigar.mil/pdf/audits/2012-07-30audit-12-12Revised.pdf 
(accessed August 16, 2013). 

72. Ibid.
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the National Defense Authorization Act (NDAA) 
in late July, with members arguing that the funds 
would be better used for reducing the U.S. defi-
cit. Without AIF’s continuation, however, an esti-
mated 400,000 Afghans will be without power 
and the economic viability of certain provinces 
in Afghanistan will be in question.73 rather than 
significantly cutting funding for AIF and halt-
ing projects, State, Defense, and USAID should 
revise time lines for projects to reflect realities 
on the ground and develop a strategy that helps 
ensure Afghan commitment to the projects once 
U.S. combat forces depart. Seeking to complete all 
projects by a hard and fast 2014 deadline makes 
little sense. 

Scrutinizing government programs is a fun-
damental responsibility of Congress, and 
members are correct to demand that U.S. aid to 
Afghanistan is used effectively. Congress should, 
however, also acknowledge that abrupt aid reduc-
tions could undermine programs that are advanc-
ing U.S. interests, such as denying the taliban a 
source of income and bolstering support for the 
government. U.S. legislators and policymakers 
should seek to enhance the effectiveness of the 
programs and provide sufficient funding that 
allows critical programs to become self-sustain-
ing. these are the post-conflict projects that are 
helping the Afghan and coalition forces win the 
peace in Afghanistan. Abruptly cutting them 
would undermine the Afghan government and 
create a governance vacuum that the taliban 
would quickly fill. 

■■ Invest in and improve irrigation systems 
for agriculture. poor irrigation and decreased 
access to water is often a contributing factor in 
a farmer’s decision to grow opium. the problem 

in Afghanistan is not necessarily a lack of water, 
but a lack of training in proper irrigation tech-
nique, failure to maintain existing irrigation 
systems, and inadequate investment in accom-
panying infrastructure.74 A number of irrigation 
programs are already in effect, but any invest-
ment in formal irrigation systems must ensure 
that the technical knowledge for upkeep of the 
system is imparted to the Afghan public. 

■■ Streamline and facilitate effective mili-
tary support for Afghan-led counternarcot-
ics operations and continue purchase of rus-
sian mi-17 helicopters for the use of the Afghan 
Air Force. the U.S. military commanders on the 
ground should have more leeway to determine 
when their support is needed by the Afghan 
authorities in conducting counternarcotics oper-
ations, especially in areas where the taliban 
poses a significant threat. present military con-
straints make it difficult for American troops to 
aid ANSF and NIU operatives when they conduct 
raids and directly target major drug traffickers.

Since they are required to prove a nexus between 
drug trafficking and terrorism operations, 
American troops are often unable to provide the 
security measures that are necessary to directly 
target traffickers in a timely manner. For example, 
Afghan law enforcement agents often require U.S. 
air support to conduct effective counternarcot-
ics operations. Afghan capability to provide air 
support for law enforcement is limited, and does 
not include nighttime air support.75 Furthermore, 
cordon security is necessary for many of the law 
enforcement agents because most of their opera-
tions are conducted in taliban-infiltrated areas 
in the southern provinces, thus requiring a mili-
tary response.76

73. Department of Defense, “Department of Defense Budget FY 2014, Justification for FY 2014 Overseas Contingency Operations, Afghanistan 
Infrastructure Fund (AIF).”

74. Frank Skov Pedersen, “Sustainable Agricultural Production: Providing An Alternative to Opium in Afghanistan,” Aalborg University, 2009, 
http://projekter.aau.dk/projekter/files/18274422/Sustainable_agricultural_production.pdf (accessed July, 18, 2013), and Palau, “The Decision 
to Plant Poppies,”

75. Jonathan Biehl, LCDR, USN, “Counternarcotics Operations in Afghanistan: A Way to Success or a Meaningless Cause,” 2009, http://www.dtic.
mil/cgi-bin/GetTRDoc?AD=ADA512380 (accessed June 20, 2013).

76. Ibid.
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Congress has recently sought to eliminate fund-
ing for the purchase of russian mi-17 helicop-
ters for ANSF and Afghan Air Force (AAF) use. 
However, mi-17s will be critical to the function 
of Afghan forces post-2014 because they are the 
most cost-effective and capable helicopters to be 
employed in Afghanistan. the U.S. should con-
tinue with the purchase of the 86 mi-17s to ensure 
that ANSF has robust airlift capabilities going 
forward.77 

■■ Continue funding for special counternarcot-
ics courts, such as the Criminal Justice task 
Force and the Afghan Judicial Security Unit. 
the U.S. currently provides rule of law train-
ing through the Afghan Judicial Security Unit 
(JSU)78 and should continue to create a robust 
framework for legal and judicial reform. In 2013, 
the INL requested over $181 million for justice 
reform and an additional $63 million for Coun-
ternarcotics Justice and Anti-Corruption Avia-
tion Support.79 From 2005 to 2010, the Criminal 
Justice task Force (CJtF) prosecuted and con-
victed 440 people and actively targeted those in 
the Afghan government who were mired in the 
drug trade.80 While these courts have been effec-
tive in prosecuting low-level officials, some have 
contended that they need additional capacity to 
prosecute high-level officials and deal with secu-
rity concerns.

■■ Provide U.S. assistance in a policy envi-
ronment conducive to long-term economic 
growth. U.S. assistance should focus on encour-
aging free market–oriented policies, reducing 
regulatory impediments to business formation, 
and addressing corruption—all problems identi-
fied in Afghanistan by the Heritage Foundation’s 
Index of Economic Freedom.81 

Conclusion
While Congress has a responsibility to over-

see aid to Afghanistan and is rightly insisting that 
this aid is used effectively, counternarcotics pro-
grams remain integral to U.S. stabilization efforts 
in Afghanistan. With the drawdown of international 
troops, there is a risk of a spike in drug production. 
It is in the U.S. national security interest to help the 
Afghans counter, and eventually uproot, the drug 
industry through the maintenance of funding for 
key military, infrastructure, and counternarcotics 
operations. Failure to target this industry, which 
continues to take a toll on the sociopolitical develop-
ment of the country and benefit insurgents, would 
perpetuate the cycle of instability in Afghanistan 
and increase the risk that it once again becomes a 
haven for international terrorists.
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