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Introduction
“….the relationship between illicit drugs and the insurgency in Afghanistan cannot be
captured by the simplistic concept of “narco-terrorism”. Rather, it has to be seen in terms of
linkages of various types and degrees between two distinct phenomena. Drug trafficking may
generate criminal violence in both peacetime and conflict settings. In the latter case, the
illicit drug business becomes a “conflict resource”, while also serving shadow economic
functions (such as serving as a social-economic coping strategy to peasants in some areas)
and generating organized criminal violence and street delinquency”

Ekaterina Stepanova1

Afghanistan and Colombia are on the opposite ends of the globe and
yet there are striking similarities between the two countries - the
relationships between illicit drugs and crime being an obvious
commonality. This paper builds on previous literature that has
looked to compare the security and rule of law in both countries.
The primary aim of the paper is to examine the present day
connection between the two countries through the lens of illicit
drug production and trafficking and the related challenges that
arise in terms of security and rule of law.
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We begin by examining the events over the last decades in
Afghanistan and Colombia individually, trying to understand the
steps in history that have led to the current situation. The paper
then focuses on the similarities that connect Afghanistan and
Colombia in their fight against drugs and the lessons each country
can learn from the other. We examine the trends that connect
Afghanistan’s politics with illicit drug production and locate an
echo of similar trends in Colombia. The neighbouring countries –
Pakistan and Iran (in the case of Afghanistan) and Venezuela and
Ecuador (in the case of Colombia) emphasize the importance of
having stable neighbours with an established rule of law.
The role of financial proceeds from drug trafficking in the creation
of a parallel government is also highlighted in both countries and
followed by a closer look at the economic impact of the drug market
on the economies – in both Afghanistan and Colombia illicit drugs
trade is a significant portion of the total GDP. In conclusion, we
briefly recapitulate our (re)discoveries of facts and similarities in
the existing drug-crime nexus and offer some conclusions and
1

E. Stepanova, “Illicit Drugs and Insurgency in Afghanistan”, Perpesctives on

Terrorism, Vol 6, No 2, 2012.
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recommendations about the possible policy changes required for an
improvement in the current situation in Colombia and Afghanistan,
especially in the light of recent developments such as the UN
General Assembly Special Session on Drugs (UNGASS) in early
2016 and the peace deal between the Colombian authorities and the
FARC forces towards the end of the year.
Opium & Afghanistan – it’s complicated
As one of the least developed countries in the world2, Afghanistan
has seen conflict for a significant portion of its recent history,
especially since the 19th century3. The conflicts within the country
have intensified since 19794 and the genesis, development and
expansion of opium cultivation and production in Afghanistan is
intimately linked with the upheavals that have gripped the country.
A 2014 report by the Office of the Special Inspector General for
Afghanistan Reconstruction noted an unprecedented rise in opium
production in 2013 and warned that despite nearly $7.6 billion in
expenditure incurred by the U.S. government, the ongoing
counternarcotic operations are failing to have the required impact.5
In fact, Afghanistan is now estimated to account for around 85% of
the global potential opium production6 and the poppy crop in the
country increased by 7 percent in 2014 to another record of 224,000
hectares 7 “before falling in 2015 to 183,000, and rising again to
201,000 hectares resulting in a potential production of 4,770 tons of
opium in 2016.

World Investment Report 2015 http://unctad.org/en/PublicationsLibrary/
wir2015_en.pdf
3 J.J. Roberts, The Origins of Conflict in Afghanistan, 2003.
4 An American Provocation: U.S. Foreign Policy during the Soviet-Afghanistan War,
http://www.wiu.edu/cas/history/wihr/pdfs/Tadman-AnAmericanProvocationVol5.pdf
5 Report finds drug war fail: $7 billion spent, record opium poppy crop,
http://edition.cnn.com/2014/10/21/politics/drug-war-fail-on-record-opium-poppy-crop/
6 World Drug Report 2015, UNODC, https://www.unodc.org/documents/
wdr2015/World_Drug_Report_2015.pdf, p. 42
7 Afghanistan Opium Survey 2014, UNODC, https://www.unodc.org/documents/
crop-monitoring/Afghanistan/Afghan-opium-survey-2014.pdf
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FIGURE 1 - GLOBAL POTENTIAL OPIUM PRODUCTION (1999-2014)
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This section of the paper traces the development of the illicit opium
economy in Afghanistan across three distinct time frames: from the
Soviet invasion of the country in 1979, through the civil wars with
different warlords fighting for supremacy and eventual emergence
of the Taliban, to the present era of post - Taliban reconstruction.
This analysis shows that the growth of illicit narcotics economy is
both an enabler of and contributor to the erosion of rule of law in
Afghanistan.

©ISPI2017

The external attacks on government are more visible and hence
more understood by an external observer. One such attack on the
state authority came during the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan8
when the opium economy provided monies to anti-state
organisations to help strengthen their political base. As state
authority diminished in the country, opium became one of the few
commodities that could be used to retain economic value and
generating revenues to procure military and administrative
supplies9. During the 1990s, the opium economy was the primary
A.A. Lyakhovskiy, Inside the Soviet Invasion of Afghanistan and the Seizure of
Kabul - December 1979, Wilson Center, 7 July 2011.
9 C.M. Blanchard, Afghanistan: Narcotics and U.S. Policy, -http://fas.org:8080/
8

sgp/crs/row/RL32686.pdf
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source of funding for both the Taliban10 and warlords11 operations.
In the present, post-Taliban era, the picture is similar with a
continuous rise in opium production despite the significant
expenditure to counter the growth of an illicit narcotics economy.
Facing a Taliban insurgency that derives a significant portion of its
funding from the illicit opium economy,12 Afghanistan is
continuously trying to overcome a problem that has been around for
several decades and given the high price of opium (and profits
generated by it), it is likely to persist further. Any solution to this
problem require an overview of political events in the recent
decades that have shaped the narrative around the drug economy.

Opium in the time of the Soviets
Opium has been produced in Afghanistan since the XVIII century.13
The Soviet occupation and the subsequent anti-Soviet insurgency
saw a significant increase in opium production14 as a result of a
combination of external circumstances15 and a prevalent feeling to
make as large a profit as possible given the deteriorating situation.
With opium fetching a significantly higher price as compared to
other crops, a large number of farmers made what was on the
surface an easy decision. The production of opium was equally
important for the rebels, with several rebel leaders acknowledging
the importance of funding provided by opium in their opposition to
the central authorities.16

G. Peters, How Opium Profits the Taliban, United States Institute of Peace,
2009, http://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/resources/taliban_opium_1.pdf
11 The Opium Economy in Afghanistan – An international problem, UNODC, 2003,
p. 92, http://www.unodc.org/pdf/publications/afg_opium_economy_www.pdf
12 G. Peters (2009).
13 UNODC (2003) p. 88 http://www.unodc.org/pdf/publications/afg_opium_
economy_www.pdf
14 G. Peters (2009).
15 A two year-drought in South East Asia reduced opium production by more than
60% in the Golden triangle in 1979 and 1980 – see Global Illicit Drug Trends 2002,
UNODC, p. 37 https://www.unodc.org/pdf/report_2002-06-26_1/report_2002
-06-26_1.pdf
16 “Afghan rebel’s victory garden: opium”, New York Times, 18 June 1986,
http://www.nytimes.com/1986/06/18/world/afghan-rebel-s-victory-garden-opium.ht
ml
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FIGURE 2 - AFGHANISTAN OPIUM PRODUCTION (1980-2016)
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Alfred McCoy notes three major requirements for growth of opium
cultivation and production – logistics, financing and protection.17
The Cold War created circumstances where all these conditions
were met for opium production in Afghanistan. The Americans
financed the warlords fighting against the Soviets through the CIA
and the warlords encouraged the growth of opium. With the active
collaboration of the Inter-Services Intelligence (ISI), a Pakistani
intelligence agency, this structure saw profits garnered by
resistance leaders reinvested in the illicit drug economy with
warlords securing significant roles in the drug industry.18
At the same time, it is important to see the growth of the opium
economy in the context of the changes that took in Afghanistan over
the Soviet era. This included the growth of factions led by
competing figures reliant on politically motivated assistance and
the displacement of people within Afghanistan along with the
movement of primarily rural refuges to camps in Pakistan and
Iran.19 In this environment there was ample opportunity and

A.W. McCoy, The Politics of Heroin: CIA Complicity in the Global Drug Trade,
Afghanistan, Southeast Asia, Central America, 2003.
18 Ibid.
19 B.R. Rubin, The Political Economy of War and Peace in Afghanistan, 2000, http://
citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.461.517&rep=rep1&type=pdf
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motivation for fragmentation of the country along with creation of
power centres that focused on extraction and exclusion.
Afghanistan’s opium harvest more than doubled from 200 metric
tonnes in 1980 to 488 metric tonnes in 1983 and by 1989 had
rocketed to 1200 metric tonnes,20 with the seven major mujahideen
groups being responsible for a total production 800 metric tonnes of
opium.21 Profits from the drugs trade enabled warlords to improve
their armed capabilities, thereby allowing them to exert an even
stronger influence on the war against the Soviet occupation.22
Influence on and profits from the drug trade also provided a form of
political legitimacy to the mujahideen, who were then able to
provide security as well as distribute goods amongst the members
of their community.23 Consequently, the country’s populace was
increasingly coming together under the individual warlords who
were in turn holding on to power by controlling and regulating the
opium trade.24

Civil war, Taliban and the truth of election promises (1992-2001)
With the collapse of the Soviet Union and the withdrawal of the
Soviet presence from the country,25 Afghanistan saw a continuation
of conflict with insurgent continuing to oppose President
Najibullah.26 However, after Najibullah’s removal from power, the
differences between the various warring factions came to the fore
and the fighting continued.27 This situation exacerbated the divides
Afghanistan Opium Survey 2004, UNODC, 2004.
Drug trafficking and the development of organized crime in post-taliban
Afghanistan, http://siteresources.worldbank.org/SOUTHASIAEXT/Resources/
20
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Publications/448813-1164651372704/UNDC_Ch7.pdf
22 Afghan rebel’s victory garden: opium, http://www.nytimes.com/1986/06/18/
world/afghan-rebel-s-victory-garden-opium.html
23 V. Felbab-Brown, Shooting Up: Counterinsurgency and the War on Drugs, 2009.
24 A. Giustozzi, Respectable warlords? the politics of state-building in post-Taleban
Afghanistan, 2003, http://eprints.lse.ac.uk/13311/
25 The Afghanistan war and the breakdown of the Soviet Union,
http://faculty.washington.edu/aseem/afganwar.pdf
26 A. Stenersen, Mujahidin vs. Communists: Revisiting the battles of Jalalabad
and Khost, Paper presented at the conference: “COIN in Afghanistan: From
Mughals to the Americans”, Peace Research Institute Oslo (PRIO), 12-13 February
2012.
27 K. Katzman, Afghanistan: Post-Taliban Governance, Security, and U.S. Policy,
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL30588.pdf
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within the Afghan economy as well with the economics of provincial
centres more integrated with those of neighbouring countries and
Kabul relegated to the economic backwaters. The segregation in
combined with multiple local grievances existing under the various
lower centres provided fertile political ground for a growth in the
opium economy.
The fall of the Soviet Union also resulted in the absence of the
external financial support28 with the warlords forced to rely on
internal economy to support their activities – a significant portion
of this came from the control and regulation of the opium economy.
This is reflected in the Afghan opium production which increased
from 1200 metric tonnes in 1989 to 3400 metric tonnes in 1994.29
In this war torn, economically suffering country, the Taliban with
their promise of establishing and ending violence met little
resistance from the populace.30 The regime initially attempted to
ban poppy cultivation in the country31 with UN expressing
optimism that the Taliban would help to significantly reduce
Afghanistan’s opium and heroin production.32
Nevertheless, the Taliban prohibition did not last and the regime
lifted its opium ban in 1996 with a view to securing its base in
Helmand province.33 As a result, the opium production in the country
increased from 2200 metric tonnes in 1996 to 4200 metric tonnes in
1999.34 The participation in the narcotics economy provided
significant financial revenues for the Taliban, with a 10% tax levied
on opium generating US$ 9 million in 1996-199735 and the value of
opium produced in Afghanistan rose to US$183 million in 1999.36

28

Aid and Conflict in Afghanistan, International Crisis Group Asia Report No. 210,

4 August 2011.
29 UNODC (2004).

The cost of war – Afghan experiences of conflict 1978-2009,
https://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/afghanistan-the-cost-of-war.pdf
31 V. Felbab (2009), p. 124.
32 Taliban Agree to Enforce World Ban on Opium Trade ,
http://www.nytimes.com/1997/10/25/world/taliban-agree-to-enforce-world-ban-onopium-trade.html
33 V. Felbab-Brown (2009), p. 126.
34 UNODC (2004).
35 V. Felbab-Brown (2009), p. 126.
36 UNODC (2004).
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FIGURE 3 - FARM GATE VALUE OF AFGHAN OPIUM PRODUCTION (1994-2014)
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In this context the Taliban’s ban on opium cultivation in July
200037 could be viewed as evidence of the Taliban acting like a drug
cartel. Two explanations for this ban have been proposed. On the
one hand the ban could have been driven by the Taliban’s desire to
improve their international credibility.38 On the other hand, it has
also been argued that a fall in the price of opium was another
primary motivation behind the ban, driven by the regime’s
motivation to boost the price of opium, which indeed rose
dramatically after the ban to an average farm gate price of US$301
per kilogram in 2001.39
Again throughout the Taliban rule, as in the Soviet era, the
political economy of the country was dominated by fragmentation
Where have all the flowers gone?: evaluation of the Taliban crackdown against
opium poppy cultivation in Afghanistan, http://reformdrugpolicy.com/
©ISPI2017

37

wp-content/uploads/2011/09/AfghanTalibanOpium.pdf
38 Taliban’s Ban On Poppy A Success, U.S. Aides Say,
http://www.nytimes.com/2001/05/20/world/taliban-s-ban-on-poppy-a-success-us-ai
des-say.html
39 Annual Opium Poppy Survey 2001, UNDCP, 2001, https://www.unodc.org/pdf/
publications/report_2001-10-16_1.pdf
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and parallel power centres that operated independently, The
Taliban, despite its initial promise of ending conflict, did not deliver
an end to the government gouging its citizens. And in this fertile
environment of instability, opium economy was able to continue
strengthening its roots.

Post 9/11 – losing the war on drugs in Afghanistan (so far)
The high price of opium and the collapse of the Taliban regime by
the end of 2001 led farmers to resume cultivating opium poppy.
While the legal crops could have competed with opium poppy for
profitability when the prices were at 2000 level, the sharp increase
in price following the ban made opium poppy cultivation the most
lucrative choice by a substantial margin.40 This motivation led to a
dramatic rise in poppy cultivation with opium production rising to
3400 metric tonnes in 2002.
Despite the Afghan Interim Authority imposing a ban on poppy
cultivation in January 200241 and international commitment to
counter narcotics led to increased opium eradication efforts, with
4,007 hectares of opium poppy eradicated in 2005.42
By 2007, the UNODC began observing a divide in the country with
central-north provinces seeing very minor opium poppy cultivation
while the south-west Afghanistan saw a significant rise in poppy
cultivation. UNODC linked this division with insurgency, with the
Taliban controlling a significant portion of Helmand and other
provinces where the most of opium poppy was being cultivated.
Despite the ban on opium cultivation just before it was deposed, the
Taliban were yet again beginning to turn to the illicit drug economy
to sustain their insurgency.43
This division in the country persisted in the coming years, despite
several international efforts to reduce the growth of opium poppy
cultivation with a 2012 UN report estimating that the Taliban
secured over US$100 million from the opium poppy industry in
40

The opium economy in Afghanistan: An international problem, UNODC, 2003, p.

104.

Afghanistan: Narcotics and U.S. Policy, https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/
RL32686.pdf
42 National Drug Control Strategy, An Updated Five-Year Strategy for Tackling
the Illicit Drug Problem, https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/
uploads/attachment_data/file/36443/fco_nationaldrugcontrolstrategy.pdf
43 Afghanistan Opium Survey 2007, UNODC, 2007.
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2011/2012.44 Despite the total expenditure crossing US$7.6 billion45
in 2014, the efficiency of these efforts was questionable. 2014 drew
to a close with only 2,692 hectares of opium poppy being eradicated
and an estimated 6400 tonnes of opium being produced in
Afghanistan in 2014.46 Understandably, a recent report by the
Office of the Special Inspector General for Afghanistan
Reconstruction noted that ongoing counter-narcotics operations are
failing despite nearly US$7.6 billion expenditure by the U.S.
government.47 The new Afghan National Drug Action Plan48
intention to pursue a “balanced, comprehensive, coordinated, and
sustainable approach” as it attempts to counter illegal drug
production, trade, and usage. Our examination of recent past in
Afghanistan shows that this is indeed the right path – there will
not be easy wins and a sustainable effort are Afghanistan’s only
way forward as it tries to counter the narco-economy in the country.
For further insights, the government only needs to look at recent
events in Colombia.
Coca & Colombia – a conducive context for conflict, drugs, and
UN-rule of law
Between the XVI and XVIII centuries the territory of Colombia was
one of the less prosperous American colonies of the Spanish
Empire.49 During this period the aboriginal population was
decimated and enslaved, then partially replaced with African
slavery, both subject to work on the plantations and mining of gold
and emeralds. Most of the population settled in the Andean region
due to the adverse health conditions prevailing in the rest of the
territory. The use of coca had medicinal and religious purposes
among the aboriginal population.50 The consumption of coca leaf in
order to reduce fatigue, medicinal purposes and in religious rituals
Taliban raked in $400 million from diverse sources – UN,
http://www.reuters.com/article/2012/09/11/afghanistan-un-taliban-idUSL1E8KBA
JH20120911
45 Report finds drug war fail: $7 billion spent, record opium poppy crop ,
http://edition.cnn.com/2014/10/21/politics/drug-war-fail-on-record-opium-poppy-cr
op/
46 Afghanistan Opium Survey 2014, UNODC, 2014.
47 Ibid.
48 Afghan National Drug Action Plan 2015-2019.
49 G. Colmenares, Historia económica y social de Colombia , 1998.
50 R.A.Diaz, Rebeldía de la coca, 2004
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among indigenous population in Colombia dates back to
pre-Columbian times. During the Spanish colony until mid of last
century, the indigenous work connected to tropical agriculture and
mining exploitation were remunerated with coca. The nineteenth
century began with the war of independence and since then an
uneven process towards forming a national state51 has followed.
Despite the tortuous history, the twentieth century in Colombia
begins with three decades of development, political stability,
economic growth and progress in institutional modernization,
infrastructure provision and improvement in living conditions.52
The economy specializes in exporting coffee. After the 1929
economic crisis a violent armed conflict unleashed, “La Violencia”,
between state forces and paramilitary groups and guerrillas, with
escalating crime and forced displacement of people.53 The second
half of the last century began with a military dictatorship after
which a democracy restricted to alternation of the two hegemonic
political parties. Although political instability significantly waned
amid restrictions on constitutional guarantees, Colombia
experienced the growing importance of armed insurgency and
paramilitary guerrillas, a conflict over land and for the control of
the producing regions of emeralds and more recently coca, with an
intense colonization of the agricultural frontier.54

The origins of a narco-economy (1950-1970)
It is in recent history that the volumes of coca cultivation and
production increased to meet the increased demand for cocaine. In
fact, until the 50s coca cultivation did not exceed one thousand
hectares.55 It was during the next decade when it began its rapid
growth to the record of 163,000 hectares in 2000. Between 1955 and
1965, as a result of the eradication of marijuana carried out in
Mexico, the country experienced peaks in production and export,
culminating with another eradication campaign. Later, Colombia
J.O. Melo, “Caciques y gamonales: Perfil politico”, Revista Credencial Historia,
No. 103, August 1998.
52 B. Tovar Zambrano, La Economía colombiana (1886-1922), in Nueva historia de
Colombia, ed. Alvaro Tirado Mejia, 1989.
53C.W. Bergquist, R. Penaranda, Violence in Colombia: the contemporary crisis in
historical perspective, 1992.
54 R. Arango, E. Sanchez, Los pueblos indígenas de Colombia, 1998.
55 Bulletin on Narcotics -1952 - 007, UNODC.
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got involved in poppy cultivation too, yet without success as the
areas suitable for this crop were the one characterized by better
development rates.56
Until the 1980s boom in cocaine use, the world (or rather North
America’s) demand was fed by the expansion of illicit cultivation in
Bolivia and Peru, where the narco-industry was associated and
possible for the serious problems of corruption and political
instability, including violent crime, coups and presence of
insurgents as the Shining Path. In these two countries, the legality
of the coca consumption and production coupled with the
prosecution of local drug trafficking organizations, marked on the
one hand the expansion of the crops, and, on the other hand, the
abandonment of cocaine exports to the wholesale market and focus
on production of cocaine base, which was then manufactured into
cocaine by the Cali and Medellin cartels, in order to feed USA and
Europe’s markets.57
It is during these decades that Colombia profiles itself as the main
actor in the cultivation of coca and production of cocaine. The main
factors contributing to this development are the emerging presence
of non-state actors which control large portions of territories and
finance themselves through the coca business, the Colombian
diaspora in key consumption markets such as the USA providing
key contacts, the daunting role of corruption in state institutions.

Colombia as narco-maquiladora (1970-1990)
During the seventies the global boom in demand for drugs and the
subsequent insertion of Colombia’s drug trade, with a brief increase
in the cultivation and export of marijuana and its overlap with the
cocaine trade, allowed an unexpected influx of capital and the
expansion of organized crime with the resulting overflow system
security and justice, to the crime wave, expressed in kidnapping,
extortion, murder and corruption.

R. Rocha, V. Felbab-Brown, J.M. Jutkowitz, S. Rivas, J.T. Smith, M. Superville
and C. Watson, Assessment of the implementation of the United States
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government’s support for Plan Colombia’s illicit crop reduction components.
Borrador, USAID., 2009, http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PDACN233.pdf
57 P. Gootenberg, The Rise and demise of coca and cocaine: as licit global
‘commodity chains’, 1860-1950, 2001.
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As happened during the last half century, for “violence” when it
unleashed a bloody conflict over wealth makers, three decades later
the repatriation of profits from drugs contributed to the transfer of
wealth and power policy in favor of organized crime and extremist
ideology groups, through an intense social and institutional conflict,
expressed in crime, corruption, internal conflict and forced
displacement of the population.58
The aftermath of drugs have been mixed, some inherent to their
criminal actions and other mutations experienced as a competitive
response to market changes. During the last three decades of drug
trafficking organizations have mutated from cartels, to the illegal
armed groups, and recently spread through criminal gangs, combos
and pandillas. These latter in turn have reduced the scale of
operation and utilities, integrated link in the chain, expanded its
internal geography and professionalized the trade and
accumulated wealth.59 Until the 1980s the emphasis on the
maquila export of cocaine was possible under the concentration of
industry in a small number of local cartels and violent
appropriation of routes to the wholesale market, giving rise to a
monumental profit repatriation which overwhelmed the absorptive
capacity of the economy and quickly unleashed a violent
confrontation with the traditional institutions, amid a wave of
crime. In this period some areas in Colombia developed coca
productive models, yet in minor proportions, precarious, with poor
varieties in yield and size, which were only marginally and very
locally relevant.

©ISPI2017

This division of labour in the Andean region, with Colombia as a
maquiladora (processing) and exporter, whereas Bolivia and Peru
specialized in cocaine base production lasted until the early 1990s,
when Colombian cartels were dismantled and the Andean air
bridge interrupted. These law enforcement actions accelerated the
spread of coca in the South and East departments of Colombia,
which was integrated with the farmers’ colonization of the
agricultural frontier. Coca got settled precisely where poverty and

G. Duncan, Los Señoresde La Guerra: de Paramilitares, Mafiosos y
Autodefensas en Colombia, 2006.
59 R. Rocha Garcia, Las nuevas dimensiones del narcotrafico en Colombia,
58

UNODC, 2011.
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deprivation were the norm, pushing the most vulnerable people to
engage in coca cultivation.60

Coca’s second boom – Colombia and the partnership with Central
America (1990-2000)
The 1990s decline in maquila export business led to the expansion
of coca crops (especially around 1993-199461). This in turn required
the control of entire regions comprising logistic corridors and
sanctuaries of investment, giving rise to the mutation of the drug
from posters to groups of extreme ideology, as was the return of
paramilitaries and the greening of the guerrillas. Since that time a
bloody regional conflict unleashed, characterized by the abduction
and forced displacement, economic and environmental despoliation,
and institutional corruption.
Coca was present in municipalities with a favorable climate and
altitude, environmental fragility, poor provision of public goods,
and a volatile social and productive infrastructure. At first the
plantations were in long stretches of land with low productivity, but
as soon as the risk increased with spraying of defoliants, many
were reduced to below one hectare. However, as a corollary the
cultivation spread from inland towards the coast of the country on
to the Pacific and Atlantic oceans. Moreover, the productivity raised
significantly as a result of technological improvement and
acclimatization of foreign varieties, as well as the implementation
of measures to mitigate the spraying of defoliants. In the same
period there was a first experience of opium cultivation in some
departments (Nariño).

©ISPI2017

This dramatically illustrates the local impact of the changing
conditions in the international cocaine market, where since late XX
century Colombia became a producer, leaving trafficking and
wholesale market to criminal organizations based in Mexico,
Central America and neighbouring countries. This story resembles
what happened to Colombia two decades before, when Bolivia and
Peru took control over de wholesale market and replaced Mexico as
the main distribution center.

60
61

R. Rocha et al. (2009).
R. Vargas (2005).
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Farmers face a difficult dilemma: coca is their only economic option
and at the same time the main threat to their habitat and way of
life62. In fact, in coca growing areas there have been many negative
consequences. Deforestation has been very relevant reaching
800,000 ha during the last two decades,63 food insecurity emerged
due to the abandonment of stable food cultivation, the change of
traditional values to the booming economy and crime, which
induced forced displacement, alcoholism, drug addiction,
kidnapping, prostitution and the internal conflict between
guerrillas and paramilitaries for the control of the territory and the
wealth of the agricultural frontier.
Therefore, coca has deepened pre-existing underdevelopment
conditions and contributed to create poverty traps in vast areas,
including the urban connection, in that poor neighbourhoods in
major cities were used by drug lords to recruit labour force among
the youth.
According to UNDP, Colombia is ranked 77th in the Human
Development Index. The importance of drug trafficking in the
Colombian economy has been significant, but relatively low
compared to common perception. During the boom in the 1980s,
with the maquila in the Andean region and full control of the
wholesale market, it reached to represent 5% of GDP on average.64

A declining yet volatile industry
During the course of the first decade of the century, the retreat of
the guerrillas, as well as the dismantling and subjection of the
paramilitaries, led to the decline of crop and domestic operations,
contributing to a new mutation of the drug, to the called criminal
gangs or pandillas, combos, i.e. small organizations without
ideological affiliation offer protection and collection services for
both the diminished international operation, and for the emerging
R. Rocha et al. (2009).
R. Rocha, H.F. Martinez, Coca en Colombia, 2011.
64 Since then its relative size has declined; first to 3% in the next decade, when the
local business fell back to coca cultivation and cocaine destined for the removal of
intermediaries in the transit countries, and then to 1% of GDP - as a result of the
contraction of coca cultivation to a third of the 163 000 ha in 2000. Worthwhile to
notice that a quarter of the contribution to the GDP is linked to coca cultivation
whereas the rest is linked to manufacturing and export of cocaine. R. Rocha Garcia
(2011), p. 45.
62
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market, where one would expect hereafter adverse drug sequel on
the urban crime through the consumption and supply, through the
so-called micro-trafficking.65
FIGURE 4 - COCA CULTIVATION IN COLOMBIA (2002-2014)
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Source: Colombia, Coca cultivation survey , UNODC, July 2015
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The drug business goes from a means of financing the insurgency to
being a means itself, paving the way for the transformation of the
main actors involved from political to ordinary criminal. The illicit
profits and money received from the narcotics trade are more
addictive than the drugs themselves66. The narco-industry
contributes to power transfer with similar effects on socio-economic
transformation (i.e. power shifting towards narcotics involved
groups) being induced by the illicit trade.

M. Romero, A. Arias, Sobre paramilitares, neoparamilitares y afines, 2010.
UNODC Executive Director, Antonio Maria Costa’s speech at the Commission
on Narcotics Drugs, March 2009.
65
66
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FIGURE 5 - PRODUCTIVE AREAS, COCA YIELDS AND COCA LEAF PRODUCTION PER REGION IN COLOMBIA (2013-2014)
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Afghanistan and Colombia - commonalities
As the preceding overviews show, there are a number of
commonalities pervading the past and current narrative of narcotic
economy in Afghanistan and Colombia. This section focuses on the
similarities that can be observed as the political, economic and
social spheres in each country interact with the illicit drug trade.
These similarities have been previously explored by researchers
including Felbab‐Brown67 who has highlighted the political capital
Taliban and the FARC have from the illicit drug trade. Experiences
in each country also offer up lessons for cross-application into the
other- not least for the many external agency like the US
government working to improve the situation in both countries.
The extensive and yet indirect aid offered to Colombian authorities
through Plan Colombia has been accompanied by a significant
growth in the Colombian economy68 in the last decade – leading to
suggestions that Afghanistan is now suited to a similar aid
program.69
It is not just internal circumstances that are similar however – and
various articles have noted that the regional neighbors of
Afghanistan and Colombia are active contributors to the persisting
problems. Pakistan offers sanctuary to Taliban fighters while
Ecuador and Venezuela offer a shelter to Columbia’s insurgents.70
And then of course there is illicit drug trade itself – production,
trafficking and use of heroin and cocaine – and the funding that
each organization derives from it. The exact proportion the drug
trade contributes to Taliban71 and FARC72 coffers fluctuates each
V. Felbab‐Brown, Narco‐belligerents Across the Globe: Lessons from Colombia
for Afghanistan?, Real Istituto Alcano, WP, http://www.realinstitutoelcano.org/
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wps/wcm/connect/da0e7a80401cec18ab82eb1ecbd00d37/WP55-2009_Felbab-Brow
n_Narco-belligerants_Lessons_Colombia_Afghanistan.pdf?MOD=AJPERES
68 “Passing the baton - Colombia overtakes Peru to become the region’s
fastest-growing big economy”, The Economist, 2 August 2014,
http://www.economist.com/news/finance-and-economics/21610305-colombia-overta
kes-peru-become-regions-fastest-growing-big-economy-passing
69 S. Snow, “A Plan Colombia for Afghanistan”, Foreign Policy, 3 February 2016,
http://foreignpolicy.com/2016/02/03/a-plan-colombia-for-afghanistan/
70 S.Wilson, “Which Way in Afghanistan? Ask Colombia For Directions”,
Washington Post, 3 April 2009, http://www.washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/content/
article/2009/04/03/AR2009040302135.html
71 How Opium Profits the Taliban,
http://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/resources/taliban_opium_1.pdf
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year depending on a number of factors (including the assumptions
and methodologies used by different organizations carrying out the
estimation) but the integral role played by the illicit trade in
ensuring the organizations’ survival is not in doubt.

Politics of opium poppy and coca leaves
“A state where drug networks are able to control and
regulate the coercive instruments of the state,
financial apparatus and government executive and
policy to facilitate narcotics production, refining and trafficking”

(Definition of a narco-state).73
The collapse of the Soviet Union saw the mujahedin in Afghanistan
divided amongst themselves74 but often using opium cultivation in
a similar fashion – as a tool to ensure their dominance. By early
1990s, opium was one of the primary income sources for the
mujahedin.75 In Helmand, Mullah Nasim Akhunzada rose to power
by initially organizing opium cultivation in the province and
subsequently centralizing opium production with farmers being set
production quotas and punishments being handed out when these
quotas were not met.76
With the various mujahedin resistance factions lacking unity, the
country saw a vicious civil war77, which laid the groundwork for the
rise of the Taliban who met little resistance from a weakened
populace.78 While the opium economy benefited from the
mujahedin influence with a greater organization of cultivation and

The FARC and Colombia’s Illegal Drug Trade,
https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/Otis_FARCDrugTrade2014.pdf
73 M. Weiner, An Afghan Narco-State? Dynamics, Assessment and Security
Implications of the Afghan Opium Industry, Canberra Papers on Strategy and
Defence No. 158. Canberra: Strategic and Defence Studies Centre, The Australian
National University, 2004.
74 Afghanistan: Post-Taliban Governance, Security, and U.S. Policy,
https://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL30588.pdf
75 L. Paoli, V.A. Greenfield, P. Reuter, The World Heroin Market: Can Supply Be
Cut?, 2009.
76 Ibid.
77 Political Legitimacy in Afghanistan, http://www.mideasti.org/content/
political-legitimacy-afghanistan
78 The cost of war – Afghan experiences of conflict 1978-2009,
https://www.oxfam.org/sites/www.oxfam.org/files/afghanistan-the-cost-of-war.pdf
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trafficking of opium to Pakistan and Iran, it also saw the imposition
of extortionate rents that hurt the narcotics industry.79
Similarly Colombia has been characterized by a wide range of
groups that practice political violence, a social base from which
these groups derive support and recruits, and the political economy
of these organizations. A combination of these elements have been
affecting the human and social security environments since the late
1940 when the Conservative Party returned to power after 16 years.
The murder of the Liberal Party populist leader, Jorge Eliecer
Gaitan in 1948 unleashed rioting in Bogota (the Bogotazo) and,
thereafter, a decade of unrestrained social warfare throughout the
nation’s rural areas between the followers of the two parties (La
Violencia).80
In 1958 a power sharing agreement known as the National Front,
between the two traditional parties put an end to the partisan war
but was unable to impose a lasting peace. A low intensity conflict
endured from the 1960s to the early 1980s. During this time,
annual deaths caused by the conflict rose to thousands, reaching
the threshold of civil war according to some definitions.81 Between
1980 and 2000, political killings rose to an average of 3,000 per year,
while the homicide rate soared to over 25,000 making Colombia the
most violent society in the world. Since 2000 politically motivated
homicides have increased to 4,000 a year.

L. Paoli, V.A. Greenfield, P. Reuter (2009).
For Hobsbawm, this period was an “abortive social revolution”, a popular
uprising without leadership or ideology. Eric Hobsbawm, La anatomia de la
Violencia en Colombia; Rebeldes Primitivos.
81 M. Heiberg, B. O’Leary, J. Tirman (eds.), Terror, insurgency and the state:
ending protracted conflicts, University Pennsylvania Press, 2007.
79
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FIGURE 6 – HOMICIDE RATE IN COLOMBIA (PER 100,000; 1946-2010)
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Sources: C. Gómez-Restrepo, N.Rodríguez Malagón, L.C. de Romero, C. Pinilla, E. López, N.
Díaz-Granados , A.P. Bohórquez, “Homicidio y lesiones infligidas intencionalmente por otra
persona: Colombia 1973-1996”, Revista Colombiana de Psiquiatria , Vol. 32, No. 3 Bogotá,
2003; C. Medina, “El Crimen en Medellín y Antioquia: La Importancia de Priorizar la
Infraestructura Carcelaria”, Revista Peso, 2 January 2013.

In Afghanistan, the 1990s also saw the emergence of Taliban and
an enhanced involvement of Pakistan with both state and non-state
actors supporting the radical organization of its efforts to establish
influence over most of the country.82 This helped counter Indian
influence in Afghanistan83 and also had a positive impact on the
bilateral trade between the two countries.84 The linkages between
the rise of the Taliban across Afghanistan and opium cultivation
Frontiers and Wars: the Opium Economy in Afghanistan,
http://faculty.nps.edu/relooney/Afghanistan_1.pdf
83 I. Ahmad Khan, “Understanding Pakistan’s Pro-Taliban Afghan Policy”,
Pakistan Horizon, Vol. 60, No. 2, April 2007, pp. 141-157,
http://www.jstor.org/stable/41500068?
84 Z. Naqvi, Afghanistan–Pakistan Trade Relations, The World Bank Islamabad,
1999.
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was reflected in the growth of opium production in the country that
rose to 4200 metric tonnes in 1999.85
The ban enforced by the Taliban on opium cultivation in July 200086
was interpreted by some as an attempt to build international
credibility.87 The ban did not last and opium production began to
rise towards previously high levels in 2002.88 Simultaneously the
development of a safe haven for terrorists on the
Afghanistan-Pakistan border89 provided the supporters of Taliban,
fleeing from ISAF forces, a base to establish themselves.
In Colombia there were socio-economic changes as well – the
tradition to donate state’s public lands in favor of creditors and
army officers led to a depreciation of the land market price and
privileges. Local administrations affected by the big landowners
were not in a position to strengthen a security system to grant land
property rights of its citizens, nor to address their demands,
especially for education. This allowed for the dispossession of
several rural properties through extortion and kidnapping, in the
first instance by insurgents – thereby leading to a fiscal system on a
voluntary basis to finance local bands aimed at granting basic
rights and safety. The consolidation of these groups generated
arbitrary violent actions towards communities suspected of
supporting insurgents, triggering a significant rise in the number
of internally displaced people in Colombia.

UNODC (2004).
UNDCP (2001).
87 B. Crossette, “Taliban’s Ban On Poppy A Success, U.S. Aides Say”, New York
Times, 20 May 2001, http://www.nytimes.com/2001/05/20/world/taliban-sban-on-poppy-a-success-us-aides-say.html
88 Afghanistan Annual Opium Poppy Survey 2002 , UNODCCP, 2002.
89 S Nawaz, FATA – A most dangerous place, Center for Strategic and
International Studies, 2009, http://csis.org/files/media/csis/pubs/
081218_nawaz_fata_web.pdf
85
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FIGURE 7 - NUMBER OF DISPLACED PEOPLE IN COLOMBIA
(1985-2009):
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Eventually the increase in violent crime became a war strategy in
the country as it was a quick and low cost mechanism to free
territories. This enabled armed groups to expand their influence, to
establish mechanism of local control, to transport weapons and to
open corridors for the development of illicit activities90. Forced
displacement has continued to grow in Colombia over the last few
decades with a peak of roughly 2 million IDPs (4,3% of population)
in 2003. To counter this trend, paramilitary groups were created to
oppose the taxation imposed by the insurgents with the financial
support of wealthy landowners, businessmen, and narco traffickers
which were undermined by guerrillas. These rightist groups
developed especially in the most dynamic and prosperous regions,
which were mostly integrated into the national and international
economy, such as Córdoba, Magdalena Medio and Urabá.

90

A.M. Ibáñez and C.E. Vélez, Forced Displacement in Colombia: Causality and

Welfare Losses, CEDE, 2005.
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The role of neighbouring countries
“Se puede decir que mediante el narcotráfico Colombia
ha conocido de primera mano el lado negativo
de la globalización y la historia contemporánea ofrece
otros ejemplos en diferentes latitudes”

Ricardo Rocha Garcia91

For both Afghanistan and Colombia, the neighboring countries
have an important impact on the socio-economic realities including
the illicit drug trade. The border regions which are increasingly the
focus of military attention have historically been forgotten by the
central governments. Compared with the rest of the country, these
regions show consistently higher levels of poverty and structural
underdevelopment. Effective abandonment of state responsibility
has increased their vulnerability, and many locations have become
platforms for illegal activity, including weapons smuggling and
drug trafficking.
The economies of Iran92 and Pakistan93 have struggled in recent
years and the proximity to Afghanistan has led to a significant loss
of human life (especially police officers) in countering the threat of
drug use and trafficking. The head of Iran’s UNODC office, Roberto
Arbitrio, shed some light on the resultant culture of violence and
intimidation when he told the Times of London in 200594 that “You
have drug groups like guerrilla forces... They shoot heavily with
rocket launchers, heavy machine guns, and Kalashnikovs.”
The International Narcotics Control Board annual report in 2006
noted “with concern the problem of drug abuse among Afghan
refugees in neighbouring countries, including Iran (Islamic
Republic of) and Pakistan. Approximately 35 per cent of male and
25 per cent of female drug abusers in Afghanistan first abused
opium as refugees outside of Afghanistan, particularly in the
Islamic Republic of Iran and in refugee camps in the North West
R. Rocha Garcia (2011).
World Bank, Iran Overview, http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/
iran/overview
93 World Bank, Afghanistan Overview, http://www.worldbank.org/en/country/
afghanistan/overview
94 L. Beehner, Afghanistan’s Role in Iran's Drug Problem, Council on Foreign
Relations, 14 September 2006, http://www.cfr.org/iran/afghanistans-roleirans-drug-problem/p11457
91
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Frontier Province of Pakistan”.95 New platforms such as the Heart
of Asia – Istanbul process that aim to create a new agenda with
regional cooperation and involvement of other “Heart of Asia”
countries are a step in the right direction, but concrete actions need
to arise from such efforts if they are to be measured as a success.
In Colombia the illegal armed groups frequently cross over into
Venezuela and Ecuador, either to escape an army sweep, to rest and
restock supplies, or to raise funds through extortion and
kidnapping of wealthy Venezuelans and Ecuadorians. Further
contributing to the climate of criminality on the frontier, drug
cartels have linked up with the armed groups to move chemical
precursors for drug processing into Colombia and ship refined
illegal drugs back across the borders for export to the U.S. and
Europe.
The recent Colombian security strategy has been pushing the
conflict with the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC the oldest and largest group among Colombia’s left-wing rebels)
towards the country's extremely fragile borders. The goal is to force
the insurgents to negotiate by making them take military losses.
However, the border regions are the weak link, since relations with
Venezuela and Ecuador are not strong enough to absorb the
pressure of an ever more intense armed conflict and associated
drug eradication measures. Colombia needs to engage its two
neighbours in far stronger terms to forge a joint policy to contain
the conflict and advance Andean security and border development
cooperation.96

The political economy of drugs and political legitimacy
2007 saw the emergence of Tehrik-i-Taliban Pakistan, an umbrella
organization covering about thirteen militant groups, led by
Baitullah Mehsud.97 Under Mehsud’s leadership, the militants
worked around a multi-pronged approach that involved taking
steps against criminals, collecting taxes, disposing tribal elders of
power creating a parallel justice system and organizing their own
International Narcotics Control Board, Annual Report 2006.
International Crisis Group, Latin America, Report No. 9, 23 September 2004.
97 Z. Laub, Pakistan’s New Generation of Terrorists, Council on Foreign Relations,
18 November 2013, http://www.cfr.org/pakistan/pakistans-new-generationterrorists/p15422?breadcrumb=%2Fbios%2F13611%2Fjayshree_bajoria%3Fgroup
by%3D1%26hide%3D1%26id%3D13611%26filter%3D456
95

©ISPI2017

96

25

1

WORKING PAPER

administration.98 The last two steps can be interpreted as an
indication of the Taliban’s willingness to exploit local grievances.99
A similar approach in Afghanistan saw the rise of a parallel
government in 2008 with the Taliban creating financial and defense
councils and also appointing officials in some areas.100
Across these years and political developments, the Taliban
continued to derive income from a number of sources including
participation in illicit drug trade. While the estimates regarding
exact annual revenue generated by Taliban varies, in 2009,
Pentagon and United Nations officials estimated that the proceeds
from the illicit drug trade alone provided the Taliban with between
$70 million to $400 million a year.101
A direct result of the increase in opium cultivation was an increase
in the proceeds generated by the tax (“ushr”) collected by the
Taliban102. The composition of the beneficiaries varied – with the
Taliban claiming all proceeds in some regions103 while in others
commanders and local clergy took a share.104 These reports, along
with those of Taliban appointed officials going through villages and
levying taxes again imply that the Taliban were acting in a manner
similar to that of a government.105
In Bejarano and Pizarro’s analysis of Colombia (2003) similar
strains are discussed with the degradation of the conflict and
increase in overall insecurity being directly linked to the financial
Taliban Insurgency in Pakistan: A Counterinsurgency Perspective,
http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/download?doi=10.1.1.519.5902&rep=rep1&ty
pe=pdf
99 S.G. Jones and C.C. Fair, Counterinsurgency in Pakistan,
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/monographs/2010/RAND_MG982.pdf
100 P. Constable, “A Modernized Taliban Thrives in Afghanistan”, Washington Post
Foreign Service, 20 September 2008 http://www.washingtonpost.com/
wp-dyn/content/article/2008/09/19/AR2008091903980.html
101 E. Schmitt, “Many Sources Feed Taliban’s War Chest”, New York Times, 18
October 2009, http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/19/world/asia/19taliban.html?_r=0
102 D.M. Blum and J.E. Conway (eds.), Counterterrorism and Threat Finance
Analysis during Wartime, 2015, p. 83.
103 G. Peters (2009).
104 Responding to Risk and Uncertainty: Understanding the Nature of Change in
the Rural Livelihoods of Opium Poppy Growing Households in the 2007/08
Growing Season, http://www.davidmansfield.org/data/field_work/uk/final_uk_
drivers_report_08.pdf
105 D. Kilcullen, Counterinsurgency, 2010.
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sources of the armed groups. These groups relied on incomes
secured through illicit activities and not through support of the
public or the rural populace. This aspect of the deviation from the
initial rationale is elaborated in the analysis with emphasis on
depoliticization of both insurgents and paramilitary groups, which
are adopting criminal conducts and have no need to minimize the
negative war effects on civilians. In this regard, some scholars106
have confirmed that the highest levels of violence are localized in
geographic areas with a growing agricultural economy, mine
industry and illicit economy.
In most regions of Colombia, education, medical services, water
supply and sanitation, housing, roads and general communications
range from grossly inadequate to non-existent. The capacity of the
Colombian justice system to adequately manage judicial cases and
trials has been historically very low, whereas the impunity rate is
very high instead (according to the Instituto ser de Investigación, in
1994 the impunity rate was 97%, with 15 penal sentences a year; in
the same year there were 2,000,000 penal trials and 1,800,000
civilian trials awaiting). For this reason, the social conflicts are
dealt with on the margins of the public institutions, leading to the
development of para-institutional expressions of power and rule of
law. The state’s inability to resolve social conflict is highlighted
further when it concerns the presence and capacity to exercise its
control on local institutions and civil servants. Some marginal or
newly colonized areas, have no real state presence, and, even worse,
there is no coherent and integrated colonization policy to
development.
One research text107 called it “the manifest incapacity of the
agencies of national order to satisfy the necessities of basic services
in the localities and regions”.108 Pressures for at least some degree
of greater local control have been felt since the nineteenth century
with no lasting impact.
The aforementioned survey109 also found that 95 per cent of the
population would never consider dispute resolution mechanisms
J.A. Bejarano, Violence, security and economic growth in Colombia, 1985-1995,
1997; F. Gaitán, Dops ensayos especulativos sobre la violencia en Colombia, 1995.
107 E. Buscaglia, Study of informal institutions in Colombia’s war zones, April 2000,
unpublished paper.
108 E. Buscaglia and W. Ratliff, War and Lack of Governance in Colombia , 2001.
109 E. Buscaglia, Study of informal institutions in Colombia’s war zones , April 2000,
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offered by the official court system, reflecting the real situation
within the conflict and cease-fire zones. Specifically, no criminal or
civil judges are currently providing court services in these areas,
and few citizens would be willing to demand these services if they
were available. Moreover, public hospitals have been either
destroyed by the guerrillas or closed down by the government while
public education and public investment, if they existed at all, are
just memories in a distant past. As President Pastrana wrote, “The
drug industry has re-emerged in the remote Colombian countryside,
an area that, until now, had been largely ‘frontier’ land with little
government or law enforcement presence”. In these conditions,
informal institutions provide social escape valves.
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A 2005 Human Rights Watch110 survey shows that 57 per cent of
the heads of households interviewed have used or knew someone
who had used the informal dispute resolution mechanisms provided
by neighbourhood councils or directly from the FARC. Moreover, 35
percent of the sampled heads of households attested to
participating in communal public works coordinated by the FARC,
and 68 percent of the sampled population within the clearance and
conflict areas stated that they have used the health services offered
by insurgent groups in rural areas. Thus, the armed insurgents
have been legitimizing their occupation by institutionalizing their
presence. In short, the FARC and to a lesser extent the ELN are
well under way to establishing a state within the Colombian
territory, not just in military terms but in socio and political terms
as well.
Plan Colombia (a US-supported program aimed at ending
Colombia’s long armed conflict, eliminating drug trafficking, and
promoting economic and social development) has not made an
explicit commitment to use any of its limited non-military
resources to strike at the above institutional deficiencies. On the
other hand, drug money has allowed the traffickers to establish a
powerbase in central Colombia as they seek ways to infiltrate the
Colombian political system legitimately (i.e. Pablo Escobar was an
alternate member of parliament during the early 1990s). By
creating an economic boom, particularly in the Magdalena Medio
region, they have secured the loyalty of many Colombians. The
unpublished paper.
110 Human Rights Watch, Colombia: displaced and discarded, 13 October 2005.

28

1

WORKING PAPER

Colombian drug trade involved in different periods an estimated
half million Colombians who work on the traffickers’ farms,
ranches, cocaine labs and air-shipment centers.
Similar to the Taliban in Afghanistan, the drug lords in Colombia
have tried to buy the favour of residents by sponsoring the
construction of schools, hospitals and other civic projects (again the
case of Pablo Escobar is the most exemplary). Residents, moreover,
have come to look upon the narco ranchers as allies in their
confrontations with Marxist guerrillas, particularly the
Communist Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia, known as
FARC, which has demanded protection money and has kidnapped
those who have refused to pay.111
According to investigations by the Colombian government and
human rights groups, the locals and large scale narcotics producers
with the tacit and often active approval of military authorities in
the region, have forged an alliance, creating at least 140 heavily
armed paramilitary groups to protect their investments and land
holdings against leftist rebel incursions.112
In both countries drug trafficking is a driver for violence and
insecurity as it finances private security groups and actors
(regardless of their ideological affiliation) which assume the
protection of the illicit business. The narco-industry in addition to
organizing and undertaking violent acts weakens or corrupts the
rule of law in vast regions (including the armed forces and law
enforcement). This eventually led to the generalized impunity for
crimes and respective violence, a situation which is exploited by
ordinary criminals, thence triggering a vicious cycle of insecurity
and un-rule of law.
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Intimidation and crimes against persons and properties increase
with a drastic effect on the social order, the human capital and the
local and national economic development. Impunity is rife. The
majority of those suspected of having criminal responsibility for
forced displacement and related human rights abuses have never
been brought to justice. This impunity in turn has encouraged
further forced displacements.

111
112

R. Chepesiuk, Colombian Drug Lords Investing For Political Legitimacy, 1990.
Ibid.
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In Afghanistan opium cultivation hit a record high in 2014113 with
opium poppy being cultivated in an area equivalent to 400,000 U.S.
football fields.114 Within the country, there is a clear divide between
provinces with a significant Taliban insurgency – in the South and
East – and areas where the government has control. And the recent
attack on the Afghanistan Parliament in Kabul115 clearly indicated
the fragility of this control.
FIGURE 8: OPIUM CULTIVATION IN AFGHANISTAN AT A PROVINCIAL LEVEL
(2016)

113

Afghanistan Opium Survey 2016, UNODC, 2016.

Prepared Remarks of John F. Sopko, Special Inspector General for Afghanistan
Reconstruction For Delivery at Weill Cornell Medical College, New York City, 5
May 2015, Afghanistan Reconstruction: Fact vs. Fantasy,
https://www.sigar.mil/newsroom/ReadFile.aspx?SSR=7&SubSSR=29&File=speec
hes/15/SIGAR_Cornell_Speech.html
115 “Taliban attack on Afghan parliament in Kabul ends”, BBC News, 22 June 2015,
http://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-33221051
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Similarly, the drug-fueled violence has forced more than five
million Colombians from their homes, the third highest number
after Sudan and Syria, while paramilitaries, drug traffickers and
FARC rebels are believed to have stolen some thirteen million acres
of land. Massive displacement and land grabs have contributed to
one of the most lopsided ratios of property distribution in Latin
America and contribute to the 42.8 per cent poverty rate in the
Colombian countryside.116
In Afghanistan and Colombia illicit drug cultivation and trade is a
complex problem responding to global dynamics yet with localized
roots and solutions. Most analysis of the insecurity-drugs nexus in
the two countries stresses that the problem of drugs is closely
linked to the lack of rule of law and state institutions in vulnerable
peripheral areas along with the active presence of armed groups
and poverty.117

The economics of drug trafficking
Afghanistan’s per capita gross domestic product in 2013 was
US$679118 – amongst the lowest in the world. In a country where
geographical conditions are not ideal for agriculture119 and food
scarcity is such that around 55 per cent of the Afghan children
suffer from irreversible harm due to a lack of food,120 the economic
benefits associated with opium poppy cultivation are one of the
primary drivers of the farmers’ decision to partake in the opium
economy. This is especially true in rural areas where the economic
opportunities available to the inhabitants are limited. With its
recent history of successive power centers that focus on exclusion
and extraction, the incentives for continued growth of opium
economy has remained constant in Afghanistan for several decades.

Departamento Administrativo Nacional de Estadísticas, “Pobreza Monetaria y
Multidimensional 2013”, 21 March 2014
117 F. Hochschild, UNHCHR Colombia, interview 2014.
118 IMF, Islamic Republic of Afghanistan, IMF Country Report No. 14/128, May
2014, p.38.
119 M. Mashal, Afghanistan’s Unsustainable Waters, Pulitzer Center, 2 October
2012, http://pulitzercenter.org/projects/afghanistan-economic-developmentenvironment-water-access-border-control
120 The Afghanistan Multiple Indicator Cluster Survey 2010/11 ,
http://reliefweb.int/sites/reliefweb.int/files/resources/AMICS-Jun24-2012-FINAL.
pdf
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An interesting point to begin exploring the economic history of
opium cultivation in Afghanistan is the Taliban’s ban on opium
cultivation in July 2000121 that resulted in a 90% drop in
cultivation between 2000-2001122 and could be viewed as evidence
of the Taliban acting like a drug cartel. While it is possible that the
Taliban wanted to gain some international political capital by
banning opium cultivation,123 it has also been argued that a fall in
the price of opium was another primary motivation behind the ban
was driven by the regime’s motivation to boost the price of opium.
As the poppy cultivation spread in Afghanistan, the farm gate price
of opium fell consistently ranging between US$10-52 in 2000.124
After the ban was enforced the price rose dramatically to an
average farm gate price of US$301 per kilogram in 2001.125
The ban on opium poppy cultivation, and the immediate aftermath
of 9/11 terror attack on the USA, clearly demonstrated the role of
opium cultivation in the economic reality of the Taliban regime.
Even before armed forces entered Afghanistan in response to 9/11,
media reports indicated that Taliban had communicated to the
farmers that in the event of an invasion the ban would be lifted and
opium cultivation would resume to ensure the survival of the
Taliban regime.126
A UNDCP official based in Islamabad confirmed on 24 September
2001 that the prices of opium had fallen dramatically and that
prevalent conditions in the country were highly suitable for a
resumption of opium cultivation.127 This warning was prescient, as
the fall of the Taliban regime was accompanied by a steep increase
in opium production in the country rising from 200 metric tonnes in
2001 to 3400 metric tonnes (an increase of 1700%) in 2002.128
Where have all the flowers gone? Evaluation of the Taliban crackdown against
opium poppy cultivation in Afghanistan, http://reformdrugpolicy.com/wp-
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content/uploads/2011/09/AfghanTalibanOpium.pdf
122 UNODC (2004).
123 B. Crossette (2001).
124 Annual Opium Poppy Survey 2000, UNDCP,
https://www.unodc.org/pdf/publications/report_2000-12-31_1.pdf
125 UNDCP (2001).
126 L. Harding, “Taliban to lift ban on farmers growing opium if US attacks”, the
Guardian, 25 September 2001, http://www.theguardian.com/world/2001/sep/25/
afghanistan.terrorism8
127 Ibid.
128 Afghanistan Opium Poppy Survey 2002, UNODCCP.
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In 2003, with the Iraq war occupying a significant amount of US
attention,129 the Taliban announced that they were trying to regain
power.130 In the environment of continued violence that has
pervaded, risk and uncertainty are the only constants for farmers
in Afghanistan. Several challenges, be it environmental, political
and economic - introduce a substantial risk in every crop that a
farmer plants in the country. With the relative amount of profits
that could be derived from opium poppy cultivation, the decision for
farmers becomes relatively straightforward.
Between 2003 and 2009 it is estimated that Afghan farmers earned
over US$ 6.4 billion from the cultivation of opium poppy. In the
same time frame, it is also estimated that Afghan traffickers
approximately earned US$18 billion through the processing and
trading of local opiates.131 The perceived value of the financial
gains echoes in the number of people taking part as well - between
2006 and 2010, an estimated average of 363,000 households,
(around 12 per cent of rural households) in the country cultivated
opium poppies each year. In the same time frame in southern
Afghanistan, an average of 219,000 households (more than half of
rural households) cultivated opium poppy.132
During 2006-2013, Afghanistan saw a rapid growth in the
non-opium economy and yet the International Monetary Fund
(IMF) estimated that the economic value added by the opiates
amounted to around 15 per cent of Afghanistan’s GDP in 2013.133
While this is significantly lower than the 26.7 per cent share of the
GDP claimed by the illicit drug-related income in 2005,134 it is still
Throughout 2002, there were just 4,500 troops with the International Security
Assistance Force in Afghanistan, see How Opium Profits the Taliban,
http://www.usip.org/sites/default/files/resources/taliban_opium_1.pdf
130R. Yusufzai, “Taleban ‘aims to regain power’”, BBC News,
http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/south_asia/2897137.stm
131 The Political Economy of Opium in Afghanistan, Briefing Paper,
http://www.idcr.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/09/10_11.pdf
132 V.A. Greenfield, K. Crane, C.A. Bond, N. Chandler, J.E. Luoto, O. Oliker,
Reducing the Cultivation of Opium Poppies in Southern Afghanistan, RAND, 2015,
http://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/research_reports/RR1000/RR1075/R
AND_RR1075.pdf
133 IMF (2014), p. 7.
134 D. Buddenberg and W.A. Byrd (eds), “Macroeconomic Impact of the Drug
Economy and Counter-Narcotics Efforts”, Afghanistan: Drug Industry: Structure,
Functioning, Dynamics, and Implications for Counter-Narcotics Policy,
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a very significant portion of the country’s economy – the numbers
clearly tell their own story in regard to the integration of opium
cultivation in Afghanistan’s economy in recent years.
In Colombia the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC),
also rakes in larges monetary revenues from drug trade.
originating from the liberal guerrilla bands of La Violencia
(1948-58). FARC takes in between US$500 million and US$600
million annually from the illegal drug trade according to experts.135
The FARC also profits from kidnappings, extortion schemes, and an
unofficial “tax” it levies in the countryside for “protection” and
social services. According to various reports136 the nature of the
FARC’s drug involvement varies from region to region, and the
group’s control of population and territory in rural areas has
allowed it to dictate terms for coca growth, harvest, and processing.
By the early 1990s, the breakup of the Medellín and Cali cartels
had spawned a new generation of less-powerful “mini cartels” that
turned to the FARC to protect their smuggling operations. Around
the same time, the Peruvian military began shooting down drug
flights transporting coca paste from Bolivia and Peru to Colombian
cocaine laboratories. As a result, much of the Andean coca crop
shifted to the southern Colombian jungles where there was scant
government presence and where the FARC held sway. Control over
the coca fields helped the FARC consolidate control over the
peasantry and widen its social base.137
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However, the FARC faced a stiff challenge from illegal right-wing
paramilitary groups which had allied with drug traffickers and
large landowners who became intolerant over FARC taxes,
extortion and kidnappings. Known as the United Self-Defense
Forces of Colombia, or AUC, these militias often worked in
collaboration with the Colombian army and usually targeted the
rebel’s civilian supporters. But the AUC became increasingly
involved in drug trafficking. In the late 1990s and early 2000s,

Washington, D.C., United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime and the World Bank,
2006, p. 28
135 International Crisis Group report, 2005.
136 International Crisis Group, UNODC, Transnational Institute - TNI, etc.
137 C.A. Youngers and E. Rosin (eds.), Drugs and Democracy in Latin America, a
WOLA Special Report, 2005, p. 103.
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much of the fighting between the FARC and the AUC was for
control over coca plantations and trafficking routes.138
Drug money is just one slice of the rebel’s financial pie. With the
price of gold soaring, the FARC imposes taxes on illegal gold mines
in rebel-dominated areas. The FARC is also involved in operations
to mine tungsten and coltan, which are used for consumer
electronics such as cell phones and DVD players. In addition, a
boom in oil and mining exploration has allowed the FARC to
ratchet up its operations to extort energy companies and their
contractors as well as other businesses working in areas where the
rebels are present. The FARC previously earned huge sums by
kidnapping thousands of civilians for ransom but largely gave up
this practice in 2012 when it was one of the pre-conditions set by
the Colombian government for opening peace talks with FARC.
Drugs and criminalization of society
"Ending war in Afghanistan might transform
the criminalized war economy into an even faster-expanding
criminalized peace economy. Whoever rules Afghanistan,
the incentives for misgovernment are nearly irresistible"139

Barnett Rubin140
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Since the fall of the Taliban regime, Rubin’s statement has echoed
across the country as organized crime has spread its roots. The
criminal organizations which constitute the greatest threat in
Afghanistan increasingly resemble closely structured criminal
hierarchies and, with their networks of support and protection,
would be identified as organized crime groups even if a relatively
restrictive definition was applied. Such groups, in the words of a
recent study of organized crime, seek to “govern the underworld”.
They would constitute a criminal cartel if, acting together or when
a limited number of groups become dominant, they are able to
regulate prices or outputs in any criminal market. In contrast,
more loosely organized networks of criminal operators may
constitute an organized crime group under a broad definition and

B. Bagley, “Drug Trafficking and Organized Crime in the Americas”, Woodrow
Wilson Update on the Americas, August 2012.
139 B.R. Rubin (2000).
140 Ibid.
138

35

1

WORKING PAPER

indeed may acquire high levels of illicit profits, but do not seek
extensive control over an illicit market or segment of it.141
FIGURE 9 - PYRAMID OF PROTECTION AND PATRONAGE

Source: Afghanistan’s Drug industry (World Bank, 2006)
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In Colombia a marriage of convenience has formed in some regions
of the country between drug traffickers, large landowners and
members of the military and police forces, all of which are bent on
eliminating “subversive elements”. This alliance manifests itself in
death squads that have the power of mini-armies, and is the
driving force behind Colombia’s escalating political violence. The
paramilitary units have chased guerrillas from areas in Central
Colombia, particularly in the Medio, Magdalena, Meta, Antioquia
and Cordoba provinces. Targets, however, have not only included
guerrillas but also progressive groups and individuals involved in
civic movements, trade unions and leftist politics, such as teachers,
journalists, writers and those wanting to make Colombia a
functioning democracy.142
Drug trafficking and the development of organized crime in post-taliban
Afghanistan, World Bank, http://siteresources.worldbank.org/SOUTHASIAEXT/
141
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Illicit drug trade generates behaviours which are directly derived
from its corrupting power. These behaviours alter the cultural
processes, especially socially, rendering or rather imposing
individuals’ values as more important than the communities’.143
This process has produced an explosive dysfunctional phenomenon
and cultural transmutation, which has affected all social sectors.
According to some sociological scholars narcotics have entered the
daily life of Colombians, changed the treatment, language, taste,
aesthetics, habits, ethics and morals. Some referred to this as
narcocultura, as a composition of ambitions and ideals promoted by
the narcotrafic. Friends and family interactions have changed, the
physical and financial security has transformed in line with the
quick enrichment mentality, which spread out since the 1980s coca
boom. There has also been a backlash to reactivating religion, as
the mechanism to refer to in relation to dirty affairs or murders.
The main manifestations of the Colombian narco-reality consists of
the diversification of the psychoactive substances, from marijuana
to cocaine, including basuco and heroin, and consequent spillover
effects in the internal market which contribute to having demand
rates higher than average.
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Similarly Afghanistan’s opium economy has unambiguous and
serious harmful effects on governance, with profound adverse
implications for security, politics, and state-building. It contributes
to a vicious cycle whereby the drug industry financially supports
warlords and their militias, who in turn undermine the
Government. In fact, many warlords and local commanders directly
sponsor or are otherwise involved in the drug industry. As a result
the state remains ineffective and security weak, thereby
perpetuating an environment in which the drug industry can
continue to thrive. The linkages between drugs, warlords, and
insecurity add up to a vicious cycle of mutually reinforcing
problems. Warlords, drug interests, and terrorists all promote
insecurity and weaken the state, even if their interests do not
coincide in other respects.
One of the most concerning impacts of drug trade on the society is
the creation of apathy. Most Colombians do not consider narcotics
as a major issue for the country (according to the survey conducted
O. Sentinel, Colombian Drug Lords Investing For Political Legitimacy, 1990.
“La sociedad colombiana y los problemas del narcotráfico”, Colombia
Internacional, Uniandes, Abril-Junio 1995, pp. 39-46.
142
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by Gallup, 8% for the newspaper El Espectador – a similar study of
Asia foundation from 2010 or so, found that insecurity,
unemployment and other issues were more important than drugs…).
This means that the people do not relate acts such as drug addiction,
homicides or vendettas, corruption, immorality, terrorism, money
laundering, kidnapping, colonization and attacks neither to
indigenous people nor to environmental pollution and deterioration,
etc. On the contrary, they facilitate tolerance towards it.
As in other countries, illicit drug syndicates are believed to involve an
amalgam of armed groups, state-backed security personnel, an
unknown degree of government officials’ complicity, which perpetuate
the deterioration of the internal defence, security and justice systems.
The expression narco is not only related to a business or a trade; it has
become an aesthetic, which crosses and entangles with the culture
and history of Colombia and today it is embedded into music, TV,
language and architecture. There is an exaggerated aesthetic of big
and expensive cars, plastic surgery and large houses. It is a change of
mentality, which is typical of communities dispossessed of their ideals,
which see through the modernity’s lens the importance of money as a
reason to exist and live.144

Drugs and drug abuse
“Se podría decir que al país la “desintoxicación” de este problema
le ha resultado tanto o más complicada que la “adicción” a él. (…)
Sin exagerar, se podría afirmar por el lado de la oferta que
la “desnarcotización” de un país es un proceso tan demorado y doloroso
como lo puede ser la desintoxicación de un adicto”
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Ricardo Rocha Garcia (cit.)

In most countries where exists an illicit drug production, drug
demand reduction programs are not necessarily prioritized from
the outset and are seldom supported by the international
community and overseas development assistance. It is indeed the
spillover effect and the easy availability and low price of drugs
though, which renders the illicit drug producing country and its
society particularly vulnerable to higher rates of drug consumption.
The prerogative of affected countries and particularly of Colombia
and Afghanistan has initially been to look at reducing the supply
O. Rincon, Nueva Sociedad – Narco.estética y narco.cultura en Narco.lombia,
Julio-Agosto 2009.
144
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and availability of drugs, without adequate measures targeting
younger people and preventing drug abuse and risky behaviors.
The undermining of the social and human capital, which is coupled
with a transformation of the normative framework and value
system in society affected by large drug production and trafficking
bears serious consequences which need to be addressed before they
become.
According the latest study on drug use
(Estudio_Consumo_SPA_Colombia_2013_UNODC), in Colombia,
illicit drug consumption of all type (i.e. cannabis, cocaine, basuco,
ecstasy and heroin) is on the rise, in comparison to 2008. In
particular, life time prevalence went from 8 (2008) to more than a
dozen per hundred persons in 2013, and similarly last year
consumption increase significantly (2.6% to 3.6%). A significant
increase nationally in the use of cocaine ever in life is observed that
rose from 2.5% in 2008 to 3.4% in 2014. Recent use (2014) remains
stable nationally at 0.7%, which means that although exposure to
the substance grew, not so with continued use. Colombia recorded
the existence of a wide variety of substances in the country
including legal and illegal drugs, natural and synthetic, drugs, etc.
FIGURE 10 - COCAINE USE IN COLOMBIA (1992-2014 – LIFETIME PREVALENCE)
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Source: O. Scopetta, Consumo de drogas en Colombia: características y tendencias, Direccion
Nacional de Estupefacientes, Bogotá D.C., 2010; Ministerio del Interior y de Justicia,
Ministerio de la Protección Social y Dirección Nacional de Estupefacientes – Estudio
nacional de consumo de drogas en Colombia, resumen Ejecutivo, February 2009 and 2014
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Three million drug users is the current count in Afghanistan (2015),
up from 1.6 million in 2012. One in every 9 Afghans uses illegal
drugs, including women and children. A recent study (US report on
drug use in Afghanistan 2015) also found opioids, heroin and opium,
as the most prevalent drugs in rural areas. The rise followed record
high poppy crops in the country in recent years. Thus Afghanistan
has become one of the leading consumers of its own narcotic
products.
FIGURE 11 - DRUG USE IN AFGHANISTAN (2005 –2015, LIFETIME PREVALENCE)

Source: Afghanistan drug use survey 2005 (UNODC, 2005), Drug Use in Afghanistan: 2009
Survey (UNODC, 2009), Afghanistan National Drug Use Survey - SGI Global, Bureau for
International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs (INL/US), May 2015

©ISPI2017

Since the first estimates of drug use in 2005, there has been a
continuing increase in the numbers of drug users in Afghanistan.
In 2009 the estimated number of drug users counted for about
940,000 people (UNODC, 2009). In 2014 the Bureau for
International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs (INL), US
Department of State (2014) estimated that the number of drug
users is more than one million (1.3 - 1.6 million).
Afghanistan’s Ministry of Public Health (MoPH, 2014) argues that
recently there are about 280,000 - 350,000 opioid users (using both
opium and heroin) out of whom about 20,000 or 23,000 (about 6 per
cent) inject the drugs and 40 per cent are poly-drug users. Although
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the use of amphetamine-type stimulants (ATS) is rising in
Afghanistan, the number of ATS users remains small (UNODC,
2014). Drug use is also shown in prisons. UNODC (2010) estimated
that at least 10 per cent of inmates – about 1,300 men and 123
women – have used drugs in jail.
While drug use in rural areas is still prevalent, urban areas are fast
becoming home to significant numbers of drug users with
concentrated drug-using “hot spots” in cities like Kabul, Herat,
Mazar, Farah, Nimroz, Kandahar and Nangarhar. The central
region, where the capital is located, has the highest number of drug
users in the country (MCN, 2013).
The most commonly used drug among children – especially in the
North and North Eastern regions – is opium. This corresponds with
the historical and cultural practice of using opium to placate
children in these regions. The second most commonly used drugs
seem to be tranquilisers, especially in the Southern and Central
regions, followed by cannabis use in the Eastern region in
particular.
Conclusion
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Many similarities between the two countries, their narco-industries
and the surrounding regions, are evident. Some thesis145 argues
that the illicit narcotics economy in Afghanistan and Colombia is
the central force fragmenting state power through two main
processes of internal regression and external attack. Internal
regression refers to the capture, infiltration and corruption of the
state by the drug industry that impairs effective state function.
External attack refers to the territorial control, coercive force and
political legitimacy that the illicit economy provides non-state
armed actors. Notwithstanding, our analysis of the political,
economic, social contexts and circumstances characterizing
Colombia and Afghanistan show that the parallels between them
are hardly perfect. Afghanistan is a pre-modern society, while
Colombia’s population, even in the countryside, is well-educated,
and the country boasts one of the most innovative business classes

Huixin Shirley Cheng, Illicit Narcotic Economies and State Fragmentation:
Colombia and Afghanistan, University of Sydney, 2011.
145
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in South America. It is the land of García Márquez, Botero and
Shakira, not the graveyard of empires.
This section would present some lessons and possible directives
relating to counter-narcotics and security sector reform. However,
many scholars (Bruce Bagley or Ortiz for instance) argue that
exporting elements of (Plan) Colombia to Afghanistan is premature.
In fact, in Afghanistan, nation- and state-building has not been
achieved yet. Nevertheless, we believe that the Colombian
experience can be useful for Afghanistan, but the road to success
will be much longer, as it does not have a well-established
government, army, and economy (with a functioning fiscal system)
yet.

Reform law enforcement and security sector institutions
Perhaps the most important parallel for the two countries is the
lack of a strong central government. Colombia’s government has
rarely held sway beyond Bogota’s plateau, and the frail Kabul’s
administration (with Karzai or currently Ghani) has a similarly
short reach. As a result, Colombia has relied on brutal paramilitary
forces to support a weak army, alienating much of the population in
the process. On the other hand, Afghanistan has been supported by
ISAF/NATO security assistance mission, which have exacerbated
the people hostility to foreign invaders.
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Counter-narcotic programs certainly appear more effective in
Colombia than in Afghanistan, but situational differences in both
countries warrant further consideration. The stability of national
governance in Colombia has given it time to build security sector
institutions and a sense of national identity, which increases the
probability of the population’s acceptance of a national police force
as a part of the populace. Colombia established the Counter
Narcotics Police in 1891, while Afghanistan started the Afghan
National Police in 2002 and the Counter Narcotics Police (CNPA)
only in 2003.
One could argue that in the late 1990s Colombia’s corruption,
violence, and government ineffectiveness were worse than
Afghanistan’s today. Yet over the past decade, Colombia has
sharply reduced its murder and kidnapping rates, crushed the
array of insurgent groups fighting against the government,
demobilized the paramilitary groups that arose during the power
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vacuum of the 1990s, and significantly restored the rule of law and
the presence of the government throughout the country. Colombia
rebuilt its army. In contrast Afghanistan focused on quantity, not
quality, for over ten years since 2001, however with limited impact
on security.
The counterinsurgency forces in Colombia and Afghanistan face
several similar challenges. Rugged terrain in both countries
provides locations for insurgents to hide and limits the ground
mobility of counterinsurgent forces. Insurgents in both Colombia
and Afghanistan take advantage of cross-border sanctuaries.
Insurgents in both countries have financed their operations with
narco-trafficking. At their worst, the two insurgent forces had
similar strengths.146
Another point of comparison is what role religious zeal (in
Afghanistan), Marxist ideology (for the FARC and ELN), or
nationalism has played to motivate and organize insurgents. In
Afghanistan, these sources of motivation have provided the Taliban
with a steady stream of recruits to replace battlefield losses. In
Colombia, the motivators that had previously kept the FARC and
ELN strong appear to have dissipated. An important difference is
that a major reason for Colombia’s success is the reform of
Colombia’s army and establishment of local police, which focused
on their quality rather than size. A current problem with
Afghanistan’s army (and formerly a problem in Colombia) is the
unwillingness of many soldiers to serve far from their home villages
and districts. As a result, the Afghan national army suffers from
high absenteeism and desertions.
Therefore, all aid in support of security sector institution and
counter-narcotics forces is particularly effective when the recipient
country’s leadership reforms the national police force to more
effectively conduct counter-narcotics operations and improve
governance, democratic oversight and overall accountability. The
management structure of the counter-narcotics units within the
national police force can greatly affect the operability and
At their peak strengths (around 2001), the Revolutionary Armed Forces of
Colombia (FARC) and National Liberation Army (ELN) insurgent groups could
field a combined 21,500 fighters, about 1.9 fighters for every 1,000 military-aged
males in Colombia. The upper estimate of the Taliban’s current strength is 17,000
or 2.3 fighters for every 1,000 military-aged males in Afghanistan.
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sustainability of units. Also, the unity of effort among law
enforcement and military forces is important. Investigate ways to
better leverage public outrage, vet and selectively support citizen
militias, and push law-enforcement reform to the local level to
enable legitimate community policing.

Eradication does not work
Analysis of the connection between the narcotics economy and
insurgent movements in Colombia and Afghanistan shows that
access by belligerents to the illicit economy greatly strengthens the
insurgent movements. However, the belligerents' gains are not
simply in the form of financial assets and enhanced military
capabilities as frequently assumed, but are also in the form of
expanded strategic and tactical options and, crucially, improved
relations with local populations. The advantages belligerents
derive from access to the drug economy are manifold. The first and
most obvious gain by the insurgents is the increase in their ability
to fund their operations and procure weapons. The second gain
from the involvement in the drug trade is that it also allows the
belligerents to expand their strategic and tactical options. The
third kind of gain belligerents obtain from access to the production
and distribution of illicit substances is improved relations with
local populations. The fourth source of political gain for the
belligerents derives from using drug money to provide social
services that would otherwise be lacking in the regions they
command. Yet another form of political gain that belligerents can
obtain from their protection of the production of illicit substances is
nationalist legitimacy.
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Premised on the desire to reduce the physical capabilities of the
belligerents, government attempts to defeat the insurgency
through crop eradication not only fails to significantly reduce the
belligerents' capabilities, but are in the contrary also often
counterproductive. Crop eradication only strengthens the bond
between the belligerents and the local population, and deprives the
government of vital intelligence on the belligerents.147 Ricardo

V. Felbab-Brown, “The Coca Connection: Conflict and Drugs in Columbia and
Peru”, The Journal of Conflict Studies, Vol. XXV, issue 2, Winter 2005.
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Vargas, a Colombian drug policy expert, says that Colombia’s FARC
rebels never fully capitalized on the anger of farmers over forced
eradication of drug crops. The Taliban, on the other hand, “are
much more capable of doing that, offering lines of credit and social
programs that challenge the legitimacy of the state”.148
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Ms. Felbab-Brown says that interdiction is crucial, not because it
bankrupts insurgents but because it can reduce the political power
of criminal actors, whether they are linked to the government or
the Taliban. The Colombian guerrillas had encircled the capital and
held a large share of the national territory, similar to the Taliban
position today. Guerrilla roadblocks on highways sliced the country
into isolated regions, blocking farmers from markets and tourists
from Caribbean resort cities. Thus, most Colombians didn’t even
want the paramilitaries or the guerrillas. Too often the government
was present only in the form of international community-backed
operations, designed to undermine the insurgents main funding
source. This in turn however, just ended up impoverishing the
peasant farmers who grew illicit crops and started sympathizing
with the guerrilla or Taliban’s ideals/vision.
To the extent that source-country policies are adopted by Western
governments, they should focus on alternative development,
interdiction, and money-laundering countermeasures.
Comprehensive alternative development that goes substantially
beyond crop substitution and includes comprehensive rural
developments will not in the short run defeat the belligerent
movement. In the long run however, they can increase the chances
for stability once the belligerents have been defeated as well as
eliminate some of the causes of the conflict. Unlike crop eradication,
money-laundering countermeasures do not alienate the local
population and have the potential of dealing a much greater blow to
the finances of the belligerents. Therefore, a sequential approach,
which first attempts to defeat the belligerents and only later
focuses on eradication has a much greater chance of success than
simultaneously undertaking both efforts. This suggests a
multiagency approach and a domestic as well as international
coordination which ensures the complimentary of the different
fights deployed against several facets of the illicit drug political
economy.
148

R. Vargas, Drogas, conflicto armado y seguridad global en Colombia , 2005.
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In the build-up to the The UN General Assembly Special Session on
Drugs (UNGASS) in 2016, Juan Manuel Santos, the Colombian
president, authored an article149 noting that “between total war
and legalisation there exists a broad range of options worth
exploring if we want to take better care of drug consumers, protect
our youth from drug abuse, collaborate to continue combating
organised crime and provide alternative economic means to illegal
crop farmers and vulnerable communities”. It is time and well past
time that some of these options were more broadly explored.

Synergy and integrity of the counter-insurgency and
counter-narcotics fight
Colombia, similarly to Afghanistan represents a case of a large
illicit drug industry, and responsive countering strategies, within a
conflict context. Most analyses of the nexus insecurity-drugs stress
that the problem of drugs in Colombia is closely linked to the lack of
state institution’s presence and rule of law in vulnerable peripheral
areas, the active presence of armed groups and poverty. Our
analysis have pointed to the same characteristics in Afghanistan.
Microeconomic analysis of counternarcotic strategies in
Afghanistan points out that some policies brought about support to
the insurgents, in particular, when vigorous enforcement increased
the flow of funds to insurgents and other parties that profit from
trafficking. Rural-development programs, promoted as elements of
a counternarcotic strategy, are open to some of the same
objections.150
Counter-narcotics efforts are indeed a key component of
stabilization and reconstruction in Afghanistan. In Colombia and
in any other country where licit livelihoods have been decimated an
illicit narcotics economy thrives and intermingles with violent
conflict. However, premature and inappropriate efforts against
such an illicit economy, be it drugs or other commodities, greatly
complicate counterterrorism, counterinsurgency, and stabilization

As Colombia’s leader, I know we must rethink the drugs war,
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2016/apr/16/war-drugs-colombia-unnew-approach
150 See also, V. Bojicic-Dzelilovic, D. Kostovicova, M. Escobar and J. Bjelica,
“Organised crime and international aid subversion: evidence from Colombia and
Afghanistan”, Third World Quarterly, 25 September 2015.
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objectives. Hence, they ultimately also jeopardize economic
reconstruction and political consolidation.151
It is critical that policies against illicit economies are cognizant of
the complex political dynamics that illicit economies generate.
Embracing policies against illicit economies without paying close
attention to their complex and multiple political effects can lead to
counterproductive entanglement in local disputes.152 Illicit
economies are deeply embedded in local social and political
arrangements, especially where legal economies, official political
arrangements, law enforcement capacity, and overall state
presence are weak. Without recognizing this social embeddedness,
policies to tackle illicit economies easily turn counterproductive
and generate negative externalities and unanticipated second and
third order effects that can negatively reverberate in other domains
and within other networks.
Counterinsurgency forces do have a large and, indeed, fundamental
role in reducing illicit economies by helping to deliver security. No
matter what counternarcotic efforts will be undertaken, eradication
or alternative livelihood, they will not be effective in reducing the
illicit economy unless firm security throughout the entire territory
has been established. The state needs to be strengthened and
conflict must be ended before efforts against illicit economies, such
as large-scale eradication of illicit crops, can be achieved.153
As a result of this insurgent-narcotic nexus, in Colombia and to
more extent in Afghanistan, security forces have shifted their focus
and resources to interdiction missions. Interdiction targets
narcotics in the consolidation and transportation phases by raiding
drug-processing laboratories and interdicting narcotics convoys.154
These strategies more effectively target insurgents and drug lords
without directly affecting farmers‘ livelihood.155
A. Rabasa, P. Chalk, Colombian Labyrinth: The Synergy of Drugs and
Insurgency and Its Implications for Regional Stability, 2001.
151

J.D. Kulick, J.P. Caulkins, M.A.R. Kleiman, School of Public Policy Working
Papers School of Public Policy 1 January 2011 Material Support, Counternarcotics
vs. Counterinsurgency in Afghanistan.
153 V. Felbab-Brown, Counterinsurgency, Counternarcotics, and Illicit Economies
in Afghanistan: Lessons for State-Building, 2013.
154 M. Erwin, The insurgent-Narcotic nexus in Helmand province , CTC Sentinel,
Vol. 2, No 9, 2009.
155 J. Biehl, Counter-narcotics operations in Afghanistan: a way to success or a

©ISPI2017

152

47

1

WORKING PAPER

The political negotiations with the anti-government elements
The Talibans comprise of a number between 20 and 30,000
members , with another 20-30,000 working for them. Networking,
personalities and formal structures, command and control, social
and geographic expansion, cohesion, external influences, factional
friction, provision of services.156
Durable peace will be require a combination of top down
institutionalization and bottom up co-optation of local leaders. Few
years ago, Minister Bermudez said that Colombia would send
advisors and experts on mine removal, the cultivation of illegal
drugs and the disarmament of illegal militias to Afghanistan. He
cited the government´s success in demobilizing thousands of
members of groups like the FARC as a model for Afghan efforts to
demobilize Taliban insurgents. Colombia has run peace negotiations
in several stages: with the liberal guerrillas since the end of the
1950s, with M-19 at the end of 1990s, and with FARC since 1999.
Whereas the first two culminated into the disarmament,
demobilization and reintegration of some members into the political
life, the ongoing negotiations with the FARC have advanced
continuously in the recent years. It seems that Colombia identified a
way to break free of the drugs-conflict nexus. In fact, after nearly 80
years of war, Colombia has recently closed a historic peace deal with
the FARC.157 In a major breakthrough, the Colombian government
and the FARC have agreed on a joint counternarcotic strategy. As it
should be, developing alternative livelihoods – couched within a
larger rural development plan – is core to the policy.
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In Afghanistan, instead, the coalition missed opportunities for a
broad reconciliation among Afghans in 2002 when several Taliban
leaders who surrendered to coalition forces were sent to U.S.- run
prisons at Guantanamo or Bagram air base north of Kabul,
precluding any opportunities to accommodate them in
Afghanistan’s political process or government. In 2015, Taliban
violence resulted in more Afghan civilian, police, and military
casualties than in any year since the international military forces
meaningless cause?, 2009.
156 A. Giustozzi, Negotiating with the Taliban, 2010.
157 “Colombia signs historic peace deal with Farc”, the Guardian, 21 November
2’16, https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/nov/24/colombia-signshistoric-peace-deal-with-farc-rebels
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began fighting in Afghanistan. More fighters, better weapons, and
new tactics made the 2015 Taliban offensive their most effective yet.
The Taliban is no longer the only threat to stability in Afghanistan,
as the influence of the Islamic State is growing. The renewed
violence reduces already slim hopes for a negotiated peace in
Afghanistan158. Despite some positive developments, the Afghan
government is losing popular support. More and more Afghans
believe that the country is heading in the wrong direction.
Thousands of Afghans are fleeing the country, and along with them
goes the potential for economic growth. Crime and insecurity in the
cities contribute to this brain and asset drain. There is progress in
revenue collection, enforcement action against fraud in Kabul Bank,
and some members of the new cabinet are making progress in less
visible but important reforms like speeding business licensing and
settling land titles.
Colombia has finally accepted what many other countries already
knew: that conflicts can end even while insurgents make illicit
profits. Other countries, such as Peru, Thailand, Burma, China,
Northern Ireland, Lebanon, Sierra Leone, Liberia, and Nigeria, to
list just a few, were able to end conflict without ever eliminating or
even substantially reducing the illicit economy. Afghanistan has
still some work to do in negotiating and creating the conditions for
talks conducive to peace (although a peace deal between the
Afghanistan’s Government and Hezb-i-Islami was signed in
September 2016). In this regard, a clear peace strategy aiming at a
negotiated peace agreement with the insurgents on the basis of
territorial integrity, democracy and human rights, which further
strengthen the rule of law and the fight against drugs can
represent a challenging but necessary target for the Afghan state
over next decade or two.
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Regional approach and the cooperation with the neighbours
As Pakistan does for the Taliban, Venezuela and Ecuador provide
sanctuary to Colombia’s insurgents. The sanctuaries on Colombia's
borders have always been a headache. Top FARC commanders were
killed in Colombian air strikes inside Ecuador, and a laptop
recovered at the guerrilla camp indicated that Venezuelan officials
close to the Venezuelan presidency may have helped secure money
158

V. Felbab-Brown, R. Neumann and D. Sedney, Now is not the time to abandon

Afghanistan, 2016.

49

1

WORKING PAPER

and weapons for the FARC. Similarly, the Pakistani intelligence
service has been implicated in helping coordinate Taliban attacks,
and Taliban and al-Qaeda sanctuaries in Pakistan’s tribal areas
have been a primary target of USA military effort. Some assert that
Iran’s role has also been destabilizing for Afghanistan.
Moreover, from a narco-industry perspective, while Colombia and
Afghanistan are the world main producers of cocaine and heroin,
the precursors, the manufacturing from plant to row (coca base,
morphine base) and refined substances, as well as the trafficking
always relies on external actors and organized criminal
organizations
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The governments of Venezuela and Ecuador are both concerned
about the impact of Colombia’s conflict on the institutional stability
and security of their countries. They both are focusing on their own
internal political situations and reluctant to look at the spill-over
effects of Colombia's troubles. On the same token, Colombia will not
be able to resolve its conflict without extensive support from Ecuador
and Venezuela. A genuine cooperation in the planning and execution
of both military and counter-drug activity and of development
programs in the sensitive border regions are key to the solution of
the problem. In the golden crescent many are the indications that
the situation is similar, especially after the international military
assistance drawdown which took place in 2014.
The regional approach is key as crime goes across border to avoid
national laws and CN efforts as well as to avoid balloon effects in
illicit drug production and relate transnational organized crime
(see the cases of Mexico and Pakistan). It took a decade for the
coalition to “accurately assess Pakistan’s motives and intentions”,
which were to continue using the Afghan Taliban as “an instrument
of Pakistani policy”. An international oriented strategy to confirm
the principles of shared responsibility, integrated action, and to
balance treatment of the drug issue is necessary for the West and
Central Asia region. In particular, the counter narcotics strategy
should be spearheaded in partnership with other countries
involved in some or all of the links of the drug chain, production,
distribution, sale, consumption, asset laundering, precursor
chemicals, and arms dealing. And, at the national level, to stop the
flow of drug money-the fuel of violence-to the insurgent and other
armed organizations.
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Break the marriage of convenience and culture of violence
Pashtunwali, the Pashtun ethnic code, has its noble aspects, yet it
mandates a commitment to honour and revenge. From the great
game to the grand bargain. From holy war to opium war. Although
a case study of a community living on the margins of the global
economy, it is argued that these changes have important
implications for international policymakers.
The profitable connection between drug traffickers, large
landowners and members of the military and police forces, who are
committed to eliminating “subversive elements” contribute to the
escalation of the political violence. The impact of the groups’
involvement in the drug trade on their physical resources, political
capital and ideology.159
In Afghanistan improving governance and government capability
can help address multiple challenges as partially it managed to do
in Colombia, will be of paramount importance in order to revert the
tide. Reducing ungoverned spaces by extending control and
governance can help address multiple challenges. In the Andean
region, in addition to Colombia, Peru also represents a successful
story where the Shining Path and coca cultivation were decreased
over last two decades by improving social services and changing the
economic opportunity structure can help decrease violence.
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It is possible for a state to break the vicious cycle of insecurity,
un-rule of law and impunity as a way to undermine the conducive
environment for violence proliferation. It is a state building at
central and synergetically at local level, with politico-institutional
and social implication. This should be coupled with a national
defense strategy to restructure and modernize the armed forces
and the police, so that they will be able to restore the rule of law
and provide security in the country, to combat organized crime and
armed groups, and protect and promote human rights and
international law. The related judicial and human rights strategic
approach would enable the state to reaffirm the rule of law and
assure equal and impartial justice for all.

D. Azami, Ideology versus Profit: Drugs and Insurgencies in Afghanistan and
Colombia, Ohio State University. Mershon Center for International Security
159

Studies, 2012.
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Furthermore, a social participation strategy aimed at collective
awareness to develop more accountability in the local government,
community involvement in anti-corruption efforts and continued
pressure on the insurgents and other armed groups to end the
violence and abuses on individuals and communities.

Integrated policy on development
Afghanistan’s progress was better than most countries for the
period 2000 to 2012, according to the UNDP. However, the Taliban
was “ejected but not defeated” and was allowed “to reorganize,
recruit, train and to push back into Afghanistan to create a
substantial insurgency”. This is the reason why most of the
international community’s efforts and related initiatives turn now
to reconsider economic development as an important pre-condition
to help the country out of insecurity and drugs. Socioeconomic
dimensions as in Heart of Asia process, without licit growth there is
no way to overcome illicit growth.
One of the reason of the success of Plan Colombia is enshrined an
economic strategy that generates employment, supports the ability
of the State to collect tax revenues, and allows the country to have a
viable counterbalancing economic force to narco-trafficking was a
key element that Afghanistan is still missing. Afghanistan should
aim at the same, by devising a fiscal and financial strategy
including austerity and adjustment in order to boost economic
activity. The state, as partially managed in Colombia, should
address the incapacity of the agencies of national order to satisfy
the necessities of basic services in the localities, marginalized
regions as well as the urban centres. An alternative development
strategy should be the backbone of a plan that will promote
agricultural schemes and other profitable economic activities for
peasant farmers and their families. It should be a strong element
within the reform programme entitled “Realizing Self-Reliance:
Commitments to Reforms and Renewed Partnership,” which
identifies strategic policy priorities for Afghanistan for the
Transformation Decade,160 with the goal of improving security and
On 5 October, the European Union and the government of Afghanistan
co-hosted the Brussels Conference on Afghanistan. This conference brought
together 75 countries and 26 international organisations and agencies.
Participants endorsed the ambitious reform agenda presented by the Afghan
government - Realising Self-Reliance for Transformation Decade. They undertook
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political stability, stabilizing the economy, advancing good
governance, and promoting the rule of law and respect for human
rights, particularly in relation to women and girls.
Moreover, a human development strategy to promote efforts to
guarantee, within the next few years, adequate education and
health, to provide opportunities to help the young and vulnerable
groups in Afghanistan. The state’s inability to resolve social conflict
is highlighted further when it concerns the presence and capacity
to exercise its control on local institutions and civil servants. Some
marginal or newly colonized areas, have no real state presence, and,
even worse, there is no coherent and integrated colonization policy
to development in Afghanistan.
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While this article is being written Afghanistan remains very
unstable161 and the USA government reversed its plan to withdraw
all U.S. troops by 2016, and instead keep (about 5,000) troops in the
country. The caveat to the success of national and international
efforts in Afghanistan is partially linked to the presence of many
countries, each with its own practices, which hampered
coordination. After all these years there’s still no good solution on
how to coordinate an international effort among different countries,
and in fact, coordination between military and civilian development
teams also has been lacking.

to ensure continued international political and financial support for Afghanistan
over the next four years. The total sum committed by the international community
is US$15.2 billion.
161 In September the Taliban briefly captured the city of Kunduz and at the end of
2015 attacked a market outside the Kandahar airport, which serves as a hub for
military operations in the south.
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