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Mainstream commentators claim that the Taliban are the main culprits behind Afghanistan’s

skyrocketing drug trade and that the US military is waging a war on drugs in Afghanistan to

weaken the insurgency and keep our streets free of heroin.Cruel Harvest lifts the lid on the

reality behind the mainstream narrative, showing that the United States in fact shares a large

part of the responsibility by supporting drug lords, refusing to adopt effective drug control

policies and failing to crack down on drug money laundered through Western banks.Julien

Mercille argues that the United States is not concerned about waging a real war on drugs, and

that alleged concerns about narco-terrorism mostly act as pretexts to justify occupation. In a

powerful conclusion Mercille contends that US intervention in Afghanistan is motivated by

power imperatives, not benign intentions.
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1IntroductionTHE ARGUMENTAfghanistan is the world’s uncontested leader in heroin

production, accounting for as much as 90 percent of global supply, leading some

commentators to label it a “narco-state.”1 Counternarcotics operations in the country have

been intensified over the last few years, led by the United States with the participation of NATO

allies. The stakes are high, we are told, because drugs fund the insurgency, corrupt the political

process, and increase addiction around the world. The Taliban are invariably depicted as the

main culprits and beneficiaries of the drug trade, along with a host of corrupt government

officials. It is thus claimed that eliminating the narcotics industry would weaken the insurgency

and allow the United States to preside over the establishment of a stable and democratic

Afghan polity.This book’s position differs and documents the United States’ complicity in drug

trafficking and repeated failure to reduce drug problems. For example, Washington has long

supported or tolerated traffickers around the world, has looked the other way while the global

financial system launders large sums of narcotics money every year, and has consistently

adopted the counterdrug strategies known not to work. Counternarcotics missions abroad

mostly target individuals and groups that are considered enemies or who have outlived their

usefulness, while allies are rarely prosecuted. This, in fact, seems to have become President

Obama’s official policy in Afghanistan, as when his administration specified in 2009 that it is

drug traffickers with links to the insurgency that will be targeted (see chapter 6). The book

suggests that so-called “drug wars” have, in effect, served to facilitate intervention overseas.A

few days before the US-UK attack on Afghanistan in October 2001, the British prime minister,

Tony Blair, declared that the Taliban is a regime “funded on the drugs trade. The biggest drugs

hoard in the world is in Afghanistan, controlled by the Taliban. Ninety per cent of the heroin on

British streets originates in Afghanistan. The arms the Taliban are buying today are paid for

with the lives of young British people buying their drugs on British streets. That is another part

of their regime that we should seek to destroy.” The war was seemingly going to be more

acceptable to the public if the Taliban adversary was explicitly linked to narcotics. While

referring to al-Qaeda’s responsibility for 9/11, Blair further claimed that Osama bin Laden and

the Taliban “jointly exploited the drugs trade” and warned that we should be prepared for a

“new invasion” of al-Qaeda’s opium. In short, as the Transnational Institute correctly observed

about the prime minister’s statements: “Everything nasty is combined to paint a black image of

the ‘evil’ enemy, never mind reality,” a recurring principle that will be described throughout this

book.2President George W. Bush conveyed similar ideas worth quoting at length:You know, I’m

asked all the time, “How can I help fight against terror? What can I do, what can I as a citizen

do to defend America?” Well, one thing you can do is not purchase illegal drugs. Make no

mistake about it, if you’re buying illegal drugs in America, it is likely that money is going to end

up in the hands of terrorist organizations. Just think about the Taliban in Afghanistan: 70

percent of the world’s opium trade came from Afghanistan, resulting in significant income to the

Taliban, significant amount of money to the people that were harboring and feeding and hiding

those who attacked and killed thousands of innocent Americans on September the 11th. When

we fight drugs, we fight the war on terror.3Or again, when he answered a student’s question:I

don’t know if you know this or not, but the Taliban Government and Al Qaida—the evil ones—

use heroin trafficking in order to fund their murder. And one of our objectives is to make sure

that Afghanistan is never used for that purpose again.4The book examines American policy

toward Afghanistan since the late 1970s, as related to narcotics. In the 1980s, during the

Soviet invasion and occupation of the country, the United States, through the CIA, supported

mujahideen fighters against the Russians, and some of those rebels were involved in drug

production. As such, the protection and support the CIA offered them resulted in the expansion



of the drug industry, which until then had remained relatively small and regional in scope. It

grew eightfold over the decade, opium production increasing from about 200 tons in 1981 to

1,600 tons in 1990. The mujahideen’s trafficking in narcotics was tolerated because it provided

them with extra resources to “bleed the Russians,” the American objective.In the first half of the

1990s, a civil war raged among the mujahideen factions, causing much destruction and

hardship. But Washington disengaged from Afghanistan and looked the other way as narcotics

production rose from 1,600 tons in 1990 to 3,100 tons in 1994—hardly an example of concern

for drug control. When the Taliban took power from 1996 to 2001, the US government initially

sought to engage them, hoping that they would bring stability to the war-torn country and

permit American company Unocal to lay down pipelines across their land. However, when

Washington linked the 1998 American embassy bombings in Africa to Osama bin Laden, who

was then living in Afghanistan, the Taliban were labeled a “rogue” regime due to their refusal to

expel him. Nevertheless, the Taliban managed to implement a successful ban on opium

production in 2000–01. It would have been expected that the most successful drug control

operation to have taken place anywhere since China’s anti-narcotics campaign in the aftermath

of the 1949 revolution, would warm up relations with the United States, if drug control had

indeed been an important objective. On the contrary, Washington reacted by slapping

sanctions on Afghanistan, while the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC)5

broke its promise of financial assistance, underfunded by world powers more inclined toward

isolating the Taliban than implementing narcotics control programs.Since 2001, heroin

production has literally skyrocketed, coinciding with the invasion and occupation of the country.

In a similar strategy to that in the 1980s, the United States has supported individuals involved

in trafficking. This time, allied warlords and strongmen and their militias have contributed to

chasing the Taliban from power in 2001, and have been empowered by foreign troops to

maintain “stability” in the country, although the insurgency has been threatening the Afghan

government for some years now. Not surprisingly, the result has been an increase in opium

production, since many of the industry’s key players have been tolerated or directly supported

by the international coalition. Although mainstream commentary has associated heroin with the

Taliban, it will be seen that in fact, the United States and NATO share a large part of

responsibility for the expansion of the drug traffic, while the Taliban, according to the available

data, play a relatively minor role. For instance, they capture only about 5 percent of total drug

revenues in Afghanistan, while the remainder of the funds goes to government officials,

traffickers, police and local commanders, many of which are either supported or tolerated by

Washington. Western powers also contribute to sustaining the narcotics industry indirectly by

regulating only lightly a global financial system that launders its proceeds, while the West is a

significant source of chemical precursors used to transform opium into heroin (see chapter

6).Finally, the book will examine the many solutions that have been proposed to address the

problem of Afghanistan’s drugs and reduce the addiction they cause globally. The weakness of

conventional debate on the subject is that the proposed alternatives are almost entirely

confined to solutions within Afghanistan, even if research indicates that those are the least

effective ones. The best strategies are those that reduce demand in consumer countries—in

this case, primarily Europe and Russia—through provision of treatment services for addicts

and prevention campaigns. The fact that the West and Russia have for decades promoted the

solutions that are proven to be futile while neglecting those that work is further evidence that

the war on drugs is less about reducing narcotics problems than about maintaining power

prerogatives, as will be seen in chapter 7.Overall, the book focuses on US drug policy and

responsibility for the expansion of trafficking in Afghanistan since the late 1970s. However, this



is not to say that other countries or institutions do not share a part of responsibility as well,

such as Afghan drug lords themselves and the many individuals who allow their business to

flourish. Nevertheless, because the United States has had a significant impact in the country, in

particular since 2001, and that conventional analyses do not highlight its role in the trade, it is

hoped that the book will be valuable in telling a different story. Also, to argue that the United

States shares a part of responsibility in the narcotics traffic is not to say that to protect it is a

goal in itself, as suggested by some authors who have taken a somewhat conspiratorial view.

On the contrary, this book suggests that Washington is not too concerned about drugs

themselves one way or another. Drugs are not strategic commodities like oil or raw materials,

and they mostly serve an instrumental purpose within the broader scheme of American foreign

policy, such as providing additional funds to local allies. One of the book’s claims is that policy

is shaped by political economic factors which have very little to do with drugs.Before discussing

the above points in detail in subsequent chapters, the following section sketches the nature of

the Afghan narcotics industry and its evolution over time, and puts it in the context of the global

drug trade.THE AFGHAN DRUG INDUSTRY6Afghanistan specializes in the production of

opiates (opium, morphine, and heroin). In simple terms, the production process is as follows.7

Poppy plants are grown by farmers (a field of one hectare can bear from 60,000 to 120,000

poppies) and four months after planting, the opium is harvested from the poppy capsules at the

tip of the plant’s stalk. This task is very labor-intensive and time-consuming and consists in

creating incisions (lancing) on each capsule with a small blade. The opium sap is then left to

ooze and dry before farmers scrape it off. An experienced worker can lance 150–200 capsules

per hour. After a few days, the process may be repeated (up to six or seven times) to extract

more opium. Once the opium gum is fully harvested, it is then mixed with various chemicals in

small-scale “laboratories” to transform it into morphine, and further into heroin.The global

illegal drug industry has an estimated annual value of US$13 billion at the production level, $94

billion at the wholesale level and $322 billion at the retail level (street prices). At the retail level,

cannabis products (marijuana and hashish) account for $142 billion, followed by cocaine ($71

billion), opiates ($65 billion) and amphetamine-type stimulants (ATS—methamphetamine,

amphetamine and ecstasy) ($44 billion).8The global supply of illegal opiates is produced in

three main areas: Afghanistan, Southeast Asia (mainly Myanmar) and Latin America (Mexico

and Colombia). In recent years, Afghanistan has produced up to 8,200 metric tons of raw

opium annually, accounting for 90 percent of global production and valued at about $3 billion in

Afghanistan (production level) and $60 billion on the streets worldwide. Much less publicized

but still remarkable is the fact that the country is also thought to have become the world’s

leading producer of hashish, of which it exports an estimated 1,500 to 3,500 tons annually. Its

export value is unknown, but is likely to be substantially less than for opiates (about 15 percent

of opiates’ value, according to some estimates). This book is restricted to opiates since our

knowledge of the hashish industry is very limited.9Figure 1.1 Global Potential Opium

Production, 1980–2009Source: UNODC, Addiction, Crime and Insurgency: The Transnational

Threat of Afghan Opium (Vienna: UNODC), p. 10.Afghan production has increased steadily

over the last three decades, both in absolute terms and relative to other opium producers

(Figure 1.1). In 1981, the country produced only 225 tons of opium, compared to 5,800 tons in

2011. The largest harvest ever recorded was 8,200 tons, in 2007. Production in 2010 was only

3,600 tons, a 48 percent decrease from 2009, due in part to plant diseases that affected poppy

fields, but it recovered in 2011. The most notable exception to the steady increase in yields

over the last three decades is in 2001, when only 185 tons were harvested, mostly in the

northern provinces not controlled by the Taliban regime then ruling over most of the country.



The Taliban had implemented a ban on cultivation that reduced the harvest drastically.10The

drug industry is very important to the Afghan economy. For example, in 2008, total revenues

from opiates amounted to $3.4 billion, which represents about 25 percent of Afghanistan’s total

GDP (including the drug industry). In the years immediately after 2001, this percentage was

even higher given the smaller economy. The drug trade is also vital to farmers who harvest and

sell the opium: for example, their revenues amounted to $730 million in 2008, or about $2,000

for each of the 366,500 households that grew poppies that year. Thus, narcotics generate

much needed income and employment in the countryside. In 2008, about 2.4 million Afghans,

or 10 percent of the population, were involved in poppy cultivation.11 Yet, Afghans capture only

a fraction of the $60 billion generated by the sale of their products worldwide, as prices

increase as the drugs are transported to their final destination in the rich consumer markets.

Smugglers, traffickers, corrupt officials and customs agents all take a cut along the way as

compensation for their contribution to bringing the substances from Asia to Russia, Europe and

beyond.Today, poppy growing takes place mostly in the country’s south, although in previous

years it was more scattered geographically. The processing of opium into heroin occurs mostly

within Afghanistan as well, although earlier, in the 1980s and 1990s, Turkey processed a large

portion of Afghan morphine into heroin, along with the Federally Administered Tribal Areas

(FATA) in northwestern Pakistan. For example, in 1994, 100 laboratories were estimated to be

in operation in the latter area, producing some 70 tons of heroin annually. During the 1990s,

labs spread in the southeastern and northeastern provinces of Afghanistan, and in the

following years heroin production became increasingly concentrated within the country. The

largest refining facilities are now thought to be located in the south, although they are present

in other areas as well. Estimates of the total number of laboratories in Afghanistan range from

100 to 500.12Raw opium and heroin are shipped to consumer markets via three main routes

(Figure 1.2): through Iran to Turkey and Western Europe; through Pakistan to Africa, Asia, the

Middle East, and Iran; and through Central Asia to Russia. A relatively small amount of Afghan

heroin reaches the United States, whose main suppliers are Mexico and Colombia.UNODC

estimates that worldwide, there are 12–14 million heroin users who consume 375 tons of the

substance annually, in addition to 4 million users consuming 1,100 tons of opium. Although

estimates vary, the largest heroin consumers are Europe (in particular, the United Kingdom,

Italy, France, and Germany) and Russia, which account respectively for 26 percent and 21

percent of global consumption (in quantity terms). The United States and Canada together

account for 6 percent. Opium is mostly used in Asia, especially in Iran, which accounts for 42

percent of global consumption, compared to 9 percent for Europe and 5 percent for Russia. It

takes about 7 tons of opium to make 1 ton of heroin. Therefore, if total opiate consumption is

calculated in terms of “opium equivalents,” the leading consumers are Europe (710 tons),

Russia and Iran (550 tons each), and China (460 tons).13 In monetary terms, the global heroin

market in 2008 was worth $55 billion (retail value) while the opium market amounted to $7–10

billion, for an annual total as large as $65 billion. The leading countries in market value are

Europe (retail market of $20 billion), Russia ($13 billion), China and the United States/Canada

($8–9 billion each).14Figure 1.2 Heroin Trafficking Flows from Asia, 2009Source: UNODC, The

Global Afghan Opium Trade: A Threat Assessment, July 2011 (Vienna: UNODC), p. 8.The next

chapter discusses in detail the conventional view of drugs, drug wars and US involvement in

Afghanistan. It then presents an alternative interpretation, which subsequent chapters will

illustrate.

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Eamo/OPMw/jNlaR/Cruel-Harvest-US-Intervention-in-the-Afghan-Drug-Trade


The book by Julien Mercille has a rating of  5 out of 5.0. 1 people have provided feedback.



Language: English

File size: 1002 KB

Simultaneous device usage: Unlimited

Text-to-Speech: Enabled

Screen Reader: Supported

Enhanced typesetting: Enabled

X-Ray: Not Enabled

Word Wise: Not Enabled

Print length: 194 pages

Lending: Not Enabled

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/d

