AMERICA ABANDONS AFGHANISTAN TO DRUG LORDS
by Owen Matthews and Anna Nemsova
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SMACK DOWN

TROOPS WiLI
13 YEARS OF WAR._ HERE'S WHAT

WITHDRAW FROM

THIS YEAR, WESTERN
AFGHANISTAN AFTER

THEY LEAVE BEHIND

By Owen Matthews and Anna Nemtsova

This year, Western troops will withdraw from
Alfehanmistan atter | .*_\l',ll\ ol war ll—f‘k‘f. I leave behind an

undeleated enemy - as well as an Afghan government that's

shaky, cormupt and only nominally democratic

Bul the West will be counting the true cost of the was

lor years 1o come - no fonger in blood and treasure but in
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an epidemic of heroin addiction that's sweeping the world,
driven by an explosion of Afghan opium production.

Afghanistan's drug output is up by nearly 50 percent in
the last year, according to a recent United Nations report.
Afghan opium profits totaled $68 billion globally, but less
than 10 percent of that remains in Afghanistan, said Jean-
Luc Lemahieu, head of the U.N. Office on Drugs and Crime
(UNODC).

The opium trade has a total export value of "about $4
billion, with a quarter [of that] being earned by opium
farmers and the rest going to district officials, insurgents,
warlords, and drug traffickers," according to the UNODC.

At the same time, heroin addiction rates are soaring in
the United States and even more in a wide ring of countries
around Afghanistan, from Russia to Pakistan.

In December, Ohio Attorney General Mike DeWine
warned that "a heroin epidemic" has seized his state; at the
same time, Russian drugs czar Viktor Ivanov called heroin a
"dragon" that is "ravaging our youth."

The question for many from the coalition countries who
invaded Afghanistan in 2001 is: Have we really spent twice
as much time and money as it took to fight World War II just
to make Afghanistan safe for poppy farmers who are busy
turning suburban kids into junkies?

In 2008, at the end of President George W. Bush's second
term, U.S. special envoy to Kabul Richard Holbrooke wrote
that "breaking the narco-state in Afghanistan is essential, or
all else will fail." So why is a mission which began with the
intention of rebuilding Afghanistan's war-shattered economy
and breaking the drug trade coming to an end with opium
production at record levels?

Part of the answer is that the International Security
Assistance Force (ISAF) - the U.S.-led coalition in
Afghanistan - failed to provide Afghan opium farmers with
an alternative source of income.
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Since 2001, the U.S. government alone spent more
than $6 billion to curb opium production, including crop
eradication programs and subsidies for alternative crops.
That clearly wasn't enough: Opium is five to six times more
lucrative than other crops, so the incentives - or penalties
- have to be enormous to effectively discourage poppy
farming. The next biggest export crop after opium is nuts -
7.4 percent of Afghanistan's total official exports of $376
million. Farmers can earn as much as $203 a kilogram for
harvested opium, according to the UNODC.

And despite more than $100 billion spent on social
services in the country over the same period, the West has
failed to build anything resembling a real Afghan economy.
In the 1970s, Afghanistan grew all its own food. Now it
has to import vast quantities of food to feed its 32 million
people.

"This year more Afghans are dependent on income
from heroin rather than wheat," says Ahmed Rashid, author
of a bestselling book Taliban: Militant Islam, Oil and
Fundamentalism in Central Asia. "The West did not win this

war.

Fear for the future has created an additional incentive for
Afghan farmers to ramp up production. "One of the major
reasons for the surge of poppy cultivation in Afghanistan is
the uncertainty the farmers and the country see after 2014,"
says Angela Me, chief research and trend analysis branch at
UNODC.

The situation isn't likely to improve if the Kabul
government loses control over swathes of territory to a
resurgent Taliban. "In previous years we have seen that
opium is cultivated where there is no territorial control from
the government," says Me. The less government control, she
said, "the more opium."

And though the new Afghan army and police number
350,000, 80 percent of them are illiterate, and the annual
desertion rate approaches 20 percent. Before the invasion
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there was no wrmy or police, only the Taliban rmilita, A
joint US -NATO trmming force of less than 10,000 Western
troops may stay on, though the terms are currently the
subgect of a heated debate between Washington and Afghan
Presadent Hamid Karza.

But it’s still a moot point whether Karzai and a successor
to be clected later this year will avoid the fate of the pro-
Moscow Afghan President Najibullah the Soviets keft behind
when they were forced to withdraw in 1989, After hiving for
years in the UN. headquarters in Kabul, he was removed
and lynched by the mujahideen from a lamppost in 1996

The Tahiban are also making great profits from the heroin
tracke. In the carly days of the Taliban, the leaders of the
fundamentahist student movement preached aganst drugs,
publicly whipped heroin trafhickers and addscts, and they

cracked down on poppy production as being ungodly, Now
the Taliban have become more pragmatic, taking the sade of
oprum farmers whose crops have been destroyed by Western
drug-eclimination programs.
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It's also good business: According to the U.N. report,
the Taliban impose a 10 percent tax on opium in the
areas they control. The burgeoning opium tax revenue is
funding a full-scale Taliban resurgence. Between March
and October of last year, 1,273 Afghan police officers and
770 village policemen were killed, according to the Afghan
government's own officials, and during the same period the
Taliban mounted 6,600 attacks in 30 of the country's 34
provinces.

It's hardly surprising, then, that ISAF and Afghan forces
have taken a pragmatic decision of their own - to abandon
unpopular poppy eradication programs rather than risk
driving farmers into the arms of Taliban. The results were
somewhat predictable: Last year the overall area targeted
for poppy eradication fell by a quarter, while the land under
poppy cultivation rose by 36 percent.

The U.S. Defense Department is now in a quandary.
The choice is to eradicate, and thus turn the farmers against
ISAF, or to allow opium production and fuel a deadly
international trade.

Both courses of action strengthen the Taliban.

More of a concern, the Kabul administration doesn't
seem interested in continuing to fight opium production or
for that matter in fighting the Taliban. Karzai recently called
Taliban insurgents "brothers," has publicly accused the
United States of working with the Taliban to stage bombing
attacks, and has declared that if a war broke between the
U.S. and Pakistan, he would side with Pakistan.

Many Afghan officials - including senior ones - are
on the take from drug traffickers, using the kickbacks for
personal enrichment and to fund election campaigns in
the upcoming national elections. "The corruption of the
Karzai administration is the nasty secret that the [U.S.]
administration prefers not to tackle," said one former senior
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U.S. advisor on Afghanistan not authorized to talk on the
record.

"A lot of the officials...are making a lot of money
somewhere," he said. Many Afghan governors, government
advisors and administrators boast fleets of luxury Jeeps.
"You only need to look at their car park to tell" if they're
crooked, said the U.S. official. Even Karzai's brother,
Ahmad Wali Karzai, was linked to the drug trade in reports
by The New York Times.

Meanwhile, it's the countries closest to Afghanistan
that are suffering most from the tidal wave of heroin.
"Afghanistan produces 90 percent of the world’s heroin,
with almost half of its production channeled through
Pakistan on its way to Europe or Asia, hidden in containers
shipped from Karachi," the UNODC reports.

Pakistan has about 1 million heroin users, half of whom
use needles. The U.N. reckons that almost 30 percent of
Pakistani addicts who inject heroin are HIV positive - one of
the highest rates in the world, up from 11 percent in 2005.

"Pakistan is a transit hub, but has also become a
consumer," says Cesar Guedes, who heads the UNODC's
Pakistan office. "Part of this drug [crop] stays in the country,
not because it is a profitable market...but because traffickers
pay in cash and in kind, creating a local market."

But it's Russia's heroin addict population that dwarfs
any other in the world. As of 2012, it had 5.5 million drug
addicts, up 60 percent from a decade ago and nearly 10 times
more than in the United States, which reported 669,000 users
in 2012, up from 373,000 in 2007.

About 30,000 Russians a year are dying of heroin
addiction and its side effects, and another 120,000 more
are jailed for drug-related crimes. In the cities of Tula,
Yaroslavl, Samara and St. Petersburg, deaths from heroin
and AIDS have doubled or even tripled over the past
two years, according to the Country Without Drugs
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nongovernmental organization. In most of the world, AIDS
is usually sexually transmitted - in Russia it's 80 percent
needle-borne, and there are more than 35,000 sufferers of
full-blown AIDS.

In the U.S., a bindle - or small packet - of powdered
heroin, which is about one-tenth of a gram, costs around $20
according to Chuck Boyer, unit coordinator of the Seneca
County Drug Task Force - METRICH Enforcement Unit in
Ohio.

The street price in Moscow used to be low, but has
risen sharply as demand has increased. "In Russia, heroin
deliveries [from Afghanistan] give birth to demand. The
biggest booms of cheap heroin deliveries were in 1997 and
1998 and in 2003 and 2004 - that was when most people
got addicted. In 2004 one could buy a cheap dose anywhere
for $5, and today one dose is around $27 and up to $45."
said Yury Krupnov, director of the Moscow-based Institute
for Demography, Migration and Regional Development, a
Kremlin-funded think tank.

Unsurprisingly, the Russian authorities are starting to see
heroin as a national emergency. "Russia is paying a much
higher price than any other country," said Krupnov. "In
Russia heroin supply gives birth to demand."

Ivanov, a close friend of President Vladimir Putin, has
an aggressive plan - to officially equate drug trafficking with
terrorism, with corresponding legal sanctions.

"The only way to truly tackle the problem is to make it a
priority in international law," said Ivanov, who has traveled
to Afghanistan, Pakistan, China and Latin America to push a
drug-eradication plan known as Rainbow-2.

"The drug economy is almost as big as gas or oil. Let's
do something about it. The drug trade is obviously a threat to
human lives, health, and we say state security as well. Drugs
should be classified as a threat to global security just like
terrorism or piracy."
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Unfortunately for Ivanov, the mood in the Umited
Nations 15 moving strongly away from the 30-year-old war
on drugs, In September the Bntish Observer newspaper
published leaked UN. documents that showed deep

intermnanional divissons over the global war on drugs

Many countries want 1o place greater emphasis on

treating drug consumption as a pubhic health problem, rather
than a cominal justice matter, i the run-up 10 4 Once-a
decade review of UN. policy due in 2016. Several countries
have already abandoned prohibiton - Portugal effectively
decriminahized all drug use back in 2001, while last month
Uruguay oflicsa salized manjua

The other plank of Ivanov's Rainbow-2 plan is
AZETCsSIve poppy-crop cradication - but that 1sn't likely to

fly either. "We know every farmer, every lab - just give us
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international laws, and we destroy their stocks," says Ivanov.
"We must kill the dragon in his cave."

But large-scale eradication is now no longer militarily
or politically possible in Afghanistan. In these final days
of ISAF's mission, there is zero chance of that effort being
stepped up. Current poppy eradication efforts are as useless
as "cleaning Siberia of snow with shovels," said Alexei
Milovanov, Russia's representative on drug eradication in
Kabul.

"I cannot see a successful conclusion to the challenges
that affect Afghanistan today if they do not include progress
and forward movement in terms of illicit drug and drug
abuse," said William Brownfield, the State Department's
assistant secretary for international narcotics and law
enforcement. But the truth is that the West has little leverage
over the Karzai regime.

"The U.S. and Karzai are like a dysfunctional couple
making valid points to each other in ways neither can
hear nor accept," said Barnett Rubin, senior advisor to the
U.S. special representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan.
"Afghans pay the price."

Is the West really ready to leave Afghanistan as a failed
narco-state, with even top politicians linked with traffickers?
Many U.S. politicians are outraged at the prospect.

"As the Obama administration plans its military presence
in the country, counter-narcotics must not be relegated to the
back burner," Senator Dianne Feinstein, D-California and
chair of the Senate caucus on international narcotics control,
told her committee earlier this year.

"Very little product from the Afghan drug trade, namely
heroin, is actually consumed in the United States," she said.
"The majority of heroin consumed here originates in Mexico
and Colombia. So why does the cultivation of poppy...in
a faraway land matter? Simply put, the illicit drug trade in
Afghanistan finances terrorist activities of the Taliban....
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The war against the Taliban is far from over, and a positive
outcome for our 12-year investment in blood and treasure
will increasingly depend on these critical counter-narcotics
efforts."

But at this stage of the game Obama may have no choice
but to abandon Afghanistan to the traffickers. It is not at all
clear there 1s anything the West could do about them even if
it wanted to.

ISAF forces have abandoned eradication; at the same
time, Western diplomats have failed to reach any kind of
compromise with the Taliban while coalition boots are still
on the ground. "Alas, the U.S. is less powerful and effective
than many think," says Rubin.

Karzai needs to cut a deal with the Taliban to survive,
and the Taliban have adopted the role of the opium farmers'
champion. Many of Karzai's key supporters, especially in
the Pashtun-dominated areas of Helmand and Kandahar, are
deeply implicated in the drug trade.

It looks like the West has to accept an inconvenient truth:
In the short term, turning a blind eye to opium production is
the price of the survival of Karzai's government; at the same

time heroin wreaks havoc on the lives of young people from
Omsk to Ohio.

An appreciation by Alexander Nazaryan of Owen
Matthews's book Glorious Misadventures: Nikolai Rezanov
and the Dream of a Russian America can be found in
Newsweek here.



