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MAP A – Afghanistan Opium Poppy Cultivation 2002 

 

Source: Integrated Regional Information Networks (IRIN) (available at 

http://www.irinnews.org/images/indepth/Opium/pc2002.gif)  
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MAP B - Afghanistan Opium Poppy Cultivation 2003 

 

Source: Integrated Regional Information Networks (IRIN)   (available at 

http://www.irinnews.org/images/indepth/Opium/pc2003.gif)  
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MAP C - Afghanistan Opium Poppy Cultivation 2004 

 

Source U.S. Aid (Available at 

http://www.usaid.gov/locations/asia/countries/afghanistan/weeklyreports/120104_rep

ort.html)  
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MAP D – Helmand Province 2010 

 

Source: BBC News (available at: 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/world/south_asia/8503428.stm)  
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INTRODUCTION  

 

Much has been written on Anglo-American relations during the most recent Afghan 

conflict and indeed on the counter narcotics1 strategies employed by the international 

community to address opium cultivation since 2001. However, less focus has been 

dedicated to Anglo-American relations over counter narcotics policies in Afghanistan 

and the interaction between the partners during the policy-making process.  This work 

provides the first detailed analysis of Anglo-American counter narcotics strategies in 

Afghanistan and their impact on the special relationship between 2001-2011. Drawing 

on in-depth interviews with policy practitioners from both sides of the Atlantic, this 

work traces the complex and at times fraught relationships between British and 

American policies towards the Afghan drugs trade and the wider objectives and 

challenges within the international reconstruction of Afghanistan. Charting policy 

formulation and implementation, this work reveals the competitive cooperation2 that 

characterised Anglo-American prosecution of their counter narcotics strategies and 

assesses both the degree of bilateral coordination achieved and the extent to which the 

UK and U.S. synergised their drugs policies with the overall state building project in 

Afghanistan.  

 

In explaining the key hinge points of policy formulation and implementation a 

bureaucratic battleground of shifting alliances and conflicting priorities emerge, 

within the Anglo-American alliance. Complicating matters further, neither 
																																								 																					
1 The oxford dictionary defines counter narcotics as ‘measures or activities designed to prevent the use 
or distribution of illegal narcotic drugs’. 
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/counternarcotics. Counter narcotics expert 
Vanda Felbab-Brown goes further, ‘counter narcotics policies frequently seek to accomplish…the 
reduction of social harms associated with production, trafficking, and use, such as drug-related 
violence, corruption, drug-caused mortality, and disease spread’. Vanda Felbab-Brown, 
Counternarcotics Policy Overview: Global Trends & Strategies, (Washington DC: Brookings 
Institution, October 2008). That is to say, counter narcotics policies encompass a variety of supply-side 
and demand-side strategies. Supply reduction policies are centered on restricting consumption by either 
diminishing the volume of narcotics available and inflating prices to decrease demand. The three most 
prominent supply reduction strategies are: eradication, interdiction, and alternative livelihoods. 
Demand-side strategies are centered on demand reduction, which focuses on law enforcement, 
treatment, prevention and harm reduction. Ibid. For the purpose of this study, counter narcotics will 
denote supply-side strategies (eradication, interdiction, and alternative livelihoods) employed by the 
United States, United Kingdom and Afghan government’s to prevent the cultivation, distribution and 
trafficking of illegal narcotics. Notwithstanding, the aforementioned governments did include demand-
side strategies in their fight against illegal narcotics but the demand-side strategies were relegated in 
significance to concentrate on supply-side strategies.  
2 David Reynolds, Creation of the Anglo-American Alliance, 1937-41: a study in competitive co-
operation, (London, 1981). 



	 13	

government - as is often the case with the policy formulating process - was a unitary 

actor; instead each government was divided between competing departments pushing 

their own policies. An important strand of the policy making process in the context of 

this study is: how individual agencies3 have been able to influence the decision 

making process to suit their own agendas, whilst at the same time nullifying rival 

policies. Various actors, on both sides of the Atlantic, emerged as champions of 

particular policy positions and almost became synonymous with the policies that they 

advocated. Some actors were more successful than others in winning the policy 

debate and implementing their strategies. That was due to a variety of reasons 

including; the actors positions within government, how much support they were able 

to generate for their policies within government and the wider Anglo-American 

alliance, and how compatible they were with the international and provincial contexts 

at the time.  

 

It would be inappropriate to conduct this research by examining counter 

narcotics policies in a vacuum divorced from the larger strategic priorities of the 

conflict, owing to the interrelationship between the counter narcotics agenda and the 

broader military, political and reconstruction landscape. Moreover, the success or 

failure of the counter narcotics agenda was often used as an indicator of the success or 

failure of the broader state building programme in Afghanistan.4 Counter narcotics as 

a strategic priority in the Afghan campaign fluctuated up and down the policy agenda 

throughout the ten-year period this study covers. Periods of increased counter 

narcotics activity occurred when the aggregated statistics associated with opium 

cultivation reached record levels, for example in 2004 and 2007. During these 

periods, the existing counter narcotics policies of the United States and United 

Kingdom came under criticism from various international actors, which influenced 

the policy debate in two important ways. Firstly, the entire Afghan state building 

project was called into question – as high levels of opium cultivation demonstrated 

(rightly or wrongly) a lack of state and international control over the levers of 

government.5 Secondly, it bolstered the arguments of those advocating an aggressive 

approach to counter narcotics and made reducing the overall level of opium 
																																								 																					
3 David Mansfield, Building a State on a Foundation of Sand: How Drugs and Drugs Policy Shaped 
Statebuilding in Afghanistan (Unpublished: 2014), p. 89. 
4 Mansfield, Building a State on a Foundation of Sand.  
5 Ibid.	
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cultivation an immediate political objective. Whilst the strategies advocated by the 

United States and United Kingdom covered the full spectrum of policy positions 

present in the international drug control system; broadly speaking, four main positions 

were advocated in Afghanistan. Law enforcement efforts - predominately but not 

exclusively – that focus on the physical destruction of the crop, to reduce the total 

land dedicated to opium cultivation, whilst deterring farmers from engaging in future 

opium cultivation; targeting the next level up from farmers: drug traffickers - in later 

years that had ties to the insurgency - through interdictions missions; a focus on rural 

development to transition farmers away from opium cultivation by providing 

alternative income streams;6 and finally a policy that offered elements of the ‘carrot 

and the stick’. To fully understand and chart the trajectory of counter narcotics policy 

formulation and implementation, it is vital to analyse the way in which the Anglo-

American allies viewed the problems posed by the Afghan drugs trade, the level of 

significance they placed on addressing the opium business and more broadly the way 

in which both allies conceived their respective roles in the post-Taliban Afghanistan.  

 

The way in which the U.S. administration of President George W. Bush 

originally conceived its mission in Afghanistan was conditioned by a number of 

factors. Firstly, the administration considered intervention in Afghanistan as the first 

step in a global ‘war on terror’; under this premise, the United States counterterrorism 

role in Afghanistan would end immediately after the Taliban and al-Qaeda were 

defeated. This would be followed by a transition to phase two of the operations: Iraq. 

Secondly, the Bush administration was ideologically opposed to becoming involved 

in anything that resembled nation building – let alone counter narcotics. Moreover, 

the United States drew upon Afghanistan’s history of repelling foreign invaders and 

cautioned against being drawn into a long and costly war – in the same way the 

Soviets had been. The administration’s narrow focus, would not only impact upon the 

United States role in post-Taliban Afghanistan but also upon the United Kingdom’s 

role. The United Kingdom’s foreign policy was conditioned by Tony Blair’s belief 

that a close alliance with the U.S. in the ‘war on terror’ would enhance the UK’s 

international prestige. Additionally, UK foreign policy was also influenced by Tony 

Blair’s belief in the moral rightness of intervention and concept of international 

																																								 																					
6 Ibid., p. 13. 



	 15	

community; these values and ambitions resulted in the UK volunteering to fight the 

Afghan drugs trade.  

 

Prior to and during the intervention, several lessons from Afghanistan’s past 

were ignored or misjudged: namely, the continued presence of a weak Afghan central 

state, a society and economy devastated by decades of war and the difficulty of 

governance. At no point in history had the Afghan government managed to extend its 

authority throughout its entire territory, instead it relied on bargaining with local 

power brokers and patronage as a way of attempting to impose its rule on the tribal 

areas. Inextricably connected to a weak central state, poor economy and twenty years 

of conflict was Afghanistan reliance on the opium industry. The scale of the problem 

posed by the entrenchment and extent of the drug industry was also ignored and in 

fact the Taliban’s ban that effectively halted opium cultivation the previous year7 

convinced some within the British government (and international community) that the 

drug industry could be halted. All of these factors would hinder the effective 

implementation of successful counter narcotics policies in the post-Taliban era.  

 

 The coalition’s quick military victory over the Taliban and al-Qaeda left 

several issues unresolved. Foremost among them was the post-Taliban 

reconfiguration of Afghanistan and what involvement, if any, the international 

community would take in confronting the Afghan opium business. Both issues 

highlighted a divergence of attitudes in the Anglo-American relationship as the UK 

and U.S. conceived their respective roles in Afghanistan through different prisms.  

With the Pentagon shaping policy and their attention focused on Iraq, the United 

States distanced itself from any significant involvement in the counterdrug mission 

during the initial years of the conflict. The United Kingdom, on the other hand, had 

																																								 																					
7 The Taliban’s ban was effective in halting opium production throughout the majority of Afghanistan 
and gained international recognition as ‘successful’. It was judged ‘successful’ because it significantly 
reduced the amount of hectares dedicated to poppy cultivation and became seen measure by which 
other bans would be assessed. Martin Jelsma, ‘Learning lessons from the Taliban opium ban’, 
International Journal of Drug Policy, No. 16, (March 2005), pp. 98-103. However, for a ban to be 
considered ‘successful’, it needs to be conducted in such a way that is both sustainable and takes into 
account the economic wellbeing of farming communities. A more accurate label of the Taliban’s ban is 
‘effective’, that is because, whilst the ban reduced opium cultivation it was not sustainable nor did it 
address the economic needs of the farmers. The lack of appreciation from Western actors between what 
constituted a successful or effective ban persisted throughout the Afghan conflict (2001-2014). 
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entered the Afghan conflict with a different set of objectives and guiding philosophies 

and viewed counter narcotics as an important and central mission.  

 

Not all departments within the UK government were as convinced as the 

Prime Minister and his advisors that victory against the drug industry would be 

achievable – in the short or long term. Nevertheless, the UK designed and 

implemented the first international counter narcotics policy in Afghanistan and 

shortly after volunteered to become the lead international nation in the fight against 

the drug industry. The initial enthusiasm demonstrated by the PM and his advisors 

was shaped by a misunderstanding of the true nature of the drug industry8 and an 

overly optimistic view on how quickly the UK could defeat it. Complicating matters 

further was a fledgling central state that could not exert its reach into the provinces, 

and the fact that the United States dispensed patronage to drug-connected warlords as 

part of its military strategy.9  

 

Unsurprisingly, the UK struggled to contain the drug industry and by 2004 

opium cultivation had reached record levels, resulting in questions over the UK 

counter narcotics efforts and overall state building project in Afghanistan. Relations 

between the United States and United Kingdom deteriorated badly as the State 

Department criticised the UK’s approach as weak and ineffective and championed a 

‘Colombian style’ solution to the Afghan drugs industry. This period marked the 

beginning of diplomatic warfare in the Anglo-American alliance over counter 

narcotics policies. The policy landscape became even more complicated as the 

Pentagon deliberately derailed the State Department’s attempts to introduce 

aggressive anti-drugs policies. A complex counter narcotics picture emerged which 

saw the American government split along departmental lines, with the Pentagon 

disinterested in counter narcotics whilst the State Department championed an 

aggressive eradication policy - which was based on a policy the U.S had utilised in 

Colombia. Somewhere in between the State and Defense Departments were officials 

from the White House and U.S. Embassy in Kabul. A diplomatic battleground ensued 

as all actors sought to control U.S. involvement in counter narcotics. The UK 
																																								 																					
8 Author Interview with Academic (2), 19 March 2013. 
9 David Bewley-Taylor, ‘Drug Trafficking and Organised Crime in Afghanistan: Corruption, Insecurity 
and the Challenges of Transition’, RUSI Journal, Vol. 158, No. 6, (December 2013), p. 10.  
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government was not always united on the best course of action over counter narcotics 

either but did not experience the same level of internal friction as their American 

counterparts. The British experienced more external friction from the State 

Department as they exerted pressure for the UK to agree to more aggressive 

strategies. The Afghan government sided with the British over the issue and remained 

firmly opposed to the introduction of aerial eradication, which epitomised the most 

aggressive of all strategies.  

 

Another factor complicating Anglo-American counter narcotics policies was 

the United Kingdom’s move into Helmand - as part of the NATO’s expansion 

southwards. Despite stating counter narcotics as a subsidiary reason for assuming 

responsibility for the province, in reality, an under-resourced British government 

struggled to maintain their twin mission of stabilisation and counter narcotics. The 

move into Helmand led to an increase of friction both internally and externally. 

Internal disputes opened in the UK government as the military were concerned about 

the effects counter narcotics policies would have on the safety of their troops. 

Externally, the British government remained under pressure from the State 

Department and White House over counter narcotics; however, as long as U.S. 

government remained divided over the issue the State Department was unable to 

implement a ‘Colombian style’ policy.  

 

A number of factors coalesced in the 2007/08 planting season that gave the 

State Department and White House their best opportunity to implement aerial 

eradication. The autumn of 2007 marked a period of intensive diplomatic action in the 

Anglo-American alliance as the State Department and White House launched their 

most aggressive campaign to convince the UK and Afghan governments to agree to 

aerial eradication. The period was, without doubt, the most fractious period between 

the allies over counter narcotics as the State Department and White House battled the 

British, Afghans and Pentagon over the issue.  

 

The Anglo-American relationship modified as the Obama administration 

assumed office. At the strategic level, the relationship was primarily conducted 

through both countries Special Representatives Richard Holbrooke and Sir Sherard 

Cowper-Coles, with the President and Prime Minister being less personally invested 
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in the conflict than their predecessors. American policy in Afghanistan underwent 

revision as the Obama administration reassessed both strategy and resources. The 

review impacted both the broader strategic goals for Afghanistan and the counter 

narcotics campaign. There were also significant changes in the Anglo-American 

counter narcotics relationship as the United States altered their policies as part of the 

strategic review process. Whilst disagreement did not vanish completely from the 

Anglo-American counter narcotics relationship the bitter diplomatic exchanges 

experienced under the Bush administration dissipated. The period (2009-11) saw a 

sustained reduction in the levels of opium cultivation, but what was not automatically 

apparent was if this were the result of a successful counter narcotics strategy, external 

factors or a combination of both. The British also undertook a review of their 

priorities and commitments to the conflict as the stabilisation of Helmand become the 

UK’s foremost objective in Afghanistan and United States forces flooded into 

Helmand.  

 

Significant media and academic space has been dedicated to explaining the 

relationship between the Afghan drug industry and Taliban, however, it is not the 

purpose of this study to identify the true nature of the drug-insurgent nexus further 

than general observations. This is because the relationship between the insurgency 

and drug industry is complex and varies from region to region and the labelling of 

actors as ‘drug traffickers’, ‘Taliban’, ‘insurgent’, ‘anti-government element’, or 

‘government official’ does not necessarily accurately describe the complexity of the 

situation. 10  That is to say, one can be both a drug trafficker and policeman 

simultaneously. As Mike Martin comments: ‘many officials joined the government, 

particularly the police…so that they could protect their roles in the opium trade’.11 

Likewise, it is not the purpose of this study to identify the true nature of the 

‘insurgency’ or ‘Taliban’.12 The terms, ‘insurgency’, ‘Taliban’ and ‘anti-government 

elements’ will be used interchangeably throughout this work.  

 

Research Assumptions and Questions 

 
																																								 																					
10 Mike Martin, An Intimate War: An Oral History of the Helmand Conflict (London, 2014), p. 4. 
11 Ibid. p. 246.  
12 For an in-depth account of the changing and misunderstood nature of the insurgency in Helmand 
province see: Mike Martin, An Intimate War.  



	 19	

Questions:  

 

After identifying several gaps in the counter narcotics literature in Afghanistan, 

several questions have been identified through which to focus this study. The central 

question this study aims to address is:  

 

1. Why and how were Anglo-American counter narcotics policies formulated 

and implemented; and what was the policy-making process that underpinned 

them? 

 

There are a number of subsidiary research questions, which follow on from the central 

research question:    

 

2. How were the counter narcotics strategies assessed as successful or otherwise 

by the actors involved?  

3. What was the relationship between counter narcotics and the United States’ 

and United Kingdom’s broader missions in Afghanistan?  

4. How did the policymaking process and counter narcotics more broadly alter, 

enhance or strain Anglo-American relations?  

 

Research Assumptions 

 

In undertaking this research a number of assumptions were developed. Firstly, that the 

decisions underpinning counter narcotics policies have been constrained or shaped by 

the broader strategic objectives for Afghanistan and counter narcotics has at times 

been used as a measure of success or failure in the state building project.13 Moreover, 

the policymaking process for both the United Kingdom and United States, at every 

juncture of the conflict, has been shaped by individual agency and consensus in both 

governments over policy has been elusive – more so for the U.S. than UK 

government. It is assumed that counter narcotics as a strategic priority, received a 

greater degree of attention from the United Kingdom government than from the U.S. 

government. This was in part, due to the reluctance of the Pentagon to become 
																																								 																					
13 Mansfield, Building a State on a Foundation of Sand. 
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involved in counter narcotics activity and the level of influence the Defense 

Department exerted over policy formulation. The UK’s focus, on counter narcotics 

stemmed from the high quantities of Afghan heroin found on UK streets and a belief – 

in the initial years of the conflict – that success in counter narcotics was achievable.  

 

The research assumes that the Anglo-American relationship over counter 

narcotics was a genuine partnership, with broad consensus on goals and objectives. 

However, the United Kingdom spent much of the relationship attempting to dilute 

their American (State Department’s) counterpart’s policies, in particular on the 

subject of eradication and attempted to offer a more ‘balanced’ approach to counter 

narcotics. This however, was made more difficult when the aggregated statistics 

associated with opium cultivation reached record levels, which bolstered the 

arguments of those demanding the implementation of aggressive eradication policies 

and pushed counter narcotics up the policy agenda. Furthermore, it made a reduction 

in opium cultivation an immediate political objective. Finally, it is assumed that the 

Anglo-American relationship over counter narcotics policy formulation and 

implementation reflected the broader relationship during the conflict: friction in 

places but characterised by respect and cooperation. 

 

Methodology  

 

In order to address the fundamental question of the research, the study has adopted a 

historical approach in which to evaluate the empirical evidence. The aim of the study 

is to generate new knowledge by reconstructing Anglo-American counter narcotics 

policies in Afghanistan and the decision-making processes that underpinned them. 

This is not a study that seeks to assess or evaluate types of policy making per se. In 

other words, this study is not assessing the effectiveness of policymaking in the 

United Kingdom or United States or combined Anglo-American cooperative 

policymaking. This is not a study of policy making in the abstract. This is empirical 

work based on historical reconstruction of the policies that were actually made in 

London and Washington and the way the two countries interacted in deploying and 

revising policies in Afghanistan and how this impacted on the broader Anglo-

American relationship. To repeat, this is not specifically a thesis to evaluate different 

types of policies, but this study is logically a pre-requisite for such an analysis. Until 
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it is clearly and compellingly determined what actually happened in terms of 

developing and deploying policies, what is there to evaluate? 

This is a traditional qualitative historical reconstruction of policy making and 

implementation with critical appraisals. It is based on primary sources of an oral 

documentary kind, which are in the public domain, autobiographical and biographical 

studies, diaries and interviews supplemented by a wealth of secondary published 

sources. 

As a contemporary history study, the ‘gold standard’ of documentary evidence 

would have been government generated evidence produced at the time, for example, a 

government memorandum, a cabinet paper or memorandum of conversation that was 

made at the time in a policy meeting. That is not to say that this evidence is without 

bias but it is difficult to challenge to the accuracy of the evidence. Unfortunately, the 

methodological limitation of this contemporary history study includes restrictive 

access to contemporary government documents. Therefore, in a sense, the study has 

been conducted utilizing limited research tools. The next best available evidence was 

oral evidence from central actors involved in the counter narcotics policy formulation 

and implementation process within Afghanistan. Whilst oral testimony is not the 

‘gold standard’ of historical evidence, expert opinion is of great value to any research 

and provides a first-hand account of the events from those involved.  

Key actors within this field were identified through systemically searching 

numerous sources, such as: House of Commons Parliamentary Debates, House of 

Commons Committee Reports, State Department and INL reports, United States 

Congressional Committee Reports, UNODC reports, International Security Assistance 

Force reports, WikiLeaks Cables, political biographies, notable monographs, Politics 

and International Relations and History journal articles, quality newspaper articles, 

internet searches and referrals from other interviewees. Once key individuals were 

identified, contact was attempted through their LinkedIn profiles or email address to 

arrange an interview.  

The primary research is centered on 37 research interviews with distinguished 

experts on Afghanistan and policy practitioners who were directly involved in the 

counter narcotics policymaking or implementation process. Because these sources 

were senior government, intergovernmental, military and diplomatic officials it has 
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not been possible to assign explicit authorship of the citations in this study. The 

interviewees came from a range of political, diplomatic, military and academic 

backgrounds, including: The United Kingdom Foreign Office, the United Kingdom 

Embassy in Kabul, the United Kingdom Afghan Drugs Interdepartmental Unit, the 

United Kingdom Department of Health, The United Kingdom Armed Forces, the 

Helmand Provincial Reconstruction Team, the United States Department of State, the 

United States Department of Defense, the United States Embassy in Kabul, the 

Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs, The United States 

Armed Forces, the International Security Assistance Force, the United Nations Office 

on Drugs Crime and various Academic Institutions.  The interviews have been 

anonymised to offer protection to those who are currently still serving in the 

aforementioned governments and organisations. All interviewees are categorised by 

nationality/organisation/affiliation and represented by a reference code.  

However, this method of evidence gathering presented several difficulties. 

Testimony elicited from interviews, by its very nature, is retrospective and that can 

present key methodological challenges. Recall bias can be introduced as interviewees 

may recall events inaccurately or may be deliberately deceptive with a view to 

justifying their own motives and actions. Therefore, it is vital to attain corroboration 

from at least two sources to verify the information as accurate. As such all interview 

material garnered from key actors has been cross-referenced for corroboration with at 

least two other interview materials, or documentary sources. Where direct 

corroboration was not possible then best judgment has been used on the basis of 

levels of compatibility with the major lines of interpretation based on other sources. 

Another methodological challenge has been access to key actors due to a lack 

of contact details or actors being unresponsive after initial contact. This lack of access 

was particularly pronounced with Afghan governmental figures. Numerous Afghan 

actors were contacted over a three-year period through a variety of methods but most 

refused to respond. This lack of access to Afghan actors (and more generally to all 

actors identified) was detrimental to the research, in as much, as primary evidence 

could not be collected from the Afghan perspective to provide a unique interpretation 

of the complex British, American and Afghan policymaking triangle. This was of 

particular important because – even though the main thrust of the study is an 

examination of Anglo-American counter narcotics policies - the Afghan’s were not 
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passive actors within the policymaking process and did hold sway over key decisions. 

Thus, with an absence of primary evidence from Afghan actors a full appreciation of 

the decision-making process was problematic. To circumvent this lack of primary 

evidence, information was gathered from WikiLeaks cables or secondary sources.  

Structure  

 

This study follows a chronological structure to provide a clear development of the 

policymaking process in the order that the events occurred. There will, however, be 

issues organised thematically to provide analytical depth. The study is structured into 

seven chapters, including the introduction. 

 

The chosen period under study (2001-2011) was selected for several reasons. 

In the embryonic phase of research, the period under consideration was from 2003-

2013 in order to evaluate the successfulness of the United Kingdom’s stated 

timeframe to eliminate the cultivation and production of opium from Afghanistan. 

However, it would have been erroneous not to study the initial two years (2001-2002) 

of the conflict given the importance of that period to early British counter narcotics 

efforts. Furthermore, the period served to highlight the commitment of both the 

United Kingdom and United States to the overall reconstruction of Afghanistan and 

by extension counter narcotics policies. The decision was then taken to conclude the 

chosen period of study in 2011 for one important reason. By 2007, there was a 

realization by the British government that their initial timeframe to eliminate opium 

cultivation and production (2003-2013) was forlorn and that there was an acceptance 

to abandon the initial timeframe as it would take a generation for a successful counter 

narcotics programme to prosper. Consequently, United Kingdom relinquished their 

role as G8 ‘partner nation’ to the UNODC in 2011. A subsidiary factor for 

terminating the study in 2011 was by the summer of that year, the Obama 

administration’s ‘surge’ of troops was ending. This was significant to the study 

because the ‘surge’ policy helped to create in the conditions in which a reduction in 

opium cultivation could be maintained. Therefore, once the ‘surge’ policy began to 

end, any gains that the international community had made on counter narcotics over 

the previous two years diminished. 

 



	 24	

The study seeks to address the formulation and implementation of Anglo-

American counter narcotics policies and the relationship between the allies during this 

process. However, to assess this effectively counter narcotics policies cannot be 

examined in a vacuum. Instead, the study provides an examination of broader Anglo-

American relations throughout the duration of the study period (2001-2011). Several 

motivations have guided this research decision. Firstly, counter narcotics policy was 

inextricably intertwined with the overall military and reconstruction agenda, and as 

such, these agendas have impacted and shaped counter narcotics policy. Two 

examples illustrate this assertion; the reluctance of the United States to tackle the 

opium industry during the initial years of the intervention – due to a lack of resources, 

connection to drug-linked warlords and the belief this was not their problem - resulted 

in counter narcotics being relegated to a second order concern. On the other hand, 

after the Pentagon recognized a link between the insurgency and drug industry after 

2008, counter narcotics interdiction missions were elevated as a key policy and 

incorporated into the overall military agenda. Given the synergy of these agendas it is 

important to examine both counter narcotics within the broader reconstruction and 

conflict framework.  

Likewise, any discussion of Anglo-American counter narcotics policies needs 

to be framed within a larger discussion of broader Anglo-American relations. Firstly, 

if the study requires an examination of broader policies to effectively evaluate counter 

narcotics policy, it is logical that the broader policies are examined through an Anglo-

American relations approach. Secondly, broader Anglo-American relations provide a 

model on which to evaluate the counter narcotics relationship. The partnership was 

genuine, although not equal; the United Kingdom’s key aim was to influence 

American policy, although at times, this was not always achieved. American 

policymakers could not dictate policy to the British in absolute terms, as the British 

were engaged actors in the process. Both allies, broadly speaking, agreed on the larger 

direction of strategy. British and American officials maintained close contact, 

especially ‘on the ground’. On the other hand, the policymaking process was 

competitive and prone to infighting. Disagreement was commonplace over means and 

methods. The implementation of policy suffered as a result of this division and lack of 

coherence. A key difference in the approach of the partners is highlighted: the 

American military, much in the same way as the American drug agencies, were 
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aggressive in their approach and favored strong action that would send a signal of 

intent; the UK, however, provided a more balanced approach opting to operate with 

political consent of the Afghans.  

Furthermore, not only can the wider relationship provide context for Anglo-

American counter narcotics policies, the counter narcotics relationship serves to 

provide a useful indication of the health of the overall partnership.  That being said, a 

key difference between the broader military and counter narcotics relationship is 

evident. The United States was the dominant policy practitioner and international 

‘lead nation’ on military affairs and, consequently British influence was limited. 

However, by virtue of the fact that the UK held international ‘lead nation’ on counter 

narcotics they were – in theory at least – the dominant actor on counter narcotics 

issues. Despite having ‘lead nation’ status the U.S still held considerable – but not 

dominant – sway over the policies. Therefore, on military affairs the United States 

was the dominant actor but on counter narcotics in theory at least the roles were 

reversed. This led to complications. 

 

Historiography/Literature Review  

 

Whilst academic literature, newspapers articles and media sources are plentiful on 

counter narcotics in Afghanistan, there is however, a paucity of research dedicated to 

evaluating Anglo-American counter narcotics policies. The key academic texts 

already devoted to counter narcotics in Afghanistan are drawn from a variety of 

multidisciplinary fields such as: history, geography, anthropology, politics and 

development.  

 

David Mansfield’s14 work provides the seminal account of opium cultivation 

in Afghanistan and subsequent counter narcotics strategies, employed by both internal 

and external actors, over the past 20 years. David Mansfield is considered by many15 

to be the pre-eminent expert on counter narcotics by occupying a unique position as 

an academic field researcher and former counter narcotics official. The study 

																																								 																					
14 Ibid. 
15 The vast majority of interviewees who kindly participated in this research indicated that Dr. David 
Mansfield’s knowledge of the Afghan opium industry was unsurpassed.  
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questions the validity of the conventional wisdom regarding the opium industry and 

challenges several accepted ‘truths’, and preconceived policy positions, which have 

been used by the international community to justify counter narcotics policy 

standpoints. Building on twenty years of consecutive fieldwork in rural communities, 

the study focuses on the conditions in which opium bans are employed and 

maintained, the complex and varied affects on rural communities and the affect the 

bans have had on the international community’s state building and counter narcotics 

agendas. The empirical research is centered on four cases studies in which, opium 

bans were implemented by the Taliban and the Karzai governments (Helmand, 

2000/01, Nangarhar 2004/05, Nangarhar 2007/08 and Helmand 2008/11). The work 

charts the unique domestic, international, political and economic conditions, in which, 

each ban was imposed and the unique response by each rural community.  

 

A key thread of the work explores the historical weakness of the central state 

and its relationship with the rural population. This relationship is pivotal to the ability 

of national and international actors to implement counter narcotics strategies. The 

work positions opium bans not simply as a function of state coercion imposed on rural 

communities but a bargaining process that is subject to fluctuating socio-economic 

and geographical conditions involving a variety of actors from a wide range of ‘local, 

sub national, national and international actors’, with diverse agendas.16 In this regard, 

far from the perceived wisdom, farmers are not passive actors but are involved in 

complex negotiations with rural elites and the state and can affect the breakdown of a 

ban. Complicating matters, bans are subject to external influences and are often 

shaped by the political agenda of the international community. Just as opium 

cultivation provides diverse benefits to diverse communities, the negative (and 

positive) effects of opium bans are not uniform across all districts and regions 

 

Working for the UNODC and UK government (as a civil servant then 

consultant) has given Mansfield an opportunity to witness first-hand and participate in 

the counter narcotics policy formulating process. This is of particular importance in 

framing both British and American approaches to the illegal narcotics trade, 

especially the issue of forced eradication. The position Mansfield adopts - as detailed 

																																								 																					
16 Mansfield, Building a State on a Foundation of Sand, p. 27.  
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later in this study - is of the State Department’s desire to pursue an ultra aggressive 

stance towards eradication with the aim of implementing a Colombian style 

eradication programme. Again, crossover references occur when Mansfield concludes 

that the counter narcotics agenda was heavily shaped by the metrics of opium 

cultivation. As the levels of opium cultivation increased so did the call by many 

within the U.S. administration to introduce more aggressive policies; namely aerial 

eradication (2004 and 2007). This resulted in discord in the upper echelons of the 

Anglo-American alliance. The work of the present thesis builds on Mansfield’s work 

but extends the analysis of the friction, he identifies with particular emphasis on how 

this issue played out in the UK government.  

 

In addition to the new empirical research Mansfield generated before 2009, his 

work after the Obama administration assumed office is also important. He found that 

the new administration’s ‘surge’ in Helmand province, amongst an array of other 

factors contributed to the successful reduction of opium cultivation.  

 

Considered a pre-eminent expert on opium cultivation, Pierre-Arnaud 

Chouvy17 traces the history of opium cultivation in Asia, specifically in the Golden 

Triangle region – Burma, Laos and Thailand – and Golden Crescent region– 

Afghanistan, Iran and Pakistan. The well thought-out and intelligent research seeks to 

assess the political economy of illicit drugs and more importantly why drug 

suppression strategies, particularly those associated with American’s ‘war on drugs’ 

have failed. 

 

As part of his historical analysis, Chouvy points to the symbolic relationship 

between opium cultivation and warfare and concludes that warfare exacerbates opium 

cultivation as: ‘opium production never thrives better than when war and poverty 

overlap’.18 He further argues, that opium farmers are not motivated by financial gain 

but to negate the desperate socio-economic conditions they occupy. This key 

argument is significant as it contradicts the position taken by many within the State 

Department and UNODC that farmers engaged in opium cultivation through greed 

not need.  
																																								 																					
17 Pierre-Arnaud Chouvy, Opium: Uncovering the Politics of the Poppy  (London, 2009). 
18 Ibid., p.xiv.  
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The work overlaps with this study through Chouvy’s examination of the 

United States, ‘war on drugs’ and their utilization of forced eradication as a key 

weapon in their counter narcotics arsenal. Chouvy criticizes this policy’s effectiveness 

and productivity in creating sustainable reductions in opium cultivation unless used as 

one tool in a comprehensive package to address the economic necessities of opium 

cultivation. Additionally, Chouvy identifies the American insistence on eradication 

irrespective of whether or not alternative development strategies are in place. Implicit 

in this view is that drug cultivation is illegal; therefore, it must be treated as a law 

enforcement issue and punished accordingly. That policy preference took priority 

over critically examining the reasons forcing farmers to grow opium and reserving 

punishment for those who continued to grow opium when alternative livelihoods were 

present. This strand of narrative is important as this study demonstrates in a way other 

authors have not.  In broad terms it was  the difference between the United States and 

United Kingdom’s approach to eradication.  

 

Furthermore, another issue, which is of great significance to this research, is 

the way in which the United States transplanted officials and an aggressive quasi-

military approach to opium cultivation from Colombia. Chouvy correctly notes that 

policies derived from this were prevented from being adopted because of stiff 

resistance from the Afghan government and Pentagon. However, his research fails to 

demonstrate the role that the United Kingdom played in countering the United States 

push for aerial eradication. There were years of friction in the Anglo-American 

alliance over this issue. Additionally, there is scant reference to the United Kingdom’s 

role as G8 ‘lead nation’ on counter narcotics or their interaction as one of the chief 

counter narcotics policymakers.  

 

Chouvy’s work seeks to move beyond such broad analysis of the opium 

industry in Afghanistan and the prevalence of the State Department’s master narrative 

of drug-insurgency nexus by unpicking at great length, terms that have spread into 

common usage perpetuated by the media and to some extent American drug officials 

but lack clear indication of their real meaning. For example, Chouvy questions rather 

than accepts the term ‘narco-terrorist’ in the context of Afghanistan. While Chouvy 

argues that a financial link between the insurgency and drug traffickers exists – after 
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all in a permissive conflict zone it is only logical to assume that illegal proceeds fund 

an insurgency – he avoids sweeping generalizations regarding how much money the 

Taliban derive from the drug industry or indeed any convergence between the 

insurgency and drug traffickers as one organization. 19  The work of the present thesis 

develops these themes and positions them within the broader framework of the State 

Department’s experience in Colombia.  

 

Vanda Felbab-Brown’s study seeks to explore and understand the relationship 

between the insurgency and drug trade in Afghanistan. A counter narcotics expert, she 

provides solid analysis that does not sensationalize the topic but provides a new 

understanding of the relationship between poppy growers and the insurgency.20 In her 

explanation of this relationship, Felbab-Brown highlights an insurgency sympathetic 

to the population’s needs – far from claiming the insurgency enforced poppy farmers 

to cultivate poppy, she highlighted that in fact the insurgency helped to protect poppy 

fields to win the support from the local population. Furthermore, the work moves 

beyond the frequently reported assertions that the Taliban were funded by the opium 

industry to detail that drugs contributed only one aspect of the Taliban’s funding 

structure and other funding sources provided substantial revenues. 

 

This ‘false theory’ that the Taliban derive substantial funds from the drugs 

trade has served as a basis of counter narcotics strategies aimed to bankrupt the 

Taliban through cutting off their source of drug money. The main method employed 

to achieve this object is the implementation of forced eradication. However, Felbab-

Brown, argues convincingly that not only are the insurgents not bankrupted – because 

of their multiple income streams– political capital is lost between the state and 

population at the same time as political capital increases with the population and 

insurgents. Felbab-Brown offers an alternative policy choice: the abandonment of 

eradication for interdiction of major drug traffickers or what she calls a ‘laissez-faire’ 

approach to drug cultivation.  

 

The work provides, a detailed account of the implementation of the first 

counter narcotics policy within post-Taliban Afghanistan – compensated eradication. 
																																								 																					
19 Ibid., p.122. 
20 Vanda Felbab-Brown, Shooting Up: Counterinsurgency and the War on Drugs (Washington, 2010). 
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However, the account primarily focuses on the failing of the scheme during the 

implementation phase – due to corruption, mismanagement, poor implementation and 

popular unrest. The analysis would have been strengthened from a discussion of 

policymaking process, which led to the implementation of the scheme; such as who 

suggested the scheme, why was it suggested, what other options were explored and 

the internal friction over the scheme. The lack of detail is symptomatic of a broader 

omission of thorough analysis of the British as key actors. Furthermore, there is a lack 

of detail covering Anglo-American friction over aerial eradication from 2004-2008, 

with the bulk of the material on this topic relegated to a footnote, something this 

thesis corrects.  

 

A key aim of Sir Sherard Cowper-Coles work is to provide a better 

understanding of the British policymaking process in Afghanistan. 21  The work 

provides an important primary account of the formulation and implementation of 

British policies in Afghanistan. Whilst the book examines British involvement in its 

broadest sense, given the importance of counter narcotics policies within that there is 

excellent material on Anglo-American counter narcotics policies and the interaction 

with American officials over this subject. Recounting one of his first briefings with 

the Embassy’s senior intelligence official Ambassador Cowper-Coles reveals he was 

instructed that his most important task was not the cultivation of a good relationship 

with President Karzai but ‘your key relationship will be with the American 

Ambassador. He matters most to us’.22 This statement provides further context to 

what the British government considered their most important priority during the 

conflict: chiefly maintaining the ‘special relationship’. Ambassador Cowper-Coles 

first interaction with his American counter part, Ambassador William Wood, set the 

scene for his first year in office, pressure to accede to U.S. demands over the opium 

industry. Ambassador Wood, a veteran of America’s campaign against drugs in 

Colombia wanted to replicate the approach in Afghanistan and expected ‘[Cowper-

Coles] to swing HMG behind such an approach’.23 The meeting encapsulated the 

growing pressure State Department officials placed on the British government to 

																																								 																					
21  Sherard Cowper-Coles,‘Cables From Kabul: The Inside Story of the West’s Afghanistan’s 
Campaign’, (London, 2011) 
22 Ibid., p. 18. 
23 Ibid., p. 19. 
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agree to aerial eradication. The three years that this was a live issue represented the 

zenith of Anglo-American discord.  

 

Of great significance is the revelation that at the height of tensions over aerial 

spraying the Prime Minister’s office attempted to direct the Kabul Embassy to some 

form of aerial eradication, ‘as the debate raged back and forth, with pressure from 10 

Downing Street for us to agree to some spraying’.24 Interestingly, this information 

contradicts the hitherto theory that all members of the British government were 

opposed to aerial eradication. Two key issues emerge from this: firstly, that the 

material on the British counter narcotics policymaking process is underdeveloped and 

requires further examination to detail its complexities. Secondly - and perhaps 

obviously - that the British government was not a unitary actor over counter narcotics 

but mirrored the U.S. government where individual agency and competition – albeit 

to a lesser extent – was prevalent in policy formulation.  

 

The work touches on the changing nature of the Anglo-American counter 

narcotics relationship under the Obama administration, but fails to provide sufficient 

detail to elicit a full understanding of the relationship. However, a broader overview 

of Anglo-American relations can be gleaned from Cowper-Coles wider relationship 

with Richard Holbrooke. From the account the Ambassador had great difficulty 

influencing Holbrooke’s thinking or the direction of American policy. This reflected a 

greater problem of the British government failing to influence the Obama 

administration despite having access to decision makers and the decision making 

process. The present thesis provides a broader and more compelling account of these 

inter-allied problems. 

 

In addition to the fine, though incomplete, scholarship discussed above, there 

are also a number of studies that have acquired considerable credibility, but need to be 

either critically deconstructed or substantially amended by new scholarship.  

 

Gretchen Peters’ work provides an account of the intertwined relationship 

between the Afghan insurgency and drug industry and argues that both are now 

																																								 																					
24 Ibid., p. 84. 
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inseparable.25 The first chapter of the book titled: ‘The New Axis of Evil’, a play on 

the Bush administration’s list of ‘rogue nations’ (that aided terrorism and sought 

weapons of mas destruction) seems quite fitting because it contains as much critical 

analysis as the Bush administration’s list of ‘rogue nations’. The main thrust of the 

book contends that the Taliban, al-Qaeda and drug traffickers are synonymous with 

each other and work in conjunction to transport drugs and weapons throughout the 

country and beyond. Peters cites several anecdotal examples to demonstrate the links 

and casual relationship between the two organizations, ‘the two circumstances are co-

dependent: the insurgency is exploding precisely because the opium trade is 

booming’.26  

 

This overly simplistic view is confused. It is correct that there is evidence to 

suggest that the Taliban and insurgency participate in the drugs trade but the true 

nature of the relationship is unclear. The insurgency does not have a uniform 

relationship with the drugs industry throughout Afghanistan; instead it is a localized 

phenomenon with different commanders involved to varying extents. For example, 

some commanders may only take a percentage of drugs that pass through their 

province whereas others may be directly involved in the drugs trade. Although 

conceding these are only estimates and as such robust conclusions cannot be drawn, 

Peters presents anecdotal evidence that drugs are a significant source of funding for 

the insurgency and make up 70 per cent of their revenue.27 Building on this assertion 

Peters connects drug money and terrorism throughout Europe, ‘there is a blurring of 

distinction between terrorist and criminal. They may not share the same values…but 

they are fellow travellers in the underworld, locked in an increasingly symbiotic 

relationship’.28 

 

The work’s central argument is that the ‘Taliban has undergone a 

metamorphosis’ into an Afghan version of FARC because of their reliance on drug 

money and replacing ideology and war aims with drug concerns, ‘today’s battles are 

more often diversionary attacks to protect big drug shipments, rather than campaigns 

																																								 																					
25 Gretchen Peters, Seeds of Terror: How Heroin is Bankrolling the Taliban and al Qaeda (Oxford, 
2009).  
26 Ibid., p. 4.  
27 Ibid., p. 14. 
28 Ibid., p. 18. 
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for strategic territorial gain’.29 Peters suggests one key way to defeating the Taliban is 

to cut off drug funds. This argument feeds into the narrative developed by the right-

wing drug warrior’s in the State Department who claim that parallels between the 

Afghan and Colombian drug-terrorist nexus exist. And the only way to defeat this 

nexus is exporting the hard-line Colombian model of aerial eradication. This view is 

not grounded in evidence and fundamentally fails to appreciate the complexities of 

the situation in Afghanistan and lacks comparators between the two countries. There 

are other inconsistencies with Peters’ analysis of the drug-insurgency-population 

relationship. The work claims that the insurgency threatens the rural population to 

cultivate opium poppy. 30 However, this claim has no material substance or evidence 

to support it and does not acknowledge the political capital the insurgency gains by 

supporting poppy growers against the state.  

 

Rajiv Chandrasekaran’s work, as the title suggests, focuses on the United 

States’ involvement in Helmand province (once dubbed ‘Little America’ because of 

American development in the province during the 1950s) under the Obama 

administration.31  The work provides a worthwhile account of the policymaking 

process and divisions within the administration over President Obama’s new 

strategies for Afghanistan.  

 

The work does provide details of Anglo-American friction after the influx of 

American troops to Helmand after 2009. It examines the discord over the changing 

balance of power as U.S. Marines made up the largest segment of coalition troops in 

the province. It also notes differences in military strategies, resource management and 

willingness of both parties to contribute to the war effort. Chandrasekaran concludes 

that ‘the surge’ was successful in the areas that it was able to deploy large numbers of 

troops, for example, Helmand province. However, the gains made in the south were 

negated by deterioration in other parts of the country that did not have an influx of 

troops.  

 

																																								 																					
29 Ibid., p. 12. 
30 Ibid., p. 6. 
31 Rajiv Chandrasekaran, Little America: The War Within the War for Afghanistan (London, 2012). 
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Less convincingly, the work charts the change of counter narcotics strategies 

under the new administration and the instrumental role Special Representative 

Holbrooke played in the formulation and implementation of these. A substantial 

section is dedicated to the increase in agricultural assistance advocated by Holbrooke 

and the positive and negative impact that had on rural society. Chandrasekaran is 

critical of many of USAID initiatives seeing them as ill conceived and poorly 

implemented and not reflecting the complexities of the drivers of opium cultivation. 

He concludes the projects, on the most part, were a waste of money, where the 

guiding principle was to throw as much money as possible at the problem32 regardless 

if they benefited society and distorted local economies. The work comments on 

Holbrooke’s opposition to widespread eradication and its subsequent defunding as a 

central element of U.S. strategy. However, the work fails to detail the policymaking 

process that underpinned this decision or how this was received in the U.S. 

government or wider Anglo-American alliance. This deserved more attention 

considering the divisive nature of eradication as a policy option over the previous four 

years.  

 

The work of David MacDonald provides an excellent overview of the 

prevalence of illegal narcotic cultivation and consumption in Afghanistan. 33 

MacDonald, a former UNDOC official and demand reduction specialist spent several 

years in Afghanistan and produced what was to date the most informative book on 

illegal narcotics. At the date of publication, few monographs on drug cultivation and 

consumption were available and in his work MacDonald seeks to address the dearth 

of reliable information on drug cultivation and consumption but on Afghanistan. He 

argues that myth and rumor are used as a substitute for empirical evidence. This, 

according to MacDonald, has hampered the formulation of effective policies in the 

post-2001 era. The book aims move pass these unreliable forms of evidence and shed 

light on, what is, a taboo subject in a conservative Muslim country.  

 

A section of the book is dedicated to the historical role of illegal narcotics, 

which MacDonald uses as a way to inform the current prevalence of narcotics in 

																																								 																					
32 Ibid., p. 108.  
33 David Macdonald, Drugs in Afghanistan: opium, outlaws and scorpion tales (London, 2007). 
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Afghan society. The book briefly charts the history of opium from the time of 

Alexander the Great to second half of the twentieth century. Then MacDonald 

explores the impact those decades of continuous conflict - from the time of the Soviet 

intervention to the current Western intervention post-2001 - has had on the growth of 

the opium industry. The work covers a variety of topics related to the opium industry 

in Afghanistan including; warlords and drug traffickers involved in the opium 

industry, the policies pursued by the western governments post-2001 to curb the 

illegal narcotics business and an examination of the drivers that encourage farmers to 

plant opium poppy.  

 

A central thrust of the book examines the impact drug use has had on Afghan 

society and the plight of drug users in Afghanistan; from its use as traditional 

medicine to the impoverished communities in the north who used opium as a coping 

strategy against the harsh realties of life to an explosion in drug use by those affected 

by decades of conflict and economic hardship. Whilst this work on drug use and 

demand-side policies is commendable, it is often the forgotten element of the U.S.’s 

and UK’s counter narcotics campaign in Afghanistan. Other than general 

observations, the book lacks any detailed analysis of the counter narcotics policies or 

the policymaking process that underpinned post-2001. 

 

In summation, the key limitations of the existing literature are that it does not 

address the Anglo-American counter narcotics relationship in sufficient detail, nor 

does it provide an adequate account of British counter narcotics policies.   

 

In regards to contribution to the counter narcotics literature in Afghanistan, 

this study provides new insight and generates new knowledge of Anglo-American 

counter narcotics policies, the frictions they occasioned and the decision-making 

process that underpinned them. An integral part of that explanatory analysis is also a 

more comprehensive account of the details of the development of British narcotics 

policies. Building on the limited work of previous scholars, filling the gap in the 

literature about British counter narcotics policies was a weighty endeavour for two 

reasons. Foremost, the United Kingdom led the international community’s fight 

against illegal narcotics in Afghanistan from 2001-2011 and as such, the limited 

academic literature dedicated to their role as G8 ‘lead nation’ requires expansion. The 
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decision-making process that underpinned key policies remained under-researched; 

namely, compensated eradication (2002); the decision-making process that led to the 

UK being appointed ‘G8 lead nation’ (2002); and the transition of the UK’s role a 

‘partner nation’ to the UNODC (2011). Furthermore, the study provides unique 

coverage of Anglo-American discord over aerial eradication (2004-2008). This issue 

has been covered by many academic and media reports over course of the conflict; 

however, no research has provided in-depth analysis of events from policy makers on 

both sides of the Atlantic within the context of their wider special relationship.  

 

Not only does this work provide an important contribution to the existing 

counter narcotics literature and has broadened the scope of enquiry regarding Anglo-

American counter narcotics strategies and the decision-making process that 

underpinned them. More generally, the study is an important document of one of the 

defining events of the 21st century: the conflict in Afghanistan. The work provides 

important context to what was the United States longest military engagement and a 

war that cost the U.S. taxpayer in excess of $1 trillion.34 Moreover, the work details 

the involvement of the second largest contributor of troops to the conflict, the United 

Kingdom. The Afghan conflict had significant financial - at least £37 billion35 and 

human costs for the UK with 454 British personnel dead.36   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
																																								 																					
34 Dyer, Geoff and Sorvino, Chloe, ‘$1tn cost of longest US war hastens retreat from military 
intervention’, The Financial Times, 14 December 2014.  
35 Norton-Taylor, Richard, ‘Afghanistan war has cost Britain more than £37bn, new book claims’, The 
Guardian, 30 May 2013.  
36 https://www.gov.uk/government/fields-of-operation/afghanistan.  
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Afghanistan’s Historical Legacy And the 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

Afghanistan’s recent historical context provided the Bush administration with a 

blueprint on which to base its intervention, namely, and above all, operating a light-

footprint approach in order to avoid the mistakes the Soviet Union committed – the 

most damning of which was being drawn into a long and costly war. The U.S. did not 

wish to repeat its own Vietnam experience. Unfortunately, as the U.S. discovered, the 

light-footprint approach in and of itself carried its own dangers. Dangers that might 

have been avoided but the Bush administration failed to learn other valuable lessons 

from Afghanistan’s history37 such as difficulties arising in the absence of a central 

state, the indigenous problems of governance and the importance of local politics and 

power structures – making Afghanistan one of the most complex and divided political 

systems in the world. What successive interventions, from the British in the 

nineteenth to the Soviet Union’s in the twentieth century, had demonstrated was: the 

key to success in Afghanistan lay not in military victory but in achieving a political 

victory of governability and that would not necessarily be achieved by a light-

footprint approach. 38  Achieving this was complicated by the Afghan state’s 

historically fragmented nature, its ethnic and tribal diversity, and its inability to 

extend its writ throughout the country, a fact that exacerbated a long-standing tension 

between the centre and periphery.39 Inextricably tied to the failure of the state to 

extend its authority into the provinces and its economic weakness was the embedded 

nature of the opium industry in Afghanistan. Opium cultivation there has a long 

history but it was not until the virtual disintegration of the state in the latter decades of 

the twentieth century that it would become entrenched and an important factor in the 

Afghan economy.  

 

It is the aim of this chapter to draw upon Afghanistan’s political past to 

illustrate the unique political and social conditions, which culminated in a weak 

central state and the rudimentary nature of governance in the twentieth century. An 

examination of the continuous warfare that took place in the latter half of the 

																																								 																					
 
 
37 Tim Bird and Alex Marshall, Afghanistan: How the West Lost its Way (New Haven, 2011) p. 10.  
38 Ibid., p. 11. 
39 Mansfield, Building a State on a Foundation of Sand, p. 131. 



	 39	

twentieth century will be considered, in order to evaluate the impact of the Soviet 

intervention, the civil war and the Taliban period on the further erosion of the state 

and its economic viability. The chapter will also assess the history of opium 

production in Afghanistan, in particular by examining the factors that led Afghanistan 

to become a major opium producing country, the relationship between the 

consolidation of the opium industry and a weak central state, and the impact of thirty 

years of war and economic stagnation. The section will conclude with an assessment 

of the Taliban’s relationship with the opium industry and the opium ban it imposed in 

2000. All of the above-mentioned factors not only proved problematic for the light-

footprint approach but also made any Anglo-American attempts at state building an 

extremely precarious and difficult proposition –- and in particular constrained 

American and British efforts to implement successful counter narcotics policies.  

 

THE LEGACY OF A WEAK CENTRAL STATE  

 

The beginnings of what was to become modern day Afghanistan can be traced back to 

the emergence of the Durrani Empire in the second half of the 18th century with its 

leader Ahmad Shah as the first monarch of the Afghan people.40 Although the Durrani 

Empire collapsed in 1818 Ahmad Shah’s descendants remained in power, in one form 

or another, for the next two hundred years.41 Shah’s successors were in a precarious 

position, as civil war was a recurrent theme after his death and they had to sustain an 

imperial governmental organisation on a minimal tax structure.42 During the 1800s 

Afghanistan became the frontline between a military standoff between the two 

competing imperialist empires of Britain and Russia, which led Afghanistan to 

become a buffer zone separating the British Indian Empire in the east and the Russian 

held Central Asian lands to the north. Christened the ‘Great Game’ both empires 

sought to exert and maintain influence in Afghanistan for the best part of the 

nineteenth century culminating in the British invasion of Afghanistan during the wars 

of 1839-42 and 1878-80.  
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Assuming power in 1880, Amir Abdur Rahman launched a modernising 

policy, which would attempt to unite Afghanistan and consolidate the authority of the 

royal family. In order to achieve his goals, Abdur Rahman restructured the military 

apparatus relying on foreign technological advancements and brutally quashed 

opposition, killing an estimated 120,000 Afghans.43  One of the most repressed 

sections of Afghan society under his rule were ethnic minorities, with extensive 

forced resettlement schemes implemented often against non-Pashtun minorities in the 

centre and north of Afghanistan. Abdur’s modernising campaign, which included the 

creation of several manufacturing plants, failed to have the required impact because of 

the lack of capability and resource-weakness of the state.44 It was during Amir Abdur 

Rahman’s tenure that the Afghan state would be permanently destabilised by Britain’s 

imperial interests and that would have implications that would weaken Afghan 

governments’ attempts to create a viable state right down to the present.  

 

The second Anglo-Afghan war, launched after British envoy Sir Neville 

Chamberlain was refused entry to Afghanistan, resulted in British India gaining 

control over Afghan fiscal, defence and foreign policies; and the demarcation of the 

‘Durand Line’ established in 1893. The Durand Line, named after British Indian 

Foreign Secretary, Sir Mortimer Durand, demarcated the border between Afghanistan 

and British India45 (later to become the Afghan-Pakistan border). In an attempt to 

prevent the Russian and British empires from meeting territorially, the British created 

the Wakhan corridor, a long narrow piece of land in north-eastern Afghanistan that 

would act as a buffer between the two empires. It was with this premise in mind that 

the Durand line was formed.46 The land running along eastern Afghanistan was not 

the ‘result of local physical, ethnic and political realities’ 47  but an artificial 

construction which divided Pashtun tribes into two and to this day is a source of 

tension between Afghanistan and Pakistan and has allowed anti-government elements 

to destabilise the Afghan and Pakistan states. The porous border has provided both 

Afghan refugees and anti-government elements, since the Soviet intervention, access 

to sanctuary in Pakistan’s Federally Administered Tribal Areas (FATA) and in many 

																																								 																					
43 Ibid., p. 13. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Amin Saikal, Modern Afghanistan, p. 28. 
46 Bird and Marshall, Afghanistan, p.14. 
47 Chouvy, Opium, p. 21. 



	 41	

cases has proven to be the training ground for future insurgents.48 The majority of 

Pashtuns within the region still fail to recognise the border. The century old border 

dispute typifies the complex ethnic situation in Afghanistan as Husain Haqqani 

Pakistan’s ambassador to Washington explains: ‘Pashtuns consider it their own land 

even though there is also a loyalty to the respective states along with a desire to freely 

move back and forth.49 Author David MacDonald concludes: ‘this situation has 

undoubtedly facilitated the development of the cross-border drug trafficking network 

based on close tribal and family ties, as well as seasonal migration over the borders’.50  

 

The development of a unified central Afghan state was also constrained by its 

ethnic diversity, which magnified its ungovernable complexion, led to the 

reoccurrence of internal conflict and made it difficult for the state to establish control 

over the entire country.51 To fully comprehend the Afghan ‘political system’ it is 

important to appreciate the delicate ethnic and tribal dimension that governs it.  The 

Afghan political landscape is characterised by fluctuating alliances between 

ethnicities and tribes that can alter through ethnic or tribal acquisition or loss of 

power. This multifaceted network of alliances has been present for centuries in 

Afghanistan and still persists today. Ethnic groups who have been excluded from the 

formal power structures of the Afghan central or provincial governments are easily 

incorporated into anti-government elements. For example this goes on to the extent 

that anti-government elements will identify the grievances of various ethnic or tribal 

groups and give them positions of authority within their own organisations to cement 

their loyalty. The ethnic and tribal composition of Afghanistan is complex, with 

groups being broken down at the national, provincial and village level. At the village 

level, interdependent alliances provide quid-pro-quo social services that the Afghan 

state has been unable to provide and all this makes the formation of a modern state 

more difficult. As Tim Bird and Alex Marshall explain: 

 

Each tribe represents a complex social network of mutual assistance, 

which is then further subdivided down to the village level by the notion 
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of qawn, a group founded on kinship and patron-client relationships. 

Qawn, networks form dense, informal clusters to provide the social 

security net that the Afghan state itself never has, via financial loans 

for start-up investments and small-scale initial running costs. These 

loans, even in the modern period, are just as liable to be secured by the 

marrying-off of a daughter in a strategic alliance, or the provision of a 

young male foot solider for a local warlord, as by entering into a 

formal business agreement. During the 1980s, Afghan rural society 

became effectively atomised by war and forced migration, increasing 

the relevance of the qawn as a local survival strategy. In Afghanistan, 

therefore, the qawn constituted not so much a local substitute for the 

western notion of ‘civil society’ as its complete negation, effectively a 

product of de-modernization.52  

 

Prior to the Abdur Rahman’s reign Afghan statehood was not a concrete idea, 

as the British observer Mountstuart commented in 1809, the ‘people have no name for 

their country’.53 Even to this day, many Afghans will place loyalty to their tribe above 

that to the national government. ‘When questioned about their origin or ethnicity, 

most Afghans will respond that they are Pashtun, Tajik, Uzbek, Haraza, or from some 

other ethnic tribe found in Afghanistan and neighbouring countries; they do not think 

of themselves as Afghan’.54 Abdur Rahman’s state-building mission had a distinctly 

tribal, i.e. Pashtun nature to it, which was opposed to Afghanistan’s other ethnic 

groups. In that sense, for the geographical area of Afghanistan, it cannot really be 

regarded as ‘state building’. Afghanistan’s most populated and powerful ethnic bloc is 

the Pashtuns – from which the Taliban and former President Karzai both hail (Hamid 

Karzai was appointed head of Afghanistan’s first post-Taliban Interim Administration 

in December 2001, then elected President of Afghanistan from 2004-2014), they are 

Sunni Muslims which adhere to ‘ strict warrior traditions brought together in an 

unwritten code of honour, the Pashtunwali – blood feud, right and duty of asylum, 

defence of the honour of the women of one’s tribal subsection’.55 The Afghan-
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Pakistan border separates the Pashtuns with approximately 10 million in Afghanistan 

and 16 million in Pakistan – where they are located in the North West Frontier 

Province (NWFP) and Balochistan. Consequently, the Pashtuns and Baluchis of 

Afghanistan’s east and south share more in terms of cultural, language and ethnicity 

with those in Pakistan and the Indian sub-continent compared with Tajiks, Turkmen 

or Uzbeks of northern Afghanistan. Who in turn can trace their cultural heritage to 

Central Asia, with the Hazaras of central Afghanistan sharing cultural ties with Iran in 

the west.56 It is extremely difficult to ascertain an accurate view of the Afghan ethnic 

landscape but a Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) estimate put the Afghan 

population in 2010 at 29,121,286 of which 42 per cent are Pashtun, 27 per cent are 

Tajik, 9 per cent are Hazara, 9 per cent Uzbek, 4 per cent Aimak, 3 per cent Turkmen, 

2 per cent Baloch and 4 per cent ‘other’.57 The sheer diversity of ethnicities in 

Afghanistan prevents political and cultural cohesion, which in turn severely impedes 

the establishment of a strong central state. Instead, Afghanistan is fragmented into a 

collection of small autonomous fiefdoms under the command of local tribal elders or 

more recently regional warlords with these exclusivist policies thwarting a developed 

national identity. The only time Afghan factions have united under one banner has 

been to repel foreign invaders. However, generally speaking even these efforts 

subsequently disintegrated because of ethnic rivalries.  

 

In addition to all these issues the forty-year reign of King Zahir Shah marked a 

further significant shift that exacerbated the problems in Afghan politics. It led to 

polarisation and a configuration of conflict, which led directly to the Soviet 

intervention in 1979. During the ten-year period 1963-1973, Zahir attempted to 

introduce a diluted form of democracy to Afghanistan and introduced a constitution in 

1964.  This modernisation and development process enacted a series of reforms aimed 

at the ‘democratisation of politics, liberalisation of social and economic life and 

rationalisation of foreign relations’.58  The Afghan state was, however, critically 

weakened by its economic impotence.  With a paltry tax system - ‘tax-gathering 

accounted for less than 2 per cent of domestic revenues’ - and heavily dependent on 

foreign aid for much of the twentieth century the Afghan state was financially 
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unviable59 – a legacy that would confront the international forces after 2001. As the 

competing powers in the Cold War vied for influence in Central and South Asia, 

Afghanistan was able to capitalise on its non-aligned status by turning to both the 

United States and Soviet Union for development aid.60  

 

King Zahir’s ‘experiment with democracy’ proved largely unsuccessful and he 

was ousted from power in a bloodless coup in 1973, by his cousin and former Prime 

Minister Mohammad Sardar Daoud Khan. Daoud proclaimed Afghanistan a republic 

and, ‘declared a state of emergency, disbanded parliament and suspended the 1964 

constitution’.61  This period saw the augmentation of ideological extremism among 

the urban elite on both the left and right as a growing trend of young educated 

Afghans gravitated towards the radical and violently opposed politics of communism 

and Islamism.  Kabul University and the Kabul Polytechnic became a breeding 

ground for a new generation of politically aware Afghans and many students became 

politicised by the view that ‘political Islam’ was a ‘revolutionary ideology of political 

and social transformation, and demanded reformation of Afghanistan along Islamic 

lines’.62 The core of the young Islamic students at the time would later form the core 

of the anti-Soviet resistance.  Islamists stood in direct opposition to the growing 

influence posed by the communists. The communist doctrine appealed to many 

Afghans disillusioned with the ‘ugly face of feudalism’,63 which protected the rich 

and discriminated against the poor and specifically they were angered by Daoud’s 

brutal regime that employed repressive measures against opponents of the 

government. ‘Communism offered a vision of a new, revolutionary Afghanistan that 

would be modern and just’.64 

 

Daoud’s new republic proved unsuccessful and led to growing disillusionment 

and dissent among segments of the Afghan populace. While political extremism grew 

among urban Afghans, Mansfield contends that ‘in rural Afghanistan the change of 

																																								 																					
59 Bird and Marshall, Afghanistan, p.19. 
60 For example, the United States funded the Helmand Valley Project in the late 1940s and early 1950s 
– an unsuccessful scheme designed to modernise Helmand province’s agricultural sector. The Soviet 
Union funded improvements in the army, education and transport systems.  
61 Saikal, Modern Afghanistan, p. 173. 
62 Ibid. p. 165. 
63 Joel, Hafvenstein, Opium Season: a year on the Afghan frontier (Guilford, 2007), p. 17. 
64 Ibid. p. 18. 



	 45	

power was largely irrelevant. The Musahiban dynasty continued. It was simply one 

cousin deposing another; an Afghan tradition’.65 However, Daoud’s regime failed on 

several levels to convert the country to his ‘vision of a nationalist, modern, secular, 

neutral Afghanistan’.66 Coupled with poor leadership, Daoud’s reforms failed to 

promote economic recovery or subdue rising political instability thus causing political 

opposition from communists and Islamists alike. By refusing to tolerate opposition in 

any form Daoud alienated movements from the right and left. In an attempt to dilute 

Afghanistan’s Soviet associations at home and abroad Daoud sought to distance 

himself from the Soviet Union and remove his leftist supporters from positions of 

power.67  

 

During 1977-1978 several significant Afghans were murdered at the hands of 

Daoud’s government. Then, in 1978, Daoud’s police murdered the influential member 

of the pro-Soviet People’s Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), Mir Akbar 

Khyber. The PDPA’s hierarchy feared it was only a matter of time before Daoud 

would eliminate all of his communist opponents and launched a communist inspired 

coup ousting Daoud from power and later murdering him with his family. PDPA 

leaders Nur Muhammad Taraki and Babrak Karmal installed a Marxist government, 

which signalled the end of more than 200 years of almost uninterrupted rule by the 

family of Zahir Shah and Mohammad Daoud.68 The PDPA, however, was weak and 

internally divided and relied upon help from the Kremlin to cement their power.69  

 

CONTINOUS CONFLICT: The Soviet Intervention (1979-1989) and the 

Warlord Period (1992-1996) 

 

The newly installed communist government set about extending their authority 

through a reign of terror. Resolute in their quest to be the first government to extend 

authority throughout Afghanistan ‘they launched a brief, but devastating campaign of 

land redistribution, resettlement, revised family law, and debt cancellation’.70 The 

government faced armed opposition in 24 out of 28 provinces along with the growing 
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opposition from Islamic militants, 71  called the Mujahideen. 72   As Afghanistan 

descended into chaos the leaders of the Soviet Union watched in horror. 

Notwithstanding, military and technical assistance had been given to the PDPA, the 

Soviet Union was reluctant to intervene in Afghanistan refusing between eleven and 

fourteen requests from the PDPA to do so. However, the 1978 strategic alliance pact 

between the Soviet Union and PDPA, limited the options available to the Soviet 

Union as internal divisions within the PDPA escalated. The intervention was 

characterised by the Soviets desire to protect Afghanistan falling under America’s 

influence and countering the threat posed to Soviet Central Asia by radical Islamists 

and was designed to be a short stabilisation project to help the new regime.73   

 

In response to the Soviet intervention Islamic militants, mutinous army leaders 

and Afghans outraged at the foreign invasion declared themselves to be Mujahideen 

and took up arms against the Soviet invaders. Identifying the opportunity to trump 

America’s Cold War rival, President Carter’s national security advisor, Zbigniew 

Brzezinski, convinced the American President to fund anti-Soviet groups in 1979. It 

was not until Ronald Reagan came to power in 1981, however, that the United States 

funding of Afghan mujahideen would grow exponentially. In addition to financial aid, 

the CIA was covertly arming the mujahideen with arms from former Soviet client 

states and counterfeit arms made in China.74 American funding to the mujahideen 

resistance was via the Pakistani Intelligence Service (ISI). All foreign aid directed to 

the Mujahideen was in the hands of the Pakistani secret service and the ISI who, 

among other things, used it to conduct their own Islamic agenda in the region. Fearful 

of empowering any Mujahideen group that might one day seek to re-address the 

Afghan-Pakistan border, the ISI favoured more radical Islamist resistance movements 

who were focused on religion rather than national borders and neglected more 

moderate Pashtun nationalist factions. The ISI, to some considerable extent operated 

independently of the Pakistan government and pursued its own agenda, with the ISI 

being described as ‘a state within a state’.75  
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Saudi Arabia also played a substantial role in funding the Afghan resistance 

from 1980 matching or slightly exceeding76 the United States annual contribution. 

Congressional and media interest in the conflict had grown in President Reagan’s 

second term resulting in a massive increase in funding for the mujahideen. By 1987, 

the United States provided $670 million a year to the resistance. The Afghan 

resistance was not, however, a single monolithic block instead it was structured along 

tribal and religious affiliations. Gretchen Peters states ‘some of the parties were more 

loose amalgamations of regional warlords than functioning syndicates’. 77  The 

resistance was spilt in seven main factions, which became known as the ‘Peshawar 

Seven’ because of their trips to the Pakistan city of that name to receive funding from 

the ISI.  

 

Despite, their forces totalling 108,800 by 1986, the Soviet Union was unable 

to pacify the mujahideen resistance. Later that year, Soviet forces began to withdraw 

after General Secretary Gorbachev’s decision to find a political answer to resolve the 

conflict and concentrate on internal Soviet reform problems. The war left Afghanistan 

in a state of ruin with the economy and agricultural sector shattered, which among 

other things significantly exacerbated its dependency on foreign aid.78 The withdrawal 

of the Soviet forces in 1989 did not conclude the fighting in Afghanistan as the 

various Mujahideen factions fought a three-year war with the communist backed 

Najibullah regime for control of Afghanistan.79 The conflict went on despite the fact 

that President Mohammad Najibullah offered the opposition a way forward through 

the government’s National Reconciliation Policy. Although, the regime was predicted 

to collapse in the immediate aftermath of the Soviet’s withdrawal it remained military 

capable retaining powerful Soviet military equipment and boasted a relatively 

numerous army.80 Ultimately, with the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1992 and the 

termination of all Soviet funding to the regime, President Najibullah - after receiving 

Russian advice – resigned.81   
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The victorious Mujahideen declared Afghanistan an Islamic State. Initially 

welcomed by Afghans anticipating a period of tranquillity,82 the promise of victory 

was short-lived as the capital and country almost immediately descended into civil 

war. A complex mosaic of conflict emerged including Mujahideen factions under the 

control of Pashtun Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, a coalition of Tajik forces under the 

military control of Ahmed Shah Massood’s and politically led by Burhanuddin 

Rabbani, and forces under the Uzbek general Abdul Rashid Dostum. Kabul had seen 

relatively little fighting or damage during the ten-year Soviet occupation, yet, two 

years of civil war saw tens of thousands die, wounded or displaced.83  Prior to the 

Taliban gaining power, there was no functioning state in Afghanistan. Instead, the 

ever-changing competing mujahideen blocs, ‘laid claim to the seat of power but never 

exercised state authority in the most fundamental definition of the term: controlling 

the state’s territory, or exercising basic state function in regard to the population’.84 

The new Taliban Government thus faced huge challenges, many arising from the 

Afghan-Pakistan relationship. 

 

One consequence of covert funding operation to the mujahedeen was a well-

established logistical network between Pakistan and Afghanistan transporting a 

variety of legal and illegal goods. Connections between the ‘trucking mafia’ 

responsible for bringing goods in from Pakistan and local, national and regional 

strongmen on the Afghan side of the border were made, which continue to this day. 

One of the most lucrative smuggling operations during the Soviet-Mujahideen 

conflict was the transporting of illicit heroin. 85 The Pakistani Army’s National 

Logistical Cell (NLC) would transport mujahideen-bound CIA arms from Karachi to 

Afghanistan and return with Afghan heroin. Involvement in heroin trafficking reached 

the highest levels of the Pakistan administration, with several associates of President 

Zia implicated. Participation in the industry also spread to the Pakistani military with 

16 senior officers arrested on drug charges in 1986 alone.86 
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It was not only illegal smuggling that characterised the Pakistan-Afghan 

relationship, with legal goods providing substantial revenue. As part of the Afghan 

Transit Trade (ATT) agreement, Pakistan had permitted land-locked Afghanistan to 

import duty free goods from Karachi. Truckers coming from Karachi would sell their 

cargo in Afghanistan then re-sell their remaining merchandise in Pakistani markets.87 

The trade in licit goods exploded during the 1990s with a wide variety of electrical 

and white goods, fuel, building materials and foodstuff entering the market.88 It was 

estimated that the entire value of transported goods in 1995 was $2.5 billion; with 

Afghanistan-Pakistan’s total illicit drugs exports – which used the same routes as the 

ATT – worth $1.25 billion.89 Frustrated by the ISI’s chief client in Afghanistan, 

Gulbuddin Hekmatyar’s ability to further their interests in Afghanistan, the Pakistani 

government transferred their support behind an emerging movement: the Taliban.90   

 

THE TALIBAN  (1994-2001) 

 

The word Taliban denotes the Pashto and Persian word, derived from Arabic, 

meaning lower-level students of Islam. 91  The bulk of ‘the students of Islam’ 

originated in the religious schools or madrasas of Pakistan, with the schools 

providing students, many of them Afghan refugees, with free education and 

accommodation. Supported by Pakistan and Saudi Arabia, the madrasas’ curriculum 

focused on the teaching of a strictly puritanical Islam, based on the orthodox and in 

many ways medievalist teachings and interpretations of the Saudi Wahabi and 

Deobandi schools of Islam.92 These ultra-orthodox Sunni Pashtun93 Talibs (students) 

joined the various mujahedeen factions to fight in the anti-Soviet and anti-Najibullah 

conflicts. The leader of this movement was Mohammed Omar, a southern Pashtun 

Mullah, who fought with the Khalis faction of Hezb-i-Islami against the Najibullah 

regime. After retiring to Pakistan, Omar returned to establish a madrassa in Kandahar 

in 1992.94  
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The origins of the how the Taliban and their leader Mullah Omar came to 

prominence have taken on mythological status. Events can be traced to mid-1994 

when Afghanistan was plagued by out of control warlords wreaking havoc on 

innocent civilians and villagers came to Omar, to inform him that two teenage girls 

had been abducted by a local warlord and repeatedly raped. Incensed by this Omar 

and thirty of his madrassa Talibs attacked the warlord’s stronghold rescued the girls 

and hung the warlord from the barrel of a tank. Shortly after, Omar was forced to act 

again when two rival warlords fought for the right to sexually abuse a young boy.95 

The Taliban was formalised as a movement in the autumn of 1994 in Kandahar 

province to ‘prosecute vice and foster virtue, and stop those who were bleeding the 

land’.96 The Taliban, albeit by brutal methods, would be the first authority to restore 

order to a country plagued by lawlessness and out-of-control warlords. Because of 

this the Taliban were initially accepted by a war weary people, however, the 

repressive methods employed by the Taliban to restore order would soon result in 

their loss of legitimacy.97  

 

Backed by the Pakistani ISI and the Pakistan Government the Taliban were 

groomed as the movement that would succeed the now floundering Guulbuddin 

Hekmatyar to help maintain Pakistani influence in Afghanistan. Additionally, the 

Pakistan government as a whole was an important promoter of the Taliban giving 

them military and logistical support, which undoubtedly aided their rapid rise to 

power. Pakistan’s support of the Taliban needs to be considered carefully. It stemmed 

from long-held strategic objectives, motivated by their greatest of all fears:  

encirclement by India to their east and an Indian sympathiser to their west. It was 

primarily for this reason that Pakistan sought to maintain as much influence as 

possible in Afghanistan. The Pakistanis assumed that the Taliban’s religious nature 

and focus on imposing a strict version of sharia law domestically would negate any 

nationalist ambitions from the group to reignite the dispute over the Durand line. 

However, while they nurtured this state of affairs they also endeavoured to protect 

their trade routes in Afghanistan and end the malign practises of warlords abusing and 
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endlessly charging Pakistani truck drivers toll fees.98 Achieving this, however, proved 

to be beyond their power and influence as will be seen shortly. 

 

The movement’s first main military success came in late October 1994. With 

Pakistani assistance the Taliban captured an ammunitions dump under the control of 

Guulbuddin Hekmatyar at the Afghan-Pakistan border crossing of Spin Boldak 

netting 18,000 rifles and ammunition.99 Then, several weeks later the Taliban were 

enrolled by Pakistan to help rescue a Pakistan trade convoy passing through 

Afghanistan that had been captured by a local bandit. Buoyed by fresh supporters the 

Taliban seized control of Kandahar after little fighting and through bribing local 

warlords. The success in Kandahar demonstrated the movement’s ability to coerce 

opponents not only through violent means but also by successfully negotiating local 

networks by all means available.100 

 

Pakistan’s role in Afghanistan was both extensive and important but it is also 

important to note, that despite the help from the Pakistani government and 

intelligence agency, the Taliban’s main financial backers came in the shape of drug 

smugglers and the Pashtun trucking mafia.101 As was customary in Afghanistan, to 

enable safe passage when transporting goods truck drivers would have to pay fees to 

the warlord in control of the area. With the breakdown of order, drivers could be 

forced to pay as many as twenty tolls a journey combined with rising fees and the 

possibility of theft of goods: their profitably was at risk. As order was restored under 

the Taliban rule and the roads policed, transportation costs decreased as the 

movement set up a one-toll system for trucks entering Afghanistan. In an attempt to 

court the Afghan transport mafia’s favour, the Taliban ruled that Pakistani truckers 

would not be permitted to carry goods destined for Afghanistan. The Taliban were 

financially rewarded, receiving 6 million rupees ($150,000) from transporters in 

Chaman in a single day and double that sum the following day in Quetta.102  
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The Taliban’s meteoric rise to power was completed in 1996 when they 

captured Kabul. In just under two years the Taliban controlled at least 27 out of 

Afghanistan’s 32 provinces.103 Like the majority of the Afghan regimes that preceded 

them, the Taliban were unable to extend their authority throughout the entire country, 

with some north eastern provinces under the control of a loose anti-Taliban 

amalgamation, known as the United Islamic Front for the Salvation of Afghanistan or 

the Northern Alliance (NA). Even within the areas under their control, the Taliban’s 

authority was not absolute, as it had to deploy a mixture of coercive measures and 

broker deals with local elites to maintain control. As Maley states: ‘The claim that the 

Taliban “controlled” large tracts of Afghanistan was misleading, since the Taliban 

presence in rural areas was light’.104   Under the Taliban’s authority security improved 

but so did the draconian measures used to govern Afghanistan.105 Intolerance and 

human rights abuses combined with providing terrorists a safe haven and rampant 

drug production would eventually isolate the Taliban from the international 

community.  

 

 Prompted by interest in the energy reserves of the Caspian basin the first 

Clinton administration considered interaction with the new regime and discussed 

potentially re-opening the American Embassy in Kabul.106 Whilst, the United States 

publicly declared their opposition to the Taliban’s policies on drug production, 

intolerance and human right abuses, their main concerns were an ‘all-out effort to 

press the Taliban to expel’107 Osama bin Laden and to seek access to the energy 

reserves in the Caspian basin.108 The former concern would, however, define the 

United States relationship with the Taliban regime.  

 

Involved in the Afghan resistance against the Soviet Union, bin Laden and his 

al-Qaeda organisation moved to Sudan in 1992 aiming to start a jihad against the 

west. The Saudi would return to Afghanistan in May 1996, after becoming persona 

non grata in Sudan. After moving to Afghanistan, bin Laden in August 1996, issued 

his first anti-American fatwa (religious ruling), claiming the Americans were 
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occupying Saudi Arabia. 109  Bin Laden’s presence in Afghanistan would have 

repercussions for the regime as early as December 1996, when American Secretary of 

State Warren Christopher warned the Taliban, that hosting bin Laden and abetting his 

ventures ‘greatly hurt prospects for Afghanistan re-joining the world community’.110 

As will be considered shortly, the Taliban’s desire to ‘join the world community’ 

resulted in them launching, what some have described, as the most successful drug 

suppression campaign in history.  

 

The United States desire for the Taliban to eject bin Laden greatly intensified 

after Islamic terrorists bombed American embassies in Kenya and Tanzania in August 

1998. The United States responded unilaterally by launching Operation Infinite 

Reach, a series of warship-based cruise missile attacks on three of bin Laden’s camps 

near Khost, in eastern Afghanistan.111 The United States made clear to the Taliban 

they would be judged co-conspirators to his crimes for not agreeing his extradition. It 

was at this juncture that former CIA officer Milton Bearden argued: ‘the hunt for bin 

Ladin has been the driving force behind the U.S. policy toward Afghanistan’.112 The 

issue of granting extradition rights over bin Laden’s was central to the United States 

interaction with Afghanistan as the former made 30 such requests to the latter 

between the 1996 and the summer of 2001.113  In fact, the United States under the 

Clinton administration had formulated several plans to insert Special Forces into 

Afghanistan or train Afghan and Pakistan operatives to snatch bin Laden from 1997 

onwards, but on all occasions the plans failed consummation.114 Frustrated by Mullah 

Omar’s response to extradition requests the United States imposed economic 

sanctions on Afghanistan. This was followed by United Nations sanctions in October 

1999 - at the behest of the United States – on senior Taliban officials, bin Laden and 

al-Qaeda members. The UN Security Council sanctions banned commercial aircraft 

flying in Taliban controlled territory, suspended Taliban assets and declared the 

Taliban’s refusal to hand over bin Laden as a threat to international peace and 

security.115 The UN Security Council would increase the pressure on the Taliban 
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regime in December 2000 when it passed further sanctions banning Ariana Afghan 

airlines from touching down anywhere beyond Afghan borders, applying an arms ban, 

insisting on the closure of terrorists training camps and asserting the imperative of 

abolishing illegal drug production.116   

 

AFGHANISTAN’S OPIUM HISTORY 

 

It is difficult to ascertain exactly when opium was introduced to Afghanistan, some 

reports indicate that soldiers in Alexander the Great’s armies may have introduced 

opium to Afghanistan and India in 330 B.C. alternatively, ‘it may have been imported 

as a commodity from countries like Egypt and Greece where it was a popular 

medicine’.117 In the 16th century Moghul leader Zahirruddin Mohammad Babar 

reportedly smoked opium after conquering Kabul in 1504. 118  Throughout the 

succeeding five hundred years opium use was prevalent throughout much of Central 

Asia.  In saying that, opium poppy was not cultivated throughout all of Afghanistan’s 

provinces until the late twentieth century and domestic opium consumption was 

limited to certain regions of Afghanistan – as a coping strategy for extreme poverty 

and harsh conditions and as medicine – dating back to the 18th century.119 At the 

Second Opium Conference in 1924 of the Permanent Central Opium Board, run by 

the League of Nations, Afghanistan reported poppy cultivation in three provinces of 

Herat, Badakshan and Jalalabad. Eighty years later in 2004, opium cultivation was 

recorded in all of Afghanistan’s provinces. In 1905, the British Indian government 

noted that opium cultivation was one of the principal crops planted during the autumn 

planting season in Nangarhar province. The Imperial Gazeteer, also in the same year, 

reported that limited quantities of opium cultivation were prevalent in Kabul, 

Kandahar and Jalalabad.120 Much of opium produced was exported to neighbouring 

countries, mainly Iran. Under the control of the Afghan royal family, opium 

cultivation and production in the first half of the 20th century fluctuated, although in 

1932 Afghanistan produced 75 tons of opium, a considerable quantity considering the 

population was no more than ten million, and they only consumed a small segment of 
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that production.121 However, this was nowhere near the 6,000 tons produced by China 

in 1932.122  

 

Opium production was officially banned in 1945 and production sharply 

decreased to 12 tons. This was followed by another ban in 1957.123  However, by the 

early 1970s the problem of opium production had become more severe, with the 

Afghan government limited in their ability to restrict production or trafficking.124  

Government rule did not extend into areas where tribal communities, dominated 

affairs ‘isolated from the power centre both geographically and politically’.125 The 

intertwined issue of drug production and lack of government authority in the tribal 

areas would prove equally as problematic for the Karzai government to address after 

2001. The Afghan government’s ability to enforce an opium ban was described at the 

Commission on Narcotic Drugs in 1971 as passive. The following year Afghanistan 

was listed by the same organisation as a country that posed a problem and after 

sending a delegation noted that it was restricted in its ability to control production.126 

Opium production in Afghanistan sharply increased from 130 tonnes in 1970 to 1,200 

in 1989 – a rise of 800 per cent.127 After replacing Burma in 1991 as the world’s 

premier opium producing country,128 Afghanistan begun a process of setting and then 

breaking records for producing opium, firstly under the Taliban regime, then more 

latterly and more conclusively after the 2001 American led intervention. In 2007 

Afghanistan produced 8,200 tonnes of opium, which amounted to 93 per cent of 

global output.129  While Washington thought that Afghanistan and its drug production 

were worrisome, during much of this time its attention was more on Pakistan where 

the drug trade present in Pakistan’s lawless tribal regions was seen as more 

																																								 																					
121 Ibid. 
122 UNODC, ‘The Opium Economy in Afghanistan’, p. 88.  
123 Ibid. 
124 Macdonald, Drugs in Afghanistan, p. 60. 
125 Chouvy, Opium, p. 20.  
126 UNODC, ‘The Opium Economy in Afghanistan’, p. 88. 
127 Chouvy, Opium, p. xiii. 
128 However, Myanmar, was the leading opium cultivator until 2003. Myanmar, since 1990 has had 
more land under cultivation than Afghanistan but due to poor soil and climatic conditions, the yield of 
opium in Myanmar was less than the yield in Afghanistan. David. Macdonald, Drugs in Afghanistan, p. 
60. 
129 Chouvy, Opium, p. 13. 



	 56	

alarming.130  In retrospect, given the contribution to the problems America and its 

allies were to suffer in Afghanistan, this was probably a misplaced priority.  

 

For more than two decades Afghanistan has been the world’s largest producer 

of opium and forerunner of the opium producing Golden Crescent of Pakistan, 

Afghanistan and Iran. Once overshadowed by the opium producing Golden Triangle 

of Burma, Laos and Thailand several factors have led to Afghanistan’s global 

hegemony. The decline of Turkey as Europe’s main opium supplier, following a ban 

on opium cultivation in 1972,131 stimulated the production of opium in Afghanistan. 

Events later in the decade would catapult opium production even higher in 

Afghanistan and provide the necessary conditions for the opium industry to 

consolidate itself. The combined events of the Iranian Revolution – which resulted in 

opium prohibition, the Southeast Asian drought, Pakistan’s opium ban and the 

Afghan-Soviet war produced the external and internal conditions necessary for 

Afghanistan to become the world’s pre-eminent opium producer.132  

 

The Rise of Opium Cultivation during the Soviet Intervention  

 

Pakistan’s president General Muhammad Zia-ul-Haq ban on opium in 1978 (to take 

effect one year later) would mark the beginning of a trend that would see opium 

cultivation pushed across the border into neighbouring Afghanistan. Despite this ban, 

Pakistan would remain one of the world’s largest opium producers in the 1980s, 

producing approximately 800 metric tons a year or 70 per cent of the world’s supply 

of heroin until 1989.133 The conflict in Afghanistan and the subsequent CIA-ISI 

clandestine support to the Afghan resistance fostered the growth of the trade on the 

Pakistani side of the border. The Pakistani opium trade would only be seriously 

addressed after the cessation of the Afghan-Soviet conflict, with western aid to the 

Pakistani government totalling $100 million to eradicate the drugs industry. Over the 

ten year period cultivation was slashed from 800 tons in 1989 to 24 tons in 1997 and 2 
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tons in 1999.134 Concerning opium cultivation Chouvy comments: ‘the region’s 

geographic, socio-ethnic and political features explain in part the development of the 

opium economy that would take place in Afghanistan from the 1980s on. Indeed…the 

European colonial powers, in this particular case the British, exercised only a very 

limited, if not inexistent, control over the tribal populations of Afghanistan and 

Pakistan’.135 

 

In an attempt to gain control in the Afghan countryside in the mid-1980s, the 

Soviet forces adopted a ‘scorched earth’ policy, designed to obliterate the agricultural 

sector. Whilst in command of the urban centres, the Soviets were ineffectual in the 

countryside failing to counter a determined insurgency. With conventional military 

tactics failing to produce the required results in the countryside, Soviet forces 

calculated that by annihilating agriculture it would force the population into the urban 

centres. A United Nations report on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) catalogues the 

agricultural destruction: 

 

Between 1979 and 1989 regular agricultural production was severely 

disrupted. Between half and two thirds of all villages were bombed. 

The amount of live-stock fell by 70%. Between a quarter and one third 

of the country’s irrigation systems were destroyed. About one third of 

all farms were abandoned. The reduction in fertilizer availability and 

affordability lowered crop yields further; in some areas fertilizer use 

declined by 90 per cent. Thus, by 1988 total food production had 

declined to around 45% of the level prevailing before the Soviet 

invasion in 1979. The country had to import 500,000 tons of wheat 

annually from the Soviet Union.136 

 

As the intricate structure of irrigation canals was destroyed, farmers had no 

alternative but to replace the traditional Afghan economy constructed on the export of 

dried fruit and nuts with opium production, as it required far less irrigation, fertilizers 
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or transportation.137 The Soviet intervention, followed by two further decades of war 

reduced Afghanistan to an importer country of grains, fruits and vegetables – in stark 

contrast to a country that was advancing towards self-sufficiency in the 1970s. The 

abundance of fruits and nuts supplied Afghanistan with a healthy export portfolio, 

which accounted for 40 per cent of the country’s foreign exchange earnings in the 

1970s.138 The devastation of the agricultural economy resulted in output falling by 

one-third in 1987 compared to 1979.139 Opium production commensurately increased 

by nearly fifty per cent from 300 tonnes to 575 tonnes between 1982 and 1983. The 

trajectory of opium cultivation continued between 1986 and 1987 rising from 350 

tonnes to 875 tonnes.140  

 

Whilst the Soviet ‘scorched earth’ policy devastated the Afghan landscape 

resulting in the entrenchment of the opium industry in rural Afghanistan, evidence 

indicates that the opium industry did not finance the Afghan resistance. Instead, the 

resistance received most of their funding and material support from Muslim countries, 

such as Saudi Arabia and Egypt, in addition to China ‘either directly or by way of 

CIA-ISI cooperation’. The finances generated by the opium industry were 

considerably less than the aid from foreign sponsors, in 1984, the opium industry 

netted farmers $21 million compared to the international assistance to the mujahideen 

that totalled $300 million.141 

 

Notwithstanding, several mujahideen commanders became prominent players 

in the Afghan opium industry during this period. While most commanders took a 

percentage of opium profits in the regions that were under their influence, Gulbuddin 

Hekmatyar expanded his role in the drug industry by taking the unusual step of setting 

up heroin processing plants. Nasim Akhundzada, known as the ‘Heroin King’, set the 

conditions by allowing and encouraging Helmandi farmers to cultivate opium poppy. 

In 1981, he issued a fatwa authorising cultivation. His brother, Mohammaed Rasul 

explained the rationale: ‘We must grow and sell opium to fight our holy war against 

the Russian non-believers’. In an attempt to guarantee sufficient production, 
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Akhundzada announced that 50 per cent of land be devoted to opium poppy in 

1989.142 He also offered cash advances to farmers to cultivate opium poppy, through 

the salaam system, that would allow farmers to pre-sell their poppy at planting time 

for less than its harvest price.143 This system, which survives today, has been 

responsible for perpetuating a vicious cycle of debt which farmers are sometimes 

unable to redeem – due to bad harvests or eradication programmes. In some instances 

farmers are forced to sell their daughters or flee to Pakistan to escape the debts.  

 

Participation in the trade would afford several mujahideen commanders 

financial independence from other competing ISI funded mujahideen groups and 

financial incentives were also in play as well as commitment to the Afghan resistance 

campaign. A situation developed where the distributors of foreign aid, namely the ISI 

and Iran, favoured religious based mujahideen groups at the expense of the traditional 

elites. This was an incentive for those elites to circumvent that policy by exploiting 

the opium trade.   

 

There were reservations emanating in the United States administration about 

supplying the Afghan resistance, who had ties to the opium industry. Giving them 

financial and material support could prove counterproductive. As Yale University 

psychiatrist and White House Drug Advisor in the Carter administration argued 

against entering the conflict ‘to support the opium growers in their rebellion against 

the Soviets’.144 Comparisons can be drawn with the CIA’s involvement in Vietnam - 

where the intelligence Agency backed anti-communist guerrillas involved in the drugs 

trade.145 Not for the first time, the American government would ‘turn a blind eye’ to 

its foreign partner’s involvement in the illicit drugs trade in pursuit of higher 

priorities, ignoring the ‘link between the Mujahideen, Pakistani drug traffickers and 

elements in the military’.146 A 1990 Washington Post article claimed American 

officials had ‘received but declined to investigate’ reports that many Afghan 

mujahedeen and Pakistani intelligence were complicit in the drug trade.147 Despite 
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widespread reports and credible evidence many within Washington claimed there was 

no concrete confirmation to support the claim that the Afghan mujahedeen were 

involved in a systematic drug running operation as a way of de-prioritising the drug 

issue. 148  Even as drug industry expanded, the main objective of American 

involvement in Afghanistan was to give the Soviets a ‘black eye’,149 not to become 

embroiled in a drugs war.  

 

The Americans pragmatic approach to dealing with allies involved in drug 

trafficking would repeat itself with the Central American cocaine traffic150 and more 

recently, characterise America’s initial post-Taliban intervention in Afghanistan. 

Opium cultivation continued to rise in the concluding years of the Soviet intervention, 

as the red army withdrew from rural Afghanistan to urban centres. The rise would 

then exacerbate further after the Soviet withdrawal – reaching 1,600 tons in 1990.151 

During the Soviet intervention (1979-1989) the annual average growth rate for opium 

production was 14 per cent, but increased to 19 per cent in the five years after the 

Soviet Union’s withdrawal.152  

 

The Entrenchment of Opium Cultivation under the Warlords Rule 

 

The Soviet intervention exacerbated the collapsing nature of the Afghan state during 

the 1990s as civil war beset the country. Among other things, that debilitated the 

social and legal restrictions on the cultivation of opium poppy.153 Other factors were 

just, if not more important in the continued rise of opium cultivation after the Soviet 

Union’s departure. Naturally, foreign funding of resistance groups dwindled in the 

years after the end of the conflict, therefore, the former mujahideen groups needed a 

fresh source of income to fund the civil war that engulfed post-Soviet Afghanistan 

and drug money provided the main source. Both Ahmad Shah Massoud and 

Burhanuddin Rabbani tapped into the opium industry, in conjunction with other 
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money generating opportunities such as mining precious stones, to finance their 

campaigns during this period. Massoud was initially reluctant to participate in the 

drugs trade citing Islamic reasons, however, he would later revise his decision in the 

late 1980s. It was estimated that taxes on opium production and trade and drug 

trafficking154 contributed between 30-40 per cent of the Northern Alliance’s war 

chest.155 The absence of Soviet forces from rural Afghanistan allowed agriculture and 

trade to return to the countryside, however, ‘much of this renewed production took the 

form of opium growing, heroin refining, and smuggling; these enterprises were 

organised by combines of mujahideen parties, Pakistani military officers, and 

Pakistani drug syndicates’.156 

 

With licit income streams severely weakened opium was a reliable commodity 

that generated a healthy return. In a practise that survives to this day, opium became a 

trustworthy method of savings – as the government attempted to plug a financial hole 

by printing money.157 Ten years of war and economic contraction left the Afghan 

economy in ruin. Conservative figures produced by the Afghan government reveal the 

country’s gross domestic product (GDP) declined by sixteen per cent from 1980-

1990, however, the contraction was probably far greater due to the millions of 

Afghans who were displaced to neighbouring countries or were killed. Based on the 

data that nine per cent of the population was killed between 1978 and 1989 and 

approximately 30 per cent of the country displaced, a more accurate figure of the 

reduction of GDP between the years 1981-1991 would have been sixty per cent. The 

International Centre for Humanitarian Reporting concluded that the gross national 

product (GNP) per capita decreased by more than 25 per cent in seven years from 

$222 in 1984 to $167 in 1991. Only Mozambique and Ethiopia tabled below 

Afghanistan in GNP for that period.158  

 

 Afghanistan is predominantly an agricultural country with approximately 78 

per cent of the population living in rural locations159 and the opium industry can offer 
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an avenue to a secure source of income. UN studies indicated that the opium industry 

‘filled an economic void’ in the Afghan economy and created a system of credit, 

labour and commerce. As civil war engulfed the country, the opium industry was 

conducted on trust and with little violence, from the cultivating process to the end 

stage of refined heroin.160 Devastated by war and drought, Afghanistan’s rugged 

terrain was inhospitable for the cultivation of many crops.161 Opium, however, was a 

drought resistant cash crop. It was by far the most lucrative crop available, on a good 

year it can reach anywhere between five and twenty-five times the price of wheat.162 

In saying that, the UN estimated farmers obtained less than 1 per cent of the total 

profits produced by the opium industry, with dealers in Afghanistan and Pakistan’s 

share totalling 2.5 per cent and 5 per cent spent in countries along the transit route to 

western markets. Distributors outside of the region netted the remaining profits.163  

 

Given the labour intensive nature of harvesting poppies - nine times those for 

wheat 164  - opium cultivation benefits the wider rural community by providing 

employment opportunities to landless peasants. ‘Approximately 350 person days are 

required to cultivate one hectare of poppy plants in Afghanistan, compared with 

approximately 41 days per hectare for wheat and 135 person days for black cumin. 

Harvesting alone requires as much as 200 person days per hectare for poppy.165 Once 

harvested, opium is a robust crop that does not need refrigeration, so the lack of 

reliable roads and electricity is no obstruction. Additionally, its gum can be stored for 

months or years before processing, so villagers stockpile the gum and use it as 

barter.166  A 1998 UN survey of opium growers concluded 95 per cent had taken loans 

in the previous year, with the majority borrowing against delivery of their future 

opium harvest.167 Therefore, opium also serves as a vital source of finance to the 

majority of the rural population who have no access to modern western style banking 

systems to offer loans or other sources of credit.  
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Taliban and the Opium Industry  

 

The Taliban’s relationship with the opium industry, both during and after holding 

power has been fluid, pragmatic and dependent upon time and space. Up until the 

Taliban’s comprehensive opium ban in 2000, the movement did little to stem the 

rising tide of opium cultivation throughout their tenure. Contrary to conventional 

wisdom, David Mansfield argues that the Taliban did not initially ban opium 

cultivation in Helmand in late 1994 – citing Islamic reasons - because they did not 

secure victory in the province until January 1995 – one month after the end of the 

opium-planting season.168 Instead, the Taliban decreed ‘the cultivation of, and trading 

in charas (cannabis, used for hashish) is forbidden absolutely. The consumption of 

opiates is forbidden, as is the manufacture of heroin, but the production of and trading 

in opium is not forbidden’.169  Abdul Rashid, the head of the regime’s anti-drug 

operations in Kandahar explained why the regime would tolerate opium cultivation 

but not hashish cultivation ‘[hashish] is consumed by Afghans, Muslims…Opium is 

permissible because it is consumed by kafirs [unbelievers] in the West and not by 

Muslims or Afghans’.170  

 

 Under Taliban rule opium cultivation expanded significantly, as by 1999, the 

year before the Taliban’s prohibition, cultivation rose to 91,000 hectares and spread to 

provinces with no previous history of cultivation.171 Three factors proved critical in 

this growth: as discussed above Afghanistan was crippled by economic crisis in the 

1990s and opium cultivation offered farmers a viable economic avenue that was 

absent in the legal agricultural market. Secondly, landless labourer’s or farmers with 

opium cultivating experience who were unable to buy land in traditional opium 

cultivating provinces expanded the trade by resettling in non-opium producing 

provinces where land opportunities were available. Finally, as overall security 

improved under the Taliban and with the removal of checkpoints along major 

highways, fewer obstacles confronted ‘established’ drug traffickers or ‘new entrants 

to the trade’.172 Far from a concerted effort by the Taliban to consolidate and spread 
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opium production across the country, several factors coincided with the Taliban’s 

own territorial expansion across Afghanistan to enlarge the trade.  

 

 The Taliban did not rule over a formalised drug industry through a centralised 

system.  Mansfield states: ‘some viewed this expansion of the trade and its 

coincidence with the Taliban’s territorial gains as evidence of the Taliban’s control of 

the trade, the relationship was more complex, reflecting the local political settlements 

and bargains that were made when the Taliban movement expanded its influence 

across an expanding geographic area’.173 The Taliban’s policies towards the opium 

trade were not uniform but dependent upon the specific Taliban leadership in control 

of certain regions. Policies ranged from permitting the production and trade in some 

areas to active participation others areas through taxation, production, processing and 

transport.174  In some instances the Taliban backed mass heroin processing operations 

in the east of the country. Forced across the Afghan border to Jalalabad, after Pakistan 

authorities’ crackdown in the mid-1990s, the Taliban allowed hundreds of operations 

to flourish in return for a small taxation fee of $70 per kilogram of heroin.175 

 

 Mirroring the regime’s local and unequal involvement in the opium trade was 

the uneven profit derived by the Taliban from the opium industry. Some critics 

claimed taxation on production and the trade of opium was the largest source of 

taxation enjoyed by the regime, with taxes on opium exports providing the principle 

source of their income and war economy.176 Wahidullah Sabawoon, the Northern 

Alliance finance minister argued by the final years of their rule ‘poppy, the Pakistanis, 

and bin Laden contributed the most to the Taliban coffers’.177 Whilst the movement 

was operational in taxing the trade, tax was collected or donated in an ad hoc manner 

in the form of zakat or ushr. Traditionally, zakat and ushr conforms to Islamic law 

and has been operational in the Muslim world for centuries. Zakat or purification is 

the third tenet of Islam, which decrees Muslims pay a tax that is redistributed for 

charitable purposes, to rulers or for the holy fighters of the jihad. Ushr, or tithe, is a 

tax raised on agricultural products, with 50 per cent going to the poor and the 
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remainder going to the local mullahs and the rulers.178 The assistant director of the 

Taliban’s Kandahar bank, Pashtani Tjarati commented ‘a landowner must pay 10 per 

cent of whatever amount he makes on his crops’.179  However, this statement does not 

provide an accurate analysis of the reality of taxation under the Taliban. In practise, 

taxation was not a unitary system applied nationally but a system that differed from 

location to location and was sensitive to the local environment. Nor was the rate of 

taxation uniform across the country, with some farmers paying only what they could 

afford and others paying in cash or kind.180 With this is mind, it is extremely difficult 

to ascertain the financial value of the drug industry to the Taliban as the smuggling of 

legal goods also increased under Taliban rule and the Afghan Transit Trade provided 

the Taliban ‘with the largest source of official income’.181  

 

It was not only financial benefit that the Taliban derived from ‘tolerating’ the 

opium industry; it generated a substantial amount of support for the movement in 

rural Afghanistan. The noted author Ahmed Rashid’s interview with a Kandahari 

farmer supplies an illustration: ‘we cannot be more grateful to the Taliban. The 

Taliban have brought us security so we can grow our poppy in peace. I need to grow 

poppy crop to support my 14 family members’.182 Moreover, examination of Taliban 

pronouncements can provide insight to the coadjutant relationship between the opium 

industry and legitimacy for the movement. As Abdul Rashid, the head of the 

Taliban’s counter narcotics force in Kandahar stated: ‘We let people cultivate poppies 

because farmers get good prices. We cannot push the people to grow wheat, as there 

would be an uprising against the Taliban if we forced them to stop poppy cultivation. 

So we grow opium and get our wheat from Pakistan’. Rashid further commented: 

‘Everyone is growing poppy. If we try to stop this immediately, the people will be 

against us’.183 Another equally important reason why the Taliban failed to tackle the 

drugs industry at this juncture was their lack of international recognition, which 

stymied the possibility of trading in legitimate agricultural commodities. As a Taliban 

governor Mohammed Hassan explained: ‘Drugs are evil and we would like to 

substitute poppies with another cash crop, but it’s not possible at the moment because 
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we do not have international recognition’.184 It was this desire to join the international 

community that led the Taliban to launch an opium prohibition in 2000 in the hope 

that sanctions would be eased and trade renewed. 

 

The Taliban’s Opium Prohibition (2000) 

 

The Taliban initiated one of the most effective185 drug suppression strategies in 

history in 2000 - a fact not lost on the internationally community, particularly in the 

light of the failures of the Karzai administration and its western backers subsequently 

to prevent record growths in opium cultivation.186 Cultivation decreased from 82,172 

hectares 2000 to less than 8,000 in 2001, thus reducing the worldwide heroin market 

by 75 per cent.187 The majority of the 8,000 hectares cultivated were in areas 

controlled by the Northern Alliance, where Taliban influence was negligible. The 

Northern Alliance writ was limited to the Panjsher Valley and the north-eastern 

regions of Afghanistan. Northern Alliance commanders had been involved in the drug 

industry since the 1980s and over the course of several years had progressed from 

controlling production to establishing heroin refineries. Whilst the Taliban’s 

prohibition had slashed opium production in the rest of the country, ‘in the Shura 

(Northern Alliance) controlled Badakhshan province, it surged by 158 per cent from 

2000 to 2001’.188 

 

The motives behind the Taliban’s ban have been contested and many theories 

abound. Doubt emanated in some quarters about the genuineness of the ban with a 

UN report stating ‘If the Taliban officials were sincere in stopping the production of 

opium and heroin,’ it read, ‘one would expect them to order the destruction of all 

stocks existing in areas under their control’. 189  Some observers contended the 

stimulation to ban opium was driven by financial motives. As a result of over 

production in the previous years, opium prices began to fall, thus a ban would 

																																								 																					
184 McCoy, The Politics of Heroin, p. 508. 
185 Whilst considered effective in reducing the volume of land under cultivation, the ban cannot be 
considered successful. Lack of economic alternatives made available to farmers rendered the ban 
counterproductive and unsustainable.  
186 Mansfield, Building a State on a Foundation of Sand, p. 152. 
187 Felbab-Brown, Shooting up, p. 130. 
188 Cornell, ‘The Narcotics Threat in Greater Central Asia: From Crime-Terror Nexus to State 
Infiltration?’ pp. 37-67. 
189 Griffin, Reaping the Whirlwind, p. 240. 



	 67	

dramatically increase the price of opium again. According to UN estimates almost 

instantly, the price of opium rose from $28 per kilo to between $350 and $400 per 

kilo.190 One such protagonist of this view is Gretchen Peters: ‘The poppy ban, it 

turned out, was the ultimate insider trading con. The Taliban gambled they could win 

millions of dollars in international aid-and perhaps even recognition of their 

government-while top leaders sold of their opium hoards at far higher prices. Just 

before the ban, top leaders purchased huge amounts of opium’.191  However, while it 

is probable some with ties to the Taliban could have benefitted financially from the 

ban the Taliban’s desire for international recognition was the chief motivating factor. 

 

Internationally weak and isolated, only Pakistan, Saudi Arabia and the United 

Arab Emirates recognised the Taliban administration as legitimate,192 therefore, drug 

suppression could potentially offer the Taliban an avenue to gain international 

acceptance. With that in mind, Mullah Omar made sporadic attempts to bargain with 

the international community for recognition by floating the possibility of banning 

opium production from 1996.193 However, the regime continued to be frozen out of 

international affairs and prevented from taking its seat at the United Nations because 

of objections from the United States, Iran and Russia. The previous Afghan 

government still controlled the seat despite being in control of less than 10 per cent of 

Afghanistan and with its president in exile.194 An examination of the regime’s quest 

for international recognition should be evaluated against the backdrop of the harsh 

economic conditions prevalent in Afghanistan during the 1990s. Compared to many 

underdeveloped countries Afghanistan fell short, rarely experiencing running water, 

little electricity, telephones, motorable roads or regular energy supplies.195 Economic 

development was also non-existent with the average wage of Afghans being 

approximately US$1-3 a month and many urban Afghans forced to rely on UN 

agencies for subsidised food, with half of Kabul’s 1.2 million received food from 

western aid organisations. 196  Further complicating matters, were the regime’s 
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international isolation and economic sanctions, which meant it was unable to receive 

development assistance from the World Bank or private sector. Coupled to its 

repressive polices on women and continuing conflict with the Northern Alliance was 

enough to dissuade other investments.197 Therefore, by banning opium production and 

placing it within the boundaries of adherence to international drug control efforts, the 

Taliban predicted it could gain international acceptance and much needed 

development aid.  

 

Leading international efforts to facilitate the Taliban’s ban on opium 

production was the United Nations. Concerned by Afghanistan’s graduation to the 

world’s primary opium producer in 1994, the United Nations International Drug 

Control Programme (now part of the United Nations on Drugs and Crime Office – 

hereafter UNODC) launched its first opium survey. The organisation had been active 

in Afghanistan since 1989, when it initiated an Alternative Development project, 

Drug Control and Rural Rehabilitation - that operated until 1996. The venture 

stipulated a ‘poppy clause’ requiring its participants to agree to terminate opium 

cultivation. The project had only limited success in the reconstruction of the Afghan 

countryside, and it did not even dent opium cultivation.198 

 

Shortly after securing the capital in November 1996, the Taliban had made its 

first move to open dialogue with the international community over supressing the 

opium industry. Foreign Minister Mullah Mohammad Ghaus sent a letter to Giovanni 

Quaglia, the UNODC director in Islamabad intimating international assistance was 

vital in order to control the drug business, stating: ‘the struggle against production, 

refining and traffic in narcotic substances is possible only through regional and 

international cooperation’. 199  This came only days after the DEA published a 

document stating ‘the Taliban had reached a de facto agreement with cultivators, and 

perhaps even traffickers, to limit their attack on opium cultivation and domestic drug 

abuse’. The information stated in the report was based on the first communication 

between the DEA, State Department’s Narcotics Affairs Section and the Taliban 
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leadership.200  Giovanni Quaglia was appointed UNODC representative to negotiate a 

potential settlement over drugs control. The UNODC was adamant international aid 

would only be forthcoming if the Taliban publicly denounced opium cultivation and 

enforced the terms of the agreement. Mr Quaglia explained that the deal would only 

work if there was give and take:  

 

We have told them, ‘We give you one, and you give us one back’. This 

is the language of business. Taleban are Afghans and Afghans are 

traders. This is the language they understand. Taleban has been told 

that silence is complicity. It already has a serious international 

problem, and the time has now come for the leadership to make clear to 

the world its policy on drugs’.201   

 

In September 1997, The Taliban announced ‘The Islamic State of Afghanistan 

informs all compatriots that as the use of heroin and hashish is not permitted in Islam, 

they are reminded once again that they should strictly refrain from growing, using and 

trading in hashish and heroin’.202 With the deal still to be finalised,203 the incoming 

Director of the UNODC, Pino Arlacchi travelled to Afghanistan in November 1997 to 

discuss potential drug control solutions with the Taliban representative Mullah 

Mohammed Hassan. The Kandahari governor pledged Mullah Omar’s assurance to 

eradicate opium cultivation if the UN supplied farmers with economic aid to plant 

legal alternatives. Concerned there would not be sufficient funds available to support 

the project covering the entire Taliban controlled territory, Pino Arlacchi agreed that 

cultivation would prohibited in three districts with farmers being provided with seeds 

and fertilisers for replacement crops.204 The aim was to expand the project every year 

for five years until opium cultivation was eradicated completely from the Taliban 

controlled Afghanistan. Dr Arlacchi promised UN and international financial aid to 

the tune of $25 million for ten years. The deal offered by Dr Arlacchi proved 

controversial for many reasons; firstly, the Taliban regime was an unrecognised 

international pariah with many states refusing to cooperate with them because of their 
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human rights abuses. Secondly, the Dr Arclacchi had made the deal without securing 

international aid first. Despite this the proposal received support from President 

Clinton.205   

 

The plan agreed by the Taliban and Pino Arlacchi proved unsuccessful as the 

following year opium cultivation increased in Taliban controlled territories. In May 

1998, officials from the United States DEA travelled to Afghanistan to discuss drug 

control with the Taliban authorities. Frustrated with the lack of progress made by the 

UNODC to advance alternative development the Taliban threatened to abandon their 

collaboration with the organisation. Despite this, in October 1998, Mullah Omar 

would again offer the elimination of opium in Taliban controlled territories in 1998, 

in exchange for international recognition, destroying 34 heroin laboratories in 

Nangarhar as a demonstration of his commitment. Despite this, Mullah Omar failed in 

his bid to be taken seriously.206  

 

Throughout this period the UNODC – one of the few contacts the Taliban had 

with the international community - remained in dialogue with Taliban official’s 

organising a series of meetings to discuss drug control. A March 1999 meeting, 

conducted in Islamabad, UNODC officials reported the Taliban were ‘pleased with 

positive international exposure’ to stem from the meeting.207 Later that year a deal 

was agreed for the UNODC to fund another poppy reduction programme, with Mullah 

Omar issuing an edict for a one third reduction in opium cultivation in the 1999-2000 

growing season. The agreement also included forced eradication to be executed if the 

ban was not in upheld. By November 1999, dismayed by the lack of international aid, 

the Taliban requested international recognition as a precursor for continued 

involvement in the project.208  The UN observed that the Taliban’s adherence to drug 

control ‘remains questionable, as it continues to collect taxes on the opium crop that is 

harvested and the heroin that is manufactured’ a U.S. State Department report was 

critical of the regime’s activities; ‘[the Taliban are] in active collusion with smugglers 
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and criminal elements to manufacture and export heroin’.209 Like previous attempts, 

the project was not completely successfully. Whilst there was some reductions in the 

UNODC target areas in Kandahar,210 the Taliban were unable to deliver an overall 

one third reduction in opium cultivation.211  

 

In July 2000, Mullah Omar issued a fatwa proscribing poppy cultivation and 

opium production under the pretence of upholding Islamic principles. Like all 

previous flirtations to ban opium production by the regime, the motivation lay in its 

desire for international recognition and financial aid. Positioning the ban as an attempt 

to adhere to international law, and ‘self-sacrifice where the interests of consumer 

nations were given priority over the economic needs of the rural populations of 

Afghanistan’,212 the ban threw many rural households into poverty as certain regional 

economies collapsed overnight. The ban accentuated the catastrophic effects of a 

four-year countrywide drought, which decimated 70 per cent of the country’s 

livestock and resulted in 50 per cent of the land being uncultivable.213  DEA agent 

Steven Casteel commented: ‘The bad side of the ban is that it’s bringing their 

country…to economic ruin’. An Afghan farmer complained replacing opium for 

wheat would result in his annual earnings decreasing from $10,000 to $400’.214 

Already suffering from a fall in domestic support, the ban resulted in support for the 

Taliban all but vanishing in areas such as the Khogiani district of Nangarhar province 

and instances of large-scale resistance. In other areas the ban had only been 

implemented after the Taliban had paid local powerbrokers a bribe.215 Extension of 

the ban for a second year would require as Mullah Mohammad Hassan Akhund, 

governor of Kandahar and member of the Taliban stated: ‘many people to be killed 

and others to face starvation’.216 The Taliban had anticipated this domestic distress 

would be transitory, as development aid would flow in from the international 

community.  David Mansfield sums up the Taliban’s estimations of the situation:  
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There was strong pressure on donors to respond with 

development assistance. The Taliban leadership likely 

calculated that the international political support gained by 

prohibiting opium outweighed the unpopularity it would be 

exposed to amongst the rural population within Afghanistan. 

This perception was reinforced in conversations between 

UNDCP and the Taliban leadership. It was calculated that if the 

international community kept their part of the deal, then the 

impact on the rural population would be short lived; on the 

other hand, if the international actors failed to deliver the ban 

could simply be rescinded.217  

 

It was under this framework that the Taliban effectively banned opium 

cultivation in 2000, and three months after the ban, Taliban envoys travelled to the 

United Nations in New York seeking recognition for the regime. During the meeting, 

the Taliban Deputy Foreign Minister, Abdur Rahman Zahid, condemned their 

Northern Alliance rivals as a ‘band of thugs’ and the main protagonists involved in 

the drugs trade.218 The mission proved unsuccessful with the recognition failing to 

materialise.  The Taliban believed they were unfairly treated, as a representative 

stated: ‘we have done what needed to be done, putting our people and our farmers 

through immense difficulties. We expected to be rewarded for our actions, but instead 

we were punished with additional sanctions’.219 The UN Security Council, led by the 

United States imposed further sanctions on the Taliban for the continued sanctuary of 

Osama bin Laden. Conversely, the United States delivered $43 million in 

humanitarian aid to the regime for successfully quashing opium cultivation. The 

United States were however the leading contributor of humanitarian aid to the regime, 

contributing $124 million for the year and $114 million the previous year.220 The 

delivery of aid in support of the opium ban should not detract from the United States 

attitude to the Taliban regime nor the differences that set the two countries apart, as 

U.S. Secretary of State Colin Powell stated: ‘the ban on poppy cultivation, a decision 

by the Taliban that we welcome’, however, indicated the several issues remained 
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outstanding ‘a number of fundamental issues separate us: their support for terrorism; 

their violation of internationally recognised human rights standards, especially the 

treatment of women and girls.221 The Bush administration would increase the pressure 

on the Taliban regime by expelling its representative in New York from the United 

States in February 2001. 222  It then promulgated an executive order continuing 

economic sanctions in June and July 2001. President Bush upheld the ‘National 

Emergency’ with respect to the regime because it ‘continues to allow territory under 

its control in Afghanistan to be used as a safe haven and base of operations for Usama 

bin Laden and the al-Qaida organisation’.223 Ultimately, the Taliban’s quest for 

international recognition was a forlorn hope. As long as the regime continued to 

support and harbour Osama bin Laden, a substantial reduction in opium cultivation 

would not be sufficient to gain the regime international recognition.   

 

It appears the Taliban’s power and legitimacy were irreversibly weakened by 

their prohibition of opium cultivation. So much so, Alfred McCoy argues that the 

bombing of the Taliban regime by coalition forces in October 2001 only contributed 

to the destruction of a regime already seriously weakened by its own actions: 

 

Although the U.S. bombing campaign did enormous psychological and 

physical damage, it probably played a catalytic, not causal, role – 

accelerating an on-going internal collapse that may have eventually 

swept the Taliban from power without foreign intervention. The 

Taliban’s economic evisceration had left their theocracy a hollow shell 

of military force that shattered with the first American bombs.224  

 

The onset of conflict with coalition forces terminated the Taliban’s opium ban. 

The Taliban, in fact brought an end to the ban in early September 2001. The 

intervention led to opium traders flooding the market with stockpiled opium, causing 

prices to fall by 500 per cent and filling any gaps in global supply.225 As highlighted 

in subsequent chapters, the fall of the Taliban regime and the ushering in of a 
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western-backed regime in Afghanistan did very little to curb the level of opium 

cultivation.  

  

CONCLUSION  

 

Afghanistan historical legacy provided the context within which the Bush 

administration based its intervention, however, the administration made some critical 

errors interpreting the country’s past and the drugs trade would prove an enduring 

problem, which undermined attempts at creating and improving governance in 

Afghanistan. Traditionally plagued by weak central governments, the new Afghan 

authority post-2001 would have little experience or political infrastructure to draw on 

to enable them to provide a functioning government that could provide basic services 

to the population, secure the population’s allegiance or effectively carry out the 

agenda of the internationally community. Successive Afghan governments have failed 

to extend their authority throughout the country, partly due to an ethnically diverse 

and fragmented population that places its loyalty to its ethnicity or tribe before its 

loyalty to the central state and the inability of the state to provide services for the 

population. The state has not been an undisputed dominant actor within the Afghan 

political landscape resulting in a continuing struggle among groups for the acquisition 

of power and resources. This has obstructed the central government’s ability to exert 

control over the entire country and reinforced the difficulty in achieving a harmonistic 

political system that is free from tribal and ethnic competition. The Durand Line also 

added to the instability as it allowed anti-government elements safe haven from which 

to destabilise the Afghan and Pakistani states. Complicating matters further was 

Pakistan’s continued involvement in Afghan affairs and their patronage of individuals 

and organisations that the Pakistani authorities thought could help protect their 

interests in Afghanistan. All of which, as we will see in subsequent chapters, make the 

post-2001 Afghan administrations task of establishing state authority challenging. The 

hollowness of the Afghan state was evident even prior to the beginning of the Soviet 

intervention with the economy and political institutions redundant.226 Already heavily 

dependent on foreign aid by the 1970s, the economic problems were to worsen as the 

country over the next two decades as the Soviet Union withdrew and Afghanistan was 
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trapped in a cycle of civil conflict. It was this continuous conflict that further crippled 

the institutions of the state and Afghan economy.  

 

Accompanying the disintegration of the state was the unsavoury and rapacious 

behaviour of warlords that terrorised and abused Afghan citizens and would 

ultimately lead to the conditions that allowed the Taliban to acquire power. Despite 

their swift rise to power, the Taliban’s authority was not absolute. The Taliban 

extended their authority through negotiation and political bargaining, in the same 

mould as all Afghan governments that preceded them. Significantly, not even the 

Taliban were able to exert control over 100 per cent of Afghanistan’s territory – with 

the NA in control of the north-eastern territory. This historical factor would also point 

to the difficulty in the ability of any Afghan regime to unite the entire country. It had 

been  through negotiation, religious pressures and political bargaining that the Taliban 

were able to launch one of the most successful drug elimination programmes in 

history.   

 

Inextricably linked to the weakness of the central state, limited economic 

development and continuous warfare was the entrenchment of the opium industry. 

However, whilst the past thirty years has consolidated the opium industry by 

destroying the economy and political infrastructure, the development of these trends 

can be traced back to Afghanistan’s longer-term history.227 Efforts to control the 

opium industry in the second half of the twentieth century were of limited success 

because of the inability of the state to project its authority into the provinces, again, a 

historical legacy that would confront the post-Taliban Afghan government. It was not 

until the Soviet intervention in late 1970s that opium cultivation would become more 

prominent as Afghanistan’s rural infrastructure was crippled by the Soviet Union’s 

‘scorched earth policy’, designed to destroy Afghanistan agriculture sector. The result 

was the obliteration of Afghanistan’s livestock, irrigation and food producing 

capability. It was also at this time that the Afghan mujahideen would turn to the 

opium industry for finance. So by the time the warlord period was ushered in several 

years later the opium industry had well-established networks for the warlords to build 
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on. The opium industry also offered wide variety of actors and communities’ financial 

reward during a period of economic stagnation and offer others the opportunity of 

social mobility. It was against this backdrop of economic crisis and continuous 

warfare that would set Afghanistan on the path to becoming the world’s leading 

opium producer. The Taliban, despite religious proclamations to the contrary would 

do little to stem the tide of opium cultivation until their 2000 opium ban. The Taliban, 

isolated from the internationally community for its repressive policies and hosting 

Osama bin Laden, paradoxically saw banning opium cultivation as a way to gain 

international recognition. The regime estimated that international aid would fill the 

financial gap for the rural population negating any long-term adverse affect, however, 

the ban did not achieved the desired international recognition but forced large parts of 

the population into economic distress and weakened the population’s support for the 

Taliban. Ironically, the effective opium ban weakened the country and support for the 

Taliban. Already in significant decline after the opium ban, the American lead 

intervention quickly defeated the Taliban regime. The intervention would have a 

profound impact for the return of opium cultivation. This was in large because of the 

way the Americans conducted the intervention in Afghanistan; allying themselves 

with and bringing back to power many warlords who had connections to the drug 

industry. As we will see, the September 11 terrorist attacks on the United States 

would not only guarantee the return of opium cultivation but also another period of 

instability and weak government in Afghanistan.  
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INTRODUCTION 

 

On September 11th 2001, the United States and its allies were shocked and 

traumatised by a coordinated and well executed terrorist attack that struck at the 

symbols of the American economic power and military might, as nineteen men 

crashed three planes into the Twin Towers and the Pentagon – with a fourth plane 

crashing in Pennsylvania, all in all killing 3,000 people.228 This act of terror would 

come to define the nature of American foreign policy under the Bush administration 

and act as the starting point for two American led interventions.  

 

To correctly evaluate the intervention in Afghanistan, and the subsequent 

policies of the Bush administration after September 11 2001, the terrorist attacks on 

the Twin Towers and Pentagon should not only be viewed as a ‘criminal act 

perpetrated by a specific group’ but as the starting point to what the administration 

viewed as a multifaceted threat posed to the United States. This threat was ‘terrorist 

groups with a global reach, the proliferation of weapons of mass destruction, and the 

malign influence of rogue states’.229 This interpretation of the danger posed to the 

United States, in concurrence with the administration’s preoccupation with Iraq, 

would shape how President Bush and his advisors conducted their intervention in 

Afghanistan. The intervention was construed in very narrow counterterrorism terms; 

the United States primary and only mission in Afghanistan was to capture or kill 

members of al-Qaeda and the Taliban. The rigidity of the United States focus would 

have implications for their role in post-conflict Afghanistan and their relationship 

with their greatest ally: the United Kingdom.  

 

As 9/11 offered those in the United States administration an opportunity to 

further objectives that been established after the first Gulf War, the terrorist attacks 

would provide the British Prime Minister an opportunity to increase the UK’s 

international prestige by entering into a partnership with the United States. In 

addition, UK foreign policy under Tony Blair would be underpinned by his 

philosophy of international community and commitment to moral intervention. 

Moreover, Tony Blair’s beliefs would help set the conditions that resulted in the UK 
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committing to tackling the Afghan drugs trade in the wake of 9/11. Throughout the 

three phases of intervention in Afghanistan (planning, military campaign and post-

conflict re-configuration) the United Kingdom would be the United States most 

trusted coalition partner with cooperation evident at every stage. However, the degree 

to which the partnership was equal and the ability of the UK to influence the U.S. 

varied throughout the three phases. This was important, as there were differences. 

 

It is the purpose of this chapter to examine how the United States construed 

9/11 and what factors shaped its response. It will then develop the United Kingdom’s 

position to the terror attacks and the interaction between the UK and the U.S. and the 

policy-formulating process of both actors. Of particular interest will be the United 

Kingdom’s focus on destroying the Afghan drugs trade during policy discussions in 

the immediate wake of 9/11.  The next section will examine the military operation in 

Afghanistan and how this tested the Anglo-American relationship. The final section 

will consider the post-Taliban reconfiguration of Afghanistan and the differences 

between the United States and United Kingdom’s response.  

 

THE ANGLO-AMERICAN RESPONSE TAKES SHAPE  

 

Ideological Currents in the Bush Administration 

 

As the smoke begin to settle over the World Trade Centre and Pentagon, 

attention turned to who was responsible for such an attack. For those in the American 

intelligence community the answer was regretfully obvious, Osama bin Laden, the 

Saudi extremist who had issued several anti-American fatwas and was responsible for 

conducting terrorist attacks against American installations over the previous years. 

Both CIA Director George Tenet and National Coordinator for Security, 

Infrastructure Protection and Counterterrorism Richard Clarke230 (among others) had 

warned those within the Clinton and Bush administrations that al-Qaeda posed a very 

real and dangerous threat to the United States homeland. Adding to the sense of 

trauma was the belief that 9/11 was only the first in a series of impending attacks as 
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President Bush cautioned ‘this is not an isolated incident’.231 Vice President Cheney 

was also deeply concerned about the U.S.’s vulnerability to further attack and argued 

that averting another terrorist assault should be the U.S.’s top priority.232  

 

It is against this backdrop that the Bush administration had to formulate a 

response to September 11. The day after the attacks George Tenet set about briefing 

the President, that all the available evidence indicated that bin Laden and al-Qaeda 

were responsible for the attacks on America. Ominously, however, key members of 

the Bush administrations including the President himself sought to link 9/11 to Iraq 

and Saddam Hussein. By the afternoon of 11 September Defense Secretary Donald 

Rumsfeld considered whether to ‘hit S. H. [Saddam Hussein] same time-not only 

UBL [bin Laden]’233 and persuaded the President to contemplate which actors could 

have been involved in the attacks, mentioning Iraq, Libya, Sudan and Iran, as well as 

Afghanistan.234 The president it seemed was also convinced of Saddam Hussein’s 

involvement in 9/11 as he asked Richard Clarke, at the morning intelligence briefing 

to investigate the connection between the attacks and Saddam Hussein, to which 

Clarke replied ‘But al-Qaeda did this’, Bush retorted ‘I know, I know…but see if 

Saddam was involved’.235 The issue, as Clarke’s deputy Rodger Cressy stated: 

‘clearly reflected what their [senior members of the Bush administration’s] frontal 

lobe issue was. And they viewed Iraq as something that was an existential threat to 

the United States’.236  

 

It was clear from the start of the Bush administration in 2001 that there were a 

large number of highly ideological people in high places, but Bush himself came 

across as more moderate and pragmatic than many he had appointed. During the 

election campaign he had presented a profile of caring conservatism and early in his 

administration he seemed little different from a conventional, albeit right of centre, 

pragmatist. However, the ideologically charged neo-conservatives and their fellow-

travellers – Paul Wolfowitz, Donald Rumsfeld, Dick Cheyney, John Bolton, Richard 

																																								 																					
231 Woodward, Bush at War, p. 45. 
232 Dick Cheney, In my Time: A Personal and Political Memoir (New York, 2011) p. 333. 
233 Peter L. Bergen, The Longest War: The Enduring Conflict Between America and al-Qaeda (New 
York, 2010) p. 52. 
234 Bird and Marshall, Afghanistan, p.55. 
235 Bergen, The Longest War, p. 52. 
236 Ibid. 



	 81	

Perle, Stephen J. Hadley and Condoleezza Rice had a clear agenda that they had 

either constructed over the past decade, or, as fellow-travellers, came to embrace after 

9/11.237 While neo-conservatism sounds like traditional realism, it is permeated with 

values that transform it into something else. In fact it is ‘a new political animal born 

of an unlikely marriage of humanitarian idealism and brute force.’ It differs from 

Wilsonianism’s desire to make the world over in the image of American liberalism in 

that ‘neo-conservatives prefer to act alone and heavily armed rather than work 

through the often laborious multilateral process.’238 Furthermore, the moral dimension 

of neo-conservatism departs from realism as it emphasises the promotion of values as 

well as security. In the fog of war, only now are the implications becoming clear. The 

promotion of these values are informed by both strategic doctrine fathered by Albert 

Wohlstetter, who was one of the first to realise the importance of smart weapons, and 

the unipolar condition of one remaining military superpower, influentially popularised 

by Charles Krauthammer. In the aftermath of 9/11 this neo-conservative agenda 

provided a clear policy for Bush’s response. In fact the idea of regime change in Iraq 

had been under preparation since the very first NSC meeting of the Bush 

Administration on 30 January 2001.239 Thus the response would not be primarily 

against terrorists, but against undemocratic rogue states such as Iraq that could 

challenge the USA and its security by developing weapons of mass destruction and 

using terrorist proxies to deliver them against the USA and its allies. Confronting this 

challenge, the neo-conservatives convincingly argued that the traditional deterrence 

option was impotent and that smart weapons must be used to intervene pre-emptively 

and clinically against rogue states. A major sub-theme of their strategy to deal with 

instability in the Middle East (and conveniently the oil access problem) was to spread 

democracy and the free-market, first in Afghanistan, then in Iraq and then onwards 

throughout the region. The outcomes of these value positions were embodied in 

diplomatic exchanges and policy and strategy papers over the months that followed 

9/11. Even while President Bush appeared initially to move multilaterally it was 
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appearance rather than reality. The US military made it very clear to the French from 

the outset that they were not going ‘to wage war by committee’ – Kosovo had 

provided the salutary lessons.240 In his January State of the Union Address in 2002 

Bush spoke of an axis of evil. In June at West Point he spoke of the need for pre-

emptive action against clear and present dangers, which soon seemed to develop into 

a policy of preventative action against less clear and less present dangers. Arthur 

Schlesinger has seen this as a deeply disturbing return to the dangers of the Imperial 

Presidency. ‘The essence of our new strategy is military: to strike a potential enemy, 

unilaterally if necessary, before he has a chance to strike us. War, traditionally a 

matter of last resort, becomes a matter of presidential choice.’241 In September 2002 

in The National Security Strategy of the United States of America three key concepts 

were embedded: the need for pre-emptive/preventative action; that the USA must be 

the unchallengeable superpower; and that US democratic values should be trumpeted 

and spread abroad. 242  In many ways, even though National Security Adviser 

Condoleezza Rice determined much of the content, the ideas were a logical follow-on 

from the findings of the 1998 Commission to Assess the Ballistic Missile Threat to 

the United States chaired by Donald Rumsfeld and into which Paul Wolfowitz also 

fed ideas.243 All this shifted the balance further away from overlapping and shared 

values and attitudes in the transatlantic alliance, particularly with U.S. unilateralism 

and the suspect legitimacy of the doctrine of preventative strike, and this made Blair’s 

job of trying to act out the role of pivotal power between the USA and Europe more 

difficult. However, the bilateral US-UK relationship remained ‘special’ and provided 

a platform from which Blair could at least try to act as a bridging element across the 

Atlantic.  

 

Nevertheless, the way in which the intervention in Afghanistan would be 

construed stemmed from, in part; the convictions of the highly ideological senior 

members of the Bush administration and these would later separate the intentions of 

the allies in the transatlantic alliance. Chief among these convictions was opposition 
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to the United States military being involved in nation building activities – a much-

criticised trait of the Clinton administration and an ideal Tony Blair would later 

promote for Afghanistan. (Whilst the author acknowledges the difference between 

state and nation building both will be used interchangeably for ease of reading).244  

Members of the Bush administration pointed to America’s involvement in 

peacekeeping during the 1990s in Yugoslavia and Haiti under the Clinton 

administration as a ‘waste of political and economic resources on such unfocused and 

ill-judged adventures’. Key players within the administration – the President, Dick 

Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, Condoleezza Rice, consistently argued before and after 

the 2000 presidential election against using the American military in nation-building 

activities.245 The National Security Advisor Condoleezza Rice stated during the 

election campaign ‘we don’t need the 82nd Airborne escorting kids to kindergarten’. 

The President himself would also argue against nation building during the election 

campaign, as he stated in a debate with Al Gore: ‘The vice president and I have a 

disagreement about the use of troops. He believes in nation building. I would be very 

careful about using our troops as nation builders’.246 A memo written by Douglas J. 

Feith of the Defense Department, to his boss Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, 

days after the American campaign against the Taliban began illustrates how this 

conviction shaped the United States early-intervention engagement in Afghanistan, 

‘nation building is not our key strategic goal in Afghanistan’.247  
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Furthermore, a distain for nation building was not the only conviction shaping 

the coming intervention in Afghanistan. The way in, which the American military 

would be, deployed in future conflicts was decided before September 11th 2001.  

George Bush campaigned during the 2000 election that the American military needed 

to adapt to the challenges of modern warfare and embrace the technological 

superiority of the American armed forces. Convinced the American military should 

build on the technological developments first seen in during the Gulf War (1991), 

President Bush’s presidency would enhance these developments through a military 

‘transformation’. As the Soviet Union, faded into history so did the Soviet-era threat. 

Modern warfare according to this premise would not be decided by traditional tactics 

of deploying a large number of troops fighting conventional battles but by 

transforming American forces to, as George Bush stated in 1999, ‘agile, lethal, 

rapidly deployable [forces requiring] … a minimum of logistical support’. 248 

Additionally, ‘the use of force … would come to equate operational victory on the 

battlefield with strategic and political success’. On arrival at the Pentagon, Defense 

Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and his deputy, Paul Wolfowitz had a clear mission: 

transform the military to meet the challenges of the modern warfare by focus on new 

technologies, and producing a trim and flexible military that could respond to new 

threats with a minimum of manpower. The transformation agenda was focused on 

quickly deployed agile forces that would perform swiftly achieve victory then 

withdraw to circumvent being drawn into nation building exercises – as American 

forces had been under the Clinton regime.  

 

 

The United Kingdom Stands Shoulder to Shoulder with the United States in the 

Wake of the Attacks 

 

Most of the global community offered support over the September 11th terrorist 

attacks but for the United States one ally would stand above all in the coming months 

and years. The United Kingdom and United States ‘special relationship’ would enter a 

new phase under the presidency of George Bush and premiership of Tony Blair. Just 

as George Bush’s presidency would be defined by his responses to 9/11, so would his 
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chief ally’s legacy be defined by his involvement in the coming wars and his resolute 

support for the Bush administration. 

 

On September 11, Tony Blair was scheduled to deliver a speech to the Trades 

Union Congress (TUC), however, learning of the attacks, the Prime Minister decided 

to abandon his prepared speech and say a few impromptu words. Tony Blair’s words 

were laced with moralistic imagery as he indicated had a very clear idea of the new 

threat to society and the response the international community should take. ‘This mass 

terrorism is the new evil in our world today…the democracies of this world, are going 

to have to come together to fight it and eradicate this evil completely’.249 The themes 

espoused by Tony Blair in his short address to the TUC alluded to the doctrine of 

international community, the focus of the Prime Minister’s April 1999 Chicago 

Speech. The Chicago speech highlighted the moral responsibility of western nations 

to intervene in countries to prevent acts of genocide as in Kosovo in 1999.250 

 

The most pressing foreign policy problem we face is to 

identify the circumstances in which we should get actively 

involved in other people’s conflicts. Non -interference has 

long been considered an important principle of international 

order. And it is not one we would want to jettison too 

readily. One state should not feel it has the right to change 

the political system of another or forment subversion or seize 

pieces of territory to which it feels it should have some 

claim. But the principle of non-interference must be qualified 

in important respects. Acts of genocide can never be a purely 

internal matter. When oppression produces massive flows of 

refugees which unsettle neighbouring countries then they can 

properly be described as “threats to international peace and 

security”. When regimes are based on minority rule they lose 

legitimacy – look at South Africa. 
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Looking around the world there are many regimes that are 

undemocratic and engaged in barbarous acts. If we wanted to 

right every wrong that we see in the modern world then we 

would do little else than intervene in the affairs of other 

countries. We would not be able to cope. 

 

So how do we decide when and whether to intervene. I think 

we need to bear in mind five major considerations. 

 

First, are we sure of our case? War is an imperfect 

instrument for righting humanitarian distress; but armed 

force is sometimes the only means of dealing with dictators. 

Second, have we exhausted all diplomatic options? We 

should always give peace every chance, as we have in the 

case of Kosovo. Third, on the basis of a practical assessment 

of the situation, are there military operations we can sensibly 

and prudently undertake? Fourth, are we prepared for the 

long term? In the past we talked too much of exit strategies. 

But having made a commitment we cannot simply walk 

away once the fight is over; better to stay with moderate 

numbers of troops than return for repeat performances with 

large numbers. And finally, do we have national interests 

involved? The mass expulsion of ethnic Albanians from 

Kosovo demanded the notice of the rest of the world. But it 

does make a difference that this is taking place in such a 

combustible part of Europe. 

 

I am not suggesting that these are absolute tests. But they are 

the kind of issues we need to think about in deciding in the 

future when and whether we will intervene. 251 
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Tony Blair was the first foreign leader invited to the United States after George 

Bush’s presidential victory as a ‘tribute to the special relationship between the United 

States and United Kingdom’252 and significantly it was Tony Blair who was the first 

foreign leader the President would call on September 12. George Bush recounted his 

view of the phone call: 

 

Tony began by saying he was “in a state of shock” and that 

he would stand with America “one hundred per cent” in 

fighting terror. There was no equivocation in his voice. The 

conversation helped cement the closest friendship I would 

form with any foreign leader. As the years passed and the 

wartime decisions grew tougher, some of our allies wavered. 

Tony never did.253  

 

In the hours after the attacks Prime Minister Blair diligently immersed himself 

in all the available information on al-Qaeda, the Taliban and Afghanistan to make as 

much impact as possible when he spoke with President Bush. 254  During the 

conversation Prime Minister Blair was supportive but urged restraint, arguing that the 

United States needed to be certain of who was responsible for the attacks and 

dissuading any action against Iraq – later Tony Blair would comment ‘we had to 

separate the two missions’. 255   The Prime Minister advocated a multilateralist 

approach generating support across the international community utilising NATO and 

the UN and holding a special G8 conference on terrorism – an idea President Bush did 

not seem to favour. Tony Blair feared President Bush would ‘turn inward’256 and 

become even more isolationist – a trait that was evident in the later years of the 

Clinton administration. The Prime Minister also urged improved relations with 

Afghanistan’s neighbours: Iran and Pakistan and the re-ignition of the Middle East 

peace process (MEPP) to generate Arab support for the coming military actions 

against a Muslim country. Tony Blair thought the focus should remain, at least for the 

time being on al-Qaeda and evidence should be released demonstrating the group’s 
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involvement in the terrorist attacks. The Taliban should be given an ultimatum to 

hand over bin Laden and if they failed to comply, America would be within their 

rights to launch a military response. Importantly, the prime minister articulated that 

whilst al-Qaeda were the immediate focus, the mission would be expanded to tackle 

all those who supported, financed and committed terrorism around the world,257 

including failed states that had connections to terrorist organisations.258  When 

President Bush and Prime Minister Blair spoke again days later, the president thanked 

Tony Blair for his previous comments, which reflected his own thinking.259 Sadly, as 

will become clear later, many of Blair’s tactics were side-lined by the ideological 

hardliners who came to dominate US policy. 

 

The direction of British foreign policy after 9/11 under Tony Blair was centred 

on ‘being as close’ to the Americans as possible. This would, predicted Prime 

Minister Blair, result in the UK having ‘real influence’ on the world stage and have 

the ability to effect world events. According to a Number 10 official ‘what we wanted 

to do was influence American decisions, to be a player in Washington – as Churchill 

was with Roosevelt, or Macmillan with Kennedy, or Thatcher with Reagan’. 

Similarly, Alastair Campbell noted Tony Blair’s thoughts in his diary ‘He [Tony 

Blair] said…we still had an opportunity to mould things in the right direction’.260 

Tony Blair would seek to exert as much influence as possible over his American 

counterpart but would remain absolute in their support of the Americans. Tony Blair 

was convinced of his ability to influence the American president and would later write 

in a letter to Archbishop Carey ‘Bluntly, I am the one Western leader the US will 

really listen to on these issues’.261 As will become evident later, Tony Blair’s ability 

to influence the President’s key decisions would be more limited than he hoped.  

 

The Prime Minister not only dominated the direction of British foreign policy 

but also the policy-making process as he abandoned the ‘regularised institutions of 

decision making such as the cabinet and the Foreign Office’262 in favour of an 

informal process consisting of consultation with his inner circle. The group comprised 
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of: Jonathan Powell, David Manning, Alastair Campbell, Sally Morgan, Jack Straw 

and Richard Wilson263 and would meet frequently, sometimes multiple times per day 

in the PM’s office.  The intelligence chiefs Sir John Scarlett, Sir Stephen Lander and 

Sir Richard Dearlove delivered intelligence on the Taliban and al-Qaeda directly to 

Blair and his inner circle. Opting to conduct policy through the ‘sofa’ cabinet, formal 

cabinet meetings were held infrequently; in the two weeks following the attacks 

cabinet only met twice and were bereft of rigorous policy discussion.264  Tony Blair 

was not available for open consultation outwith his closest confidants, as ‘Downing 

Street said: Blair was seeing people when necessary’.265 As will be discussed later, it 

was in this informal policy-making environment that those who commanded the PM’s 

ear were able to influence UK policies (and specifically early counter narcotics 

strategy) in Afghanistan that were widely argued against by the Foreign Office - the 

chief foreign policy-making organ of the British government.  

 

The Anglo-American Alliance makes their Case for War 

 

Cofer Black, the head of the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center proposed the United 

States first possible strategy in response to the attacks at the National Security 

Council Meeting on the 13th September. The next day Cofer Black met with CIA 

officer, Gary Schreon to unveil his plan for overthrowing the Taliban regime and 

eliminating al-Qaeda, ‘Gary, I want you to take a small team of CIA officers into 

Afghanistan. You will link up with the Northern Alliance and convince them to 

cooperate with the CIA and U.S. military as we go after al-Qaeda’.266 As a way to 

induce the cooperation and ‘loyalty’ of the northern warlords the CIA would 

distribute millions of dollars in cash. The CIA and Special Forces units working with 

the Northern Alliance would direct America airpower against Taliban and al-Qaeda 

positions, and hunt terrorist operatives with the eventual goal of the capture of bin 

Laden and overthrow of the Taliban regime.267 As the President discussed the 

available options for intervention in Afghanistan later that day, he instructed the 
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Defense Secretary to include the United Kingdom in the mission, ‘The British…really 

want to participate. Give them a role’.268  

 

The Bush cabinet convened at Camp David on September 15th for a two-day 

session to discuss United States response to the attacks. Despite, articulating the focus 

of the upcoming campaign, the Pentagon, the most obvious architect of a war plan, 

failed to propose a viable proposal. In fact, the Defense Department did not have an 

‘off-the-shelf’ proposal to topple the Taliban regime or pursue al-Qaeda and instead 

opted to suggest a strategy over-reliant on airpower. Notwithstanding, the possibility 

and worthiness of an attack on Iraq featuring heavily in the discussions, the President 

decided that Afghanistan would be the first step in America’s war on terror.269 As the 

President vetoed an attack on Iraq, the British the senior military advisor to 

CENTCOM, Air Chief Marshall Jock Stirrup based in Tampa, Florida, conveyed 

Britain’s support to General Tommy Franks for intervention in Afghanistan and the 

hunt for bin Laden but not for the invasion of Iraq.270 The best plan came from CIA 

Director George Tenet, who had argued for the implementation of the suggestions by 

Cofer Black days before. Limited by a dearth of options, the CIA’s plan to place 

officers laden with cash into Afghanistan to generate support from anti-Taliban 

warlords and prepare the way for American Special Forces who would direct an 

American air assault on Taliban installations – was the best and only plan available to 

the Bush administration.271 With that, the President authorised the plan six days after 

the 9/11 attack.272  

 

 On 20th September 2001, President Bush invited the British Prime Minister as 

a guest of honour for his speech before a joint session of congress outlining the 

coming intervention. On arrival the President reassured Tony Blair that al-Qaeda and 

the Taliban were the focus not Iraq, which he said would keep for another day – a 

statement the Prime Minister did not take literally. The conversation turned to the 

President’s address at the Joint Session of Congress later that evening, by being 

informed of the key points of the speech before it was revealed to Congress indicated 
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to the Prime Minister he would be a chief ally in the coming war, however, it also 

indicated that the key decisions had already been made without his input.273 In fact, 

the Bush administration had already decided the core policy decisions ‘by the end of 

that first weekend in Camp David’ a senior Bush official stated so there was ‘not 

much of a role for Blair in helping to shape the American response to the attacks of 

9/11’.274  

 

Tony Blair’s influence would be felt however, on what the Americans saw as 

the smaller issues, namely the need to re-start the MEPP and to build a multilateral 

coalition force – the latter was rejected by Rumsfeld and Cheney because it could 

potentially constrain their actions, as Cheney commented: ‘it was important, I said, 

that we not allow our mission to be determined by others. We had an obligation to do 

whatever it took to defend America, and we needed coalition partners who would sign 

on for that. The mission should define the coalition, not the other way around’.275 The 

pretence of multilateral action was maintained and the MEPP was only ever pursued 

half-heartedly.276  

  

Over dinner, before the president addressed Congress, he shared with the 

British Prime Minister his plans for a joint CIA-military operation in Afghanistan and 

that ‘the country was run by a bunch of nuts and we had to get a new government in 

there’.277 If only he had realised what a new government would entail and what 

challenges it would face. Both the President and Prime Minister travelled together to 

Congress in the president’s limousine – an honour in itself. Tony Blair was seated in 

the ‘heroes’ gallery next to the first Lady, an enclosure reserved for ‘all American 

heroes: who inspire others to greatness and embody the American dream’. During the 

President’s speech, Tony Blair received commendation from George Bush: ‘I’m so 

honoured the British Prime Minister has crossed the ocean to show his unity with 

America…Thank you for coming my friend’.278 Blair’s show of unity was powerful 

and above all it would cement Great Britain as a valuable and trusted ally in the 

coming war(s).  
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President Bush’s speech declared that the Taliban regime was ‘repressing its 

own people, it is threatening people everywhere by sponsoring and sheltering and 

supplying terrorists’. The President laid forth an ultimatum to the Taliban regime:  

 

The United States of America makes the following demands 

on the Taliban: Deliver to United States authorities all the 

leaders of al Qaeda who hide in your land…Close 

immediately and permanently every terrorist training camp in 

Afghanistan, and hand over every terrorist, and every person 

in their support structure, to appropriate authorities…They 

will hand over the terrorists, or they will share in their fate… 

Every nation in every region now has a decision to make: 

Either you are with us or you are with the terrorists. From 

this day forward, any nation that continues to harbor or 

support terrorism will be regarded by the United States as a 

hostile regime.279 

 

 

Less than two weeks later, on the other side of the Atlantic Tony Blair 

addressed the Labour Party Conference on October 2 2001 reaffirming his support for 

the United States and publicly stating his case for the intervention in Afghanistan:  

 

We were with you at the first. We will stay with you to the 

last. We know those responsible. In Afghanistan are scores 

of training camps for the export of terror. Chief amongst the 

sponsors and organisers is Usama Bin Laden…He is 

supported, shielded and given succour by the Taliban 

regime…There is no diplomacy with Bin Laden or the 

Taliban regime…State an ultimatum and get their response. 

We stated the ultimatum; they haven't responded…Just a 

choice: defeat it or be defeated by it. And defeat it we 
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must…I say to the Taliban: surrender the terrorists; or 

surrender power. It’s your choice.280 

 

In the same speech, Tony Blair highlighted the Taliban’s relationship with the 

Afghan opium industry and the inextricable connection between Afghan opium and 

the British heroin market. The Prime Minister’s comments would give the first 

indication that should the West intervene in Afghanistan there was enthusiasm within 

some sections of the United Kingdom government to counter the Afghan drugs trade: 

 

It is a regime founded on fear and 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.281 

 

In the immediate aftermath of 9/11 the argument to attack Britain’s heroin 

problem at source gained some high profile endorsements with the Chief of Defence 

Staff Admiral Sir Michael Boyce and Director General of the Security Service (MI5) 

Sir Stephen Lander suggesting ‘the heroin trail should also be hit’ at a September 17 

intelligence meeting.282 The Prime Minister had also suggested as much in in his note 

to President Bush on September 20.283   

 

Calls for the British government to engage the Afghan drugs trade in the wake 

of 9/11 fed into a growing policy debate within the UK government that had been 

well established over a number of years as 90 per cent of heroin present in the UK 

originates in Afghanistan – compared to only 10 per cent of the heroin found in the 

United States. This would, in part, come to shape the UK’s interest (and to a minor 

extent the U.S.’s disinterest) in counter narcotics. Afghanistan had featured heavily in 

the UK’s counter narcotics discussions prior to September 2001, with the central point 
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of debate being: to what extent was it worth applying pressure at source countries to 

cut off the supply of illegal narcotics to UK streets. This form of upstream interdiction 

would appeal to certain individual members of the FCO, military and cabinet office 

but consensus was never reached across government about whether work on the 

ground was a priority strategy for the UK. Indeed, consensus on what form this 

engagement would take also proved elusive in the years prior to 9/11. But as policy 

options were explored in the days and weeks after 9/11, there were growing calls 

particularly from No.10 that cutting off the supply of heroin to UK streets at source 

would be an attractive and achievable task for the UK.284 How these events were to 

take shape and unfold will be considered shortly.  

 

Adding to the genuine sense of enthusiasm for upstream interdiction within 

No.10, was a need to cater to domestic politics by identifying the destruction of the 

Afghan drugs trade as yet another reason for intervention. By linking destroying the 

Afghan drugs trade to direct benefits it would have for the British population, it would 

make the coming intervention more palatable for the domestic audience. Alastair 

Campbell noted in his diary ‘He [Tony Blair] emphasised that we had continually to 

make the link to domestic policy – that this had implications for our fight against 

drugs and terrorism’.285  Over the coming year Tony Blair would maintain that 

destroying the Afghan drugs trade was possible,286 and indicated the wider benefits to 

UK society. The Prime Minister reminded the audience at the Labour Conference in 

2002 of the connection between Afghan heroin and Britain, reiterating: ‘Our young 

people … die from heroin imported from Afghanistan’.287 

 

The public statements by the British government over the issue demonstrated a 

degree of domestic and party politics but tackling the drug trade to cut off the source 

of heroin to British streets would become a key strategic objective for the Prime 

Minister and No.10 officials – but even the savvy Blair did not appreciate the 

problems in Afghanistan created or exacerbated by the opium industry. The 

importance placed on the issue by the UK government was not reflected in the wider 
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Anglo-American alliance as the U.S. administration contended that destroying the 

drug trade was not part of their counter-terrorism mission in Afghanistan, arguing in 

doing such would constitute becoming involved in nation-building activities.  

 

The refusal to consider the Afghan drugs trade as a priority let alone an 

objective can be exemplified in the days after 9/11, when the Bush administration was 

presented with information that if acted upon could have severely disrupted the 

Afghan drug trade for a year or more. In response to al-Qaeda’s bombings of two 

United States Embassies in East Africa prior to 9/11, the American intelligence 

community had established a cross departmental unit to monitor high value bombing 

targets within Afghanistan. After the 9/11 terrorists attacks the unit delivered 

information to the military that had accrued over the past two and half years. Included 

in the list were ‘twenty to twenty five major drug labs, warehouses, and other drug-

related facilities’.288 However, according to a C.I.A. source the military and Pentagon 

declined to launch an attack on any drug–related facility, instead even though ‘on the 

day after 9/11 that target list was ready to go, … the military and the NSC threw it out 

the window’.289 The CIA source evaluated the impact of these targets ‘The drug 

targets were big places, almost like small towns that did nothing but produce 

heroin…[if the United States had bombed those facilities] it would have slowed down 

drug production in Afghanistan for a year or more’.290 The unwillingness of United 

States to eliminate the high value drug targets was the first indication that many 

within the Bush administration did not place any importance on fighting the Afghan 

opium business in the initial post-intervention period and this attitude stood in 

contrast to their closest ally.  

 

The unwillingness to counter the opium industry was in part, due to the 

dominance of the Pentagon, led by the traditional Realist Donald Rumsfeld, over the 

American policy-making process. The Secretary of Defense continually argued 

against committing large numbers of troops to the upcoming intervention or becoming 

involved in police work and his ability to push his agenda through whilst side-lining 

competing views guaranteed this position. Foremost among the competition was the 
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State Department and Colin Powell.  Unlike Dick Cheney and Donald Rumsfeld who 

were able to act in concert to influence the President’s decision-making, Colin Powell 

was seen somewhat as an ‘outsider’, often operating in isolation on the fringes of the 

administration. 291  Adding to this sense of isolation was Powell’s hesitancy in 

interfering in military matters. Powell, a retired four-star general and former Joint 

Chiefs of Staff had vast military experience and prowess, but opted not to interfere 

with military matters that were now outside his remit as Secretary of State.  Donald 

Rumsfeld had no such compunctions. As a former American official commented:  

 

There is an old idea in the army called stay in your lane and 

it means in the division of labour…if you are the guy that is 

the writer then you write and if someone else is the 

quartermaster they hand out the checks...And you do not get 

in the way of what the artillery guy is doing, and he does not 

get involved in what you’re doing; that way there are very 

clear lanes. The problem is in a way Rumsfeld got into other 

people’s lanes, and Powell as a loyal soldier…he did not try 

to be the Secretary of Defence.292 

 

Donald Rumsfeld did not shy away from influencing the military and 

diplomatic decision-making and was able to tactically outmanoeuvre his opponents 

including the President himself. According to White House officials, Donald 

Rumsfeld only obeyed the President’s wishes if they concurred with his own. 

Condoleezza Rice, who was charged with heading the interagency process proved 

incapable of keeping the Defense Secretary in check. As a result Rumsfeld was able 

to employ several tactics to manipulate the President and other White House officials 

to further his own objectives. Rumsfeld would continuously object to proposals not to 

his liking through an unrelenting succession of questions, if that failed to have the 

proposal rejected, Rumsfeld would petition other administration members until his 

plans were adopted.293 Personal differences aside, the State Department and Pentagon 

had two diametrically opposed views on how American soldiers should be utilised. 
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The ideologies of both departments would clash as early as 2000, when Secretary of 

Defense Rumsfeld advocated the imminent withdrawal of American troops from 

Bosnia. For him their job was over as the fighting had finished. Secretary of State 

Powell on the other hand saw much still to be done to stabilise and rebuild Bosnia and 

countered Rumsfeld by arguing that such a move would hinder the United States 

relations with its NATO allies. This early dispute was a sign of things to come and 

contributed to the development of battle lines between the two departments over the 

role of American troops and the merits of ‘nation-building’.294 ‘All of these factors 

coalesced to ensure that, in the first few years of the Afghanistan intervention, the 

foreign policy of the Bush administration would emerge as a result of victory over the 

State Department by Rumsfeld and dominance of the Department of Defense to an 

extent that had few parallels in US political history’.295 

 

Tony Blair Acts as the United States Unofficial Envoy  

 

The 9/11 terrorist’s attacks had a profound impact on G W. Bush, he was like a born 

again evangelical preacher as one of his senior administration officials said ‘[Bush] 

really believes he was placed here to do this as part of a divine plan’.296 Tony Blair 

also saw 9/11 as a career defining moment where he could facilitate the triumph of 

good versus evil as Sally Morgan commented: ‘It was as if a rod had been inserted 

into his spine’.297 Tony Blair was convinced that terrorism, with the threat of WMD’s 

was the most potent danger to Western security and military action was the correct 

way to respond and he was the best and only candidate capable of building 

international support for America. Blair enthusiastically set about the mission of 

building a coalition of support. ‘In the eight weeks after 9/11, he undertook thirty-one 

flights covering 40,000 miles and held fifty-four meetings with foreign leaders’.298  

Tony Blair’s efforts to build an international coalition proved successful with 68 

countries offering support.299 Tony Blair positioned himself simultaneously as the 

United States’ unofficial envoy and leader of the international coalition of support. 
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The New York Times noted: ‘He has not only been Washington’s partner in facing the 

wider world, but on many occasions the world’s ambassador to Washington’. It was 

in this unofficial position Tony Blair organised a meeting of all the major European 

heads at Downing Street before flying to Washington.300 By travelling the globe 

engendering support for the upcoming intervention, Tony Blair estimated his efforts 

would make him a global player301 and bring him closer to the United States. 

 

Significantly, the United States received support from the United Nations 

Security Council, which provided legitimacy for armed intervention through 

Resolutions 1368 and 1373. Additionally, NATO, for the first time in their history 

invoked Article 5, which states an attack on any member nation is deemed an attack 

on all member nations and authorises the use of force in response. 302 Perhaps 

ungraciously, the United States would rebuff NATO’s overtures – a move designed to 

keep America firmly in control of the upcoming mission.303  

 

OPERATION ENDURING FREEDOM 

 

The operation against the Taliban and al-Qaeda would begin in earnest when a seven-

man CIA unit, under the new code-name of ‘Jawbreaker’, led by Gary Schroen 

arrived in the Panjshir Valley in north-eastern Afghanistan on 26th September. The 

unit, well versed in unconventional warfare, was part of the CIA Special Activities 

Division and left America with an unambiguous outline of their mission from Cofer 

Black: I have discussed this with the President and he is in full agreement…Your 

mission…to find Usama bin Ladin and his senior lieutenants and to kill them… I 

want them dead…They must be killed.304  

 

Armed with 3 million in cash Schroen and his unit set about distributing this 

largesse among Northern Alliance commanders – many of whom had unsavoury 

backgrounds and were involved in the drugs trade - to build a willing anti-Taliban 

fighting coalition. Realpolitik and the exigencies of the ‘War on Terror’ were already 
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overriding ethical considerations: if drug dealers could help find or kill bin Laden 

then so be it, but American hands were already tainted in a way that would return to 

damage their later strategies for Afghanistan. The Americans set straight to work 

offering Aref Sarwari, the former intelligence chief of murdered Northern Alliance 

leader Ahmad Shah Massoud305 $500,000 on the 26th September. The next recipient 

of the money was General Mohammed Fahim, the Tajik commander who has 

succeeded Massoud as NA leader, who received $1 million.306 The support offered to 

Northern Alliance commanders and subsequent distribution of money would lead to 

an issue that would present itself time and again in the coming weeks, months and 

years, discord and competition between the various Afghan factions as they looked to 

cement their powerbases in the coming post-Taliban Afghanistan.307  The tensions 

and rivalries were more than the traditional inter-tribal rivalries or power-plays 

between regional strongmen, the contract work offered by the Americans presented 

these warlords with an opportunity to get rich and ‘acted as seed money for future 

business interests’. The money would finance many legal and illegal business 

activities including, property deals, the drug industry and other smuggling operations. 

One consequence of the CIA financial inducements would weaken the post-Taliban 

administration, undermine democracy and return the warlords back to power after 

their absence from power during the Taliban reign.308   

 

The American bombing assault – to which the UK provided submarines: 

Triumph and Trafalgar armed with Tomahawk missiles - would begin on the 7th 

October, two weeks after the arrival of the Schroen’s CIA unit. The Taliban had not 

met the demands of the ultimatum, therefore, President Bush commenced an air 

assault, however, the opening strikes did not have the desired impact, failing to take 

out the more militarily significant targets of the frontline positions of al-Qaeda and 

the Taliban. It was only when more CIA and Special Forces operatives arrived in 

Afghanistan by mid to late October and airpower was coordinated with them and the 

NA that the bombing campaign began to make progress.309 Although the United 

Kingdom contributed Special Forces to the effort, their presence was more symbolic 
																																								 																					
305 Ahmed Shah Massoud - the leader of the Northern Alliance - was killed two days before 11th 
September 2001, by two al-Qaeda operatives posing as journalists.  
306 Bird and Marshall, Afghanistan, p. 74. 
307 Ibid., p.75. 
308 Ibid., p. 76. 
309 Ibid., pp. 78-9. 



	 100	

than vital to the success of the operation.310 A French official summed up their 

perception of the UK’s involvement in the early campaign and the way in which Tony 

Blair projected UK power. ‘In Afghanistan, the Brits sent a few missiles but Blair 

gave the impression he was running the war’.311  

 

 The first military success of the campaign came when Uzbek general Abdul 

Rashid Dostum312 - a prominent drug lord who controlled the opium trade into 

Uzbekistan313 with the help of Special Forces took the strategically important Uzbek 

city of Mazar-e-Sharif on 10th November. Developments snowballed soon after and 

three days later, Taliban and al-Qaeda operatives abandoned the capital and Kabul 

was captured by the Northern Alliance.314 Several days’ later a hundred British 

Special Boat Service (SBS) personnel were flown into Bagram Air Base (Kabul) to 

act as a landing party before the deployment of several thousand British troops – what 

would be the first major deployment of coalition troops to Afghanistan.315 Objections 

by the Northern Alliance were soon raised after the FCO failed to forewarn them of 

the British troops arrival. As Alastair Campbell noted: ‘there seemed to be real 

confusion over what our troops were doing. The American focus seemed to be almost 

entirely getting OBL, with the future of Afghanistan barely getting a look-in. So it 

looked like our troops were sitting there for no purpose, with neither the NA nor the 

Americans really wanting them there’.316 Shortly after the arrival of the SBS, the 

thousands of additional British troops that were on 48-hour standby were stood down. 

Officially, the PM and Minister of Defence Hoon stated that the troops were stood 

down because of the ever-changing flexible nature of the campaign but privately 

Alastair Campbell noted: ‘We were still communicating a sense of split with us 

wanting to put more troops in and the US not…Rumsfeld’s basic position was that 

they didn’t want anything that detracted from the hunt for OBL, so having had our 

troops on 48-hour standby, they had to be let down again.317 
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With the Taliban and al-Qaeda still operating in Eastern Afghanistan and 

intelligence reports indicated that bin Laden and his men fled Kabul towards the 

province of Jalalabad, near the Pakistani border, events still remained unresolved. The 

CIA was forced to collaborate with and fund a band of low-level warlords and 

criminals, whose only support and powerbase was linked to CIA dollars. These 

commanders would later earn the moniker the ‘American warlords’ as they did not 

have the traditional powerbase associated with Afghan warlords and their influence 

derived almost exclusively from the money the CIA had furnished them with.318 With 

bin Laden and his men confined within the mountain complex of Tora Bora, near 

Jalalabad, the lack of ground troops meant that the limited numbers of American and 

British Special Forces present were unable to pursue the al-Qaeda leader into the 

mountains or block off the escape route to Pakistan. As reinforcements failed to 

materialise, bin Laden and his followers were able to escape across the border into 

Pakistan.319  

 

Again, British Special Forces were marginalised in the campaign as America 

refused to authorize their participation during the hunt to capture bin Laden at Tora 

Bora. The early military campaign was almost exclusively formulated and 

implemented by the United States with the United Kingdom playing a relatively 

minor role, so much so, a Whitehall spokesman stated ‘at the end of September 2001 

that, in terms of the war on terror, we don’t have a an exit strategy. And we don’t 

have an entry strategy either’. David Blunkett, the Home Secretary revealed the lack 

of harmonization between the two partners at this point, ‘there was no coordinated 

strategy between the US and Britain’. Geoff Hoon, Minister of Defence goes further 

by stating the operation was ‘ the American Show’.320 Differences between the allies 

would be heightened as attention turned to what post-Taliban Afghanistan would look 

like.  

 

AFGHANISTAN’S POST-TALIBAN CONFIGURATION: DIFFERENCES IN 

THE ANGLO-AMERICAN ALLIANCE  
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As it became clear the Taliban were on the verge of collapse, plans for the post-

Taliban configuration of Afghanistan were required. Somewhat inevitably, the Bush 

administration reaffirmed its opposition to become involved in a nation-building 

exercise or retaining a large number of troops in Afghanistan after the conflict had 

ended.321 The United States goal was to topple the Taliban regime and destroy al-

Qaeda, other than these narrow objectives the Bush administration had not really 

considered in great length what a post-Taliban Afghanistan would look like. 

Afghanistan was only the first step in the United States global ‘War on Terror’. 

Therefore, the decisions made about the post-Taliban Afghanistan were underpinned 

by the Bush administrations broader concerns about the ‘War on Terror’, not by 

concerns about effectively rebuilding Afghan society.  

 

An illustration of the United States intent regarding its role in post-conflict 

Afghanistan can be gleaned from President Bush’s comments at a National Security 

Council meeting on 13 November. ‘The U.S. forces will not stay…we don’t do police 

work. We need a coalition of the willing…and then pass on these tasks to others. 

We’ve got a job to do with al-Qaeda’.322 These comments reveal that not only was 

America’s involvement in Afghanistan going to be limited after the end of the conflict 

but that the Bush administration viewed its remit purely in terms of regime change 

and hunting terrorists, any other menial tasks could be delegated to their allies. 

Spearheading this coalition of the willing would be the United Kingdom 

 

This reluctance to stay in Afghanistan beyond killing bin Laden highlighted a 

fundamental difference within the Anglo-American alliance. Contrastingly, Tony 

Blair, from the outset of the intervention believed the international community should 

commit to Afghanistan in the long term by providing a peacekeeping force and help 

to reconstruct post-Taliban Afghanistan. 323  The Prime Minister indicated his 

intentions in a speech in October 2001: ‘We will not walk away from Afghanistan, as 

the outside world has done so many times before’.324 A former British official noted a 

more fundamental difference existed between the American and British approach to 

nation-building: ‘nation-building certainly under the Bush administrations…has not 
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been given the primacy that we would focus on as a country’.325 There was not, 

however, clear direction from the neither British government nor Tony Blair in what 

form this commitment should take.  

 

With the UN designated to secure Kabul, there was consensus that a multi-

ethnic and broadly representative administration, headed by a Pashtun leader would 

be the most stable political arrangement of a post-conflict Afghanistan, one that 

would, hopefully circumvent ethnic unrest. The United Nations chief envoy to 

Afghanistan Lakhdar Brahimi proposed a roadmap for the political reconstruction of 

Afghanistan to the Security Council that would organise a convention of Afghan 

factions to decide an interim government, leader and would agree to an international 

security force providing security in the capital.326  

 

Bonn Conference 

  

This convention of Afghan factions under the auspices of the UN would be 

held in Bonn, Germany on 5 December 2001. Far from being an inclusive affair, only 

four groups were selected to take part in the conference with many essential sections 

of Afghan society being absent. The exclusiveness of the meeting and 

underrepresentation of certain groups would side-line key interest groups from the 

Afghanistan political landscape in the coming years creating a sense of 

marginalisation in the south and east of the country. Somewhat unsurprisingly, the 

Taliban were not represented at the conference – a move that Lakhdar Brahimi later 

stated would have helped negotiate a peace settlement.  

 

Those at the conference set about deciding the make-up of the Afghan 

political landscape. There was consensus among all factions that the head of the new 

interim administration would have to be a Pashtun. The most popular choice was 

American backed Hamid Karzai. Karzai, a Pashtun exile who had links to the Soviet 

resistance and was a member of the Rabbani government,327 was regarded correctly as 

the most sanitized candidate most likely to bridge the gap between Afghanistan’s 
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main factions and regional powers involved in the country. Karzai possessed many 

rare commodities in an Afghan leader, he had ‘impeccable tribal credentials; had not 

been associated with any major human rights abuses; was urbane, with a degree of 

personal charm; had met most of the key players; did not have a reputation, at this 

stage, for gross personal corruption; and was intelligent and well educated’.328 

Determined that the post-conflict settlement should reflect the effort and ultimate 

victory of the NA over the Taliban, the Northern Alliance demanded the lion share of 

positions in the new administration.329  

 

The American delegation to the Bonn conference contained officials of a 

modest status. What was even more disturbing was the lack of input the United States 

afforded to the process to decide the political landscape of a post-conflict 

Afghanistan. American interest in the affair was lacking to the point that Ambassador 

Dobbins, the United States envoy to Afghanistan, did not have any written 

instructions from Washington on the best way to proceed during the conference. In 

fact, Ambassador’s Dobbins very presence in Afghanistan was more for appearance 

and somewhat in response to moves made by the British government as opposed to 

commitment to the post-Taliban settlement. As Ambassador Dobbins recounts:  

 

This arrangement would at least give the appearance of 

active diplomacy, and this appearance, I learned, was not a 

negligible consideration. British Prime Minister Tony Blair 

had appointed his own personal envoy to the Afghan 

opposition several weeks earlier; thus, the contrast between a 

visible British engagement and the absence of any 

comparable American diplomatic activity had already 

become a sore point within the administration. In fact, in 

some measure, my appointment was in response to Blair’s 

initiative.330  
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 The lack of consideration afforded to post-conflict Afghanistan illustrated that 

the reconstruction agenda was not a priority for the Bush administration.331 This 

initial neglect would prove self-defeating to the Americans as it would prevent the 

establishment of a stable and secure Afghanistan and that kept the Americans in 

Afghanistan for years. The Bush administration’s lack of strategic clarity could not be 

more evident than in its omission to formulate an appropriate form of governance for 

Afghanistan. Democracy would find its way into the Bonn Accords not by design but 

through a conversation between Dobbins, and an Iranian diplomat. The Iranian 

official noticed that the proposed Bonn declaration omitted several key features: ‘It 

doesn’t make any mention of elections or democracy. Don’t you think that Afghans 

should be pledging themselves to hold elections and build a democracy?’ Dobbins 

recounted ‘this was before the Bush administration had discovered democratization as 

its panacea for the region, so I didn’t have any instructions on the subject, but it 

seemed a harmless suggestion, so I said, ‘Yeah, that seems like a good idea’.332  

 

The Bonn Agreement established the Afghan Interim Authority (AIA) under 

the leadership of Hamid Karzai. The AIA would govern for six months until a Loya 

Jirga was called - a grand assembly of tribal leaders and elders to decide political 

matters. The Emergency Loya Jirga was assembled in June 2002 to establish a 

transitional administration, create a new constitution and elect a transitional President 

within two years.333 The agreement also concluded that there was a need for an 

international security force to provide security in Kabul with the option of it being 

extended throughout the rest of the country. Ambassador Dobbins and the British 

Representative to Bonn, Robert Cooper autonomously introduced the peacekeeping 

element to the discussions, without prior instruction from Washington or London. Mr 

Cooper, however, predicted that Tony Blair would support sending a British force to 

lead the mission if the Afghans and Americans requested it. It was also predicted that 

the Americans, unwilling to become involved themselves, would only support a 
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British led force, as they were the only nation in the coalition that the Americans 

could rely upon to act with a minimum of U.S. support.334  

 

The Bush administration supported the UN’s Afghan envoy Brahimi proposal 

that any forces sent to Afghanistan should follow the ‘light footprint’ approach, so as 

to permit the Afghan’s taking a prominent decision-making role..335 An International 

Security Assistance Force (ISAF) was dispatched to Kabul after the UN Security 

Council passed Resolution 1386 (2001) on 20 December 2001. The United Kingdom 

government volunteered to command the first force, much to the displeasure of the 

British military.336 The force would be under the leadership of Major General John 

McColl initially, with eighteen other nations contributing to the mission and 

leadership of the force rotating six months thereafter. The size of the force was to be 

5,000, after NA warlord turned Defense Minister Fahim, sought to limit the size of the 

force.337 There were conditions to the United States support for the mission, namely, 

the U.S.’s unwillingness to expand ISAF’s role outwith Kabul. That was contrary to 

requests from Hamid Karzai, Kofi Annan – the then head of the United Nations,338 

Brahami and Vendrell339 to roll out ISAF across Afghanistan as unrest and violence 

escalated outside of the capital. Additionally, both American and British diplomats, 

James Dobbins and Robert Cooper argued for its expansion but met stiff resistance 

from the military of both nations. Such was the UK military’s opposition to heading 

ISAF; the chief of UK Defence Staff threatened to resign over the issue. Tony Blair 

sought to resolve the situation by limiting the amount of time the UK would remain 

lead nation for.340  

 

The Afghan conflict was further complicated from its inception by the fact 

there were two separate international operations running concurrently. The first was 

the American led Operation Enduring Freedom (OEF) the primary and only purpose 

of which was to hunt and kill the Taliban and al-Qaeda, not to engage soft in missions 
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such as reconstruction and securing the population.341  The second was the UN 

mandated, predominantly European, International Security Assistance Force (ISAF), 

which NATO would subsequently lead342 and which was involved in state-building 

and peacekeeping. 

 

American reluctance to expand the mission was prompted by several concerns. 

Firstly, it was predicted that a large number of foreign troops could generate 

widespread popular resistance as had been the case with the Soviet intervention two 

decades previously. Secondly, any expansion of ISAF could potentially interfere with 

their counterterrorism mission by exposing their warlord allies’ to possible 

disarmament. Additionally, there was trepidation over American military equipment 

and personnel being dragged into ISAF operations, at a time when both were in scarce 

supply and were preparing to head to Iraq.343 As Peter Bergen notes: ‘Not only was 

the United States unwilling to police Afghanistan; it wasn’t going to let anyone else 

do it, either’.344 The issue would prove costly for the future stability of Afghanistan 

and the subsequent efforts to implement the rule of law outside of the capital, 

particularly in southern and eastern Afghanistan. At the very moment when the 

United States should have capitalised on an opportunity to stabilise the new post-

Taliban order and help consolidate the new transitional authority it actively prevented 

the stabilisation of Afghanistan. As we will see in subsequent chapters, this, 

unfortunately, would not be the first time that America would stonewall 

Afghanistan’s progress to suit their own agenda. It was October 2003 before the 

United States would eventually agree to the expansion of ISAF out of Kabul.345  

 

Regardless of the United States unwillingness to commit to the stabilisation 

mission, the British Prime Minister’s demonstrated his commitment to Afghanistan by 

visiting the country, at great personnel risk on the 7 January 2002 to meet with 

interim leader Hamid Karzai to promise his continual help.346 He stated: ‘Afghanistan 

has been a failed state for too long and the whole world has paid the price – in the 
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export of terror, the export of drugs and finally in the explosion of death and 

destruction on the streets of the USA. It is in all of our interests that Afghanistan 

becomes a stable country, part of the international community once more’.347  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Convinced that the response to the 9/11 terrorist attacks should be directed against 

terrorism in its broadest sense, the Bush administration developed a strategy that 

viewed Afghanistan as the first step in a global war on terrorism. To avoid being 

drawn into a long and costly war and afford the United States the flexibility to shift 

their focus if needed, President Bush commissioned the CIA and Special Forces with 

the assistance of the NA to conduct a non-conventional war in Afghanistan that would 

produce an instant success. And it did: but at what cost for the future will be 

demonstrated shortly. The response was dictated by a number of factors. One of 

which was the military transformation agenda.  President Bush and Secretary of 

Defense Rumsfeld sought to use Afghanistan as a testing ground for a streamlined 

military force. This force would respond to modern warfare by deploying a trim and 

flexible force with a minimum of manpower enabling a swift victory. Importantly, it 

would also allow an equally swift exit after victory was achieved allowing American 

forces to move onto phase two of the mission.  

 

The ‘special relationship’ between the United States and United Kingdom 

entered a new phase, as Prime Minister Blair remained committed in his support for 

President Bush’s intervention in Afghanistan. Tony Blair capitalised on the post 9/11 

window of opportunity to remould the direction of British foreign policy. With this in 

mind, the PM hoped his unwavering support of American policies would give him the 

opportunity to influence the United States and make the United Kingdom a global 

player.  Guided by what he saw as ethical foreign policy motivations, Prime Minister 

Blair argued there was a moral duty to intervene in Afghanistan;348 this policy 

position would separate the intentions of the UK and U.S. as President Bush and his 

fellow travellers did not see the merits of a humanitarian effort in Afghanistan. Whilst 

Blair would be a chief ally in the coming wars, his influence was significant on the 
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edges of the policy-making process not on the major decisions shaping the United 

States foreign policy agenda and that would lead to errors in Afghanistan and 

difficulties for Anglo-American relations. During the planning phase of the 

intervention Tony Blair’s insights offered to the President were measured and well 

judged but did not influence the President’s decision-making as the UK assumed the 

role of important ally but junior partner. Moreover, as the campaign moved into the 

military phase of intervention British assistance was more symbolic than vital to the 

success of the operations and did not reflect Tony Blair’s ambitions. 

 

 The Pentagon, with Donald Rumsfeld at its helm, was extremely influential in 

shaping the United States Afghan policy to coincide with the agenda of the Defense 

Department. Determined to link 9/11 to Iraq from the afternoon of 11 September, 

Rumsfeld and his deputies angled to include Iraq in the United States response to the 

attacks. The threat of rogue states and WMD’s would come to dominate the Bush 

administrations agenda and focus would turn to the invasion of Iraq not the 

reconstruction of Afghanistan. In addition to viewing the intervention in very narrow 

counterterrorism terms, the Bush administration had publicly before and after the 

2000 presidential election declared its opposition to nation building. This distain for 

nation building, which was seen fruitless waste of political and economic resources, 

determined the resources Afghanistan would receive during and after the initial post-

intervention period. This Pentagons dominance not only shaped American policy but 

prevented the United Kingdom and Afghan government from implementing policies. 

As we will see below, this would have a negative impact for the ability of the 

aforementioned governments to execute a properly resourced reconstruction agenda 

and prevent the consolidation of the drug industry. Tony Blair’s domination over the 

British policy-making apparatus would in effect, result in the established arms of the 

UK foreign policy machine being excluded from the decision-making process. As will 

be considered shortly, this would have consequences for the UK’s involvement in 

Afghanistan and specifically for their role in countering the drugs trade.  

 

Whilst regime change was part of the plan, the United States lack of strategic 

clarity was evident in addressing what the political landscape of a post-conflict 

Afghanistan would look like. As previously noted concerns about be drawn into a 

nation building exercise, an exclusive focus on counterterrorism and Iraq, guided how 
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the United States would approach the reconstruction of Afghanistan. Limited 

involvement and passing on the reconstruction agenda to others would be the order of 

the day. In contrast, Tony Blair believed the international community should commit 

to Afghanistan in the long term by helping to reconstruct post-Taliban Afghanistan. 

The first move designed to provide support in the stabilisation mission was the UK’s 

command of the first ISAF force but even these attempts would not run smoothly due 

to domestic political concerns. This would however, highlight the diverging agendas 

of the U.S. and UK as the Pentagon vetoed any attempt to extend the remit of the 

security force outside of Kabul. Not only would the United States distance itself from 

any form of nation building or peacekeeping it would prevent anyone else from doing 

it. 

 

The intervention produced what the Secretary of Defense would describe as a 

military success: the rout of the Taliban and al-Qaeda (notwithstanding the escape of 

Osama bin Laden). However, viewing the mission in such narrow terms and 

conducting the intervention in a limited way would have a destabilising and lasting 

impact on the post-Taliban Afghanistan and prove costly for the development of the 

Afghan state and its ability to extend its authority outside of Kabul or engender 

support from the population. At the very moment when the United States should have 

capitalised on opportunity to stabilise the new post-Taliban order and help consolidate 

the new transitional authority it actively prevented the stabilisation of Afghanistan. As 

we will see below, by not committing to a comprehensive reconstruction agenda and 

bringing to power warlords and drug lords with unsavoury records on human rights 

would fundamentally flaw the development of the Afghan state. Corruption would not 

be lessened, governance would not be improved, accountability of government figures 

would remain elusive, security would rapidly deteriorate, and distortions in the 

economy would manifest. The factors would lead a return of the drugs industry and 

the Taliban.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 111	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER FOUR 

Early Anglo-American Counter Narcotics Policy 

in Afghanistan (2002-2005) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 112	

INTRODUCTION 

 

As attention turned from the military campaign to the post-conflict reconfiguration of 

Afghanistan an important issue loomed large and remained unresolved:  what 

involvement, if any, should the international community take to confront the Afghan 

drugs trade. The American-led intervention and subsequent collapse of the regime in 

late 2001, ominously pointed to a revival of opium cultivation and an end to the 

Taliban’s opium prohibition. Bernard Frahi, the UN Drug Control Program’s 

representative remarked: ‘all the ingredients for illicit cultivation are there…war, 

continuing poverty, and a breakdown in law and order. We could see a huge 

resumption in cultivation’. 349  Frahi’s predictions were realised as opium cultivation 

resumed in several provinces with 74,000 hectares planted in 2001.350  Additionally, 

Alfred McCoy notes it was not only opium cultivation that had resumed but: ‘by late 

November, the country’s main opium bazaars were back in business’ with opium 

being traded in markets in Helmand and Nangarhar.351  

 

The reoccurrence of opium cultivation and the challenges of the drug trade in 

Afghanistan posed the British and the Americans with deeply intractable problems 

and problems which would inflame relations between the two allies.  The way in 

which both allies viewed the problems posed by the drug trade were ultimately 

conditioned by the way in which they defined their role in post-conflict Afghanistan. 

Convinced that the UK should play a pivotal role in the reconstruction of 

Afghanistan, tackling the drugs trade would afford Tony Blair the opportunity not 

only to increase the UK’s international standing but to realise his humanitarian 

ambitions both at home and aboard. Conversely, the Americans, with the Pentagon 

largely dictating policy, were adamant not to be drawn into anything resembling 

nation building, let alone counter narcotics work, and as such would pass on any tasks 

to a coalition of the willing. The policy positions adopted by both governments were 

not always universally accepted within each administration and resulted in an 

emerging bureaucratic battleground between the various departments and in the wider 

Anglo-American alliance, as the issue of drugs became a live political issue.  
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The chapter is divided into two main sections. The first section encompasses 

the initial Anglo-American engagement with the Afghan drugs trade from 2001-2003. 

The analysis begins with an examination of the United Kingdom’s first initiative to 

tackle the drugs trade – compensated eradication - and the policy debate within 

Whitehall, which underpinned the decision-making. The narrative develops with an 

examination of the factors, which led to the UK being assigned G8 ‘lead nation’ for 

counter narcotics. The analysis then contrasts the early British efforts in counter 

narcotics to the involvement of their American counterparts and the decisions that 

dictated the American policy process. The section concludes with an examination of 

the UK’s counter narcotics policies in 2003 and how this brought the UK into conflict 

with the United States.  

 

The second section commences with an evaluation of the factors, which forced 

the United States to develop a counter narcotics policy in 2004 and the fractious 

relations between the Pentagon and State Department over the formulation process.  A 

key theme of analysis is developed thereafter: namely, Anglo-American discord over 

counter narcotics policies and implementation methods. The battle between the two 

allies over policy proved to be a constant for the succeeding years, with the British 

and Afghans defending an embattled position against the State Department, members 

of the White House and officials from the American Embassy in Kabul among others. 

Despite cooperation on the main issues involved in the war in Afghanistan, at times 

conflict over the drug war led to something approaching diplomatic warfare between 

the two ‘special relationship’ allies. The final section considers the results of the 

United States new counter narcotics strategy in 2004-2005. How these phases 

unfolded and the reasons why they developed as they did is the subject of what 

follows, but it is fair to say at the outset that the UK never got to grips with being a 

‘lead nation’ and did not have the resources to run an independent strategy for dealing 

with drugs: that complicated the relationship with the U.S. 

 

THE BRITISH LED CAMPAIGN (2002) 

 

The Bonn Agreement enshrined the new Afghan Interim Authority’s (AIA) pledge to 

work with the international community ‘in the fight against terrorism, drugs and 
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organized crime’.352 As such, one of the first acts of the AIA was to outlaw opium 

cultivation, heroin production, opiate trafficking and drug use on 17th January 2002. 

The decree stated ‘The holy religion of Islam is categorical about the evil impact of 

drugs…we are determined to eradicate the current poppy crop’.353  On 3 April 2002, 

the Afghan authorities issued a second decree that outlined an eradication programme 

designed by the British government to compensate farmers for opium that was planted 

in late 2001.354 The UK government had devised the eradication scheme as a policy 

option to reduce its own domestic heroin consumption. The scheme fed into a larger 

policy debate that had been active in the UK government for several years prior to 

9/11, but in the days and months that followed the attacks the debate rose in 

significance, and asked the question: Should the United Kingdom perform upstream 

interdiction to eradicate the Afghan opium trade? Enthusiasm gathered pace within 

the Cabinet office that such an intervention was not only achievable but it could score 

a success for the UK both on the international stage and domestically by reducing the 

flow of heroin onto the British market.  Officials close to the Prime Minister argued 

that eradicating the source of British heroin was an attractive mission that would 

create a shortage of heroin on British streets, which in turn would result in a 

significant rise in the number of heroin users seeking treatment. To cope with this 

projected outcome, No.10 instructed the Department of Health to formulate a plan to 

deal with a sudden and exponential rise in drug users presenting themselves for 

rehabilitation. Contrary to the projections of the Cabinet Office, Department of Health 

officials contended that eliminating the Afghan opium trade would not be an 

instantaneous process but a complex and lengthy practise. Moreover, health officials 

highlighted, even if the UK did manage to halt Afghan opium production, the British 

illegal drug market would respond by transitioning to another heroin source to counter 

the shortfall and/or heroin users would transition to another drug as opposed to 

seeking treatment.355 These arguments failed to move key players, including Blair, 

who were now committed to interdiction at source in Afghanistan.  
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As the policy debate turned to how the United Kingdom would achieve the 

elimination of the Afghan heroin trade in late 2001, the government remained divided 

over involvement in such a complex task. Proponents of intervention in the Afghan 

drugs trade included the Prime Minister, the Cabinet Office, the British Secret 

Intelligence Service (MI6) and Customs and Excise. Opponents of such a move were 

officials from the Department of Health and senior officials from the Foreign and 

Commonwealth Office’s Drugs and International Crime Department among others.356 

The task was complicated by the fact that the 2001-2002 poppy had already been 

planted357 by the time of the policy discussions, which limited the options available. 

Thus, MI6 first advocated purchasing the entire 2002 opium poppy harvest from 

farmers to the sum of $50-150 million, however, after objection from FCO officials 

the proposal was dropped.358 A document by the Economist Intelligence Unit reported 

the proposal was discarded because it was feared it would actually encouraged more 

farmers to plant poppy.359 What proved to be an accurate reading of possibilities 

seems to have got lost along the way when a modified but not too dissimilar version 

of the rejected MI6 proposal was adopted. The plan consisted of compensated 

eradication of poppy fields and interdiction of drug traffickers and drug laboratories. 

Tony Blair authorised MI6360 to distribute money to Afghan regional leaders to 

compensate farmers to self-destruct their opium fields. 361  The UK government 

contributed approximately $32 million to the programme. 362  As part of the 

compensated eradication agenda farmers were promised compensation of US $250 

per jerib,363 which later increased to $300-$350364 per jerib of poppy that was 

eliminated.365 
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The plan was adopted despite widespread opposition throughout Whitehall. 

One of the chief opponents of the plan was the FCO’s Drugs and International Crime 

Department, which refused to support the proposal for fear it would encourage more 

production.  However, two reasons had won the policy debate: firstly, the PM 

abandoned the traditional foreign policy-making process in the wake of 9/11 opting 

instead to conduct policy with a small group of advisors. It was in this policy 

environment that MI6, the architect of the proposal, was able to convincingly ‘sell’ 

the plan to Tony Blair as a deliverable project. Secondly and perhaps more 

importantly, was that other actors, most notably, the FCO failed to offer an alternative 

plan of action.366 As so often would be the case in the coming years, those who 

suggested action would command the policy debate, as any policy – good or bad – 

was considered a better alternative to no policy.367 The direction of counter narcotics 

policy over the coming years, on both sides of the Atlantic, was heavily influenced by 

the views of individuals368 operating without the full endorsement of all government 

agencies. It is also important to recognise much of the early Afghan policy was 

decided by those who had little knowledge of Afghanistan or its history. War 

photographer, Sir John Wellesley Gunston, who had travelled extensively throughout 

Afghanistan since the 1980s and was familiar with the workings of the UK military 

and intelligence agencies, was critical of the MI6’s knowledge of Afghanistan from 

the period when the Taliban gained power to the early part of the war: 

 

The British, I’m afraid to say…[were] without a sense of our 

history and experience in Afghanistan…So I went in to brief 

‘Six’. It was amazing. Their knowledge was zero. They knew 

about the Falls Road, but that was about it...From ’95 or ’96 

onwards, MI6 scaled down their interest. Our MI6 people 

were basically ‘let go’. Just as the Taliban took power in ’96. 

So they were left with a twenty-three year old running the 

Islamabad office! And as you know that meant not just 
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Pakistan but Afghanistan too was run from there. It was 

outrageous!369 

 

 

British officials reported that Prime Minister Blair took ‘an intense personal 

interest’ in the proposal.370 The Prime Minister was so optimistic about the success of 

the UK’s forthcoming plan he was reported in the Sunday Mirror on 24 March 2002, 

saying the aim of the eradication pilot ‘is about persuading the local population with 

incentives to grow other things. With a relatively small commitment from us, we can 

hopefully curb the flow of hard drugs into Europe and on to our streets’.371 The PM 

wholeheartedly believed upstream interdiction would ‘create a big win in terms of the 

UK drug problem’.372 This optimism and even more modest ambitions of later years 

were all to prove over-optimistic and unrealistic.  

 

The split in the UK government over the proposal was replicated at 

international level with the UNODC displaying little appetite for the compensation 

eradication proposal. The policy was decided without UNODC input and only later 

shared with officials from the international organisation.  Drug representatives from 

UNODC, United Kingdom and United States were to maintain a close working 

relationship in the succeeding years, however, the UNODC would only play the role 

of junior partner in the policy making process. The UNODC was unable to shape the 

policy landscape, the compensated eradication scheme for example, was already in 

place before it could voice opposition. UNODC representatives, however, made 

several unofficial objections about the wisdom of such a proposal with their UK 

counterparts both in Kabul and in the UNODC headquarters in Vienna. 373  Several 

reasons underpinned the UNODC’s decision; foremost among them was to do with 

legality. A UNODC official recalled the motivation not to lend support to the scheme:  

 

From the beginning we had to separate ourselves from this 

because of legal issues. Cultivating narcotics is illegal and 
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you do not compensate people to not do an illegal thing…We 

cannot pay a trafficker to ask him, please do not traffic in our 

neighbourhood. It is illegal; it is internationally prohibited. 

At the United Nations, at that time it was my conclusion that 

the UN had to abide by international law and we cannot do 

such a thing.374  

 

At the time the UNODC estimated that opium farmers accounted for 7% of the 

total Afghan population of 24 million and that opium poppy cultivation covered 1% 

of total arable land and less than 3% of irrigated arable land in Afghanistan.375 It was 

therefore argued by another UNODC official that to reward farmers for doing 

something illegal would send the wrong message to the 93 per cent of law abiding 

farmers.376 In the event it seems they may very well have been correct. 

 

The eradication programme commenced on 8 April 2002 in the southern 

province of Helmand and Nangarhar province in the east. Confident of the success of 

the compensated eradication scheme and the UK’s ability to curb the Afghan drugs 

trade more generally, British officials attended a G8 donors meeting in April 2002 

where the reconfiguration of the post-Taliban security environment was organised 

through a programme of ‘Security Sector Reform’ (SSR) under a ‘lead nation’ 

approach. The security sector was spilt into five main areas with a ‘lead nation’ being 

responsible for each sector. From the outset the SSR programme suffered from poor 

resources, a lack of attention and little Afghan ownership of the policy-making 

process. Each ‘sector’ was pursued in isolation with little coordination between each 

pillar or with the overall reconstruction agenda.  

 

The United States was responsible for training the Afghan National Army 

(ANA), Germany took the lead in the reconstruction of the Afghan National Police 

(ANP), the Italians took responsibility for reforming the Justice sector, Japan led the 

effort to neutralize private militias through the Disarmament, Demobilization, and 

Reintegration (DDR) program and the United Kingdom was assigned lead nation for 
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counter narcotics.377 Several reasons underpinned the UK’s decision to volunteer for 

the position of counter narcotics. Firstly, the compensated eradication scheme had 

inflated UK officials belief that they could be successful in countering the Afghan 

drugs trade and because of their role in this programme, the UK was somewhat thrust 

into the most obvious choice for ‘lead nation’. Secondly, with the U.S. naturally 

assuming the lead for reforming the military, the UK considered themselves the only 

remaining country capable of taking on such an important role as counter narcotics. 

The UNODC, an organisation with experience of working in Afghanistan and 

expertise in the field of drug control was ruled out because of financial and capacity 

difficulties.378  Once again, despite the warnings of those within the FCO, officials in 

the Cabinet Office demonstrated a poor reading of the problem by volunteering to 

take on the role of G8 ‘lead nation’ on counter narcotics. Driven partly by the success 

of the Taliban’s poppy ban a few years previously, there was a perception within 

some sections of the UK government that the opium problem was ‘doable’;379 as will 

be demonstrated later this assessment would prove overly optimistic and false.   

 

Nevertheless, with optimism in the cabinet office high over the compensated 

eradication scheme, a superficial reading of the early results seemed to confirm their 

optimism. The Foreign Office Minister Denis MacShane informed MPs in May 2002:  

 

It is a key, if unsung, aspect of Foreign and Commonwealth 

Office work to cut off, disrupt and delay the flow of 

heroin…to the United Kingdom…I should like to inform the 

House that the Interim Administration in Kabul today 

announced the eradication of 16,000 hectares of opium 

poppies, which is about half the size of the New Forest, with 

a street value in Britain of approximately £5 billion. The 

United Kingdom has taken the lead with the Interim 

Administration in that task, and work to eradicate opium 

poppies continues as I speak. I congratulate the Interim 
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Administration on the progress that they have made so 

far…The very good news about the opium poppy eradication 

programme shows that farmers are ready to turn away from 

opium poppy production and from drug barons and drug 

traffickers, to build new lives for themselves and their 

families, with the help of further investment.380  

 

Buoyed by the apparent success of the compensated eradication plan, British 

Cabinet officials and Ministers declared that they had dealt a substantial blow to the 

Afghan opium trade. In the first stage of the operation they had destroyed 16,000 

hectares of opium cultivation and it was reasoned that this trend of opium destruction 

would follow a linear path over the coming years until the entire opium trade in 

Afghanistan was eliminated.381 Attending a G8 summit in Canada in June 2002, the 

Prime Minister wanted to use the opportunity to gain international recognition for the 

UK’s counter narcotics achievements in Afghanistan. He also outlined the UK’s 

roadmap for the complete elimination of the Afghan opium industry. Representatives 

from across Whitehall reported to No.10 that an attempt to eliminate the Afghan 

drugs trade could take up to a generation. This assessment did not have the political 

impact the PM and his advisors had hoped for, therefore the timetable was amended 

to a target that would be more politically advantageous.382 Tony Blair announced that 

the UK and AIA were aiming to reduce opium cultivation by 70 per cent in five years 

and the complete elimination of the Afghan drug industry by 2013.383 

 

Back in Afghanistan, the compensated eradication scheme was accompanied 

by an interdiction operation in Ghani Khel opium bazaar in Shinwar, Nangarhar 

province. The Governor’s son was tasked with enforcing the AIA’s recent edict 

prohibiting opium cultivation and trafficking, during which he confiscated two tons of 

opium paste and cars involved in drug trafficking from the bazaar. Several weeks 
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later, on 21 July 2002, British officials (either from the FCO or more probably MI6) 

came to the province and collected the opium paste from the Governor’s office.384  

 

By mid 2002 it was evident that the optimism and self-congratulation of 

ministers and officials from the Cabinet office were premature as the compensated 

eradication plan ran into a number of problems. It was in fact severely flawed on a 

number of levels. The most basic and fundamental problem with the scheme was that 

it was to prove ineffective: it did not lead to an overall reduction of poppy cultivation, 

notwithstanding the impressive eradication figures flaunted by the British early in the 

programme. The scheme actually incentivised farmers, who had not cultivated the 

poppy to do so (as the critics of the MI6 proposal had warned), as means of receiving 

a cash reward and those who had already cultivated poppy grew more to increase the 

potential compensation.385 Moreover, as the planting seasons differ depending on 

geographic location and climatic conditions, those in the north of country in the 

province of Badakhshan, who plant later in the year saw the compensation reaped by 

farmers in Nangarhar, in the east of country and increased their own cultivation.386 

Afghan President Hamid Karzai emphasised the problem by condemning the British 

led eradication programme as a complete failure, which had actually led to an 

increase in the amount of poppy planted as many farmers sought to make money out 

of the compensation scheme.387  

 

The programme was also beset by mismanagement and chaotic 

implementation. Not unsurprisingly - given the historically weak nature of the Afghan 

state and the transitional process at government level - the AIA lacked the capacity to 

administer the programme. A UNODC official summed up the lack of functioning 

capability at AIA level: ‘There was no Afghan government…there was nobody on the 

Afghan side, you only had Karzai…and then his national security advisor’.388 The 

United Kingdom’s ability to administer the programme was also constrained by a 

precarious security environment 389  and the institutional infancy of the British 
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Embassy in Kabul390 - as it only reopened months before in late November 2001.391 

Consequently, limited manpower and resources hindered the UK’s operational 

capacity; for example, at that time the Embassy only contained one dedicated Drug 

Liaison Officer, who took up the post in mid-2002.392  

 

The British and AIA therefore, resorted to local Afghan authorities to 

administer and supervise the programme.393  With local Afghans in control of the 

programme and no independent adjudication in place, the scheme was marred by 

widespread corruption and fraud.394 Regional strongmen siphoned off the bulk of the 

compensation and did not distribute it throughout the farming network. 395  In the 

majority of instances, many farmers who complied with the eradication programme 

did not receive compensation and were left with no crops and no money. As with 

most eradication campaigns in Afghanistan, corruption was a significant influence 

whether a field was eradicated or not with the main determining factor being the 

ability to ‘buy off’ eradication teams. Consequently, it was poor farmers with no 

financial backing who suffered the most. In some instances entire districts avoided 

any eradication efforts because of their connections to the authorities. Many areas in 

the Jalalabad region - where the opium is amongst the highest quality in 

Afghanistan396- for example, remained free to harvest a full crop without interference 

from government eradication teams. Due to the lack of an autonomous adjudicator it 

was not uncommon for farmers to claim compensation even when they had not 

planted poppy. Moreover, as the government funds quickly depleted the level of 

compensation offered to farmers decreased significantly; by the latter stages of the 

programme compensation was $90 per jerib in the Surkh Rud region and only $40 per 

jerib in Chaparhar region of Nangarhar instead of the original $350.397 Even when the 
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reimbursement was paid, the reduced rate meant the compensation did not meet the 

financial needs of the farmers.  

 

The scheme descended into chaos as some southern and eastern regions 

erupted into violence. Insulted by the unfairness of the programme and paltry amount 

of compensation offered by the Afghan and British scheme many farmers staged 

violent protests against the eradication teams resulting in the abandonment of some 

eradication efforts. In the Nangarhar region up to 10,000 villagers united to stave off 

the eradication teams.398 The scenes of violence worsened in the Helmand province 

with police killing eight farmers and wounding several other protestors.399 Also, land 

mines were used to destroy eradication tractors400 as protestors fought to save their 

crops.  

 

Ultimately, the United Kingdom and Afghan authorities concluded that the 

programme was an unmitigated failure, which resulted in significant damage to the 

UK’s political standing in Helmand and Nangarhar.401 A local representative from the 

Sharwali District of Helmand complained ‘these farmers kept their side of the deal 

and eradicated the crops, but the British government did not keep their word…in this 

culture this is very dishonourable and we are very angry’.402 After the scheme failed 

to deliver on its promises of compensation, many farmers vowed to continue planting 

in the coming seasons.403 Back in Whitehall, British officials refused to accept 

responsibility for the failure, commenting ‘it was an Afghan programme administered 

by Afghan authorities’.404 

 

Despite the disappointment of the scheme counter narcotics would remain an 

important objective for the Prime Minister as a British official recalled ‘Prime 

Minister Blair…[took] a close personal interest in the UK [’s] counter-narcotics 

strategy… he saw counter narcotics as an important strand in a comprehensive 
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strategy for Afghanistan, before and after our mission in Helmand’.405 Another 

official noted the PM’s interest during counter narcotics briefings ‘when we went 

through the presentation of the counter narcotics strategy he [Mr Blair] was very 

probing and interested in that and concerned’.406 This view further was supported by a 

UK official ‘No 10 was consistently the most supportive department…of our counter 

narcotics work and that was directly because of his [Tony Blair’s] personnel interest 

in it’.407 This early failure then did little to douse the hopes in London for effective 

eradication policies. 

 

The United States’ Reluctance to Confront the Opium Industry 

 

The importance placed on counter narcotics by the British government was not 

however, mirrored in the political high echelons in the U.S. despite attempts by 

American drug officials to highlight their strategic significance. Towards the end of 

2002, the Bureau of International Narcotics and Law Enforcement Affairs (INL) 

developed a counter narcotics strategy in conjunction with British officials. The plan 

centred on eradication, interdiction and alternative livelihoods. Rand Beers, the head 

of the INL commented ‘The British said they would be responsible if we gave them 

some forms of support, including military airlift for drug operations…this was the 

most prominent thing we did not agree to 100 per cent, but in principle, we agreed to 

do it whenever possible’.408 After agreement between the partners was reached, Rand 

Beers drafted a proposal and got the appropriate authorities to sign it.  When an 

official from the INL arrived with the plan in Afghanistan the United States military 

blocked the proposal. Rand Beers commented ‘It would appear Central Command sat 

on it, whether on their own or with orders from the Pentagon. Effectively putting an 

end to the programme then and there’.409 It would not be the first time that the 

Pentagon would deliberately prevent a counter narcotics plan from being 

implemented. This episode would signal a division within the American 

administration over the Pentagon’s involvement in counter narcotics work and create 

tension within the Anglo-American alliance during the first years of the conflict.  
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British dissatisfaction with their American counterparts’ refusal to participate 

in counter narcotics was brought to the attention of the House of Representatives, 

subcommittee on Criminal Justice, Drug Policy and Human Resources when it 

travelled to London in 2002. According to Mr Souder of the committee, members of 

various British departments and intelligence agencies involved in the counter 

narcotics efforts, condemned American attempts to date and questioned their 

commitment to stamping out the drug industry and pleaded with them to adopt a more 

pro-active approach to fighting drugs in Afghanistan.410  

 

This policy of non-intervention enforced by the American military set the 

counter-narcotics mission in Afghanistan back several years. It denied the campaign 

resources and allowed drug dealers and traffickers to operate largely without fear of 

reprisal. By allying themselves with warlords for immediate military reasons, many of 

whom were connecting to the drugs trade, the American policy makers sent a 

powerful signal that opium cultivation would be tolerated and actively allowed their 

allies to profit from the trade. The International Crisis Group succinctly summed up 

the impact of turning a blind eye: ‘a culture of impunity was allowed to take root in 

the name of stability’.411 Tackling the trade did not even register on the list of 

priorities for the Bush administration, even when counter-narcotics gravitated up the 

policy agenda it never received the attention or funding it needed to address it 

properly.  

 

Several reasons underpinned this rationale. As noted above, the Bush 

administration, with the Pentagon largely dictating policy, saw the intervention in 

Afghanistan as the first step in a global war against terrorism; therefore, the United 

States mission was framed in narrow counterterrorism terms. To deal with issues such 

as rebuilding a government or fighting drugs would constitute becoming bogged 

down in a state building exercise which the Bush administration had consistently 

argued against. Instead, the drug industry was seen as a task for law enforcement and 
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as far as the White House and Pentagon were concerned the American military was in 

Afghanistan to fight terrorists, not get involved in suppressing the opium business. 

The Pentagon, certainly up to 2004, did not see the correlation between fighting 

terrorists and the drug industry, viewing them as two distinct problems. 412 

Undersecretary of Defense, Douglas Feith explained in a White House meeting in 

February 2002 ‘that counter-narcotics was not part of the war on terrorism, and so 

Defense wanted no part of it in Afghanistan’.413 Moreover, there was no clear policy 

on what the military’s mission would be regarding counter-narcotics. Official 

directives indicated that the military could destroy drug shipments but it was not 

necessary. One army soldier reported he was specifically told to ignore opium and 

heroin stashes when he encountered them on patrol.414 Additionally, it was not 

unusual for American forces to allow vehicles carrying poppy safe passage once it 

was ascertained there were no al-Qaeda members on board.415 The American military 

was also in possession of intelligence information on the location of opium and heroin 

refiners, particularly in south-eastern Afghanistan yet refused to destroy the sites.416 

Donald Rumsfeld remained steadfast that involvement in counter narcotics would 

damage the United States primary objective of destroying terrorism in Afghanistan417 

and harm their campaign to ‘win hearts and minds’. Furthermore, the United States’ 

preparations for the invasion of Iraq placed significant pressures on resources, so even 

if the Pentagon had agreed to tackle the drugs trade, it would have been logistically 

difficult. The objection to tackling the drugs trade filtered to the CIA – despite some 

CIA officials advising drugs targets in Afghanistan should be bombed after 9/11 –

with the organisation disbanding its counter-narcotics staff in order to transfer them to 

counterterrorism.418  

 

The lack of interest in pursuing drug traffickers in Afghanistan during 2001-

2002 can be illustrated by the fact that the United State authorities released from 

custody, Haji Juma Khan, an influential drug trafficker 419  in December 2001. 
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Although, known to be involved in the drug industry and having ties to both the 

Taliban and al-Qaeda, American authorities released him after he falsely promised to 

help them in their counterterrorism mission. This incident epitomised the United 

States goal during the first few years of the intervention in Afghanistan: chasing down 

terrorists would override and marginalise all other activities.420 Robert B. Charles, 

former chief of the INL confirmed this: ‘In Afghanistan, finding terrorists has always 

trumped chasing drug traffickers’.421 From the start of the invasion American policy 

was geared around a quick military campaign and the avoidance of state building, 

however, refusing to tackle drug traffickers had sinister implications.  

 

The Pentagon realised that any attempt to fight the drugs trade in Afghanistan 

would bring them into conflict with the warlords who were helping in the fight 

against the Taliban and al-Qaeda. The CIA and American government realised that 

certain key military commanders of the Northern Alliance were heavily involved with 

the drugs trade, but chose to ignore this because they realised their own 

counterterrorism strategies were heavily, if not, almost exclusively dependent on the 

cooperation of the Northern Alliance. The United States not only sought the support 

of these regional strongmen to utilise their services in direct military operations 

against al Qaeda and the Taliban,422 but as a mechanism to gain local favour. This 

strategy of ‘ignoring complicity in the opium trade’ reached the highest levels of the 

American government, but was deemed as a necessary prerequisite of victory. An 

example of the Bush administration’s reluctance to purge from their payroll Afghan 

warlords involved in the drugs trade was their relationship with one of the largest 

benefactors of American aid: Afghan Defence Minister and later vice-President 

Mohammad Fahim.423  

 

In 2002, the United States possessed evidence indicating that the new defence 

minister was active in the narcotic industry; a CIA report contended ‘he was still 

involved after regaining power and becoming defence minister. He now had a Soviet-

made cargo plane at his disposal that was making flights north to transport heroin 
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through Russia, returning laden with cash’.424 The evidence indicating Fahim was 

directly involved in the opium business resulted in a debate among White House 

officials concerning future relations with the Defense Minister. Hillary Mann Levett, 

then director for Afghanistan at the National Security Council (NSC) contended that 

to furnish Fahim with financial aid would contravene American law – supplying a 

known drug trafficker with military aid. It was argued that, as there was no 

indisputable evidence to prove that Fahim was directly involved in the Afghan drugs 

trade contact should continue. But, as a matter of precaution, United States authorities 

resolved only to deal with Fahim’s subordinates to prevent being accused of illegal 

workings. Even so, recent evidence suggests that top U.S. officials namely Defence 

Secretary Donald Rumsfeld and Major General Karl W. Eikenberry continued to meet 

directly with Marshal Fahim.425  

 

The ambiguity of the United States attitude towards the drug industry in the 

initial post-intervention period was best described by a White House statement ‘A 

challenging security situation…has complicated significantly the task of 

implementing counter narcotics assistance programmes, and will do so for the 

immediate future’.426 This view was supported at ground level, as a DEA agent 

commented in 2003, ‘right now, we realise our work has to take a backseat to the war 

on terror’.427 The United States government recognised the direct link between an 

aggressive counter-narcotics policy and the impact it would have on their 

counterterrorism agenda.  ‘Western diplomats admitted that without money from 

drugs, our friendly warlords can’t pay their militias. It’s as simple as that. Thus, the 

U.S. military did not interfere with drug convoys or bust the drug labs and storage 

depots that it encountered’.428 This non-interventionist policy allowed the regional 

warlords to establish a firm grip over the narcotics industry in their area cementing 

their authority.  

 

After their authority was established many warlords became regional 

governors and police chief commanders and become involved in taxation of the drugs 
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trade. Regional Warlords offered protection of the transportation of drug 

consignments for a nominal fee. The composition of the Karzai government suffered 

from the President’s need to stabilise his power base replacing government experts 

with regional warlords and tribal chiefs with strong links to the narcotics industry.429  

In an effort to temper the power of the regional warlords President Karzai 

incorporated these strongmen in the national administration.430 Warlords who were 

heavily involved in the narcotics industry were given high-ranking government 

positions, in what David Bewley-Taylor described as ‘the development of a criminal-

political nexus’.431 While in office many warlords continued the illegal activities they 

had participated in during the preceding years.  Felbab-Brown comments that this 

policy actually increased the power of the warlords. ‘While the co-opted warlords 

have become integrated into the Afghan political system, few have fully severed their 

connections to the drug trade. Many have learned to manipulate counter-narcotics 

policies to appease Kabul and the international community while continuing to reap 

multiple benefits from the illicit economy’.432 Instead of strengthening the position of 

the government through the integration of local warlords the new administration 

would be prevented from developing a corruption free and accountable government. 

In addition one of the many side effects of the United States backing of the anti-

Taliban warlords in the initial phase of the invasion was to undermine the authority of 

the interim government and strengthen the warlord’s position within Afghanistan.433  

 

British Counter Narcotics Policies (2003) 

 

Contrasting with the American military’s refusal to become drawn into interdiction 

activities, the United Kingdom placed considerable emphasis434 on interdiction of 

drug traffickers and drug producing facilities. Interdiction was considered a more 

fruitful course of action by the British government as a British military Official 

explained: ‘The British were…happy…to do interdiction…you are dealing with the 
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next level up…Dealing with the level of the farmer was always going to be fraught 

with difficulty so if you could deal with the next tier up, the people who make money 

out of it, it wasn’t an essential part of their livelihood it was mere criminal activity. So 

interdiction was our favoured approach’.435 Vanda Felbab-Brown argues this lack of 

cohesion in the Anglo-American alliance had a detrimental effect on British 

interdiction efforts and even led to the Prime Minister raising the point with President 

Bush:  

 

British interdiction efforts were clearly at odds with the U.S. 

laissez-faire policy, and the United States maintained the 

upper hand...British officials became increasingly frustrated 

with the unwillingness of the U.S military to cooperate in 

any way with counter narcotics operations. U.S. forces even 

refused to share intelligence on prominent drug traffickers, 

which prompted Prime Minister Tony Blair to raise the issue 

with President Bush.436  

 

In January 2003, the United Kingdom helped establish The Counter Narcotics 

Police of Afghanistan (CNPA) as the premier counter narcotics law enforcement 

agency under the Ministry of Interior (MOI).437 Later that year the United Kingdom 

established an elite level interdiction unit the Afghan Special Narcotics Force 

(ASNF), trained by British Special Forces and under the authority of CNPA. A British 

Military Official commented ‘they were…well trained, well equipped and well-

motivated…they were very effective’.438 The ASNF were active in the UK-led 

Operation Headstrong439 that targeted drug traffickers and drug related facilities in 

2003 and 2004.  

 

In 2004 attempts were made to place interdiction efforts within the overall law 

enforcement and justice framework by establishing a Counter narcotics Criminal 
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Justice Task Force (CJTF). Prior to the CJTF’s establishment, interdiction missions 

were jeopardised from the lack of judicial and correctional capacity, as a British 

official commented: ‘we knew where some of the ringleaders were but if you captured 

them where do you take them?’ He further elaborated: ‘an element of our strategy at 

one stage was to try and take on ten to fifteen very high profile targets so we could 

demonstrate real impact but again the judicial enforcement…is why…we were not 

able to follow through.’440 This was a direct consequence of the ‘lead nation’ 

approach, which fostered a lack of cohesive movement on reconstruction of the 

security sector. Funded and trained by the United Kingdom and UNODC, the CJTF 

sought to improve the lack of coordination between law enforcement and judicial 

apparatus by training lawyers and judges to try illegal drug cases. A specifically 

designed courthouse and jail just north of Kabul airport would try the cases then 

house those convicted.441 Despite these improvements, initial interdiction and judicial 

efforts failed to make a substantial impact with UK and Afghan forces unable to 

apprehend major drug traffickers due to institutional weakness and corruption.  

 

Further complicating the effectiveness of interdiction campaigns was 

discriminatory implementation and corruption. William Byrd argues that corrupt 

Afghan officials would target low-level producers or traffickers for interdiction 

campaigns while major producers and traffickers linked to provincial and central 

authorities strengthened their positions through the elimination of their competition.  

Provincial authorities would charge traffickers a fee to protect their merchandise 

against impoundment from the government or theft from rival drug dealers. Officials 

were also involved in the theft of drug consignments after arresting the drug dealers; 

who they would release with half of their narcotics for a fee then sell the remaining 

half of the drugs themselves. As with eradication campaigns those most affected were 

small traders with little financial and tribal backing and those able to profit the most 

had connections with insurgents, warlords and provincial and central government 

officials.442  
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The UK’s new eradication policy was plagued by similar problems that beset 

its interdiction policies: corruption and institutional weakness. Following the 

unsuccessful British compensated eradication scheme the year before, there was a 

slight re-adjustment of UK and Afghan policy as the scheme was replaced with a new, 

but not dissimilar plan of governor-led eradication – reportedly at the insistence of 

President Karzai.443 The new scheme would incentivise governors with financial 

reimbursement to eradicate poppy fields in their provinces. The policy was meant to 

act as a deterrent to prevent farmers from planting poppy and reward those governors 

who showed ‘commitment’ to tackle opium cultivation. However, like its predecessor 

this policy was open to abuse and corruption. Farmers - who could afford to - could 

prevent their fields being destroyed by bribing the governor. British officials 

complained ‘many governors were unreliable, [and] were implicated in the opium 

trade, and eradication would be a slow and complex process’.444 

 

In its role as G8 ‘lead nation’ on counter narcotics the United Kingdom, in 

conjunction with the Afghan government, agreed on a broader programme that 

identified four key areas where assistance should be targeted: improving Afghan law 

enforcement capability; rural reconstruction to generate alternative livelihoods for 

opium poppy farmers; capacity-building for Afghan drug control institutions; and 

establishing prevention/treatment programmes to tackle addiction.445 The UK helped 

to formalise the AIA’s anti-drug stance by drafting the first Afghan National Drug 

Control Strategy (NDCS). The law came into effect on the 19 May 2003 and provided 

the framework for the international communities engagement with the AIA’s anti-

drug campaign. The NDCS was centred on four key principles: improved drugs law 

enforcement; promoting alternative livelihoods for poppy farmers; capacity building 

for Afghan anti-drugs institutions; and public awareness campaigns/treatment 

programmes to help reduce demand.446 The Afghan government’s ownership of the 

formulation of the NDCS was minimal with the strategy largely constructed by 
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British, UNODC and American officials. There are a number of explanations for the 

lack of input in the 2003 strategy. A drug policy expert commented: the Afghans may 

have accepted the transferral of strategy into Afghanistan as a way to be considered 

credible at international level. It is possible that the Afghans recognising the 

seriousness of the issue appreciated the need for an over-arching document to help 

them tackle the problem but were still too institutionally immature to tackle the issue 

effectively alone. Alternatively, it is possible the Afghans did not fully comprehend 

the issue or the best way to tackle it.447 The 2003 document demonstrated a degree of 

measure when assessing the drug industry and the correct perquisites to address the 

problem: ‘[the approach should] take account of the economic and social causes of 

illegal cultivation. Attention is first needed to establish security and the rule of law 

and to create a stable environment to accelerate reconstruction and building 

institutions’.448 However, one of the key failings of strategy was the timeline laid 

forth to eliminate the drug industry. The NDCS targets were unduly optimistic and 

failed to appreciate the complexities of opium cultivation. The NDCS reaffirmed the 

UK target for reduction opium cultivation with a 70 per cent reduction within 5 years 

and total elimination within 10 years.449 The NDCS also failed to appreciate the 

limited capacity of the Afghan government to implement its policies and its over-

reliance on the foreign aid and help to administer the key goals of the strategy.   

 

The same year (2003) the UK government would upgrade the institutional 

capacity of the Kabul Embassy with the establishment of the British Embassy Drugs 

Team (BEDT). The BEDT was tasked with the delivery of the United Kingdom’s 

counter narcotics strategy, devised by the FCO in London.450 Perhaps unsurprisingly, 

the United States counter narcotics resources and manpower at that point were 

undermanned and underfunded with the American Embassy containing only one Drug 

Enforcement Administration (DEA) officer451 - the DEA in conjunction with INL 

were the two departments tasked with American counter narcotics strategy in 
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Afghanistan, the Department of Defense, Department of Justice, and United States 

Agency for International Development (USAID) contributed to formulation and 

implementation of strategy. The DEA did not have an office in Afghanistan before 

2003 and even then most of the staff were not permanent.452 

 

Notwithstanding the American military’s refusal to engage with their British 

counterparts over counter narcotics policy the relationship between the British and 

American drug officials in many ways mirrored the relationship between the partners 

over the war in general: close cooperation, mutual respect, agreement on the larger 

issues but differences of opinions on some concepts and approaches. There was a 

large degree of coordination over counter narcotics policies with United Kingdom and 

United States funding and cooperating in many initiatives and agreeing with the 

direction of the overall strategy.453 Formally, senior drug and government officials 

from both parties would attend biannual drug talks – the Counter narcotics Strategy 

Group454– in Washington or London to share analysis and agree upon strategy for the 

coming year. Regular informal meetings would take place throughout the year 

between the heads of the respective drug agencies to discuss issues.455 In Afghanistan, 

there was greater coordination between the two partners with UK Embassy officials in 

Kabul being in daily contact with their American counterparts456 and on the ground, 

there was a very close and coordinated relationship.457 However, tension would soon 

appear in the relationship when the Bush administration began to take more of an 

active interest in counter narcotics in Afghanistan and the approach employed by the 

British up until 2004 would thus come under scrutiny. As would be the case so often 

within the sphere of counter narcotics, a sharp increase in the amount of land 

dedicated to opium cultivation would be accompanied by calls for stronger action.  
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THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE UNITED STATES COUNTER NARCOTICS 

STRATEGY AND ANGLO-AMERICAN DISCORD (2004) 

 

Early British attempts at drug control had failed to make a quantitative impact with 

opium cultivation rising to 74,000 hectares in 2002 – from 8,000 hectares in 2001 - 

and spreading to 24 out of 32 provinces (Map A). The following year the number of 

opium producing provinces continued to increase to 28 out of 32 (Map B). By 2004 

opium cultivation was present in all of Afghanistan’s provinces458 (MAP C). As a 

consequence, international media attention focused on this dramatic rise in opium 

cultivation and questioned the American military’s opposition to tackling the Afghan 

opium industry.459 Moreover, broader concerns were raised regarding the impact 

record levels of opium would have on what was considered an otherwise positive 

state-building effort in Afghanistan.  

 

As noted in Chapter 2, the American led intervention of Afghanistan quickly 

and decisively defeated the Taliban regime – although not the Taliban itself. By May 

2003, there was a perception among the American military that the Afghan war was - 

in the words of Secretary of Defense, Donald Rumsfeld, in the ‘clean up phase’.460 

With the main military operation over – apart from the U.S. counterterrorism mission 

against al-Qaeda - the war had progressed to what was now predominately a 

reconstruction and a state building effort. This transition marked a shift in policy by 

the United States as Rumsfeld and Cheney – two of the main opponents to state 

building – saw the benefit of passing the reconstruction of Afghanistan to NATO. 

With the Alliance at the helm in Afghanistan, it would allow the United States to pass 

some of the cost of the war to NATO countries, prevent American soldiers from being 

dragged into state building and allow U.S. forces to concentrate on the phase two of 

the ‘war on terror’: Iraq.461 Against the backdrop of growing instability and violence 

in Iraq, Afghanistan was a good news story for the United States. A new constitution 
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had been signed, the Taliban had been defeated as a strategic force and the 2004 

Afghan elections – that confirmed U.S. backed Hamid Karzai as President - were 

considered to have been a ‘moral and psychological defeat for the Taliban’.462 

However, to protect these positive developments and prevent Afghanistan slipping 

into a ‘narco-state’463 the United States was eventually forced to confront the growing 

problem of opium cultivation and develop a counter narcotics strategy, but it was 

some time in coming because of abiding opposition to it in Washington, particularly 

and most strongly from Rumsfeld and the Pentagon.  

 

 In the twenty-four months or so after the invasion members of the Bush 

cabinet were either ignorant of Afghanistan’s drug problem or simply refused to pay 

any significant attention to it. With Iraq commanding the attention of the Bush 

administration, Robert B. Charles, Rand Beers’s successor for INL struggled to raise 

the profile of the narcotics problem in the Washington. Charles was ‘a creature of the 

Republican Congress…and he had a keen sense of how issues played with the 

Republican lawmakers on Capitol Hill’ and knew the politically sensitive nature of 

drug trafficking.464 Charles correctly assumed, that if the extent of the drug problem 

was realised by the American public, and furthermore the United States government 

was not actively involved in attempting to rectify the problem, congressional opinion 

would promptly alter.465 At every opportunity Charles briefed his counterparts in 

other government departments warning that the United States would have to engage 

with the drug problem in Afghanistan or it would eclipse all the achievements the 

United States had made to date and potentially derail the state-building project.466 

However, Charles’s message went unheeded by everyone in the administration apart 

from his boss, Secretary of State, Colin Powell. Charles’s incessant protests over the 

issue led to him receiving the moniker ‘Cassandra’ in his own office.467  

 

Robert B. Charles and other State Department officials advocated the need for 

the implementation of a comprehensive drug control strategy for Afghanistan. 
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Charles’ initiative would be based around five pillars: effective public information, 

tough law enforcement, enhanced alternative livelihoods, aggressive interdiction, and 

expanded eradication.468 The most controversial aspect of the proposal was the 

introduction of forced eradication through aerial spraying which Charles promoted as 

the key element in his strategy. This was a deeply entrenched policy in the State 

Department, which had its roots in the Department’s drug suppression strategy for 

Colombia - ‘Plan Colombia’- 469 introduced by the Clinton administration in 2000. 

During an on the record briefing at the State Department, Charles highlighted the link 

between with the two strategies. ‘I would go so far as to call it something tantamount 

to a Plan Afghanistan, which has parallels to the Plan Colombia effort’. As will be 

detailed later, some prominent State Department officials who would come to be 

involved in countering the Afghan drugs trade had served in Colombia strengthening 

the calls to implement the same policies the State Department had utilised in there.  

 

Another strand of policy running through the State department - despite the 

arguments that contended opium cultivation was a result of poverty – was that 

ultimately opium cultivation was an illegal activity and should be dealt with as a law 

enforcement issue, regardless of the socio-economic status of the farmer. Therefore, 

while the State Department advocated the need to create alternative livelihoods, it was 

argued that strong action needed to be taken first against criminal activity, namely 

cultivating poppies. Central to combatting criminality was the implementation of the 

rule of law. There could be no exceptions made, rule of law had to be adhered to in 

Afghanistan in the same way it had to be adhered to by poor Americans mixing 

methamphetamines in their trailers – involvement in the drug trade was illegal and 

should be punished.470 As a former American official commented: ‘nowhere in the 

world does alternative development work by itself. You have to be able to create a 

criminality associated with the behaviour you are trying to stop’.471 Instead of 

transitioning farmers away from opium cultivation gradually by increasing alternative 

livelihoods, access to markets and improved security the State Department wanted to 
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signal that opium cultivation would not be tolerated and immediately set about 

implementing effective deterrents. The official further stated: ‘so what you have to 

do, is try to find a way to deter the production’472 and the most effective way in the 

State Departments’ view was aerial eradication. This line of argument was difficult to 

reconcile in practice with the objective of creating alternative livelihoods. 

 

In many cases (but not all) opium cultivation is a mechanism to alleviate 

financial hardship, poverty and food insecurity, therefore, eradication can further the 

economic distress of the poorest farmers. If eradication is conducted in the early 

stages of the planting cycle, farmers will be able to grow another crop. If it is 

conducted in the latter stages of the planting cycle, not only has the crop been lost 

resulting in no income, the farmer has lost the money invested for labour, seeds, water 

and fertilisers and has no chance to plant any alternative that season. Commonly, 

opium poppy farmers in Afghanistan, sell their crop in advance at a fixed price (i.e. 

using their future crop as collateral473) to drug traffickers. As noted above, some 

actors (officials from the State Department) viewed opium cultivation not as a 

consequence of economic necessity but as an illegal act, and thus argued that 

implementing law enforcement methods was vital for deterrence. The view holds 

opium farmers are rational economic actors who choose to operate out with the 

confines of the law to derive economic profit from opium farming. As such 

eradication is necessary to ‘deter farmers from the blind pursuit of profit’.474  

 

Charles also advocated a more forceful interdiction policy against drug 

traffickers, however, for that to be successful the Pentagon would have to agree to 

take a more active role in the fight against drugs and alter its rules of engagement for 

American forces.475 The State Department warned of the relationship between drugs 

and terrorist groups and the potential of the Afghan insurgency to morph into a 

Revolutionary Armed Forces Colombia (FARC) style insurgency with their 

operations being funded by the drugs trade. As an American official commented: 

‘drug traffickers are the primary funders of the warlords, and…primary funder of the 

terrorists whether that be Al Qaeda or the Taliban…all the big terrorist groups and all 
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of the warlords drew their money from heroin’.476 And as such the best way, to deal 

with this threat was to employ the same methods utilised in Colombia: tough law 

enforcement methods. The official further commented: ‘my view was the best 

way…to get large percentage of crop eradicated from the air because, that works very 

well in Colombia’.477 This group of actors wrongly believed that widespread and 

forced eradication had successfully cut off the flow of finance between the drugs trade 

and FARC and could defeat insurgent groups in Afghanistan.  

 

The calls for stronger action in Afghanistan resulted in direct conflict between 

the United States and United Kingdom over the counter narcotics policy. The United 

Kingdom’s apparent ‘slowness’ in eradicating poppy fields, through Governor-led 

Eradication, led to an open diplomatic rift manifesting itself in the Anglo-American 

alliance in arguments over the best way to conduct eradication. The rift gained 

prominence after members of the Bush administration, in reversal of their previous 

arguments, criticised the British approach to eradication as weak and ineffective and 

urged more forceful action,478 namely aerial eradication. Tension was present between 

the two partners at formal drug meetings to discuss policy formulation in Washington. 

Members of the State Department attempted to pressure their UK counterparts into 

agreeing to aerial eradication. As a former British official commented: ‘my dialogue 

… whenever I was in Washington with State and others was: look we hear what you 

are saying but this is not something we want to do’. At diplomatic and ministerial 

level the issue was constantly pressed but the British ‘ held the line’.479   

 

The dispute would break into open diplomatic warfare when, in a remarkable 

move Robert B. Charles criticised the British approach when he testified before a 

Republican-chaired hearing of the House narcotics sub-committee entitled: 

‘Afghanistan: are British counter-narcotics efforts going wobbly?’ in the spring of 

2004. The title of the hearing was a pointed reference to a phone conversation 

between Margret Thatcher and George Bush Senior before the first Gulf War when 
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Thatcher warned Bush Senior ‘not to go wobbly’.480 Set against the backdrop of 

rapidly increasing opium cultivation, at the time of the hearing the 2003-2004 

planting season was predicted to produce the largest volume of opium ever. In the end 

opium cultivation eclipsed previous records by increasing two-thirds and reaching a 

staggering 131,000 hectares.481 The hearing was convened to examine these problems 

and to assess whether or not the ‘the British-led effort on eradication of opium poppy 

[had] stalled’.482 The hearing commenced with a short introduction from Chairman 

Congressman Mark E Souder – a drug warrior who petitioned for increased American 

involvement in countering the drug trade - setting forth his concerns of British recent 

activity: 

 

The subcommittee has received disturbing reports that while 

our British allies were supposed to eradicate a targeted 

12,000 acres of opium poppy, they are barely off the ground 

in Helmand and have done almost nothing in Nangarhar. 

According to our sources, there is dithering on agreement on 

how to measure what is actually being eradicated, which 

hampers accountability among the governments pledging 

counter narcotics resources.483 

 

The Chairman also highlighted the Pentagon’s reluctance to involve itself in 

counter narcotics operations as a problem: 

 

Let me be clear: if it is true that there is some degree of foot 

dragging by the British in this complex matter, the U.S. 

Department of Defence comes off far worse. Let me quote 

from our House Government Reform Committee’s Views 

and Estimates on the Fiscal 2005 Budget of the United 

States: Our British allies have identified many Afghan opium 

processing plants necessary to the heroin trade. Yet despite 
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the financing of terrorists and other destabilizing elements 

from the drug trade, the Department of Defence does not 

view these as military targets. The committee urges in the 

strongest terms for the Department to reconsider.484 

 

Robert Charles testimony exposed the conflict between the State Department 

and United Kingdom over the best approach to eradication and to the split within the 

U.S. government itself. Charles explained the United States plan was constructed 

around the notion of a hard-line approach to eradication that was not subject to local 

political consent or alternative livelihoods. Whereas, the UK opted for a less 

aggressive approach to eradication, selecting only to eradicate when the local political 

conditions were right.  How to eradicate the poppy highlighted divergent attitudes 

between the British and the Americans, not only to the counter narcotics campaign 

but also to the war in general. The view within most of the UK government believed 

the best way to operate was with endorsement from the Afghan government, local 

Afghan support and maintain as much political capital as possible. The UK 

considered eradication as a necessary tool but it should only be utilised when there 

were clear alternative livelihoods available. The policy was designed to provide a 

balance between incentive and disincentive.485 This would complement the British 

view that wide-scale eradication could potentially disrupt the livelihoods of farmers 

who depended upon opium cultivation to survive. Within this framework targeting the 

next level up from the farmers was considered a more prudent course of action.486 The 

State Department favoured a more aggressive policy, which if possible would include 

aerial spraying, that would attack poppy fields regardless if the local political 

environment was unstable or alternative livelihoods were in place. The State 

Department wanted instant success and to send a message that opium production 

would not be tolerated and opium cultivation was regarded as a criminal act that 

needed to be dealt with accordingly.  

 

The United Kingdom’s military forces did not participate directly in 

eradicating poppy fields; instead, intelligence was gathered on the location of poppy 
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fields, which was provided to the American trained Afghan Eradication Force (AEF) 

to perform eradication. Not only did the United Kingdom oppose the aggressive 

eradication policy of the United States generally; it also held divergent attitudes on 

when in the planting cycle eradication should be performed. British officials argued it 

was only acceptable to eradicate poppy fields during the infancy phase of growth, 

where farmers had invested minimum effort. They opposed eradication at the 

flowering pre-harvest stage, where farmers had invested considerable money, time 

and effort, which would increase the possibility of a hostile response from farmers: 

the farmers would also not have the option of sowing and harvesting an alternative.487 

Afghanistan’s Ambassador to America, Said Jawad, supported the rationale: ‘we 

think it’s better to put more resources on preventing cultivation because once it’s 

cultivated, it’s too late...you eradicate it, you lose the support of the people’.488 The 

British employed a 23 variable test to assess if eradication should take place. In 

reality, effective implementation was hindered by lack of information and obstructive 

local power holders seeking to limit the volume of eradication.489 Robert Charles 

further commented: 

 

It would be inaccurate to say that we are in complete 

agreement on all aspects of the eradication effort or on the 

ways to achieve the essential, critical and mutual goal of 

eradicating a measurable and significant quantity of heroin 

poppies. For example, we believe that the current set of 

eradication targeting criteria, while designed with the best of 

intentions, may be overly restrictive. Criteria such as 

developing alternative development to be in place and a 

preoccupation with avoiding any possibility of resistance 

may restrict our ability to collectively reach these eradication 

goals.490  
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The United Kingdom in conjunction with the Afghan government was 

responsible for conducting part one of a two part eradication programme to hinder 

opium cultivation in the south of the country in the 2003-04 planting season. The 

second phase of the programme was to be conducted by the Afghan authorities with 

American backing finishing in north Afghanistan. However, the United States became 

dismayed by the progress of phase one ‘Since you have obviously also seen the 

worrisome phase one progress to date, and thus called this hearing…The U.K. 

financed, Governor-led eradication effort commenced just in one province this past 

weekend, and has reportedly been unfolding somewhat slowly’.491 Charles implored 

the British to act with more urgency and aggression if the eradication scheme was to 

prove successful. Another major point of contention between British and American 

policy makers was the role alternative livelihoods played in the eradication process. 

The UK argued that it would be reluctant to eradicate opium fields if there were no 

alternative livelihoods in place; however, Robert Charles argued that opium 

production only accounted for 8% of all cultivated land, thus meaning that 92% of the 

land cultivated (that is without alternative development) produced wheat or barely. He 

concluded that options were available other than opium: 

 

It appears that our point of disagreement, to some degree 

here, and I point to it very directly, is that we believe that if 

there are alternative income streams, but more importantly, if 

there is heroin poppy there, which needs to be eradicated, we 

shouldn’t be picking and choosing, we shouldn’t be delaying, 

we shouldn’t be making it conditional upon providing an 

instant and available income stream. I would note that the 92 

per cent, which are alternative crops, that’s the free market 

doing its job… And the key here again is that deterrence 

occurs not because you have put alternative development 

programs in place first, or simultaneously… So that’s why 

we have to be highly aggressive at taking out the fully 

flowering poppy. We have to say, yes, of course, we all want 
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alternative development support. But we cannot make our 

eradication efforts conditional on pre-existing or parallel, the 

necessity of parallel development.492 

 

Mr Charles argued that alternative livelihoods were preferable but not 

essential to eradication. Condemnation of the United Kingdom’s performance on 

eradication was also heard at the American Embassy in Kabul. Embassy officials 

contended speed would be a key requirement to quell the flowering poppy production 

and were unhappy at the UK’s ‘lack of urgency’.  An Embassy official commented 

‘Britain will achieve the results they want in 10 years and that’s fast enough for them. 

We will achieve the result we want only if we do it more quickly’. 493 Robert Charles 

testimony was a specifically crafted strategy to force the British into taking more 

forceful action. It was reasoned if the rift were aired publically, the UK would have 

little alternative but to accede to the State Department’s demands, as an American 

official commented:  

 

We tried privately again and again to get everything to 

work…the British had a role to play…Well, we were trying 

to get them to change their policy and cooperate on the 

question of creating more disincentives. We tried many, 

many times privately to have a conversation…Sometimes if 

you say something publicly people then have to be 

accountable, then they have to say, okay well all right, we 

should do something on the disincentive side as well.494  

 

British diplomats were privately furious at Charles’ testimony, and informed 

their American counterparts of their displeasure. A British official commented ‘we 

did not take kindly to our principal allies criticising us publicly’, he further stated ‘we 

got very pissed off when they did that…and we pushed back very robustly and said, 

bugger off we have the lead responsibility on this and you know we have expended an 

awful lot of political capital rightly supporting you in an attempt to prioritise, and you 
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are making life more difficult for us’.495 In public, however, most British officials 

demonstrated restraint as a Foreign Office Minister down played the conflict but did 

comment ‘there have been some differences of emphases.496 Not all officials thought 

the best course of action was to publicly downplay the rift, ‘I often argued internally, 

that there is some political merit in airing some of that publically’.497 To do so, 

however, would inflame an already delicate situation between the State Department 

and British officials and cause more damage to the wider Anglo-American alliance, at 

a time when the coalition was fighting on two fronts, one of which was a widely 

unpopular conflict in Iraq. Moreover, a public discussion over the different 

approaches of the two allies would only lead to an escalation of the conflict and do 

little for the continuing counter narcotics campaign let alone public support for the 

war in general. Domestically, Robert B. Charles’s comments were also not 

appreciated as ‘he heard veiled and indirect complaints from the White House about 

[the] downbeat testimony he gave to Congress’.498 

 

Notwithstanding, congressional political, ‘pressure began to mount’ over 

counter narcotics as Republicans in Congress led the calls for the United States to 

become active in the fight against drugs. Among others, Mark Souder the chairman of 

the criminal justice, drug policy and human resources sub-committee of the House of 

Government Reform Committee argued for increased action. Henry J Hyde chairman 

of The House of Representatives Committee of International Relations identified the 

connection between countering the drug trade and security ‘only by addressing the 

Afghan drug challenge can we make Afghanistan more secure’. He further 

underscored his commitment to ignite American anti-drug efforts by writing to 

Defense Secretary Rumsfeld highlighting the link between the drug industry and 

insurgency.499 Adding to the pressure, 2004 was an American presidential year, and 

President Bush’s Democratic challenger, John Kerry, sought to gain an advantage 

against the President by highlighting the administration’s poor performance on the 

issue. As an Afghan policy expert commented, in 2004 security in Afghanistan was 

generally good so the main problem the democrats could criticise the administration 
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for was record levels of opium cultivation.500 Internationally, Antonio Maria Costa, 

the executive director of the UNODC, expressed his fears of the debilitating effect the 

drug industry would have on Afghanistan reconstruction: ‘opium cultivation, which 

has spread like wildfire throughout the country, could ultimately incinerate everything 

– democracy, reconstruction, and stability…The fear that Afghanistan might 

degenerate into a narco-state is slowly becoming a reality’.501  

 

Despite domestic and international pressure coalescing to force the Americans 

to develop a counter narcotics strategy, the issue proved to be controversial and 

divisive within the Bush administration and in the Anglo-American alliance. All 

within the United States government did not welcome the adoption of a strategy and it 

was reported that policymakers from the State Department, National Security Council 

and Pentagon were at odds on how best to proceed.502 The key issue would remain 

aerial spraying and above all would prove a constant source of tension over the next 

four years causing bitter diplomatic exchanges over counter-narcotics policy within 

the American administration and in the wider Anglo-American alliance. There 

remained a degree of scepticism in some quarters in the American administration; 

particularly the Pentagon and much more widely in the United Kingdom and 

Afghanistan that forced eradication would prove an unsuccessful policy. It was felt 

that eradication could prove counter-productive by, increasing opium cultivation in 

subsequent years – to accrue the financial loss of poppy fields being eradicated - 

damaging the coalition’s militarily objectives and turn the local population against 

them. As a September 2004 British government report noted ‘if not targeted properly, 

eradication can have the reverse effect and encourage farmers to cultivate more poppy 

to pay off increased debts’.503 However, Charles was convinced of the need to employ 

an aggressive eradication campaign and took further steps to promote it.   

 

He assembled a team of experts to travel to Afghanistan to sell his idea to 

President Karzai and demonstrate that a version of herbicide glyphosate, also known 

as Roundup - which is the most popular domestic herbicide in the America to kill 
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garden weeds - could deliver instant results with no serious health risks. President 

Karzai and his government were opposed to the use of aerial spraying for several 

reasons. Firstly, he claimed to American officials, if aerial eradication were 

implemented it would result in widespread discontent which would lead to a popular 

uprising resulting in him losing power.504 Secondly, it was contended that aerial 

spraying would result in a propaganda victory for the Taliban, as it would be 

reminiscent of the Soviet military campaign to destroy food crops and agricultural 

infrastructure.505 Thirdly, president Karzai was concerned that aerial eradication 

would cause damage to water supplies, livestock and other crops. Finally, there were 

concerns about possible health implications for Afghans if exposed to the spray. 

 

Remarkably, Charles did not get the opportunity to brief President Karzai. 

United States Ambassador for Afghanistan, Zalmay Khalilzad – known as the 

American ‘viceroy’ in Afghanistan as a result of his influence over American policies 

in the country- along with Donald Rumsfeld and Deputy Defence Secretary Paul 

Wolfowitz contrived to deny Charles entry to Afghanistan. Although, Khalilzad was 

in agreement that a more aggressive approach was needed in the fight against the drug 

industry, he objected to aerial spraying. One of Congress’s most active drug warriors, 

Republican Dana Rohrabacher, did however get the opportunity to brief President 

Karzai over the issue. Whilst on a visit to Afghanistan, Rohrabacher had broached the 

subject with President Karzai and asked him to sign a letter approving aerial 

eradication that could, if necessary, be presented before Congress to garner support. 

Rohrabacher also hinted that Congress might cut aid to Afghanistan if significant 

action was not taken to quash the opium trade.506 However, no conclusive action was 

taken and the issue stalled. 507   
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 Secretary of State, Powell and Charles would have an equally difficult task 

convincing the Bush cabinet to agree to ‘Plan Afghanistan’. In late 2004, Colin 

Powell tried to sell Robert Charles’s new counter narcotics initiative to the newly re-

elected President. Powell illustrated the drug problem in Afghanistan vividly and 

made a convincing argument for the State Department’s plans to address the problem. 

President Bush seemed genuinely concerned about the opium problem and was 

encouraging of aerial eradication and an increased military role for tackling the opium 

trade. Bush was so taken by the argument he commented that he would not ‘waste 

another American life on a narco-state’.508  Charles also present at the meeting was 

overjoyed at the President’s response believing the administration would now action 

an aggressive campaign to curb what he saw as the destabilising problem of narcotics 

in Afghanistan. However, as noted in chapter 3, Donald Rumsfeld would use the 

President’s declarations simply as the start of a debate. When objecting continuously 

failed to discourage the President from authorising the plan, the Secretary of Defense, 

continued his opposition ‘through back channels’. Rumsfeld enlisted the help of his 

ally, Ambassador Khalilzad,509 who told the President that as the United States front 

man in Afghanistan, he needed a flexibility to deal with the narcotics issue, and that 

did not include aerial eradication.510 Khalilzad’s intervention proved crucial; Bush 

agreed not push aerial eradication and go along with Khalilzad’s plan as long as 

significant strides against the opium industry were achieved.511 Despite believing in 

the merits of aerial eradication the President never entered the fray decisively to end 

the inter-departmental squabbling and in any case Congressional politics and alliance 

politics made the likelihood of decisiveness in this policy area elusive for anyone, 

even someone as powerful as the President. Also, with the Pentagon largely shaping 

Afghan policy and Rumsfeld’s ability to politically outmanoeuvre his opponents, the 

probability of success in this area was constrained, so Bush ‘did not push back against 

the Rumsfeld-led opposition’. 512   Additionally, the President’s decision not to 

override the Ambassador on this aspect of policy was also as much a result of his 

presidential style as anything else; as a United States official commented the 

President was results driven and less interested in the details of policy than achieving 
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the overall goal. Notwithstanding, President Bush respected Karzai as a fellow 

politician and was extremely reluctant to overrule Karzai’s judgment on a political 

matter.513  

 

Notwithstanding his reluctance to drive through the policy, the President over 

the coming years would reaffirm his support for aerial eradication, quoted as being a 

‘sprayin kind of guy’,514 and his backing for aerial eradication did not go unnoticed on 

the other side of the Atlantic. Sir Sherard Cowper-Coles noted that President Bush 

attempted to engender support for the policy by mentioning the issue – on more than 

one occasion - to the Prime Minister, ‘urging us to support’ the policy.515 If the British 

were on side, it would help the President win the policy debate against the influential 

Pentagon naysayers. Interestingly, and adding to the tangled bureaucratic battleground 

over counter narcotics policy, Prime Minister Blair was also noted to advocate aerial 

eradication. As a British official commented: ‘well he was basically in favour of 

spraying…and we had great difficulty in stopping him endorsing the American 

approach’. When questioned over why Blair supported this policy the official 

explained: ‘it’s like invading Iraq he thought it was a good thing in its own right but 

he was [also] under American pressure [he thought that it] really …  needed to be 

tackled decisively and spraying was the way to do it’. 516 Whether the threat was real 

or perceived British officials from the FCO were concerned that President Bush 

would convince Prime Minister Blair to endorse the policy.517 The Prime Minister 

was, however, very much in the minority within the British government as a supporter 

of aerial spraying and as such it was much more difficult for him to influence the 

policy debate against the will of the majority. In saying that, there was a constant fear 

in FCO policy circles that Tony Blair would succumb to American pressure and 

endorse aerial spraying, especially as in 2004, when the numbers associated with 

opium cultivation reached record levels. That year, during a counter narcotics meeting 

at the Ministry of Defence, one of the Prime Minister’s advisors indicated to the 

officials that ‘Tony Blair supports aerial eradication’. There was no written 

instruction accompanying this pronouncement explaining what Tony Blair wanted - 
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only a statement that hung in the air. What was left unsaid and open to interpretation 

was whether this statement was a formal request on behalf of the Prime Minister to 

adopt aerial eradication as British policy or merely an indication of the Prime 

Minister’s view. The statement was enough to sway the argument for one or two of 

the officials present but the majority of officials stayed true to their original 

convictions over the policy and continued their objection to aerial eradication.518   

 

So with less than a month after Powell briefed the President, Charles was 

informed that his strategy, which commanded the President’s approval during the 

cabinet meeting, had in fact been dropped and would be replaced with a watered 

down version, which would see aerial eradication abandoned in favour of manual 

eradication largely because of opposition orchestrated by Rumsfeld.  

 

The three most common methods of forced eradication are: manually, which 

typical consists of striking poppy stalks with sticks or by hand; mechanically, driving 

tractors or other mechanical vehicles through opium fields or chemical eradication, 

spraying chemicals such as glyphosate or Agent Orange over poppy fields either by 

air or by using ground based spraying techniques. The implementation of eradication 

requires power and force not authority, which can lead to violence between 

eradicators on the one hand and those who have had their fields targeted on the 

other.519 Manual and mechanical eradication can prove expensive in terms of loss to 

life, with numerous deaths to eradicators and police being besieged by irate farmers 

backed by the Taliban and drug traffickers. In many cases, eradication efforts have 

been marred by widespread corruption and patronage by targeting the poorest farmers 

who are unable to pay off eradication teams whilst simultaneously strengthening the 

position of the wealthiest and most powerful poppy growers. More importantly, 

political capital can be lost between the local populace and government where 

eradication is executed and alternative crops are lacking. This results in farmers 

viewing eradication as a corrupt practice, which is selectively used by those in power. 

Discontent with the government can range from antipathy towards the government to 

more nefarious cases where locals actively oppose the government and openly support 
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the insurgency.520 In some areas, the Taliban advertised protection of poppy fields 

against eradication. Eradication was also a financially expensive venture costing 

$44,000 a hectare 521  to complete. A principal contractor of the United States 

government responsible for eradication, DynCorp International, was receiving $35 to 

$45 million per year to oversee the eradication process, which ‘paid Afghans a few 

dollars per day’.522 

 

  Charles outlined the American counter narcotics strategy, at a 17 November 

2004 briefing. Even though he had failed with his efforts regarding aerial eradication, 

nevertheless, the new strategy represented an increased focus by the American 

administration on the issue of counter narcotics in Afghanistan. Additional 

improvements were made to the United States counter narcotics effort as they 

upgraded the infrastructure at the Kabul Embassy by establishing a Narcotics Affair 

Section and appointed a dedicated Drug Tsar under the authority of American 

Ambassador Khalilzad.523 Funding for counter narcotics increased significantly in the 

2004-2005 season. The United States spent $782 million on counter narcotics in 

FY2005, up from $130 million in 2004.524 Of the $782 million, $532 million was 

administered by the State Department and USAID, with the existing $250 million 

delivered by the Defense Department and the DEA. A breakdown of State 

Department and USAID expenditures, as associated with each pillar of the American 

strategy, were as follows: $180 million, alternative livelihoods; $258 million, 

elimination and eradication; $65 million, interdiction; $24 million, law enforcement 

and justice reform; and $5 million, public information.  The Defense Department 

funds were directed almost exclusively on elimination and eradication.525  
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Infrastructural changes were also made to existing Afghan counter narcotics 

institutions but the divisions in the Anglo-American alliance over policy and 

implementation methods remained as the United States and United Kingdom funded 

and implemented their policies through different Afghan organisations. In an 

organisational reshuffle, the Counter narcotics Directorate, the lead Afghan counter 

narcotics department,526  – which was established in 2002 with UK and UNODC 

funding, under the control of the Afghan National Security Council - was upgraded to 

the Ministry of Counter Narcotics (MCN) in December 2004. Assessing the MCN as 

an ineffective mechanism to conduct eradication in the provinces, the United States 

established an alternative command structure within the Ministry of Interior (MOI), 

working with Lieutenant General Mohammad Daoud, the Deputy Minister for 

Counter narcotics, an ex-warlord with reported connections to the drug trade.527 The 

United States, concerned by the British efforts to date, employed private contractors 

Dyncorp to deliver the eradication element of Plan Afghanistan. The United States 

had awarded Dyncorp a contract worth $50 million to train the Afghan Central Poppy 

Eradication Force (CPEF) months earlier. The CPEF would report to the MOI, 

sideling the MCN and the British. In concert with the Karzai government, the British 

formed the Central Eradication Planning Cell (CEPC), under the MOI, essentially to 

re-establish some authority over where and when the CPEF would be deployed as 

FCO Minister Bill Rammell commented: ‘to ensure that eradication by the CPEF is 

targeted in a way which takes account of alternative livelihoods’.528  

 

Under pressure from the United States, President Karzai gave his resolute 

support to the America’s new drive against the drug industry. The Afghan President 

would publicly condemn the drug trade and declared a jihad against the opium at the 

opening of international counter narcotics conference in Kabul in December 2004. 

Hamid Karzai pledged to eliminate the drug industry in two years, describing it as a 

cancer more dangerous than the Soviet invasion or terrorism. 529  The president 

highlighted the vital role provincial governors would play in the elimination of opium 
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cultivation and warned governors with dismissal if they did not comply with his 

presidential directive.530    

 

A Renewed Counter Narcotics Effort (2004-05): Nangarhar Province  

 

Nangarhar province would provide the testing ground for the increased American 

drug control efforts in the 2004-05 planting season. The province was both of 

significant strategic value to the Americans – given its proximity to the Pakistan 

border - and also one of the largest opium producing provinces in the years prior to 

and including 2004.531 American forces had been active in the province in 2001, but 

levels of violence were relatively low, thus allowing coalition forces to concentrate on 

reconstruction and provide development help - Nangarhar became one the largest 

benefactors of international aid. With the establishment of a Provincial 

Reconstruction Team (PRT) in 2003 many infrastructural improvements took place in 

the province including developments to roads, bridges, irrigation systems, health 

clinics and schools.532  With ISAF confined to Kabul during the first two years of the 

conflict, PRT’s were civilian-military units designed to spread the ‘ISAF effect’ into 

the provinces without formally extending ISAF throughout Afghanistan. Established 

in 2003, PRT’s comprised of 60-100 military personnel, Afghan advisors and officials 

from civilians development agencies.533  

 

It was against the backdrop of low levels of violence and high levels of 

development and reconstruction that the provincial governor, Haji Din Mohammed, 

would implement a successful opium ban in 2004-2005. A variety of external and 

internal factors coalesced to make the implementation of the ban achievable. There 

was strong international backing to make tangible progress in the fight against record 

levels of opium cultivation in 2004, with both the U.S. and UK pledging their support 

in Nangarhar to prevent a perceived failure in the state building project. Nationally, 

the Afghan government would reaffirmed its commitment by producing the Counter 

Narcotics Implementation Plan (2005), which would (in theory at least) provide the 
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framework to accelerate the efforts of the Afghan and international community to 

tackle narcotics.  The plan would consist of eight pillars: building institutions, 

information campaign, alternative livelihoods, interdiction and law enforcement, 

criminal justice, eradication, demand reduction and treatment of addicts and regional 

cooperation. 534 Locally, the population was generally supportive of the Afghan 

government’s state building project, playing their role in electing President Karzai in 

the fall elections. The 2004 presidential elections marked a high point of popular 

sentiment for the democratic process and more broadly the international community’s 

engagement in Afghanistan. Culminating in enthusiasm that Afghans hoped would 

transform the political and economic landscape, ultimately improving their lives. 

Chris Jones of the British Embassy Drugs Team cautioned that any transformation 

would be slow and hard fought: ‘It’s going to be very difficult to match the 

expectations that farmers have. At the moment they are expecting to see their lives 

change dramatically in the next couple of years as a result of the international 

system…But the reality is, it’s going to be many years…before their fundamental way 

of life is improved significantly.535 

 

The provincial governor fully embraced the President’s pledge to eliminate 

opium cultivation and also his warning to dismiss any governor who did not comply 

with his anti-opium directive. Haji Din Mohammed then used the President’s 

commination to encourage district leaders in the province to agree to the opium ban, 

reminding that their own positions would be in jeopardy if the prohibition were to fail. 

The prevailing economic environment also impacted on farmers decisions not to plant 

opium. Wheat prices had increased by 49 per cent in 2004, inducing concerns with the 

rural population over food insecurity; so all of these factors coalesced to provide the 

perfect circumstances to enable the ban.  

 

The strategy employed by the governor to implement the prohibition was 

influenced by the Taliban’s ban in 2000. As Mansfield states: ‘formal and informal 

institutions [were] co-opted into the process. Negotiation and political bargaining 
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were at the forefront of Haji Din Mohammed’s strategy to reduce opium production 

and the reward of increased development assistance formed an integral part of the 

dialogue between the Governor and the rural population’.536 Emphasis was placed on 

preventing farmers from planting opium at the start of the season as opposed to over-

emphasis on eradication and law enforcement measures once the poppy was planted. 

Eradication was utilised where the conditions allowed but targeted to prevent violent 

resistance.537 Of the 4,000 hectares eradicated in 2005, Nangarhar accounted for 46 

per cent and Helmand 26 per cent.538 In order to acquiesce the population to agree to 

the ban, promises of development aid were made by the governor, central 

administration and international community. 539  It was in this quid pro quo 

environment that the ban was successfully achieved. The ban decreased opium 

cultivation in the province by 96 per cent540 reducing cultivation from 28,213 hectares 

to 1,093 hectares.541  American officials commented it was ‘the most significant 

victory in the battle against narcotics in Afghanistan’.542  

 

The United States and the United Kingdom also focused their efforts in the 

north-eastern province of Badakshan. Traditionally one of the poorest provinces in 

Afghanistan, Badakshan had a long history of opium cultivation and was the third 

largest opium producer in 2004 – producing 15,600 hectares – accounting for 12 per 

cent of the national area cultivated.543 The United Kingdom’s strategy - to be 

implemented by the Department for International Development (DFID) - focused on 

creating alternative livelihoods for poppy farmers whilst improving the co-ordination 

and implementation of development and counter narcotics programmes.544 The UK 

funded a £4 million alternative livelihoods project; part of which constructed an 

irrigation canal545 to facilitate the transition to alternative crops.  After Nangarhar, 
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Badakshan, was the second largest recipient of USAID development funding in 

2005546 receiving $47.3 million.547 The flow of development aid to the province and 

more importantly, the promise of future funding proved a significant factor in 

persuading farmers not to plant opium poppy. Little eradication was implemented in 

the province as the threat of eradication proved a potent enough deterrent, causing 

farmers to abstain from planting poppy in the first place.548 Compared to the previous 

year the province experienced a 53 per cent reduction in opium cultivation.  

 

The successful reduction of cultivation in Nangarhar and Badakshan was 

replicated, to varying degrees, throughout Afghanistan. A reduction of cultivation was 

observed in 19 provinces549 and the overall amount of land dedicated to opium 

cultivation decreased 21 per cent from 2004 – although favourable weather conditions 

meant production was only down 2.4 per cent to 4,100 tonnes.550 The number of 

poppy free provinces increased from zero to nine.  With the first reduction in opium 

cultivation since the 2001 intervention, a sense of optimism grew– at least in some 

quarters – that 2005 marked significant progress by the Afghan, British and American 

governments to address the illegal narcotics industry. One of the primary reasons for 

the success was the influence President Karzai was able to exert on governors to 

adhere to his nationwide opium ban, which was, for the first time backed by the entire 

Anglo-American alliance. Afghan officials, however, were buoyed by this reduction; 

confidently declaring opium cultivation was set to decrease for the second 

consecutive year. President Karzai committed the Afghan government to a 20 per cent 

decrease in cultivation in 2006551 and the Afghan Deputy Minister for Counter 

narcotics boasted cultivation could be reduced as much as by 40 per cent in 2006. The 

Afghan official’s optimism contradicted UNODC predictions that the 2006 opium 

crop would exceed 2005 levels. General Mohammad Daud the Deputy Minister for 
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Counter narcotics simply dismissed out of hand a UNODC report forewarning of an 

increase in cultivation.552  

 

Accompanying the United States increase in counter narcotics activity and in 

direct response to the public condemnation of United Kingdom policies in the spring 

of 2004 prompted the British government to reinvigorate its approach to counter 

narcotics in Afghanistan. Recognising their efforts had not delivered acceptable 

progress, No 10 intervened to establish a new cross-agency interdepartmental unit – 

comprising of members from the FCO, DFID, HM Customs and Excise, the Home 

Office and Ministry of Defence (and later Serious Organised Crime Agency) - within 

the FCO to lead the government’s counter narcotics efforts, the Afghan Drugs 

Interdepartmental Unit (ADIDU). In Kabul, improvements were also made. 

Interagency Counter narcotics intelligence sharing within the Anglo-American 

alliance became formalised through the establishment of the Joint Narcotics Analysis 

Centre in early 2005, housed in the Old War Office in London.553 The centre sought 

to improve coordination and comprehension of the drugs trade and develop policies to 

disrupt it. The UK Embassy until 2004 did not have the resources or manpower to 

make a sufficient impact.554 The BEDT, the delivery of unit of ADIDU, increased the 

number of staff members to twenty by the end of 2006.555 The team also underwent 

restructuring being divided into two teams, one dedicated to counter narcotics and one 

to the Rule of Law, both teams worked under a Counsellor, who reported to the 

Ambassador in 2006.556  

 

Tony Blair chaired a ministerial meeting in July 2005 that doubled the 

resources for counter narcotics budget for ADIDU increasing the yearly budget to 

£46.8 million from £25.3 million.  This was part of an overall increase in the budget 

for counter narcotics committing £270 million over three years. The DfiD delivered 
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the remaining funds of £132 million, with £3.5 million contributed to the Counter 

narcotics Trust Fund.557  

 

As will be discussed in the next chapter the optimism surrounding the 2005 

reduction in opium cultivation would be short lived and 2006 would mark a new re-

engagement by the international community in Afghanistan and the re-occurrence of 

tension within the Anglo-American alliance.  

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

The early Anglo-American counter narcotics relationship was defined by the same 

characteristics that defined Anglo-American involvement in post-conflict 

Afghanistan; reluctance by the Americans to engage in anything resembling nation 

building and the UK playing a central role in the reconstruction effort. Occupying 

these contrasting policy positions, Tony Blair predicted that if the UK were able to 

effectively counter the Afghan drugs trade it would result in an enhancement of the 

UK’s international standing and also produce a domestic success by potentially 

eliminating the source of UK heroin. This prediction resulted in the implementation of 

the first counter narcotics scheme of the intervention – compensated eradication. The 

scheme proved controversial, not least, because of the disunity it engineered within 

the UK government and wider international community. Conceptually flawed, the 

implementation of the policy was doomed from the outset and highlighted a number 

of difficulties that were recurring in many of the international community’s counter 

narcotics policies in the succeeding years. The most fundamental problem with the 

scheme however, was it accomplished the opposite to what it set out to achieve: it 

incentivised farmers to plant more poppy. The plan and policy debate that 

underpinned it demonstrated the UK government’s misplaced confidence in its ability 

to make light work of a very complex problem and a belief that eliminating the opium 

trade was a ‘doable’ problem.558 This optimism belied the true reality of tackling the 
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illegal narcotics industry.559 More broadly, the scheme exemplified that early British 

Afghan policy was shaped in an informal policy environment in which the Prime 

Minister and his inner circle played a central role. The enthusiasm present in the 

Cabinet Office over involvement in the drugs trade led to the UK being assigned G8 

‘lead nation’ on counter narcotics. The implications of this were not fully 

comprehended at the time and as will be demonstrated below would complicate the 

UK’s overall mission in Afghanistan and its relations with the United States. 

Moreover, initial counter narcotics efforts were hampered by the lack of agreement in 

the Anglo-American alliance and divisions within the United States government - 

particularly the Pentagon’s refusal to support counter narcotics missions. These 

divisions would prove a constant throughout the first years of the war. Reluctant to 

devote attention away from their counterterrorism mission or become involved in 

nation building the United States allowed the resurgence and development of the 

opium industry in Afghanistan. Furthermore, the U.S. realised that their 

counterterrorism mission was heavily dependent upon their cooperation with regional 

strongmen who had ties to the opium industry. In what can be described as an 

extension of the policies that characterised the US’s involvement in Laos, Vietnam 

and Central America, the American government would ‘turn a blind eye’ to its foreign 

partner’s involvement in the illicit drugs trade in pursuit of higher priorities. 

  

Despite British counter narcotics efforts since the intervention, 2004 saw 

opium cultivation spread to all of Afghanistan’s provinces. This perceived failure on 

the part of the United Kingdom and media attention questioning the United States 

involvement in countering the drugs trade forced the Bush administration to develop a 

counter narcotics policy. The formulation of a counter narcotics policy, however, 

would split the Bush administration as the State Department argued to implement an 

aggressive programme of aerial eradication of poppy crops. This was the result of an 

institutional view coursing through the State Department, which saw opium 

cultivation as a law enforcement issue – as opposed to a development issue - and 

required the implementation of strong measures. These tactics had their origins in 

Colombia where many State Department officials had served. The State Department 

was however, constrained by the Pentagon’s dominance of Afghanistan policy and the 
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ability of Donald Rumsfeld to once again shape U.S.’s policy to coincide with the 

agenda of the Defense Department. The Pentagon had consistently argued against 

involvement in counter narcotics and for the first several years of the conflict had 

successfully managed to prevent scarce U.S. forces from being used for this purpose. 

As the Bush cabinet was forced to address the opium problem in 2004, the 

administration was divided over the issue. Rumsfeld was able to politically 

outmaneuver his State Department colleagues and limit the scope of their counter 

narcotics strategy. After his own objections to aerial eradication had failed to sway 

President Bush to drop aerial eradication, the Defense Secretary recruited 

Ambassador Khalilzad to win the argument in the Pentagon’s favour. Although Bush 

was taken by Charles’s proposal aerial eradication, Khalilzad’s convinced the 

President that as Ambassador he needed full flexibility560 to deal with the issue, which 

not include aerial eradication. Rumsfeld had succeeded in torpedoing Charles’s 

proposal and it was business as usual.  

 

Nevertheless, the quest for stronger action against the drugs trade brought 

the State Department into conflict with the United Kingdom. The UK’s inability to 

prevent record levels of opium cultivation and their approach that aimed to deliver 

alternative livelihoods before eradication was implemented – not vice versus as the 

many within the State Department advocated caused open diplomatic warfare. In a 

remarkable move, Robert B. Charles testified before a congressional committee 

critiquing the British attempts as weak and ineffective. This move was an attempt by 

Charles to force the issue into the public domain, which he predicted would compel 

the United Kingdom to accede to the State Department’s demands. Despite causing 

consternation within the British government, this public condemnation prompted the 

UK to refocus its efforts and increase it’s funding for counter narcotics and although 

it remained opposed to widespread eradication if the conditions were not conducive. 

Notwithstanding, Tony Blair’s support for aerial eradication was a cause for concern 

among policy-makers in Whitehall fortunately for the majority of the UK 

government, as alone proponent of this view the Prime Minister was unable to 

influence the decision-making. There was however, a fear from FCO officials that 

external factors may influence events with President Bush swaying the PM into 
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adopting aerial eradication. Sir Sherard Cowper-Coles noted that the President had 

raised the issue on several occasions with his opposite number.561 Crucially though, 

the President did not even command the policy debate within the Whitehouse with the 

Pentagon shaping Afghan policy, it therefore, weakened his and the State 

Departments arguments to convince the UK government to adopt the proposal.   

 

The increased American focus on counter narcotics would be put to the test in 

the 2004-05 planting season as the international community sought to make 

demonstrable progress in the fight against counter narcotics to protect the gains in 

what was seen as a positive state building project. Given the strategic military value to 

the United States, Nangarhar became the focus of their efforts where the Governor 

implemented a successful ban. The ban in Nangarhar was replicated in other 

provinces in Afghanistan as overall cultivation fell by 21 per cent. A chief motivating 

factor underpinning the success of the bans was the ability of President Karzai’s to 

influence provincial governors. Governors responding to Karzai’s threats of dismissal 

of the bans were not upheld. As we will see in the next chapter, the optimism that 

accompanied the reduction of opium cultivation in 2005 would be short-lived as the 

bans collapsed and opium cultivation reached record levels. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

A reduction in opium cultivation during the 2004/05 opium season provided the 

international community and the Afghan government with the first positive 

development in a much beleaguered counter narcotics campaign. What remained to be 

seen, however, was if the reduction in cultivation was a sustainable outcome of a 

rejuvenated counter narcotics campaign or a momentary triumph. The British 

government as G8 ‘lead nation’ on counter narcotics had felt compelled to redoubled 

their resources and efforts after stinging criticism from their State Department 

counterparts over the record volumes of opium cultivation and what the American 

officials saw as a lacklustre performance on eradication prior to the success in 2004-5. 

That season also saw amplified White House attention on counter drug policies and 

increased resources dedicated to tackle the drug trade. Despite these positive 

developments the Afghan drug trade still posed the allies with intractable difficulties 

and threatened to destabilise their partnership further. As the conflict deepened and 

NATO expanded its role within Afghanistan so did the factors that complicated the 

counter narcotics campaign. Britain’s deployment into Helmand province - 

Afghanistan’s poppy capital - would open up areas of disagreement in the Anglo-

American alliance and also internally within the respective governments. The 

recurring theme of disagreement would be the means and methods of eradication, 

with aerial eradication dominating the policy debate. The issue would divide the 

myriad of Anglo-American actors with some constituencies colluding with outside 

agencies to undermine their interdepartmental colleagues. As the State Department 

and White House increased the pressure for the British and Afghan governments to 

adopt aerial eradications, other proposals were advocated to stall the introduction of 

aerial spraying. The situation reached a crescendo during the summer/autumn of 2007 

when the Americans made one last attempt to force aerial eradication onto the agenda 

compelling the British to fight a stubborn rear-guard action. The result was that the 

Anglo-American relationship was pushed to its limits.  

 

The chapter is divided into two main sections. The first section examines the 

United Kingdom’s preparation to assume responsibility for Helmand province as part 

of NATO’s expansion southwards. The section then audits the decision-making 

process that underpinned the decision and places it within the broader framework of 
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the United Kingdom’s ‘lead nation’ role on counter narcotics. The analysis continues 

to examine the international community’s commitment to Afghanistan during an 

international conference in London that redefined the terms of engagement with 

Afghanistan. The narrative then details the 2006 opium season and determines 

whether or not the positive developments of 2005 were maintained. A recurring theme 

re-presents itself: Anglo-American friction over aerial eradication, which leads to 

other proposals being suggested to prevent its introduction. A strand of narrative gains 

traction at this time among the counter narcotics community and is used to justify the 

potential introduction of aerial eradication.  The section concludes with the UK’s first 

year into Helmand province and highlights the challenges they faced and how this 

would constrain their hitherto primary mission: counter narcotics.  

 

The second section opens with the debate in Washington regarding concerns 

over rising open cultivation of the opium poppy and the interagency process that re-

evaluated the United States counter narcotics strategy. Issues on the ground in 

Helmand continued to present problems for the allies’ objectives as the military 

resisted various counter narcotics measures. The narrative then continues to examine 

the zenith of the White House and State Department’s pressure to force the UK and 

Afghan government to agree to aerial eradication in the 2007/08 growing season. 

These issues reached the highest echelons of the American, British and Afghan policy 

circle. Once again, the British, Afghans and Pentagon were left to fight it out with the 

State Department and White House over the issue. The section concludes with the 

UK’s twin mission in Afghanistan: the stabilisation of Helmand and ‘lead nation’ on 

narcotics being brought into conflict resulting in a recalibration of the UK’s priorities.  

 

THE UNITED KINGDOM PREPARES TO MOVE INTO AFGHANISTAN’S 

OPIUM CAPITAL: HELMAND PROVINCE  

 

Preparations were put in place in 2005 for NATO controlled ISAF to assume 

operational command for the whole of Afghanistan - as part of ISAF III and IV 

expansion phases - by the summer and fall of 2006. Hitherto, ISAF had only been 

responsible for Kabul and the northern and western regions, with the United States in 
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command of Afghanistan’s southern and eastern provinces.562 The American-led 

Operation Enduring Freedom’s counter-terrorism mission would remain active in 

eastern Afghanistan in conjunction with the ISAF mission.563 During the same period, 

the United States reduced its forces in Afghanistan by transferring troops to the Iraq 

war.564 NATO’s stabilisation project would involve deploying large numbers of 

troops to Afghanistan’s southern provinces, which was in contrast to the minimal 

level of troops deployed by the United States in the first five years of the war. 

Notwithstanding, a permanent American presence at Kandahar Airfield, southern 

Afghanistan had relatively few troops, with only 147565 American personnel stationed 

in a Provincial Reconstruction Team in Lashkar Gah566 and Special Forces in a base 

north of Gereshk.567 Furthermore, development projects in the province such as 

reconstruction of roads and regeneration of electricity and water supplies were also 

limited despite the province being at the centre of the opium industry. Even when 

projects were due to commence or conclude the lack of security prevented the 

implementation of alternative livelihoods. A 2004, USAID, sponsored project costing 

$130 million to rejuvenate agriculture in Helmand could not be fulfilled because of an 

unstable security environment. A year later, another USAID project was halted after 

the Taliban executed five labourers. The United States and United Kingdom donated 

$119 million for alternative livelihoods but by 2005 only $4 million in wages had 

been spent.568 Attempts to create a formal finance structure had also failed to 

materialise across the entire country leaving farmers to rely on the traditional sources 

of microfinance from moneylenders, family members and drug traffickers.569 Under 

NATO’s expansion plan, the Dutch would take charge of Uruzgan; the Canadians 

would command Kandahar and the British would assume responsibility for Helmand. 

 

With international optimism high that the situation in Iraq was gradually 

improving, there was concern among the British government and military hierarchy 
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that the Afghan campaign had stagnated and the insurgency was gaining strength.570 

The Taliban had managed to reorganise and re-emerge as a potent force in the years 

after 2003 but in 2005/2006 violence reached unprecedented levels. Neither the 

Afghan government nor the international community were prepared to deal with the 

intensity of violence from the insurgency or able to protect the rural population from 

the growing instability. Moreover, the government also failed to provide significant 

reconstruction and aid throughout southern Afghanistan with the result that 

communities fell into economic distress. It was predicted that ISAF’s expansion into 

the south would halt these trends. When the alliance made the decision to expand 

southwards, the Canadians insisted that they would assume control of Kandahar, the 

South’s most strategically significant province – not least because of being the 

spiritual home of the Taliban. Therefore, the British were left with Helmand – the 

South’s second most strategically significant province and poppy capital of 

Afghanistan, which would complement the UK being G8 lead nation for counter 

narcotics.571 Prime Minister Blair’s eagerness to address the illegal narcotics trade 

was an important but secondary reason to deploy to Helmand. As Anthony Seldon 

comments: ‘At a minimum, the narcotics issue gave Blair “a wonderful bid on an 

ethical foreign policy”’. 572  Assuming responsibility for Helmand - arguably 

Afghanistan’s most troublesome province - was considered internally, as a befitting 

role for a country of United Kingdom’s stature and military capacity.573 Additionally, 

there was a belief in some British quarters, that only United Kingdom could revive the 

faltering war and encourage a greater commitment from the Americans and other 

allies. Inspired by this assessment Tony Blair was convinced that the United Kingdom 

should increase its commitment and play a significant part in ‘this new phase of the 

Afghan campaign’.574 

 

The decision to deploy more troops to Afghanistan, while not politically 

straightforward was far less problematic than deploying additional troops to Iraq. The 

consensus across government was that the Afghan conflict was the good war and 
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public support was greater than for the Iraq war. There was also a view that the 

reconstruction effort in Afghanistan was far from a completed project and it was the 

responsibility of the international community to finish the task.575 Troop levels were 

intentionally set low at 3,300 to enable the Prime Minister to pass the policy through 

cabinet; there was also general agreement among senior military officials to cap the 

numbers to make the venture politically more viable. The most critical factor that 

limited the number of troops available for deployment to Helmand however, was 

Britain’s commitment in Iraq. Unfortunately, the deployment to Helmand was 

characterised by poor leadership on the ground576 and insufficient and inadequate 

knowledge of the province. There was a dearth of information on the vital features of 

the province: the insurgency, the drug industry, tribal politics or the relationship 

between them. The minimal intelligence indicated a growing insurgency, which was 

then used to strengthen the argument for going to Helmand to invigorate the campaign 

before it was too late, but few if anyone really knew what awaited British forces 

there.577  

 

In an attempt to facilitate a smooth entry into the province and remove what 

they saw as an impediment to good governance and a successful counter narcotics 

mission, the British petitioned President Karzai to remove the incumbent provincial 

governor, Sher Muhammad Akhudzada (SMA) on the grounds that he was alleged to 

be involved in the opium trade. The Governor was caught with nine tons of opium in 

his basement in 2005578 and as discussed in chapter 2, the Akhudzada family had 

long ties to the opium business dating back to the 1980s. Appointed as governor by 

President Karzai in the post-Taliban reconfiguration, Akhudzada, ran the province 

like his own personal fiefdom and with his associates engaged in unlawful activities 

including drug running, intimidating, killing, extorting, robbing and sexually abusing 

the local population.579 Despite his predatory behaviours, Akundzada maintained the 

position of a close personal ally of the President – not least because his grip on the 

province prevented a full-scale return of the Taliban.  Akundzada was considered by 
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the Americans to be vital to maintaining stability within the province, and he 

subsequently worked closely with the American PRT.  It was because of the stability 

Akhundzada was able to maintain in the province, that the Americans objected to the 

British forcing his removal. 580  Far from improving stability in the province, 

replacing the governor would fuel insecurity as British General Sir David Richards 

contended: ‘They [the Taliban] were there – they were in a lot of those southern 

provinces – but there was a marriage of convenience between them and the drug 

lords and Akhundzada, and there was very little violence’.581 As will be discussed 

shortly, SMA’s replacement as governor was unable to maintain this delicate 

balance. Engineer Daoud, a Helmandi technocrat and related through marriage to the 

minister for counter narcotics,582 was considered by the British as a model governor 

- free from links to the drug trade and corruption. Whilst Daoud’s credentials were 

impeccable by western standards, by Afghan standards he lacked the necessary tribal 

affiliations to provide strong leadership in a province of extensive tribal networks.583 

Furthermore, removing the previous governor highlighted a fundamental difference 

of approach in the Anglo-American alliance as former British army officer Frank 

Ledwidge comments:  

 

To anyone with the slightest acquaintance with the 

history of the UK’s involvement in Helmand, the 

divergence of approach between the UK and US is plain. 

It continues. From the start, the US took the entirely 

pragmatic approach that some people were simply not 

going away. The obvious but not sole example was 

SMA…The British approach might essentially be 

summed up in the phrase “we want nothing to do with 

such people”.584 
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 By interfering with the political landscape before deploying to Helmand, the 

British had unwittingly made their mission in the province more difficult by 

upsetting the delicate balance of power. As will be examined later, assuming 

responsibility for the peacekeeping and reconstruction mission in Helmand would 

ultimately make the UK’s task as G8 lead nation on counter narcotics more complex 

and not complement it - as was predicted in the planning phase. That being said, at 

the beginning of 2006 there was a degree of optimism present within international 

circles that the Afghan counter narcotics campaign had made an important 

breakthrough the previous year. These views were present when an international 

delegation convened at the 2006 London conference.  

 

Optimism gives way to reality: The Afghanistan Compact and a Record Opium 

Crop (2006) 

 

The air of optimism regarding counter narcotics was evident at the London 

Conference on 31-Januray-1 February 2006, when Afghan and international delegates 

spoke of the successful anti-opium campaign which culminated with a 21 per cent 

reduction in cultivation in 2005. Opened by Afghan President Hamid Karzai, British 

Prime Minister Tony Blair and the UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, the conference 

was also attended by over sixty international delegations.585 

 

The conference was convened to redefine the framework for international 

collaboration with Afghanistan and inaugurate the Afghanistan Compact. The 

compact marked the end of the 2001 Bonn Agreement and set out a new five-year 

partnership between the Afghan government and international community focusing on 

security, governance, rule of law and human rights, economic and social development 

and the elimination of the narcotics industry. A Joint Coordination and Monitoring 

Board were established to oversee coordination and implementation of the political 

commitments of the Compact. 586  The Compact set outcomes, benchmarks and 
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timelines for delivery.587 The compact replaced the system of lead nations with 

partner nations, with Afghanistan assuming lead nation status with the international 

community in support.588 International donors pledged more than $10bn (£5.7bn) in 

reconstruction aid over five years to Afghanistan. The United Kingdom, as ‘partner 

nation’ on counter narcotics, announced a £500 million aid package over the next 

three years.589 

 

 In addition, the conference launched the Afghan government’s new NDCS. 

The strategy fashioned first in 2003 then updated in 2006 (and subsequent years) had 

four priorities: disrupting the drug trade; strengthening and diversifying legal rural 

livelihoods; reducing the demand for illicit drugs and treatment of problem drug 

users; and developing state institutions at the central and provincial level. In addition 

to these principal elements, eight pillars were identified: public awareness; 

international and regional cooperation; alternative livelihoods; demand reduction; law 

enforcement; criminal justice; drug eradication; and institution building. 590  The 

strategy presented a positive framework to tackle the drugs trade, highlighting some 

important requirements: a long-term timeline to tackle the problem, a requirement for 

alternative livelihoods to be present before eradication could be implemented and the 

complete rejection of aerial spraying591 – a fact that would be ignored in the coming 

months and years by officials from the State Department and the White House.  

 

The NDCS however failed in certain aspects. It did not take into consideration 

the regional variants of opium cultivation, nor did it target the most significant opium 

cultivating provinces. There was no provision for resource distribution or indeed 

resource approximation for correct execution of the strategy.592 The strategy was 

criticised as a ‘wish list rather than a well-defined strategy, and … it failed to 
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prioritise and sequence its goals’.593 This to a certain extent stemmed from the 

disjointed approach to counter narcotics in Afghanistan and the competing agendas of 

the Afghan government and international community. The Afghan government sought 

to engender support for alternative livelihood programmes; whereas the State 

Department sought to launch an aggressive eradication campaign regardless of 

whether alternative livelihoods were present and the United Kingdom attempted to 

straddle a position that provided both the ‘carrot and the stick’.594 These differences 

led to competing actors focusing on different elements and variable application of 

policies. For example, the American actors from the State Department pushed 

eradication as the main component of their strategy. Where the strategy was most 

needed, in the provinces of southern and eastern Afghanistan, it was rarely 

implemented or adhered to in the manner set forth in the NDCS. Edicts laid forth in 

policy documents in Kabul did not take into consideration the political realities 

present in the provinces where the government failed to extend its authority and a 

myriad of the local actors were also pursuing competing and often conflicting 

agendas.  

 

One of the main challenges confronting the NDCS was the application of the 

aims and goals in practise.  The first goal of the NDCS was to disrupt the drug trade 

through attacking powerful traffickers whilst recognising many poor farmers had little 

option but to participate in the drugs trade.595 However, the Afghan government’s 

record on this was extremely poor, the government had failed to arrest, prosecute or 

remove from office high-level traffickers. The majority of those who were convicted 

or punished were low or mid-level drug traffickers with no political connections; 

whereas high-level drug traffickers with political connections were able to avoid 

arrest and punishment. Successful implementation required the Afghan government to 

display political will, which was lacking most evidently in their failure to stop 

protecting powerful drug traffickers.  
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The NDCS stipulated that alternative livelihoods would become available to 

farmers to alleviate the financial distress caused by the loss of earnings through 

adhering to governmental bans on poppy cultivation or eradication of poppy crop.  

However, like the corresponding elements of the strategy, what was set forth in the 

NDCS and what was implemented did not always coincide.596 However, as will 

become clear, in many cases those who had forgone poppy cultivation for the promise 

of alternative livelihoods were not rewarded with employment or financial 

reimbursement. 

 

Furthermore, the NDCS acknowledged domestic drug use within Afghanistan 

as a problem and stated there was a need for an improvement in harm reduction 

policies and the improvement of services to help drug users. However, the Afghan 

government was slow to improve services and in some cases actually prevented new 

drug treatment services from being implemented. Publicly there was still a great deal 

of stigmatisation towards drug users, which was one reason why treatment and 

rehabilitation policies were given little priority. Rather unsurprisingly, drug use is 

now (2015) more prevalent than when the first and second NDCS were written.  

 

The conference’s triumphant official tagline was ‘Building on Success’.597 

However, this was more optimistic than realistic; especially as by 2006 evidence of a 

resurgent drug industry, rising violence, poor governance and rampant corruption 

were all apparent. The conference was, according to Thomas Schweich, the US 

Principle Deputy Assistant Secretary of INL, a ‘grand event mired in deception, at 

least with respect to the drug situation.598 As always in Afghanistan, success levels 

were contested or the longer-term trend questioned. Schweich complained those in 

attendance failed to face the reality of a predicted record opium harvest instead 

highlighted the reduction in cultivation the previous year.599   

 

With eradication still constituting the main drive of the American counter 

narcotics effort, the Afghan government and President Karzai responded by promising 

																																								 																					
596 Author Interview with Academic (2), 19 March 2013. 
597 “Lessons in Terror: Attacks on Education in Afghanistan”, Human Rights Watch, Volume 18 No.6 
(C), July 2006, p. 14. 
598 Schweich, ‘Is Afghanistan a Narco-State?’. 
599 Ibid. 



	 173	

an increased commitment to the 2006 spring eradication campaign and assured 

everyone that eradication efforts would significantly reduce production. The 

provincial governors also promised that the campaign would produce impressive 

results. American Ambassador Ronald Neumann, under pressure from the American 

administration to maintain the reduction of opium cultivation in 2005, visited 

Helmand prior to the commencement of the eradication operation to emphasise to the 

governor that a successful campaign would be crucial given the level of international 

scrutiny over poppy cultivation. The Ambassador’s desire to achieve substantial 

progress with the eradication campaign was driven, in part, by domestic political 

realities; the Bush Cabinet, State Department and Congress were all pushing for more 

eradication (although not necessarily aerial eradication) and if progress was not 

achieved it would lend weight to calls for stronger action – namely aerial eradication. 

Therefore, the Ambassador, not for the first time in his two-year tenure would have to 

cajole the Afghans and the British for just enough eradication to keep Washington and 

Congress content600 but at the same time not inflame Afghan or British sensitivities 

over the issue.        

 

Congress in particular was advocating intensification of eradication and given 

its role as the world’s leading financial contributor to counter narcotics campaigns, it 

was able to promote eradication as the main component of the United States counter 

narcotics strategy by allocating it more funds than any other. Congress had also 

constrained the ability of the American administration to deliver financial aid to the 

Afghan government if it did not implement substantial eradication. Ambassador 

Neumann commented: ‘there was a provision for a waiver that the administration was 

forced to use, but the congressional pressure to increase restrictions was real. Both our 

war-fighting and development efforts could be endangered if we did not make enough 

progress to keep these restrictions from being triggered’.601 Congress, was for the 

most part, guided by the view that drugs was a public safety issue, which would affect 

their constituents or alternatively that drug proceeds were filling the coffers of 

terrorist organisations around the world.602 Eradication was also seen as an important 
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measure in determining whether or not the counter narcotics campaign was working: 

the logic dictated that if wide-scale eradication was conducted counter narcotics was 

succeeding.  

 

During his visit to Helmand, the Ambassador indicated to Governor Daud that 

it was vital that the centrally controlled AEF partake in the campaign - as the United 

States had spent considerable money training and equipping the AEF and Congress 

was insistent that they be involved. 603  The British Embassy Drugs Team and 

Ambassador Marsden, under instruction from London, were also anxious for the AEF 

to deploy, and crucially, to conduct operations in the zone stretching from northern 

Garmser District through the Helmand River area finishing in Central Helmand.604 It 

was agreed by the British and INL that the areas selected for eradication should be: 1: 

poppy fields directly benefiting from irrigation projects, 2: poppy fields exceeding 

one hectare (2.5 acres) in size, and 3: poppy fields being grown on government-

owned land. 605  Given the inflammatory and often discriminatory nature of the 

eradication campaigns, the British were anxious that the 2006 eradication campaign 

was conducted in the allocated zone to circumvent any hostile reactions their troops 

may face on their forthcoming arrival to Helmand. British troops arrived in Helmand 

in March 2006, during what was, to date, the most aggressive eradication campaign 

undertaken by the Afghan government and its international partners. The unfortunate 

timing of their arrival was used by anti-government elements to disseminate 

propaganda claiming the British invaders were in Helmand to eradicate the province’s 

opium poppy crops. ‘The British, the ones who oppressed you in the 1800s, are now 

coming here to take your livelihoods’.606 British General Sir Nicholas Houghton 

commented: ‘That worked against us, in terms of strategic narrative’.607 Moreover, 

the British landed at the beginning of the traditional fighting season, which also 

coincided with the presence of 200,000 Pakistani farm labourers in Helmand to 

harvest poppy. The point being as General Houghton noted: ‘They are very happy to 

stay on as guns for hire if there is a local tribal fight in which they can earn some 
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money. We only need 2% or 3% to stay on and we have 4,000 fighters fighting a 

cause. In many ways, the poppy eradication gave them a cause’.608 From the outset, 

AGE used the historical narrative of Britain’s colonial past and efforts as ‘lead nation’ 

on counter narcotics to foster anti-British feeling in the province. The negative 

historical legacy of Britain’s previous involvements in Afghanistan is still present 

today with ‘son of a Brit’ used as a scathing insult in Helmand.609 Moreover, as will 

be discussed below, the arrival of United Kingdom troops to Helmand would prove 

another complicating factor in an already messy counter narcotics campaign and bring 

the UK’s two primary objectives in Afghanistan – stabilisation of Helmand and 

counter narcotics – into direct conflict. This tension between the two missions would 

result in a rift manifesting itself between the British government and military over the 

implementation of counter narcotics policies and in the wider Anglo-American 

alliance over where and when to conduct forceful eradication.  

 

More than 1,000 Afghan police conducted the 2006 eradication campaign with 

Britain providing logistical support and eighty tractors to the AEF 610 - and the United 

States military contractors Dyncorp also provided logistical support to the eradication 

team. 611 The strong presence of Afghan and coalition troops lead to an increase in 

violent outbreaks.612 Whilst there were some improvements in the amount of poppy 

crop eradicated,613 overall success was elusive and eradication did not occur on a 

wide scale. Several problems hindered the success of the campaign: the increase in 

insurgent activity in southern Afghanistan prevented eradication teams from 

commencing or finishing their work. The teams also suffered from a lack of force 

protection, which left eradication forces unprepared to deal with assaults. This was a 

consequence of Afghan Defense Minister General Wardak’s reluctance to use the 

Afghan National Army as force protection for eradication teams. There was also poor 

coordination between the governor-led and centrally led eradication efforts and 

between the Afghan military and police units.  
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 The counter narcotics ‘success’ of the previous year (2005) proved short-lived 

as the opium bans implemented across Afghanistan collapsed and eradication failed to 

make any significant progress. Following the drive by the international community 

and President Karzai to take firm action against the drug trade (in 2004-05 season), 

rural populations adhered to the national ban, in the most part, on the condition that 

development aid would be forthcoming and offset the financial hardship associated 

with forgoing opium cultivation. However, whilst alternative development 

programmes were initiated they failed to sufficiently compensate farmers. Many of 

the programmes were quick impact, cash-for-work schemes that were neither long-

term nor provided a comparative level of income to opium cultivation, thus were 

unable to meet the financial demands of living costs and debt repayment. As 

discussed in chapter 4, most farmers borrowed money from drug traffickers during the 

pre-planting season using their harvested crop as collateral. If the farmer failed to pay 

their debt, the debt would accrue substantial interest. Furthermore, USAID planned 

cash-for-work programmes for the campaign were either late in starting or did not run 

for the projected duration of time or failed to provide Afghan farmers with significant 

loans.614 All of which prevented the implementation of another nationwide opium ban 

in 2006 and resulted in opium cultivation rising by 59 per cent - setting a new record 

of 165,000 hectares.615  Thomas Schweich, Deputy Assistant Secretary for INL 

summed up the failings:  

 

The high cultivation rates…reflect problems with the 

implementation of the drug strategy by the Afghan 

government and the international community as it was 

executed in 2005 - the first real year of its existence. During 

2005, there was very little eradication - 4% or 5% of the 

crop. There were low interdiction rates - less than 1% of all 

heroin produced - and there was no counter narcotics law or 

tribunal to bring traffickers to justice. Also during 2005, 

alternative livelihoods were in the early stages of 
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implementation and only reached a limited number of 

geographic areas. The statistics…are the delayed results of 

failures in the execution of our strategy in 2005-[2006].616 

 

The British Deploy to Helmand: Reality sets in  

 

When the British force deployed to Helmand they planned to concentrate their efforts 

around the provincial capital, Lashkar Gah and Gereshk to create a ‘lozenge of 

security’. The strategy known as ink-spot, would in theory, allow the gradual 

distribution of development and reconstruction from the centre throughout the 

province (replicating the gradual expansion of an ink-spot) extending the authority of 

the Afghan government.617 Marston contends: ‘the mission was originally presented 

as a peace support and counter-narcotics operation. This framing of the mission was 

primarily a matter of political expediency, but also showed a lack of understanding 

and historical knowledge of COIN on the part of both military and civilian 

officials’.618 In essence, the military-civilian British strategy would be defensive 

rather than offensive by substituting pursuit of the Taliban for peacekeeping and 

stabilisation. Civilians would be tasked with building up the economy, justice and 

education systems, engendering support for the central government and lessening the 

appeal of the Taliban. 619  After being in Helmand for a matter of weeks, the 

commander of 16 Air Assault Brigade, Brigadier Ed Butler came under pressure by 

Governor Daoud and President Karzai to change strategies and deploy his forces to 

northern Helmand, in what has since been named the ‘platoon-house strategy’. The 

Afghans demanded the British re-establish government authority in the district centres 

of northern Helmand - areas rich in opium growing and trafficking - and regain 
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control of districts that had fallen under Taliban influence. 620  Brigadier Butler 

recounted Governor Daoud’s rationale for deploying northwards: 

 

We need you to support governance. We need you to 

protect us. You need to give us the freedom of 

movement. You must support me to be allowed to go 

round my own constituency. If I can’t do that, why are 

you here?” [...] “If the black flag of Mullah Omar flies 

over any of the district centres, you may as well go home 

because we’ll have lost our authority to govern in 

Helmand, and if we lose our authority to govern and our 

ability to govern, then that will threaten the south. 

Kandahar will be next. We’ll lose the south before 

you’ve even started. What are you going to do about 

it?621 

 

Given the limited resources on the ground, the military realised this plan was 

unsustainable but after all, Daoud was their man in the province so they had to give 

way to political pressure.622 The re-formulated strategy deployed soldiers to the 

districts of Musa Qala, Now Zad, Kajaki and Sangin. From the outset, the British 

forces situated in northern Helmand came under intense daily attack from insurgents. 

The situation was compounded by the fact only 650 out of the 3,300 troops deployed 

were combat soldiers;623 the remaining troops were in Afghanistan to facilitate the 

key tasks of the mission: reconstruction and development. Poorly equipped, under-

resourced and besieged by hundreds of insurgents,624 the level of attacks were so 

intense the British troops nearly exhausted their supply of ammunition.625 That was in 

stark contrast, to the well-documented and misinterpreted comment by British 

Defence Secretary John Reid, who hoped that British soldiers could complete their 

mission without firing a single shot.626 In fact, by the end of Britain’s first year in 

																																								 																					
620 House of Commons Defence Committee, ‘UK Operations in Afghanistan’, 2006-07, EV. 14. 
621 House of Commons Defence Committee, ‘UK Operations in Afghanistan’, 2010-12 p. 26. 
622 John Ware, ‘UK’s original Helmand deployment plan examined’, BBC News, 22 June 2011. 
623 Chandrasekaran, Little America, pp. 48-49. 
624 Ibid. 
625 Ibid., pp. 205. 
626 Ibid., pp. 46. 



	 179	

Helmand they had expended four million bullets.627 The British - at the request of the 

Afghans - also moved a small team to southern Helmand to displace the resurgent 

Taliban. Given the ferociousness of the Taliban assault and the British lack of 

resources the UK forces had to rely on the use of airpower to halt the Taliban 

advance..628  

 

One of the most evident intelligence failures by the British government before 

the deployment to Helmand was not conducting an accurate appraisal of the 

insurgency. The British were grossly unprepared for the level of resistance and the 

intensity of the violence they encountered. When questioned why the British were 

unable to predict the level of violence before deploying to Helmand, the Secretary of 

State for Defence Des Browne stated the limited numbers of American troops 

stationed in Helmand – approximately 100 American soldiers were stationed in 

Lashkar Gah - prior to the UK’s force deployment had hindered effective intelligence 

gathering.629 Despite this political statement, the British were warned, however, by 

the Combined Joint Task Force that violence was likely.630 The original purpose of 

the mission – reconstruction - had been abandoned as British forces struggled to deal 

with intense insurgent activity. The weakness of state institutions in Helmand coupled 

with insecurity meant that state building was effectively postponed for two years.631 

The lack of development provided by the DFID led to growing tension between the 

military and civilian branches of the British efforts in Helmand. General David 

Richards accused DFID of ‘not living up to our expectations and their own 

promises’. 632  DFID argued that development and reconstruction work was not 

implemented because the security environment did not permit such efforts.633 A 

senior British General described the problem: ‘the military secure areas, but the 
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civilians are way behind the military effort... we are lagging behind the rhetoric.... 

The problem is that DFID do not see themselves as part of our foreign policy’.634 

 

One of the most controversial moments of the first year of the British in 

Helmand was their withdrawal from Musa Qaleh in October 2006. After experiencing 

months of intense fighting in the town, it was claimed that the British had come to an 

extraordinary agreement with the Taliban for both parties to create an exclusion zone 

and leave the town. In fact, Governor Daud had brokered a deal with the village elders 

to exclude both international forces and the Taliban from the town.635 As the 

movement of the British soldiers was restricted through platoon house strategy the 

Musa Qaleh agreement would give the British soldiers some respite and enable them 

to redeploy in a more mobile role. This would help to retake the advantage in the fight 

against the Taliban.636 Considered by some within the British military and diplomatic 

corps to be an achievement, the agreement lasted 143 days until 2nd February 2007 

when the Taliban broke the accord and re-entered the town, which according to the 

British military was against the wishes of the local population.637 The British were 

criticised by the Americans over the agreement. Whilst the UK saw it as a way of 

allowing the local community to take control 638  according to British General 

Richards, the Americans viewed the agreement as the UK surrendering to the 

Taliban.639  It would be late 2007 before the British, with the help of the Americans, 

launched an operation to recapture control of the town.  

 

The Pentagon Continues To Obstruct Counter Narcotics And The Drug-

Terrorist Nexus  

 

As the undermanned and under-resourced British military became bogged down in 

Helmand fighting a rejuvenated insurgency, the American military remained 

committed to prevent their soldiers from entering into a drug war. Not only did the 

Pentagon refuse to become actively involved in countering the drugs trade, as 

Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld argued the issue was a ‘law enforcement problem, not 
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a military one’,640 they refused to help their own US drug enforcement counterparts. 

DEA officials complained that their efforts in Afghanistan were severely hampered by 

the lack of inter-departmental cooperation, and urged the Pentagon to view counter 

narcotics as another facet of the security situation. What Donald Rumsfeld’s argument 

neglected was that for law enforcement to succeed in a war-torn country, where the 

rule of law is absent, the military had to provide the foundations for law enforcement 

to launch operations. The lack of cooperation restricted the DEA’s ability to perform 

significant work. As a consequence of the lack of military support the DEA were 

unable to access some of Afghanistan’s most remote regions, through lack of 

helicopters or were unable to conduct operations against drug traffickers because they 

did not have sufficient agents or fire power. A United States official concluded, ‘In 

the war environment, you don’t get from point A to point B without military 

assistance’.641  An official reported that there were ‘situations where DEA sought 

[Pentagon] intelligence and it wasn’t given to them…DEA would identify a lab to go 

hit or a storage facility and [the Pentagon] would find a reason to ground the 

helicopters’.642 In Nangarhar province in 2006, two-star American general, Benjamin 

Freakley aborted all counter narcotics missions by the DEA and Afghan counter 

narcotics police, complaining the counter narcotics missions were obstructing military 

missions.643 DEA Administrator Karen Tandy reported before a congressional hearing 

that the DEA was limited in its results because the agency has had ‘no operational 

infrastructure, assets or support to conduct operations’. 644  Publicly the dispute 

between the DEA and Pentagon received limited attention, but it did not reflect the 

seriousness of the problem. In private, Tandy was critical of the Pentagon’s lack of 

involvement and campaigned in Washington to improve relations between the 

departments. By late 2006, the Pentagon still refused to cooperate fully with their 

drug enforcement counterparts; prompting the chairmen of the Foreign Relations 

Committee, Congressmen Henry Hyde and Mark Kirk to write to Secretary of 

Defense Rumsfeld urging greater action in the fight against drugs and strongly 
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arguing for increased cooperation on the issue among all actors. The overtures had 

little effect.645  

 

 A school of thought gained traction at this time and one that would shape 

INL’s and the UNODC’s interpretation of the drug problem: the emergence of a drug-

insurgency nexus forming in Afghanistan and the significance of drug funding for the 

Taliban. INL had been pushing the drug-insurgency nexus since 2003646 but it was not 

until 2006/2007 that the theory gained popularity. Robert B. Charles’s, replacement as 

Assistant Secretary of State for INL, Anne Patterson commented: ‘we have seen 

increased reporting suggesting a relationship between narco-traffickers, Taliban, and 

other anti-government forces’.647 Much of the discourse that arose from this and 

pushed by the State Department was conditioned by their experience of combating the 

illegal narcotics trade in Colombia. The State Department predicted that 

Afghanistan’s drug industry and insurgency would follow a similar trajectory to the 

one found in Colombia and it was this view that would robustly shape the INL’s 

response to the narcotic problem in Afghanistan. One of the core features of this 

institutional view was the concept of a nexus between drug traffickers and insurgent 

groups; INL highlighted the financial relationship between the Taliban and the 

narcotics industry as evidence of this nexus replicating itself in Afghanistan. The 

financial links between drug traffickers and the Taliban was of chief concern for 

American anti-drug agencies, as opposed to the flow of Afghan heroin to the United 

States.648  To combat the drug-insurgent network, the INL contended, wholesale 

forced eradication would prevent the Taliban profiting from the drugs trade and result 

in bankruptcy. Patterson, herself a veteran of the Colombia campaign, warned Lt. 

Gen. Karl Eikenberry, commander of United States forces in Afghanistan, about 

Afghanistan becoming a fully-fledged narco-state – highlighting the similarities with 

Colombia. Eikenberry, in a previous meeting with Patterson acknowledged drugs 

were a problem, however, he then reverted to the standard military response since the 
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beginning of the war: drugs are not the military’s problem.649 Thomas Schweich 

encountered similar arguments when he briefed Donald Rumsfeld about the illegal 

narcotics industry in Afghanistan. So while the State Department and officials in 

Kabul argued about the danger of this nexus, the American military still did not buy 

into it as an essential part of their strategy in Afghanistan.  

 

It is important to note that, not all United States or British actors bought into 

this view.  Whilst the State Department, UNODC, and some academics650 were 

convinced of the convergence of the insurgency and drug trafficking agenda, there 

was a dearth of evidence to conclusively support this view. Whilst evidence 

demonstrated that a nexus existed between drug traffickers and insurgents, this 

analysis proved over-simplistic and opaque.651  It was contended that the Taliban 

received the majority of their funding through the drugs trade and widespread 

eradication would bankrupt the Taliban by taking away a key source of their income, 

however, officials at the State Department or UNDOC could not accurately estimate 

how much money the Taliban generated from drugs.652 This highlighted the fact there 

was still much to learn about the drug-insurgency relationship. Nevertheless, 

convinced of their argument the State Department used this relationship as a 

justification for increased eradication.  

 

Moreover, several other factors were used by INL and UNODC to support 

their drug-insurgency nexus theory: they pointed to reductions in opium cultivation in 

the north, where insurgent activity was minimal – and the increase of opium 

cultivation in southern Afghanistan (most notably Helmand) – where insurgent 

activity was most prominent – and that convinced some within the administration that 

Patterson’s fears of a narco-insurgency... were well founded.653 At the same time, 

another argument was developed by INL to support their assumption; it argued 

contrary to previous theories and the protestations of poverty from President Karzai 
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about farmers654 that opium cultivation was not the domain of poor farmers with no 

choice to grow poppy to survive. Poor farmers were rejecting poppy cultivation: it 

was wealthy farmers concentrated in southern Afghanistan who were the main 

culprits. The evidence supporting this theory, according to State department officials, 

was that the provinces with zero or reduced opium cultivation were among the poorest 

in Afghanistan. Whereas, Helmand province accounted for 53 per cent of opium 

cultivation in Afghanistan, was one of the wealthiest. Furthermore, if Helmand were a 

country it would be the fifth largest beneficiary of American aid in the world655 

receiving $400 million between 2002-07.656 This view was underscored by the 

UNODC who would later claim a narco-insurgency was taking root in Afghanistan 

and proclaimed ‘opium cultivation in Afghanistan is no longer associated with 

poverty – quite the opposite’ and poverty was not the main driving factor in opium 

cultivation any more.657 Moreover, there was recognition that two components related 

to expansive opium cultivation were lack of security and the ineffectiveness of 

provincial governors in driving down opium cultivation. It was argued that because 

the Taliban were more active in the south; it created higher insecurity and less 

opportunity for law enforcement to take hold, which in turn allowed more expansive 

poppy cultivation.658 There appeared to be a greater commitment from governors in 

the North of the country to tackle opium cultivation compared to their southern 

counterparts. All of the above mentioned factors convinced the State Department and 

UNODC of a drug-insurgency nexus, which was particularly strong in southern 

Afghanistan. As will be demonstrated shortly, this would condition INL’s view of the 

problem and the solutions that they advocated. 

 

The lesser of Two Evils: Ground Based Spraying in the 2006-2007 Season 

 

The 2006 record crop would strengthen arguments made by officials in INL for 

stronger action – given the existing policies had failed - and once again push the issue 
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of aerial eradication to the forefront of the discussions within the Anglo-American 

relationship. As was the case in 2004, a record crop enabled State Department 

officials to petition their British counterparts for stronger action by pointing to the 

British failure to control opium cultivation. By late 2006, British officials were under 

immense pressure from their State Department counterparts to agree to some form of 

aerial eradication. Part of the problem was a degree of dissatisfaction from the 

American side that the British efforts to date had failed, and an underlying resentment 

about the British compensated eradication scheme several years previously. An 

American official illustrated the consensus at the time:  

 

There was a lot of left over criticism of the British effort to buy 

the crop…it was old news, I think it added to the scrappiness 

because people were scoring points, I remember us actually 

having friction rather than intellectual debates about the 

past…there were issues about eradication. They were particularly 

issues about eradication in Helmand where we had to have 

consent from the British. 659 

 

The deployment of British troops to Helmand province during the spring of 

2006 inserted another dynamic into Anglo-American discussions and would 

ultimately strengthen the UK’s resolve to reject the introduction of aerial eradication 

and more generally wide scale forced eradication. The threat of aerial eradication in 

Helmand would also increase the internal tension between the British military and 

officials from ADIDU over counter narcotics policy. A British official explained: 

‘when we were in Helmand there was a lot more internal dispute about how to 

conduct the counter narcotics effort…suddenly you had the UK military, in large 

numbers and at senior levels, saying we must not stir things up with counter 

narcotics’.660 From the outset the British government on the whole (apart from Tony 

Blair and his aides) were opposed to wide-scale eradication but the introduction of 

British troops to the province bolstered the military’s opposition to eradication. Like 

their American counterparts, the British military considered any policy that attacked 

farmer’s livelihoods a recipe for increased unrest and insecurity and were fearful that 
																																								 																					
659 Author Interview with American Official (6), 21 October 2014. 
660 Author Interview with British Official (8), 4th August 2014. 



	 186	

if the British military were to be associated with aggressively fighting the opium trade 

their soldiers would face violent reaction from the locals.661 Another British official 

commented:  

 

The same fault lines that you would see in the American 

government absolutely existed in the UK and you know the 

military was basically always suspicious of counter 

narcotics…there was never an entirely consistent view 

across…government whether or not we should be involved in 

the counter narcotics effort. So the military obviously had a 

rather different view to No.10…So there were always parts of 

the government…who were not fully signed up to doing CN. 

The military, ideally would have downgraded our counter 

narcotics to zero if they had their way’.662  

 

The Afghans too, were equally opposed to the introduction of aerial spraying. 

In a September 2006 meeting with American Ambassador Neumann, President Karzai 

was reportedly ‘vehemently against aerial spraying’.663  Condoleezza Rice noted 

President Karzai’s objection to aerial eradication: ‘He did not want to even 

acknowledge the possibility of dramatic measures such as crop destruction through 

aerial spraying. This issue would be a source of tension between our two countries for 

the remainder of the President’s [Bush’s] term’.664  

 

As the battle intensified between the allies, other solutions were sought to 

reach a compromise. American Ambassador Neumann attempted to offer a more 

palatable option by suggesting the introduction of an experimental ground based 

spraying (GBS) programme. The scheme would be a middle ground between the 

previously unsuccessful manual eradication and the much opposed aerial eradication. 

Ambassador Neumann championed the proposal in the hope that if successful, it 
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would provide a bulwark against the aerial eradication zealots in the State 

Department. Pressure was building in Washington that wide scale eradication must 

take place, and Ambassador Neumann attempted to contain the tide of INL and 

Congressional pressure by demonstrating sufficient progress through GBS. While the 

broader direction of policy was formulated in Washington, Ambassador Neumann had 

to some extent, a degree of autonomy over implementation of details. 665  

 

In an attempt to pressure the Afghans to agree to GBS, National Security 

Advisor (NSA) Stephen Hadley was directed to discuss the issue with President 

Karzai on his November 2006 trip to Afghanistan. At the meeting Hadley was to 

impress on President Karzai the need to adopt ground based spraying focusing largely 

on Helmand province and persuade the President to sell the idea to both the Afghan 

public and the British.666 The United States Kabul Embassy also wanted Hadley to 

use this opportunity to gain agreement for the idea from Habibullah Qaderi the 

Afghan Minister of Counter Narcotics and to find out the best way to get President 

Karzai to approve ground based spraying.667 Once an agreement was reached with the 

stakeholders, President Karzai would be approached to approve the plan. The 

bureaucratic battleground over the issue became more entangled, as Tony Blair and 

his staffers from the cabinet office once again intervened to pressure officials from 

ADIDU and Embassy officials in Kabul to agree to some form of spraying. When it 

was evident that counter narcotics policies had failed to make a significant dent in the 

illegal narcotics trade Prime Minister Blair was ‘depressed’ by the lack of progress668 

and the PM was in the words of a British official ‘attracted to a policy that might 

deliver results more quickly’. 669  British Ambassador Sir Sherard Cowper-Coles 

recounts: ‘As the debate raged back and forth…[there was] pressure from 10 

Downing Street for us to agree to some spraying’.670 Officials at ADIDU, aware of 

the mounting tensions at home, Washington and Kabul were running out of options 

and could not indefinitely fend off the State Department’s pressure to introduce aerial 
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eradication. By agreeing to the GBS pilot scheme, British officials hoped that it would 

at the very least postpone the introduction of aerial eradication and at best prove 

sufficiently successful to eliminate aerial eradication as a policy option. The British 

interactions with their State Department’s counterparts since 2004 were characterised 

by ‘tempering bad policy’ and trying to exercise damage control 671  and the 

discussions over the introduction of GBS followed a similar trajectory. A British 

official commented:  

 

It…seem[ed] an extension of other forms of ground-based 

eradication. It was not radically different to going into fields 

with machetes. What we agreed to do was a pilot…not a full 

campaign and the point about the pilot was to test if it would 

work. I was taking a similar kind of calculation...I couldn’t see 

how…when we thought about it…the UK could resist ground 

based spraying because the impact was not going to be that 

different to the impact of any other ground eradication. We 

knew there was going to be a show down over aerial spraying at 

some point …so it seemed a way of at least postponing it. It 

might have been if we ran a pilot the pilot might well not have 

worked which was a possibility that it might kill it. Our policy 

through all of this was frankly was to avoid aerial spraying.672  

 

Assistant Secretary of State for South and Central Asian Affairs, Richard 

Boucher complained while the British did agree to ground based spraying in 

December 2006, they would not support a pilot in Helmand: it had to be elsewhere. 

Assistant Secretary of State Boucher concluded while it was reasonable that the UK 

was concerned about Helmand, they should view the bigger picture and not just 

concentrate on ‘their own’ province. Afghan National Security Advisor Rassoul 

believed that the UK’s attitude was indicative of the narrow focus of NATO countries 

towards ‘their’ provinces, unlike the wider focus of the coalition.673 President Karzai 

also complained about the British narrow focus on Helmand in a meeting with 
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Assistant Secretary Boucher.674 Although President Karzai and the British were united 

against the State Department’s attempts to introduce aerial eradication, President 

Karzai was unimpressed by the United Kingdom’s attempts to pacify Helmand and 

the rising violence in the province. President Karzai would use the triangular policy 

relationship between himself, the United Kingdom and United States to suit his own 

ends. When under the pressure from the State Department and the White House to 

agree to aerial eradication he would use the United Kingdom’s reluctance to 

strengthen his own case against adopting the policy.675 The proposal of GBS came to 

a conclusion when an American delegation headed by Ambassador Neumann and 

British officials met with President Karzai and his cabinet officials in January 2007 to 

discuss its introduction. The Afghan cabinet were swayed by the arguments of the 

minister for public health, Faizullah Kakar. Kakar, western educated and holding a 

degree in toxicology676 put forward a convincing case arguing Glyphosate use would 

result in health and environmental consequences.677 It was reported that convincing 

the public health minister and Mr Ramin, the agricultural minister - two of the main 

opponents of spray-based eradication – were vital in convincing the Afghan 

government to sanction spraying.678  

 

With the GBS proposal vetoed by the Afghan cabinet, Ambassador Neumann 

still needed to demonstrate progress on eradication to placate the Bush cabinet and 

Congress. Neumann devised a plan to eradicate 10,000 hectares679 - the target of 

10,000 hectares was devised as it was deemed a politically viable number that the 

Ambassador could peddle in Washington not because the amount of eradication 

would make a sizeable dent in overall cultivation. The eradication campaign would be 

nationwide but a considerable campaign was to be launched in central Helmand, 

focusing on territories that were under government control. Helmand’s new provincial 

governor Wafa demanded that eradication also take place in Taliban controlled 

districts and towns in Northern Helmand and not exclusively focus on ‘friends of the 
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government’. To do that, however, would have required a significant military 

operation and given the limited reach of the Afghan government and coalition forces 

in Helmand such an operation could not be mobilised without significant planning.680  

The eradication campaign would once again bring the Americans into conflict with 

the British, as the British feared improperly targeted eradication would drive 

insecurity. Commander of ISAF, British General David Richards, originally wanted to 

defer eradication for a year to prevent an increase in violence and allow alternative 

livelihood programmes to reach more farmers. However, Ambassador Neumann 

declined the General’s suggestion, as he feared it would destabilise eradication 

programmes throughout the country – and of course, incur the wrath of Congress. 

With the Ambassador pushing for eradication the British military sought to limit 

where and when the AEF could deploy and according to an America official were 

obstructive throughout the planning phase of the operation: 

 

There were questions about where they [Afghan Eradication 

Force] could operate. There were a lot of discussions with the 

British military about this and every time they said not that area 

not this area. There was a no to every proposal but no counter 

proposals...In terms of the British there was probably an 

underlying unhappiness about eradication in general. We would 

be pushing for eradication with individual locations.681  

 

With American officials from the Kabul Embassy being stonewalled during 

meetings with the British military, Ambassador Neumann was forced to mediate and 

take the issue to General David Richards. The Ambassador explained to the General 

that he needed to make progress with eradication to satisfy domestic political 

pressures from the White House and Congress. The pressures emanating from 

Congress were driven by concerns of the drug-insurgency nexus. As a Congressional 

Committee on Foreign Relations commented: ‘the real problem for U.S. and coalition 

forces is the amount of drug profits being paid in taxes and protection money to the 
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Taliban and other insurgents’.682 After Richards’s intervention a compromise was 

reached and the British agreed to allow the AEF to operate in certain locations. 683   

 

ALARM MOUNTS IN WASHINGTON: OUR COUNTER NARCOTICS 

POLICY HAS FAILED 

 

Back in Washington alarm was mounting regarding the burgeoning opium 

cultivation. The prospect of a successive record opium crop resulted in a crisis cabinet 

meeting at the White House in January 2007.  Given the impending situation and the 

fact that the drug industry was now valued at an estimated $3 billion (out of 

Afghanistan’s $8 billion gross national product);684 it was acknowledged that the 

previous counter narcotics strategy had failed and Deputy Secretary of State John 

Negroponte and Drug Czar John Walters were tasked with assembling an interagency 

committee to reformulate the strategy. The committee comprised the Department of 

State, Defense, Justice, Agriculture, and Treasury; DEA, Office of National Drug 

Contol Policy; and USAID to evaluate the current strategy for tackling the Afghan 

drugs trade.685 The man tasked with fronting the interagency strategy was INL’s 

Thomas A. Schweich - who was promoted to ambassadorial rank. Schweich’s zeal for 

advocating an aggressive approach to the Afghan opium problem, specifically aerial 

eradication, would result in several confrontations with his British counterparts, in 

London, Kabul and Washington. 686  The Ambassador, convinced of the drug-

insurgency nexus, would come to be regarded as the one of the most ardent 

champions of aerial eradication. Members of Congress had written a letter in February 

2007 to Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice and Defense Secretary Robert Gate 

imploring the administration to appoint a high profile figure to coordinate American 

and international agencies in the fight against the Afghan drugs trade. The 

congressional note also underscored the need for unity both domestically and 

internationally to succeed. Once again, differences on strategy, both formulation and 
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implementation continued to stall effective cooperation between the Anglo-American 

allies over counter narcotics issues.  

 

The open and public dispute with our British allies on 

opium eradication methods, along with the many 

different and often conflicting views of NATO, our 

Defense Department (DoD), the Drug Enforcement 

Administration (DEA), and other U.S. agencies on how 

to best handle the narcotics challenge, does not bode 

well for success in taking on a major source of the 

financing for the Taliban and other anti-coalition 

militants.687  

 

Despite congressional concerns that Ambassador Schweich lacked experience 

as an ambassador and was not a high profile appointment;688Schweich and his team 

set about explaining to top United States officials that a narco-insurgency nexus 

existed and thus appropriate counter narcotics policies needed to be incorporated into 

an overall war strategy. Whilst Schweich and his team set about developing their new 

strategy, recurring difficulties were still present on the ground in Helmand.  

 

The complexity of balancing the UK’s twin mission in Afghanistan was again 

brought to the fore when the continued resentment of the British military to 

eradication exploded in 2007. UK Task Force Helmand, were fearful of local anger 

over eradication distributed pamphlets and commissioned radio announcements in 

March and April 2007 that stated the British military was not involved in the anti-

poppy campaign.689 These announcements were launched during Operation Achilles. 

The leaflet read:  

 

Dear respectful and noble residents of Helmand 

province, ANA and ISAF are military forces and work 
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for Afghan government. ANA and ISAF will not destroy 

your poppy fields. Poppies serve as the only tool of 

economy and benefits for the farmers and we don't want 

to stop your source of feeding and income. A radio 

announcement further stated: that ISAF and the ANA 

know that many Afghans have no choice but to grow 

poppy and ISAF and the ANA do not want to affect their 

livelihoods. 690  

 

The messages invoked condemnation from the MOI and President Karzai who 

said they had ‘undermined the GOA’s counter-narcotics operation’. The Afghan 

government protested that the messages implied ISAF permitted opium cultivation, 

and as ISAF were in Afghanistan ‘supporting the GAO’; they had a responsibility to 

declare opium cultivation would not be tolerated and it contravened Afghan law. 

ISAF later explained that the communications were designed to inform farmers that 

the purpose of Operation Achilles was to conduct military offensives against the 

insurgency not against poppy fields.691  Consequently, the misjudged messages, 

according to the diaries of former Minister Chris Mullin ‘led to a dust-up with the 

Americans resulting in our having to apologise’.692 Moreover, the leaflets added to the 

growing tension between ADIDU and the British military over the UK’s twin mission 

in Afghanistan. A former British official commented: ‘they did basically put out a 

very silly leaflet around...[our]…involvement in counter narcotics…and the 

commander got severely told off for it…[it] sa[id] don’t blame us…and he got hauled 

over the coals for it but it was absolutely out of line’.693  

 

More broadly, this incident served to highlight a growing discord between the 

British military and their American counterparts over the former’s role in Helmand. 

Once again, British policies would be seen as deeply wanting by their American 

counterparts when the newly appointed Commander of ISAF, General Dan McNeill 

met with US Drugs Czar John Walters in spring 2007. General McNeill said he was 
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‘dismayed by the British effort’ and that they had ‘made a mess of things in 

Helmand’. Citing the failed Musa Qala agreement – where the British reached a deal 

with the Taliban for both sides to leave the town, only for the Taliban to later return - 

McNeill stated: ‘That agreement opened the door to narco-traffickers in that area, and 

now it was impossible to tell the difference between the traffickers and the 

insurgents’. Moreover, given the responsibility the British had in Helmand their 

efforts needed to be vastly improved.694  

 

In the same meeting McNeill also raised concerns about President Karzai’s 

commitment to counter narcotics and described him as ‘the missing ingredient’. 

McNeill complained the President failed to seriously tackle the trade in an attempt to 

appease many of his supporters in southern and western Afghanistan who were 

implicated in the opium industry. American and British officials thought that 

President Karzai was at best wilfully ambivalent to the drugs trade or at worst 

deliberately obstructive. Sir Sherard Cowper-Coles, Britain’s new Ambassador to 

Afghanistan, thought that Karzai’s rhetoric on drugs was shallow. Even though he 

talked of it being against Afghan and Islamic law he considered it be more of a 

Western than an Afghan problem and therefore, the onus lay with the international 

community to tackle it not the Afghans.695 Moreover, failure to take decisive action 

sent a message that opium cultivation was acceptable. General McNeill, however, 

stated that whilst not ideal the counter narcotics campaign needed Afghan ownership 

so President Karzai was the best person to do this.696  

 

This was not the first time that the Americans questioned President Karzai’s 

resolve to tackle the opium issue. Publicly, Karzai continued to declare that opium 

cultivation contravened Afghan and Islamic law and acknowledged the corrosive 

effects of the illegal narcotics industry on the Afghan state. The President would also 

make similar statements privately when meeting with western officials. Condoleezza 

Rice noted after discussions with President Karzai regarding the drug problem that the 

President was so upbeat that he put a positive spin on his assessment of the issue, ‘we 

are making real progress’. This was a case of Karzai’s political charm ignoring the 
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hard evidence. Karzai’s contentions left Condoleezza Rice unsure whether: 

‘[President] Karzai believed what he was saying or just thought that we might.’697 

However, despite his statements about fighting the drugs trade he took very little 

action to seriously address the issue.  

 

President Karzai’s inability to address the opium industry and support full 

eradication was a result of the delicate political environment where many of the 

President’s supporters and political allies were involved in the illegal narcotics 

industry. As noted in chapter 2, power in Afghanistan, even for the President, was 

subject to support and was conditional depending on a whole host of factors. 

President Karzai had to rely on the use of patronage as an important tool to cement his 

powerbase and that meant turning a blind eye to some of his followers’ connections to 

the drug industry. Additionally, if serious action was taken against the opium poppy 

farmers through wide scale eradication, the government’s barely functioning writ in 

the southern and eastern provinces would completely disintegrate; farmers would be 

driven into economic distress and potentially into the arms of the insurgency and the 

Afghan economy would be destabilised. The IMF and World Bank noted if successful 

action was taken against the illegal narcotics trade, it could have potentially adverse 

‘effect[s] on Afghanistan’s overall balance of payments, net GDP growth and 

government revenue’698 As has been previously noted, opium cultivation was a 

symptom of the larger problem, therefore, President Karzai was restricted in his 

movements against the drugs trade until a comprehensive structure was in place to 

deal with the issues of poor governance, corruption, security, rule of law and 

economic development. The lack of unity of action within the alliance to coordinate 

and agree on the best methods to counter the drugs trade allowed President Karzai to 

forgo stronger action. This was a catch-22 situation. Karzai could not afford to 

suppress narcotics until a viable economy and system of governance were in place, 

but for them to function effectively strides against the narcotics industry were needed.  

  

The Showdown Over Aerial Eradication: The Zenith of American Pressure to 

Force Aerial Eradication onto the Counter Narcotics Agenda April-November 

2007   
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The pressure to force the issue of aerial eradication back onto the agenda for 

Afghanistan intensified when, another Colombia veteran, William Wood was posted 

to Afghanistan as Ambassador in April 2007. Ambassador Wood had overseen one of 

America’s largest anti-drug programmes in Colombia and championed aerial 

eradication as an effective tool in the fight against illegal narcotics. His appointment 

was a statement of intent by the State Department and many proponents of aerial 

eradication were optimistic at his arrival.699 Wood believed that drug traffickers and 

insurgents had complementary objectives and there was the potential for the political 

agenda of insurgents groups to become corrupted by drug traffickers once the narco-

insurgent nexus had been established – as was the case in Colombia.700  Ambassador 

Wood also believed that opium cultivation needed to be tackled regardless if poppy 

farmers were poor or rich.701 Coinciding with Ambassador Wood’s arrival was the 

appointment of Sir Sherard Cowper Coles as the new British Ambassador to 

Afghanistan. The arrival of Ambassador Cowper-Coles signalled an escalation in the 

attention dedicated to the Afghan campaign from the United Kingdom; the 

government wanted a diplomatic heavyweight to preside over a sharp increase in 

civilian resources to complement Britain’s increase in military resources to 

Helmand.702 The task facing the new Ambassador was made more complex by the 

fact that the campaign had turned into full-scale conflict (prior to 2006, the general 

consensus dictated it was not a full-scale war);703 and the drug issue would consume 

most of the Ambassador’s first year in Kabul. During Cowper-Coles first meeting 

with his American counterpart, William Wood discussed replicating, what he saw as 

the successful aerial eradication programme implemented by the State Department in 

Colombia. Ambassador Wood was so assured of the safety of Glyphosate he offered 

to have himself sprayed to demonstrate its harmlessness.704 The next day ambassador 

Wood laid forth the United States drug eradication proposal for Helmand promoting 

wide scale eradication to destroy 80,000 hectares of opium705 in an e-mail message to 
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the British Ambassador.706 Relations between both Ambassadors would be extremely 

cordial but over the coming months the British Ambassador would be under intense 

pressure from his American counterpart to agree to aerial eradication. As Sir Sherard 

Cowper-Coles commented: ‘He [Ambassador Wood] looked to me to swing HMG 

behind such an approach’.707 A British official further commented: ‘most times Sir 

Sherard met with Ambassador Wood he had to be prepared to defend his position’.708 

This would be the beginning of mounting pressure from various actors within the 

American administration to convince their British allies to agree to aerial spraying. A 

British official commented: in the coming weeks and months there was an enormous 

‘amount of activity which went up to ministerial level on our side...from their side and 

there were conversations at foreign secretary level about it’.709 

 

Meanwhile Tom Schweich’s new U.S. counter narcotics strategy was 

developing in Washington and in an effort to make INL’s new strategy policy, 

Anthony Harriman, the senior director for Afghanistan at the National Security 

Council, submitted it to the Deputies Committee headed by Lt. General Douglas Lute, 

President Bush’s war czar in May 2007. At that point, Harriman also instructed 

Schweich to compose an unclassified version710 for publicity purposes to try to get 

political support. The Defense Department’s reaction was predictable: it attempted to 

derail policy’s rite of passage and stall the release of the unclassified version. 

Members of the Defense Department threatened Tom Schweich with professional 

retribution if he disclosed the unclassified version to the public. When the Pentagon 

failed to prevent the release, they used back channel methods to attempt to kill off the 

policy by allegedly disclosing the classified version to the British Defence Attaché 

and Head of British Defence Staff in Washington, Major General Peter Gilchrist. The 

British, of course, had consistently opposed this kind of aerial eradication and word 

reached Sir Sherard Cowper-Coles on 26 July 2007 that the Americans were 

preparing to push through aerial eradication against the wishes of Afghan and British 

governments. The Ambassador revealed the British play to stall the implementation of 

aerial eradication: ‘We had a fight on our hands, a fight which we would win only by 
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telling the Afghan Government that HMG would support it in resisting US pressure to 

agree to spraying’.711  The new British Prime Minister, Gordon Brown also intervened 

in the discussion when he reportedly telephoned President Bush to ask him not to 

coerce President Karzai to accept aerial eradication before President Karzai’s visit to 

America in early August 2007.712 The relationship between both leaders was not as 

close as it had been under Bush and Blair. The period saw a cooling in Anglo-

American relations, as the new partnership got off to a laboured start. At Brown’s first 

visit to Camp David in July 2007, relations between the President and Prime Minister 

were tense as Brown indicated a shift in the relationship by distancing himself from 

the overtly friendly relations displayed by his predecessor.713 Despite the President’s 

praise for the PM publicly at the conference, it was later reported by The Telegraph 

that the President had in fact serious concerns about Brown’s suitability as UK PM - 

after the latter berated Condolezza Rice in a previous encounter. The President’s 

concerns were so pronounced he shared his thoughts with Tony Blair before Brown 

assumed office. 714  The early coolness in the relationship was compounded by 

Brown’s decision to reduce the UK commitment in Iraq, at the time of the U.S. 

‘surge’.715  

Notwithstanding, the cool relations between Bush and Brown, these 

developments illustrate clearly the dynamics of the complex policy formulation 

process in the Anglo-American alliance in Afghanistan. There was a veritable 

roundabout of pressures from the State Department to the Pentagon to the British and 

on to the Karzai Government with several pressure flows back onto the US 

government not to adopt aerial spraying. In detail this involved the State Department 

battling the British and Afghan governments to adopt its policy proposal. At the same 

time it had domestic constituencies undermining its attempts, notably the Pentagon, 

which in turn on this occasion found a marriage of convenience with the British 
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helpful in the Washington bureaucratic turf war as both were opposed to the 

introduction of aerial spraying.   

 

The United States interagency team, headed by Ambassador Schweich, 

published the unclassified Counter Narcotics Strategy in August 2007. The strategy 

supported the first five points of the Afghan National Drug Control Strategy (public 

information, alternative development, eradication, interdiction/law enforcement, 

prosecution/criminal justice reform). 716  The strategy highlighted that poppy 

cultivation was not uniform across Afghanistan instead followed a north-south divide; 

with cultivation lowest in the north and highest in the south, with Helmand province 

being of particular concern.717 The strategy emphasised the necessity to dramatically 

increase development assistance to incentivize licit development while 

simultaneously amplifying the scope and intensity of both interdiction and eradication 

operations. 718  To meet this need, a new programme was to be established in 

conjunction with the UK government, to donate financial aid to provinces that 

reduced poppy cultivation significantly or completely. A further incentive would be to 

deliver development aid to compliant governors. The budget would be between $25 

million and $50 million compared to ‘$21 million in fiscal year 2007 and $6 million 

the previous year’.719 Of the total $10 billion budget for 2007 to deal with the problem 

that was Afghanistan, $600 million was earmarked for counter narcotics. 720 

Improvements in the agricultural sector were to be implemented to give Afghan 

farmers access to markets and better facilities.  

 

The Pentagon’s plan to derail aerial eradication from the new strategy by 

feeding information to the British had yet to come to fruition. Unsurprisingly, the 

revised strategy advocated a robust eradication plan, with the option of reintroducing 

aerial eradication: 
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No herbicidal spray program would be implemented without the 

consent of the GOA. This being said, in order to ensure that 

eradication is equitable, efficient, and capable of eradicating 

poppy on a sufficient scale, the USG advocates a policy of 

GOA-led non-negotiated forced eradication. One method of 

implementing forced eradication would entail the deployment of 

force-protected ground-based spray (GBS) teams…Another 

way to accomplish the objective of non-negotiated forced 

eradication would be to employ aerial spray.721 

 

Schweich was critical of the Afghan government’s record on eradication and 

stated that manual or mechanical techniques could only eradicate 10 per cent of the 

overall crop, a figure Schweich – and UNODC officials - contended would have to 

increase to 25 per cent to act as a tipping point for success.722 High value targets and 

corrupt government officials were to be the targets of increased eradication and law 

enforcement activities. Moreover, the process of eradication was to become non-

negotiable – farmers would not be able to haggle with eradication teams about 

eradication sites.723 Schweich wanted to double the amount of poppy free provinces 

from six to twelve by the following year and concluded that it would take five years 

to make substantial progress with eradication in southern Afghanistan.724  

 

In reality, the strategy differed very little from Bush’s first administration 

counter narcotics strategy725 and notably one that had already failed to produce 

significant reductions in the level of opium cultivation. The lack of differentiation 

from the previous strategy drew criticism from congressional subcommittee hearings 

and analysts. 726  Senior members of the House Committee on Foreign Affairs 

Chairman, Representative Tom Lantos and Representative Ileana Ros-Lehtinen were 

even more scathing in the criticism and called into question the immediacy of 
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approach: ‘that Afghanistan is approaching a crisis point, and that immediate action is 

required to eliminate the threat of drug kingpins and cartels allied with terrorists so 

we can reverse the country's steady slide into a potential failed narco-state’.727 The 

new strategy represented a shift in tactics as opposed to a shift in strategy. This was a 

criticism that the Deputy Director for INL Lee Brown acknowledged, ‘I have heard 

the U.S. strategy described as being an inventory of tactics rather than a classic 

strategy. In a formal sense, I have to agree’. 728 All this was beginning to look like a 

political quagmire that was sucking away the energy required for developing effective 

policies and the upcoming UNODC annual report confirm another record opium crop.  

 

The zenith of American pressure to force aerial eradication onto the policy 

agenda was in the lead up to the 2007-2008 season after the UNODC announced a 

record 193,000 hectares of opium was planted. The announcement would begin 

several months of intense activity729 by American officials to finally push aerial 

eradication onto the agenda. The case for aerial eradication had continued to be 

pushed by the INL throughout 2005 and 2006 but without any real success. In part, 

the problem was a lack of senior officials in the American administration that 

supported the policy and stiff resistance from their Afghan and European 

counterparts. In addition, the American military’s refusal to participate in counter 

narcotics activities, particularly eradication (of any persuasion), killed any hope of 

implementing an aggressive strategy. However, a second successive record crop in 

2007, plus growing congressional, media and international attention triggered one last 

attempt by the State Department to have aerial spraying adopted as policy and it 

pushed the issue up the United States agenda.730 Furthermore, criticism of British 

counter narcotics policies, which had failed to quell the bourgeoning narcotic industry 

strengthened the argument to introduce aerial spraying. A British military commander 

recalled State Department officials contending:  ‘we have given you every 

chance…you have completely failed. Ground eradication isn’t working, alternative 

livelihoods isn’t working, criminal justice system is not convicting enough people, 

and interdiction is doing well but not well enough what are you going to do about 
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it?731 State Department officials were as equally scathing of British efforts when 

discussing the issue with another British official they claimed: ‘your set of balanced 

approaches aren’t working so we have to do something big and dramatic’.732 The 

State Department’s argument was simple, everything to date had failed and 2007 saw 

another record crop. Therefore, quick impact solutions were needed to prevent the 

derailment of the Afghan state building project. By September, State Department and 

White House officials began ramping up the pressure on their European and Afghan 

allies over the issue. On one such occasion, Ambassador Wood pressed the subject 

during a meeting with European Union officials in Brussels.733 INL were throwing 

considerable weight behind the drive to introduce aerial eradication and spent $6 

million dollars researching the herbicidal eradication techniques and purchasing spray 

equipment.734  

 

President Karzai and his government, like the British and Europeans, had been 

under heavy pressure from U.S. officials to support aerial eradication and were 

spoken to several times by members of the Bush administration including President 

Bush himself, Ambassador Wood, Condoleezza Rice, National Security Adviser 

Stephen J. Hadley, the director of national drug control policy John P. Walters,735 

Tom Schweich and others to agree to aerial spraying. During a September meeting 

with President Karzai, Assistant Secretary of State Boucher suggested conducting 

aerial spraying in Taliban controlled territories and manual eradication in 

government-controlled territories. President Karzai attempting to evade the issue 

‘gave no reaction’. 736After it was clear that President Karzai would not be drawn into 

a discussion regarding aerial eradication, the Americans suggested introducing GBS - 

despite the Afghan government vetoing the proposal in January - to persuade the 
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Afghans of the effectiveness and safety of aerial eradication. President Karzai 

remained unenthusiastic about the idea.737  

 

The plan for aerial eradication had gained so much traction within the 

American administration by late 2007 that the Bush National Security Council 

approved the destruction of poppy fields by aerial spraying. President Bush had 

remained a firmer supporter of aerial eradication738 since the then Secretary of 

Defense Colin Powell, pitched him Robert B. Charles ‘Plan Afghanistan’ in 2004. A 

Wikileaks cable reported that the USG had ‘reached internal consensus’ over the 

issue. The plan was to launch a pilot programme of aerial eradication in Nangarhar 

province, where the U.S. had a significant presence. The scheme would aim to destroy 

4-5,000 hectares whilst informing the public the plan would only be utilised against 

rich, corrupt farmers. The pilot programme would then be rolled out across 

Afghanistan.739 The United States government aimed to coerce President Karzai and 

his government to agree to the plan then use this compliance to defeat opposition 

from the American military and British government.740 

 

The British, however, had other ideas. From the moment officials at the 

Pentagon informed British General Peter Gilchrist of the State Department’s and 

White House intention to force through aerial eradication, the British launched their 

own rear-guard action. Their plan was simple but effective; they forewarned President 

Karzai of the developments and pledged their support against the introduction of 

aerial eradication. General Peter Gilchrist informed Ambassador Schweich that 

Britain would not support the proposal. A British official commented: ‘I think this 

was aimed by the DoD to kill aerial eradication once and for all’.741 The Pentagon’s 

plan worked: Britain did not agree with the strategy and lobbied President Karzai to 

discard it. When Secretary Rice and Ambassador Wood pressed President Karzai to 

support the new policy, the disunity gave the President the perfect excuse to refuse by 
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pointing to British opposition. 742 Karzai’s tactic was especially effective as Britain 

was supposed to be a ‘partner nation’ on counter narcotics strategy. The feud over the 

new policy led to dissent in Kabul as a British official recounted: ‘Ambassador Wood 

himself complained because we told president Karzai what was coming without 

telling the Americans and the Americans got upset, I think there was quite significant 

pressure’.743 When President Bush raised the matter for the final time with President 

Karzai during a videoconference, it was clear by the Afghan’s reaction that spraying 

could and would not be tolerated as President Karzai said the sight of spray planes 

‘would look like chemical warfare’. An American official commented: ‘He [President 

Bush] had come to the point where he related so closely to Karzai that he yielded to 

his instincts…when it becomes personal, and it becomes more like partnership edging 

toward friendship, the personal dynamics are such that it’s harder to put the heat on.” 

744 

  

Ultimately, several factors defeated the State Department’s; supported by the 

White House, push for aerial eradication. Firstly, the United States was the only 

NATO member advocating aerial eradication and as such had no support from the 

international community. Resistance from the U.S.’s European allies, particularly 

Britain thwarted or at least hindered America’s plans with the UK fighting an 

embattled position every planting season to prevent the introduction of aerial 

spraying. The UK’s opposition to aerial eradication became more pronounced when 

British troops deployed to Helmand province and the British military argued such a 

move would jeopardise the safety of their soldiers.  Secondly, the Pentagon was 

ardently opposed to aerial eradication and did all within their power to prevent its 

introduction – even colluding with the British against their own colleagues in the 

State Department. The Defense Department’s opposition to aerial eradication was a 

reflection of a broader opposition to become involved in counter narcotics, and 

especially aerial eradication which was considered the most damaging counter 

narcotics policy to ‘winning hearts and minds’.  Another key reason, which deflated 

the State Department’s plan, was at the same time – autumn of 2007 – ‘just at the 

point [at which] … the U.S. reached absolute peak pressure in Afghanistan – the 
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Colombian government abandoned aerial eradication’745 as the largest aerial spraying 

campaign (2006) had failed to reduce the expansion and increase of coca cultivation 

in 2007.746 As a British official commented: ‘it therefore, became very difficult for the 

Americans to claim this had been a success in Colombia as they had done 

previously. 747  Most importantly, however, was Afghan resistance to the issue. 

President Karzai was crucial in preventing the U.S. plans,748 and his opposition to the 

issue was bolstered by British support – who were after all, the designated 

international lead counter narcotics. It would have been politically unviable and 

extremely controversial for the Americans to override the Afghan government wishes 

given the drive to Afghanise policy. One official made a very interesting point 

concerning the dynamics of counter narcotics policy formulation in Afghanistan: ‘if 

you turn that around, if the U.S. had got Karzai’s support it would have become 

difficult for us to argue that you should not do it’.749 By December 2007, aerial 

eradication had been defeated; however, a spokesperson for the State Department said 

that America was still in discussions with the Afghan government over a plan to 

implement ground based spraying 750 - this also was never implemented.  

 

With the State Department’s aerial eradication plan dead in the water, Afghan 

and international efforts to make progress against the record crop would rely on 

manual eradication and the ability of provincial governors to implement an effective 

opium ban. The ability and ‘political will’ of the provincial governor was considered, 

particularly by the U.S., as an extremely important component in the application of a 

successful counter narcotics campaign – as reductions in other provinces of 

Afghanistan demonstrated 751  Notwithstanding, two provinces, would once again 

dominate the counter narcotics policy landscape: Helmand and Nangarhar. The latter 

had successfully implemented an opium prohibition during the 2004/2005 season but 
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by 2007 opium cultivation rebounded in the province to 18,739 hectares.752 Given the 

presence of a large contingent of American troops in Nangarhar, the United States had 

a vested interest in the successful application of an opium ban. The United States 

were aided in their quest by having the support of a willing partner in provincial 

Governor Gul Aga Shirzai. The governor proved to be firm supporter of counter 

narcotic measures in the knowledge that such support would increase his standing 

with the international community – as governors who oversaw reductions in opium 

cultivation were regarded as ‘good’ governors - and further his chances at career 

progression.753 As an outsider to the province, Shirzai’s ability to enforce the ban was 

completely contingent upon his relations with local powerbrokers in the local 

government and rural tribes. Since his arrival in 2005, the governor had cultivated 

connections with influential former mujahideen, businessmen and tribal elders754 

which enabled him to negotiate a successful ban in 2007.  The governor’s efforts were 

reinforced by the influx of American and Afghan troops to the province that year, as 

part of the broader counterinsurgency mission to reverse the gains of an insurgency in 

the ascendency. By the end of 2007, the number of insurgent attacks totalled 

approximately 6,000, an increase from 4,542 in 2006 and 1,558 in 2005.755 The 

broader counter insurgency measures would have practical benefits for the 

implementation of the counter narcotics strategy; with an expansion of checkpoints 

and house searches projecting the authority of the government into rural spaces, 

which had hitherto, being ungoverned. The governor was also able to manipulate the 

perceptions of farmers by implying that U.S. forces were in the province for counter 

narcotics purposes not counterinsurgency ones. 756  Accompanying the uptick in 

American forces was an increase in development aid to the province, delivered by 

both the military and USAID. Moreover, the development assistance started a several 

years previously was coming to fruition, with several roads providing good transport 

links to central markets. Lastly, opium prices plummeted to 1990s levels and food 

prices rose considerably raising concerns about food shortages.757 All of these factors 

coalesced to produce a successful reduction in opium cultivation in Nangarhar in the 

2007/2008 season. Success was so pronounced, the UNODC declared the province 
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opium free in 2008.758 The reduction of opium cultivation in Nangarhar province 

reflected the national trend during the 2007/08 season. Throughout Afghanistan, 

opium cultivation declined 19 per cent to 153, 000 hectares and the number of poppy 

free provinces rose from 13 to 18.759 Helmand province stood in sharp contrast in 

Nangarhar, with opium cultivation rising to a record 103,500 hectares, which 

accounted for two-thirds (66%) of the total opium cultivated in Afghanistan.760  

 

With the security situation deteriorating and opium cultivation rising unabated 

in Helmand, there were few positive developments for the Afghan government or 

international community. This was to change in March 2008 when a new governor 

was appointed.761  Gulab Mangal, a technocrat with a proven record as governor, 

signalled from his first moments in office that he was committed to tackle the drug 

trade and drug barons that were ubiquitous in Helmand. The governor indicated that 

the importance of merging the counter narcotics effort with the overall 

counterinsurgency mission and reconstruction agenda. The governor with the help of 

his international advisors produced a counter narcotics strategy in July 2008 for the 

upcoming growing season. The strategy, which would come to be known as the ‘Food 

Zone Program’ (FZP), proscribed a variety of incentives and disincentives based 

around alternative livelihoods, beefed up interdiction and eradication and public 

awareness campaigns.762 The FZP was designed to reduce opium cultivation within a 

targeted area within the central region of Helmand province – Lashkar Gah districts, 

Nad-i-Ali, Nawa Barakzai, Garmsir, Nahre Seraj districts, (and latterly) Musa Qala, 

Marjeh, Khan Nishin, Sangin, and Nawzad districts.763 The programmes objective 

was to deliver development aid, such as wheat seed764 and fertiliser in exchange for 

farmers consenting to halt opium production. Farmers were required to sign an 

agreement to this effect and those who broke it would be punished by eradication. The 
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delivery of wheat seed was meant to transition farmers away from opium cultivation 

by offering an alternative from of income. During its first year the programme 

delivered wheat seed to 33,000 households. The programme provided farmers, who 

lived in the target area and were on the beneficiary list, with wheat seed at subsidised 

prices.765 Embraced by the British-led PRT and international community, the FZP 

provided a roadmap to address the significant quantities of opium cultivation in 

Helmand province. The governor also fully embraced the programme and 

demonstrated significant commitment in the successful application of the programme 

– this commitment was not always present with previous Helmand governors. Despite 

the governors willingness to address the drug industry, Governor Mangal’s hold on 

power was precarious – the governor, unlike several of his predecessors was not 

personally close to President Karzai – and he knew if he were able to demonstrate 

significant progress on counter narcotics it would help to bolster his position as 

governor with the British and American governments. President Karzai equated the 

rising violence in the province to the dismissal of former governor Sher Mohammed 

Akhundzada, at the British request in 2005. President Karzai favoured returning 

Akhundzada to the governorship at Mangal’s expense but British and American 

support for the latter made this politically difficult.   

 

 Helmand, like Nangarhar, became the focus of international attention during 

the 2007/08 opium season. The province was the epicentre of both a resurgent 

insurgency and the largest area of opium cultivation in the world. The lack of 

significant progress in both areas brought the British effort into serious question given 

the UK military was heading the reconstruction effort in the province whilst the UK 

government was simultaneously holding ‘partner nation’ status on counter narcotics. 

By this time it was well established that the British military had failed in Basra, 

therefore, success in Helmand took on another level of importance to restore British 

pride and competence in the eyes of the United States.766 

 

 To address these problems the level of international commitment to the 

province increased substantially during 2008. British troop numbers increased to 
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8,500, with the deployment of a further 500 armoured patrol vehicles. The increase in 

military resources was matched by an increase in civilian staff with the number rising 

to 80 by 2009. The United States also deployed additional troops to the province in 

April 2008 to support their British counterparts.767  

 

This period also witnessed an evolution in tactics by the British military; the 

focus shifted from operations based on hard military power designed to decimate the 

insurgency to reconstruction activities – one of the original stated aims of British 

involvement in the province.768  52 Infantry Brigade first developed this shift in 

tactics, which focused on a ‘population-centric approach’, this style was continued 

with the arrival 16 Air Assault Brigade in April 2008.769 The units aimed to effect the 

local population winning their consent whilst at the same time undermining the 

Taliban’s sphere of influence. They also endeavoured to reduce violence and 

minimise civilian casualties and displacement when engaging Taliban forces – or if 

possible, avoid large-scale engagement with Taliban forces. 770  Another important 

change in the British operational approach was a concentration of forces in central 

Helmand – the area originally earmarked for deployment in Spring 2006 - as opposed 

a focus on northern and southern Helmand. 771  This change in direction was 

implemented by the newly installed 3 Commando Brigade during the later part of 

2008. Despite these positive developments, British efforts in the province were 

criticised by the Afghan government and by their transatlantic partner.  The Afghan 

Foreign minister Rangin Dadfar Spanta complained to Ambassador William Wood in 

November 2008 that the British were not as effective as American troops and 

questioned their ‘will’ to fight.772 The following month President Karzai shared this 

view when he met with senators John McCain, Joe Lieberman and Lindsey Graham. 

The President recounted a woman asking him to ‘take the British away and give us 

back the Americans’.773 The President told senator McCain that he was grateful 
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American Marines were being sent to Helmand.774   William Wood was even more 

forceful in his criticism stating in a cable ‘we and Karzai agree that the British are not 

up to the task of securing Helmand’. 775 Nevertheless, the refocusing on central 

Helmand and deployment of additional resources was designed to stall a resurgent 

Taliban, but as the conflict deepened there was recognition within the British 

government that success in the counterinsurgency campaign took precedence over 

success in counter narcotics.  

 

De-prioritisation of Counter narcotics  

 

By late 2008 early 2009, counter narcotics had slipped down the agenda of the United 

Kingdom, as a former British official noted: ‘I think there’s no question the priority of 

counter narcotics declined for the UK…by…2008…counter narcotics had gone from 

being one of our top priorities to be in Afghanistan to definitely and pretty explicitly a 

second order priority for us’.776 The major reason for this shift in priorities was the 

UK’s deployment to Helmand. A British Defence Committee Report warned prior to 

deployment in 2006, ‘There is a fundamental tension between the UK's objective of 

promoting stability and security and its aim of implementing an effective counter-

narcotics strategy’. 777  As the conflict intensified between 2006-08, there was 

recognition that Afghanistan had moved to full-scale war, and the British military 

were stationed in one of Afghanistan’s most troublesome provinces. The immediate 

objective, therefore became too quell the rising violence in Helmand and minimise 

British casualties. A British official commented: ‘When we deployed to Helmand in 

large numbers, the most important objective in Afghanistan became to limit the 

damage to UK forces…and the goal of aggressively pursuing a counter narcotics 

effort was inconsistent with that. 778 During the first two years of deployment to 

Helmand province the undermanned and under-resourced British forces were pinned 

back by a resurgent insurgency, leaving little time or resources to focus on their 

original tasks of reconstruction. So much so, the UK’s initial reconstruction budget 
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that totalled $51 million had to be reduced and the focused primarily on areas close to 

the provincial capital Lashkar Gah. This period has been characterised as ‘18 months 

of strategic drift’.779 This inevitably had an impact on resources and focus, as the 

official further comments:  

 

We had…a lot of buying resources; human 

intelligence…satellites that pick up phone calls can only focus 

on a certain number of targets. So intelligence resources were 

one thing that were moved onto the protection of British forces 

rather than focusing big drug barons. Programme funds were 

less so…we built the capacity of a high-end special counter 

narcotics force, which was increasingly, used for general 

counterinsurgency aims rather than purely…counter narcotics 

ones.780 

 

Furthermore, there was a recognition from the British government - after 

deploying to Helmand - that the drugs problem was more serious than first imagined 

and that the drug industry was a symptom of the disorder not the cause and without 

tackling the insurgency, security situation, rural economy, rule of law, corruption and 

governance a solution to the opium problem would be unachievable. This recognition 

led to a reordering of priorities. As a former British official stated dealing with 

counter narcotics ‘might shift the furniture around but we wouldn’t really deal with 

the fundamental problem’.781 The shift in policy was initially, more of an informal 

recognition that it would be vital to succeed in Helmand first before any progress 

could be made with counter narcotics rather than a formalised policy change. A 

British official commented that the de-emphasization of counter narcotics was: 

‘informal; you would never get a document that set out the priorities like that. You 

can just infer it from the way that scarce resources are allocated between different 

parts’.782 A subsidiary factor that contributed to the de-emphasization of counter 

narcotics was No. 10’s decreased interest in counter narcotics activity when Gordon 

Brown replaced Tony Blair as Prime Minister. This is not to say that Gordon Brown 
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was not concerned about making progress against the Afghan drugs trade but he did 

not exhibit the same zeal as Tony Blair. Tony Blair had after all, made counter 

narcotics the number two priority of the UK in Afghanistan during his tenure and was 

‘personally invested’ in the counter narcotics mission.783 Gordon Brown, however, 

was more focused on the Afghan mission in a broader sense as opposed to counter 

narcotics as a specific priority. As two former British officials noted the Prime 

Ministers views and ambitions, were highly influential on what ‘officials thought’.784 

An official offered further explanation ‘to some degree, that’s what civil servants are 

called to do…they may decide on [policy after] the prime minister tells them [his 

views], so to some degree that is not necessarily that surprising that people’s view 

changed when the prime minster’s view changed’.785 Moreover, with the ministerial 

focus drifting from counter narcotics, it gave those who opposed counter narcotics 

originally an opportunity to become more vocal in their criticism of the UK’s role as 

G8 ‘lead nation’.  There was always criticism present regarding counter narcotics 

policy throughout Tony Blair’s tenure, particularly but not exclusively from the 

military. However, any such criticism failed to win the debate because of the PM’s 

personal investment in counter narcotics.786   

Additionally, as the years and campaign progressed a more holistic view 

governed the reconstruction of agenda of Afghanistan, with counter narcotics being 

incorporated into the broader reconstruction framework.787 As the UK shifted focus in 

Afghanistan, U.S. officials expressed doubts about Gordon Brown’s leadership 

credentials. U.S. London Embassy cables revealed that officials considered the Prime 

Minister to have an ‘abysmal track record’ and he lurched from ‘political disaster to 

political disaster’. The cables further predicted Brown’s tenure, as Labour leader 

would be short-lived. In the year since Brown became leader, the broader Anglo-

American relationship had altered. The PM had wanted to distance himself from the 

closeness of his predecessor’s relationship with Bush but he failed to do so 

successfully, instead he alienated himself from Bush and his officials.  American 

officials on both sides of the Atlantic had from the moment Brown assumed office, 

																																								 																					
783 Author interview with British Official (5), 22 October 2014. 
784 Author interviews with British Official (5), 22 October 2014 and British Official (14) 27 April 
2015. 
785 Author interview with British Official (5), 22 October 2014. 
786 Ibid. 
787 Author interview with British Official (7), 21 February 2014. 



	 213	

questioned his suitably and noted that the Labour ‘party seemed increasingly to miss 

Blair’s charisma’.788 

 
Meanwhile, in the United States, there was a greater acknowledgment by the 

Pentagon that the drug-insurgency nexus existed and action should be taken against it. 

Several factors facilitated this shift in policy. Firstly, Donald Rumsfeld’s departure as 

Secretary of Defense removed one of the greatest obstacles to this theory gaining 

traction in the Pentagon. The theory had, by 2008, risen up the policy agenda, with its 

supporters claiming greater evidence of its existence. A Department of State, Office 

of Inspector General report stated that the ‘links between poppy cultivation, the 

resulting narcotics trade, and funding of insurgency groups became more evident in 

2008’.789 This view was supplemented by the UNODC’s 2008 annual survey, which 

stated: ‘98 per cent of all of Afghanistan’s opium is grown in just seven provinces in 

the south-west (Helmand, Kandahar, Uruzgan, Farah, Nimroz, and to a lesser extent 

Daykundi and Zabul), where there are permanent Taliban settlements, and where 

organized crime groups profit from the instability’.790 Donald Rumsfeld’s successor 

Robert Gates placed more veracity in these arguments and contended: ‘if we have the 

opportunity to go after drug lords and drug laboratories and try to interrupt this flow 

of cash to the Taliban, that seems to me like a legitimate security endeavour’.791 

These developments led to NATO authorising ISAF forces to take action against 

insurgency-linked narcotics targets at an Alliance meeting October 2008 792  in 

Bucharest. Secretary of Defense Gates was described as ‘extremely pleased 

that…NATO has decided to allow ISAF forces to take on the drug traffickers who are 

fuelling the insurgency, stabilizing Afghanistan, and killing our troops’.793 This was 
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followed by a change in U.S. policy in December 2008 or early 2009,794 as the 

Defense Department altered its rules of engagement permitting the military’s 

involvement in counter narcotics missions and the targeting of drug traffickers who 

provided the insurgency with material support.795 The next chapter will examine how 

the United States counter narcotics strategy would also undergo major revision under 

the incoming Obama administration in 2009.  

 

CONCLUSION 

 

As NATO expanded their stabilisation mission to Afghanistan’s western and southern 

provinces, the alliance quickly found itself embattled by a resurgent Taliban and 

dragged into a full-scale conflict. The undermanned and under-resourced British 

military responsible for Helmand province, was ill equipped to deal with the intensity 

of the insurgency. Consequently, the original mission of reconstruction and 

peacekeeping was abandoned as the UK struggled to regain control of the province. 

The deployment to Helmand and the challenges that the UK military faced led to an 

escalation of the internal struggle between the military and officials at ADIDU over 

counter narcotics that had been present since the beginning of the campaign. The 

reluctance of the military to deal in counter narcotics was brought into sharp focus 

after gaining responsibility for Afghanistan’s opium capital. Convinced that 

aggressive counter narcotics measures would increase the level of danger to British 

troops, the military were unenthusiastic for eradication to take place.  

 

At the same time a strand of narrative began to gain traction in INL and the 

UNODC and this view would shape their interpretation of the drug problem. The 

view dictated that a drug-terrorist network was forming in Afghanistan, as had been 

the case in Colombia, and the best way to deal with this nexus was by employing 

aerial eradication to bankrupt the insurgency. With eradication forming the main 

component of the United States counter narcotics campaign, officials from the White 

House and Congress demanded significant progress on eradication to curb record 

levels of opium cultivation. As the drive for eradication emanating in Washington 
																																								 																					
794 It is unclear whether the Pentagon changed their rule of engagement in December 2008 as noted in 
http://www.fas.org/sgp/crs/row/RL32686.pdf or in early 2009 cited in Committee on Foreign 
Relations, ‘Afghanistan’s Narco War’, p. 1. 
795 Committee on Foreign Relations, ‘Afghanistan’s Narco War’, p. 1.  
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intensified, officials at the U.S. Embassy in Kabul were under increasing pressure to 

cajole their British and Afghan allies into agreeing to more eradication – something 

both objected to – to quell domestic political realities. Record levels of opium 

cultivation in 2006 and 2007 strengthen the arguments of those who advocated aerial 

eradication. As State Department officials contended to their British allies: we have 

tried your approach and it has failed. It was not only British officials resisting the 

State Departments attempts to introduce aerial eradication but both American officials 

in Kabul and the Pentagon continued to object to its introduction. This staunch 

resistance led to alternative policies being proposed. With pressure mounting on 

ADIDU from Tony Blair’s office and Washington to agree to some form of aerial 

eradication, officials at ADIDU conceded and supported the introduction of GBS as 

an alternative to aerial eradication. The British, concerned by the aggressiveness of 

the approach advocated by the State Department and White House officials sought to 

temper bad policy796 and support the least harmful strategy in the hope it would 

postpone or eliminate aerial eradication. However, even spraying from the ground 

was deemed to politically dangerous by the Afghan government and not suitable for 

the rugged farmland.  

 

Predictions of another record opium crop in 2007 pushed the issue of aerial 

eradication up the American agenda. This resulted in Tom Schweich being appointed 

to head an interagency team to revise the American counter narcotics strategy. Along 

with the newly appointed American Ambassador to Kabul, William Wood, both 

actors ensured a crescendo of peak pressure to force both the British and Afghan 

government to agree to aerial spraying. British counter narcotics and diplomatic 

officials contended that a large proportion of their interactions with State Department 

and White House officials during this period centred on trying to stop the United 

States implementing aerial eradication.  At the same time those who supported aerial 

eradication began gaining traction in the White House with President Bush supportive 

of the policy. Such was the concern in Washington regarding the unprecedented 

volumes of opium cultivation and its effect on the Afghan State building project, 

subsequently, the Bush NSC approved the introduction of aerial eradication. Despite 

consensus being reached within the White House over the issue, other actors would 

																																								 																					
796 Author interview with British Official (10), 23 September 2014.	
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fight to keep aerial eradication off the policy agenda.  The Pentagon, had previously 

sought to derail the plan by informing the British that the American administration 

aimed to force aerial eradication into policy by coercing President Karzai to agree, 

then using Karzai’s agreement to force the UK to approve the policy. The British 

armed with this information made it clear to President Karzai that the UK would 

support the Afghan government in rejecting the proposal. The Pentagon had, 

remarkably, used an outside agency to help kill off the State Department and White 

House policy. The British were only too willing to participate in this political 

skulduggery to kill off aerial eradication once and for all. The proposal ultimately was 

defeated by a number of factors. The United States administration remained divided 

over the issue, with the Pentagon consistently arguing against the introduction of 

aerial eradication. This lack of unity weakened the State Department and White 

House’s case by allowing British and Afghan officials to use the disunity as a reason 

not to support the policy. It was not only the Pentagon, the State Department, the 

White House and British who were fighting over the issue, no other NATO ally 

supported aerial eradication. Just at the point the issue peaked, the Colombian 

government abandoned the proposal, further weakening the argument of the State 

Department that aerial eradication was successful. Supported by the United Kingdom, 

Afghanistan was the strongest opponent of the policy. As the move to Afghanise 

policies intensified the ability of the United States to implement a controversial policy 

diminished. The issue of forced eradication would not completely vanish in the 

coming years. As the Obama administration came to power, the United States counter 

narcotics strategy was revised and American support for forced eradication lessened 

significantly.  

 

By 2008/09 counter insurgency had replaced counter narcotics as Britain’s 

priority mission in Afghanistan. With security deteriorating in Helmand the focus 

became on protecting British soldiers and quelling the violence. The British 

government did not have the resources or manpower to concentrate on both the 

counterinsurgency campaign and counter narcotics with equal intensity. There was 

also recognition that for effective counter narcotics measures to be successful it would 

require progress in many overlapping areas: security, economic development, 

governance and stability. Therefore, an informal policy decision was taken to de-
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emphasis counter narcotics to concentrate on getting Helmand ‘right’.797 Part of this 

decision was driven by the new Prime Minister’s apathy to counter narcotics as one of 

the UK’s main strategic priorities in Afghanistan. As the UK’s focus on counter 

narcotics shifted, so did the emphasis Gordon Brown placed on maintaining close 

personal relations with his American counterpart. The arrival of President Obama did 

little to improve these developments.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																								 																					
797	Author Interview with British Official (8), 4th August 2014.	
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Several problems confronted the United States in Afghanistan as Obama came into 

office: all hinged on the fact that the situation remained unresolved and was 

deteriorating. For several years, the insurgency had intensified its efforts in the south, 

east and north of the country and the military proved incapable of significantly halting 

their progress. Insecurity had reached levels not seen since 2001 and in the summer of 

2008 security incidents doubled to 200 a month in the south alone. Governance was 

becoming progressively worse with corruption endemic throughout all levels of 

society. Opium cultivation had reached a record high and the illegal narcotic trade 

was fuelling corruption, undermining governance and was of financial benefit to the 

insurgency. Contributing to these problems was the lack of resources dedicated to the 

Afghan conflict by the Bush administration; 38,000 American troops and 29,000 

NATO troops were deployed to Afghanistan, compared to 150,000 troops in Iraq. The 

first problem confronting Obama had a clear political dimension, but it would also 

impact on strategy choices. This was, namely, decisions regarding the volume of 

available resources and troop levels to be authorised. The second problem concerned 

the leadership in Afghanistan and  actual strategies to be employed. These were 

primarily military issues, but they were also affected by politics in terms of resource 

decisions and the choice of commanders to be assigned to Afghanistan. American 

policy in Afghanistan, therefore, underwent revision as the Obama administration 

reassessed both strategy and resources. The review impacted both the broader 

strategic goals for Afghanistan and the counter narcotics campaign and thrust the 

province of Helmand even more emphatically into the centre of Anglo-American 

policies.  

 

The arrival of the Obama administration ushered in a new chapter in Anglo-

American relations. From the outset the British anticipated that they would continue 

their position as the U.S.’s most valued and trusted ally and exert continuing influence 

over the new administration’s Afghan policy. British Ambassador Sir Sherard 

Cowper-Coles commented: ‘we soon concluded that our best bet was to seek to 

influence the incoming U.S. administration, which seemed almost bound to be 
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Democratic, and more open to reason on Afghanistan than Bush was’.798  Relations 

between the Anglo-American allies had cooled somewhat after Gordon Brown 

replaced Tony Blair as Prime Minister and this was followed by a further recalibration 

of relations after Obama replaced Bush as President. Partly this was because Barack 

Obama and Gordon Brown did not share the same close personal relationship and 

personal investment in the conflict as their predecessors had. Furthermore, decisions 

at the strategic level were now conducted through both countries Special 

Representatives for Afghanistan and Pakistan as opposed to at President-Prime 

Minister level.  

 

As part of the review process, the Obama administration re-evaluated, what 

had been without doubt, the unsuccessful counter narcotics policies during the Bush 

administration. Opium cultivation had expanded to unprecedented levels increasing 

from 74,045 hectares in 2002799 to a peak of 193,000 hectares in 2007.800 Since 2004, 

the State Department backed by the White House, had championed an aggressive 

eradication campaign, which brought them into conflict with the Pentagon and other 

power groups in Washington as well as their British and Afghan allies. The Obama 

administration initiated a new strategy to deal with the narcotics industry and it 

appeared at first glance like a radical departure from the Bush administration’s line 

involving a rather ironic shift of emphasis and this shift directly impacted on Anglo-

American counter narcotics relations. The Americans moved sharply away from 

eradication and in fact too sharply for many British officials who wanted to maintain 

an eradication policy, but not one as aggressive as the previous U.S. policy or as 

passive as the new one. Notwithstanding these differences, the outcome was that the 

British and Americans actually moved closer together on counter narcotics policies 

and there was greater harmonisation as the bitter diplomatic exchanges experienced 

under the Bush administration dissipated. 

 

The period (2009-11) saw a sustained reduction in the levels of opium 

cultivation – although not uniformly across all areas. But once again the picture was 

complex and what was not automatically apparent was if this was the result of a 
																																								 																					
798 Cowper-Coles, Cables From Kabul, p. 179. 
799 Ibid., pp. 290. 
800UNODC and Government of Afghanistan Ministry of Counternarcotics. ‘Afghanistan Opium 
Survey: Summary Findings’, (Vienna and Kabul, August 2007), p. iv. 
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successful counter narcotics strategy, external factors or a combination of both.. 

Despite what appeared to be a successful counter narcotics campaign, the United 

Kingdom’s counter narcotics strategy underwent revision during this period. Faced 

with a complicated mission in Helmand, which was constrained by inadequate 

resources and the stark reality of how long a successful counter narcotics campaign 

would take, the British government was forced to re-evaluate its goals and priorities 

in Afghanistan.  

 

With both the focus of the U.S. and UK firmly on Helmand, new opportunities 

and problems were created for the partners. Military cooperation increased as UK and 

U.S. forces launched joint operations against the insurgents to improve security. 

However, American Marines criticised what they saw as a British policy of 

appeasement, which allowed insurgents to operate freely close to district centres. 

Moreover, outnumbered by 20,000 United States Marines, the United Kingdom would 

lose its role as the lead decision maker in the province. By 2009, war-weary British 

officials were looking to pull back on their commitment in Afghanistan and the arrival 

of the Marines facilitated this move. 

 

THE OBAMA ADMINISTRATION’S FIRST AFGHANISTAN REVIEW 

 

After playing a central focus in his election campaign, President Obama sought to 

positively redefine the United States engagement in Afghanistan by refocusing policy 

and resources from Iraq to Afghanistan. Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 

Admiral Mike Mullen conceded the war effort under the Bush administration had 

been under-resourced, conducted with no real direction and to be successful required 

an injection of resources and manpower.801 Before any decision was taken on strategy 

or resources the President announced the appointment of veteran diplomat Richard 

Holbrooke, as Special Representative for Afghanistan and Pakistan (SRAP). 802  

Holbrooke would hold considerable sway over the decision-making process and prove 

influential over U.S. counter narcotics strategy. The United Kingdom followed the 

United States lead and appointed a Special Representative  - who would act as 

																																								 																					
801 Bob Woodward, Obama’s Wars: The Inside Story (London, 2010), p. 34. 
802 Cowper-Coles, Cables From Kabul, p. 206. 
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Holbrooke’s British equivalent. The man assigned to this task was the incumbent 

British Ambassador to Kabul, Sir Sherard Cowper-Coles.803  

  

Reacting to the worsening security environment, General David McKiernan 

Commander of ISAF, petitioned President Bush towards the end of his second term to 

deploy an additional 30,000 American troops to quell the violence. Given the 

politically sensitive nature of the request and the limited time left of his term, 

President Bush opted to leave the decision to the incoming Democratic 

Administration. President Obama campaigned to send more troops to Afghanistan 

during the presidential election but wanted to contextualise any troop deployment in a 

broader strategy for the war, and argued the ‘ultimate strategy must explain the logic 

for adding more troops’.804 President Obama commissioned Bruce Riedel, a former 

CIA official and academic at the Brookings Institute - whose expertise included 

Islamic extremism, Afghanistan and Pakistan - to conduct a 60-day strategic review of 

U.S. policy in Afghanistan.805  As the Obama administration reviewed its Afghanistan 

strategy, the United Kingdom sought to continue close coordination with its 

transatlantic partner and attempted to influence the review process.  

 

Former Special Representative Cowper-Coles reflected that his ‘first, and 

overriding priority’ at this time was to influence Richard Holbrooke and the Obama 

administration’s thinking on Afghanistan. This would involve numerous visits to the 

United States and European capitals to meet with Holbrooke and other important 

figures in this embryonic stage of Obama’s planning for Afghanistan. Among those 

that Cowper-Coles and his aide Foreign Office Political Director Sir Adam Thomson 

met with was Professor Barney Rubin of New York University. Rubin a distinguished 

Afghan expert was a close confidant of Holbrooke and was responsible for shaping 

the American Special Representative’s thinking - especially on counter narcotics 

policies. Cowper-Coles wanted to impress on his American counterparts that 

improving governance at national, (and in particular) provincial and district level – 

where the fight against the insurgency was most critical - and improving coordination 

with Afghanistan’s regional partners was vital to success. Cowper-Coles engaged in a 

																																								 																					
803 Ibid. pp. 204. 
804 Woodward, Obama’s Wars, p. 80. 
805 Ibid. pp. 88. 
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series of meetings, and written communication with his American counterparts to 

further his objectives. He wanted to: ‘persuade [the] Obama administration…to adopt 

a more political approach to Afghanistan. Just plunging on with a strategy of pouring 

in more troops and more money, without doing something about governance and 

about the political offer to the Afghan people, and something to engage the regional 

players, was a recipe for eventual failure’. The British Special Representative also 

briefed Ministers and officials before verbal and written interaction with United States 

officials but he struggled to persuade even them: ‘seldom if ever did we get much by 

the way of reaction or reply’.806 Cowper-Coles struggled to convince both British and 

U.S. officials of his position, was symptomatic of a broader shift in relations. Firstly, 

the close personal connection that characterised the Anglo-American alliance under 

the leadership of George Bush and Tony Blair faded as Gordon Brown assumed 

office. Relations became even cooler after Obama became President and several 

issues - unrelated to the war in Afghanistan but - made the new relationship tense, 

namely, a divergence of views over the BP oil spill and the release of the Lockerbie 

bomber. Further complicating matters was several public relations disasters (again not 

directly related to the conflict) at a series of high-profile meetings during 2009.807 The 

UK would, naturally, remain the U.S.’s closest partner in the conflict but the special 

relationship was far more muted than had previously been the case. Secondly, Gordon 

Brown and Barack Obama were far less personally invested in the Afghan campaign 

than their predecessors and left much of the strategic relationship to their respective 

SRAPs.808  

 

Before the Riedel review was complete Admiral Mike Mullen advised 

President Obama’s team if General McKiernan’s troop request was not fulfilled, the 

2009 Afghan Presidential Elections would be in peril of being cancelled due to lack of 

security because Afghan forces would be unable to contain the predicted disruptive 

and violent tactics of the Taliban. Both President Obama and Bruce Riedel accepted 

the argument that without more troops the election would be jeopardized. On the 17 

																																								 																					
806 Cowper-Coles, Cables From Kabul, p. 219. 
807 The president made negative remarks about the Prime Minister’s conduct with his underlings at the 
G-20 London summit in April 2009. In September 2009, Brown had ‘virtually stalked’ Obama in the 
United Nations building in New York, eventually accosting him in the kitchen. John Dumbrell, ‘David 
Cameron, Barack Obama, and the “US-UK Special Relationship”’, LSE Blog, 14 March 2012, 
(available at: http://blogs.lse.ac.uk/politicsandpolicy/special-relationship-dumbrell/). 
808Author interview with British Official (14), 27 April 2015. 
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February 2009, President Obama announced 17,000 new troops would be deployed to 

Afghanistan.809 The President later endorsed sending a further 4,000 extra troops to 

train the Afghan National Army (ANA) coupled with another 10,000 deployment 

later in the year, which would satisfy General McKiernan’s overall troop request. Of 

the original 17,000, the first 8,000 Marines were sent to rural Helmand. 

Accompanying the increase in U.S. military personnel would be a substantial increase 

in civilian officials from State Department, USAID, DOJ, FBI, the Departments of 

Agriculture, Treasury, Homeland Security (DHS), Transportation, and Health and 

Human Services, as well as the Federal Aviation Administration and DEA.810 

 

The Riedel review concluded it was essential for the United States to reorient 

policy towards both Afghanistan and Pakistan (AfPak) - as Pakistan harboured and 

enabled extremists who were active in Afghanistan. The review ascertained it was 

imperative to eventually defeat al-Qaeda and their extremist brethren and reverse the 

Taliban momentum within a year.811 It further stated the U.S. should execute and 

resource an integrated civilian-military counterinsurgency strategy.812 According to 

the review, the United States would need to improve governance and cut back on 

corruption, provide more troops to train the Afghan National Police (ANP) and ANA, 

and provide resources for the civilian effort.813 On the 27th March 2009, President 

Obama spoke in the Eisenhower Executive Office Building outlining his vision for 

the conflict in Afghanistan: ‘we have a clear and focused goal:  to disrupt, dismantle 

and defeat al Qaeda in Pakistan and Afghanistan, and to prevent their return to either 

country...  To succeed…we must reverse the Taliban's gains, and promote a more 

capable and accountable Afghan government.814 

 

During his speech, the President also identified the destabilising effect the drug 

industry had on Afghanistan, ‘Afghanistan has an elected government, but it is 

undermined by corruption…the economy is undercut by a booming narcotics trade 

																																								 																					
809 Remarks by the President, White House, 17 February 2009. 
810Ambassador Eikenberry, ‘Scenesetter For Codel Langevin’, Wikileaks cable: 09KABUL1321 
811 Ibid., p. 107. 
812 Ibid., p.99. 
813 Chandrasekaran, Little America, p. 51. 
814 Remarks by the President, ‘On a New Strategy for Afghanistan and Pakistan’, White House, 27 
March 2009.  
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that encourages criminality and funds the insurgency’.815 As part of the strategic 

review process, the Bush administration’s counter narcotics policies also underwent 

re-evaluation. Given unprecedented levels of opium cultivation since the fall of the 

Taliban it was evident that despite spending $2.5 billion on counter narcotics the Bush 

administration had failed to stem the tide of opium cultivation or address the 

pervasive effects the illegal narcotic industry had on good governance, government 

related corruption and the overall stabilization project. One of the most outspoken 

critics since 2006 of the previous administrations record on counter narcotics was 

Richard Holbrooke. 816   Speaking at a conference in Brussels in March 2009, 

Holbrooke stated that: the Bush administration’s counter narcotics and Alternative 

Livelihoods policies, which totalled $3 billion from 2005 to 2008,817 ‘[was] the most 

wasteful and ineffective programme I’ve seen in over 40 years in and out of the 

government’. 818 Moreover, Holbrooke indicated that the contentious practise of 

eradication was not effective policy and proved counterproductive to ‘winning the 

hearts and minds’ of farmers:  

 

It is true that some [hectarage of the] opium crop has been destroyed, 

but it hasn’t hurt the Taliban one iota because whatever money they’re 

getting from the drug trade, they get whatever they need whether we 

reduce the acreage or not and by forced eradication we’re often 

pushing farmers into the Taliban hands.819  

 

The Riedel review concluded that a key objective of the new strategy was to 

break the link between narcotics and the insurgency; as narcotics was inextricably 

connected to the insurgency as well as driving corruption and distorting the legal 

economy. To accomplish this the administration aimed to improve agricultural 

development, which it complained had been neglected under the Bush administration. 

‘Crop substitution and alternative livelihood programs that are a key pillar of 

effectively countering narcotics have been disastrously underdeveloped and under-

resourced’. The interagency White Paper argued that ‘in a country that is 70 per cent 
																																								 																					
815 Ibid.  
816 Richard Holbrooke, ‘Afghanistan: the Long Road Ahead’, The Washington Post, 2 April 2006 
817 Chandrasekaran, Little America, p. 107. 
818 ‘Afghanistan and Pakistan: What Will it Take to Get it Right?’ The German Marshall Fund of the 
United States Conference, Brussels Form, (21 March 2009).  
819 Ibid.  
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rural, and where the Taliban recruiting base is primarily among under-employed 

youths, a complete overhaul of our civilian assistance strategy is necessary; 

agricultural sector job creation is an essential first step to undercutting the appeal of al 

Qaeda and its allies’. Moreover, the review indicated that interdiction operations 

against narco-traffickers rather than eradication would become the focus of American 

law enforcement activities against the drug trade.820 Counter narcotics would be 

integrated into the broader counterinsurgency framework and there would be a 

stronger focus on the drug-insurgency nexus. The new strategy was designed to 

incorporate economic development – partly to reduce the economic importance of the 

illegal narcotics trade - and governance to support the security gains. The points 

espoused in the Riedel Review and the views shared by Holbrooke (Holbrooke was 

the co-chair of Riedel Review committee)821 would provide the framework for the 

forthcoming United States counter narcotics strategy. The President concluded by 

warning the United States commitment would not be indefinite and progress would be 

measured:  

 

We will not blindly stay the course.  Instead, we will set clear 

metrics to measure progress and hold ourselves 

accountable.  We’ll consistently assess our efforts to train 

Afghan security forces and our progress in combating 

insurgents.  We will measure the growth of Afghanistan’s 

economy, and its illicit narcotics production. 822  

 

Meanwhile, at the Pentagon, there was growing scepticism among the upper 

echelons that General McKiernan was the correct man to lead the Afghanistan 

mission. 823 Shortly after the deployment of 21,000 troops had been authorised, 

Secretary of Defense Gates replaced General McKiernan with General Stanley 

McChrystal a general both men believed could successfully implement and request 

resources for a COIN strategy. McChrystal had forged his reputation, as the head of 

the U.S.’s military’s secretive Special Operations unit, which had been employed 

																																								 																					
820 The United States, White Paper of the Interagency Policy Group’s Report on U.S. Policy toward 
Afghanistan and Pakistan (2009).  
821 Woodward, Obama’s Wars, p. 90. 
822 Remarks by the President, ‘On a New Strategy for Afghanistan and Pakistan’. 
823 Chandrasekaran, Little America, p. 52.  
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during the Iraq conflict. The arrival of General McChrystal as leader of the Afghan 

campaign prompted debate concerning the wisdom of deploying the initial marine 

brigade to Helmand instead of – as some thought the more strategic province - 

Kandahar. However, it was decided it was not politically tenable to re-route the 

brigade. General McKiernan, on the advice of his subordinate officers chose to send 

the troops to Helmand not Kandahar for several reasons. Most importantly, the 

American General did not want to offend and embarrass his Canadian counterparts by 

sending an influx of troops into the province under their control. General McKiernan 

and his officers were also warned by Afghan officials that given the cultural and 

religious significance of Kandahar, a massive presence of foreign troops would not be 

prudent.  In addition, Helmand was highlighted as the province in which the Taliban 

was most active and it was also the poppy capital of Afghanistan.824 Thus, while 

General McKiernan had been removed his plan remained.825 

 

During his confirmation hearing General McChrystal had indicated that the 

additional 21,000 commissioned for deployment by President Obama three months 

previously may not prove adequate to reverse the gains of a growing insurgency. By 

saying this, General McChrystal indicated that the Pentagon had begun another round 

of lobbying for more troops. This was actually in contradiction of an existing internal 

agreement, which forbade the Pentagon requesting more troops for twelve months. To 

prevent political fallout between the White House and Pentagon over a new request 

for troops so soon after the Riedel Review, General McChrystal was instructed to 

conduct his own ‘60-day initial assessment’ of the war. This would allow General 

McChrystal to evaluate both strategy and current troops levels and effectively 

challenge the existing agreement on no further troop deployment.826   

 

DESIGN AND GOALS OF THE OBAMA ADMINISTRATION’S NEW 

COUNTER NARCOTICS STRATEGY (JUNE 2009) 

 

SRAP Holbrooke crystallised the blueprint for the United States new Counter 

Narcotics strategy during remarks made to a House of Representatives Committee on 

																																								 																					
824 Ibid., pp. 62-63. 
825 Woodward, Obama’s Wars, p. 120. 
826 Ibid., pp. 123-4. 
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Oversight and Government Reform in June 2009 and comments made several days 

later at a G8 meeting in Italy. The Special Representatives statements developed the 

points made in the Interagency White Paper three months previously. The new 

strategy would not be finalised into a policy document until March 2010;827 but in 

essence, the strategy contained three main points: to break the narco-insurgent nexus 

by refocusing interdiction of big drug lords; increase assistance to farmers and 

integrate alternative development programmes into general agricultural assistance and 

de-emphasis eradication.828 Unlike previous policies the new strategy recognized and 

attempted to address the link between counter narcotics and counterinsurgency, and 

the wider process of stabilization, economic policy and rule of law efforts in 

Afghanistan. 829  Speaking before the House of Representatives Committee on 

Oversight and Government Reform, SPRAP Holbrooke commented: 

 

If I had to give a headline, I would say, a massive increase in 

agriculture and a continued focus on stopping the drug trade. 

But within that…we are downgrading our efforts to eradicate 

crops…a policy we think was totally ineffectual…but we are 

going to increase efforts on interdiction and going after the drug 

lords. So we are not downgrading narcotics. We are 

downgrading crop eradication and upgrading agriculture.830  

 

 

Ostensibly, the most dramatic shift in counter narcotics policy under the 

Obama administration was to ‘down-grade’831 forced eradication and defund the 

Centrally Led Eradication Unit; the picture, however, was more nuanced, with a 

variety of actors adopting various positions regarding widespread forced eradication. 

																																								 																					
827 The official U.S. Counternarcotics Strategy for Afghanistan Document would not be finalised and 
published until March 2010 but would be constructed around the concepts developed in the Riedel 
Review and comments made by Richard Holbrooke during March-June 2009.  
828 Report to Congressional Addressees United States Government Accountability Office (GAO) 
Afghanistan Drug Control ‘Strategy Evolving and Progress Reported but Interim Performance Targets 
and Evaluation of Justice Reform Efforts Needed’, (March 2010), p. 10.  
829 Vanda Felbab-Brown, Afghanistan Trip Report VI: Counternarcotics Policy in Afghanistan: A 
Good Strategy Poorly Implemented, (Washington DC: Brookings Institution, 10 May 2012), p. 1.  
830 Hearing before the Committee on Oversight and Government Reform and Subcommittee on 
National Security and Foreign Affairs, House of Representatives, One Hundred Eleventh Congress, 
‘Afghanistan and Pakistan: Oversight of A New Interagency Strategy’,  (24 June 2009). 
831 Ibid.  
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The shift to move away from U.S. funded eradication was orchestrated by Richard 

Holbrooke and his advisor Afghan expert Professor Barney Rubin both of whom 

considered eradication as a fruitless and counterproductive exercise.  In his 2008 

paper, ‘Counter-Narcotics to Stabilize Afghanistan: The False Promise of Crop 

Eradication’, Rubin set out his objections to forced eradication: 

 

Implementation of “forced eradication” where these [alternative 

livelihood] opportunities are not available will strengthen 

insurgency while weakening and corrupting the Afghan 

government rather than reduce narcotics production and 

trafficking…Poppy eradication does not reduce the amount of 

drug money available to fund insurgency, terrorism, and 

corruption. On the contrary, eradication raises the price of 

opium, thereby making more money available for insurgency, 

and causes cultivation to migrate to more remote areas832 

 

Although eradication was only one aspect of a five-pillar plan (public 

information, judicial reform, alternative livelihoods development, interdiction, and 

eradication)833 adopted by the United States from 2004 until early 2008, it had 

essentially constituted the main drive of their counter narcotics campaign with the 

other aspects receiving very little attention. In addition to an unequal focus on 

eradication the U.S. counter narcotics strategy had been isolated from the larger U.S. 

goals and objectives – nation building and defeating the insurgency.834 The shift away 

from the eradication as the main focus of American counter narcotics efforts, had in 

fact, begun towards the tail end of the Bush administration when senior officials in 

INL had realised that eradication was highly ineffective yet financially expensive. 

Once again under Obama, policy was shaped as much by individual agency than by 

institutional view. Just as Robert B. Charles, Tom Schweich and William Wood 

(among others) had championed Colombian style eradication as the panacea to 

Afghanistan’s opium problems, Anne Patterson’s replacement as Assistant Secretary 

of State for INL, David Johnson believed eradication to be an expensive waste of 
																																								 																					
832 Rubin R. Barnett and Jake Sherman, ‘Counter-Narcotics to Stabilise Afghanistan: The False 
Promise of Crop Eradication’, Centre on International Cooperation, (February 2008) p. 5. 
833 Blanchard, Afghanistan: Narcotics and U.S. Policy, 2009, p. 40. 
834 Committee on Foreign Relations, ‘Afghanistan’s Narco War’, p. 6. 
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resources. Such views chimed well with arguments put forward by Holbrooke. An 

American official commented:  

 

The poppy eradication force itself was already being curtailed at 

the end of the Bush administration; mostly for reasons that it 

was not believed to be that effective and…particularly for the 

amount of funds being expended, it appeared not a good way of 

going about it. There was already a significant shift in the 

direction to Governor-led Eradication [GLE]…it was not a cut 

off; it was more a turning of the valve in a slightly different 

direction… Was it [eradication] the best way we could spend 

scarce resources…it wasn’t [an] economically effective way to 

spend taxpayers bucks.835  

 

The Obama administration’s ‘down-grading’ of forced eradication did not 

however signal a complete end to the practice.  The United States only defunded the 

Centrally Led Eradication Unit. Enshrined in the Afghan National Drug Control 

Strategy, eradication was still conducted through the Ministry of Counternarcotics and 

GLE – to which the British-led Helmand Provincial Reconstruction Team contributed 

funds. 836  Special Representative Cowper-Coles recounted Holbrooke’s concerns 

regarding the Afghan authorities ability to implement eradication ‘[he] 

reluctantly…conceded that he would not stand in the way of Governor Led 

Eradication’.837  United States Ambassador General Karl Eikenberry summed up the 

philosophy of the administration towards Afghan policies, our motto is: ‘Afghan 

leadership, Afghan capacity, Afghan sustainability’.838   

 

In this complex myriad of policy changes, and in a paradoxical reversal of 

events, some British officials felt that the Obama administration’s stance on 

eradication was too passive.839 This proved particularly ironic as, for four years the 

issue of aggressive forced eradication had proven a source of bitter tension within the 
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Anglo-American alliance with British officials stating their time during that period 

was spent preventing the Americans from adopting aggressive eradication policies 

and more generally ‘tempering bad American policy’. 840   Overly aggressive 

eradication was one thing the British had never wanted, but many British officials 

also thought that properly used eradication was a useful tool. With the United States 

downgrading eradication, Sir Sherard Cowper-Coles stated: ‘the Obama 

administration…wanting to end all eradication…depriv[ed] us of a secondary, but 

nevertheless important, tool for deterring the poppy cultivators’.841 A UK official 

commented the flaws with defunding eradication: ‘which I thought was wrong there 

was some balance in the middle…I thought totally removing all the threat of 

eradication was wrong; there was some people who needed it they couldn’t just get 

away with it scot free - it was a symbolic thing’.842 Moreover, Sir Sherard Cowper-

Coles complained that there was little consultation over the new policy and ‘Britain 

had reluctantly to go along with these virtual unilateral changes’. 843  However, whilst 

there was some difference of opinion between the allies on the correct amount of 

eradication,844 it is important to note that the shift in policy actually brought the 

Anglo-American relationship on counter narcotics closer than had been the case under 

the Bush administration. As another British official commented the reversal of policy 

under the Obama administration led to a harmonisation of strategy and the removal of 

the major issue of contention. As the official explained the U.S. switch in policy:  

 

Removed one of the differences of view between us at policy 

level…eradication…was quite a big issue…so the Americans, if you 

want to put it this way: they were falling into line on our view on 

eradication or the rest of the world’s view on eradication, [that] took 
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away one of the bones of contention…To put it in simplistic terms 

the question of eradication was eradicated from the agenda of the bi-

annual meetings.845  

 

In order to break the link between narcotics, the insurgency and corruption (a 

key objective outlined in the Riedel Review) Holbrooke contended the United States 

would ‘redistribute the money intended for eradication to interdiction, rule of law, 

going after the big guys, and those involved people in the government’.846 The 

acknowledgment of the narcotic-insurgency nexus as a key element of the overall 

interagency United States strategy in Afghanistan stood in sharp contrast to previous 

Pentagon policies – as outlined in chapters 3, 4 and 5. The new strategy represented a 

significant shift in attitude with the Defense Department altering its rules of 

engagement to permit the military’s involvement in counter narcotics missions and 

the targeting of drug traffickers who provided the insurgency with material support.847 

Thus, the rationale of attacking the narcotics industry would help to weaken the 

insurgency by reducing the funding, support, intimidation and corruption that fuelled 

the insurgency.848 Furthermore, a controversial decision was taken to locate drug 

traffickers with ties to the insurgency on an official ‘kill list’ called the joint 

integrated prioritized target list. It was reported by the Senate Committee on Foreign 

Relations that 50 top drug traffickers who contributed funds to the insurgency were 

placed on the list in 2009.849 A Pentagon spokesman said that ‘there is a positive, 

well-known connection between the drug trade and financing for the insurgency and 

terrorism and, it is important to clarify that we are targeting terrorists with links to the 

drug trade, rather than targeting drug traffickers with links to terrorism’.850  The 

United States also established an intelligence centre to investigate drug funding to the 

insurgency and Afghan government officials. 

 

The final key component of the strategy that was highlighted in the Riedel 

Review and championed by Special Representative Holbrook was a massive increase 
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in agricultural assistance aimed to bolster the legal economy and provide alternative 

employment to potential Taliban recruits. Holbrooke’s enthusiasm was not shared in 

the wider Anglo-American alliance, as British Special Representative Cowper-Coles 

remained sceptical that building up agriculture was the solution to opium cultivation 

or preventing rural unemployed men for joining the insurgency. Cowper-Coles 

recounted a meeting with Holbrooke before a SRAP meeting that summer Holbrooke 

asked: 

 

 Holbrooke: ‘Guess what the most important issue for the SRAP meeting 

[will] be? 

Cowper-Coles: ‘Reconciliation’.  

Holbrooke: ‘Wrong’. 

Cowper-Coles: ‘Governance’.  

Holbrooke: ‘Wrong again. Its agriculture Sherard. We must all put all our 

efforts into building up the Afghan agriculture this year: that is how we are 

going to be beat the insurgency’.  

 

Cowper-Coles noted: ‘I was frankly flabbergasted. All our efforts to persuade 

Holbrooke that the fundamental problem in Afghanistan was political seemed to have 

made no impact.851  Whilst outwardly, the new counter narcotics strategy developed 

by the Obama administration was dissimilar to its predecessor, in reality it was not a 

radical departure to that of the Bush administration’s. The key difference was a focus 

on interdiction of Taliban linked traffickers, a move away from eradication and being 

more competent at delivering alternative livelihoods to the rural Afghans. Compared 

to the counterinsurgency strategy, the new counter narcotics strategy would benefit 

from an increase of resources and refocusing. A former United States official 

supported this view contending the shift in counter narcotics strategy was more 

nuanced than dramatic:  

 

In some of the rhetoric…[there was] a very clear a pivot away 

from a clear U.S. support for an independent or focused 

eradication effort to a focus on institution building and 
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interdiction…So, if you think of counter narcotics policy 

beginning and ending with eradication there was a huge change 

but if you look at it more broadly the shift was more focused on 

a move away from that element of the policy and not so much in 

other realms. 852  

 

The Conflict Intensifies And The Anglo-American Landscape In Helmand 

Alters, June-July 2009 

 

The summer of 2009 marked the beginning of an intensification of the conflict 

as 4,000 U.S. Marines (and 600 ANSF) were deployed on operation in southern 

Helmand and their British allies deployed 3,000 soldiers (and 1,480 coalition forces) 

on operation in central Helmand. The influx of Major General Larry Nicholson’s 

Marines to the province, however, would also signal a redress of the power structure 

in the province between the Anglo-American partners as the Marines outnumbered 

British forces by 10,672853 to 8,000.854 Relations at least initially, were to remain 

cordial between the partners; however, that was not to last as several areas of 

disagreement began to arise. The Marines with their ‘can do attitude’ deplored the 

British acceptance of insurgent controlled territory and believed that the British 

military’s appeasement allowed the insurgency to gain momentum.855 Conflict with 

the British-led PRT was even more pronounced, as the PRT and the Marines vision 

for the reconstruction of Helmand did not coincide. This was brought into conflict as 

being numerically the dominant partner; the Marines wanted ‘the voting rights’856 

about where and when to apply military attention. The British PRT opposed the 

Marines first mission Operation ‘Strike of the Sword’857 into Nawa (then Garmser and 

Khan Neshin), which was due to commence in July. They petitioned Marine Major 

General Nicholson about the wisdom of conducting a counterinsurgency mission in a 

remote, poverty stricken area where there was very little intelligence and minimal 
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British and Afghan presence. The British judged the mission to be a forlorn hope 

considering the non-existent reach of the government and lack of reconstruction 

projects in the area. Major General Nicholson argued that Governor Mangal identified 

the town as strategically important – as the Taliban used it as a staging post on route 

across the border from Pakistan – therefore; the Marines would support the 

governor’s wishes and retake the town. The tension between the Marines and British-

led PRT over where to conduct operations represented a key difference of approach to 

the conflict. American Marines saw this as the British troops policy of appeasement 

and unwillingness to engage the enemy and the British viewed the Marines as having 

a ‘gung-ho’ attitude. As an American official noted: ‘Marines…tend to sprint, while 

my sense of UK forces is that they had a marathon mind-set’.858  

 

Before the commencement of the American operation, the British launched 

operation ‘Panther’s Claw’859 in late June. British Lt. Col. Nick Richardson reported 

the operation was designed to ‘clear and hold one of the few remaining Taliban 

strongholds...[the area between Lashkar Gah and Gereshk] with the end result [to] 

provide lasting security for the local population’. One of the first attacks of the 

operation was the destruction of a Taliban-linked drug bazaar.860 Meanwhile in early 

July, the American Marines went ahead with their original plan and launched 

operation ‘Strike of the Sword’ in the southern districts of Nawa, Garmser and Khan 

Neshin. The U.S. Marines were instructed to conduct the offensive using COIN as a 

framework. The COIN strategy employed by the Marines was designed to restore 

government rule to areas long under the control of insurgent forces, minimise civilian 

causalities, protect the local populace from insurgent groups and sever the 

relationship between the insurgents and drug businesses in the most volatile regions 

of Helmand.861 The Marines and Afghan troops landed with heavy numbers, which 

allowed the troops the ability to station men between each village and make their 

presence felt by conducting routine patrols to meet and greet the villagers.862 

Significantly, the visible physical presence of coalition forces – checkpoints, 

roadblocks and military bases – with a strong Governor-led counter narcotics message 
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had a direct impact on reducing opium cultivation in Nawa and Garmser in the 

2009/10 planting season.863 A key component of the plan was to remain in the areas 

after the insurgents were ‘cleared’ allowing the Afghan government the space and 

time to deliver basic services to the southern population – ‘to show that government 

could do more for the people than the Taliban could’864 and by securing the areas it 

would allow civilian experts to establish bases and work with the local population on 

alternative livelihoods.865 Development aid streamed into the province in the wake of 

the military operations with USAID expanding the Afghanistan Voucher for 

Increased Production in Agriculture (AVIPA - Plus) – a programme distributing 

agricultural resources. During the fall of 2009, the programme ‘expanded to provide 

counterinsurgency stability programming in Helmand and Kandahar provinces within 

an agricultural framework’.866 There was also substantial investment from the British 

government as DFID funded a ‘US$ 45 million programme of investments in 

infrastructure and private sector development, aimed at promoting economic growth - 

the Helmand Growth Programme, and the Commanders Emergency Response 

Programme’.867  

 

With U.S. military commanders now fully behind breaking the link between 

narcotics and the insurgency, American military aircraft and helicopters bombed an 

estimated 300 tonnes of poppy seeds in July.868  The military attack against the opium 

industry was part of a broader intensification of counter narcotics efforts to interdict 

Taliban-linked traffickers and drug facilities to enable this the administration 

announced during the summer of 2009 it would increase DEA personnel in 

Afghanistan from 13 to 68 by September 2009 and 81 by 2010.869 This influx of 

American troops and personnel over the summer of 2009 (coupled to a rise in the 
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price of wheat and fall in the price of opium in 2007/08870 - outlined in chapter 5) 

would set the conditions that would contribute significantly to opium cultivation 

being reduced in Helmand in the coming years.  

 

General Mcchrystal’s 60-Day Review August 2009  

 

General McChrystal’s assessment concluded the war was reaching a critical point; and 

if the coalition did not halt the insurgent’s momentum within the next twelve months, 

winning the war might no longer be achievable: ‘there is potential for ‘mission 

failure’ unless a fully resourced, comprehensive counter-insurgency strategy is 

pursued and reverses Taliban momentum within 12-18 months’. 871  McChrystal 

advocated a reorientation of the metrics of success: an improvement in the life of 

civilians, ease of road travel and participation in civil society were more important 

than the number of insurgents killed872 and called for improvements in governance 

and lessening of corruption.873  

 

General McChrystal had previously argued for COIN to be successful it would 

require 40,000874 additional troops on top of the 21,000 approved in March 2009.875 

Obama’s inner circle, top officials and military hierarchy were divided over the issue. 

In the autumn of 2009, Obama conducted his second review of policy within 6 

months.. Key to the dilemma was protecting American national interests, turning the 

tide of insurgent momentum whilst not becoming involved in an even longer war with 

no end in sight.876 A major concern of the President and others was the diminishing 

attention paid to Al-Qaeda. After the Riedel review Obama stated Al-Qaeda was still 

the foremost focus of the United States mission, however, General McChrystal’s 
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proposed performing a large COIN operation in the southern provinces of 

Afghanistan to weaken the Taliban and strengthen the writ of the government leaving 

largely alone the remaining handful of Al-Qaeda operatives in the east of the 

country.877  

 

On 1st December 2009, after three months and 10 meetings878 President Obama 

announced in a speech at West Point, that the United States would deploy an 

additional 30,000 troops to Afghanistan. He authorised Defense Secretary Gates to 

send a further 3,000 troops if it was deemed necessary – the Defense Secretary did.  

The new strategy was a hybrid between full-blown counterinsurgency and a narrow 

counterterrorism effort.879 Obama stated that the strategy was not nation building: it 

was narrower than that but aimed to achieve the U.S. key objectives ‘to disrupt, 

dismantle, and defeat al Qaeda in Afghanistan and Pakistan, and to prevent its 

capacity to threaten America and our allies in the future... [and] revers[ing] the 

Taliban’s momentum and deny[ing] it the ability to overthrow the government’. The 

President pointed out that the Taliban had taken over large areas of Afghanistan and 

were engaged in terrorist activities in Pakistan. In order to achieve these goals the 

United States would need to greatly increase their financial resources to Afghanistan, 

which would enable a greater military effort and a civilian ‘surge’ – a move that 

would triple the number of American civilian personnel in the country to 1,100.880 

However, during the same speech the President announced a timetable for 

withdrawing American troops – the withdrawal would commence July 2011. Under 

this timetable U.S. troops would clear insurgent areas then transfer the responsibility 

to ANSF within 18 to 24 months.881 In contrast to the Bush administration, president 

Obama would place Afghanistan at the heart of the American foreign policy agenda. 

The conflict would, for the first time, receive vastly improved attention and resources 

to enable the implementation of a COIN strategy. 
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A COUNTER NARCOTICS SUCCESS? And A REFOCUSED MISSION: THE 

TRANSITION OF ‘PARTNER NATION’ ON COUNTER NARCOTICS 

(SEPTEMBER - DECEMBER 2009)  

 

As outlined in the previous chapter, both the United States and United Kingdom 

considered the establishment of the Helmand Food Zone by Governor Mangal – aided 

by British and American support - during the fall of 2008 as a positive development in 

the fight against opium cultivation. The results of the scheme, however, would not be 

confirmed until the fall of 2009. The UNODC announced that opium cultivation had 

decreased for the second consecutive year - by 22 per cent from 157,000 hectares in 

2008 to 123,000 hectares in 2009.882 The UNODC’s 2009 Afghanistan Opium Survey 

confidently declared: ‘the bottom is starting to fall out of the Afghan opium market’ 

and linked the reduction to strong counter narcotics measures and competent 

provincial leadership.   

 

In Helmand alone, cultivation declined by a third, to less than 

70,000 hectares…the dramatic turnaround in Helmand can be 

attributed to an effective mix of sticks and carrots: governor 

leadership; a more aggressive counter-narcotics offensive; terms 

of trade more favourable to legal crops; and the (related) 

successful introduction of food zones to promote licit 

farming.883  

 

It was perhaps unsurprising that the Helmand Food Zone received 

international plaudits884 given it was the first time that opium cultivation had been 

reduced in the province since 2003. However, solely attributing the success in 

Helmand to the governor and his counter narcotics efforts oversimplified the 

prevailing economic situation at the time; furthermore it overinflated the ability of the 

provincial governor to enforce the ban.885 A study conducted by Cranfield University 
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concluded the programme had decreased opium cultivation whilst at the same time 

raising wheat cultivation in 2009. ‘Within the targeted area, the acreage under poppy 

cultivation dropped by 37 per cent, compared to an 8 per cent increase outside the 

zone’.886 However, the survey provided a narrow picture of the switch from poppy to 

wheat. In the two years prior to 2009, wheat prices rose causing an increase in the 

levels of cultivation of wheat to circumvent food shortages. The amount of land 

dedicated to wheat rose by 50 per cent between 2008 and 2009 throughout Helmand, 

even in districts where wheat seed and fertiliser were not available from provincial 

authorities and where eradication was unlikely. Due to the shortage of land in the 

canal command areas this increase in wheat cultivation replaced opium cultivation. In 

subsequent years farmers still opted to cultivate wheat at the expense of opium to 

offset wheat shortages leading to a decline in opium production.887 

 

 Implementation issues also hampered the FZP. The public information 

campaign (one of three pillars of the FZP – with the eradication and alternative 

developments constituting the remaining pillars) proved less effective in 2009 than in 

subsequent years. Given the lack of security in Helmand, Governor Mangal was 

unable to move freely around the province to deliver his public awareness campaign 

without a foreign military presence. The fact that the governor had to rely upon the 

foreign military transportation conveyed to the locals that the governor and central 

authority were unable to exert their authority in the province. Additionally, this 

resulted in tribal elders not disseminating the governor’s public information message 

through out districts where the Taliban was present for fear that the government could 

not protect them for insurgent retribution.888 

 

The alternative development aspect of the programme also ran into difficulties 

during the first year of its inception. The lack of security throughout the province 

meant there was difficulty in dispensing seeds throughout the FZP target area; with 

centers limited to Lashkar Gah and Gereshk. However, distribution centers expand 

throughout the area in the fall of 2009, as the security environment improved because 

																																								 																					
886 Hafvenstein, ‘The Helmand Food Zone Fiasco’.  
887 Mansfield, Alcis, and OSDR,‘Managing Concurrent and Repeated Risks’, pp. 2-3. 
888 Mansfield, Building a State on a Foundation of Sand,  p. 275. 



	 241	

of the military operations conducted by American and British forces that summer.889 

Whilst Governor-led eradication was less affected by bribery and corruption than 

previous campaigns had been, its implementation was hampered by a focus on remote, 

marginal areas. This was to improve in subsequent seasons.890  

 

Pervasive corruption marred the distribution of the development aid. It was 

reported that the provincial and governmental authorities did not allocate aid in a fair 

manner, instead they charged recipients a percentage of their aid or only delivered aid 

to those with connections. Officials levied an effective tax of 50% on the relief 

recipients and officials would then sell on stolen aid in the bazaar. Consequently, the 

most secure way of acquiring assistance was to have a contact in the authorities as the 

list of beneficiaries to receive the seed and fertiliser were rigged to favour those with 

connections to the Governor.891 The programme was brought into disrepute as many 

of its employees were engulfed in a corruption scandal. It was discovered that 

fraudulent claims made by officials resulted in illicit profits of tens of thousands of 

pounds. It was also alleged that members of the project had replaced high quality seed 

with low quality seed whilst charging the funders for premium grade and stealing the 

difference.892 The seed was reportedly of such poor quality many who received did 

not plant it. As the international community were quick to attribute the success of the 

decrease in opium cultivation to the FZP, the British government launched a review 

of their own counter narcotics position as G8 ‘partner nation’ on counter narcotics.  

 

Whilst the Anglo-American allies were making some improvements in 

counterinsurgency and counter narcotics terms, the overall security picture remained 

less positive. The insurgency, especially in the south, showed little sign of abating 

with violence reaching 2001 levels893 In July 2009, the UK suffered their bloodiest 

month of the conflict and the following month British total fatalities in Afghanistan 

reached 200.894 As the conflict intensified and media attention focused on the rising 

																																								 																					
889 Ibid. p. 276. 
890 Ibid. p. 22-23. 
891 David Mansfield, ‘Between a Rock and a Hard Place: Counter-narcotics efforts and their effects in 
Nangarhar and Helmand in the 2010-11 growing season’, Afghanistan Research and Evaluation unit 
(October 2011) p. 32.  
892Jean, MacKenzie,  ‘Could Helmand be the Dubai of Afghanistan?’ Foreign Policy, 19 March 2010 
893 Ambassador Eikenberry, ‘Welcome to Afghanistan’, Wikileaks cable: 09KABUL3677 
894 Rayner, ‘British Armed Forces in Helmand Province: a timeline’. 



	 242	

number of causalities, the British government was forced to re-evaluate their priorities 

and goals in Afghanistan, as it was proving impossible to sustain the same level of 

commitment to their twin mission of stabilising Helmand and ‘partner nation’ on 

counter narcotics. Primarily, this was driven by resource constraints, namely, 

financial, personnel and intellectual895 but in some cases both missions collided in 

direct conflict. During 2009, British officers stationed in Nad-e-Ali took an unusual 

step - to allay farmers concerns that their mission did not include opium eradication - 

by participating in an ‘informal lesson’ in opium harvesting. The officers reasoned if 

the farmers were convinced that it was not in the remit of the British military to 

eradicate opium fields, the likelihood of an attack by outraged farmers would be 

lessened. Former British officer Mike Martin recalls: 

 

Later, when the story was recounted informally to the counter 

narcotics team at the FCO in London, they were appalled’. How 

could British troops, representing the lead on counter-narcotics 

in the international coalition, do such a thing? It was gently 

explained to them how conflicted the twin policies of 

counterinsurgency (aim: win the population) and counter 

narcotics (result: drive the population away) were.896  

 

As counter narcotics decreased in strategic importance and the focus on 

stabilising Helmand reached a crescendo, British officials explored avenues, which 

would allow them to transition their role as ‘partner nation’ on counter narcotics. 

Informal discussions over the issue had commenced in 2008 but it was not until the 

end of 2009, that the decision was taken to begin the policymaking process in order to 

effectively transition the UK’s role as G8 ‘partner nation’. The decision making 

process was complex and involved various actors within the British government 

motivated by different concerns. Several distinct but not unrelated policy positions 

dominated the debate that can be characterised as realistic, negative and positive.  

 

Firstly, there was the realisation that success in counter narcotics would take a 

generation to come to fruition – which far exceeded the UK’s initial timeline set in 
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2002/03 to curb opium cultivation by 2013 - and success in counter narcotics was also 

dependent upon a range of other measures taking hold: economic development, 

improvements in security and governance and a lessening of criminality and 

corruption. A UK official noted: ‘when you began to…recognise this was going to 

take a lot longer…I think it became much more likely that we would look for a 

transition, that we were not going to stick with this if we got the opportunity.897 

Underpinning the policy standpoint was a lack of commitment to utilise precious 

resources – given the UK’s military difficulties in Helmand - on a mission that would 

take a generation to succeed; as a UK official stated ‘there was zero commitment to 

resource being the partner nation’898 during this period.  

 

There was also a more negative view present within some government circles 

that the UK had very obviously failed as G8 ‘partner nation’ on counter narcotics as 

opium cultivation had reached record levels since the UK was appointed head of the 

international counter narcotics effort. The UK’s reputation had therefore been 

tarnished by their inability to control opium cultivation – their military reputation was 

also being called into question over their inability to pacify Helmand - and to avoid 

further embarrassment it should relinquish their role as G8 ‘partner nation’ as quickly 

as possible. This view dictated that a successful counter narcotics mission was an 

impossible task and was ultimately seen as a ‘poisoned chalice’.899 A report by the 

House of Commons Foreign Affairs Committee best exemplified this view and made 

a blunt assessment of the situation:  

 

We conclude that in accepting the role of Afghanistan's ‘lead’ 

international partner in respect of counter-narcotics, the UK has 

taken on a poisoned chalice. There is little evidence to suggest 

that recent reductions in poppy cultivation are the result of the 

policies adopted by the UK, other international partners or the 

Afghan government. While the British Government is to be 

commended for its broad-ranging, holistic approach to tackling 

narcotics in Afghanistan, it is clear that success depends on a 
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range of factors which lie far beyond the control and resource of 

the UK alone. The scale of the problem, the drugs trade’s 

importance to Afghanistan's economy and its connection to 

corruption makes any early achievement of the aspirations set 

out in the Bonn Agreement highly unlikely. We further 

conclude that the lead international role on counter-narcotics 

should be transferred away from the UK, and that the Afghan 

Government should instead be partnered at an international 

level by the United Nations and ISAF which are better equipped 

to co-ordinate international efforts.900 

 

Finally, some UK officials held the view that, the UK had performed 

sufficiently well under difficult circumstances but it was the responsibility of the UK 

to not to walk completely away from counter narcotics901 without putting counter 

narcotics, in the words of the British official: ‘on a more sustainable footing’.902 The 

most obvious choice to take over the role from the UK was the UNODC – given their 

background in international drug control - and the UK had to facilitate a move to the 

UNODC as opposed to completely washing its hands of the issue. This transition, 

would of course, alter the UK’s role within the wider conflict and alter relations 

within the Anglo-American alliance. UK officials from ADIDU informed their 

American counterparts of their decision at a meeting in Washington at the end of 

2009. At the meeting were officials from the Department of State and Defense, 

members of INL and USAID. A UK official recalled that the Americans did not 

‘voice any strong objections’ to the UK relinquishing its role as ‘partner nation’ to the 

UNODC but they were concerned that this moved signalled a reduced commitment by 

the UK; as the official further noted: ‘I think they were just concerned that we would 

sustain our existing commitments’. Officials from the Department of Defense were 

particularly concerned because they valued the UK’s support on breaking the drug-

insurgency nexus.903 The UK did sustain their commitments in the short-term but 

would then slowly reduce their resources to counter narcotics. In 2008-2009 the 
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British counter narcotics programme totalled £49.2 million, the following year it 

decreased to £36.7 million904 by 2011 it was been slashed to £16 million.905  As 

another British official noted: ‘there was some bewilderment over the budgetary 

stuff’, from the Americans that signalled ‘it was not going to be the partnership it had 

been a few years before when we were taking more of a lead role’. 906 The UK would 

officially transition its role as ‘partner nation’ in 2011.  

 

It was not only in counter narcotics that the UK government sought to reduce 

their commitment, a lack of adequate resources and manpower meant that the UK 

were also looking to pull back resources from northern Helmand to focus exclusively 

on central Helmand. The war weary British army was looking to transfer the northern 

district of Sangin to American authority. In a December 2009 meeting with Major 

General Nicholson and U.S. Marine political advisor Kael Weston the future British 

Prime Minister, David Cameron spoke of the lack of British manpower and that while 

the United Kingdom made up 30 per cent of the troop numbers they were responsible 

for 70 per cent of the population.907 The Marines were, according to the United 

Kingdom officials, deployed in too many unimportant locations. The following month 

in January 2010, Foreign Secretary David Miliband would also raise his concerns 

when meeting with Nicholson and Weston. It appeared to Weston that David 

Miliband was ‘discreetly’ petitioning for the Marines to bail the UK out of Sangin in 

northern Helmand, circumventing Miliband having to formally request help from the 

American government. Concerned by the turn of events, Weston drafted a cable for 

Ambassador Eikenberry titled ‘U.S.-U.K. at a Crossroads’. The cable detailed the 

need for the United States to help the British. Weston would subsequently argue that 

‘Helmand…was important in terms of British self-respect and the U.S.-U.K. 

partnership. We had to help our best friends in the world out’.908 Before any decision 

was taken regarding the deployment of Marines to northern Helmand, the allies would 

launch the largest coalition offensive since the beginning of the war in central 

Helmand.  
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THE ‘SURGE’ and THE NEW COUNTER NARCOTICS STRATEGY (2010-

2012): IMPLEMENTATION AND RESULTS  

 

Marjah a Model for the Surge February 2010 

 

The battle for the town of Marjah, in central Helmand, according to General 

McChrystal, would be the showpiece of the ‘surge’ and a model for future campaigns. 

This would be accompanied by a simultaneous British operation in Nad-e-Ali – also 

in central Helmand. Marjah, was considered of great strategic and symbolic value 

owing to the level of insurgent activity, minimal presence of the government and high 

levels of narcotics production and violence. U.S. Marines were deployed to Marjah in 

February 2010 to clear the town, as an insurgent stronghold. The operation was the 

first litmus test of the troop ‘surge’ to see whether or not it would be successful and 

McChrystal’s protect-the-people approach.909 It was designed to reclaim the town 

under government control. General McChrystal proclaimed: ‘We’ve got a government 

in a box, ready to roll in’910 signalling once the Marine’s had cleared the area of 

insurgents, the Afghan government would be ready to step in and provide the area 

with public services. However, in a scene replicated throughout areas of Helmand the 

initial influx of American and Afghan troops led to deterioration in security. Insurgent 

activity remained or in some cases increased as the areas became ‘contested’.  

 

Complicating matters further and another example of the conflict between 

counterinsurgency and counter narcotics; United States Marines initiated a plan to pay 

farmers to eradicate their poppy fields during harvest time in Marjah in the immediate 

aftermath of the offensive. The move - partly in response to media criticism of U.S. 

marines ‘turning a blind eye’911 to opium cultivation - was an independent decision, 

commissioned at the operational level and did not receive the backing of policy 

makers in the White House or United States drug agencies. Farmers were informed 

that opium cultivation would be permitted in 2010, but they would be paid if they 

																																								 																					
909 ‘US General: Marjah Just the Start’, Aljazeera, 22 February 2010. 
910 Andrew J. Bacevich, ‘Government in a box’ in Marja’, The Los Angeles Times, 17 February 2010. 
911 For example: Rod Nordland, U.S. Turns a Blind Eye to Opium in Afghan Town, The New York 
Times, 20 March 2010. 



	 247	

chose not to. 912  Displaying the hallmarks of the failed British compensated 

eradication scheme in 2002, Marines would offer farmers $300 per hectare for the 

eradication operation and were provided with fertilizer and seeds for alternative 

crops.913 Farmers were under no obligation to participate in the proposal and would 

not have their crops destroyed by United States marines if they chose not to volunteer. 

A member of General McChrystal’s strategic Advisory Group, Commander Jeffery 

Eggers stated: ‘We don’t trample the livelihoods of those we’re trying to win over’.914 

This move criticised by the Afghan government; Zulmai Afzali a spokesman for the 

Afghan Ministry of Counternarcotics stated: ‘How can we allow the world to see 

lawful forces in charge of Marjah next to fields full of opium, which one way or 

another will be harvested and turned into a poison that kills people all over the 

world...The Taliban are the ones who profit from opium, so you are letting your 

enemy get financed by this so he can turn around and kill you back’.915  The plan was 

short-lived and quickly abandoned after American, British and Afghan officials 

questioned its wisdom.916  

 

The attempts by coalition and Afghan forces to form a new civic 

administration faltered,917 in part because of the government’s unwillingness to 

contribute resources to the project.918 The task was made more complicated due to 

local support for the Taliban and disdain for the Karzai administration.919 Marjah did 

not prove to be the gold standard operation that General McChrystal predicted; at 

least in the short-term as violence increased and the ‘government in a box’ failed to 

initially improve governance. Whilst security was not necessarily improved, the 

physical presence of the state – checkpoints, roadblocks, military bases – following 

the military operations proved vital in reducing the levels of opium cultivation in 

Marjah and Nad-e-Ali in the 2010/11 planting season. Afghan expert, David 

Mansfield explains: ‘the act of crop destruction itself is not a major determinant of 
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opium poppy cultivation. Rather, it is the state’s ability to establish its presence and 

outreach convincing the population that the authorities have the capacity to enforce a 

ban on opium production over a given geographic space’.920 Coupled to the deterrent 

effect, the area also received benefits from the availability of the FZP, which supplied 

5,500 provincial farmers with fertilizer, wheat and vegetable plant seeds at a 

subsidized price. Over 90 per cent of farmers had taken advantage of this initiative.921 

Improved access to markets in conjunction with the FZP, and more importantly, the 

large presence of military forces produced a reduction in opium cultivation in the 

seasons after the operations. In 2010, ‘opium poppy was almost 60 per cent and fell to 

less than 5 per cent the season after Operation Moshtarak [as] almost 15,000 ANSF 

and USMC had taken up post within the district’.922  

 

 Meanwhile, as the operations in central Helmand were underway, the British 

were still under-resourced and overstretched in the northern district of Sangin. 

Stationed in the district since 2006 – outlined in chapter 5 – British troops struggled to 

quell a resurgent Taliban and made overtures to the U.S. marines to ease them out of 

the district – to achieve what the British saw as an even distribution of resources. The 

Americans, already stationed in Marjah and planning a new mission in Nimruz and 

Barham Chah, did not want to send resources to Sangin and relieve their British allies. 

The U.S. Marines conceived their role in the province as pushing in areas where no 

coalition troops were stationed not ‘rescus[ing] the country with the second largest 

military contingent in Afghanistan’.923 However, after U.S. forces moved into other 

northern districts in Helmand it made sense924 for them to transition into Sangin 

during the summer of 2010; this allowed the British military to place their troops 

under the command of the American Marines. As violence escalated in the district, 

American Marine Colonel Paul Kennedy rerouted a battalion destined to Nimruz to 

reinforce his mission in Sangin. After the additional troops arrived, British officials 

notified their American counterparts that it was relinquishing control of Sangin. The 

British Ministry of Defense stated:  
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The handover of Sangin, which officially took place on 20 September 

2010, is the last move in the current reconfiguration of ISAF forces in 

southern Afghanistan to ensure a coherent and equitable distribution of 

resources in the province…British forces have been in Sangin since 

2006 but are now handing over command of the town to American 

forces in order to better align forces to populations and concentrate the 

British effort in central Helmand.925 

 

In keeping with the general trajectory of the Anglo-American alliance during 

the Afghan Conflict, the friction experienced in Helmand province belied the greater 

cooperation and mutual respect between the two partners. ‘According to the FCO, 

there are few areas of contemporary foreign policy in which the UK and US co-

operate as closely as in Afghanistan…whether in diplomatic, military or development 

terms’. British and American military and civilian officials cooperated on a daily 

basis in the province working in conjunction with their Afghan counterparts. Military 

assistance increased in 2009 as both the United States and United Kingdom launched 

joint and simultaneous missions to improve security.926 This view was reinforced by a 

United States Marine political advisor ‘for all the friction, however - who doesn't have 

disagreement during war - there was a lot more coordination and mutual respect. This 

has been lost in the books so far, even though opposing views were expressed’.927   

 

The Arrival Of General Petraeus, Refocused Interdiction And Alternative 

Development 

 

In June 2010, President Obama replaced General Stanley McChrystal as United States 

Afghan commander after the General had given an ill-thought out interview criticising 

the President’s Afghanistan strategic review. 928 He was replaced by General David 

Petraeus, the commander who had been credited with turning the Iraq war in 

America’s favour and author of the new Counterinsurgency Field Manual a doctrine 
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he had implemented in Iraq. His appointment signalled a continuation of policy, as 

Petraeus would implement McChrystal’s broader COIN strategy with some 

refinements. General Petraeus’s grand vision for Afghanistan was the strategy he 

adopted in Iraq: the generic elements of which could be replicated against any 

insurgency. The ‘Anaconda Strategy’ was based around ‘squeezing’ the insurgents 

and the materials they needed to operate. As the General explained ‘At the core there 

are the insurgents that have certain needs to sustain the insurgency (money, 

ammunition, explosives, leadership, communications, popular support, ideology, 

command and control, sanctuaries). To deal with that, you need a comprehensive 

civil-military effort that aims to squeeze the life out of the insurgency like an 

Anaconda snake’. 929 The refinement of General McChrystal’s strategy came as 

General Petraeus advocated more aggressive tactics against the insurgents, including 

intensified military efforts, rescinding the limit on air strikes and introducing more 

flexible rules of engagements.930   By the autumn of 2010, Marines in Kandahar and 

Helmand province realised in addition to practising COIN, they had to resort to 

conventional military tactics to flush out the insurgents. United States forces won 

significant battles and pushed back the Taliban by utilising brutal force. The Petraeus 

era also ushered in an increase in the use of night-time raids to capture (or kill) 

Taliban commanders, as more special forces became available after the drawdown in 

Iraq. Missions increased at such at rate in the remaining three months of 2010 that 

there were fifteen operations a night resulting in the deaths of a thousand 

insurgents.931 As discussed below the significant uptick in these raids would hamper 

the effective implementation of the U.S.’s interdiction strategy.   This proved to be the 

United States’ most valuable tool in reducing the insurgents capability – from 

financing operations to coordinating attacks against American troops to attracting new 

volunteers. The overall strategy employed by General Petraeus was more aggressive 

and unreserved than the policy originally agreed upon by the President at the end of 

2009. It appeared Petraeus ignored the President’s ‘narrow plan’ by proposing to 

launch a wide-scale attack on insurgents in the east and aggressive campaigning in the 

south.932  
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Forming a key component of his ‘Anaconda Strategy’, General Petraeus 

recognised the financial and material link between narco-traffickers and the 

insurgency. During a Senate Armed Services Committee, the General commented: 

‘this drug money has been the “oxygen” in the air that allows these groups to operate. 

With the extension of authority granted to U.S. forces to conduct counter-narcotics 

operations,’ and to combat this they will interdict narco-dealers.933 His views meshed 

with the new counter narcotics strategy of going after Taliban linked traffickers with 

the aim of ‘reducing the flows of weapons, money, drugs, precursor agents and 

improvised explosive device (IED) components to the Taliban, with the goal of 

degrading the Taliban’s finances and physical resources and dismantling its logistical 

networks’.934  

 

The DEA reported that most of the drug facilities they had destroyed since 

2009 either had a direct or indirect connection to the Taliban. The DEA former chief 

of operations Michael Bruan testified before a congressional sub-committee that most 

of the high-level drug traffickers in Afghanistan are members of the Taliban or are 

associated with them.935 Operations against drug labs had not only discovered opium 

and heroin but weapons used by the insurgency – IEDs, bomb making materials and 

Taliban training manuals.936 However, Felbab-Brown observed that these raids only 

had local impact on reducing material support and ‘So far, the cumulative effects of 

the narcotics interdiction effort to suppress the financial flows do not appear to be 

affecting the Taliban at the strategic level’.937  

 

Concentrated in southern Afghanistan, where the military surge was focused, 

interdiction efforts succeeded in disrupting the logistical supply chains as insurgents 

move both IED’s and narcotics simultaneously.938 The projected bias in targeting 

mid-level insurgents did not translate into implementation. The difficulty in 
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establishing who was a mid-level Taliban operative and who was not led to many 

low-level insurgents or farmers being apprehended during night raids. Any opium 

discovered on the raids was destroyed, ‘perhaps under the belief they are destroying 

Taliban stockpiles’.939 This proved counterproductive to ‘winning hearts and minds’ 

of the local population as in rural Afghanistan opium is a commodity used as savings, 

as Felbab-Brown states: ‘a blanket interdiction can completely wipe out the household 

savings and be in practice indistinguishable from eradication’.940 

 

Another area where the implementation of this plan fell short was the 

difficulty of targeting drug traffickers with connections to the government. The failure 

of which had ramifications not only for combating the drugs trade but on good 

governance as well. David Mansfield warned that simply focusing on targeting 

traffickers with links to the insurgency would contribute very little to reducing opium 

output; instead this policy needed to work in conjunction with a serious effort to 

target corrupt Afghan officials. ‘Similarly exclusive targeting [of] those traffickers 

who are believed to have links to insurgents could serve to increase the market 

position of corrupt government officials involved in the trade, achieving little in terms 

of reducing the flow of narcotics out of Afghanistan and possibly further damaging 

the legitimacy of the GoIRA with the population’.941 

 

 Implementation and design difficulties also beset U.S. efforts to substantially 

increase alternative development to Afghan farmers. One of the most fundamental 

differences with the Bush and Obama administration’s approach to Afghanistan, in 

general, was the sharp increase of resources under the latter. As such the Obama 

administration’s commitment to agricultural programmes rose sharply to a quarter of 

a billion dollars annually.942 Unfortunately, there was still a lack of strategic clarity 

regarding the rationale behind agricultural development; as two conflicting 

philosophies collided: on the one hand short-term initiatives to ‘buy’ the population’s 

allegiance from the insurgency and on the other long-term projects designed to 

produce sustainable developments. The majority of programmes implemented were 
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short-term fixes, which lasted between several weeks to several months. The rationale 

behind this form of development was to provide employment to Afghan males 

preventing them being forced into the ranks of the insurgency by financial motives. 

The aim was to strengthen ties between the government and population whilst 

severing the link between the population and Taliban.943  

 

A central pillar of Richard Holbrooke’s plan to transform the U.S. Agricultural 

and Counter narcotics policy to transition farmers away from poppy growing was to 

give them alternative food sources to grow. Holbrooke’s overarching approach would 

try to cover all bases, ‘credit and training for farmers, new roads so they could get 

their goods to market, cold storage facilities so produce wouldn’t spoil, and 

processing factories to dry grapes in[to] raisins and crush pomegranates in[to] 

juice’.944 However, the problem with this solution was it would take years to produce 

results. In order to fill the void Holbrooke decided to provide cash hand-outs and 

short term employment to Afghan farmers to prevent them slipping back into poppy 

farming.945 The Special Representative assumed command of agricultural policy from 

USAID and sought to reorganise the reconstruction landscape by implementing 

several new initiatives. He directed USAID to become more Afghan-centric by 

utilising Afghan development organisations as opposed to the hitherto American run 

programmes.  

 

In order to achieve his goals, Holbrooke promoted the injection of vast 

amounts of funds into the reconstruction effort, which he assumed was the most 

effective way to kick-start reconstruction.946 The two main programmes designed to 

accomplish U.S. goals were the Incentives Driving Economic Alternative for the 

North, East and West with a $150 million budget.947 In the South the AVIPA-Plus 

project, mentioned above, was launched in Helmand and Kandahar and piloted 

Holbrooke and USAID’s new approach to stabilise the provinces. It offered farmers 

subsidised crop seeds and fertiliser – at a fraction of the retail price - as a substitute 

for poppy, whilst providing them with the necessary equipment and the construction 
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of new roads to undertake the venture.948 At Holbrooke’s request, the AVIPA 

programme received between $300 million and $360 million in funds.949 The majority 

of this money ($250 million) was spent on stabilization initiatives, such as cash-for-

work projects and small grants.950 The project largely focused on Helmand and 

Kandahar but was later expanded into 32 provinces and was responsible and the 

expenditure increased to $450 million. According to data provided by International 

Relief & Development, the programme was credited with creating employment for 

103,000951 labourers and boosting the economy by nearly $27 million in wages - - the 

validity of these claims have been questioned,952 and certainly the initiatives fell short 

of achieving all the goals set out.953 

 

In the same way the United States sent the bulk of their forces to Helmand at 

the neglect of the rest of Afghanistan: Helmand (and Kandahar) were the recipients of 

the majority of United States aid. So much so that ‘USAID allocated $250 million for 

the two provinces in 2010. And in Helmand’s Nawa district, USAID spent upward of 

$30 million within nine months, in what some described [the] carpet bombing of 

Nawa with cash’.954 Nawa was flooded with employment – typically irrigation canal 

cleaning or road construction - and moneymaking opportunities to such an extent, 

employment in day labour projects became as profitable as working for the Taliban. 

The initiatives not only reinvigorated the entire economy but also reduced violence 

dramatically.955  

 

Whilst providing an instant boost the projects had negative consequences; 

designed as short-term employment opportunities the programmes they did not 

provide a sustainable solution to unemployment in south of the country. Additionally, 
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Rajiv Chandrasekaran argues that alternative livelihoods initiatives, which donate 

large sums of money, created negative consequences in provinces by creating 

artificial economic conditions: which resulted in tension and rivalries between 

communities over resources and also led to a surplus of crops.956 The main objective 

of the development programmes quickly became to spend as much money as possible 

in the provinces. After early scepticism, Holbrooke’s plan for increasing AVIPA-Plus 

funding soon won supporters in USAID, as the department quickly realised the 

injection of large amount of cash into the provinces would be regarded as progress by 

Congress. More importantly, if USAID did not spend its entire budget, it would not 

receive the same level of financial contribution the following year. The contractor 

employed by USAID, International Relief & Development, was under strict 

instruction that the full $300 million had to be spent within the one-year contract.957 

However, it soon became apparent, that Holbrooke’s plan for transitioning farmers 

away from opium cultivation by giving them alternative food sources to grow and 

making markets more accessible could only be completed in a limited number of 

districts. With the contract stating the full amount had to be spent in a year, USAID 

dictated International Relief & Development to spend more money in the few districts 

it could.958 As a consequence, the projects created distortions in the local economy 

that could not be maintained.  For instance, the pay from the projects was so 

profitable - $5-$6 a day – schools closed because the teachers could earn higher 

wages performing manual labour. A further consequence of the insistence to spend 

the full quota of development aid generated waste. Farmers received up-to six rations 

of seed and fertilisers instead of the allocated one. This led to surplus stock, which in 

turn lead to prices falling. Some farmers actually sold surplus seeds and tractors in 

Pakistan or simply discarded them.959 There were many more instances of goods 

bought that were unsuitable or went to waste as a result of the ‘spend as much as you 

can’ attitude employed by USAID and International Relief & Development. 

 

The day-labour projects, it was argued, also lead to the collapse of the social 

structure of rural communities in Helmand and Kandahar. The majority of the projects 

were designed around clearing irrigation canals and ditches.  Citizens, to benefit the 
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community had done this work previously for free; however, with projects paying 

citizens to complete the work, it could possibly lead to the disintegration of the ‘social 

fabric’ of the community.960 Moreover, a Senate Committee on Foreign Relations 

contended: ‘Too much aid can have a destabilizing effect on local communities that 

are unable to absorb the cash surge’.961 The influx of large volumes of aid into 

insecure areas can have two opposite consequences: firstly it can have the 

‘substitution effect’, which transfers the loyalty of the population from the insurgents 

to the authorities. Alternately, it can have the opposite ‘income effect’, ‘whereby 

development programmes increase the resources available to villagers and lead them 

to believe that they can improve their prospects of survival by entering negotiations 

with the insurgents’. 962  Studies indicate the delivery of aid projects does not 

necessarily garner support for the deliverers or for the government.963 There is the 

danger that once coalition troops withdraw the artificial conditions created over the 

past few years will collapse resulting in unrest amongst segments of the population. A 

more prudent policy would have been to inject the same amount of money over a 

longer period of time, creating sustainable projects which could redevelop agricultural 

communities and reduce dependency on opium for good.  

 

USAID initiated numerous other projects as large as AVIPA to help spend the 

enormous budget from Congress. The most important gauge of success was the 

amount of money spent, which totalled $340 million per month in 2010.964 In an 

attempt to sustain financially massive projects, USAID employed U.S. contractors, 

which defied Richard Holbrooke’s directive to utilise the Afghan government and 

development agencies to deliver aid. By using American contractors, the amount of 

money delivered to Afghans was vastly reduced – as over 70 per cent of the money 

was used to pay foreign staff, pay thousands of private security guards, pay 

subcontractors and insurgents for allowing the work to go ahead. The large sums of 

money also went to local warlords to provide services who had connections to the 
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Karzai government.965 All of which meant the actual money being delivered to the 

Afghans in aid was 30 per cent of the total money promised.  

 

In an attempt to correct the shortcomings of the AVIPA programme, USAID 

sought to launch a new $350 million programme in its place during 2010 in Kandahar. 

Concerned by the way AVIPA spent money, USAID wanted to reduce the amount of 

handouts in their new initiative. However, when International Relief & Development 

won the contract to deliver the new programme, USAID abandoned the initiative. 

Attempts to initiate a new programme resulted in more problems.966 Personnel at the 

aid agency struggled with the direction; should the programme offer short-term 

initiatives that would provide instant success or provide longer-term initiatives that 

would offer sustainability. They opted to extend AVIPA cash-for-work programmes – 

to entice males away from ranks of the Taliban and provided the military with day-

labour projects. It also gave International Relief & Development a further $65 million 

year contract to be delivered in Helmand and Kandahar.967  

 

All this is a rather sad story of a western government throwing large amounts 

of money at what was essentially a development problem. All was well intentioned, 

but the dramatic insertion of resources simply created major economic dysfunctions at 

the same time that it provided short-term financial benefits to individuals. Those 

dysfunctions mitigated against the possibilities of long-term improved and sustainable 

agricultural economics. Once again problems that the U.S. and the UK confronted 

were more intractable than policy-makers realised.  

 

Governor Mangal’s Food Zone Programme And the Opium Ban in Nangarhar 

Collapses (2010-2011) 

 

Governor Mangal’s FZP, continued to receive international plaudits for its success in 

reducing opium cultivation. As previously noted above, the fall in cultivation the 

previous year was principally made possible for two reasons: an increase in the price 

of wheat and the massive influx of Afghan and international troops to central 
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Helmand – as opposed to a direct consequence of the FZP. During 2010, opium 

cultivation continued to decrease in the province, albeit by a modest 7 per cent.968 

With the amount of land cultivated across Afghanistan remaining unchanged from the 

previous year at 123,000 hectares – this reduction was a positive development. 

However, during 2010 and 2011 results were not uniform across the province; urban 

centres close to the provincial capital Lashkar Gah and central canal command area 

experienced reductions in opium cultivation – for slightly varying reasons; whereas 

north of the Boghra Canal experienced an increase in opium cultivation.969 

 

Opium cultivation decreased significantly in areas surrounding the urban 

centres of Lashkar Gah and Gereshk. The international forces presence had a 

constructive impact on the area, income remained constant, the Taliban were 

displaced and security was improved. Levels of violence decreased significantly 

around Lashkar Gah, Nawa, and Garmser970 as the Taliban’s hold over the areas was 

diluted. The success in Garmser was due to the United States marines adopting a 

multi-pronged approach of conventional COIN coupled with an aggressive attitude 

towards the insurgents. The marines expanded the area under control by using lethal 

force to take it from the Taliban, until a large number of insurgents left the region. 

The stable safety environment improved living conditions in the area and allowed a 

number of positive developments to occur. The close proximity to a provincial centre 

increased employment opportunities and the ability to grow and sell a wide range of 

vegetables and other produce at the local market.971 Travel was greatly increased as 

the threat of violence from state and anti-state actors decreased allowing more access 

to markets and trading opportunities with other districts. There was also an influx of 

development aid, which reached more people than it did in rural areas because of the 

better security.972 The population in this region were also recipients of public services 

such as education, healthcare and agricultural support causing greater ties and support 

for the government. 
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The canal command area in central Helmand also experienced a noteworthy 

decrease in the levels of opium cultivation; however, conditions were less favourable 

than in Lashkar Gah and Gereshk as violence remained high. Notwithstanding, due to 

the high levels of coalition forces the Afghan government were able to execute a more 

robust counter narcotics campaign including eradication and the imprisonment of 

offenders. The increase in checkpoints, which were abundant across the canal 

command area and military bases were seen as vital in the population’s perceptions of 

the government’s ability to enforce a ban973 – although they did not necessarily 

improved security.  There was a direct correlation between the extension of the 

government’s authority and the arrival of military troops. Where the government had 

minimal presence (north of the Boghra Canal) its authority was lessened dramatically, 

along with its ability to enforce a poppy ban or eradication. Where the writ of the 

government was not extended, eradication was seen as a ‘random act that can be 

managed through patronage and corruption, a perception that has led to increasing 

resentment’.974 The military operations were accompanied by searches of compounds 

– primarily for security and counterinsurgency objectives – which resulted in a greater 

danger of keeping opium as a source of cash.975  

 

Eradication was seen as a credible threat in the canal command area of central 

Helmand. This was highlighted by research that reported farmers in the canal 

command area did not fear the government’s threat to eradicate poppy the previous 

year because it was seen as too weak to enforce their edicts. However, by 2010 

following the military operations of 2009 and 2010 the provincial authorities had 

executed a robust counter narcotics campaign including eradication and the 

imprisonment of offenders. Offenders were imprisoned at the price of $12 a night 

until the crop was destroyed then fined a further $230-350 in addition.976 Ironically, 

and despite the Obama administration’s defunding of eradication, the 2010 

eradication campaign conducted by the Afghan government was the most aggressive 

and non-partisan campaign to date with corruption largely absent. Imprisonment not 

only brought a financial burden but detention left female and children unprotected for 
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several days in a precarious security environment. The increase in military personnel 

sharpened the reality of imprisonment for opium cultivation.  

 

Several problems confronted the FZP during 2010 and 2011. As farmers 

transitioned from opium to other crops in the canal command area of central 

Helmand,977 household income fell. Consequently, segments of the population were 

driven into debt, forced to sell assets, and experienced a shortage of food and 

healthcare.978 Moreover, ‘less than a quarter of respondents from this zone had a 

household member with a salary or earning a daily wage’.979 The increased insecurity 

prevented family members travelling to other districts to find work because this 

would leave other ‘family members exposed to the threat of violence’. This led to a 

rise in anti-government sentiment and the erosion of the state support in the canal 

area. The Taliban were able to tap into this sentiment by offering protection to the 

farmers ‘the government is just trying to destroy the crop, threaten the people and 

destroy your economy. We [the Taliban] want to support the economy of the people 

and keep your crop safe’.980 That being said, the Taliban intimidated locals from 

cooperating with the government – which resulted in some farmers refusing 

development aid or employment via cash-for-work programmes. For example, those 

who accepted aid were open to intimidation from the Taliban, as a British Army 

Officer noted: ‘for most farmers the cost of accepting the wheat seed is set too high 

by the threat of insurgent retribution, and hence is not a sensible economic choice for 

most communities in the district’.981  A ban by the Taliban lead to farmers being 

fined, beaten or the aid destroyed. Common practice among farmers was to sell the 

seed directly after receiving it. ‘Almost a quarter of those in the intermediate Zone 

that had received agricultural inputs in the autumn of 2010 reported selling their 

wheat seed and fertiliser, receiving around $120 for a “package” of agricultural inputs 

that has cost them only $40’.982 In the areas, where violence was at its worst, the 

distribution of wheat seed was considered of little value with development and 

security considered more urgent requirements. 983  However, neither the 
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implementation of the FZP nor the presence of the Afghan and international troops 

was uniform across all of Helmand resulting in differing outcomes. 

  

 The troop surge was designed to clear the Taliban from its strongholds and 

protect the population. However, research highlighted that this had failed as violence 

was exacerbated in central Helmand in late 2010. ISAF records of violent incidents 

corroborated this finding.984 The increase in violence limited the option of crops 

available to farmers as travelling or spending too much time in the field was 

considered extremely dangerous.985 Locals also reported acts of violence by the 

Afghan police, who intimidated and stole from villagers, ‘The seizure of opium by the 

authorities was often seen as “theft” rather than law enforcement due to the lack of 

trust in the security forces in the area’.986 Intimidation and the threat of violence from 

state and anti-state actors resulted in the rural population being attacked by both sides. 

As a consequence of the behaviour of the local authorities, citizens were forced to 

seek protection from the Taliban, ‘There is government during the day and at night 

there is the Taliban’. 987  A British Army officer supported this view ‘Until 

GIRoA…can present a credible, economically viable security solution… [Tribal 

elders] will continue to tolerate insurgent presence in his village’.988  

 

 As opium cultivation decreased in the canal command area of central Helmand 

because of an increase in the physical presence of the state – despite levels of violence 

increasing, paradoxically, North of the Boghra Canal experienced an increase in the 

level of opium cultivation. Unlike, the canal area the government’s presence was 

minimal and the level of violence low. The population of the area had exploded over 

the previous decade,989 as the area offered many benefits districts closer to the 

provincial centres could not. Firstly, it allowed many landless Afghans to become 

landowners. Secondly, the area offered Afghans relative peace as the area was not 

‘contested’ between the authorities and insurgents and offered an escape from the 

predatory behaviour of provincial and government officials. As economic 

opportunities were restricted in the area, the opium industry economically 
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underpinned the community and without it, the community would not have survived. 

The Taliban maintained a strong presence in the region and support for them was 

‘unequivocal’, as they offered defence from the government’s counter narcotics 

campaign.990 The Taliban were de facto authorities in the region, offering services and 

arbitrating disputes. This was evident from a farmer’s comment: ‘we are happy with 

the Taliban; as long as the Taliban are here we will continue to grow poppy. There is 

no eradication in the area. The Taliban will not allow this; they will fight [the 

government]’.991  The presence and support for the insurgency was high as they 

offered a range of services the government was unable to, mainly opium protection. 

The government’s strong position on eradication allowed the Taliban to cultivate 

sentiment among the rural population and win ‘hearts and minds’.992  Compared to 

central Helmand income levels rose along with the standard of living. Farmers in the 

region did not fear the government’s opium ban for two reasons, firstly, the 

government and international forces were minimal, therefore, their ability to enforce 

the ban was limited. Secondly, the pre-eminence of the Taliban in the area guaranteed 

crops survived. As a British Army officer concluded: ‘the economic balance remains 

in favour of poppy cultivation…farmers have made independent, pragmatic decisions 

to sow poppy…farming communities remain disenfranchised from GIRoA…The 

insurgency must not be allowed to retain its status as a sound economic choice’.993 

 

As opium cultivation fell overall in Helmand, the situation in Nangarhar 

province – which was touted as a model for counter narcotics efforts994 - deteriorated. 

As previously noted, the province experienced a decline in opium cultivation, which 

lasted for three years995  driving the amount of land dedicated to poppy down 

considerably.996 The reduction had largely being attributed to the coercive power of 

the authorities with the governor creating a credible threat to cultivation.  However, 

by the 2010-2011 planting season opium cultivation rebounded, as cultivation rose by 

276 per cent997 - mainly in the southern districts of Nangarhar.  
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 The success of the counter narcotics campaign relied on the ability of the 

authorities to continue coercion, broker deals with tribal elites and access alternatives 

to opium. In the districts that had access to alternative forms of income via agriculture 

and non-agriculture avenues support for poppy cultivation and opposition to the 

government was negligible. Whereas, in the districts that experienced a reduction in 

economic wellbeing the government’s writ was limited and support for the insurgency 

was strong.998 By the 2010-2011 season the governor of Nangarhar was unable to 

fulfil the delivery of alternative livelihoods to a large section of the province.  

 

As a result of the lack of access to alternative forms of income via agriculture 

and non-agriculture avenues, the ban drove large sections of the population in the 

southern districts of Nangarhar into economic adversity. The basic needs of the 

population were not met; to survive financially many were forced to send their 

relatives to seek employment with the ANSF. As David Mansfield stated: ‘enlisting 

family members in the ANA has been a pragmatic response to the ban on opium 

production – an economic necessity – and should not be seen as an indicator of 

political support for the ANSF or backing for the government and its laws’.999 As a 

result of the economic situation, cultivation returned along with anti-government 

sentiment. The 2010 eradication drive against the districts in southern Nangarhar 

proved destabilising for relations between the authorities and farmers, and led to 

several violent confrontations. The local population invited insurgents to protect their 

fields, which resulted in the deaths of ANP’s officers.1000 Resistance was so strong 

only 16 hectares and 61 hectares of opium poppy cultivation were eradicated in 

Nangarhar province respectively in 2010 and 2011.1001  

 

Evidence suggests when bans on opium cultivation occurred out-with the 

specific requirements necessary to make it successful, locals turn to the insurgency for 

support. 1002  The local insurgency harnessed growing bitterness towards the 
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government by responding to the local populations needs. For example, the 

insurgency prevented eradication and promised to keep a low profile during the 

harvesting season to avoid inviting conflict with the local authorities. 1003  The 

insurgency also abandoned their policy of intimidating locals whose family were 

serving in the ANSF.1004 

 

Like Helmand, opium cultivation did not increase throughout all of 

Nangarhar’s provinces; in fact the lower districts of the Kabul River Basin maintained 

low level of opium cultivation. This was due to the crop diversification and non-farm 

employment prospects located in the area. The development of the bazaar at Markoh 

increased the opportunity for farmers to sell a wide variety of vegetables1005 and other 

products. Employment prospects improved in the urban centre of Jalalabad with wage 

rates increasing from 300-350 Pakistani Rupees (PR) per day in April 2009 to 400-

450 PR in April 2011.1006 The situation in the lower districts of the Kabul River Basin 

demonstrates that a ban on opium cultivation can be successful and sustainable if 

there are alternative livelihoods and increased security. However, the situation in the 

Southern districts served to demonstrate that a ban on opium cultivation without 

viable alternatives forced the population into economic distress which in turn eroded 

support for the government and increased support for the insurgency and increased 

the likelihood of a re-emergence of opium cultivation. This created insecurity as the 

population sought help from insurgents - insurgents in turn court the support of the 

population – to protect their opium cultivation. 

 

CONCLUSION  

 

With violence increasing and governance decreasing the United States Afghan 

conflict was in a perilous state. President Obama refocused the United States attention 

on Afghanistan but several problems confronted him about resources and strategy. 

The review commissioned by President Obama in March 2009 concluded that the 

United States needed to disrupt, dismantle and defeat al-Qaeda in Afghanistan and 

Pakistan. The review, some argued, did not produce a conclusive assessment of what 
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the new strategy should be. The second review - which largely came to fruition 

through happenstance – concluded that if the coalition did not reverse the Taliban’s 

momentum within 12 months then victory might no longer be achievable. One of the 

key differences of the war under the Obama and Bush administrations was the level of 

attention, manpower and financial resources dedicated to the conflict. By increasing 

the number of troops and resources to the war effort, the United States was able to 

focus on implementing COIN. However, by authorising a middle ground of COIN 

and counterterrorism President Obama committed insufficient resources to properly 

resource a COIN mission though success was achieved in several areas. Security and 

governance were improved in the medium term in several provinces. Progress was 

made in the south where the bulk of extra troops were stationed but this was 

countered by insurgent gains in northern and eastern Afghanistan. Kandahar and 

(especially) Helmand proved success stories for the ‘surge’. Levels of violence were 

decreased in several key provincial and rural districts as the Taliban’s hold over the 

areas was lessened. Economic development initiatives transformed districts such as 

Nawa and contributed to the increasing stability of the area. A critical failure of the 

Obama administration military and financial ‘surge’ was its reliance on a short-term 

game. Constrained by domestic pressures, a rising financial bill for involvement and a 

heavy toll in lives and wounded soldiers President Obama’s set timeframe was 

optimistically short. But Afghanistan’s problems could not be fixed in two or three 

short years. Significant progress would take decades and by beginning the withdrawal 

of the surge troops in 2011 meant the any success the Obama administration achieved 

was transitory.  

 

The period also ushered in a new period of Anglo-American relations during 

the Afghan conflict. The United Kingdom would not - as it had done during the Blair 

tenure - follow the Americans’ lead unreservedly and increase its commitment to 

Afghanistan. The relations also had more broadly altered. The UK was unable to exert 

the same degree of influence at the strategic level, as had been the case during the 

Bush-Blair era. President Obama and indeed Gordon Brown were far less personally 

invested in the Afghan campaign than their predecessors were. This was coupled to 

the somewhat strained relations between Gordon Brown and Barack Obama. Also, 

much of the strategic decisions were now handled by the SPRAPS; Sir Sherard 

Cowper-Coles tried but ultimately failed to swing his opposite number behind the 
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British approach. Holbrooke on the other hand was successful in implementing his 

ideas as the U.S substantially increased its agricultural assistance. There were also 

differences of approach at the operational level as UK troops and U.S. Marines 

clashed in Helmand over their respective visions for the province. Critical of - what 

the Americans saw as -appeasement the United States would make more progress 

fighting the insurgency than the British. The reason for their success and the United 

Kingdom’s lack of sustainable progress was the United States vast resources and 

manpower. Under manned, under-resourced and suffering heavy casualties, the UK 

military was spread too thinly across the province and wanted to consolidate its forces 

in central Helmand. There was no doubt that the British had fought hard, however, a 

decidedly war weary UK looked to its closest ally to bail it out of several districts in 

Helmand province. By 2010, U.S marines stationed in the province, outnumbered 

numbered their British counterparts with UK forces only accounting for 30 per cent of 

the fighting force but were responsible for 70 per cent of the population. The UK 

government pushed for an even redistribution of resources, complaining that U.S. 

marines were stationed in too many unimportant areas.1007 The Marines, however, 

conceived their role in Helmand as pushing into areas where there was no government 

presence not bailing out their closest ally. After they moved into northern Helmand 

the Marines acceded to the British demands.  

 

There was, however, greater harmonisation of counter narcotics policies 

between allies, as the United States de-emphasised counter narcotics removing the 

key point of friction, which was responsible for numerous diplomatic battles over the 

previous years. The United Kingdom, also re-evaluated their counter narcotics 

strategy as fighting narcotics slowly decreased as a strategic priority. By 2009, the 

British were subsumed by an insurrection in Helmand and struggled to dedicate the 

same level of resources to their twin mission of stabilising Helmand and ‘partner 

nation’ on counter narcotics. The policy making process to transition their role as 

‘partner nation’ was complex with a variety of actors championing various 

perspectives. The prevailing sense was one of realism, it was recognised a successful 

counter narcotics mission would take a generation to succeed and was dependent 

upon a range of measures being adopted. Given the finite resources available and the 
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stabilisation situation in Helmand the UK could not effectively maintain the same 

level of commitment to both missions. There were those, however, that considered 

counter narcotics a bad news story and the UK had failed miserably to control opium 

cultivation since 2002. Therefore, it was within the UK’s interest to transition the 

‘poisoned chalice’ of counter narcotics before any more reputational damage was 

done. Lastly, there were those who argued the UK had a responsibility not to abandon 

their commitments to counter narcotics before placing them on a sustainable footing. 

Despite, several arguments entering into the policy debate, all factions agreed that the 

UK could not and should not continue in its current role as G8 ‘partner nation’ on 

counter narcotics.  

 

Although, there was a marked improvement in the development and design of 

the U.S. administration’s new policy towards the Afghan drugs industry, results have 

differed across location and socio-economic group and ultimately have not lead to a 

significant decrease in the land dedicated to opium cultivation. Opium cultivation rose 

to record levels in 2013 and 2014 and the prospect of impending uncertainty will 

maintain these levels. There was a clear correlation between the reduction in opium 

cultivation and the international security forces presence in central Helmand. 

Therefore, the U.S. administration was successful in stopping cultivation in the 

central belt by forcing it into the more remote desert regions of the Helmand. 

However, a key aspect of maintaining low levels of cultivation was the ability to 

maintain a physical presence in the region, something the U.S. was unable to ensure 

throughout all of Helmand. Furthermore, ‘there was a strong, statistically significant 

association between lack of agricultural assistance and poppy cultivation.’ 1008 

‘Among the surveyed villages, only 30 per cent received agricultural assistance in the 

preceding year in the form of seed, fertilisers and irrigation facilities, 70 per cent 

reported not to have received any such assistance’.1009 Whilst agricultural assistance 

has been a major component of the U.S.’s policy agricultural development has still 

failed to provide long-term sustainable alternatives to opium cultivation. In addition, a 

ban which fails to provide alternative livelihoods, political stability and economic 

development will lead to an inflammation of violence countering any 
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counterinsurgency gains. As discussed below, evidence of the failure of the strategy - 

both under Obama and Bush - has been the continued record levels of opium 

cultivation in Afghanistan.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 269	

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER SEVEN 

 

Conclusion  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 270	

CONCLUSION  

 

The purpose of this work is to provide the first comprehensive coverage of Anglo-

American counter narcotics strategies in Afghanistan over the ten-year period (2001-

2011). It analyses the decisions that have underpinned policy formulation and 

implementation process. In doing so, this research provides unique insight not only 

into counter narcotics policies in Afghanistan but the impact these policies have had 

on the ‘special relationship’. The Anglo-American relationship in Afghanistan was, in 

its broadest sense, complex and fraught but nevertheless benefitted from cooperation 

and coordination.  

 

Constrained by an ideological opposition to state building and a focus on 

expanding their mission to Iraq, the Bush administration considered Afghanistan as 

the first step in their global ‘war on terror’. Determined not be bogged down in 

Afghanistan, the United States used Afghanistan’s recent history and their conflict 

with the Soviet Union to justify operating a light-footprint approach. The quick 

military victory against the Taliban signaled to the U.S. that they were justified in 

operating this way. But significantly, the United States did not ask: what comes next 

after military intervention? That was a particularly pertinent question given the 

continued presence of a weak Afghan central state, a society and economy devastated 

by decades of war and an entrenched opium industry. The United States, however, 

refused to address the opium problem – viewing the issue as not their problem. This 

coupled to their marriage of convenience with warlords involved in the drug industry 

hindered the implementation of effective counter narcotics strategies and signaled that 

involvement in the opium industry would be tolerated. 

 

The UK, however, guided by the British Prime Minister’s, notions of 

international community and moral intervention, used Afghanistan as a testing ground 

for ethical foreign policies. More specifically by tackling the drug trade afforded the 

PM, what he saw, as the perfect opportunity to score a success both at home and 

abroad.  Just as the Americans had failed to fully appreciate the significance of 

Afghanistan political history, the UK failed to appreciate the scale of the problem 

posed by the entrenchment and extent of the drug industry. Compounding matters was 

the UK’s misunderstanding of the Taliban’s opium prohibition in 2000. The 
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effectiveness of the ban convinced some within the British government (and 

international community) that the drug industry could be halted. All of these factors 

would hinder the effective implementation of successful counter narcotics policies in 

the post-Taliban era. It was in this environment that the UK fashioned the first counter 

narcotics strategy.  

 

The counter narcotics policy-making process in the wider-Anglo-American 

alliance was highly competitive and led to a bureaucratic battleground of fluctuating 

alliances and conflicting priorities. Moreover, the various actors within the Anglo-

American alliance also faced resistance from members of their own governments as 

well as in the wider alliance. It was in this policy-making atmosphere that Tony Blair 

authorised MI6 to compensate poppy farmers for the opium planted in 2001. Tony 

Blair proved influential in quashing domestic opposition and promoting counter 

narcotics as an essential aspect of the UK’s mission in Afghanistan. Furthermore, 

Blair’s enthusiasm for tackling the drug industry resulted in the UK volunteering for 

G8 ‘lead nation’ on counter narcotics; both this position and the policy of 

compensated eradication were conditioned by a false and overly optimistic reading of 

the Afghan drug industry. Partly as a result of this optimism and largely to do with 

political spin, the British government asserted it would completely eliminate the 

opium industry by 2013. By doing this, the PM and his advisors again overrode the 

objections of Whitehall and committed themselves in a very public way to the defeat 

of the Afghan opium trade. Not only did this show political naivety but also it 

demonstrated a lack of understanding of the nature of the Afghan drug industry. 

Notwithstanding the disastrous compensated eradication policy and the reputational 

damage to the UK, there was more freedom to operate in the 2002-2003 period when 

counter narcotics was treated in isolation as a separate strand of policy and 

importantly, and when the metrics associated with opium cultivation were not at 

record highs. However, as this study shws it is accurate to conclude that the UK never 

fully got to grips with the task of G8 ‘lead nation’. Furthermore, counter narcotics 

activities were constrained by the divergent views in the Anglo-American alliance and 

the tension present within the Bush administration, particularly from the Pentagon, 

over involvement in counter narcotics. The Pentagon was adamant about not 

becoming involved in anything resembling state building or use scarce resources 
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fighting the drug industry. This hampered the formulation of a U.S. counter narcotics 

strategy.  

 

The policy landscape altered dramatically in 2004, when record levels of 

opium cultivation pushed counter narcotics to the forefront of the policy agenda and 

forced the United States into acting. The formulation of a U.S. counter narcotics 

strategy was far from a smooth process as the Bush administration was divided along 

departmental lines. At this point the State Department and individual actors 

championed the introduction of an aggressive policy of aerial eradication of poppy 

crops. Conditioned by their experience in Colombia the State Department argued that 

the wholesale aerial eradication was the panacea to the Afghan opium industry and 

deemed that poppy farmers were primarily rational economic actors who chose to 

engage in criminality and should be treated as such. The policy process was fraught 

with difficulty for the State Department as it struggled to win the debate against the 

dominant Pentagon. After the State Department convinced the President of the merits 

of their proposal things looked hopeful, but Rumsfeld and the Pentagon engaged in 

serial political skullduggery to circumvent the introduction of aerial eradication. The 

policy was eventually defeated, as Ambassador Khalilzad, a “Rumsfeld Lieutenant” 

convinced the President he needed full flexibility to deal with the issue. With too 

many opponents in positions of power and Rumsfeld’s political manoeuvring, aerial 

eradication was effectively dead in the water (for the time being) and a diluted policy 

was adopted instead. The new policy placed manual eradication at its core and this  

would form the backbone of the U.S’s counter narcotics strategy for the succeeding 

years.  

 

This period also marked a seminal juncture in the Anglo-American counter 

narcotics relationship as the UK came under intense criticism from the State 

Department for failing to reduce opium cultivation. A key issue arose between the 

allies: the means and methods of eradication; the battle over this issue characterised 

the Anglo-American relationship over the next four years. This first manifested itself 

in open diplomatic warfare when Robert B. Charles testified before a congressional 

committee that the British attempts at counter narcotics to date were weak and 

ineffectual. Charles predicted that by publicly criticising the British they would be 

forced to accede to his demands, whilst the move did prompt the UK to redouble its 
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counter narcotics efforts, the UK remained resolute against the introduction of aerial 

eradication. Furthermore, in doing so, Charles opened a significant diplomatic rift 

between the allies that would take some time to heal. Ironically, Tony Blair was an 

advocate of aerial eradication and UK officials were constantly fearful that the PM - 

under pressure fro George W. Bush - would adopt aerial eradication as official UK 

policy. However, whilst the President was a supporter of aerial eradication he was 

unable to push through the policy because of the Pentagon’s dominance.  

 

With the state building project being questioned and the Americans forced to 

react, counter narcotics was pushed up the policy agenda. Not for the last time counter 

narcotics was pushed up the agenda in the wake of record levels of opium cultivation 

and questions raised about the state building project.1010 The renewed vigour resulted 

in the first reduction in opium cultivation since 2001. The UK’s mission in 

Afghanistan became more complex and delicate as they deployed to Helmand as part 

of  NATO’s expansion into southern Afghanistan. The UK’s mission was flawed 

conceptually and much like their foray into counter narcotics built on inadequate 

intelligence. This failure in intelligence left the UK unprepared to deal with the 

insurgency and prevented them from executing their original plan of reconstruction 

and stabilisation. Consequently, undermanned and under-resourced they were 

embattled against a resurgent Taliban and suffered heavy causalities. A subsidiary 

factor touted by the government for deployment to the opium capital was the UK’s 

role as G8 ‘lead nation’, however, this move opened up new disagreement internally 

between ADIDU and the military over the UK’s role in counter narcotics. It also 

frayed already tense relations with the State Department and White House over where 

and when to conduct eradication. A complex picture emerged as the U.S. ambassador 

in Kabul, Ronald Neumann, was under considerable pressure from the White House 

and State Department to produce a sufficient amount of eradication. However, just as 

individual actors attempted to influence the process at the strategic level, Neumann 

influenced the process at the operational level by attempting to satisfy Washington’s 

demands but balanced by an appreciation of the political sensitivities of this issue and 

a decision not to push the British or Afghans too far. The record opium crop in 2006 

strengthened the arguments of those calling for stronger action in the fight against 
																																								 																					
1010 Mansfield, Building a State on a Foundation of Sand. 
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opium cultivation and it became increasingly difficult for ADIDU to prevent the 

introduction of aerial spraying. In an effort to reach a compromise and prevent the 

introduction of aerial eradication, the UK agreed to an experimental GBS programme. 

The policy, however, was never adopted as Afghan concerns over the safety of the 

programme prevented its implementation. Not for the last time, the Afghans stalled 

the State Departments plans for increased eradication.  

 

The Anglo-American counter narcotics relationship was strained to its limit, 

when in 2007 another record opium crop pushed aerial eradication back onto the 

agenda. Two vocal proponents of aerial eradication, Tom Schweich and William 

Wood (among others) placed UK officials under peak pressure to accede to aerial 

eradication. British and Afghan officials defended an embattled position against the 

State Department and White House onslaught. Concurrently, the policy gravitated up 

the agenda and gained sufficient support across the Bush administration that the Bush 

NSC approved the policy. Then in a remarkable move, the Pentagon enlisted the help 

of the British to derail the plan. The British, who had opposed the policy from the 

start, contacted President Karzai to pledge their support and prevent its introduction. 

The plan worked. By the time William Wood and Condoleezza Rice pressured Karzai 

to agree to the plan he pointed to the disunity in the alliance as a reason not to support 

it. The issue was eventually dropped when Bush realised he could not coerce the 

Afghan president into accepting the proposal. Aerial eradication was eventually 

overcome by a number of factors. The Pentagon, which was constantly opposed to the 

policy engaged in political manoeuvring and used the disunity within the 

administration to defeat the State Department’s plan. This disunity allowed Karzai the 

perfect excuse not to adopt the policy. The policy was also widely opposed in the 

larger NATO alliance and after the Colombian government rejected aerial eradication 

in 2007 the State Department could not claim the policy was successful – as it had 

done previously. As the issue of aerial eradication faded from the policy agenda the 

British government re-evaluated their goals and priorities in Afghanistan. With the 

security situation deteriorating UK forces lacked the resources to focus on their twin 

mission of stabilisation and counter narcotics. A realisation within the UK 

government emerged at that juncture that for counter narcotic to be successful it 

would require gains in a number of areas (detailed below) and that the UK did not 

have the resources or time to fully achieve them.  
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As the Obama administration came into office, the situation in Afghanistan 

continued to deteriorate and remained unresolved. The Bush administration had 

dedicated the bulk of its resources and focus to the Iraq conflict to the determinant of 

Afghanistan. The new President commissioned a review of the war to justify an 

increase in resources and to formulate a new strategy. The first review whilst 

advocating the need to focus on al-Qaeda remained inconclusive over the broader 

strategy in Afghanistan. General McChrystal’s second review of policy gave more 

focus to the American approach and ultimately led to the implementation of the 

‘surge’. The most fundamental difference of approach between Obama and his 

predecessor was the former’s increase of focus, manpower and financial resources 

dedicated to Afghanistan. Notwithstanding, President Obama occupied a middle 

ground between authorising adequate resources to truly implement COIN and a less 

resource heavy counterterrorism approach. The ‘surge’ was successful in places, 

security and governance improved in areas close to the provincial centres in Helmand 

and Kandahar and the Taliban’s hold was weakened. However, progress was not 

uniform, in other districts violence increased as areas became contested and economic 

gains did not materialise. Importantly, the ‘surge’ was based on a short-term game; 

this meant any gains achieved were transitory as Americans troops withdrew in 2011.  

 

Under the Obama administration the ‘special relationship’ entered a new 

phase. Relations at the strategic level modified as the relationship of President Obama 

and Prime Minister Brown remained decidedly cool and decisions were conducted 

through both countries SPRAPs. The UK also commanded less influence in the 

decision-making process than it had under the Bush administration with Cowper-

Coles complaining that he was unable to swing his opposite number behind the 

British approach.  As American troops flooded into Helmand, the Anglo-American 

military relationship was strained. UK forces and Marines did not agree on the 

broader reconstruction agenda or where and when to deploy resources and manpower. 

Furthermore, an under-resourced and war-weary UK government looked to its 

American partners to bail them out of the most troublesome districts of northern 

Helmand. The Marines, however, did not consider it their role to bail out the second 

largest allied military power in Afghanistan. The Marines eventually replaced the 
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British in Sangin, which allowed the British to consolidate their forces in central 

Helmand.  

 

Just as relations at the strategic levels modified, the counter narcotics 

relationship between the partners altered. The U.S.’s new counter narcotics policy had 

shifted – ironically – full circle as they de-funded centrally led eradication. 

Eradication had, for four years, provided the backbone of the U.S.’s counter narcotics 

strategy and opened a point of bitter contention between the allies. With the removal 

of this key friction the relationship between the partners aligned and there was greater 

harmonisation over counter narcotics policy formulation and implementation. The 

UK, however, struggled to maintain their twin mission of stabilisation and counter 

narcotics and transitioned their role as G8 ‘partner nation’ to the UNODC. The move, 

whilst universally accepted within the British government was a result of a broader 

policy debate. The main factor shaping the policy discussion was the need to dedicate 

scarce resources to saving British lives in Helmand. Linked to this was the realisation 

that counter narcotics policies would take a generation to succeed and the British 

government did not have the resources or time to achieve this. There were others, 

however, who argued counter narcotics was a poisoned chalice and it was a ‘bad news 

story’, therefore, the British should distanced themselves from counter narcotics. 

Finally, there were those that argued it was the UK’s responsibility not to desert 

counter narcotics before placing it on a sustainable footing.  

 

Recognising the Bush counter narcotics strategy had failed, the Obama 

administration redesigned several aspects of the policy, whilst at the same time 

aiming to be more effective in the implementation of its new strategy. A massive 

increase in agricultural assistance formed the core of the strategy; however, the results 

varied across location.  Whilst job opportunities were created the policy proved 

largely ineffective at providing sustainable economic opportunities and development 

aid across Afghanistan. The link between the drug industry and insurgency was 

elevated in significance under the Obama administration with the interdiction of 

Taliban linked traffickers an important aspect of the new policy. However, the policy 

fell short in the implementation phase, as the discriminatory practice of interdicting 

opium stashes during night-time raids devastated many rural Afghans’ savings. Also, 

it failed to address government linked drug traffickers. With the massive influx of 
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resources to Helmand, the Obama administration was successful in reducing opium 

cultivation in the central regions but cultivation was merely pushed to the regions out-

with government control. In the same way the surge was successful in producing 

gains, the gains achieved in counter narcotics activities under the Obama 

administration were transitory and vanished when the ‘surge’ troops began to 

withdraw.   

 

One of the problems of assessing success and failure is the criteria to be 

applied. There are always subjectivities involved and conflicting priorities. 

Nevertheless, some general observations may be hazarded about how successful or 

otherwise Anglo-American counter narcotics strategies have been. Firstly, the metrics 

associated with opium cultivation paint an extremely bleak picture. Opium cultivation 

totalled 82,000 hectares in 2000 (one year before the Taliban’s opium prohibition) yet 

in 2014 after 13 years of international intervention opium cultivation was 224,000 

hectares. Based upon these figures it would be difficult to argue that counter narcotics 

strategies have been successful; however, viewing counter narcotics policies as 

isolated policies divorced from the broader picture of political stability, economic 

consolidation and development and security environment whilst measuring success 

based on annual opium outputs will provide little indication of why the level of output 

is such and the best way of tackling opium cultivation. Counter narcotics are one 

aspect of a broader symptom of problems, thus in order for counter narcotic strategies 

to be successful there needs to be improvements in security and governance and 

economic development over a course of several years.  

 

Other observations can be made about counter narcotics policies in 

Afghanistan. Successful counter narcotics policies were constrained by a number of 

factors; firstly, they were naturally, subservient to the overarching war policies. This 

impacted on resources and strategy decisions. Secondly, the division in the Anglo-

American alliance over policies – whether over the means and methods of eradication 

or a disagreement over the pre-eminence of development or law enforcement - 

hampered their effective implementation. More broadly, there was a lack of 

appreciation of the complexity of the issue and the problems posed by the drug trade 

by the Anglo-American alliance. The UK’s and U.S.’s knowledge of the drug industry 

progressed as the conflict progressed but finding effective solutions was nevertheless 
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hindered by political realities throughout the course of the conflict. Due to domestic 

political concerns and the anxieties over what opium cultivation meant for the state 

building project there was pressure on the existent counter narcotics policies to 

succeed in a short-time frame. The recognition that a successful counter narcotics 

policy would take a generation to come to fruition was not politically expedient. 

Furthermore, polices were constrained by annual opium output and as opium 

cultivation increased more extreme measures were called for.   

 

An examination of Anglo-American counter narcotics policies has revealed an 

inextricable connection between the counter narcotics agenda and wider 

reconstruction and military agendas in Afghanistan. Conversely, counter narcotics 

policies were at times, subordinate to the state building agenda but at other times were 

used to ratchet support for the wider state building agenda.1011 This inconsistency in 

policy position was more reflective of the United States relationship with the counter 

narcotics agenda than that of the United Kingdom. It emerged that both nations from 

the outset of the intervention conceived their roles in Afghanistan in a diverse 

manner; this impacted upon the way in which both nations viewed the conflict and 

more specifically the way in which they viewed the problems posed by the drug 

industry. The United States, for the first three years of the intervention subordinated 

counter narcotics as a strategic objective for fear it would compromise their main 

priority of fighting the Taliban and al-Qaeda. This altered in 2004 when record levels 

of opium cultivation highlighted the importance of the state building agenda. The 

counter narcotics agenda now became coopted by the broader state building agenda as 

the U.S. demanded demonstrable progress against opium cultivation to prevent state 

failure. A similar political imperative reappeared in 2007 as another record opium 

crop materialized and success with the counter narcotics agenda was once again, 

inseparably linked to the state building agenda.1012  

 

As appointed ‘lead nation’, counter narcotics was the UK’s second most 

important priority (behind defeating terrorism) in Afghanistan. Consequently, the 

UK’s counter narcotics agenda was directly tied to its wider objectives in 

Afghanistan. And as such, any failure on counter narcotics was considered to 
																																								 																					
1011 Mansfield, Building a State on a Foundation of Sand. 
1012 Ibid.  
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represent a failure in the broadest sense. This was evident in 2004 when opium 

cultivation reached record levels and the UK came under criticism from the United 

States for a weak performance in Afghanistan.  Both missions, however, until 2006 

did not come direct conflict as the UK only maintained a small military presence in 

the north of the country. This altered dramatically after the UK military deployed in 

Helmand province when the lack of resources, manpower and complications with 

their original reconstruction plan brought the two missions into direct conflict. The 

UK then subordinated their counter narcotics agenda to focus their limited resources 

on their reconstruction agenda eventually transitioning G8 ‘partner nation’ role in 

2011.  

 

The Anglo-American relationship in Afghanistan was complex and fraught but 

marked with a great degree of cooperation. The ‘special relationship’ was 

reinvigorated under Tony Blair and George Bush as both leaders forged a close 

personal relationship and Blair stood shoulder to shoulder with the Americans in two 

wars. Britain was the United States closest partner in Afghanistan providing the 

second largest troop commitment to the conflict. The areas of cooperation were vast 

at all stages of the strategic and operational levels. At the strategic level the 

partnership, whilst genuine, was not equal as the United States was the lead decision 

maker in the conflict with the UK only exerting influence on the margins of policy 

decisions. Steve Marsh goes further: ‘Blair’s military commitment to…Afghanistan 

was useful. However, it was operationally negligible for the Bush administration next 

to its symbolic value as it sought to maintain public support and counter soft 

balancing tactics by other states within and beyond the transatlantic alliance.’1013 In 

saying that, an examination of the Anglo-American counter narcotics relationship is 

useful and is representative of the UK’s broader role in the alliance. The Anglo-

American partnership was at the centre of counter-narcotics policy formulation, 

funding and implementation in Afghanistan. At the same time, their relationship 

degenerated at times into open diplomatic warfare over how best to counter the drugs 

industry with both - for the majority of the Bush administration - occupying opposite 

policy positions. The policy debate regarding the introduction of aerial eradication 

																																								 																					
1013 Alan, P. Dobson, and Steve, Marsh, (eds) Anglo-American relations: Contemporary Perspectives 
(Oxon, 2013), p. 271. 
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provides evidence that the UK fulfilled an active role within the alliance. Despite 

heavy pressure from the State Department and White House at no point did the UK 

agree to aerial eradication – whilst constantly fighting an embattled position. If the 

U.S dominated the policy landscape it would have been able to push through the 

introduction of aerial eradication (at least with the UK not the Afghan government) by 

2007. Again at the strategic level, the ‘special relationship’ altered when the Obama 

administration came to office for several reasons. Firstly, the close personal 

connection of the Bush and Blair disappeared and also the SRAP dealt with much of 

the strategic decisions. At the operational level relations between the UK and U.S. 

officials were extremely close and were characterised by cooperation and frequent 

contact - a view confirmed by Charge d’ Affaires Richard Norland of the American 

embassy Kabul.1014 

 

As developed throughout this study, the counter narcotics agenda in 

Afghanistan was inextricably linked to the wider military and reconstruction agendas. 

Moreover, success or failure with the counter narcotics agenda was often used as 

measure or indicator of success with broader objectives.  David Mansfield explains, 

how counter narcotics was utilized to ratchet support for wider foreign policy 

concerns:  

 

Theatre of drugs policy' and how, at times, different institutions 

and actors subsume the counter narcotics agenda to pursue their 

own quite sometimes competing goals, and how counter narcotics 

organisations do the same, coopting the narrative and agendas of 

counterinsurgency, state building, development and other issues 

to help them justify their own policies and programmes.1015 

 

The initial years of intervention (2001-03) provide one of starkest examples of 

the way in which the counter narcotics agenda was subordinated by ‘higher priorities’. 

The United States government, particularly the Pentagon and White House neglected 

tackling the opium industry to focus on hunting al-Qaeda and Taliban operatives. This 

policy standpoint was conditioned by several factors, American reliance on warlords 
																																								 																					
1014 Norland, ‘Trip Report PDAS Schweich to Afghanistan’.  
1015 Mansfield, Building a State on a Foundation of Sand, p. 26. 
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with links to the opium industry, a lack of resources and a belief that this was a law-

enforcement issue not a military issue. Consequently, for the first three years of the 

intervention counter narcotics were severely under-resourced and considered a low 

priority.  

 

Conversely, there were occasions when the counter narcotics agenda was used 

as a measure of state failure. An example of this cooption of the counter narcotics 

agenda occurred in 2004 and 2007, when many within the American government and 

broader international community highlighted record levels of opium cultivation as an 

indication that the wider Afghan policy was failing. Specifically, they underlined a 

‘loss of control’ by the state and international community as Afghanistan descended 

into a ‘narco-state’. 1016  The following year, demonstrable success with counter 

narcotics became a political imperative for both the Afghan government and 

international community if the perceived failure in the state building project was to be 

reversed.  

 

The chief method utilised by the international community to identify whether a 

counter narcotics policy is working (or not) is to measure the annual nationwide 

statistics for poppy cultivation. It is against these findings that subsequent policies are 

maintained, adapted or abandoned. However, using this simplistic approach leads to 

superficial assessments on how successful or unsuccessful counter narcotics policies 

have been. If cultivation is reduced from the previous year observers generally 

conclude that the existing counter narcotics policies have been successful and an 

increase in cultivation leads to the view that counter narcotics policies have been 

unsuccessful. These measures fail to address external factors, which contribute to 

reasons for cultivating opium, such as food insecurity, high wheat prices, levels of 

insecurity, levels of agricultural development and access to markets. For example, a 

food price increase accompanied by an opium price decrease and the relative 

unavailability of wheat caused a significant decrease in cultivation in 2008 as opposed 

to a ‘successful’ counter narcotics campaign.1017  
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1017 Mansfield and Pain, Counter-Narcotics in Afghanistan, p. 2. 
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 There have been several opium prohibitions throughout the country that have 

dramatically reduced cultivation; however, poppy cultivation in all cases has re-

emerged at a later date. Typically, most bans have resulted in large segments of the 

rural population experiencing a decline in income, higher unemployment, economic 

distress, food shortages and lowering of living standard.1018 Yet, despite these adverse 

effects on the population the bans are considered successful, which leads to calls for 

similar bans to be replicated in other parts of Afghanistan. Measuring the land 

dedicated to opium cultivation for one year does not provide adequate information to 

determine why there has been an increase / decrease in cultivation.1019 It has failed to 

recognise the distinct difference spread ‘across location and socio-economic 

group’. 1020   Thus, ‘dramatic reductions in cultivation imposed across a wide 

geographic in a single season cannot automatically be labeled successful; rather, they 

can often prove counterproductive to establishing the necessary security, economic 

and political conditions required to address the underlying cause of cultivation’.1021 

Mansfield further states: ‘using the amount of land grown with opium poppy as the 

key indicator by which to judge counter narcotics efforts highlights a confusion not 

only regarding what success might look like but what is actually required to achieve 

it’.1022  

 

Several conditions have to be met to enable farmers to transition to licit crops. 

Evidence has demonstrated that in areas with a stable security environment, the rule 

of law and access to markets poppy reductions can be achieved. In most cases, these 

reductions have come in areas that are in close proximity to provincial capitals, which 

facilitates better access to markets or where employment prospects are greater.1023  It 

is also argued that close proximity to the provincial capitals will increase security and 

																																								 																					
1018 That is not to say, all communities experience these conditions. Where access to alternative 
livelihoods, access to markets, improved governance and security - typically located near urban centres 
– communities have transitioned from opium cultivation and remained economically secure.  
1019 Mansfield and Pain, Counter-Narcotics in Afghanistan, p.2. 
1020 Ibid., p. 13. 
1021 Ibid., p. 4. 
1022 Ibid., p. 17. 
1023 Testimony of David Mansfield, Independent Consultant and Fellow on the Afghanistan/Pakistan 
State Building and Human Rights Programme, Carr Centre, Kennedy School, Harvard University, 
Before the Sub Committee on National Security and Foreign Affairs, Committee on Oversight and 
Government Reform, ‘Challenging the Rhetoric: Supporting an Evidence Based Counter Narcotics 
Policy in Afghanistan’, (1 October 2009) p. 3. 
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the opportunity of locals connecting with the state thus strengthening ties between the 

populace and government. Therefore, where there are economic opportunities and a 

stable security and political environment, the likelihood of farmers returning to opium 

cultivation is considerably less. Consequently, where these conditions are not met in 

the more remote regions of Afghanistan the transition from opium to licit crops is far 

lengthier.1024 As there are various factors, which determine why a farmer plants poppy 

other than straightforward profit margins and different political and economic 

conditions throughout Afghanistan, counter narcotics approaches have to be tailored 

to suit specific needs. These factors were not appreciated fully by the international 

community and subsequently were not reflected in their counter narcotics strategies.  

 

The ‘opium problem’ cannot be solved in the short to medium term. Decreases 

in opium cultivation are realistic and sustainable if certain criteria are met. Politically, 

there needs to be trust in the state, low levels of corruption and the availability of 

public services. Economically, there needs to be alternatives to the opium trade, 

availability to markets and employment opportunities. There also needs to be a stable 

security environment where the levels of violence are low from state, anti-state and 

non-state actors. There needs to be a multi-faceted approach, which incorporates 

political, economic, and security provisions. What will not work are singular 

approaches; for example, eradication and forced bans cannot be sustained unless there 

is agricultural alternatives to poppies and access to markets.1025 Constrained by 

domestic and international recognition that success in counter narcotics would require 

a complex and long-term strategy, the British government transitioned their role as G8 

‘partner nation’ to the UNODC in 2011. With the success or failure of counter 

narcotics strategies being measured directly against levels of opium cultivation the 

political will of western nations to engaged with the topic is limited. Domestic 

political pressure to rising levels of cultivation prevents the implementation of long-

term strategies, where things might ‘get worse before they get better’ and in this case 

the British did not have the resources, capacity or will to continue in counter 

narcotics.  

																																								 																					
1024 Ibid., p. 5. 
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The formulation of Anglo-American counter narcotics policies in Afghanistan 

serves as a vivid example of a highly fractured and competitive policymaking process. 

Cohesion at every stage of the conflict was elusive with both governments divided 

along departmental lines and individual agency prevalent. This is demonstrated by the 

variety of actors within each government advocating and pursing different policies, 

for example, in the United States, the State Department, Pentagon, White House, 

Military and U.S. Embassy in Kabul were pursing different and often competing 

strategies. This work has made a significant contribution to the counter narcotics 

policymaking literature, and broadly, Anglo-American relations literature by 

highlighting internal debates present within British government over counter narcotics 

policy. Notwithstanding, a divide between the government and military over counter 

narcotics policy, few sources provide any detailed accounts of the divided nature of 

the British government over the policy. From 2001, many officials within the British 

government warned against involvement in fighting the Afghan opium trade. This 

opposition was maintained throughout the course of the intervention but was largely 

silenced because of the personal investment of Tony Blair in counter narcotics. 

Division was more pronounced in the American system as the Pentagon remained in 

control of the policy-process and shut down any attempts by the State Department to 

launch a Colombian style eradication programme. This division was replicated in the 

wider Anglo-American alliance as the British government – with the exception of 

Tony Blair - consistently argued against the introduction of aerial eradication. These 

examples demonstrated the negative impact that divisive policy positions had on the 

implementation of effective counter narcotics policies.  

 

A key thread of analysis has been developed throughout the study and 

provides an important example of individual agency in shaping the policymaking 

process in both counter narcotics and the wider military and reconstruction agendas.  

On both sides of the Atlantic, individual actors were able to influence the 

policymaking process to suit their own agenda despite the absence of governmental 

consensus. Tony Blair was one of earliest examples of the individual agency within 

the decision-making process. Prime Minister Blair abandoned the traditional foreign 

policy machinery and conducted informal policy sessions with his closest advisors 

and committed the UK to support wholeheartedly the Americans in their foreign 
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policy adventures in Afghanistan (and Iraq). On the other side of the Atlantic, Donald 

Rumsfeld skillfully shaped the reconstruction agenda of Afghanistan to suit the 

Pentagon’s objectives. Moreover, both actors played dominant roles in shaping the 

early Anglo-American counter narcotics policies. One of the most illustrative 

examples of individual agency was the cabal of right-wing State Department officials 

attempted to shape the direction of U.S. counter narcotics strategy to suit their own 

ideological beliefs. Robert B. Charles, Tom Schweich and William Wood had 

advocated Colombian style eradication as the solution to countering the Afghan 

opium industry and if it were not for the intervention of the British, Pentagon and 

Afghan government they would have succeeded.  

 

Counter narcotics and counter insurgency are not by their very nature 

incompatible practices. However, ill-conceived and ill-implemented counter narcotics 

policies can be disastrous for the effective implementation of counterinsurgency. The 

most widely used and pertinent example of this difficulty is mismanaged eradication 

efforts. When eradication efforts are not targeted properly and are directed against 

poor farmers with no alternative livelihood streams they can have disastrous 

consequences. Furthermore, if wealthy farmers evade eradication because of political 

connections or corruption this can server the link between state and population. The 

insurgency have skillfully tapped into this discontent and offered to protect opium 

fields from eradication teams. Therefore, not only are state-societal relations 

weakened insurgency-societal relations are strengthened.  

 

As explained elsewhere, this thesis is not primarily an exercise in assessing the 

success or failure of strategies in any general way. That is not the main expertise 

deployed here. What this study has done is to present in a more complete and 

compelling way than ever before how and why counter narcotics policies were 

developed and executed in Afghanistan. In other words, the thesis provides the 

detailed empirical evidence for those specialized in policy evaluation to do their work. 

Having said that, the present author tentatively suggests some of the lessons that can 

be learnt from this work. 

 

The case study of Anglo-American counter narcotics policies in Afghanistan 

may have several ‘generalisable’ lessons that can be applied to broader policy areas. 
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Part of the problem with the reconstruction of Afghanistan has been it has suffered 

from a lack of strategic clarity on the part of the international community. Before 

intervention, the international community was guilty of not thinking about what came 

after regime change. Regime change was in itself the goal; the American government 

did not consider in any great detail what Afghanistan would or should look like after 

the Taliban was toppled. Whilst the UK pledged not to abandon Afghanistan, there 

was a dearth of strategic vision of how to transition Afghanistan into a democracy or 

indeed a more suitable government than the Taliban. Perhaps the main lesson here is 

that due accord needs to be given to the question: What comes next? Exit strategies 

are important, but only if what is left behind is better than the state of affairs that 

justified the intervention in the first place. 

 

The information on Afghanistan and its people was woefully inadequate at 

every junctures of the conflict. Even as UK soldiers deployed to Helmand – four and 

a half years after intervention – the British, to their peril, had little knowledge of the 

structure of rural society, tribal politics or the insurgency. Similarly insufficient 

thought was given to the reconstruction of Afghanistan. The allies failed to appreciate 

the complexities or indeed even the fundamentals of Afghan society.  

 

Of course it is impossible to accurately predict the duration of a conflict but 

military planning cycles operated on an insufficient 12-month schedule. The war – as 

most wars are – was constrained by domestic political imperatives, that is to say, that 

the long-term strategies, which can transition post-conflict societies in a sustainable 

manner, are considered too time-consuming or politically expensive. As such 

intelligent attempts to reconstruct the parts of Afghan society that required attention 

failed. For example, rising levels of opium cultivation resulted in many commentators 

condemning the existing counter narcotics strategy as a failure and triggered calls 

from the State Department and members of the White House for the launch of an 

oppressive aerial eradication campaign. When in fact there should have been an 

acceptance that success with counter narcotics could take up to a generation to come 

to fruition.  

 

A further point might be that given the difficulties that arose between the 

United States and Britain, even though they had a special relationship, highlights the 
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difficulties of allied operations in difficult circumstances and clearly requires very 

careful coordination and supervision. 
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