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oppy production in Afghanistan is
thriving ~ much to the consternation of
international law enforcement agencies
and western governments, who find
themselves with ever more plentiful supplies of
heroin being sold on their streets.
The area under opium cultivation in
\ Afghanistan surged 59 per cent to 165,000
b hectares in 2006, according to the 2006 UNODC
+ (UN Office on Drugs and Crime) Annual Opium
Survey. The opium harvest was an
unprecedented 6,100 tons, an increase of 49 per
¥ cent from 2005, making Afghanistan virtually
the sole supplier to the world.

While the traffickers pat their bulging wallets |#

contentedly and heroin users breathe a sigh of
relief that there is unlikely to be a drought or
price hike any time soon, not everyone is

b pleased. The UNODC, whose job it is to clamp
down on drug production, is exasperated.
Organisations such as the Senlis Council which
have lobbied consistently for the opium crop to
be diverted into legitimate medicinal usage are
frustrated and the farmers who grow the opium
aren’t jumping for joy either. They miss out on
the vast majority of the profits from their crop
and are conscious that the growing of opium
poppies is forbidden in Islam. The farmers say

they would be happy to grow an alternative crop f§

if it would provide them and their families with
some income or to grow opium for conversion to
medicinal morphine and codeine tablets to help
g make up the global shortfall of this drug in
“ health services.
However, the poppy distribution system
 within Afghanistan, from the farm gate to the
N country’s borders, is complex and dismantling it
is no easy matter.

HARVESTING
The trading process for the farmers may start
even before they've planted their crop. Those
who are experiencing severe economic hardship
may be forced to accept an advance payment

% _ from an opium trader in order to buy

easy.
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3 agricultural tools and feed their family through

the winter months which precede the harvest.
These farmers receive about half of what

‘ P farmers who don’t sell their crop until they’ve
4 I harvested it get.

Harvesting the crop is a slow and labour-

it} intensive process with individual workers

slashing the seed capsule of the poppy to release |

J the resin which is ‘milked’. The raw, wet opium /g

may then be sold at the farm gate, often to local

1
Y traders on motorcycles. Raw opium resin does |
\\ not usually travel far from the point of i

cultivation because it is bulky, heavy and smells
very distinctive, making detection in transit too

If farmers dry the opium after harvesting, it
increases the price they can get considerably.

The 2006 prices are US$ 94 for a kilo of fresh
opium and US$ 125 for a kilo of dry opium,
although the farmers only receive a fraction of
this price after bribes, security, and payment for §
debts have been deducted. According to Jorrit
Kamminga, head of policy research at the Senlis
Council, raw opium is either collected at the

B farm gate by wholesalers or taken by the farmers '

to local salesmen and/or local bazaars. The

o) Afghan wholesalers/refiners are also responsible
| for organising the processing and trafficking to

other countries.

MIDDLE MEN
The often large-scale traders take care of the
vital link between domestic production in
Afghanistan and the demand for opiates abroad.
This link is crucial as opium (and heroin) would
be virtually worthless inside Afghanistan. The
harvested opium is likely to pass through the
hands of around five different middle men
before it reaches the country’s borders with
central Asian, Pakistan and Iran — the three main

| transit countries for the drug. First it passes from

the farmer to the man on the motorbike. He sells
the opium to the man in the local bazaar who
then sells it on to someone running a small




What happens to Afghanistan’s burgeoning poppy crop once.it

opium trail

leaves the farmer’s gate and how long does it take'to'reach Europe?

Diane Taylor pieces together the opium tra
poppy farmers to the European gangsters
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way to the borders. ‘
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involved with the trade of opium and heroin are g

" either Afghan or ethnic foreign groups dealing A)

with their ethnic ‘brothers’, such as Afghan '

Uzbeks from Uzbekistan and Afghan Tajiks from &

‘ Tajikistan. The initial stage of the trafficking of ’ } -
| either opium or heroin does not generally _

. /4 include any real foreign groups such as Turkish

or Bulgarian drug traffickers. And Afghans are
not really engaged in long-distance trade.
Although there are more and more processing
. facilities within Afghanistan,much of the opium
4 still leaves Afghanistan as the raw material.

| PROCESSING
“The process of converting opium to morphine
and then to heroin is relatively simple,” says
Kamminga. “This means that often not even true

¥ chemists are involved but ‘cooks’ that are simply

| following recipes. Fixed or mobile processing
facilities have sprung up all over Afghanistan in
the past years. One of the reasons why
processing in Afghanistan is more and more
preferred is the general perception that it is less
risky to transport heroin than opium which is
bulky and has a distinct odour.”

Alan Roe of the Afghanistan Research and
Evaluation Unit, an independent research body,
says that the equipment needed to process the
raw opium is simple to set up and dismantle,
making detection by law enforcement agencies
within Afghanistan difficult. “Refining of raw
opium involves a process of boiling, straining
and drying the gum with some additives to
produce refined opiates or morphine,” says Roe.

8 “The production of heroin involves further
boiling and the addition of various chemicals.
These processes can be undertaken in

% somebody’s back yard in a 44 gallon drum,
so refineries are highly mobile and difficult to

s track down.”
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opium trail

T

-+ g Warlords and commanders are
normally not directly involved in the
trade and processing, but provide
protection and sponsor the processing
facilities. There is a well-established
poppy growing area in the south of the
country, focused on provinces like
Helmand, but in recent years farmers
in the north have begun growing
poppies too and the Afghan traffickers
and traders have established a
transport system to get the drug from
the north of the country to the south
where it can be prepared for export.
Some opium and heroin stays inside
Afghanistan, particularly opium, where
it is either consumed or stored for
future sales.

TRANSIT
In 2004, Afghanistan exported about
500 metric tons of morphine and
heroin and close to 1,000 metric tons of
opium.

About 30 percent is shipped via
central Asia, but the bulk is still transported
though Pakistan (46 per cent) and Iran (24 per
cent), after which it goes to Turkey (directly or via
Iraq) and then onwards to western Europe. The
bulk of the opium is trafficked through Iran
(around 9o per cent). A sizeable chunk of this

opium and heroin is consumed in Iran and ‘traffickers
Pakistan, where there are large numbers of have a gOOd
problematic drug users.

At the start of these transit routes, other grasp of

groups become involved in the heroin and opium their

trade, such as the Turkish and Bulgarian mafias, customers’
who haye no control within or close to needs and
Afghanistan. They start to muscle in on the h tailored
lucrative action as soon as the drugs reach the avetailore
neighbouring countries of Afghanistan and go on the gradual
to the Russian Federation, eastern Europe and release of
western Europe.

It is down to the traffickers to decide how the dmg
much of the drugs to release onto the market and onto the
when. Not much is known about how these streets’

decisions are made, but the trafficking groups
working outside of Afghanistan have a better
understanding of the consumer markets than the
traffickers in Afghanistan or its nearby region.

STOCKPILE

UK Customs and Excise officials believe that the
average time it takes between harvesting and
appearance on the streets of the UK is a year and a
half. The fact that street prices for heroin have
remained fairly constant in the last couple of years
and that users and dealers have rarely reported
heroin droughts suggest that the traffickers have a
good grasp of their customers’ needs and have
tailored the gradual release of the drug onto the
streets carefully. The different harvest times for
the crop in different parts of the country —~ April
and May in the south and the east and July and
August in the north east and central regions, also
helps to ensure continuity of supply.

In the 1980s and 1990s
farmers and the general
population knew who was
in control — variously the
Soviets, the Northern
Alliance, the Taliban. But
now there are no longer
such clear demarcation
lines and farmers are
hedging their bets. Jorrit
Kamminga sees this as the
perfect opportunity to
divert the poppy crop from
illicit to licit.

“We have to look at the
only level where there now
is control in Afghanistan ~
the village level. A poppy
licensing system could be
monitored and controlled
relatively easily by the
Afghan people themselves.
The ability to produce high-
level opium at the village
level and to control the
system at this level should be investigated along
with the ability to convert opium directly into
medicine such as codeine in the area and fulfill
the demand either within Afghanistan or
elsewhere to use opium-based products in
hospitals.”

Antonio Maria Costa, director of the UNODC,
has issued a dire warning to the world’s health
authorities to prepare for a significant increase in
the number of deaths from heroin overdoses
following the dramatic surge in opium production in
Afghanistan: “This is likely to prompt a substantial
increase in the number of deaths by overdose as
addicts are not used to injecting doses containing
such high concentrations of the drug,” he said.

SOLUTIONS

He says governors and police officials presiding
over opium-growing provinces should be removed,
arrested and charged, while drug-free areas should
be rewarded with more substantial and more
visible development aid. He also called on western
governments to do more to curb drug abuse in their
countries. “Heroin habits in the West put huge
sums of money into the pockets of criminals and
insurgents who destabilise Afghanistan and kill
soldiers and civilians alike,” he said.

From the poppy fields of Afghanistan to the
streets of any UK city, taking in most parts of the
process in between, there seem to be more losers
than winners in the production process of one of
the world’s most valuable agricultural
commodities. Perhaps it is time for a major rethink
to prevent drug users dying on the streets, to help
the poppy farmers struggling to survive and to
change the current situation where the vast
majority of the world's population who get cancer
and other painful conditions have no access to
morphine, the best painkiller known to humanity.

Diane Taylor is a freelance journalist
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