£ _19
' O -"Uru:ga

This article is based on the
master § degree research of Erik
Dontkersloot under supervi-
sion of both co-authors.

Cornet Erik H.F. Donkersloot is an
officer cadet at the Royal Netherlands
Defense Academy, Breda. He holds
an M.A. from Utrecht University,
Netherlands.

Dr. Maj. Sebastiaan Rietjens is an as-
sistant professor at the Royal Nether-
lands Defense Academy. His focus is
civil-military interaction during peace
operations, most notably Afghanistan,
which he has visited several times. His
latest book is Managing Civil-Military
Cooperation: A 24/7 Joint Effort for
Stability.

Dr. Christ Klep is a military historian
specializing in Dutch peace support
operations. His research analyzes,
among other topics, the aftermath
of three peace support operations
gone wrong: Somalia, Rwanda, and
Srebrenica. He holds a Ph.D. from
Utrecht University, Netherlands.
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In fact, there has been only one society that has not engaged in the cultivation
or development of intoxicants: the Eskimo.

—David MacDonald, Drugs in Afghanistan

A major European producer of synthetic drugs, including ecstasy, and cannabis
cultivator, important gateway for cocaine, heroin, and hashish entering Europe,
major source of US-bound ecstasy; large financial sector vulnerable to money
laundering, significant consumer of ecstasy. !

NITS RENOWNED FACTBOOK the CIA paints a grave picture of the
Netherlands as almost a semi-narco state.” In fact, drugs are the first thing
that comes to the minds of many Americans when they think of the Nether-
lands. In an ironic twist of history, both countries found themselves fighting
drugs and criminal drug networks as contributors to the International Security
Assistance Force (ISAF) mission in Afghanistan. This leads to an interesting
question: how did the Dutch perceive the war against drugs in this Central
Asian country? Could a specific “Dutch Approach” be discerned here?
Poppy production in Afghanistan creates an awkward dilemma. On one
hand, it offers a stable income to Afghan farmers. Sociologist David Mac-
donald writes that it is “a cash crop with a hard currency value and easy to
transport and sell [and] relatively drought resistant.”® On the other hand,
Afghanistan is responsible for 90 percent of worldwide poppy production
and is the biggest exporter of this raw material for heroin and morphine.
The drug network is complex. Afghan farmers sell their poppy or opium
through intermediates. Drugs are smuggled out of Afghanistan through
bazaars, with the help of corrupt government officials and armed militia.
Not until the year 2000 did the Taliban ban the growth of poppy, but the
production has simply moved to areas that were outside Taliban control.
Moreover, the resulting limited supply of poppy caused the farm-gate price
to increase even further. More than ever, Afghanistan can be characterized as
amafia-like narco state, operated by domestic and international drug cartels.
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(U.S. Marine Corps, Sgt. Jesse Stence)

The drug problem is one of the most important
issues that the United States, UN, ISAF, Afghan
government, and nongovernmental organizations
have had to address to make their comprehensive
approach succeed.* In 2002, the United Kingdom
was formally appointed as lead nation for the
counternarcotics policy in Afghanistan. Yet, in
2007 opium production reached a high of 8,200
tons.” In the last two years the total number of
acres planted in poppy decreased. However, this
was not the case in the unstable southern provinces,
and it is precisely there that the insurgency is at its
most severe. In fact, there is a surplus of opium in
Afghanistan’s south.

The negative effects are evident: social, eco-
nomic, and political destruction, partly because the
opposing militant forces gain up to 50 percent of
their revenues from the drug trade.® Corruption of
government officials is endemic, and fueled by this
drug trade. Politicians fear loss of popular support if
they take strong measures against poppy production.

COUNTERNARCOTICS

A very dedicated and robust counternarcotics
strategy is needed to tackle this fundamental prob-
lem. In the past, many different strategies were
developed to fight drugs in countries such as Colom-
bia (cocaine) and Myanmar (opium). The number
of international drug enforcement organizations,
conventions, and treaties is steadily increasing, and
many different methods have been investigated. For
example, the think tank Senlis Council argues that
Afghan drugs could be used for medical purposes.’

The Afghan Anti-Drug Policy

The official Afghan anti-drug policy is laid
down in the 2006 National Drug Control Strategy
(NDCS).* Although the Ministry of Counter Nar-
cotics is responsible for executing this strategy, the
ministry depends on the Ministries of the Interior
and Defense, as these run the Afghan Army; police,
including the Counter Narcotics Police of Afghani-
stan; and the Afghan Eradication Force, which is
responsible for the destruction of poppy fields.

An Afghan National Security Force member eradicates poppy in northern Marjah, Helmand Province, Afghanistan, 26
March 2011.
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Afghan anti-drug policy has not yet led to satis-
fying results. The question arises as to where the
bottlenecks are and what approach can lead to suc-
cess. This article focuses on two important pillars
of the NDCS—eradication and interdiction.’ Eradi-
cation includes the actual destruction of poppy
fields, while interdiction focuses on eliminating
drug traders and finding drug laboratories and the
raw materials used in the production of heroin.
Interdiction further includes anti-corruption activi-
ties and the establishment of special police units.

A comparison of both pillars is even more
interesting if we take into account that since 2008,
NATO has shifted its focus in Afghanistan from
eradication to interdiction. The reasons for this
become apparent when you look at the example of
Uruzgan Province, where the Dutch had respon-
sibility from the summer of 2006 to the summer
0f 2010.

Uruzgan Province remains a problematic prov-
ince, despite a seven percent decrease in poppy
production in 2009.'° The most important crop in
Uruzgan is still poppy, which, according to the UN
Office on Drugs and Crime, overshadows all other
crops in the province.!' Almost two-thirds of the
population earns part of its income from growing
poppy. Dutch Task Force Uruzgan was not actively
involved in the eradication of poppy fields, but the
drug-related problems did have serious negative
consequences for the Dutch mission. '

Eradication

“Why don 't you shoot us now? If you cut down
my fields, we will all die anyway!”

Most Afghan farmers do not want to depend on
the central Afghan government for their means of
existence. In their eyes, the government is corrupt
and inefficient, while poppy provides a more or
less stable revenue. Tradition and social status
often strengthen this choice: poppy is not seen as

The most important crop in
Uruzgan is still poppy, which...
overshadows all other crops in
the province.
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something immoral. It is a hardy crop and easy to
transport and store. Local tradesmen collect the
poppy after the harvest, freeing the farmers from
any further obligations.

Eradication is a so-called drug-supply reduction
tool within the Afghan NDCS strategy and is effec-
tive because the threat of eradication stimulates
farmers to choose legal crops. Aerial spraying
with pesticides is the most cost efficient method
for eradication. However, most ISAF countries
refrain from using this method because of'its nega-
tive propaganda effect and because it can decrease
the fertility of the soil. Eradication on the spot is
emphasized, either using bare hands and heavy
tools, or simply through burning. As a rule, farmers
do not receive any compensation (or in exceptional
cases a small onetime payment) for their eradicated
poppy: legal behavior is not rewarded. The NDCS
also states that eradication should take place early
in the season, before the poppy flowers, to enable
farmers to plant other crops.

Most experts believe that eradication is inef-
ficient and rather counterproductive.'* Farmers
are simply too dependent on growing poppy.
Only in a few cases do farmers allow their fields
to be destroyed voluntarily. Almost all eradica-
tion is forced, an approach through which NDCS
policy—urged on by ISAF—tries to give this
instrument an “Afghan face.”'

It is therefore difficult to illustrate the “success”
of the eradication approach in unambiguous num-
bers. The Afghan government and international
community realize this. A sharp decrease in the
number of acres planted in poppies, for example,
may not be a true indicator of success. It is easy
to relocate poppy to areas controlled by opposing
militant forces. As expressed by leading Afghani-
stan experts Barnett Rubin and Jake Sherman,
“Eradication promotes the geographical spread of
cultivation.”'® Moreover, the amount of harvested
poppy per acre may differ per season based on
growing conditions. And then there is the problem
that opium can easily be stored for long periods in
time of overproduction. In seasons with a produc-
tion shortage, the prices increase again. The crop is
too dynamic to draw clear conclusions with regard
to the “success” or “failure” of eradication.

The negative consequences of eradication are
even more apparent. First, poppy prices increase
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(U.S. Marine Corps CPL Aaaron Rooks)

U.S. Marines assigned to Alpha Company, 2nd Reconnais-
sance Battalion, Marine Expeditionary Brigade-Afghanistan,
pour gasoline on bags of poppy seed before destroying
them during Operation Butler at Salaam Bazaar, Helmand
Province, Afghanistan, 6 October 2009.

rather than decrease—scarcity leads to increased
market value. This attracts new drug networks and
creates conflicts between farmers, who can profit
from eradicating the fields of rival farmers. Second,
eradication further increases the debt burden of
poppy farmers. They often contract considerable
loans from drug lords that partly have to be paid off
in poppy. Third, eradication strengthens opposing
militant forces, not only financially, but also militar-
ily and politically: they are the ones transporting and
selling the drugs. As the U.S. special representative
for Pakistan and Afghanistan Richard Holbrooke
observed, “Eradication might destroy some acreage,
but it didn’t reduce the amount of money the Taliban
got by one dollar.””'” Moreover, eradication stimulates
farmers to join militant forces, simply because they
do not have an alternative. Fourth, eradication fuels
social unrest and tribal tensions. Farmers oppose the
authorities and eradication teams, sometimes with
deadly results. Some provincial governors profit
from eradicating certain areas, while others, out of
self-interest, do not do anything. The fields of strong
local powerbrokers are often left alone. To “score,”
local authorities eradicate poppy fields of smaller
farmers, who can hardly defend themselves.

To what extent did these concerns apply to the
“Dutch province” of Uruzgan? To begin with, the
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Dutch government has never been very supportive
of this short-term and unpopular instrument: eradi-
cation cannot, on its own and without alternatives,
offer a long-term solution, and it clashes heavily
with the hearts-and-minds approach and Afghan
reconstruction.'® The Dutch government argues that
ISAF troops are not tasked to destroy drugs. There-
fore, Task Force Uruzgan did not want to dedicate
scarce military resources to it. Taking this position,
the Dutch contradicted American and British policies
that were in favor of eradication.

Task Force Uruzgan could not avoid the problem
entirely: eradication was an important pillar of the
NDCS strategy, and the task force was ultimately
there to support the Afghan government. The task
force dealt very little with the eradication teams,
which mainly consisted of Afghans and employees
of the American firm DynCorp. In April 2007, the
Dutch supported and protected an eradication team,
but this was more or less it. The bulk of the eradica-
tion actions were assigned by provincial governor
Asadullah Hamdam. Through its political advisors,
Task Force Uruzgan consulted almost daily with
the governor.

The Netherlands and Task Force Uruzgan con-
ducted eradication as effectively and neutrally as
possible to minimize damage to the small farmers.
However, this did not always work out, and several
incidents occurred. For example, while Chief of
Police Juma Gul eradicated several poppy fields on
arandom basis, some eradication activities were not
tribe-neutral. Task Force Uruzgan feared that the
fields of the Popolzai tribe would not be touched
because president Karzai was a member of this
tribe. Indeed, only a fraction of the 2,000 acres of
poppy fields intended for destruction was eradicated
in the end.

The case of Uruzgan shows us that eradication is a
drug-supply reduction tool that can cause far-reaching
tribal and social problems, disturbing the fragile bal-
ance of power in the province. It is a means for power
politics rather than to reduce the growth of poppy.

Interdiction

“It’s time to switch focus. We are looking too
much at cultivation and not enough at the top of
the drug networks.”?®

From late 2008, the Afghan government and
international community acknowledged that the
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alternative strategy of a focus on interdiction could
lead to faster results. This approach is not directly
aimed at fighting the production of poppy itself, but
focuses on paralyzing the trade in opium, heroin, and
other drugs through localizing and destroying opium
bazaars, warehouses, laboratories, and chemicals.
Other means include the arrest of drug traders and
enforcement of drug related corruption at all levels.
ISAF’s role is mainly one of military support such
as protection, intelligence, training, and logistics
rather than combating drug-related corruption or
proactively carrying out interdiction operations.
The trade networks at which interdiction is
aimed are often complex and multilayered. Opium
traders (often local warlords) loan money to farm-
ers to make them financially dependent. So-called
farm-gate traders (kamishankars)—often two to
four per village—collect the poppy from the farm-
ers. Usually they live in the same village and are
well known to one another. The village traders
sell their product at opium bazaars to local traders
(area traders), who in turn sell it to provincial trad-
ers. These have close connections to international
drug networks that process poppy extracts into

opiates (almost two thirds of the poppy is pro-
cessed domestically into the much higher-valued
heroin) and smuggle it to Pakistan, Iran, or the
Central Asian republics (see figure). There are an
estimated 1,000 traders active at the middle and
higher levels of government and approximately 30
at Afghanistan’s top level.?® At all levels corrupt
officials and militant forces facilitate the transport.
The number of drug laboratories is estimated to
be in the hundreds. They are often mobile, hard
to pinpoint, and protected by hired insurgents.
Processing is relatively simple, despite the need
for an experienced “chef” to mix the so-called
precursor chemicals.

Compared to eradication, interdiction is—at
least on paper—Iless aggressive towards the
Afghan population. It hardly touches Afghan
farmers, and therefore creates less hostility among
ordinary Afghans. The NDCS states that interdic-
tion “will help to decrease pressure on poor farm-
ers who may have no option but to grow poppy
in order to feed their families.”?? To support this,
special police units and a counternarcotics tribunal
are being set up, as well as several prisons.

Estimated heroin flows from Asia to the world [in tons)
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Unfortunately, very little effort is put into fighting
the often drug-related corruption in Afghanistan.
Despite all promises made by the government of
President Karzai and the NDCS policy, the speedy
creation of an Afghan state framework is still more
important than forceful control of corruption. At
the time of this writing, the latter is still being post-
poned. In particular “functional corruption” at the
lowest levels—such as bribing eradication teams to
spare certain fields or underpaid local police to look
the other way at their checkpoints—is endemic.
Confiscated drugs still often make their way into the
networks. At the highest level there is also a great
deal of corruption. One of the most infamous cor-
rupt politicians was Ahmed Wali Karzai (who was
killed in July 2011), half brother of the president
and head of the Kandahar Provincial Council.?
Rubin and Sherman describe the complex corrup-
tion network as follows:

The small traders who come to the village
have to pay the police (or bandits) whom
they pass on the road, who pass a share up
to their superiors. The police chief of the
district may have to pay a large bribe to
the Ministry of the Interior in Kabul to be
appointed to a poppy production district; he
may also have paid a member of parliament
or another influential person to introduce
him to the right official in Kabul. These offi-
cials may also have paid bribes (“political
contributions”) to obtain a position where
they can make such money.*

Hardly any offender appearing before the coun-
ternarcotics tribunal is a truly important link in the
drug chain. Many experts believe that one should not
judge Afghan corruption by Western standards: it is
“a way of life.” Despite this, eradication, more than
interdiction, proves to be an instrument with poten-
tially far reaching political and social consequences.
It directly affects the gigantic financial flows and
major political authorities. The Afghan government
believes that at the moment the country is not safe
enough to address the interconnected problems of
drugs and corruption thoroughly.

Interdiction faces further bottlenecks, some of
which also apply to eradication. First, the produc-
tion of poppy itself is not reduced substantially. This
is because the interception of drugs or the arrest of
traders does not decrease the demand for poppy or
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opium. Second, interdiction also facilitates power
politics by powerbrokers: it is easily used to elimi-
nate personal, tribal, or political enemies. Third,
interdiction will most probably only strengthen
opposing militant forces. The inconsequential
and corrupt execution of interdiction produces a
lot of propaganda that Taliban and other militant
forces can use. A no-nonsense approach by the
authorities would take away the incomes of many
Afghans, thereby making them easy recruits for
these forces. In addition, as the risk of poppy pro-
duction and trade increases, it is easier for these
forces to demand more money to protect smuggling
routes and laboratories. A fourth bottleneck is that
a repressive interdiction policy will evoke funda-
mental political resistance. Corrupt politicians are
affected financially and could start aligning with
opposing militant forces. Fifth, and closely con-
nected to the previous bottlenecks, interdiction may
have negative consequences for popular support of
the counterinsurgency strategy. The local popula-
tion will be less willing to share information with
ISAF troops. A last bottleneck is the lack of military
capacity to carry out interdiction operations fully.
The sad truth is that in 2009 only one percent of
the 1,300 tons of the precursor chemical anhydride
acid was intercepted.?

The interplay of bottlenecks—ranging from
practical problems to fundamental resistance to
engaging top officials—is also the case in Uruz-
gan Province. Little by little, Task Force Uruzgan
increased its involvement in interdiction opera-
tions. However, the Netherlands has consistently
emphasized that drug enforcement is primarily an
Afghan responsibility and that interdiction can only
succeed as part of a comprehensive drug strategy.
From 2008 onward, cooperation between the task
force and the other drugs enforcers such as the
U.S. Drug Enforcement Administration intensified.
Also, starting in the summer of 2008, a Dutch civil-
ian counternarcotics expert has been permanently
deployed to the task force. A Dutch commander

...a repressive interdiction
policy will evoke fundamental
political resistance.
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An OH-58D Kiowa Warrior helicopter soars overhead near a poppy field during a mission, Kandahar Province, Afghanistan,

24 April 2011.

remarked, “Interdiction is closely connected to intel-
ligence activities. We did have good intelligence, but
most information was not approached from a coun-
ternarcotics perspective. Having this expert enabled
us to do this.”* Although the Dutch government
continued to support stronger interdiction, this hardly
materialized in Uruzgan. Despite an intensified
approach, the Afghan authorities and Task Force
Uruzgan intercepted less than 1,000 kilos of opium
in 2009. There were hardly any results from tracing
and destroying opium bazaars (such as in the main
population centers of Tarin Kowt and Deh Rawood),
laboratories, and chemicals. Occasionally the task
force discovered small amounts of poppy during
combat operations, but this appeared to be mostly
a matter of luck. A Dutch officer stated, “While
searching for contraband, you also find poppy. We
discovered a significant amount of kilograms, but
this was only a fraction of the total amount.”?” The
policy is to destroy the found poppy on the spot. The
population could otherwise start speculating that the
poppy was to be resold again. Despite Dutch efforts,
Uruzgan remained an important transit province to
Helmand and Iran. The most important drug routes
around Tarin Kowt, Deh Rawood and Shahidi Hassas
were not touched. Laboratories were mostly located
in areas that were outside the control of the task force,
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i.e., outside the so-called “inkspots” or Afghan
development zones. This makes them difficult to
trace. As international affairs expert Fabrice Pothier
writes,
The idea that some ISAF troops—mostly
American, British, Canadian and Dutch—
could engage only in “surgical interdiction
strikes” against heroin labs and trafficking
networks is more rhetorical than realistic.
These facilities are embedded in a complex
local environment, and any attacks will
likely involve collateral damage.”*®
It is difficult to assess and predict the effectiveness
of interdiction as a tool, as it is still only in the start-
up phase. The Netherlands and Task Force Uruzgan
have at least been aware of the bottlenecks. Arresting
suspected key leaders, such as warlord Matiullah
Khan, might well have created large-scale instability
in the province. The political will to take these risks
has been (and still is) lacking. This is understandable.
“The situation in Uruzgan is still not safe,” stated
a Dutch officer in 2009, a year before the Dutch
task force left. “To establish a safe environment we
badly need the battle group [i.e., the infantry bat-
talion within the task force]. This battle group has
other priorities and cannot permit itself to actively
deal with the drug problem.””
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Eradication and Interdiction: A
Comparison

The conclusion is obvious: eradication and inter-
diction are both drug-supply reduction tools with
(potentially) major and unpredictable economic,
political, social, tribal, and military consequences.
Before 2008, the NDCS emphasized eradication.
From 2008 onwards, the emphasis was mainly on
interdiction. The Dutch government and Task Force
Uruzgan also preferred the latter as the main drug
enforcement instrument. At the same time, they
were aware that interdiction launched too early
would have negative results.

It makes sense to prefer interdiction to eradica-
tion, as the former touches upon the heart of the
matter. To begin with, the interdiction instrument
has a far smaller number of targets than eradication.
Within the latter, all poppy farmers and fields are
a target. Interdiction offers more possibilities for
quick results through engaging traders and interme-
diates, who benefit from instability.** Moreover, it
is less advantageous to opposing militant forces as
it ultimately alienates the population less. Interdic-
tion is cheaper than the often-extensive eradication
campaigns. This does require a well-functioning
intelligence apparatus. Third, the traders and
intermediates collect over 75 percent of the drug
revenues, while eradication mainly victimizes poor

COUNTERNARCOTICS

farmers and forces up the prices. As a result, inter-
diction will lead to a quicker financial breakdown
of the Afghan drug networks. Fourth, interdiction
broadcasts a more positive signal than eradica-
tion: it opens the hunt for drug traders and corrupt
politicians rather than for poor farmers. This again
enhances the legitimacy of the Afghan govern-
ment. In the long term the demand for poppy will
decrease more quickly through interdiction than
it would through eradication, simply because, ide-
ally, drug trafficking becomes too risky in relation
to the revenues.

In conclusion, interdiction suits winning the
hearts and minds of the local population much
better than eradication. However, Task Force
Uruzgan could only play second fiddle and assist
the “owner” of the problem—the Afghan govern-
ment—with intelligence, materiel, and practical
support. Alignment of intelligence capacity, com-
bined with greater attention in pre-deployment
training to the role and structures of drug networks,
can support this. In any event, interdiction will
only be effective in the long run if it is combined
with other drug enforcement pillars, such as the
creation of an effective judicial apparatus and
credible economic development, including the
development of alternative crops. In this process,
patience is key. MR
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