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Meha Pant 
After the September 11 attacks, and especially after it was believed 
that Osama Bin Laden was hiding in Afghanistan, the whole 
country plunged in chaos, and accordingly, the role of Afghan 
opium in instigating the 'global chaos' was highlighted as well. 
According to the findings of the UN, the opium represented a 
major source of funding terrorism with an estimation of 65 billion 
dollar industry. Having a share of around 92 per cent in the 
production, Afghan opium leaves a trail of addiction throughout 
the land and it is estimated that it will continue to reach the 
flourishing markets. Antonio Maria Costa, the head of the UNODC 
had once stated that Afghanistan's opium was efficient enough to 
create a ‘perfect storm’ in the region, and such a statement can 
also be apparent in regard of the country's relations with other 
Central Asian neighbours.  

The disintegration of the Soviet Union had tumbled the 
communist power while giving birth to several new independent 
nations. These nations came up as the war in Afghanistan came to 
an end with Soviet withdrawal resulting into the American 
hegemony. While the rest of the world celebrated victory, the 
region was left in turmoil. The war had shattered the already 
dwindling Afghanistan's economy  and the Central Asian nations 
had not earned much for themselves with independence. 
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Other than the unequal distribution of resources amongst the five and a lost legacy, these states had 

nothing to hold on to. The presence of forces like that of the mujahedeen or Taliban in this war-torn 

nation contributed to further deepening of the problems and the region's future was not very 

promising.    While the Central Asian states took to revisiting their legacy beyond the times of the 

Soviet Union  and democratizing their nations, Afghanistan  slipped into the folds of warlords and 

opium production which seemed to be the only profitable business in the wake of the widespread 

drought.  

Along with the borders of Iran, which was already an established route for drug trafficking to 

Europe, a new route came up in the wake of the vacuum created by the Soviet Disintegration and 

that was through the Central Asian countries. This battle for drugs or against them was 

concentrated in the frontline states of Tajikistan and Turkmenistan sharing one of the most 

inhospitable border comprising of high mountains and widespread desserts which are very difficult 

to be secured. Separated only by the river Panj and impenetrable mountains, it is not very difficult 

for the drug traffickers to cross over and hide. As a result, various incidents of shootouts occur 

between the two parties. The Gorno-Badakshan region of Tajikistan and the Turkmen town of 

Kushka, apparently the southernmost point of the former Soviet Union, represent the highest point 

of both licit and illicit transit  into Central Asian realm. The cultural affiliation of the people on 

both sides of the borders helps facilitate the drug traffic and, in return, people are able to make 

some money and to improve their living conditions. 

Though there have been several attempts to secure the region through aid from the European 

countries and Russia which, at the same time,  are the biggest sufferers of drug trade with a large 

number of drug addicts, yet there are only around 10 guards for every 50 meters of surveillance. 

Well-equipped than the security forces these drug traffickers have made a hold over with the 

corrupt border officials. The situation has fallen down to such an extent that the roots of the drug 

mafia are as far as the officials on higher posts. In every border security guard is involved into the 

trade due to peer pressure and low wages or killed if he doesn’t abide.  
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The poverty-stricken borderland of Afghanistan and Central Asia, where there is no government 

amenity or control, has let them to alienate from the mainland process. Due to a persistent 

marginalization  of people,  drug trafficking often serves as an opportunity to earn some money . 

Poverty and unemployment, being endemic in this area, cause that more and more people are 

getting involved in the drug industry in order to use the existing business as a means for either 

earning a livelihood or getting away from the worst troubles.   It is not a surprise that the vast 

opium and heroin trade systematically endangers the political stability of the whole region. 

Moreover, the endangered political stability of the region is closely linked to the reign of terror 

across the Central Asian realm as a consequence  of ISIS trying to establish its dominance over the 

world which was also reflected in the recent attacks across Europe. Mr Pino Arlacchi (a senior UN 

official) stated that the Central Asian groups such as IMU or IJU – groups that can currently enjoy 

'a safe haven' in Afghanistan – aim to destabilize the political system, in consequence of which can 

easily link up with drug strugglers in order to finance their activity like Taliban in Afghanistan. 

Even though widespread corruption prevails in the region, there have been various initiatives trying 

to curb the present flow of drugs across the region. With the establishment of the UN drug control 

Agency in Tajikistan, the overall number of confiscated drugs has risen from kilos to tones, which 

illustrates how widespread smuggling is in this area. When the Central Asian leaders met at the 

Caspian Port of Aktau along with the Russian president in 2002, Kazakh President Nursultan 

Nazarbayev had stated that the Central Asian states in the wake of the rising drug threat and as a 

drug route would be keeping close security contacts. However; in consequence of the NATO 

withdrawal of 2014, the states of Central Asia fear that any initiative taken by them (along with the 

Afghan government) would be jeopardized, as a result of which the foreign ministers of Uzbekistan 

and Kazakhstan, Abdulaziz Kamilov and Erlan Idrissov, while addressing the UN General 

Assembly on 27 September 2015, put forward the threats to regional and global security from 

forces like that of  terrorism, extremism and drug trafficking emanating out of Afghanistan. 

  

Much has been said about the border security initiatives being taken on paper or otherwise by the 

Central Asian and Afghan authorities, it is the widespread lawlessness, corruption along with the 
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impenetrable borders which had helped these criminal groups to flourish and seizures being 

limited. The flow of drugs solely depends upon the production of opium in Afghanistan meaning 

that the higher is the production, the higher is the trafficking. Even though the government and 

international forces are constantly trying to solve this issue, they still have not provided any 

available alternative for the crops as there are many drought prone areas in Afghanistan. Hence, 

this will remain a challenge especially when it comes to the profitability of the opium cultivation. . 

In the past, it was the only till the border that Afghan drug traffickers would deliver the material to 

be taken further by the Central Asian groups, but now, in the current scenario, the Taliban and 

Afghan groups are living in Moscow for ensuring profitable trade. The scenario tends to worsen 

with hundreds of Afghan, Taliban and Central Asian extremist fighters from half a dozen extremist 

groups seizing control over the northern provinces of Afghanistan bordering Uzbekistan, 

Turkmenistan and Tajikistan. 
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