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“FILE ON 4” 

 

Transmission:  Tuesday 24 June 2008 

Repeat:  Sunday 29 June 2008 

 

Producer:  David Lewis 

Reporter:  Kate Clark 

Editor:   David Ross 

 

CLARK: Afghanistan produces drugs on an unprecedented 

scale.  The statistics are staggering.  It’s the source of more than 90% of the global supply of 

opium and heroin.  One in seven of the population is involved in growing opium poppy and 

opium is the country’s biggest export.  Profits from the narco-industry are vast, and that 

money is spawning monsters. 

 

KHODAIDAD: The drugs is very important in Afghanistan.  It fuels 

the enemy, Al-Qaeda and the Taliban.  It fuels the drug traffickers, it fuels the big warlords, 

it fuels and supports the corrupt officers. From my point of view, drugs is more dangerous 

than terrorism in Afghanistan. 

 

CLARK: For the last nine months, the BBC has been given 

exclusive access to the Afghan counter-narcotics operation and the support given by its main 

international partner, Britain.   

 

COWPER-COLES: This isn’t, for us, a moral crusade.  It’s a question of 

our national interest and the Afghan national interest.  An interest in civility, security and 

eventually prosperity. 
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CLARK: In this week’s File on 4, we investigate Britain’s 

counter-narcotics policy in Afghanistan and we ask whether it can make any dent in the 

largest narco-economy the modern world has ever known.  

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

ACTUALITY OF WEIGHING SCALES  

 

CLARK:  You need a large pair of scales to weigh out drug 

seizures in Afghanistan.  Colonel Qadir, deputy head of the counter-narcotics police in 

Helmand, has just returned from raiding a lab, where raw opium was being processed into 

morphine.      

 

QADIR [VIA INTERPRETER]: We had a preferred target and we got inside the 

compound.  We have not faced any problem in the opposition, because we had a lot of 

manpower.  When we got there, they were actually making drugs.   

 

CLARK: They need a tractor to carry all the equipment and 

sacks that have been seized from the laboratory and the police have made an arrest. 

 

QADIR [VIA INTERPRETER]: We don’t know the exact amount, but the waste was 

4,000 kg.  It means that they have produced a lot of drugs.  The prisoner said that they bring 

450 kg of opium and make it morphine through the night.  When I asked the prisoner, he said 

that we used to be five men permanently working in this laboratory.  If they make the 

morphine in the night, they move it immediately after making it. 

 

CLARK:   Unfortunately for the counter-narcotics effort, 

processing opium is reasonably straightforward.  The counter-narcotics police say this lab 

was just one of hundreds across Helmand province.  What they’ve seized is a drop in the 

ocean.  Nevertheless, David Wright, a retired British police officer who’s working with the 

force, is pleased.    
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WRIGHT:  They received intelligence, an informant actually told 

them where a laboratory was.  They went and they carried out a raid.  They’ve worked 

together as an Afghan police force and they’ve done a good job.  We’re starting to build a 

picture.  We’re going to see prisoners being interviewed, we’ll find out what he was doing, 

why he was doing it, who he’s working for.  It’s people like that who actually give us a 

flavour as to what the state of the opium market is. 

 

CLARK:   The UK has been the lead nation supporting Afghan 

counter-narcotics since the fall of the Taliban.  But in the last two years, it has seriously 

renewed its efforts – it’s spending more than a quarter of a billion pounds over three years. 

That’s in addition to military spending and the general aid budget.  Sir Sherard Cowper-

Coles is one of the UK’s most senior diplomats and was brought in to lead a major overhaul 

of the entire British effort, as the Kabul ambassador. 

 

COWPER-COLES: We are raising our game on Counter Narcotics.  We’re 

understanding the poppy economy better, we’re understanding the relationship between it 

and the insurgency better, we’re understanding the society in which the poppy economy is so 

prominent better.  It’s a question of gradually extending security, governance, the rule of law 

without being starry-eyed about these things in a society that’s been broken by thirty years of 

war.  And when and where that happens, we see they move out of poppy cultivation. 

 

CLARK:  Britain is providing mentors and training at every 

level of the criminal justice system – from police to prosecutors.  It’s strengthening counter-

narcotics institutions – the ministry, the specialised courts and legal teams.  And it’s putting 

money into trying to find alternative crops for poppy farmers.  This is a war with many 

fronts.   

 

ACTUALITY IN PLANE 

 

CLARK: I’m flying over Helmand, in southern Afghanistan, 

and you realise just how vast this province is.  It’s where the bulk of British troops are 

deployed, and there’s a lot of rocky desert and scrub, and then suddenly you see clusters of 

one-storey mud-built houses in walled compounds, and then intense patches or whole 

swathes of green. 



 

4 

ACTUALITY ON FARM 

   

FARMER [VIA INTERPRETER]:  This year, I have cultivated poppy on my land.  I’m 

expecting to harvest between 50 and 60 kilos of opium. 

 

CLARK:  This farmer is from Marja, in the heart of the poppy 

growing belt of southern Afghanistan.  It’s harvest time and the delicate pink flowers of the 

poppy have blown away, leaving enlarged bulbous seed heads.  These contain a white, milky 

secretion, which is opium. 

   

FARMER [VIA INTERPRETER]: We scratch the poppy to let the liquid flow out.  We 

do that in the afternoon and then leave it until the next morning. If we collect it too soon, the 

opium dealers and smugglers complain that it hasn't seasoned enough.  The poppy from our 

village is famous because it makes red opium.  The smugglers really like it.  

 

CLARK: The United Nations estimates that 14% of the Afghan 

population is involved in growing poppy.  In Helmand province that rises to 80%.  

  

FARMER [VIA INTERPRETER]: Everyone cultivates poppy here - you, me, everyone. 

Government officials, Taliban, everyone is infected with this disease.  

 

CLARK:  Last year, Helmand alone produced half of 

Afghanistan’s total poppy crop.  It’s also centre of processing and smuggling.  

 

ACTUALITY AT POLICE COMPOUND 

  

WRIGHT: We’re actually at the counter-narcotics police 

compound, and we have the drugs store which is buried underground here, and we have a 

couple of tons of opium and about a hundred kilos of heroin down there. 

 

CLARK:  David Wright used to run the firearms division of 

Britain’s Serious Organised Crime Agency.  In January, the day after he retired, he flew to 

Helmand to start a new job, as mentor to the counter-narcotics police.   
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WRIGHT: Just round the corner here, we have sacks, which is  

the hashish. Must be 14 tons of it in sacks and piles.  It’s too big to put in the store. 

The province is 220km from top to bottom, which I suppose is from the Scottish borders 

down to the Midlands, which is a huge area.  And we worked out that on an average day, 

there’s at least ten tons of opium travelling around Helmand.  The counter narcotics police 

have about 32 staff.  What we take for granted as basic normal police work just doesn’t 

operate out here, because it’s a war zone. We know actually getting out there and being in a 

position to recover the opium is very difficult.  

 

CLARK:  The Afghan police that David Wright is working with 

have just a couple of offices, crumbling barracks and a cell block which has the flimsiest-

looking padlock on the door.  

 

ACTUALITY AT CELL BLOCK 

 

WRIGHT: So we’re now in the actual cell block, and the ceiling, 

the plaster on the ceiling is falling down, and it’s not very secure. 

 

CLARK:  Part of David Wright’s role is acting as a champion 

for these Afghan police, applying pressure to the system, liaising, coaxing - trying to get 

them what they’re entitled to. On the day I visited, he was reporting back to the head of the 

Helmand counter-narcotics police, Colonel Fazel. 

 

WRIGHT: The AK47s.  We asked for twenty. We argued and we 

eventually got 10.  He’s refused the actual automatic pistols. You are entitled to them. I have 

a copy of the … here that actually says you’re entitled to Smith and Wessons, you’re entitled 

to 68; AK47s, you’re entitled to 68 …. 

 

FAZEL [VIA INTERPRETER]: He says that we got the rifles from Colonel Tor Jan 

through you.  If you didn’t mention this to Tor Jan, we wouldn’t have got this. 
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WRIGHT: One of our mentors is going to see General Andiwal 

tomorrow.  They’re going to bring this up, that you’re not getting the support you need.  It’s 

unforgivable that you’re putting people in harm’s way and they haven’t got the protection.  

You need support and we will try and help. 

  

CLARK:  Colonel Fazel is remarkably cheerful for someone 

working in one of the most exposed jobs in Afghanistan.  He’d just been refused a transfer.  

He said his boss said he was doing too well.    

 

FAZEL [VIA INTERPRETER]: It’s a really dangerous job for me.  Some of my 

friends and relatives are telling me don’t do this, because a lot of people want to kill you, but 

I’m happy. I tell them, I used to have a few enemies - now it’s the whole of Helmand 

province. 

 

CLARK:  The counter-narcotics police are part of a whole range 

of specialised counter narcotics agencies.  They include a commando force, prosecutors and 

judges.  There’s also a court and detention facilities.  The hope is that these agencies can be 

protected from drug-related corruption.  David Wright hopes the counter narcotics police 

will also prove more effective than their mainstream counterparts. 

  

WRIGHT: The counter-narcotics police, we’re trying to refocus 

them, as opposed to being a very reactive police force where they’re dealing with arrests and 

recoveries, which in the main are made by local police or the army.  What we would like to 

do is make them proactive, where they actually make the running themselves.  They don’t 

wait for something to happen.  They actually go out and target and focus on the people who 

are committing the crimes, taking the facts to the people who are making the profits. 

 

CLARK: What’s the regular police, the Afghan National Police, 

the ANP?  What are they like? 

 

WRIGHT: The ANP is about two thousand strong and they man 

checkpoints and there are some pretty dire checkpoints, very low standards there.  There are 

rumours that up to 60% of the local police, the ANP, are heroin addicts, which isn’t 

conducive to carrying out effective policing. 
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CLARK: The Ministry of Interior is carrying out a major reform 

of the mainstream police force, working district by district to weed out drug users and those 

accused of crime.  But even if the rest of the police can be cleaned up, Colonel Fazel says 

there are still problems in the courts.   

 

FAZEL [VIA INTERPRETER]: Last year we arrested people with 66 tons of drugs.  I 

sent fifty prisoners to the prosecutors.  

 

CLARK: And how do they get on in Kabul?  Are they getting 

found guilty? 

 

FAZEL [VIA INTERPRETER]: At least twelve very senior smugglers were released.  

They work to release the smugglers for money.  I have complained to my boss and governor 

and the Supreme Court about these issues - no co-operation. 

  

CLARK:  There are problems at every stage in securing a 

conviction.  It is something which the Minister for Counter-Narcotics, General Khodaidad, is 

well aware of. 

 

KHODAIDAD: Till now we have not done a good job, especially for 

arresting the smugglers.  We have big big difficulties among our police, prosecutors and 

judges.  They are not arresting the drug dealers in the proper manner. 

  

CLARK: What you’re describing is the corruption of parts of 

the Afghan state by the drugs industry? 

  

KHODAIDAD: Absolutely, absolutely, because lots of illegal money 

coming into Afghanistan by the drugs. So this is the effect of the drugs - corrupt officials, 

drug dealers, being in the Taliban … terrorism, they are in the same network working 

together ….  
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CLARK:   The Afghan government believes law enforcement 

agencies are getting their act together.   Earlier this month, five tons of opium were seized in 

Helmand, along with a multinational contingent of traffickers.  Two hundred and sixty seven 

tons of cannabis were captured in neighbouring Kandahar.  That’s the biggest ever seizure of 

drugs anywhere in the world.  Corruption benefits the opium economy at every stage, 

starting from what farmers decide to sow.  When you speak to people in Helmand, you find 

they are not only trying to survive in a province wracked by fighting, but also to deal with a 

state which behaves like a mafia.  Many say that operating as legitimate farmers and growing 

legal crops is simply impossible.  

 

FAIZULLAH [VIA INTERPRETER]: Before, I used to grow watermelons, but when I 

was transporting them to market, at every single police checkpoint I had to give them two 

watermelons.  The police were saying, “We won the right to those watermelons, because 

we’re protecting your security.”  By the time I arrived at the market, I didn’t have a single 

watermelon left.  I didn’t make any money at all. 

 

QUDRAT [VIA INTERPRETER]: The fact is, we will only replace opium by another 

lucrative crop.  Poppy has a very good market and the buyers come to you. They buy it from 

your doorstep.  If I cultivate tomatoes, for example, I have to take them to the market in 

Lashkar Gah along a bumpy track – the road’s not tarred - and the tomatoes would be totally 

ruined by the time I got them to market.  It’s the same problem with other crops. 

 

CLARK:  When farmers decide to grow poppy, they’re weighing 

up a whole host of factors - price, insecurity, access to markets and external pressure.  David 

Belgrove, head of the counter narcotics operation at the British Embassy, says they have to 

be just as sophisticated in their approach.  

 

BELGROVE: Poppy is the ideal crop to grow in an unstable 

environment. The dealers will come and collect the raw opium from the farmers.  The opium 

lasts a long time – a number of years – so you don’t have to worry about your crop going 

off.  And this is why we do see poppy growing in times of instability. 

 

CLARK: It often seems that in places like Helmand, the poppy industry is the one functioning, 

efficient system.  If that’s so, say the British, they have to learn from the drug traffickers.   
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ACTUALITY WITH CLOSE PROTECTION TEAM 

 

CLARK: I’m driving out to see a project aimed at persuading 

farmers to grow crops other than poppy.  I’m having to travel with a close protection team, 

even though this project is in the provincial capital, Lashkar Gah, which is the most secure 

place in Helmand.  For aid workers, even more than farmers, this is a dangerous province to 

work in.    

 

MAN: Once the guys are happy that the area is secure, then 

we’ll just de-bus. 

 

ACTUALITY OF DOOR OPENING 

 

CLARK: I’m standing in a very large field with rows of plastic 

cloches, they’re all about a foot high, and behind them there are a lot of farmers tilling or 

weeding.  Here, on an experimental farm belonging to the Ministry of Agriculture, there are 

projects looking at alternative crops, those which should provide as much income as poppy.  

Such schemes have had a poor track record, with crops promoted and then farmers finding 

they can’t sell their produce come harvest time.  The deal this time is that farmers get a 

guaranteed market – for chilli peppers.   

How many seedlings do you have? 

 

SUPERVISOR: We have more than 42 million seedlings.  

 

CLARK: Chilli pepper seedlings? 

 

SUPERVISOR: Yes, yes. 

 

CLARK: And how many farmers will benefit?  

 

SUPERVISOR: Our plan is four thousand farmers.  

 

CLARK: The price is good enough for the farmers to want to 

grow?  
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SUPERVISOR: Yes, is very good price. We buy from them the chilli. 

We have a factory in Parwan province.  We process the chilli and export it to the foreigners./ 

 

CLARK: How is the quality?  

 

SUPERVISOR: Very nice, everybody like it. 

  

CLARK: The development arm of the American government, 

USAID, is funding the scheme.  Rory Donahue, who runs the project, says that chilli peppers 

were chosen because they mimic poppy.  They are low weight, high value, they store well 

and there’s a worldwide demand.   

 

DONAHUE: The opium industry is a guaranteed buyer for 

Helmand’s farmers. As much as a farmer can grow, someone will buy, and those contracts 

are usually arranged before the farmer even plants the seeds.  So we’re really mimicking that 

plan and it’s called contract farming. But to be honest, the contract farming model is 

something that’s used extensively throughout the world. Most crops in the United States and 

Europe and South East Asia are grown under a contract arrangement.   

 

CLARK: But not here. 

 

DONAHUE: But it’s not something that’s been done here and we 

want to change it.  By the end of this calendar year, we’d like to see twenty thousand farmers 

in Helmand, which would give us two hundred thousand Helmandis growing crops under 

contract. 

   

CLARK:  In a place like Helmand, it’s difficult to coax farmers 

away from a crop which has always served them well.  But unfortunately the other major 

strategy for reducing poppy growing - eradication - is an even bigger challenge to get right.  

It always gets international funding, even though it has a history of being counterproductive 

– of actually strengthening the drugs industry. 

 

ACTUALITY OF ERADICATION 
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CLARK:  Every spring, Afghan government teams use sticks 

and tractors to destroy some of the poppy crop.  It’s supposed to deter farmers from growing 

poppy the following season.  But as this poor farmer from Musa Qala, a district in Helmand 

explains, it’s the weakest farmers who usually get targeted.  

 

MAN [VIA INTERPRETER]: I was unlucky.  They were coming and they weren’t 

destroying the rich people’s and the drug dealers’, their poppy was okay.  But only the poor 

people like me.  I didn’t have too much money to afford to pay them the bribe. 

   

CLARK:  Just after his poppy fields were destroyed, he said, his 

father died.  He didn’t even have enough money to bury him. 

  

MAN [VIA INTERPRETER]: Those people whose poppy wasn’t destroyed, most of 

them had influence in the government or some of them had money so just gave money to the 

eradication team or they threatened the government, that look, if they get my poppy, I’ll join 

the Taliban.  

 

CLARK:   Throughout Afghanistan, eradication has been used by 

those in authority to pick off their rivals.  It’s generally accepted that it’s consolidated the 

position of the bigger drug lords.  This year, the British have been determined to make it 

fairer and more sophisticated and go after farmers who should be able to make a living away 

from poppy.  But putting that policy of targeted eradication into practice means coming up 

against the rich and the powerful – and that can be dangerous. 

   

ACTUALITY AT COUNTER NARCOTICS POLICE HQ 

 

CLARK:  I’m back at the headquarters of the counter narcotics 

police in Helmand.  Colonel Fazel has been out all day supervising the destruction of 

poppies. He’s hot, dusty and looks exhausted, as he drains cup after cup of tea.   

 

FAZEL [VIA INTERPRETER]: I get many phone calls from high people – people in 

Parliament, provincial council members, others in Kabul not to destroy poppy fields. This 

morning, I got more than fifty phone calls. I didn’t answer any of them because I knew if I 

did, it would be from people asking me not to eradicate poppy. 
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CLARK:  Eradication is always costly, both financially and in 

terms of lives.  This year, across the country, more than seventy eradicators were killed or 

injured.  But in Helmand, for the first time ever, the British reckon it was properly carried 

out.  Those targeted included a former police chief who is alleged to be involved in the drugs 

trade.  He’s just the sort of figure who can normally act with impunity.  David Belgrove is 

the head of Counter-Narcotics at the British embassy.   

    

BELGROVE: The targeted eradication in Helmand has gone actually 

very well.  We have managed to keep the majority of eradication within the target areas. 

 

CLARK: And how many people did you manage to target who 

you think were involved in the drugs trade? 

  

BELGROVE: There was only one.  We didn’t all of his fields by any 

means, but we did enough to actually have an effect. 

 

CLARK: You’re pleased because you have got one person who 

you think was involved in the drugs trade this year in one province? You’re optimistic about 

that – but should you be? 

 

BELGROVE: Yes, absolutely.  You shouldn’t underestimate the 

difficulty of doing this. This country has been at war for the last thirty years.  Land registry 

records are scarce, and so actually getting this information together, the intelligence that 

allows us to do that kind of thing takes time, but we’ve shown that it can work. 

 

CLARK:   Farmers we spoke to were aware that the eradication 

campaign this year was different – more robust and less easily bribed.  Not surprisingly, it 

hasn’t yet shifted their deep cynicism about the power of local officials to corrupt the 

process next year.   

 

ACTUALITY OF BIRDSONG 

 

CLARK: Elsewhere in Afghanistan though, the rules of the 

game have already changed. 
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ACTUALITY OF SINGING 

 

CLARK: It’s quite astonishing travelling in Afghanistan now.. 

Before 2006, much of it was like Helmand – at least in terms of poppy growing.  Of 

Afghanistan’s thirty-two provinces, only six were poppy-free.  I used to encounter local 

officials everywhere on the make - district governors taxing the poppy crop or taking bribes 

to stop eradication, police commanders smuggling drugs themselves and always there were 

allegations against some of the governors.  In the last two years, in the north, the centre and 

here in the east, there’s been a remarkable about-turn.  Officials – sometimes the very same 

people who used to be involved in the poppy trade - are now enforcing a ban on cultivation. 

The Afghan government is very pleased.   

 

KHODAIDAD: In 2007, thirteen provinces are free of poppy.  But this 

year is more than twenty provinces will be free of poppy.  That is very good news for the 

people of Afghanistan, for the authority of Afghanistan.  It’s bad for the insurgents, it’s bad 

for the drug traffickers, it is bad for terrorism.  I’m happier than last year. 

 

CLARK:  General Khodaidad, Minister for Counter Narcotics.  

He also accepts that in some areas, the ban may be fragile.   

 

ACTUALITY IN NANGARHAR  

 

CLARK:   Nangarhar province in the east is traditionally the 

second largest producer of opium.  In the richer central districts, farmers are weathering the 

poppy ban.  But those living in the remote areas are now having to grow wheat.  People we 

spoke to living near Tora Bora, famous as the last known location of Osama Bin Laden, are 

at their wits’ end. 

 

FARMER [VIA INTERPRETER]: I’ve got very worse life cultivating wheat and corn.  

It’s very hard for us to feed our families.  If we need to go to the doctor to get some 

treatment and maybe just to buy some clothes or other needs of life, how you expect us to 

afford that from the wheat or corn. 
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FARMER 2 [VIA INTERPRETER]: People have been banned to cultivate poppy, so the 

chief of the district always threatens that if anyone cultivates poppy they will be put in prison 

and they should be fined.  ….  our villagers that cultivate poppy and they fined him about 

five thousand to ten thousand Afghanis and put into prison for ten to twenty days and the 

people do not cultivate any more poppy.  I’ve got a little piece of land so we just cultivate 

wheat on that, so that will only feed us for two months, only that we make the bread. 

   

CLARK:  Farmers believe they were promised help by the Afghan government if they 

stopped growing poppy.  They’re feeling betrayed.  

 

FARMER [VIA INTERPRETER]: The people are very pissed off with the government at 

the moment and all the people in our village are saying that look, maybe we’ll start to 

cultivate again the poppy because the government have promised us that they will build us 

electricity system and will bring some other crops to cultivate on the land.  They didn’t keep 

their word.   

 

FARMER 2 [VIA INTERPRETER]: The only solution is to sell our land, working as a 

labourer, or going to join some other people. 

  

CLARK: What other people?  

 

FARMER 2 [VIA INTERPRETER]: I mean they can just join with Al-Qaeda when it’s a 

very hard time, they can start doing any kind of crimes.  They can do …., they can just do 

some killings to get some money. 

 

CLARK:  And is Taliban recruiting? 

 

FARMER 2 [VIA INTERPRETER]: Of course. The Taliban coming up, we don’t get any 

money, come and join with us. 

 

CLARK: Nangarhar is not Taliban heartland.  But it does have 

strong, well-organised tribes.  Two of them broke an earlier poppy ban and are threatening to 

do so again.  In the past, these eastern tribes have brought down Afghan kings, and generally 

it’s been a tough year to force through a ban.  Winter rains were patchy or failed altogether. 
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CLARK cont: The global food crisis has forced up prices by three or 

four times.  Does the Minister for Counter Narcotics, General Khodaidad, think the ban can 

be sustained? 

 

KHODAIDAD: Last year I promised the people. Don’t grow poppy, 

we are bringing short term projects, middle term projects and long term projects.  But 

unfortunately the procedure is very slow. It is not visible on the ground in some areas. 

 

CLARK: Is that your responsibility?  

 

KHODAIDAD: That is not really my responsibility, but I am involved 

with the people, with the villages, because I am promising if you don’t grow poppy we will 

support you next year. 

 

CLARK: Who is responsible for that slow implementation? 

 

KHODAIDAD: I think the problem is first of all our keyline ministries 

must work and must help and must fall back on, especially those people who are suffering 

the in the provinces.  In the meantime the international donors must release the money to 

account a narcotics trust fund or accelerate the good performance initiative money.  Some of 

this money till now we have not received.  There will be more poppy if we don’t support the 

farmers next year and we will lose the trust of the people, and if we don’t support the people 

we cannot travel anymore to the provinces.  This is the problem. 

 

CLARK: There could be unrest? 

  

KHODAIDAD: Absolutely, absolutely, because as a minister, if you 

go there and lie to the people, that will be a big problem in the future. 

  

CLARK:  There are crops which can bring in as good an income 

as poppy – fruit and vegetables, for example – but you need better irrigation and proper 

roads to get them to market.  Speaking to the British ambassador, Sir Sherard Cowper-Coles, 

you do get a sense there may be some misgivings about the practicalities of an enforced ban, 

given the paucity of basic infrastructure.  
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COWPER-COLES: In Nangarhar, we have got to make sure that the 

farmers who’ve lost the income from poppy have alternative means of generating the income 

they need just to survive, and that’s why the Afghan government, the British government has 

never believed that eradication on its own is an answer. It has got to be part of a plan to 

move people back into the legal economy, back into the sphere of governance and the rule of 

law. 

 

CLARK: When we spoke to farmers, they were speaking about 

either joining the Afghan National Army or joining the Taliban as economic choices because 

they can’t afford to feed their families this year. 

 

COWPER-COLES: Of course there is pain. This is a country, large 

sections of which are addicted to the narcotics industry, and when you put them on cold 

turkey that’s painful. And there are adjustments, and we have got to be imaginative in 

responding to the pain which is caused by that, and making sure that the long suffering poor 

farmers, the ordinary people of Afghanistan don’t pay the price for the criminality and 

corruption indulged in by others higher up the chain. 

 

CLARK: Do you think the ban is sustainable in Nangarhar, 

given the economic hardships? 

  

COWPER-COLES: We’re going to do our very best to sustain it, 

obviously, but whether it is or not remains to be seen, but we will certainly try.  

 

CLARK:  There is one other note of caution.  The global head of 

the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime, Antonio Maria de Costa, who was visiting 

Kabul, applauded the Afghan government’s achievement in extending the ban on poppy 

cultivation, despite the many difficulties this year.  But then he brought out a map showing 

the locations of opium markets and heroin processing labs.  They were scattered across the 

country.  

 

ACTUALITY WITH MAP 
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COSTA:  We have now in front of us a large number – and a 

growing number - of provinces which are opium-free.  Let us not though go overboard. The 

opium-free provinces are only free of cultivation. We see in a large number of these 

provinces extensive open-market facilities for the trading of opium and we see a large 

number of labs and processing facilities.  

 

CLARK: This suggests to me that the state as a whole has got 

problems, it’s not just the south, and correct me if I’m wrong, but I would imagine as these 

areas are under government control, that there must be people with significant clout who are 

involved in the trade in order to either turn a blind eye or to make money themselves? 

 

COSTA: I would like to confirm that.  

 

CLARK:  The Afghan government says the UN’s information is 

out of date and it’s been working hard to close down labs and markets across the country.  

But the UN is not alone in wondering where the big northern and eastern players in the drugs 

industry have gone – if they’ve really moved out of this lucrative trade or if they’re still 

involved in processing and trafficking. 

 

ACTUALITY AT MEMORIAL 

 

MAN: This evening we join our prayers and thoughts with 

those at Camp ….  We gather to commend our brother to his final resting place and offer our 

prayers for his soul and all who mourn his loss. 

 

CLARK:  In Helmand Province, in southern Afghanistan, 

soldiers gather with the civilian team at the base in Lashkargar to mourn a fallen comrade.  

It’s here that the real cost of the poppy economy is brought home.   

 

MAN: Put your very soul against the unknown and seek 

stimulation in the company of the brave. 
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CLARK:   It’s not just that poppy poisons the relationship 

between civilians and the states which British forces are fighting to defend.  Poppy also 

directly supports the insurgency.  For David Belgrove, Head of Counter Narcotics at the 

British Embassy, who’s trying to understand the opium economy, this linkage is very 

important. 

 

BELGROVE: The closer we look at it, the closer we see the 

insurgents to the drugs trade.  We can say that a lot of their arms and ammunition are being 

funded directly by the drugs trade.  And certainly there have been reports that in places in the 

south, in the drugs bazaars, they are traded directly for weapons. 

 

CLARK: You buy with opium paste and you get back 

Kalashnikovs or bullets or whatever?  

 

BELGROVE: Absolutely, yes, absolutely right, yes. 

  

CLARK:  In areas which the Taliban control, they take a 10% 

Islamic tax – a tithe on the poppy harvest.  This year, the production of poppy is probably 

slightly down.  More was planted, but the yield was affected by bad weather.  Even so, says 

the head of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime, Antonio Maria de Costa, the Taliban are 

taking vast amounts of money from the poppy trade.   

 

COSTA: Since we have estimated the total farm gate value 

according to farmers to about $1 billion last year in 2007, 10% of that makes it about $100 

million.   There are two other sources of revenue derived from the opium economy accruing 

to insurgents.  One is the protection offered by insurgents to the owners of labs located in the 

areas under their control, and number two, the protection which is offered by insurgents to 

the cargos which are moving across the border, and that is another, very major source of 

revenue. 

 

CLARK: So we’re talking about certainly tens of millions of 

dollars?  
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COSTA: I would go beyond one hundred million dollars, 

definitely. 

 

CLARK: Is that flow of money likely to be the same, do you 

think, in 2008? 

 

COSTA: It’s difficult for me to, at this point in time, to pass an 

estimate.  The yield has gone down because of drought, the weather conditions, and perhaps 

even infestation.  The revenue is most likely declining, so all of this, the amount of money 

flowing into the insurgents will be somewhat lower, not enormously lower. 

 

CLARK:   And Mr Costa has other worries.  Over the last few 

years, Afghan production of opium has far outstripped global demand.  Opium can be stored 

for years without losing its value.  There are stockpiles which may be with corrupt 

government officials, traffickers – or Taliban.   

 

COSTA: Those three thousand tons are stored somewhere – and 

they are not with farmers.  We have been talking to thousands of them in hundreds of 

villages.  They have confirmed that they don’t, or they have a very small amount of stock to 

hold opium. 

 

CLARK: So that’s basically credit to fund future years of 

fighting, even if the cultivation goes down? 

 

COSTA: That is exactly the point, although we have no 

knowledge at the moment and we are definitely working with intelligence services around 

the world to see whether some or part, perhaps even a big part of this extra supply is stored 

outside the region, as another way of funding, including terrorist events somewhere else in 

the world. 

  

CLARK:  No wonder the British and others are investing so 

much in trying to get rid of Afghan opium.  Poppy has proved immune to quick fixes – it’s 

an annual crop, so any gains are reversible.  Only when farmers can be seen surviving and 

prospering without poppy in the long term can you be sure progress has really been made.  
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CLARK cont: Even so, at the end of the 2008 poppy-growing season, 

the British ambassador, Sir Sherard Cowper-Coles, is cautiously optimistic. 

  

COWPER-COLES: There is corruption across the Afghan system, but the 

mood is now that those people who are involved in the drugs trade are known and there is a 

sense across Afghanistan that their days in exploiting the trade and exploiting the positions 

they may be in, this is not going to be tolerated for ever or for long. 

  

CLARK: Do you really think that, because I haven’t picked that 

up at all?  

 

COWPER-COLES: No, I do think it.  That’s not to say that this system is 

yet powerful enough to deal with all these problems at once, but I do feel that we’ve passed a 

tipping point and we are at last starting to have some success. 

 

SIGNATURE TUNE 

 

 


