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1 Introduction 

The Afghanistan Opium Surveys are implemented annually by the Ministry of Counter Narcotics 
(MCN) of Afghanistan in collaboration with the United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 
(UNODC). The survey team collects and analyses information on the location and extent of opium 
poppy cultivation, potential opium production and the socio-economic situation in rural areas. 
Since 2005, MCN and UNODC have also been involved in the verification of opium eradication 
conducted by provincial governors and opium-poppy-eradication forces. The results provide a 
detailed picture of the outcome of the 2016 opium season and, together with data from previous 
years, enable the identification of medium- and long-term trends in the evolution of illicit opium 
poppy cultivation in Afghanistan. This information is essential for planning, implementing and 
monitoring the impact of measures required for tackling a problem that has serious implications 
for Afghanistan and the international community.  

The opium survey is implemented within the technical framework of the UNODC Illicit Crop 
Monitoring Programme (ICMP). The objective of ICMP is to assist the international community in 
monitoring the extent and evolution of illicit crops in the context of the Plan of Action adopted by 
the United Nations (the 53

rd
 session of the Commission on Narcotic Drugs in March 2009). Under 

ICMP, monitoring activities currently supported by UNODC also exist in other countries affected 
by illicit crop cultivation: in Asia, the Lao People’s Democratic Republic and Myanmar; in Latin 
America, Colombia, Ecuador, Mexico, Peru and the Plurinational State of Bolivia; in Africa, 
Nigeria.  

The Afghanistan Opium Survey 2016 was implemented under project AFG/F98, “Monitoring of 
Opium Production in Afghanistan”, with financial contributions from the Governments of Japan 
and the United States of America. 
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2 Key findings 

The important linkages between illicit drug production and development are increasingly being 
acknowledged by the international community. The UNGASS

1
 outcome document recognizes that 

the efforts to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals and effectively address the drug problem 
are complementary and mutually reinforcing. This report aims to improve the understanding of the 
different challenges that opium poppy cultivation poses on the sustainable development agenda in 
Afghanistan, as well as to provide evidence to assist building resilience in rural communities to 
opium poppy cultivation. 

• In 2016, the total area under opium poppy cultivation in Afghanistan increased by 10 per 
cent when compared to the previous year, from 183,000 hectares to 201,000 hectares. 
Potential opium production in 2016 was estimated at 4,800 tons, an increase of 43 per 
cent from its 2015 level (3,300 tons). The increase in opium production is partly a result 
of the increase in the total area under opium poppy cultivation, but more importantly, of 
higher opium yield per hectare. 

• The largest relative increases took place in the Northern and North-eastern regions, which 
can be attributed to an increase in the average area of opium poppy cultivation by farmer 
there, and by the fact that more farmers were engaging in cultivation. 

• The impact of illicit drug cultivation and production on economic, environmental and 
social development in Afghanistan, one of the poorest countries world-wide, is 
multifaceted. Not only has it led to the creation of an illicit economy that in many 
provinces permeated the rural society to the extent that many communities have become 
dependent on the income from opium poppy. It has also created challenges related to 
agricultural productivity due to occasional careless land management, and it has created 
social and economic costs associated with the consumption of opiates for drug users and 
their families and for society in general. 

• At some 16 per cent of GDP, the value of opiates produced in Afghanistan continued to 
be of considerable size when compared to Afghanistan’s licit economy in 2016 and was 
worth more than two-thirds of the entire agricultural sector of the country. The value of 
the illicit opiate economy was estimated at US$ 3.02 billion in 2016 (US$ 1.56 billion in 
2015). The increase was caused by the significantly higher level of opium production - 43 
per cent more than in 2015 - together with a growth in heroin prices in neighbouring 
countries. 

• A considerable share of the rural population is affected by opium poppy cultivation. In 
2016, opium poppy was cultivated in about one in three villages. In some areas, the 
concentration was much higher. In the Eastern region, opium poppy cultivation was 
reported in half of the villages; in Hilmand province, in almost 90 per cent. 

• Opium harvesting (lancing) provides daily wage labour to temporal workers, who are 
among the most vulnerable groups to poverty and food insecurity. In 2016, opium poppy 
cultivation provided daily wage labour for an estimated 47 million person days or an 
equivalent of 235,100

2
 full time jobs. The combined wages for opium poppy labour 

amounted to US$ 396 million, or 44 per cent of the farm-gate value of opium. 

• The sales of opium poppy and derivatives constituted the main source of income of 
farmers who cultivate opium poppy frequently;

3
 accounting for, on average, 57 per cent 

of the annual household income. Farmers who cultivate opium poppy infrequently
4
 earned 

36 per cent of their household income from opium poppy, almost as much as their 
earnings from other, licit crops (38 per cent).  

• The potential of opium poppy cultivation to sustainably improve the livelihoods of 
farmers seems to be limited. On the one hand, opium poppy farmers did report higher 
cash incomes than other types of farmers, which may provide more flexibility in the 

                                                        
1
 UNGASS (2016), Resolution A/RES/S-30/1 containing outcome document entitled "Our joint commitment to effectively 

addressing and countering the world drug problem".  
2 Full time job assumed to have 200 working days a year. 
3 Opium poppy farmers in 2016 who had cultivated opium poppy in at least four of the five years between 2011 and 2015. 
4 Opium poppy farmers in 2016 who had cultivated opium poppy in less than four of the five years between 2011 and 
2015. 



Sustainable Development in an opium production environment 

 7

allocation of assets to cope with shocks like food insecurity. The income from opium was, 
however, mostly used for covering basic needs such as food or medical expenses. Only a 
few farmers mentioned to invest the income in assets such as agricultural tools or land 
that may have potential to generate long-term alternatives to opium poppy cultivation. 

• Moreover, farmers’ dependency on opium poppy cultivation is in many cases not simply 
related to the income generated by opium sales, but rather to the lack of sustainable access 
to both physical and economic markets for selling alternative products, and to the overall 
limited opportunities of villages in terms of social and economic development, 
governance and security. Opium poppy cultivation took place predominantly in areas with 
more limited access to infrastructure and services which are essential for the well-
functioning of society, as well as greater challenges to attain more broadly defined 
development goals, such as security and government control. 

• Comparing villages affected by opium poppy cultivation in 2016 with villages that were 
not affected by looking at progress towards selected Sustainable Development Goals 
indicators revealed a ‘development gap’ largely due to opium poppy cultivation status. 

• The most pronounced development gap could be found in indicators related to health 
(SDG 3), education (SDG 4), as well as government control and security (SDG 16). Of 
the indicators considered, the link between opium poppy cultivation and absence of 
government control was the strongest.  

Selected indicators related to the SDGs and attainment status of villages 

(percentage of villages), by opium poppy cultivation status, 2016 

 

Note: a detailed description of all indicators is in the methodology section 5.2. 

• Access to health care facilities, schools and security were strongly linked with 
government presence, as well, indicating that the lack of government control may be an 
explanatory factor for the development gap. In terms of cash income

5
 opium-poppy 

villages had an advantage when compared to non-opium-poppy villages. 

Implications for policy  

• Good security conditions and stable governance are associated with less opium poppy 
cultivation. The development of physical and social infrastructure, in particular related to 
SDG 3 “Good health and Well Being” and SDG 4 “Quality education”, as well as 
enhancing security and government control are needed for a sustainable reduction of 
opium poppy cultivation in Afghanistan. 

                                                        
5 This indicator is presented as percentage of villages with an average farmer cash income above the international 
threshold of extreme poverty in the graph visualising the development gap. 
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• Farmers have complex livelihood strategies and their decision to cultivate opium poppy is 
driven by a range of economic, environmental and social circumstances. Agricultural 
initiatives need to take into account the pressure on land, soil degradation and water 
management, as well as distinct local characteristics such as the average size of 
landholdings and availability of infrastructure.  

• The significant number of persons working for daily wages in opium poppy cultivation 
need to find opportunities in the licit labour market, which calls for programmes that 
address the needs of this group of often landless persons.  

• The village surveys have shown that opium poppy cultivation predominantly took place 
in areas where women and girls had lower access to education and health services than at 
the national level. Improving basic social services in these areas through alternative 
development can thus increase gender equality.  

• Including women into the work force more decisively and providing more income-
generating opportunities for women can reduce the dependency of households on illicit 
crop cultivation, in addition to empowering women to participate more in the decision-
making processes of households.  

• The diversity of conditions and factors associated with the different levels of development 
and opium poppy cultivation need to be acknowledged and taken into account in the 
elaboration of local alternative development policies, as indicated in the UN Guiding 
Principles on Alternative Development. 

• The socio-economic, cultural and biophysical diversity in the country requires adaptive 
approaches that consider local circumstances and conditions in all stages of programme 
development. Long-term political and financial support is essential to the success of 
alternative development. Direct participation by farmers and communities plays a key role 
in the design and planning of alternative development activities, especially in areas where 
no public institutions can fulfil such a role. 
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3 Challenges for achieving the Sustainable 
Development Goals in an opium poppy cultivation 
environment 

The different aspects of Afghanistan’s opiate problem are intricately linked with a range of social, 
economic and environmental issues. These linkages have a significant impact on development 
efforts, and in turn, the evolution of the illicit drug situation. 

The importance of the interaction between illicit drug production and development is increasingly 
being recognized by the international community, as reflected in the discussions on the 
Sustainable Development Goals and the special session of the General Assembly on the world 
drug problem held in 2016 (UNGASS). The UNGASS outcome document recognizes that the 
efforts to achieve the SDGs and effectively address the drug problem are complementary and 
mutually reinforcing.

6
 To support the implementation of the Sustainable Development Agenda and 

to support the Afghan Government in its efforts for the Transformation decade,
7
 a better 

understanding of the links between poverty, illicit drug cultivation, production and trafficking is 
required.

8
  

The significant levels of opium poppy cultivation and illicit trafficking of opiates have created 
multiple challenges for Afghanistan, as it has fuelled instability, insurgency and terrorist groups, 
as well as drug consumption. The livelihoods of many Afghans depend on the opium economy, 
through engaging in cultivation, working on poppy fields or in the illicit drug trade. There is also a 
shared international responsibility for the opiate problem in Afghanistan, with billions of dollars in 
profits made from trafficking of opiates to major consumer markets world-wide, and with 
hundreds of tons of precursor chemicals being diverted from licit international markets and 
smuggled into the country each year. 

In 2016, the total area under opium poppy cultivation in Afghanistan increased by 10 per cent, 
from 183,000 hectares to 201,000 hectares when compared to the previous year. Potential opium 
production in 2016 was estimated at 4,800 tons, an increase by 43 per cent from its 2015 level 
(3,300 tons). 

In this context, this report aims to improve the understanding of the different challenges that 
opium poppy cultivation poses on achieving the SDGs, as well as to provide evidence to assist 
building resilience in rural communities to opium poppy cultivation. The report is based on the 
findings of a socio-economic survey

9
 in 1,471 opium poppy growing and non-growing villages 

which constituted a representative sample of rural areas in Afghanistan. The report gives 
indications on how a mix of alternative development

10
 and law enforcement interventions can help 

reduce opium poppy cultivation and achieve the SDGs. 

  

                                                        
6
 UNGASS (2016), Resolution A/RES/S-30/1 containing outcome document entitled "Our joint commitment to effectively 

addressing and countering the world drug problem".  
7 Afghanistan’s Transformation Decade (2015-2024); http://mfa.gov.af/en/page/6547/transformation-decade2015-2024 
8 

UN Economic and Social Council (2016). Progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals. 
9
 A total of 3,538 interviews was conducted in March/April 2016; out of these 2,121 interviews were with farmers and 1,417 

interviews with village headmen.  
10

 The specific purpose of alternative development in its present, broader meaning is to contribute to economic development 
(especially in rural areas) in order to target the underlying factors and root causes of illicit drug economies (UNODC, 2015; 
“World Drug Report”) 
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������ Villages visited during the MCN/UNODC opium poppy village survey by opium 
poppy cultivation status as reported by village headmen , 2016 
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3.1 Impact of the drug cultivation and production on economic 
development 

 The role of the opiate economy in Afghanistan 3.1.1

The economic impact of illicit drug cultivation and production on economic 
development in Afghanistan, one of the poorest countries world-wide, is 
multifaceted. Opiates have created an economy based on illicit activities that in 
many provinces have permeated the rural society to the extent that many 
communities – not only farmers – have become dependent on the income from 
opium poppy to sustain their livelihoods. The illicit economy discourages 

private and public investment by fuelling insecurity, violence and insurgency, and creates costs 
associated with the consumption of opiates for individual drug users and their families, and for the 
society in general. 

The macroeconomic impact of the illicit opiate economy depends, in particular, on how much of 
its proceeds actually enter the Afghan economy and how this is allocated between consumption of 
domestic and imported goods and services, investment and savings. The illicit opiate economy is 
not recorded in the national accounts and the extent to which the income generated from opium 
and its products feeds into licit GDP growth is unknown.  

At some 16 per cent of GDP,
11

 the net value of opiates, including revenues from heroin production 
and trafficking to the border, was of considerable size when compared to Afghanistan’s licit 
economy in 2016, and even exceeded the value of the licit export of goods and services (7.3

12
 per 

cent of GDP in 2015). It was worth more than two-thirds of the entire agricultural sector of the 
country, which constituted 22 per cent

13
 of GDP in 2015/2016. An increase of opium production 

by 43 per cent together with a growth in heroin prices in neighbouring countries almost doubled 
the value of the opiate-related economy when compared to last year. The gross value of the 
Afghan opiate economy was estimated to be US$ 3.02 billion

14
 in 2016 (US$ 1.56 billion in 

2015).  

 Estimated gross and net values of the opiate economy, 2016 ���	
���

 
Gross value 

US$ (rounded) 
Net value 

US$ (rounded) 

Net value in 
relation to 

GDP 

Value of the opiate economy 
3.02 billion 

(2.6-4.0 billion) 
2.9 billion 

(2.7-3.2 billion) 
16% 

Value of opiates potentially 
available for export 

2.92 billion 2.82 billion 15% 

Farm-gate value of opium 898 million : 5%* 

Value of the domestic use 
market 

105 million 101 million 0.5% 

Export value of 1 kg of 
opium 

688 : : 

Note: Ranges are calculated based on different assumptions on the conversion of opium to morphine/heroin within Afghanistan. 

“Value of the opiate economy” refers to the sum of the value of the domestic market and the value of opiates believed to be 

exported. The net value refers to gross value minus costs for imported precursor substances needed for heroin manufacture.  

*In the farm-gate value estimation and in the value of a kilogramme of exported opium, imported goods are not considered; 

therefore no net estimate is available. Details on the calculation and the underlying assumptions are provided in the 

methodology section. 

                                                        
11 GDP estimate of 18.54 billion US$ for 2015/2016; Source: Central Statistics Organization (CSO) of the Government of 
the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. 
12 World Bank, World Development Indicators. 
13 Central Statistics Organization (CSO) of the Government of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. 
14 It should be stressed that despite ongoing improvements in the estimates of the opiate economy through additional 
information-gathering activities, economic calculations remain far less robust than estimates of the area under cultivation, 
opium yield and opium production. The calculations presented here are intended to provide reasonable orders of 
magnitude of the income generated rather than exact amounts. 
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In the past, the relative size of the illicit opiate economy was even larger. From 2003 to 2007, the 
gross value of the opiate economy was equivalent to almost half of Afghanistan’s total licit GDP. 
The decrease in the value of the opiate economy relative to GDP has been mainly due to GDP 
growth and not to significant reductions in the production or cultivation of opium. While this may 
indicate that Afghanistan’s economy has become less and less dependent on income from opium, 
at the farmer level, in many rural communities, dependency on the opiate economy remained high. 
In Hilmand province, for example, opium poppy cultivation accounted for almost 20 per cent of 
the total area of agricultural land use in 2016.  

Figure 1: GDP, value added of the agricultural sector and estimated gross value of opiate 

exports, Afghanistan, (US$ billion) 2000-2016 

 

Source: MCN/UNODC Afghanistan opium surveys (value of opiate exports); World Bank (GDP and value added of the 

agricultural sector, 2002-2015); CSO Afghanistan (GDP and value added of the agricultural sector, 2015/16). Note: The gross 

value of opiate exports is shown because of data availability prior to 2011, however, the net value of the opiate economy is 

considered to be more appropriate for comparison with GDP. 

It is certain that opium poppy-related income helps Afghanistan to cope with its economic and 
social challenges. The income from opium serves as a coping mechanism for poverty by providing 
the poor with access to land and credit, albeit on unfavourable terms, and is a source of wealth 
creation for those who are “better-off”.

15
 Farmers and wage labourers spend the bulk of their 

earnings from opium mostly on domestic goods and services, thus creating licit value added within 
their communities and the country.  

A considerable share of the rural population is affected by opium poppy cultivation. In 2016, 
opium poppy was cultivated in about one in three villages. In some areas, the concentration was 
much higher. While half of the villages in Eastern region reported opium poppy cultivation, in 
Hilmand province, the share was almost 90 per cent. 

The farm-gate value of opium is an important measure of the income generated by the cultivation 
and harvesting of opium. In 2016, Afghan farmers earned a combined US$ 898 million at the 
farm-gate, which is a 57 per cent increase from 2015. The farm-gate value corresponded to 5 per 
cent of GDP, or more than a fifth of the entire agricultural sector of the country. 

Opium poppy cultivation provides access to daily wage labour for a large number of farmers and 
temporal workers, and is also a source of income for a range of other people involved in the trade. 
The work force needed for harvesting opium alone is of considerable size. In 2016, opium poppy 
cultivation provided daily wage labour for an estimated 47 million person days or an equivalent of 
235,100

16
 full time jobs. Opium poppy lancers (workers harvesting opium) earn considerable 

amounts of money when compared to earnings from other – licit – activities. Daily wages for 
lancing (US$ 8.4 in 2016) were more than twice as much as for other, non-opium-poppy, farm 

                                                        
15 World Bank (2005), Afghanistan - state building, sustaining growth, and reducing poverty. World Bank country study. 
16 Full time job assumed to have 200 working days a year. 
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labour (US$ 4.0 in 2016). The combined wages for opium poppy labour amounted to US$ 396 
million,

17
 or 44 per cent of the farm-gate value of opium. 

Afghan farmers use their income from opium poppy for purchasing food, for medical expenses, 
and some may invest in education, property and farming tools to increase productivity. The local 
economy, such as local bakers, butchers or other small businesses, profit indirectly from the 
income generated by opium poppy cultivation.  

Figure 2: Net value of the Afghan illicit opiate economy (US$ 2.9 billion) 2016, by component, 

and estimated proceeds from onwards trafficking (average 2010-2015) 

 

*Proceeds from onwards trafficking are an average of five years between 2010 and 2014; Sources: UNODC, “Drug money: the 

illicit proceeds of opiates trafficked on the Balkan route”. Data on the value of the opiate economy 2016 are MCN/UNODC 

estimates. Note: The net value is the gross value minus estimated expenditure for imported precursor substances for 

heroin/morphine production. The value of onwards trafficking to consumer markets in Europe is a gross value. Seized opiates 

are not considered in these calculations. 

 

Note: Opium poppy field in Afghanistan. Source: MCN/UNODC 

The value of the opium production at farm-gate - and thus the overall income of the Afghan rural 
population - is small when compared to the proceeds generated within the country from the illicit 
manufacture of opiates and onwards trafficking to the borders. It is insignificant when compared 
to the proceeds made by traffickers and organized crime groups who distribute opiates to the 
consumer markets in Europe and elsewhere.  

                                                        
17 Combined estimates were calculated before rounding separate estimates. 
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The proceeds of traffickers obtained through the processing of opium into morphine/heroin and 
through the export of processed and unprocessed opiates is the net value of all exported opiates 
after the opium left the farm (US$ 1.99 billion). A 2015 UNODC study

18
 on Afghan opiates 

trafficked to Western Europe through the Balkans estimated the total value of illicitly trafficked 
heroin and opium at some US$ 28 billion per year, which was 51 per cent bigger than the entire 
GDP of Afghanistan in 2016. Moreover, this estimate pertains only to opiates trafficked along the 
Balkan route.  

These proceeds hardly feed into Afghanistan’s licit economy. Afghan opium traffickers and 
processors seem more likely to save a substantial proportion of their revenue and spend money on 
imports – thus using their proceeds in a way which does not create benefits for the licit Afghan 
economy.

19
 Trafficking from Afghanistan’s borders to end-consumer markets appears to be 

organized by nationals of countries other than Afghanistan with the result that proceeds are – in 
some sense – lost to Afghanistan’s economy. 

In summary, while the illicit opium economy does provide a significant net inflow of money into 
Afghanistan’s balance of payments, this is reduced by drug-related outflows of funds, which 
include capital flight and spending on imports, including abroad (for example property purchases 
in other countries).

20
 

The size and prominence of the opium economy in rural communities make a replacement of 
opium poppy cultivation as an economic factor challenging. An illicit economy of this size 
deprives the country of urgently needed resources for private and public investment and thereby 
hampers infrastructure spending and economic growth. A considerable portion of the opiate 
economy (in 2016, an estimated 5.4 per cent or US$ 160 million

21
 
22

 of ‘poppy taxes’ alone) funds 
insurgency groups, which in turn weakens the rule of law and security. Tackling the illicit 
economy while fostering economic development is key to achieving sustainable development in 
Afghanistan.  

 Economic development in rural households: The role of opium 3.1.2
poppy income in sustaining the livelihoods of farmers 

Afghanistan’s rural population is – on average – poor. According to the 
MCN/UNODC village survey results, the average per person cash income was 
below the international threshold for extreme poverty

23
 in 42 per cent of 

villages in 2016. Among villages affected by opium poppy cultivation, the 
average income in one third of all villages was below the poverty line (very low 
income villages); in villages not affected by opium poppy cultivation it was 45 

per cent.  

 

 

                                                        
18 UNODC (2015), Drug Money: the illicit proceeds of opiates trafficked on the Balkan route. 
19 Doris Buddenberg and William A. Byrd, eds., Afghanistan’s Drug Industry: Structure, Functioning, Dynamics and 
Implications for Counter-Narcotics Policy (UNODC and World Bank, 2006). 
20 Ibid. 
21 Village headmen reported if farmers paid money on their opium sales to non-state authorities. Overall, an estimated 
56% of the opium harvest was taxed by non-state authorities. The reported taxes averaged at 10.2% of the sales value. 
These estimates do not include revenues made directly from insurgency involved in the manufacturing or distribution of 
opium sales 
22 The UN Security Council Sanctions Committee estimated the overall annual income of the Taliban (drugs and other 
sources of income) at around $400 million; half of which likely to be derived from the illicit narcotics economy. Source: 
Security Council, Seventh report of the Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team submitted pursuant to 
resolution 2255 (2015) concerning the Taliban and other associated individual and entities constituting a threat to the 
peace, stability and security of Afghanistan, 5 October 2016. S/2016/842, para15.  
23 Currently measured as people living on less than $1.25 a day at 2011 United States dollars purchasing power parity 
(ppp). 
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 Average self-reported annual household income by region and type of village ���	
���
(US$), 2016 

 Average farmers' household income (US$) 
in villages 

Average per-person income (US$) in 
villages 

 
Without opium 

poppy cultivation 
With opium poppy 

cultivation 
Without opium 

poppy cultivation 
With opium 

poppy cultivation 

Eastern 2,700 2,600 200 200 

Northern 2,200 2,700 250 270 

Southern 2,700 4,500 200 360 

Western 1,700 1,800 210 240 

National  2,400 3,400 230 300 

* Note: Average farmers' household income is the average income of all farmers (up to three) interviewed in a village. Average 

household size is based on reports of village headmen. Because of a small number of samples, the Central and North-eastern 

regions have been excluded from the regional analysis, but are considered in the national average. 

Using household income to measure poverty has limitations. In poor rural economies with a 
substantial variability of income associated with seasonality and high degrees of self-consumption, 
household consumption has been found to be a better indicator of current standards of living, 
using for example the “Cost of Basic Needs” (CBN) approach.

24
 Deducing implications on 

differences in standards of living or livelihood opportunities of households from the survey data is 
thus difficult, as these also depend on other household assets, such as livestock and size of 
landholdings. 

In terms of food security, there is no significant difference between villages 
with and without opium poppy cultivation. In the 2016 MCN/UNODC village 
survey, headmen were asked to estimate the number of households in the 
village who experienced food insecurity. Overall, 21 per cent of households 
reportedly experienced some form of food insecurity in 2015/2016; the same 
shares were reported by both types of villages.  

Village headmen in 17 per cent of villages reported that all households had enough food available 
the past year, meaning that no household in the village experienced food insecurity (there were no 
significant difference between opium poppy and non-opium poppy cultivating villages). One 
difference is that village headmen of  non-opium-poppy villages reported more drastic strategies 
for coping with food insecurity (such as selling household assets) more frequently. A possible 
explanation is that the on average higher cash income in opium poppy villages allowed for a more 
flexible response when facing food insecurity.  

The size of land available to a farmer proved to be relevant in explaining important livelihood 
indicators such as food stocks or income. Smallholders have precarious livelihoods, as they are 
vulnerable to both market and agricultural shocks, and too often have to resort to selling their 
productive assets – including land – in order to cope with shocks.

 25
 Moreover, lack of access to 

land has been found to be a driver of illicit cultivation, and land tenure a crucial element for the 
long-term success of alternative development.

26
 

When looking at the self-reported access to all forms of land (owned, rented, and land accessed in 
sharecropping modality), farmers who cultivate opium poppy frequently

27
 have, on average, less 

land available than all other types of farmers. There were strong regional differences, indicating 

                                                        
24 In 2014, the Afghanistan Living Conditions Survey 2013-2014 used this approach and estimated the share of the 
population living below the national poverty line at 39.1 per cent (an increase from 36.5 per cent in 2011-2012). For a 
detailed discussion of measuring poverty in Afghanistan see: Central Statistical organisation (CSO) and the World Bank, 
“Setting the official poverty line for Afghanistan”; and Central Statistical organisation (CSO), Afghanistan living 

conditions survey 2014-15. 
25 Food security and agricultural cluster, Afghanistan (2015). “Seasonal Food Security Assessment, 2015”. The study 
found that the size of the landholding seemed to be more relevant than the type of property right (whether shareholding, 
tenancy or land ownership). 
26 See e.g. World Drug Report, 2015, p. 105 
27 Poppy farmers in 2016 who had cultivated opium poppy in at least four of the five years between 2011 and 2015. 
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that access to land is related more to local circumstances than to the presence of opium poppy 
cultivation. 

 Average size of landholding by region and type of farmer (jerib), 2016 ���	
���

 Eastern 
region  

Northern 
region  

Southern 
region  

Western 
region  

National 
average  

Frequent poppy farmer 3.1 29.6 16.3 15.3 13.5 

Infrequent poppy farmer 4.2 28.6 35.9 10.6 24.6 

Stopped cultivating 3.9 42.0 27.2 13.6 21.2 

Never cultivated 3.7 32.5 18.4 13.3 18.1 

Note: Central and North-eastern regions have been excluded from the regional analysis, but are considered in the national 

average. Five jerib are roughly one hectare. Frequent poppy farmers cultivated opium poppy in 2016 and at least four out of the 

five years between 2011 and 2015; infrequent poppy farmers cultivated in 2016 and in less than four of the years between 2011 

and 2015. 

Cultivating opium poppy, a lucrative cash crop, is one of the many coping strategies that a rural 
household may employ for securing its livelihood, with livelihood understood as all activities and 
decisions that enable members of a household to live. Livelihood strategies adopted by a 
household – poppy growing or others – are not constant and change over time. New strategies are 
continuously developed and adopted in response to changes in circumstance either within or 
outside of the household, such as changing monetary needs or adverse weather conditions in the 
crop growing season. Thus, the decision to cultivate opium poppy can change from one year to the 
next. 

In 2016, 63 per cent of all poppy farmers had cultivated opium poppy in at least four of the five 
years between 2011 and 2015, and could be classified as frequent poppy farmers. The remaining 
37 per cent of farmers had cultivated in less than four years in this time period, and were thus 
infrequent poppy farmers or poppy farmers engaged in opium poppy cultivation in the past three 
years.  

Figure 3: Share of frequent and infrequent poppy farmers, 2016 

 

One indicator of the impact of opium poppy in a household is the share of household income it 
provides. For farmers who cultivated opium poppy frequently, sales of opium poppy and 
derivatives constituted the main source of income in the year before the survey. On average, such 
sales accounted for 57 per cent of the annual household income of frequent poppy farmers. For 
infrequent farmers, opium poppy made up 36 per cent of household income, almost as much as 
earnings from licit crops (38 per cent).  
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Figure 4: Shares of total annual income per income-generating activity by type of farmer in 

Afghanistan, 2015 (reported in 2016) 

 

Note: Income by component is shown in absolute terms; data labels represent the percentage contribution of each component to 

the total. 

Opium poppy farmers use their income for covering basic needs. Food, paying debt, and medical 
expenses were the three most common uses of opium income reported by farmers. Investment in 
property, education, or other activities that have potential in building alternatives to opium poppy 
cultivation, was reported only by few farmers and more often by farmers who cultivate opium 
poppy infrequently. 

Figure 5: Use of income from opium poppy reported by poppy farmers, 2016 

 

Note: Farmers were asked for the three main uses of their income from opium poppy. Data reflects all mentions of a purpose, 

regardless of its rank. 

Depending on their needs and opportunities, opium poppy farmers vary their total area under 
opium poppy cultivation over time, either by using their own land or other modalities (tenancy or 
sharecropping). In the Northern region, large relative increases in area under opium poppy 
cultivation were observed, with most farmers (64 per cent of frequent poppy farmers and 63 per 
cent of infrequent poppy farmers) reporting increases in the land area dedicated to opium poppy. 
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In the Southern region, where cultivation levels have been stable, more than 90 per cent of farmers 
reported decreases or no changes. The increase in the total estimated area under opium poppy 
cultivation in the North can be explained by larger average areas per farmer and by more farmers 
engaging in this activity. 

Since the decision to cultivate opium poppy can change from one year to the next, an absolute 
divide of farmers into opium-poppy and  non-opium-poppy growers is thus an oversimplification. 
A farmer might cultivate opium poppy in one year and abstain in the next – depending on the 
fluctuating economic needs and opportunities. 

Opium poppy farmers reported higher cash incomes than other farmers, which may provide more 
flexibility in the allocation of assets to cope with shocks like food insecurity. However, opium 
poppy farmers reported to use the income gained from opium mostly for covering basic needs. 
The potential that opium poppy cultivation has for sustainably improving livelihoods of farmers 
seems thus to be limited. 

Moreover, farmers’ dependency on opium poppy cultivation is in many cases not simply related to 
the income generated by opium poppy sales, but rather to the lack of continuous, reliable and 
sustainable access to both physical and economic markets for selling alternative products, and to 
the overall limited opportunities for their villages in terms of social and economic development, 
governance and security.  

 

Farmer in Baghlan, Afghanistan. Source: MCN/UNODC 

3.2 Environmental sustainability 

In some provinces, Afghanistan faces serious problems as a result of 
desertification and drought, with potentially severe consequences for Afghans who 
rely on agriculture and animal husbandry for their daily survival.

28
 Drought and 

difficult climatic conditions appear to have intensified over time and might 
continue to do so in the future. In particular, spring precipitation, which is relevant 

for agriculture, has significantly decreased - by almost a third - between 1951 and 2010, and the 
average temperatures in the South have increased by 2.4°C in the same period of time.

29
  

In areas with intensive opium poppy cultivation, careless growing may place an additional strain 
on natural resources, such as soil quality and the availability of water. A case in point is the 
province of Hilmand, which continues to be affected by high levels of opium poppy cultivation. 
Hilmand province saw a rapid expansion of the agricultural area north of the Boghra canal from 
only 834 ha of arable land in 1999 to 26,600 ha in 2010. These increases were achieved by using 
already scarce water resources by hoarding water from the irrigation system and by rendering 

                                                        
28 United Nations Environment Programme, “Natural resource management and peacebuilding in Afghanistan”. 
29 UNEP, AFGHANISTAN: CLIMATE CHANGE SCIENCE PERSPECTIVES, 2016 
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financially viable pumping from the aquifer through tube wells. Covering the initial costs of diesel 
fuelled pumps

30
 and the running costs for diesel during cultivation was made possible by the 

proceeds from lucrative opium poppy cultivation. This expansion of arable land was largely 
dedicated to opium poppy cultivation,

31
 constituting up to one third of the land potentially 

available for agriculture.
32

 The sizable investments necessary to improve the land required high 
production levels of opium, and might have led to an overexploitation of soil and water.  

Since 2012, opium yields in the Southern region have been below the national average. In 2015, 
yields at about 16 kilogramme per hectare marked a record low since the beginning of systematic 
yield surveys in 2006. In comparison, in 2015, yields reached up to 41.5 kilogramme per hectare 
and 39.6 kilogramme per hectare in the Central and North-eastern regions, which is a level 
comparable to the nation-wide averages from 2008 or 2011. In 2016, yields increased to 22.0 
kilogramme per hectare but were still below the national average at 23.8 kilogramme per hectare. 
A similar, but less drastic reduction of yields was observed in the Eastern and Western regions. 

Figure 6: Average opium yields in selected regions (kilogramme per hectare), 2006-2016 

 

Note: In 2010, the South was heavily affected by opium poppy diseases, reducing the average yields in affected areas to 10.1 

kilogramme per hectare. The extent to which this occurred could not be estimated, a weighted average is therefore not available. 

Yields of the years 2006 and 2009 have been revised in 2012. Due to this revision, no regional estimates are available in that 

period of time. 

Recent decreases in area under opium poppy cultivation in the deserts of Hilmand province are 
potentially linked to the lower profitability of opium poppy due to lower yields. Making land 
arable and maintaining fields under unfavourable conditions may not be profitable enough 
anymore.

33
 

Adverse climatic conditions and unsustainable agricultural practices might have affected other 
provinces in the Southern and Western regions as well. In Nimroz province, for example, the land 
available for agriculture declined by 19 per cent between 2014 and 2015,

34
 which directly affected 

the area available for opium poppy cultivation. MCN/UNODC analyses have shown that in 
Nimroz and Farah provinces, more than 40 per cent of the 2014 poppy fields were left fallow in 
2015, indicating lower yields or limited profitability. These shares were lower but still relevant in 
Hilmand (17 per cent) and Kandahar provinces (30 per cent). The MCN/UNODC village survey 
asked the farmers about current quality of soil and for the reasons behind bad soil quality. No 
wide-spread problems were reported, however. 

                                                        
30 There have been reports of recent increases in pumps powered by solar energy in selected districts of Hilmand 
province. Initial investment costs appeared to be higher for solar powered pumps; however, reported running costs were 
lower. Source: David Mansfield, Paul Fishstein and OSDR, 2016. “Time to Move on: Developing an Informed 
Development Response to Opium Poppy Cultivation in Afghanistan”  
31 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”, Case Study Series (Kabul, Afghanistan Research and Evaluation Unit, 2011). 
32 See, e.g., MCN/UNODC Afghanistan opium survey 2014 – Cultivation and production. 
33 See, as well, MCN/UNODC, Afghanistan opium survey 2015 – socioeconomic analysis. 
34 MCN/UNODC, Afghanistan opium survey 2015 – cultivation and production. 
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In some areas of the Southern and Western regions, agriculture and specifically opium poppy 
cultivation may have been practised in an unsustainable way;

35
 for example, by failing to ensure 

appropriate drainage during irrigation (which causes salinization), restauration of fertility and 
maintaining a productive soil structure. These depletive factors are eventually exacerbated by 
susceptibility to pests and diseases, which together provide possible explanations for the 
decreasing or stagnating levels of opium poppy cultivation in the Southern and Western regions. 
There is evidence of soil salinization in desert areas,

36
 however, no recent estimates of sufficient 

quality are available to estimate the extent to which this affected the opium poppy cultivating 
areas and Afghan land in general. MCN/UNODC collects data from the field on soil quality, plant 
diseases and other problems related to agriculture and quality of land. However, the survey’s 
findings do not allow for a quantification of the area affected. 

In sum, unsustainable opium poppy cultivation may have exacerbated environmental issues such 
as water scarcity in heavily affected areas. Water scarcity and climate change may, on the other 
hand, drive many farmers to choose the lucrative cash crop of opium poppy as a livelihood 
strategy.  

Moreover, there is a risk of shifting cultivation within Afghanistan. If conditions in the main 
opium poppy cultivating provinces continue to deteriorate, cultivation might continue to move to 
and increase in other provinces, where agricultural conditions are more favourable. The increases 
in the Central and Northern regions, which coincided with a deterioration of the security situation, 
may already be a consequence of this development, which calls for close monitoring and 
appropriate action. 

 

Solar panel used for powering pump irrigation, Afghanistan. Source: MCN/UNODC 

                                                        
35 E.g. David Mansfield and Paul Fishstein (2016) “Moving with the times: How opium poppy cultivation has adapted to 

the changing environment in Afghanistan” 
36 Alcis, Draining the deserts of Afghanistan, July 2016. 
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Diesel pumps used for irrigation, Afghanistan. Source: MCN/UNODC. 

3.3 Social development 

 Opium poppy cultivation mainly takes place in areas with limited 3.3.1
access to basic infrastructure and services such as health care 
centres, schools and electricity  

When comparing opium poppy cultivating villages with other villages, it becomes apparent that 
opium poppy cultivation is strongly linked to more limited access to infrastructure and services 
which are essential to the operation of a society. The UN Guiding Principles on Alternative 
Development define alternative development as a process to prevent and eliminate illicit crop 
cultivation through locally designed rural development measures, within a framework of a 
comprehensive and permanent solution to the drug problem.  

The MCN/UNODC village survey asked the village headmen about access to:  

- a health care centre or medical clinic  
- a health care centre or medical clinic with female staff available 
- availability of schools for boys and for girls 
- access to electricity from the grid (public electricity) 
- access to roads and public transportation  
- the existence of farmers’ associations and small scale industries 
- availability of a local market to sell produce 

When comparing villages with and without opium poppy cultivation, it 
becomes apparent that opium poppy villages have significantly less access to 
health care. Only 45 per cent of opium poppy cultivating villages reported 
having access to health care centres and only 22 per cent to health care centres 
with female staff. Among villages without opium poppy cultivation, the shares 
were 64 per cent and 53 per cent, respectively. A regional analysis revealed that 

villages in the Western and Eastern regions, in particular, have below-average access to clinics 
(see data section on “Health care”).  

There is a striking relationship between the absence of girls’ and boys’ schools 
and the presence of opium poppy cultivation. In 66 per cent of poppy-free 
villages, headmen reported that there was a girl school; however, the same was 
reported for only 30 per cent of all villages where opium poppy cultivation was 
present. For boys’ schools, the difference was smaller, but still considerable. 
While 90 per cent of all villages without opium poppy cultivation had access to 

a boys’ school, only 63 per cent of all villages affected by cultivation had such schools.  
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Access to both boys’ and girls’ schools differed at the regional level (see map 3). A noticeable 
lack of schools was found in the South, but also in the mostly poppy-free Central region. In 
Badakhshan in the North-eastern region, on the other hand, where significant levels of opium 
poppy cultivation could be found, there was relatively high availability of schools for both 
genders. The presence of schools was also strongly related to the presence of government control 
and security.  

Electricity is in general not widely available in Afghanistan, but even more 
scarce in areas affected by opium poppy cultivation. Out of all opium poppy 
cultivating villages, 3 per cent reported to have access to public electricity, 
compared to 12 per cent of all non-opium-poppy villages. Access to reliable 
electricity from the grid is important to human development as electricity is, in 
practice, indispensable for certain basic activities, such as lighting, refrigeration 

and the running of household appliances. Moreover, electricity cannot easily be replaced by other 
forms of energy.

37
  

Easy access to markets – a place where to sell and buy agricultural and other 
products – is imperative for obtaining sufficient household income. A lack of 
close-by markets restrict farmers’ opportunities for income generation, as large 
distances increase uncertainty and transportation costs, and this means limited 
sales opportunities, reduced farm-gate profits and increased farm costs.

38
 In the 

past, a clear relation between the presence of opium poppy cultivation and the 
absence of accessible, close-by markets has been observed. With the increasingly wide-spread 
nature of opium poppy cultivation, this difference seems to have become less important. In 2016, 
20 per cent of all villages reported having a local market, with similar shares among opium poppy 
cultivating and  non-opium-poppy villages.

39
 At the national level, there were no statistically 

significant differences in travel time to the market between poppy and  non-opium-poppy villages. 

The availability of roads and sufficient transport services are fundamental for 
economic development in rural areas, as physical isolation is one of the core 
features of the poverty trap. In the past decade, the international community has 
spent billions on constructing and repairing Afghanistan’s road infrastructure, 
including the completion of the ring road, several highways and countless 
smaller, yet important rural projects.

40
 Overall, 93 per cent of all headmen 

reported that villagers had access to roads. Among villages affected by opium poppy cultivation, 
the share was slightly smaller, at 90 per cent. In villages without opium poppy cultivation, 94 per 
cent of headmen reported that villagers had access to roads.  

Farmers’ organizations facilitate more direct integration of farmers into value chains and increase 
their negotiation power. The UN Guiding Principles on Alternative Development encourage 
efforts that allow the promotion and enhancement of farmer associations in illicit crop cultivating 
communities. Opium poppy cultivating villages had fewer formal farmers’ organizations, such as 
co-operatives (5 per cent), than non-opium poppy villages (13 per cent) in 2016.  

Small scale industries or manufacturing enterprises bring labour opportunities to rural areas and 
can counteract seasonal unemployment in agriculture. No significant differences in the presence of 
small scale industries for opium-poppy/non-opium-poppy villages could be found in Afghanistan. 

                                                        
37 World Bank, World Development Indicators. 
38 International Fund for Agricultural Development (IFAD), 2003. Promoting market access for the rural poor. 
39 For more details and regional estimates see data section 4.4.4 on “Access to markets” 
40 See, e.g. World Bank, Improving Road Access Transforms Lives in Afghanistan's Daykundi Province, feature story, 
March 6, 2017.  
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Farmer in Baghlan, Afghanistan. Source: MCN/UNODC 

 

 

Bridge in Afghanistan. Source: MCN/UNODC 



Sustainable Development in an opium production environment 

 24

������ Health services and opium poppy cultivation, 2016 
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������ Access to boy’s and girl’s schools, and opium poppy cultivation, 2016 
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 The link between opium poppy cultivation and illicit drug use 3.3.2

There is a well-established link between opium poppy cultivation and illicit drug use in 
Afghanistan. The latest findings on drug use rates in Afghanistan reveal considerable levels of use 
among males, females and children. Almost 31 per cent of all households in Afghanistan were 
affected by drug use in 2015.

41
 Rural households are far more affected than urban ones; 39 per 

cent of rural households compared to 11 per cent of the urban. Approximately 9 per cent of 
Afghan children tested positive for one or more drugs, and the same geographical pattern was 
visible. While 11 per cent of children in rural areas tested positive, 2 per cent of the urban children 
did so.  

Opioids were found to be the most prevalent class of drugs used in Afghanistan. Opioid use was 
also significantly higher in rural villages than in the urban centres. Opioids were used in nearly 
one out of five Afghan households overall (19 per cent); in 25 per cent of rural households and 6 
per cent of urban households. The percentage of rural children who tested positive for opioids was 
also far higher than that of urban children: 7.5 per cent compared to 1.3 per cent, respectively. 

The very high rates
42

 of opiate use among rural populations were reflected in the results of the 
MCN/UNODC women’s survey, as well. A total of 167 women in 46 villages were interviewed 
about their attitudes towards opium poppy, participation in opium poppy cultivation, use of opium 
in the households and other drug use.  

The key findings include: 

- 51 out of 167 women reported giving opium to their children to calm them down or help 
them sleep (70 answered “No” to the question; 46 gave no answer). 

- 56 out of 167 women reported using opium to relieve pain or treating sickness (105 
reported “No”, 6 “No answer”), with the most commonly mentioned diseases/pains being 
general health and pain (mentioned 16 times), cough and pneumonia (13), and children’s 
health (8). 

- 49 out of 167 women reported that opium is used to cope with tiredness (88 reported 
“No”, 49 “No answer”). 

- 87 out of 167 women named addiction (general addiction or specifically addiction among 
youth) as a main disadvantage of opium poppy cultivation. 

In the farmer survey, farmers were asked about the main reasons for not engaging in opium poppy 
cultivation. The “fear of addiction of family members” was named by ten per cent of farmers who 
stopped cultivating opium poppy in 2016 or before as one of the three main reasons for stopping 
cultivation. Among the farmers who never cultivated opium poppy, 14 per cent mentioned this 
reason.  

The wide-spread use of opiates in Afghanistan is worrying. Lack of access to medical services and 
medication to treat sickness may lead to increased use of opiates and thus increased rates of opiate 
use and dependency, since the use of opium for treating common sicknesses and pain seems to be 
a common practice. Drug use often affects people during their most productive years, and the 
entrapment of youth in both drug use and the illicit drug trade itself, as opposed to engagement in 
legitimate employment and educational opportunities, poses distinct barriers to the development of 
individuals and the society as a whole.

43
 

Moreover, the current annual drug treatment capacity in Afghanistan still only covers 10.7 per 
cent

44
 of opium and heroin users, in spite of continued efforts by the Government and donors to 

increase treatment provision. Drug prevention interventions are mostly limited to urban areas, with 
fewer services available in rural areas where drug use is more prevalent.  

                                                        
41 The Afghanistan National Drug Use Survey collected hair, urine, and saliva from 10,549 Afghans who consented to 
participate in the survey. These individuals were sampled from 2,757 randomly selected households in 11 urban centers 
and 52 rural villages. Household rates are based on a positive test from one or more individuals living in the same 
household.  
The Colombo Plan (2015), “Afghanistan National Drug Use Survey 2015”; http://www.colombo-plan.org/?wpfb_dl=305.  
42 For international and global rates drug and opiate use see e.g. UNODC (2016), World Drug Report. 
43 UNODC (2016), World Drug Report. 
44 MCN (2016), Afghanistan Drug Report 2015. 
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 Gender equality and opium poppy cultivation 3.3.3

Over the last decade, the Afghan government has taken significant steps to 
improve the position of women in the society and their overall living 
conditions. Even though much progress has been made, women are still 
disadvantaged in public and private life, and are often deprived of opportunities 
for education and economic self-reliance, and have less access to health 
services than men.

45
 This is even more pronounced in areas affected by opium 

poppy cultivation. MCN/UNODC village surveys have shown that opium poppy cultivation 
predominantly takes place in areas where the access of girls and women to education and health 
services is more limited than at the national level.

46
 

Improving livelihoods through alternative development interventions can therefore promote 
gender equality in areas affected by opium poppy cultivation. Women’s empowerment can also 
have a measurable impact on the decision of a household to engage in or abstain from opium 
poppy cultivation. 

For the design and implementation of alternative development interventions, it is key to 
understand the role women play in household decision making and how empowering women and 
improving gender equality can influence the decision of a household to exclude opium poppy 
cultivation from their livelihood strategies. To better understand this relationship, MCN/UNODC 
conducted 167 interviews with women in opium poppy cultivating and non-cultivating households 
in all regions but the Central region of Afghanistan.

47
 

Women’s empowerment requires “agency”, that is the capacity to make decisions about one’s own 
life and act on them to achieve a desired outcome. There are two main recognized drivers of 
women’s empowerment: endowments (health, education and assets) and economic opportunities.

48
  

The MCN/UNODC survey showed that education increased the influence of women on the 
decision making of a household regarding whether or not to engage in opium poppy cultivation. 
About six in ten women with some level of education reported that they were able to directly 
participate in taking the final decision on opium poppy cultivation, while only three in ten women 
without education said the same. Similar shares were found when restricting the comparison to 
households that were engaged in opium poppy cultivation. 

Figure 7: Who takes the final decision regarding opium poppy cultivation in the household, 

as reported by interviewees, by educational status  

 

Note: Women are considered in the educated group if they reported to have at least one year of education. 

                                                        
45 For more details on the living conditions of women in Afghanistan see Afghanistan Living Conditions Survey 2014-15. 
46 See e.g. section on Social Development. 
47 For more results from this particular survey see section 4.3. 
48 World Bank (2014).Voice and Agency. Empowering women and girls for shared prosperity. 
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Even if they did not participate in the final decision on opium poppy cultivation, women with at 
least one year of education were more influential in that decision. While 18 per cent of women 
with some level of education felt that they strongly or very strongly influenced that decision, only 
about 3 per cent of non-educated women reported the same. Similar findings could be found when 
restricting the comparison to opium poppy cultivating households. 

Overall, women in opium poppy cultivating households reported having a stronger influence on 
the decision to cultivate opium poppy than women in  non-opium-poppy households.

49
 

Figure 8: Woman’s perceived influence on opium poppy cultivation decisions within the 

household, by educational status 

 

A similar pattern was found in the decision making process around how the income from opium 
poppy was spent. Forty-six per cent of women with at least one year of education reported 
partaking in that decision, while 39 per cent of women without education said the same. More 
importantly, among those women who did not directly participate in the decision, about half of the 
women with some level of education reported having a strong or very strong influence, but only 
about 18 per cent women without education felt the same. 

 

Woman weaving in Afghanistan. Source: MCN/UNODC 

                                                        
49 For more details see section 4.3. 



Sustainable Development in an opium production environment 

 29

The availability of profitable economic activities for both male and female household members – 
or the lack thereof – can influence decisions around the cultivation of opium poppy. This was 
reflected in the results of this survey, as well. About half of the women in non-opium poppy 
households were able to perform remunerated jobs (47 per cent); in contrast, just over a third of 
women in opium poppy households were able to do the same (37 per cent). Notably, most of the 
working women in non-opium poppy households were earning income by producing handicraft 
(e.g. weaving), while most of the working women in opium poppy cultivating households were 
daily waged agricultural workers.  

The available data did not allow for an assessment of the influence the type of work had on the 
decision to cultivate opium poppy. More data would be needed on the income earned from each 
activity and on other factors, such as reliability of income (producing handicraft, for example, 
might be less prone to seasonality and shocks like bad harvests, and thus a more reliable source of 
income than agricultural work for daily wages). 

Figure 9: Main economic activity of women in opium poppy and non-opium-poppy 

cultivating households  

 

In sum, the data collected during the MCN/UNODC women’s survey supported the finding that 
education can increase the influence of women in a household on the decision of whether to 
engage in opium poppy cultivation. The additional cash income from the labour of women can 
reduce the economic incentive to cultivate poppy. However, the opportunities to do so may 
depend strongly on local circumstances, as many women in opium poppy cultivating villages 
stated in the context of previous MCN/UNODC research that out of cultural reasons men often do 
not want women to participate in the work force.
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50 See MCN/UNODC, Afghanistan opium survey report 2015 – Socioeconomic analysis. 
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Family on the road, Afghanistan. Source: MCN/UNODC 

3.4 Peace, justice and strong institutions 

Afghanistan remains a fragile and conflict-affected country. The long years of 
war have weakened state institutions and trust in the government, and fuelled 
the Taliban insurgency. Such an environment limits development opportunities 
and economic growth, which in turn drives farmers to resort to illicit opium 
poppy cultivation as strategy to build their livelihood. Moreover, insurgency 
groups gain income from opium poppy by – among other things – collecting 

taxes on opium sales, which further weakens governance in the country by strengthening 
insurgency.  

 Government control, security and funding of insurgency groups 3.4.1

In the MCN/UNODC village survey, village headmen were asked about who was ‘in control’ of 
the village. Overall, 37 per cent of all headmen reported that the village was not under the control 
of the government (30 per cent under the control of insurgency elements and 7 per cent 
“others”).

51
 Among villages where opium poppy cultivation took place, the share was much 

higher: 67 per cent of all headmen reported that the village was outside government control. 
Among villages without opium poppy cultivation, only 25 per cent of farmers reported that 
authorities other than the government were in control.  

Opium poppy cultivation therefore takes place predominantly in areas without government 
control. However, there are two main exceptions: in the Central region, there are large areas 
outside government control and without opium poppy cultivation, whereas in Badakhshan, there 
are significant levels of opium poppy cultivation in areas under government control. 

A similar picture can be seen when looking at security levels. Village headmen were asked to 
assess whether the village can be considered as very safe, safe, more or less safe, insecure or very 
insecure. At the national level, about a quarter of village headmen (24 per cent) assessed that their 
village was insecure or very insecure. Among the opium poppy cultivating villages, almost half of 
the headmen reported the same (44 per cent), whereas only 15 per cent of villages without opium 
poppy cultivation were considered insecure or very insecure.  

                                                        
51 No information was provided to what kind of groupings “others” refer. 
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Figure 10: Security assessment of village headmen, by opium poppy cultivation status, 

2016 

 

Moreover, it was found that increased influence of insurgency elements and a deterioration of the 
security situation in the north of the country coincided with increasing opium poppy cultivation 
(see map 5). This was in particular salient in the provinces of Badghis, Nangarhar and Sar-i-Pul. 

Not only does opium poppy cultivation take place in areas with less governmental presence and 
with less security, it destabilizes the country further by funding insurgency and anti-government 
groups. In addition to direct financial gain, engagement in the illicit drug trade may provide other, 
non-monetary resources to insurgency groups, such as territorial control, military capacity and 
political and social legitimacy. By protecting illicit activities that provide livelihoods for 
impoverished segments of the population, armed groups may gain support, protection and 
intelligence from farmers.

52
  

Payments and other form of ‘taxes’ on opium sales benefit insurgency groups while at the same 
time limit the already scarce income of many farmers. In 2016, village headmen were asked 
whether opium poppy farmers pay any taxes on their opium sales, to whom they paid it and what 
percentage of earnings was collected.  

In the Western province, as many as 70 per cent of village headmen from opium poppy cultivating 
villages reported paying taxes on the income from opium sales, whereas in the Northern province, 
it was 40 per cent. Overall, an estimated 56 per cent of the opium harvest was taxed by non-state 
authorities. The reported taxes on opium sales averaged 10.2 per cent. 

Applying this estimates to the farm-gate value yields a total sum of US$ 48.7 million that were 
collected by non-state authorities in 2016. If the same groups collected a similar share of the 
earnings of onwards manufacturing and trafficking, a total US$ 160 million (~5.4 per cent of US$ 
3.02 billion, taxes from the farm-gate value included) would have funded non-state groups in 
2016. In comparison, the UN Security Council Sanctions Committee estimated the overall annual 
income of the Taliban (drugs and other sources of income) at around $400 million; half of which 
is likely to be derived from the illicit narcotics economy.

53
 

Restoring government control and security might help reduce opium poppy cultivation, as it will 
make it more difficult for farmers and drug traffickers to conduct their business with impunity, 
and make it easier to create sustainable and licit development opportunities. Examples from the 
past have shown that opium poppy cultivation can relatively easily shift from one area to another, 

                                                        
52 Vanda Felbab-Brown (2009), Shooting Up: Counterinsurgency and the War on Drugs, (Washington, D.C., Brookings 
Institution Press). 
53 Security Council, Seventh report of the Analytical Support and Sanctions Monitoring Team submitted pursuant to 

resolution 2255 (2015) concerning the Taliban and other associated individual and entities constituting a threat to the 

peace, stability and security of Afghanistan, 5 October 2016. S/2016/842, para15.  
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making villages with weak governance and security structures more prone to be targeted by new 
or increasing opium poppy cultivation. 

Peace, justice and effective, accountable and inclusive institutions are at the core of sustainable 
development. The SDGs recognize that sustainable development cannot be realized without peace 
and security and that peace and security will be at risk without sustainable development.  

 Resolution of internal disputes and the role of the  organized 3.4.2
community (shura) 

In target 16.3, SDG 16 calls for promotion of the rule of law at national levels and for ensuring 
equal access to justice for all. 

In the MCN/UNODC village survey, village headmen were asked about the main method to solve 
internal, neighbour-related or domestic disputes from villagers (formal or informal judicial 
mechanisms). In villages without opium poppy cultivation, 30 per cent of headmen reported that 
government officials solve disputes, whereas in villages with opium poppy cultivation, only 12 per 
cent reported this method. Likewise, anti-government organisations were reported to be involved 
in dispute resolution much more frequently in opium poppy villages than in  non-opium-poppy 
villages.  

This was related to government control: villages under insurgency control use anti-governmental 
organizations much more often for dispute resolution than villages under government control. In 
villages under “other” control, traditional justice mechanisms and respected members of the 
community were the most frequently named dispute resolution mechanisms (83 per cent in total).  

 
Interview with village headmen, Afghanistan. Source: MCN/UNODC 

 


















































































































