
Sojourn – Undergraduate Research in the Netherlands 2018 
Vol. 2, no. 1, 42-52 

 
 

Drugs and development in Afghanistan 
Jelte Schievels 

University College Utrecht 

How does opium cultivation affect development in Afghanistan? This paper 
argues opium cultivation strengthens insurgency groups and as a result 
threatens state-building and government authority; essential ingredients for 
successful development. I will analyse this relation by using data from the 
Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) Georeferenced Event Dataset, which 
includes geocoded data about fatalities as a result of the ongoing fights 
between pro-government forces and opposition forces, Long War Journal’s 
data on Taliban presence, and the UNODC Opium Survey, which tracks the 
opium cultivation in Afghanistan, in order to investigate the effects of opium 
cultivation of political (in)stability. This paper adds to the existing literature 
by quantifying the relationship between opium cultivation and development, 
demonstrating a need to move beyond our current understanding of political 
instability by recognizing insurgency control, although perhaps stable and 
constant, is harmful to political stability in both other geographical areas and 
in a long-term perspective.  

 

Introduction 

Opium cultivation in Afghanistan has long been recognized as an important destabilizing 
factor on development by policy makers. This paper will analyse how the Afghan opium 
problem hinders its development. First, gaps in the existing literature will be identified. 
Second, this paper will further the literature by analysing how opium cultivation in 
Afghanistan affects development. I will argue that opium cultivation strengthens insurgency 
groups and as a result threatens state-building and government authority; essential ingredients 
for successful development. Based on the analysis and previous literature, this paper will then 
draw conclusions and suggest a direction for further research.) 

Literature review and contextualisation 

The size of the illicit economy in Afghanistan is unrivalled in today’s world and still 
growing. The opium cultivation levels in 2017 increased are estimated at 328,000 hectares, an 
all-time high (UNODC, 2017). Although the opium crop has been present in Afghanistan for 
decades, it was only during the Soviet period that cultivation levels started to grow 
significantly (Byrd & Ward, 2004). The opium economy maintains strong ties with criminal 
and insurgency groups in Afghanistan, most notably the Taliban (UNODC, 2016b). A UN 
report by the Security Council estimates roughly $200 million, or 50%, of the Taliban’s total 
revenue is generated in the opium economy (UN Monitoring Team, 2007). Cultivation has 
long been recognized as an important destabilizing factor on development by policy makers 
(Felbab Brown, 2015). Both international actors, most notably the United States (US), and 
the Afghan government have implemented many counternarcotic policies to combat opium 
cultivation. 
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 The existing body of literature has broadly focused on two aspects of the opium 
economy: The causes and the effects. Scholars (Byrd & Ward, 2004; Felbab Brown, 2015; 
Goodhand, 2008; Lind et al., 2009; Mansfield, 2014) have established that opium cultivation 
is caused by violence and its connection to a lack of infrastructure, access to alternative 
economic options and political instability. The effects of opium cultivation on development 
are more contested. Two camps of literature can be distinguished. The first camp argues that 
opium cultivation is a driving factor for further political instability and impedes development 
(Byrd & Ward, 2004; Felbab Brown, 2015; Goodhand, 2008; European Union, 2017). These 
works draw a connection between the opium cultivation and the presence of insurgencies and 
warlords (Byrd & Ward, 2004; Felbab Brown, 2015). They argue that opium impedes 
development by contributing to political instability that is a result of violence, increases 
corruption and a strengthened Taliban.  
 In the second camp, scholars argue the opium economy has a de-escalating effect on 
violence in the region and provides Afghans with an essential level of income (Gehring, 
Langlotz & Kienberger, 2017; Mansfield, 2014). They argue that impoverished Afghans are 
more likely to join the Taliban, given that the labour-intensive opium cultivation provides 
many Afghans in poor, rural areas with an income. These scholars claim cutting of access to 
opium cultivation without viable alternatives leads to worse economic conditions and a 
decreased access to education, healthcare and food (Mansfield, 2014).  
 The two competing narratives thus disagree on what the effects from opium cultivation 
are on development. Quantitative analysis is lacking on both sides of the debate and the 
literature of camp 1 is somewhat outdated. This paper extends the literature in several ways. 
First, through data analysis we can gain a better understanding of the relationship between 
opium and development. Second, I use insurgency strength to explain effects on development 
instead of the conventional measure violence. This is because opium cultivation cannot 
satisfactory explain violence patterns. The resources generated by opium cultivation are not 
geographically bounded to that same region. That is to say that the revenue generated with 
opium by insurgency groups can be used everywhere in Afghanistan, or even abroad, not 
only in the area where opium was cultivated. Current studies only take into account how 
opium can be impactful within the region where it was cultivated. Assuming the Taliban is in 
control over the areas with high levels of opium cultivation it would be strange to suggest that 
violence would go up in these areas. More likely would be that violence goes up in areas 
where the Taliban is contesting government control. Therefore, it is not opium that explains 
violence patterns, but insurgency strength, which is partly influenced by the funding they 
derive from the illegal opium economy. Third, I investigate the link between insurgency 
power and development, adding to existing literature on the importance of state governance 
and development (Acemoglu, García-Jimeno & Robinson, 2015; Besley & Persson, 2010; 
Lujala, 2010; Migdal, 1988), arguing state capacity is essential to ensure development.  

Argument 

There is a need to move beyond using violence as the indicator of political instability and 
establish a more nuanced argument that connects opium cultivation and development through 
insurgency strength. My argument encompasses two mechanisms. The first mechanism is that 
opium cultivation strengthens insurgency groups. Opium generates revenue for insurgency 
groups, which can simply be translated into more soldiers, better equipment, a larger 
influence in governmental structures through corruption and a professionalization of their 
organization (Felbab Brown, 2015). A good example is the Taliban. Although they are almost 
never directly involved in cultivating opium, they do levy a harvest tax of around 10% 
(Felbab Brown, 2015). In addition, insurgency groups gain more political power due to their 
increased control over the areas in which opium is cultivated. By protecting the local 
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population, they do not only gain legitimacy but also prevent access to the legal alternatives 
to opium cultivation and as such increase their control (Felbab Brown, 2015).  
 The second mechanism establishes that a stronger insurgency presence impedes 
development. This happens in several ways. In the controlled areas, insurgency groups will 
try to limit access to legal opportunities, such as education, improved infrastructure or 
alternative crops, which provide an escape from the opium economy. Moreover, insurgency 
groups are at war with government forces in areas that are either contested or controlled by 
the government. Violence in these areas will disrupt the normal way of life and again harm 
access to services such as education, health care, while simultaneously destroying 
infrastructure, buildings and economic activities.  
Through quantitative analysis, I expect to find that insurgency groups are stronger in regions 
with higher levels of opium cultivation. As for the second mechanism, I expect to find that 
development indicators are lower in the areas that have a higher insurgency presence.  

Methodology 

This paper draws from four datasets. The first is the Opium Survey 2016, published by 
UNODC. The Opium Survey is published annually since 1994 and contains data on the 
opium cultivation numbers.  
 The second dataset used is the Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP), which has been 
designed by the University of Uppsala. The UCDP contains geocoded battle-related deaths 
that result from conflict in Afghanistan. I only include battle-related deaths if the Taliban was 
one of the actors involved.  
 The third data set is the Survey of the Afghan People (Afghan Survey), published by the 
Asia Foundation. The Afghan Survey is a nation-wide survey that has been published since 
2004. It contains information on the opinions of Afghans on issues such as the economy, 
corruption, security and governance. The results are measured per region.  
The last dataset that is being used is the Insurgency index, one that I have designed myself for 
this research. This dataset assigns a score to each province regarding the level of Taliban 
influence. The index is based on data from The Foundation for Defense of Democracies 
(FDD) Long War Journal, who have tracked Taliban control over Afghan territory since 
NATO ended its military mission in June 2014. They divide each Afghan district into either 
one of three categories: No control, contested or control.1 No control means the Taliban has 
no control over the area, in the contested areas the government controls the district centres 
but little else, and in the control area the Taliban is openly functioning as a local government.  
 Based on this data I assigned a score of either 0 (no control), 1 (contested) or 2 (control) 
to each district. I added up the scores of all the districts within a province, which gave each 
province an end score of the total points their districts had accumulated based on Taliban 
influence. I divided this number, the end score, by the total amount of districts within a 
province, which gave me a ratio of the district controlled versus the total districts. The 
minimum ratio was 0 (all districts score no control) and the maximum was 2 (all districts 
score control). Based on the ratios I made four categories. Category 1 (no or very low Taliban 
influence) includes all provinces that score a ratio between 0 and 0.25. Category 2 (low to 
moderate Taliban influence) includes all provinces that score a ratio between 0.25 and 0.50. 
Category 3 (moderate to high Taliban influence) includes all provinces that score a ratio 
between 0.50 and 0.75. Category 4 (high to full Taliban influence) includes all provinces that 
score a ratio above 0.75.  
 These four datasets are employed to test the causal argument. The insurgency group that 
will be examined is the Taliban, for two reasons. First, the Taliban is by far the largest 
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insurgency group in Afghanistan with most control. Second, most data only includes the 
Taliban due to their importance.  
 The first mechanism, that opium cultivation strengthens insurgency groups, will be tested 
in two ways. First the aggregate provincial opium cultivation numbers from the UNODC 
Opium Survey will be compared to the Insurgency index, in order to find out whether opium 
is mostly cultivated in provinces with high Taliban influence. Opium cultivation is measured 
in hectares that are used for opium cultivation per province. Insurgency strength is measured 
by the score of each province on the Insurgency index. In other words, the stronger the 
Taliban, the higher the insurgency strength. The first hypothesis is therefore: most opium is 
cultivated in the regions largely controlled by the Taliban.  
 Second, battle-related deaths per province in 2016 and the scores on the Insurgency 
index will be plotted against each other to examine the relationship between violence and 
insurgency strength. The battle-related deaths are drawn from the UCDP. Only the deaths in 
which the Taliban was coded as an actor involved were used. I chose to exclude injuries and 
only include deaths to reduce ambiguity and increase reliability. Where one can argue about 
what classifies as an injury and who is responsible, deaths are uncontestably and more 
reliably reported. Here I will try to show that insurgency strength can better explain violence 
patterns than opium cultivation numbers can. If we follow the arguments of the existing 
literature, one would expect either the most or least deaths occur in provinces within category 
4, depending on the camp. That is to say that camp 1, who assert opium destabilizes a region, 
would argue most deaths would occur in region where lots of opium is cultivated. Camp 2 
would argue the exact opposite. Inserting my argument, that insurgency strength better 
explains violence patterns, I hypothesize that most deaths would occur in provinces where the 
Taliban can gain political control and is already active (category 2 & 3), and not so much in 
the provinces they already largely control (category 4). 
 The second relationship, between insurgency strength and development, will be tested by 
comparing the distribution of scores on the Insurgency index amongst the provinces with the 
distribution of three development indicators taken from the Afghan survey. The first two 
indicators measure access to schools and access to electric supply. For both indicators, the 
question was asked: ‘Has access to education/electric supply improved compared to two 
years ago?’ (Asia Foundation, 2016). The third indicator measures positivity about the 
general direction in which Afghanistan is going. The question asked is: ‘Do you think 
Afghanistan is going in the right or wrong direction?’ (Asia Foundation, 2017) The first two 
indicators measure whether essential services in one’s area are available and are as such used 
as development indicators. The third indicator aims to include a measure of development, 
which refers to the perception about the general positivity and well-being of people. It thus 
serves as an indicator of progress in the minds of the people. The hypothesis is that a higher 
score on the Insurgency index will correspond with a lower score on development indicators. 
 Lastly, the overall argument will be assessed by exploring the relationship between 
opium cultivation and development. Here the national opium cultivation levels will be 
compared with GDP/capita in current US$. The hypothesis is that a rise in opium cultivation 
negatively affects the GDP/capita. 
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Limitations 

Before delving into the analysis, it is useful to acknowledge some of the limitations of this 
research. Importantly, there are many endogenous factors that influence development, apart 
from opium cultivation, that have not been accounted for in this research design. Notable 
examples include international aid, corruption levels and ethnic violence. Additionally, there 
are limitations with the data used. The insurgency index does not take into account the size of 
provinces. Small districts were weighted equally as big districts. Moreover, it does not 
account for the geographical proximity of the districts. If the Taliban controls a block of 
districts it will be more powerful than if districts are scattered over a province. Obviously, the 
extent to which the Taliban influences an area is not so black and white and is subject to local 
contexts and rapidly changing dynamics. These local contexts have not been accounted for in 
the insurgency index.  
 Furthermore, the development data from the Afghan survey are perceptions about reality 
and only included relative measures, which compared the current situation to the situation 
two years ago. Absolute measures of development were unavailable. This could potentially 
paint a skewed picture of reality. Moreover, it measured development per region and thus 
included large averages. Variation within those regions could not be measured. 
 Thirdly, the opium data from the UNODC only takes in opium cultivation, but omits 
trafficking and other related activities that are extremely profitable. Certain provinces, such 
as Nimroz, do not produce much opium but function as trade-hubs. While insurgency groups 
will thus still generate revenue in these areas, this is not reflected in the data.  
 Lastly, it is very important to recognize that the Taliban is far from a unitary actor, which 
is implicit in this research. The Taliban consists of various networks and groups that operate 
throughout Afghanistan. Groups range from very small and local cells to large networks such 
as the Haqqani network. Although this research assumes funds can be simply moved around 
the organisation, this does not truly match reality. Furthermore, the fact that the Taliban is a 
very localized movement also implicates they have different goals, priorities and conduct in 
different areas. For instance, this research assumes Taliban has a similar stance or approach 
to opium cultivation across Afghanistan. In reality, this will differ significantly. Importantly, 
the Taliban actually fulfils governmental functions in southern areas. Therefore, although the 
Taliban might hinder development overall, local factions could actually enable or actively 
contribute to development. 

Data variable Observations Average Std. Deviation Min Max 
Insurgency index (district) 398 0.54 0.68 0 2 
Battle-related deaths 
(province) 34 452 584 0 2958 
Opium cultivation (province) 34 5921 15109 0 80273 
Access to schools (region) 8 26.2 4.44 21 33.3 
Access to electricity (region) 8 45.25 9.36 31 62 
General direction (region) 8 63.63 7.98 56 80 
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Results 

Opium cultivation and insurgency strength 

Graph 1 shows that, by far, 
most opium is produced in 
areas heavily controlled by 
the Taliban. The result 
confirms hypothesis 1: that 
opium cultivation mostly 
occurs in areas controlled by 
the Taliban. A tax on the 
opium harvest provides the 
insurgency with a larger pool 
of resources. Moreover, 
opium cultivation in their 
areas will gain them 
immaterial gains too. For 
instance, farmers often seek 
protection from the Taliban against government officials who try to eradicate the opium field. 
It is therefore unsurprising opium cultivation mostly occurs in Taliban-dominated areas. The 
first mechanism in the argument can thus be confirmed. 
 Graph 2 shows why opium cannot sufficiently explain violence patterns. Returning to the 
literature: camp 1 would expect most deaths in category 4 and camp 2 would expect least 
deaths in category 4. In reality, we can observe most deaths actually occur in provinces that 
score a 3 on the Insurgency index. In other words, there is a curvilinear relationship rather 
than a linear relationship. The curvilinear relationship cannot be explained by opium 
production alone. Rather, it proves the importance of using insurgency strength as a 
mechanism. Although most of the opium is cultivated within category 4, the Taliban already 
holds a strong presence in these areas. Given that nothing can be said about Taliban tactics, it 
is hard to draw sophisticated conclusions from this analysis alone. Nonetheless, one could 
hypothesize that areas in category 3 are most logical to devote attention to for the Taliban. 

Category 3 represents 
provinces in which the 
Taliban has established 
significant influence, 
meaning operations are 
functional but the 
government also control a 
significant part. Most can 
be gained in category 3. In 
category 4 provinces, most 
of the area is already 
controlled by the Taliban 
and there is comparatively 
less to gain. 



48 Schievels 
 

June 2018 

Insurgency strength and development 

Next, I will examine how insurgency strength impacts development. Based on research by 
Felbab-Brown (2015) I hypothesize that stronger insurgency presence cuts off access to legal 
alternatives to the opium economy and prevents an effective implementation of governmental 
programs. In doing so, I still take into account that the Taliban provides government-like 
services in some areas. What is important to understand, is that even if the Taliban provides 
some services such as schooling, these services could have been better under government 
rule. One would therefore still expect that provinces with higher Taliban influence score 
lower on development indicators. 

Map 1 shows the score of each province on the Insurgency index. The Taliban has most 
influence in the Southern provinces and in large parts of the East, moderate control in most of 
the Western region, while Central and Northern parts are least controlled.  

Map 2 shows the percentage of Afghans that perceives that access to schools got worse 
compared to two years ago, measured per region. The distribution shows that respondents in 
the Southern region are most pessimistic about their access to education, while the Northwest 
is most optimistic. If we compare the insurgency score of map 1 to the regional averages of 
map 2, there is a decent overlap between provinces with high levels of Taliban influence and 
worst access to schools. The South correlates well in particular, while the West is a bit 
overrepresented in map 2 and the East underrepresented. These results indicate that Taliban 
presence indeed negatively influences development in Afghanistan. 

Map 1: Score on the Insurgency index per province 
province 
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Map 3 shows the percentage of Afghans that says access to electric supply got worse 
compared to two years ago, measured per region. The distribution shows that again, Southern 
Afghans are most pessimistic. A strong correlation can be observed between Taliban 
influence and worse access to electric supply. Both comparisons therefore indicate that the 
second hypothesis predicting provinces with high Taliban influence perform worse on 
development holds some value. This is unsurprising, given their conservative beliefs, for 
instance about education, as well as the incentive to perpetuate an economy without viable 
legal alternatives to opium cultivation. 

Map 3: Percentage of Afghans that says access to electric 
supply got worse compared to two years ago, per region. 

Map 2: Percentage of Afghans that says access to schools 
got worse compared to two years ago, per region. 
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Map 4 shows the percentage of Afghans that perceives that Afghanistan is generally 
going in the wrong direction, measured per region. Comparing map 1 to map 4, there is no 
suggestion of a correlation. People in the Southern provinces are actually amongst the most 
optimistic. The absence of a correlation could perhaps be explained by the fact the question 
inquiries to national sentiment instead of local circumstances, like was the case with 
education and electric supply. Moreover, it could be that Taliban rule is not always 
experienced as bad since confidence levels in the central government are extremely low. 

 

Map 4: Percentage of Afghans who thinks things are going 
in the wrong direction, per region. 
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Opium cultivation and development 

Bringing back together both mechanism, the last relationship to be examined is that between 
opium cultivation and GDP/capita. Graph 3 displays the hectares of land used for opium 
cultivation and the Afghan GDP/capita from 2001-2016. Although there is a slight time lag, 
one can observe that once opium cultivation levels rose in 2011, GDP/capita initially 
stagnated, and has been declining since 2012. Important contextual factors here are that 
international troops started withdrawing from the region at the end of 2011, and that foreign 
aid started to decline. The general disengagement of the international community therefore 
made a difference, too. 
 

Conclusion 

Despite its limitations, this analysis establishes a link between opium cultivation and a 
negative effect on development. The first hypothesis, that most opium cultivation occurs in 
areas controlled or heavily influenced by the Taliban, was confirmed. This is an important 
finding since the presence of opium cultivation benefits the insurgency group in several ways 
outlined, both materially and immaterially. What the analysis cannot explain, however, is 
what drives opium cultivation. Does opium cultivation occur in Taliban areas because these 
were the most deprived areas anyway, or does opium cultivation take place because of 
Taliban influence? 
 Moreover, there appears to be a relationship between Taliban presence and a lack of 
development (or at least a perception thereof). Although the analysis is limited due to the lack 
of data, and therefore no hard conclusions can be drawn, the sources indicate an intuitive 
result: that Taliban-dominated areas perform worse on development. This cannot merely be 
explained by their conservative ideology; opium cultivation can also serve as an important 
explanatory factor. Arguments in previous literature, for instance by Felbab-Brown (2015), 
outlined the incentives for the Taliban to perpetuate the opium economy, as they gain both 
materially and immaterially.  
 The analysis on battle-related deaths in the different categories on the Insurgency Index 
provided perhaps the most interesting contribution to the existing literature. No authors 
contest that opium cultivation occurs in Taliban-dominated areas. The effect of opium in 
these areas is contested, however. Camp 1 asserts opium has a destabilizing effect on the 
violence levels, while camp 2 asserts the opposite. The analysis that compared battle-related 
deaths with Taliban control showed a curvilinear relationship rather than a linear relationship. 
Most deaths actually occurred in category 3. Importantly, this shows there is a need to replace 
violence as an indicator by insurgency strength, which is better able to explain the effects on 
development. Insurgency presence increases corruption and cuts of access to legal 
alternatives to the opium economy.  
 The exact relationship between opium cultivation and development is complex and 
multifaceted. I tried to extend the existing literature by quantifying the current arguments. 
The findings presented suggest that opium cultivation strengthens the Taliban, which impedes 
development. Although a clear connection between Taliban influence and opium cultivation 
emerges, it is not clear which causes the other. A key takeaway is that future research should 
not focus only on violence as an indicator of development. Rather, we should acknowledge 
that opium cultivation can stabilize a region and nevertheless have a negative effect on 
development. 
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