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ABSTRACT
Narcotics are the lifeblood of Tajikistan’s economy:
drug trading makes up for at least 30 per cent of the
country’s GDP. This article addresses the questions of
why and how this dependency materializes, and what
the effects are on the economy and population. The
analysis is structured along the following pattern: i)
Causes of addiction: for what reasons is the economy
addicted, and why is there no reduction of trafficked
volumes despite international efforts? ii) Extent
of addiction: how dependent is Tajikistan on drug
trafficking in economic terms, and are there sensible
ways to measure it? iii) Consequences of addiction:
what short- and long-run economic, sociological and
political effects is Tajikistan facing if it stays “hooked”?
The article concludes with a brief discussion of iv)
Counter narcotics policies: what is the current approach
to Tajikistan’s problems, and does it work? This article
argues that Western donor governments should
reconsider the way they are combatting drug trafficking
in Tajikistan. A sound approach will recognize that the
production of opiates is largely demand-driven, and
should thus be aimed primarily at demand reduction.
Opium and heroin bring death and destruction along
the paths they travel, but they also inject an immense
amount of wealth into the Tajik economy. Counter
narcotics policies must, therefore, be evaluated with
a view to the potentially destabilizing effects on the
socioeconomic fabric, in particular to which segments of
the population they are hurting.
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INTRODUCTION: THE TRADE
OF AFGHAN OPIATES
There are few production and cultivation facilities for opium
in Tajikistan itself. It is the country’s southern neighbour Afghanistan, which regularly produces over 70 per cent of the world’s opium output, according to yearly estimates by the United Nations
Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC, 2014). Roughly 25 per cent
of Afghan opiates – that is opium and opium derivatives such as
heroine or morphine – are transported on the “northern route,”
across the Afghan-Tajik border, and then on towards the target
markets in the Russian Federation and Europe – markets that are
currently worth a combined US$33 billion (UNODC, 2011).
The country has become the most attractive transit and distribution point for narcotics, mainly due to geographical and ethnic
reasons – among other reasons, which will be discussed later on.
It shares an approximately 1,200km-long land border with Afghanistan, posing the ideal entry point for smugglers. In terms
of ethnic and social ties, 25 per cent of the Afghan population is
composed of ethnic Tajiks (Engvall, 2006, p.828). Tajikistan still
has strong connections to Russia due to the large number of Tajik
migrant workers in the country, which also maintains its largest
military outpost there.
A look at drug seizure1 data seems to confirm Tajikistan’s status
as a major transit hub. Between 1996 and 2006, Tajikistan effected
48 per cent of total opium seizures and 73 per cent of heroin seizures across all Central Asian countries – the amount of heroin
seized is roughly four times as much as has been interdicted by
other Central Asian Countries (UNODC, 2008).The exact volume
of the trade flow cannot be determined with certainty. Most of the
data is based on seizure volumes, including the figures reported by
the UNODC. The volume of seized drugs, however, is an inaccurate indicator of the actual scope of trafficking in the region. The
UNODC estimates that, on average, seizures amount to less than

1. The drawbacks of
using seizure data in
order to estimate the
total flow of opiates
will be discussed
later on. However,
seizure volumes can
help to make regional
comparisons and
draw rough estimates
of opiate flows across
the Central Asian
countries.
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4 per cent of estimated total opiate flows in heroin equivalence
and that the throughput increases annually (12 per cent increase
in 2006) due to copious supply from Afghanistan (UNODC, 2008).
FIGURE 1 HEROIN SEIZURES BY PROVINCES IN TAJIKISTAN, 2006

Source: UNODC, Illicit Drug Trends in Central Asia, 2008

The UNODC further assumes that approximately 60 per
cent of all Afghan opiates that cross through Tajikistan enter the
country in Western Tajikistan, namely the Khamdoni, Nizhni
Pyanj, Shurabad and Parhar districts. Once inside the country,
most drugs pass through the capital Dushanbe, for repacking,
distribution and onward trafficking (UNODC, 2008).
The map above shows the volumes of heroin seized in the
different Tajik provinces. While most of the opiates appear to
be coming in through the southwestern province of Khatlon,
it should be noted that the southeastern border is particularly
porous. Traffickers use trails through the mountains and across
“green borders” to avoid detection. Even easier than through the
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mountains is crossing the Pyanj River, “which forms [a large]
part of Tajikistan’s border with Afghanistan, is thinly guarded,
and difficult to patrol. It is easily crossed without inspection at a
number of points” (U.S. Department of State, International Narcotics Control Strategy Report, 2003). It can be assumed that the
ratio of drugs seized to the total amount trafficked is a lot lower
in this region than in the more accessible west.

FACTORS CAUSING DEPENDENCY
ON DRUG TRAFFICKING
Regarding Tajikistan as a transit country, there arise several
paradoxes that differentiate it from other countries also struggling with drug trafficking. Firstly, one would assume that higher volumes of narcotics traded increase the level of drug-related
crime. Nevertheless, this does not seem to be not the case: Since
the deposition of the Taliban in 2002, which ended their ban on
opium production, the flow of opiates through Tajikistan has
steadily increased. The level of drug-related crime, however, has
fallen against the expectations of the United Nations (UN) and
other experts (Lewis, 2010, p.40). In fact, drug-related crime and
convictions in Tajikistan were observed to be the lowest among
the Central Asian countries (UNODC, 2008). As Lewis (2010)
observes, though, the fact that fewer criminal incidents and convictions are reported does not necessarily mean that there is less
crime: “Even where low-level drug crimes are uncovered, major
trafficking figures are almost never arrested or charged.”
Another paradox concerns seizure figures. While Afghan output – and thus the likely share of total output that is transported
through Central Asia – has increased overall since the mid-1990s,
the proportionate increase in seizure numbers lags behind the production figures (UNODC, 2012).2 Even though Tajikistan boasts
the highest seizure rates in Central Asia – below four per cent

2. A comparative look
at presumed output
and seizure figures
will be presented in
the next section.
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3. For example, see
De Danieli (2011)
where he talks about
“narco-terror”;
Engvall (2006), on the
“crime-terror nexus”;
or Chouvy (2011), on
“From the ‘War on
Drugs’ to ‘The War on
Terrorism’” (p. 161).

makes it the highest rate –, this does not compare to India or Pakistan, which interdict roughly 15 per cent of the opiates transported
through their territory (UNODC, 2012). This trend persists despite
a steady supply of aid from the international community to help
Tajikistan counter the flow of narcotics, which seems to lead to the
conclusion that, as Lewis (2010, p.40) argues, “the more that’s spent
on the problem, the deeper the problem becomes.”
Lastly, a lesson learned from violent drug trends in Central
America and other regions is that drug trafficking causes political
instability and may be a source of funding for anti-government
insurgency. This also does not seem to be the case in Tajikistan.
Lewis (2010, p.40) argues that none of the extremist groups listed
by the UN was active in Central Asia. Contrasting evidence suggests, though, that money from the drug trade does in fact fund
Islamic extremist and other groups in the region.3
Tajikistan has done a good job in reducing poverty. Between
1994 and 2004, the proportion of the population affected by poverty
dropped from 80 per cent to 32 per cent. This should, however, not
obfuscate the fact that Tajikistan still does very poorly in terms of
non-monetary policy, which expresses the country’s limited access
to education, heating and proper sanitation (World Bank, 2015).
The 7.5 average per cent growth of the Tajik economy over the
last decade, combined with the increase in Afghan opium production and the volumes of opiates trafficked along the northern
route, lead to the supposition that a considerable proportion of
the economic growth was fuelled by drug money. The question
that arises when assuming that Tajikistan is an “addicted economy”, however, is why are the symptoms of addiction that were
described above so different from other transit countries?

The economic aftermath of the civil war
The political power structures that exist in Tajikistan today were formed mostly during the period of the civil war of
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the 1990s. As Paoli et al (2007, p.954) describe in their article
on the “narco-state”, “[d]espite being formally included in government structures, some of these civil servants and politicians-cum-trafﬁckers virtually remain warlords, disposing of
their more or less private armies and ﬁefdoms.”
The International Crisis Group (2001) points out that the
problem of drug money corrupting the political system in Tajikistan exceeds that seen in other Central Asian states because both
government and the opposition forces participated in the drug
trade during the civil war. As a result of the 1997 peace treaty,
many of these traffickers took over government positions. The
ones that did not have been marginalized by the larger trafficking
networks or, as has been suspected, fallen victim to purges by
President Emomali Rahmon, who is said to be controlling individual trafficking networks operating in the country.

Corruption on all levels
Corruption is high in Tajikistan. According to the yearly survey
conducted by Transparency International, it continuously ranks in
the lowest group – rank 152 or lower out of 174 countries in the
last three years. The fact that many high-ranking civil servants are
known to be involved in the drug industry, but very few of them
are brought to court, is another indicator of the prevailing high
levels of corruption in the executive and judicial branches.
There are also a number of accounts that establish a direct link
between the president and the trafficking enterprise:
[f]oreign diplomats say they have no proof that he [Tajikistan’s
President Emomali Rahmon] is involved in the drug trade, but they
point out that those managing the smuggling routes owe their jobs
to him or to other high-level officials. They maintain local security
in exchange for the state’s hands-off approach… Although there
are regular busts, they usually involve low-level upstarts with no
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connections. In this way, diplomats say, officials protect their own
trafficking networks, allowing no footholds for smaller players.
(The Economist, April 21, 2012).

The case of Ghaffor Mirzoyev is particularly interesting. Formerly the influential head of the Presidential Guard, he later became head of the Drug Control Agency (DCA). At first a close
ally of President Rahmon, Mirzoyev fell out with the president in
what seems to have been a struggle for control over the drug trade.
Mirzoyev was jailed for life in 2006 on a host of charges, including
tax evasion, corruption, coup plotting and murder (Lewis, 2010).
Testimony of diplomats and other foreign officials in Tajikistan points to corruption that is widespread, includes the highest
levels of government, and serves to protect and develop the drug
trafficking industry. Quantitative indicators – opium production
and seizure figures, for example – confirm the tendency too, as
will be outlined in the subsequent part of this analysis.

Ineffective border protection

4. More details on the
source and scope of
financial assistance
in the field of counter
narcotics will be
provided in part III.
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Even if law enforcement agencies and border protection
units were not hijacked by political motives and ridden by
corruption, they would still lack the equipment and skills to
effectively tackle the activities of criminal groups (De Danieli, 2011, p.132). The nonexistence of adequate technological
equipment to interdict (more) drugs flowing north from Afghanistan is particularly sobering in light of the substantial
assistance payments coming from the United States, the European Union, and other Western countries.4 It should be noted
again, though, that the 1,200km-long Afghan-Tajik border, by
nature, is hard to patrol.
In addition to inadequate equipment and border protection
personnel, there are also organizational and structural factors that
hinder border protection. As De Danieli (2011, p.133) describes,
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collaboration and coordination between different law-enforcement
agencies is very weak, as competences are not clearly defined, and
specific interests of single agencies often prevail over national priorities. Lack of coordination between central headquarters and peripheral outposts is another major problem.

De Daniele (2011, p.133) describes how low-level corruption
has an influence as well. As soldiers and police officers at the
border earn very low salaries, they can easily be incentivized to
let large shipments of opiates pass the border unhindered.
It can also be argued that counter narcotics policies, in the
way they are executed now, merely perpetuate the problem while
pretending to address it: this is because the increase in international assistance is affecting small players more than the powerful
drug mafias, which is illustrated by the fact that the majority of
people arrested on charges of drug trafficking were simple couriers, or even drug users (De Danieli, 2011, p.138).
In this sense, disrupting activities of small “start-up” drug
networks and couriers might actually favour operations of the
established (and allegedly government-tolerated) networks.

Stabilizing effects of the drug trade on the economy
In reality, there seems to have been little incentive to do something about the problem – for the Tajik administration and the
West alike. For the political establishment in Tajikistan, many
members of which are presumed to be affiliated with the drug
trade, pursuing an alternative path seems to carry way too many
risks: taking serious action against powerful figures in the industry – and therefore political players – could spark serious violence and possibly reignite the civil war.
Western initiatives are aimed at reducing the volume of opiates
trafficked on the northern route. However, as this essay will argue,
the influx of drugs into Western nations is largely driven by demand,
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not supply. In other words, if the drugs do not pass through Tajikistan, they will find another way. Some foreign officials have even admitted that they had little incentive to challenge the authorities’ hold
on drug smuggling and that the status quo was preferable to taking
a large amount of cash out of the economy, which could plunge the
country into chaos (The Economist, April 21, 2012).

DETERMINING THE EXTENT OF
DEPENDENCY ON THE DRUG TRADE
Data on drug seizures, primarily compiled by the UNODC
and its subsidiaries, is currently the main source for estimating
the volumes of opiate traded worldwide. Unfortunately, this kind
of data is flawed in a number of ways.
As mentioned earlier, the scope of opium seized is only a
small fraction of the traded volumes. No reliable relation can be
drawn between seizures and the total volume of drugs trafficked.
Even if Tajikistan consistently reports the highest seizure rates in
the region – which, at four per cent of estimated flows, is still not
particularly high – this does not mean the government is doing
all it can. Leaders of the most powerful drug trafficking groups
are believed to occupy high-ranking government positions, and
seizures and other initiatives to control drug trafficking may actually serve the purpose of taking out rival or new trafficking
networks (Lewis, 2010, p.44, and Paoli et al, 2007, p.952).
The unreliability of seizure data is reflected in the large variations of opium and heroin seizures that can be observed on a
regional level, both comparing regions with each other, and particularly comparing regions over time. While Dushanbe and the
Republican Subordinated Regions, for example, witnessed drops
in recorded seizures in 2006, the Khatlon province reported a
large increase of 203 per cent in seizures (UNODC, 2008).
The charts on the next page contrast the development of seizure figures, presumed Afghan opiate production, and the devel-
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opment of Tajikistan’s GDP, along with the development of foreign direct investment (FDI) in per cent of GDP and household
final consumption spending, in terms of GDP.5 The objective is
to uncover potential correlations between the different indicators
and draw conclusions on the interconnectedness of the opiate
trade and Tajikistan’s economic development in recent years.

5. Both indices follow
the definition by the
World Bank.

FIGURE 2 REPORTED SEIZURES OF OPIUM AND HEROIN IN TAJIKISTAN (IN KG)

Source: UNODC data
FIGURE 3 POTENTIAL PRODUCTION OF OVEN-DRY OPIUM IN AFGHANISTAN (IN METRIC TONS)

Source: UNODC data
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FIGURE 4 TAJIKISTAN GDP (IN MN. US$), FDI (% OF GDP), HOUSEHOLD SPENDING (% OF GDP)

Source: UNODC data

Contrasting Afghan opium production with Tajikistan’s GDP,
the evolution of both indicators is not quite similar enough to establish a direct correlation. However, it can be observed that there
is no onset of fundamental economic growth until 2002, which
coincides with the lifting of the Taliban’s ban on opium production
in late 2001 and the resumption of Afghan opiate production on a
large scale. The new millennium also marks what many believe was
the ultimate consolidation of President Rahmon’s power and influence not only over Tajikistan’s political apparatus, but also, allegedly, the drug trading industry. To that effect, it may or may not be
a coincidence that figures from Tajikistan’s Drug Control Agency
show an 80 per cent drop in opiate seizures since 2001 – which is
also observable in the decreasing trend in opiate seizure figures by
the UNODC in Fig. 2 – while during the same period, production
in Afghanistan increased overall (The Economist, April 21, 2012).
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Foreign direct investment (FDI), or lack thereof, has been a
particularly big problem for Tajik economic development. The rate
of net FDI has been decreasing since 2006 and even turned negative in 2010. Negative FDI can be interpreted as revenues – part of
which may have be generated through illicit activity – that are invested abroad (e.g. in property) or transferred to offshore accounts.
In the absence of other sources of economic growth – government
spending had been almost flat in the years before 2010, Tajikistan
has been running trade deficits since 2000, and there were also
no significant improvements in indicators of productive capacity
(National Bank of Tajikistan, Trading economics data, 2015) – it
is difficult to explain the steady economic growth since the early
2000s based solely on legitimate economic activity.
The recent decline in the rate of household consumption, while
experiencing economic growth, is peculiar for a developing economy and another indicator that there is excess income in the economy that is, if not saved, spent on things other than quantifiable
consumer goods, and possibly reinvested in the trafficking enterprise. It should also be mentioned that there are other informal economic activities ultimately affecting peoples’ available income. The
UNDP (2007) estimated that the size of the shadow economy from
tax avoidance constituted 32.98 per cent of Tajik GDP in 2005, the
volume of home production of food products for own consumption
was 14.74 per cent of GDP, and the incomes from wages paid inkind and barter exchanges were 13.21 per cent of GDP.
On the one hand, this implies that not all unaccounted economic growth can be traced back to revenues from drug trafficking. On the other hand, the UNDP (2007) report asserts that the
volume of underreported gross value added was to some extent
overlapping with the volume of illegal activities because at least
some part of incomes from illegal activities, such as drug trafficking was likely to be spent on goods and services produced
in Tajikistan. Therefore, by capturing the size of underpaid value-added tax, the UNDP figures were capturing some share of
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income from illegal activities. Adding up the volume of underreported gross value added that is connected to properly registered
legal enterprises and the value generated by illegal enterprises
such as drug trafficking networks – which could evidently not
be included in the UNDP sample –, the actual size of the Tajik
shadow economy is likely to be much greater than the 60.9 per
cent reported by the UNDP (2007).
The next level of analysis will examine seizure figures. These
numbers, as has been mentioned, need to be taken with a grain
of salt. As De Danieli (2011, p.137) describes, seizure figures
were often “artificially inflated by the Tajik authorities in order
to show the donors that they are ‘doing well’.” The data itself
refutes the claim that there is a reliable connection between
production and seizures: the large regional variations – across
districts and over periods- fail to correspond to the development of Afghan opiates output. Sudden switches between specific transportation routes, too, are unlikely to be responsible
for such intense variations.
The Drug Control Agency of Tajikistan (DCA), set up in
1999 with assistance from the UNODC, is responsible for these
figures. The UN and individual UNODC donor countries, the
Government of Tajikistan, and a number of experts in the field
have since described it as an effective institution to counter the
flow of narcotics through Tajikistan. Matveeva (2005) claims that
“[s]election processes of the staff are transparent, and the agency
does not have a reputation for corruption.”
There is doubt, however, whether the DCA deserves the
praise it has been getting. De Danieli (2011, p.137), for example, argues that many of the objectives that were stated when the
DCA project was launched had not been achieved. The agency
had been set up with the precise purpose of coordinating the
national law-enforcement bodies involved in counter-narcotic
operations, and stimulating positive competition among them.
Instead, the DCA had transformed into a donor-oriented agency
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that was isolated from other domestic law enforcement bodies.
Engvall (2006, p.849) goes further than that, saying that “the appointment of [Ghaffor] Mirzoyev as head of the DCA shows that
internationally funded drug control is used as a tool in the domestic politics of the country.” The life-long jail sentence for Mr.
Mirzoyev would appear to back up that claim.

Alternatives to seizure data
Economists have begun to address the problem of weak data.
The most notable contribution to date is “The World Heroin
Market - Can Supply Be Cut?” by Letizia Paoli, Peter Reuter and
Victoria Greenfield (2009b). By recruiting collaborators in eight
nations that are important to understanding the global production and trafficking of opium and its derivatives – among them
Tajikistan –, they aimed at building their own stock of qualitative
and quantitative data on the heroin trade. The researchers also
attempted to draw conclusions from the market reaction to the
2000-2001 Afghan ban on opium production (Paoli et al 2009a).
One result of their research – and a central working hypothesis for this paper – is the figure they put on dependency of the
Tajik economy of the drug trafficking industry. The authors conclude that in the case of Tajikistan, it was “unlikely that opiate
trafficking adds less than 30 per cent to the recorded gross domestic product (GDP)” (Paoli et al 2007, p.952).
This number might seem high. However, other scholars and
officials involved in counter narcotics policy-making go even further than that. Matthew Kahane, United Nations Development
Programme (UNDP) head in Tajikistan, for example, estimates
that “the drug trade accounts for 30 to 50 percent of the economy” (Paoli et al 2007, 952). The World Bank also estimates that
between 30 and 50 per cent of the country’s economic activity is
linked to narcotics trafficking (Engvall, 2006, p.844). In addition,
as will be outlined below and in the next section of the paper,
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the shadow economy in Tajikistan, for which drug trafficking
undoubtedly forms a strong foundation, is believed to make up
more than half of the country’s GDP (UNDP, 2007).

An addicted shadow economy
Looking at three years of steady economic growth – and not a
whole lot to show for it –, the question arises of where the money
has gone. It seems that the legitimate economy has not received
a large share of it. This is reflected in the very low rate of private
investment, which has been stagnating around five per cent, according to the World Bank (2013), and poses “the biggest challenge in the coming years.”
A 2007 UNDP study concludes that in Tajikistan, 60.9 per
cent of GDP constitutes activities attributable to the shadow
economy. The study focuses only on unreported value added
from tax evasion and unaccounted household incomes, but it
assumes to be implicitly accounting for income stemming from
illegal activities (UNDP, 2007).
Dependency on drug trafficking constitutes the main reason why counter-narcotics measures must be implemented with
great caution. As Paoli et al (2007, p. 971) explain in their article,
“cracking down on heroin trafficking would result in a substantial
deterioration of living conditions for a considerable segment of
their impoverished people.”
A key question for future research on drug trafficking in Tajikistan will be to determine the fraction of the Tajik population
that profits from the industry – so that counter narcotics policies can be evaluated with a view to their potential destabilizing effects on the social fabric. Besides the individuals directly
profiting from the trade, one also has to consider those profiting
from it indirectly, e.g. by working in legitimate companies funded
by drug money, or in service industries demanded by the drug
traffickers. There is reason to believe that “the share of the Tajik
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population supplementing their legitimate income with opiate
revenues is not insignificant” (Paoli et al, 2007, p.971).

Demand drives production
One might assume the heroin market is supply-driven because of the high margins on production and cultivation of opiates, but data indicates it is rather a demand-driven industry.
Herein seems to lie a major flaw in traditional counter-narcotics
policies. As Reuter describes it,
the producing nations are blamed for their failure to control production; accusations that are sharpened by the corruption that is ubiquitous around drug production and by the large rewards that accrue to
some developing country players in the trade (2008, p.1).

While it is true that the rewards are large in absolute terms,
other parts further up the value creation chain profit much more
from the handling of narcotics.
The total value of the global opiates market (opium and heroin), in retail terms, amounted to an estimated US$65 billion in
2008 (UNODC, 2010). The regional breakdown in terms of value-creation is displayed in Fig. 5. As becomes apparent, half of
the opiate market value is accrued in Europe and Russia, with
China and North American being other attractive markets. The
producers (Afghanistan) and traffickers (Tajikistan) do not even
appear in the visualization. The value of the Afghan opium economy (farm-gate) was estimated at approximately US$2.4 billion.
The bulk of the value of drug trading is in trafficking and dealing premiums, created in the demanding countries in Europe,
Russia, China, and North America. What is thus necessary is an
increased acceptance on the side of rich countries that it is actually domestic demand – created by users, as well as traffickers and
dealers – that drives the industry.
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EFFECTS OF TAJIKISTAN’S DEPENDENCY
ON DRUG TRAFFICKING
The costs of drug abuse
A lesson learned from previous country cases of drug trafficking is that addiction and disease usually follow along on the
trading routes. It is difficult to put a number on the current level
of drug abuse in Tajikistan. Official figures are probably far off
because few drug addicts will be registered. The UNODC in 2008
estimated that about 20,000 people in Tajikistan regularly use opiates (UNODC, 2008). Many experts, though, suggest this estimate
is entirely too low. Engvall (206, p.842) goes so far as to say:
taking into consideration the weak health infrastructure and the subsequent lack of tools for monitoring drug addiction in combination
with the field work conducted by the UNODC, as well as the fact
that Tajikistan is the major entry point for Afghan produced opiates
smuggled northwards, it does not seem too speculative to assume
that the country has one of the highest prevalence rates of opiate
abusers in the world.

Two trends are particularly worrisome: the numbers are
rising, and there is a strong tendency towards heroin, which is
problematic in light of its extremely addictive and destructive
potential. The UNODC reports that heroin has already become
“the overwhelming drug of choice in all regions of the country,”
with 81 per cent of Tajikistan’s drug abusers using heroin (UNODC, 2008).
The prevailing form of abusing heroin is through injection,
which explains another negative development: an upsurge in the
number of HIV and Hepatitis infections throughout the region.
The UNODC reports that Tajikistan has the fastest growing HIV
rate in the region (UNODC, 2008). That there is a strong corre-
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lation between drug trafficking and HIV becomes obvious if one
considers that 91 per cent of the cases booked during the period
1997-2001 were related to intravenous drug use (UNODC, 2003).
Looking at the long-term spread of disease, however, policymakers often fall victim to a dangerous misconception: that, as
long as the spread of HIV is restricted to the drug user community, it remains controllable. However, as it has been illustrated
in India, Pakistan, Russia, and other former Soviet Republics
where HIV has taken root way beyond this group, other forms
of transmission can lead to explosive growth in infection rates
and even lead to an HIV epidemic (Engvall, 2006, p.843, and
Paoli et al, 2007, p.965). Engvall (2006, p.843) emphasizes that
this is especially a threat for countries that lack the resources
necessary for effective preventative measures or treatment. The
author claims that:
[t]he average cost of life-sustaining treatment for one AIDS patient
is around $10,000 annually, however, in 1999 Tajikistan had a health
budget of $13 per capita, and one commentator has pointed out that
for the majority of the people, a diagnosis of AIDS would therefore
mean a death sentence.

Just like the market for heroin is global, so are the problems
that follow along with injecting drug use. The dangerous potential of heroin – both addiction and the spread of disease- affects
the final markets in Europe and Russia as well. A rising death toll
and high treatment costs due to heroin addiction and exploding
numbers of HIV infection among drug addicts make it obvious
that the West cannot neglect the problem.

Drug trade strengthens the shadow economy
Under the assumption that drug trafficking continues to add to
the flourishing shadow economy, continued structural weakness
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of the state and an uninviting business environment will remain
prevalent. As the political risk consulting firm Oxford Analytica
(June 23, 2011) describes in one of their briefs on Central Asia:
The prevalence of informal economies will continue to have a deleterious impact on state-society relations, lowering public expectations
and reinforcing the unaccountability of state bureaucracy. Blurred
lines between public and private interests will reinforce rent-seeking
behaviour at every level of government, and widespread tax evasion
will reinforce this vicious circle by depriving formal state institutions
of much-needed funding.

Little research has been done on the crowding-out of the legitimate economy that is caused by the drug trading industry and
in how far it prohibits legitimate growth. It seems likely, though,
that as long as the economy is so “addicted” to opiates, there is
little incentive to build or produce anything else.
With regards to building the state institutions required for an
appealing economic environment, scholars have identified corruption inherent in the current drug-based economy as another
major problem:
Corruption emanating from criminally motivated special interests
prevalent in the society is a major obstacle for developing a proper
state underpinned by regular economic activity, where the output of
public goods is a natural part of the relationship between the government and the public. (Engvall, 2006, p.832)

Likewise, De Danieli (2011, p. 131) states:
in some situations, for example in the context of a post-conflict
transition, when the government lacks the resources to impose and
maintain order, the existence of this criminal-institutional partnership can represent a positive factor for stability, but in a long-term
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perspective it will preclude the building up of legitimate and accountable institutions. (De Danieli, 2011, p.131)

Ineffective and costly counter narcotics policies
The implementation of counter narcotics policies in Tajikistan, especially under the cover of security assistance, is increasingly costly for the international community. Russia has traditionally been a strong partner for the Tajik government in the
field of security. Russian troops, for example, were solely responsible for the protection of Tajikistan’s borders up until 2005, when
they handed over responsibility to Tajik forces.
Over the last 10 to 15 years, Tajikistan has become an area
of key strategic interest for Western governments and organizations – the UN, the United States and the European Union,
in particular. For example, in 2007, of the US$45.2 million of
total assistance by the U.S. government to Tajikistan, US$20.3
million were destined for law enforcement and security assistance (in: De Danieli, 2011, p.134). The European Union
is also directly involved in counter narcotics assistance: two
major projects, Border Management in Central Asia (BOMCA) and the Central Asia Drug Addiction program (CADAP),
were launched in 2003. A European Community strategy paper talks about
an amount of EUR85 million that has been allocated for activities in
the area of Justice and Home Affairs under the Regional Tacis program, in addition to the €27 million from the Central Asia program
(2002-2006) (EC, 2007-2013).

In addition, both the EU and the United States invest on the
multilateral level, for example through the UNODC or the International Organization for Migrations (IOM).
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UNODC, IOM and UNDP are the most important agencies
active in the field of counter narcotics. About 55 per cent of the
total UNODC budget for Central Asia goes to projects in Tajikistan, and in particular for the project E24, “Strengthening
control along the Tajik Afghan border” – approximately US$8
million – and the project H03, “Tajikistan Drug Control Agency”
(approximately US$11.5 million) (UNODC, 2013).
Donor governments and the involved international organizations praise the successes that have been brought about by these
programs. However, as De Danieli (2011, p.130) argues, donors
were lacking instruments to monitor the effective implementation of the projects. It has been mentioned how cases of corruption have been reported within the DCA (Engvall 2006, p.849),
how seizure figures are often artificially inflated to please donor
governments (De Danieli 2011, p.137), and how border protection affects the small players more than the powerful established
trafficking networks.
Overall, it seems that counter narcotics dollars are currently
not spent wisely:
Foreign donors have spent hundreds of millions of dollars on border
security and counter narcotics projects designed to cut trafficking
and boost Tajikistan’s legal economy. Instead, these initiatives help
to control the trafficking by helping officials take out rivals. Donors
subsidize basic government functions, including the drugs agency,
while watching [President] Rahmon construct flamboyant new palaces and the world’s tallest flagpole (The Economist, April 21, 2012).

A BRIEF DISCUSSION OF COUNTER
NARCOTICS POLICIES
Experts point out that the traditional approach to counter
narcotics policies, which is aimed at border enforcement and
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the strengthening of interdiction capabilities, fails to take into
account the wider political, economic and social dimensions of
the drug trade. Scholars like De Danieli believe that this current
“military” focus leads to two unintended outcomes.
The first is the so-called “militarization of the state,” which
allows the government to “invest all the resources at its disposal
in strengthening power ministries, such as the Interior and Security services” (De Danieli, 2011, p.136). It seeks to “ensure law
and order, suppress domestic opposition and project enough fear
to discourage expression of popular discontent” (Mateeva, 2005,
p.154). Secondly, the efforts put in place by the international
community in order to improve the capacities of Tajik law-enforcement agencies were paradoxically strengthening the political-criminal nexus (De Danieli, 2011, p.140). Paoli et al (2007,
p. 965) hold that:
progress in border control and law enforcement achieved thanks
to international assistance has, on the one hand, favoured the
emergence of strategic partnerships between drug mafias and
governmental actors around the exploitation of shadow revenues,
while on the other it had the effect of driving small players out
of business.

So what are the alternatives? It is fair to assume that the market for opiates – in particular heroin – is largely demand-driven. However, the fact that just two countries (Afghanistan and
Burma) dominate current production is evidence that programs
focused on those countries could have some potential to reduce
global production, and thus, consumption as well, if only in the
short to medium term. Traditionally, three types of programs
have been used to reduce source country supply: eradication involving either aerial spraying or ground operations, alternative
crop development, aimed at increasing farmers’ earnings from
other crop products, and in-country enforcement against refin-
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ers, more vigorous pursuit of cultivators in order to increase their
risks and production costs (Reuter, 2008, p.17).
However, as Paoli et al (2009a, p.7 notice in their most recent
paper, “the cliché that so long as the demand for an addictive
drug exists there will be a supply is thus reasonably accurate as a
long rung condition.”
Policies aimed at cutting supply can thus not constitute a
long-term response to the problem. Interdiction, too, is problematic, as the example of Tajikistan illustrates perfectly. Scholars
like Reuter have therefore introduced non-traditional drug control methods into the discussion, which should be given some
thought: a de-facto legalization of production and trafficking
would probably serve to reduce corruption around the trade
(Reuter, 2008, p.24) and help move the drug trading economy
out of the shadows. However, as Reuter (2008, p.25) argues, developed nations would likely not agree with such a policy, the
legalizing state would probably not be able to tax the industry
effectively, and it would create an ambivalence to the state in enforcing generally agreed upon norms.
Buying up the entire crop output is another option for Western governments that is sometimes suggested. While such a policy may be successful in making heroin much harder to obtain,
heroin prices would naturally soar, making future buy-ups much
more costly for Western taxpayers (Reuter, 2008, p.26). Moreover,
production of opium poppy would likely increase as a response
to the price hikes, thus rendering the policy counterproductive.
Policies aimed at demand reduction could potentially be the
most successful, such as, offering treatment and raising awareness of the deadly consequences of addiction. As long as demand
is not suppressed, some nations, like Tajikistan today, will have to
bear the consequences of the flow of narcotics through its territory. Drug production constitutes a “global public bad, like toxic
waste disposal” (Reuter, 2008, p.26). Policy decisions, at least in
the medium-term should therefore try and channel production
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and trafficking in ways that are bearable for the affected nations.
It is clear that a small nation such as Tajikistan may be substantially more corrupted by a large trading volume of narcotics than
a comparatively larger country like Pakistan. In this context, Reuter (2008, p.27) brings up compensation mechanisms that keep
weak nations from seeking out such illicit industries. However,
he does acknowledge that “there is something disturbing about
such policy realism and it is not clear that it is a politically stable
option” (Reuter, 2008, p.29).

CONCLUSION
Thirty to 50 per cent of economic activity depends on
the illicit trade (Paoli et al, 2007, p.952). Curing an economy
so dependent on, and intertwined with, drug trafficking is a
cumbersome and problematic process. There are certain positive effects on the Tajik economy stemming from drug trafficking: providing a certain degree of stability, incomes for the
state, and economic opportunities for otherwise unemployed
and poverty-stricken individuals. However, the negative consequences for Tajikistan, particularly in the long run, far outweigh these temporary benefits.
Scholars have claimed that Tajikistan is a failed and a
weak state, a condition that would give rise to the drug trade.
This may be imprecise: with regard to drug trafficking, Tajikistan
may be complicit, rather than weak. Undoubtedly, the state has
failed in certain ways, but it is also highly functional in others.
As it is, the drug trade – with the help of token counter narcotics
initiatives that apparently only serve to make Western donors
happy – fuels and stabilizes a sophisticated network of politicians, border control forces and couriers.
If the proclaimed goal is to turn Tajikistan into a stable, legitimate economy, with functioning institutions that operate
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according to transparent procedures, the West should work on
controlling domestic demand for opiates, and bring real reforms
to the field of counter narcotics policymaking for Central Asia.
Further research on the dependency of the Tajik economy will be
required in order to make sure that the measures implemented
do not reinforce trafficking networks – as seems to be the case
now –, or threaten the livelihood of a large part of the Tajik population, which could ultimately send the country spinning into
another civil war.
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