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in making money than in serving their populations”. 296 In 
other words, there are serious accusations that officials are 
receiving kickbacks from organized crime groups in return 
for protection and some may have a direct involvement in 
the drug trade.

At the outset, it is important to make a rough functional 
distinction between low-level/common corruption and high-
level so-called “grand corruption” in Afghanistan. The major-
ity of corruption in Afghanistan is low-level, such as “gift 
payments” to public officials (such as law enforcement and 
court officers) and to other service providers, including in 
the private sector. Related to the opium economy, it involves 
inter alia bribes on the roads and/or border crossings. The 
use of the adjective “low-level” does not mean harmless, This 
corruption of course has a negative impact/ In the above 
examples it drives up the costs of transportation and deprives 
the Afghan government of much needed funds. 

High-level or “grand” corruption refers to corrupt acts per-
formed by politicians and other top state officials (includ-
ing those in administrative positions). In the Afghan 
context, segments of the state apparatus have effectively 
been “captured” by a specific client group, organized crime. 
In this sense it is “not only a failure of state institutions but 
also a means for enrichment and empowerment of political 
elites.”297 

Low-level corruption
Most interactions with government services in Afghanistan 
generally involve some form of bribery.298 A survey con-
ducted by Integrity Watch Afghanistan in 2006 revealed 
that nearly half of Afghan households had paid an average 
of US$ 100 in bribes that year.299

A 2006 poll by the Asia Foundation revealed that 36 per 
cent of Afghans said they had had to bribe a police officer 
at some point.300 There have also been allegations of possi-
ble collusion with the drug trade. In 2006, the CNPA 
arrested a former police officer for selling two kilograms of 
heroin to a law enforcement informant. The accused had 
previously directed a special narcotics unit within the Min-
istry of Interior. There have also been cases of drugs con-
cealed and moved in official police vehicles. Similar 
allegations have been made about other agencies such as the 
Afghan National Army (ANA).301

Logistics companies and locals confirmed the existence of 
illegal payment systems across Afghanistan. Interviews with 
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truck drivers in Jalalabad revealed that unofficial customs 
and other taxes were routine at Torkham (Nangarhar-Paki-
stan border) and a number of other crossing points.302 In 
2006, researchers for the ADB made the following observa-
tions: “According to trader sources, there are some 15 check 
points between Torkham and Jalalabad charging anywhere 
between $10-100 per container. Similar assertions have 
been made about other border link roads. During field mis-
sion by road the team observed numerous check points at 
various points along the road especially at entry and exit of 
all cities and towns with personnel collecting ‘fees’ from all 
moving vehicles especially trucks, buses and taxis.”303 In 
some eastern border provinces, district authorities levy an 
illegal tax on each truck crossing into Afghanistan.304

In the case of trade, both licit and illicit, this involves pay-
ment to law enforcement/ANA officers. Rates increase 
when the goods are moved across legal entry points where 
custom officials are the main beneficiaries. Afghan Border 
Police (ABP) and ANA officers frequently accept bribes but 
also demand illegal payments from licit traders and travel-
lers. As the Afghan Research and Evaluation Unit (AREU) 
interviews with truckers revealed: “You can fill a truck with 
bricks or for that matter anything else and bribe your way 
from Peshawar to Jalalabad without any documentation.”305 
It should be noted that, in many cases, border control offic-
ers often accept bribes without knowing what commodity 
is being smuggled into the country.

The bribes are not confined to border areas. Indeed, they 
extend to all of Afghanistan’s roads where various law 
enforcement agencies (and warlords) engage in what has 
been termed the “stop-and-bribe.” For example, in July 
2008, a BBC report investigating this practice found that 
the typical two-hour journey from Torkham crossing point 
to Jalalabad (Nangarhar province) was completed in four 
hours due to the number of checkpoints/bribes along the 
way.306 

This practice also exists on a regional level and bribes can 
cost long-distance drivers up to $10,000 a year: “Hauling 
freight across the country, say from Iran to Pakistan’s Khyber 
Pass, a truck could be stopped 400 times.”307 In response to 
informal payments to customs/ABP, many small traders 
prefer to use illegal border crossing points and seek the help 
of specialized smuggling networks to move their commodi-
ties. Of course, other traders simply wish to avoid paying 
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legal taxes and circumvent export bans (such as in Paki-
stan). According to customs officers in Kabul, at least US$ 
400 million (which is 3.5 per cent of Afghanistan’s 2008 
GDP) in tax revenue was thus lost in 2008.308 

The impact on Afghanistan’s economy is obvious and the 
main complaint among the business community remains 
the corruption of personnel at border crossings309 and on 
the many checkpoints (official or unofficial) which impede 
commerce and “do nothing to stop the drug business.” In 
April 2007, this continuing practice led to a strike by 
Afghan truckers. 

The opium impact on licit trade is also detrimental to the 
perception of Afghan traders in international commerce. 
The ministry of Commerce and Industry acknowledges this 
in its 2007 strategy paper: “It must be noted also that the 
level of confidence concerning Afghan traders and trans-
port operators is very low due to historic perception that 
many shippers in Afghanistan are involved in smuggling or 
trafficking in illegal drugs.” 

Motivations: Official and unofficial salaries 

Much of this corruption is the outcome of great economic 
hardship. Although there have been significant material 
improvements, the country has not recovered from the 
severe economic crises brought about by 30 years of con-
flict. Afghanistan’s per capita income (US$ 415) put it near 
the bottom of the world’s states in 2008. 

The resulting low salaries of Afghan law enforcement offi-
cials may contribute to fostering an environment in which 
corruption readily occurs. The average salary of civil serv-
ants in Afghanistan is often insufficient to meet basic needs 
and some corruption is clearly a means to supplement the 
low incomes. An Afghan National Army (ANA) recruit 
typically earns only US$ 70 a month310 while judges in the 
provinces reportedly receive around $35-50 per month.311 
All but the most senior law enforcement personnel are 
poorly paid and may thus be susceptible to bribes from 
drug traffickers and others. 

It should be noted, however, that research has not found a 
significant relationship between these two variables (cor-
ruption and low salaries). Additionally, increasing salaries 
may not necessarily provide the most adequate solution. In 
an attempt to stamp out corruption, the Taliban regime 
reportedly raised judges’ salaries ten times. This initiative  
only led to higher bribes and gave judges “the double ben-
efit of raising the salary”.312
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The issue of salaries notwithstanding, the incentives for 
corrupt behaviour are huge, especially when taking into 
account the amount of drug money circulating outside 
financial structures. One related indicator is the widespread 
knowledge that postings to lucrative border crossings are 
organized by payments to superiors. In Nimroz province, 
prospective border guards apparently have to pay upwards 
of US$ 30,000 to be appointed to work at the border where 
an officer may make US$ 50,000 a month in illegal pay-
ments.313 In Badakshan province, the bribe for getting hired 
as chief of police in border districts was reported to be 
upwards of US$ 20,000.314 This is further corroborated by 
a report from Jane’s Intelligence Review which found that 
in 2006, a mid-level position in the highway police was 
purchased for US$ 25,000.315 Research by UNODC in 
Central Asia mirrors these findings. For example, a 2006 
UNODC study of the Central Asia-China and Central 
Asia-Afghanistan borders found that border guards had to 
pay large bribes to superiors in order to be posted at major 
crossing points.316 

Smuggling and “grand corruption”

There are strong incentives to use illegal border crossings 
and avoid the main roads for low-level licit and illicit trad-
ers. Larger, well-connected trafficking networks, however, 
can count on contacts - and/or afford the bribes needed - to 
move opiates/precursors within and out of Afghanistan. 
These contacts are high-level officials who ensure safe pas-
sage for drug convoys. Once inside the country, the same 
procedures apply, as demonstrated by a 2007 UNODC 
study on opiates flows inside Afghanistan which concluded 
that “approximately 70 per cent of drug trafficking takes 
place along the main roads, sustained by the strong support 
and involvement of the governmental authorities”.317 One 
UNODC surveyor summed it up succinctly “Big dealers 
use big roads, small dealers use small roads”.318 

Corrupt government or law enforcement officials thus 
facilitate the opium chain by enabling smooth trafficking 
operations and neutralizing law enforcement. While there 
are intermittent reports of high-level traffickers being 
arrested on drug-related charges, these are rarely prosecuted 
or dismissed.319 Successful prosecutions of any significant 
traffickers are often overturned by a simple bribe or protec-
tion from above. 

The establishment of the Criminal Justice Task Force 
(CJTF) in May 2005 was partially a response to this 
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problem. According to the CJTF, since April 2007, “The 
number of cases involving middle or high-value targets has 
increased by over 300 per cent in the last year to reach 10 
per cent of the total number of cases. Those prosecuted 
have included a provincial deputy head of the CNPA, 
senior civil servants, former anti-Russian commanders and 
officers in the ANA, ANP, NDS and the Border Police”.320

Prosecuting high-level targets may also be a deadly endeav-
our. Those law enforcement or judiciary officials not con-
nected are reportedly often threatened and sometimes killed 
for interfering with the trade.321 

Corruption and opium poppy cultivation...

Corruption impacts all levels of the opium economy, 
including the production stage. For example, in 2006, the 
Ministry of Interior dismissed a district governor and dis-
trict chief of police after they failed to assist in the pre-
planting campaigns against poppy cultivation. The 
provincial governor alleged that the two were corrupt and 
involved in narcotics trafficking and cultivation. There are 
also consistent reports that eradication police officers nego-
tiate agreements with villagers not to eradicate the poppy 
fields or eradicate the failed crops in exchange for a bribe. 
UNODC weekly eradication reports show that on average, 
only 46 per cent of the existing poppy fields were eradicated 
in each village visited by Afghan governor eradication teams 
in 2008. 

…and security

In the above example, corruption invariably affects the 
poorer segments of Afghan society disproportionally. Those 
who cannot bribe their way out of eradication are the 
poorer farmers who lose their only cash crop while well-
connected or richer landowners go unscathed. In the words 
of a high-ranking CNPA official, “the government is more 
likely to seize or eradicate the poppy while the insurgents 
only tax”.322 This statement was echoed in various forms in 
several interviews in 2008. This has a positive impact on the 
general population’s perception of insurgents, who are seen 
as protectors of the population’s basic livelihood against the 
central government and the international coalition. An 
official from the Ministry of Interior indicated a burgeon-
ing alliance between local farmers and insurgent elements 
to jointly resist Afghan Eradication Force (AEF) Activities”323; 
a phenomenon observed in Badghis and other provinces. 

The previous example illustrates how the precarious secu-
rity conditions undermine eradication (but also interdic-
tion) efforts. Given the security situation, it has become 
virtually impossible to conduct eradication operations in 

320 Information provided by CJTF official in the briefing “The criminal Justice 
Task Force – A year of advances”, 2009. 

321 Interview with customs enforcement official, Kabul, September 2008; Ethira-
jan Anbarasan, “The leading anti-drugs judge in Afghanistan has been killed”, 
BBC, 05-09-2008.

322 Interview, Nangarhar, October 2008.
323 Interview, Kabul, 2008.

districts under the Taliban, which penalizes farmers in pro-
government districts. These districts are mostly located in 
the south of the country where it is increasingly obvious 
that high corruption is geographically correlated with areas 
of drug production, trafficking and insecurity. Police cor-
ruption was, according to one study, more pronounced in 
the south and west of the country than in the centre and 
north. In interviews conducted in the spring and summer 
of 2005, more than 90 per cent of respondents in the south 
and west preferred the local militias (Arbakee) to state 
police, who are often seen as corrupt and ineffective.324 As 
discussed above, the average Afghans deal with day-to-day 
corruption on a daily basis and in some areas in the south 
there is growing support for the Taliban, which is viewed as 
a preferable alternative to corruption and rampant crime.

Particularly at the lower levels of government, corruption is 
the carrot and violence the stick offered by traffickers to 
induce compliance from officials. When officials facilitate 
or directly engage in trafficking, it is unavoidably a drain on 
public resources, just as trafficking is a distraction from 
insurgency for the Taliban. 

However, for insurgents this poses no greater risk than an 
occasional diversion of time and men. For the government, 
in contrast, opiate-related corruption is a strategic threat. It 
undermines effectiveness and reduces public trust in the 
middle of a war with insurgents who are most fondly 
remembered for straightforward law and order. This brings 
us full circle: opiate trafficking is an overwhelmingly crimi-
nal affair, sometimes recruiting insurgents but of greatest 
threat to Afghanistan in crippling government functions 
and eroding popular support.

Corruption also has a more direct impact on insecurity, as 
many weapons shipments travel “undetected” across illegal 
border crossing points with the help of a small bribe. 
Related to this, officers of the ANA have been caught smug-
gling weapons to insurgents in Logar Province.325 That 
2006 case is on the borderline between wilful official igno-
rance of transnational threat activity and active participa-
tion.

Corruption along drug trafficking routes

Corruption is of course not limited to Afghanistan. Tran-
snational trafficking networks have so far been able to take 
advantage of lax border controls and corruption worldwide 
to transport tens of thousands of metric tons of precursors 
into Afghanistan and ship hundreds of tons of opiates 
across into Europe and through the Islamic Republic of 
Iran, Pakistan, Turkey and Central Asia. 

Corruption is a critical link in the trafficking chain, espe-

324 Gregory Gajewski et al., “How War, a Tribal Social Structure, and Donor Ef-
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S. Rajarathnam School of International Studies, Singapore, June 1 2007. 
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cially as the number of borders to cross increases. It is the 
major facilitating factor all along the drug trafficking routes 
out of Afghanistan and into the European and Asian mar-
kets. Afghanistan ranks as the 176th country out of 180 
according to the 2008 Transparency International corrup-
tion perception index (CPI)326. Neighbouring countries 
face similar problems, as shown in table 63. The CPI is 
particularly low in Afghanistan and its border countries 
(except China) compared to the world average (average CPI 
= 4 for 180 countries in 2008). 

Afghan opiates are trafficked to Europe via the so called 
Balkan route (Afghanistan, the Islamic Republic of Iran, 
Turkey, Bulgaria, Greece, Albania and beyond) and the 
Central Asia route (Afghanistan–Turkmenistan/Uzbekistan/
Tajikistan-Kyrgyzstan/Kazakhstan-the Russian Federa-
tion). 

Tajikistan is the most important country in terms of traf-
ficking of Afghan heroin to Russia and beyond. Heroin is 
being trafficked from Tajikistan to Kyrgyzstan (mainly) or 
Uzbekistan or direct to Russia (by air). Kazakhstan is a hub 
country for Afghan heroin to be trafficked to Russia. The 
CPI for both Kazakhstan and Tajikistanis is very low. In 
Kyrgyzstan the CPI was 1.8 in 2008, and in Kazakhstan, 
2.2. That Central Asian states are still in transition from the 
Soviet period has created a favorable environment for thriv-
ing organized crime and corruption. At the destination 
point, Russia is an important country for the trafficking of 
Afghan heroin as consumer (mainly) and transit country. 
The CPI was also very low for Russia in 2008 (2.1). 

On the Balkan route, the CPI for Turkey is 4.6 and for 
Greece 4.7, which is slightly more than the world average 
in 2008. Bulgaria (CPI = 3.6) and Albania (CPI = 3.4) had 
lower CPIs than the world average in 2008. 

Corruption is not a problem limited to Afghanistan. It 
extends across the region and beyond, including to destina-
tion countries. Corruption poses major challenges to drug 

326 The CPI Score relates to perceptions of the degree of corruption as seen by 
business people and country analysts; see United Nations “Afghanistan: Pub-
lic Administration Country Profile, January 2006; see also www.transparency.
org/news_room/in_focus/2008/cpi2008/cpi_2008_table.

control efforts, but also facilitates all types of transnational 
trafficking apart from opiates; from human beings and 
weapons to smuggled goods and resources such as fuel and 
precious gems. 

Corruption has clearly affected the morale and motivation 
of Afghans. While this study is in no position to assess the 
reliability of all allegations of corruption, one fact remains 
clear: there is palpable general distrust of government and 
its institutions (particularly law enforcement) among the 
Afghan public. 

Insurgents are eager to use this disenchantment through 
information operations and propaganda, but corruption 
has done more damage to the government’s image (and by 
extension the coalition and the international community) 
than any Taliban propaganda campaign. In a sense, the 
Taliban/insurgents derive both financial and political capi-
tal from the opium economy. 

The “corruption problem” in Afghanistan may potentially 
take more time to tackle than the drug culture as the former 
predates the latter. It will necessitate sustained effort and 
the refocusing of significant energy on the part of interna-
tional donors. 

 

CPI* index value for Afghanistan  Table 5: 
and its neighbours

* CPI ranges between 10 (highly clean) and 0 (highly corrupt).

Country 2008

Afghanistan 1.7
Iran 2.4
Pakistan 2.5
Tajikistan 2.1
Turkmenistan 1.9
Uzbekistan 1.9
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CONCLUDING REMARKS

Between 2002 and 2008, Afghan farmers earned a total of 
about US$ 6.4 billion from opium poppy cultivation, and 
Afghan traffickers approximately US$ 18 billion from local 
opiate processing and trading. During the same seven-year 
period, the transnational trade in Afghan opiates produced 
a total turn over of US$ 400 to 500 billion. Arrests figures 
suggest that there may be around 1 million traffickers 
involved in bringing opiates to some 16 million opiate users 
across the world every year. The source of the trade is in 
Afghanistan, but its bulk takes place outside that country.

The difficulties to eliminate opium production in Afghani-
stan and the global dimensions and transnational structure 
of the opiate trade it fuels, clearly suggest that the solution 
to this transnational threat cannot be found in Afghanistan 
alone. With a view to tackle the problem in its broad 
dimensions, the international community and UNODC 
have launched a number of regional and international ini-
tiatives, such as the Paris Pact and UNODC’s Rainbow 
strategy. These efforts must be actively supported and 
expanded to continue strengthening a strategic response 
that is based on (a) a growing understanding of the patterns 
and dynamics of the transnational Afghan opiate trade, and 
(b) on a targeted, sequenced and cost-effective mix of inter-
ventions. 

To continue advancing our understanding of the transna-
tional Afghan opiate trade, some of the priorities for further 
research include:

more and better data on opiate demand, purity and 
prices to improve the mapping of opiate flows in the 
world; priority South-East Asia, East Asia, Africa, Cen-
tral Asia, Middle East and South-East Europe (regions/
subregions); India, China, the Islamic Republic of Iran 
and Iraq (countries); 

the involvement of insurgent and organized crimes 
groups in heroin/opium trafficking in Afghanistan and 
Pakistan;

money flows related to the transnational Afghan opiate 
trade;

the role of organized crime groups in running the trade 
along the Balkan and Northern routes;

the growing trade of Afghan opiates in South-East and 
East Asia’s retail markets. 
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