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I. Committee Background 

 The United Nations Office on Drugs and Crime (UNODC) was established to 

combat drugs, international crime and terrorism. The committee was founded in 1997 

when the United Nations (UN) blended the Center for International Crime Prevention 

and the United Nations Drug Control Program. UNODC is based in Vienna, Austria, but 

has field offices all around the world. The majority of its budget is voluntarily funded by 

member states. To fulfill its mandate, the committee focuses on three main areas: 

research and analytical work, the implementation of drug conventions and field-based 

technical cooperation projects. Currently, UNODC is collaborating with member states 

and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) to prevent human trafficking, promote 

HIV prevention and halt the poaching of endangered wildlife (About UNODC, UNODC, 

2017). 

II. Topic information 

 A) History of Topic 

 According to the Oxford Dictionary, an opiate or opium is a “reddish-brown 

heavy-scented addictive drug prepared from the juice of the opium poppy, used illicitly  
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as a narcotic and occasionally in medicine as an analgesic” (Oxford Living Dictionaries, 

2017). Afghanistan, a country located in central Asia, produces 90% of the opium used 

to create heroin worldwide. Heroin is an illegal narcotic that can be a white or brown 

powder (Drug Facts, 2017). Research conducted by the UN has found that the use of 

heroin has expanded rapidly since 2014 and that the drug remains the deadliest in the 

world (Sustainable Development Goals, 2016). Afghanistan’s opium is trafficked to 

almost every continent in the world, except for South America. As a result, the nation’s 

opium trade has been called one of the “world's greatest transnational drug and crime 

threats” by UNODC (Afghan Opiate Trade Project, UNODC, 2017). 

 Afghanistan has always been a producer of opium, but its growth expanded 

during the Soviet Union’s invasion of the country in 1979-1980. During this time period, 

the Afghan government lost control of the nation and warlords and the Mujahideen 

(armed militias) set up their own regions of the country. To fuel their local wars and 

purchase weapons, the warlords and Mujahideen operated large opium fields. The 

largest of these fields was located in Helmand province and owned by Mullah Nasim 

Akhund-Zada. Under his rule, opium farming became a lucrative business for all those 

involved. Farmers benefited greatly from cultivating opium. They were offered cash 

advances and given large bonuses for meeting quotas. It lifted many out of poverty 

and increased employment (Aikins, Rolling Stone, 2014). When the Taliban took control 

of Afghanistan in the early 1990s, it banned the use of narcotics, but not the cultivation 

of opium. The organization used taxes on opium to fund its militias and government 

(The Guardian, 2016).  
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 The cultivation of opium in Afghanistan has been closely connected to the 

security of the nation. Since the United States (US) invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 and 

the subsequent fall of the Taliban government, the UN has reported a significant 

increase in the amount of opium produced within the country. In 2016, opium 

production increased by 43%, with over 201,000 hectares of farmland being used to 

grow the crop. UNODC has tied this increase in production to several factors. One 

factor is the lack of foreign aid donations being delivered to the country since the US 

withdrawal in 2014. Many Afghans live in refugee camps, suffer from poverty or live in 

remote areas with limited job opportunities. With money scarce and an increase in 

unemployment, Afghans have turned to opium cultivation in order to earn money. Also, 

a devastating drought in 2015, in addition to harsh winters, has made growing other 

crops difficult (Aikins, Rolling Stone, 2014). Moreover, efforts to eradicate the 

production of opium have stopped due to increasing insecurity. According to a 

UNODC report, in 2016 “no eradication took place in the provinces with high levels of 

opium poppy cultivation due to the extremely poor security situation in those areas 

and logistical/financial challenges to organise the eradication teams on time.” In 

addition, there were reports that desperate Afghan farmers had physically attacked 

eradication teams in order to prevent their farms from being destroyed (The Guardian, 

2016).  

 The cultivation of opium has resulted in many economic and social problems 

within Afghanistan. Since opium farming is a lucrative business, many farmers have 

chosen to not grow much needed food such as wheat and rice. As a result, the country 

must rely on international food aid. According to the World Food Programme, 3.5 

million people are regularly in need of food aid and almost 3 million people are  
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seasonally in need of food aid each year. The increase in opium production has also led 

to a growing amount of drug addicts within the country. Opium is easily accessible and 

cheap in Afghanistan and its primary users are those living in poverty and directly 

affected by war. UNODC has reported that a growing number of children have become 

addicted to opium in an effort to escape “the pain of war and poverty.” Moreover, the 

UN has reported that opium addiction only increases poverty, as many families will sell 

off land and livestock to be able to purchase more of the drug. Afghanistan has very 

few addiction centers and its hospitals are not equipped with the facilities and staff to 

help those affected. So, while the opium farmers and local warlords benefit from the 

cultivation, many poor people within the nation fall further into poverty, damaging both 

the society and economy of Afghanistan (Sohail, Hazaristan, 2010).  

 Opium exported out of Afghanistan has had devastating effects on people all 

around the world. The UN estimates that around 900 tons of opium and 375 tons of 

heroin is exported from the nation each year. The opium and heroin is then used by 

around 15 million addicts, causing up to 100,000 deaths annually and spreading HIV at 

previously unseen rates. It also is sold to fund various criminal, insurgent and terrorist 

groups. Afghanistan produced opium kills more people each year than any other 

narcotic. The countries most affected by opium produced in Afghanistan are Iran and 

Russia, although nations in Central Asia are increasingly becoming significant 

consumers (Addiction, Crime and Insurgency, UNODC, 2009). For instance, around 

60% of Afghanistan’s opium is trafficked into Iran each year. Much of this is done in the 

form of heroin and “crystal” or “crack”. These drugs are produced using Afghan opium 

and mixed in drug laboratories located in Helmand province. There are an estimated 

10 million drug addicts in Iran, with the majority being addicted to opium or heroin.  
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 This has caused social problems within the nation and placed a burden on the 

healthcare system which frequently treats overdoses and those suffering from HIV 

(Borger, The Guardian, 2008). So, it is not only the citizens of Afghanistan who are 

greatly affected both socially and economically by the nation’s increasing cultivation of 

opium.  

  
 B) Current Issues  

United States of America: When the US invaded Afghanistan in 2001, the government 

supported local warlords with money, weapons and diplomatic support in order to 

overthrow the Taliban. This support for the warlords allowed the opium cultivation and 

trade to flourish within the country. As the warlords began to cement their power 

across Afghanistan, they taxed sales on opium, making them very rich (Mercille, 

TruthOut, 2013). The Taliban also utilized the opium trade to fund attacks on the 

Afghan government and US soldiers. When the US withdrew from the nation in 2014, 

the cultivation of opium increased, further causing social and economic issues in the 

country (The Guardian, 2016). 

Portugal: In 2006 and 2007, Portugal experienced an increase in the amount of 

Afghanistan produced opium that entered its borders. The UN was particularly 

concerned about the nation’s capital city, Lisbon, and urged the government to take 

precautions to avoid a crisis. In response, Portuguese government officials sent out 

alerts and increased support to drug crisis centers. According to the European 

Observatory for Drugs and Drug Addiction, much of Afghanistan’s opium is trafficked  
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into Europe via Russia or indirect routes through Asia and Africa. Around 7,000 to 

8,000 people die from using it each year (The Portugal News Online, 2006).  

The Netherlands: As a member of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), an 

intergovernmental military alliance, soldiers from the Netherlands have been serving as 

peacekeepers in Afghanistan. The country’s main focus has been on reconstruction and 

building positive relationships between NATO forces and the Afghan people. In 2007, 

the UN and the US announced that NATO troops would aid in the destruction of 

Afghanistan’s opium fields. The Netherlands quickly declared that it would not 

participate in this. Then Dutch Minister of Development, Agnes van Ardenne, called 

the destruction of the fields counterproductive. The cultivation of opium makes up a 

quarter of Afghanistan's economy and the loss of the fields would contribute to even 

more poverty in the war torn nation (USA Today, 2007).  

Argentina: Argentina has very little to no contact with opium produced in Afghanistan. 

This is because it is a country located in South America, an area not affected by the 

international Afghan opium trade (Afghan Opiate Trade Project, UNODC, 2017). 

Instead, Argentina is a transitional country for other narcotics such as cocaine, 

ephedrine, pseudoephedrine and heroin headed to Mexico, the United States and 

Europe. Very little drugs are actually produced in the nation, but in recent years there 

has been an increase in the number of people consuming drugs. The most frequently 

used are cocaine and synthetic drugs produced in laboratories (The World Factbook, 

2008). 
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Colombia: In recent reports, the UN has compared the production and trade of 

narcotics in Colombia to Afghanistan. Colombia primarily cultivates coca which is used 

to produce cocaine. UNODC stated that "in Colombia, just like in Afghanistan, the 

regions where most coca is grown are under the control of insurgents.” These insurgent 

groups use the funds raised from the illegal drug trade to purchase weapons and 

destabilize the region. In both nations, efforts have been taken by the government to 

prevent the cultivation of the crop, however, these efforts have been relatively 

unsuccessful. Colombia does not import opium from Afghanistan. In fact, the UN does 

not have any evidence connecting the two drug trades (Charbonneau, TNI, 2008). 

Mexico: Mexico and Afghanistan are the main suppliers of the opium used to create 

heroin in the United States. Unlike in Afghanistan, the opium and heroin produced in 

Mexico has not caused an addiction problem amongst its citizens. Almost all of the 

drugs involving opium produced in the nation are exported. Opium cultivation in the 

country has been connected to violence. The narcotic is mostly grown along the west 

coast of the country. Areas such as Sinaloa and Guerrero states have seen an increase 

in violence between drug cartels as they compete for land to produce opium. In 

addition, the increase in Afghanistan produced opium being exported into the US has 

caused even further competition and more violence within Mexico, as cartels fight to 

keep hold of their part of the market (Woody, Business Insider, 2016).  

Afghanistan: Afghanistan is the world’s largest producer of opium. It creates 90% of 

the world’s supply, much of which is later mixed in laboratories to produce heroin. 

Opium cultivation in the country has caused many problems. The money earned from 

growing the narcotic is used to fund terrorist organizations such as the Taliban, which  
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continues to fight the government and destabilize the country. Moreover, opium 

cultivation is a lucrative business that can be used to lift many farmers out of poverty. 

As a result, Afghanistan has suffered from a food crisis and regularly relies on foreign 

aid. Since opium is produced in the nation, it is readily available and this has fueled a 

drug addiction crisis. It has increased poverty and placed a burden on the government 

which does not possess the economic resources to offer medical aid or social welfare 

(The Guardian, 2016). 

  

Spain: In Spain, opium cultivation is legal and the country is one of the largest 

producers of the crop in the world (Sevillano, El País, 2016). The nation has promoted 

the legalization of opium production in Afghanistan as a way to boost the economy 

and create laws to protect the farmers who grow the crop. Through legalization, 

Afghanistan could sell its opium to pharmaceutical companies that create morphine, 

diamorphine and codeine. However, countries such as the US and the United Kingdom 

have opposed this by arguing that legalization would lower crop prices and with the 

Afghan government unable to secure most of the country, it would not be able to 

enforce any laws passed related to the sale of opium (Wunische, The Diplomat, 2017). 

 C) UN Action 

 The United Nations has been closely tracking the cultivation and trafficking of 

Afghanistan produced opium since 2001. Through UNODC, the UN releases yearly 

reports on the amount of opium produced and issues warnings to countries that are 

predicted to be affected by the illegal importation of opium and heroin produced in 

Afghanistan (UNODC and Illicit Crop Monitoring, UNODC, 2016). Within the country,  
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the UN has established programs to entice farmers away from cultivating opium. The 

UN would like to see more farmers producing food items such as wheat and rice, which 

are greatly needed due to Afghanistan’s current food crisis. Farmers who agree to stop 

producing opium are given high-quality seeds and fertiliser. This program has been 

met with varying levels of success due to the fact that the high sale price of opium is 

difficult to compete with. Also, in collaboration with the Afghan government, the UN 

has supported the destruction of opium fields. This process has been met with violence 

and limited success. Farmers have attacked eradication teams and no progress has 

been made in Taliban controlled areas due to insecurity. Moreover, the UN-led 

programs have been criticized for not fulfilling their promises. The Afghan government 

has not received enough foreign aid to support its eradication program or to offer 

alternatives for opium farmers. This has led to eradication stoppages in most provinces 

and farmers continuing to grow opium (Azami, BBC, 2013). 

III. Conclusion 

 Opium cultivation in Afghanistan is a major problem that affects almost all of the 

world. The country produces 90% of the opium used to create the narcotic heroin. 

Opium is the deadliest drug in the world and has had devastating effects on 

Afghanistan and nations located in Europe and the Middle East. In Afghanistan, opium 

production funds terrorism and exacerbates the nation’s food crisis. Elsewhere, it fuels 

drug addiction, violence and places a difficult burden on healthcare and social welfare 

institutions. The UN has been working to alleviate the problem through farming and  
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eradication programs, however, these have been relatively unsuccessful. Much more 

needs to be done to stop this problem before it destroys more lives inside and outside 

of Afghanistan.  

IV. Essential Questions 

1. What is opium? What is it used for? 

2. What has the UN done to prevent the cultivation of opium in Afghanistan? Has it 

been successful? Why or why not? 

3. Is opium or heroin consumption an issue in your nation? If so, what is your country 

doing to help those affected by it? 

4. How has the illegal trafficking of Afghanistan produced opium affected your 

country?  

5. How has the cultivation of opium affected the economy of Afghanistan?  

6. In which ways has the society of Afghanistan been impacted by the cultivation of 

opium?  

7. Does your nation support the destruction of Afghanistan's opium fields? Why or 

why not?  

8. What can be done to support UN efforts to entice farmers away from opium 

cultivation in Afghanistan?  
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