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Editorial 

Pragmatism over opium production in Afghanistan
On Sept 18, 2005, Afghanistan held elections to choose a national assembly and local councils for its 34 provinces—an important first step towards creating a democratic forum for debate about the country's future. Key to this debate is a reconstruction agenda that is littered with broken promises, and threatened by the continuing battle to curb the cultivation and production of opium.

Afghanistan's economy, culture, and political life are dominated by the trade in opium, which accounts for 60% of its gross domestic product. An estimated 350[image: image2.png]


000 rural households depend on an income from poppy cultivation, and alongside financing warlords and their militia, the opium produced accounts for up to 80% of the heroin consumed illegally worldwide. Crop eradication and alternative livelihood programmes have repeatedly failed to eliminate drug crops in Afghanistan. However, these tactics have succeeded in destroying livelihoods and health, and fuelling poverty.

The Senlis Council, an international drug-policy think tank, has proposed a possible solution: a strictly supervised licensing system in Afghanistan, to complement longer-term alternative development initiatives, allowing the cultivation of opium for the production of essential medicines such as morphine and codeine. The plan is modelled on programmes in Turkey and India that have helped reduce illegal opium production through US Congress-backed licensing schemes. Such a system could break the vicious circle of the drug economy in Afghanistan by moving the opium trade into a legal system controlled by and benefiting the state, and giving it a legitimate source of income to aid stability and economic development.

The preliminary results of this feasibility study on opium licensing are due to be presented at a conference in Kabul next week. This may be the only chance Afghanistan has to solve its drug problem, while providing a pragmatic and dynamic solution to its future peace, and meeting the vital public health objective of supplying essential medications to the developing world.
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