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ABOUT BAAG (WWW.BAAG.ORG.UK)

The British and Irish Agencies Afghanistan Group (BAAG) is a unique advocacy network organisation with 
29 current members. BAAG’s vision is to contribute to an environment where Afghans can take control of 
their own development and bring about a just and peaceful society. We seek to put our vision into practice 
by:

• Bringing member agencies and the wider relief and development community together to advocate for 
continued international commitment to the development of Afghanistan;

• Sharing information and knowledge to improve policy debate and decision-making processes with a 
particular emphasis on ensuring that those processes reflect the views, needs and aspirations of the 
Afghan people; and

• Enhancing the abilities of Afghan civil society in influencing national and international policies on 
Afghanistan. 

ABOUT THE MEDIA4DEVELOPMENT PROGRAMME: 

Funded by the European Commission, Media4Development is a three year programme delivered by 
a consortium of eight non-government and media organisations:  Mondo (Estonia), Estonian Public 
Broadcasting Company, People in Need (Czech Republic), MVRO (Slovakia), Green Liberty (Latvia), House of 
Europe (Lithuania), VIKES (Finland) and BAAG (UK/Ireland). The programme’s overall objective is to inform 
and raise the awareness of EU citizens about global interdependencies and aid challenges.  Specifically it 
engages the national media and policy makers in EU member states so that they may better inform their 
citizens about global interdependencies and challenges of the post-2015 development framework.

Report author :  Mariam Morid
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On 5 October 2016, a group of 75 countries met 
for the Brussels Conference on Afghanistan, co-
hosted by the European Union and the Government 
of Afghanistan, and raised about $15 billion in 
donor aid pledges for development and peace 
building in Afghanistan. While the event highlighted 
the need for a concerted international effort to 
address Afghanistan, a critical and most important 
gap in the understanding of the problems remains 
unaddressed – the role that illicit economies play 
in shaping economic and political outcomes in the 
country. 

Despite years of intractable conflict, poor 
communities in Afghanistan have displayed 
remarkable resilience to crisis after crisis. Many of 
these communities survive not because of state 
protection, which remains absent in many places, 
nor because of development aid, which fails to 
reach the most dangerous areas. Arguably, the 
communities survive because they are involved 
in illicit economies. Growing opium not only 
provides an income, but also, more importantly, 
provides protection offered by those who profit 
from the trade. Mining has become a main 
source of patronage for the various armed groups 
embedded in many of these communities. And 
for households that wish to escape but have no 
legal recourse whatsoever, human traffickers can 
provide them with a solution, for a fee.

All these illegal activities inherently drive corruption 
and failures in governance. They undermine 
institution building, and create a system that 
becomes increasingly entrenched in failure and thus 
will be more difficult to resolve. Yet these activities 
are not being given the attention they deserve 
by the international community. Development 
NGOs have limited capacity to approach these 

issues. Development banks deny or underplay the 
existence of the drugs economy, but cannot deny 
that the flow of illicit money appears to be the 
principal reason why the moribund local economy 
has not collapsed. Donor agencies, some of which 
have been burned out by previous attempts to 
address these problems, often pretend now that 
these problems just do not exist. 

Recognising these gaps, members of the British 
and Irish Agencies Afghanistan Group (BAAG), 
decided to do something about this state of affairs. 
As a first step, and in collaboration with the All-
Party Parliamentary Group (APPG) on Afghanistan, 
they resolved to start relevant conversations with 
the British Government. On 14 December 2016, 
the first in what is hoped to be a longer-term series 
of these conversations took place at the Houses 
of Parliament complex. This report provides a 
summary of the discussions and key points, drawing 
from the inputs of the leading experts examining 
the development and governance impact of illicit 
economic activities. 

The key reflection that emerged from the 
December roundtable is clear. Illicit economic 
activities – drugs, mining and migration – are 
typically framed as ‘problems’. Yet for most people 
who engage in these activities, these are actually 
the ‘solutions’ to the problems with which they 
grapple. For example, especially for households 
with limited land, opium growing and trading 
remain by far the least complicated to organise in 
a largely agricultural economy with few roads and 
water sources, non-existent formal credit systems, 
and where other crops, like cotton or saffron, are 
less viable alternatives because of low net returns 
or limited access to markets. 

Migration has always been an answer to the lack of 
livelihood solutions locally and particularly during 
periods of crisis. Distributing mining licences 
to cronies is inherently corrupt, but may also be 
the most viable way to distribute patronage and 
consolidate political control in a war-destroyed 
economy. 

Development agencies therefore ought to be 
reframing the question they are attempting to solve 
to: How should we deal with the unusual solutions 
and unusual actors that have emerged, which in 
the short-term enable survival and resilience, but 
in the long-term undermine state-building and 
sustainable economic growth? 

In this report on the roundtable discussion, more 
details and elaborations on these paradoxes are 
presented. However we acknowledge that many 
dimensions of these complex issues, including 
gender implications and development impacts 
of distress migration, were not covered. The 
organisers of the roundtable hope that these 

conversations will be picked up and continued 
by the UK development community – NGOs, 
donor agencies and decision makers in the British 
Government – in the next few years. 

Eric Gutierrez
Senior Adviser, Accountable Governance
Christian Aid
February 2017

INTRODUCTION
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ARE ILLICIT ECONOMIES IN AFGHANISTAN 
INHERENTLY EVIL? 

ILLICIT DRUGS AND THEIR IMPLICATIONS FOR 
LONG-TERM DEVELOPMENT PROSPECTS IN 
AFGHANISTAN

The roundtable was opened by Madeleine 
Moon MP, the chair of the APPG-Afghanistan. 
The discussions that followed the presentations 
were held under the Chatham House Rule of ‘no 
attribution’ – participants could respond, state their 
views or challenge others, without being quoted 
or without being understood as representing the 
official views of the agencies or organisations to 
which they belong. 

Presentations were delivered by three experts: 

• David Mansfield discussed the illicit drug 
economy and its implication for long-term 
development prospects in Afghanistan.

• Stephen Carter examined mining and the 
extractive industries, which have been flagged 
by agencies like the World Bank as a key revenue 
creator in Afghanistan’s reconstruction, but 
so far remain linked to corruption and poor 
governance, and a source of patronage for 
armed groups and political actors. 

• Heaven Crawley, using recent research on 
migration flows, argued that EU policy on 
borders and migration is mostly benefiting 
human smugglers.

The fundamental question is how illicit economic 
activities relate to the challenges of Afghanistan’s 
development and peace building. Developing our 
understanding of illicit economic activities could 
be critically important to security, development 
and the overall future of the country, where most 
economic transactions of goods and services 
happen outside of formal accounting and revenue 
systems. 

Current development work has a strong focus on 
efforts to formalise the economy as part of the 
economic transition – as international aid and 
military expenditure decrease, the Afghanistan 
Government is being expected to move towards 
sustainability by increasing revenues and address 
a significant fiscal gap. Security issues, increasing 
internal displacement and the rise in the number 
of refugees returning from neighbouring countries 
such as Iran and Pakistan add to the challenge. 

Are illicit activities actually helping to sustain 
livelihoods in the absence of alternatives? Or is this 
outweighed by their role in feeding corruption, 
funding armed groups and political factions, and 
undermining critical long-term governance and 
state-building objectives?

David Mansfield is acknowledged as one of the world’s leading experts on drug cultivation, based upon 
more than 20 years of fieldwork in Afghanistan. His work is an important source of primary data for 
policy makers and academics. His book A State Built on Sand: How Opium Undermined Afghanistan, was 
published by Hurst and Oxford University Press in 2016. David has advised a range of bilateral, multilateral 
and non-government organisations, including the UK Government, the European Commission, the UN 
Office on Drugs and Crime, the World Bank and Germany’s Agency for Technical Cooperation (GTZ). 

Mansfield presented a short video based on GIS-
mapping that visually tracks how opium funded 
and sustained the transformation of south-west 
Afghanistan from desert to agricultural land. 
It illustrated how some 300,000 hectares of 
sandy desert changed from an uninhabited and 
uncultivated area into vibrant settlements with 
housing and agriculturally productive land, much 
of it covered by poppy fields. This process has 
been helped by technological advancements, 
including deep well technology, herbicides and, 
more recently, solar-powered water pumps. 
However, the latter pose a significant future risk to 
the communities through possible groundwater 
depletion.  

Mansfield mentioned the range of drivers of 
migration into these desert areas, such as conflict, 
illegal land settlement, growing population 
pressures, the transfer of agricultural technology 
and illegal opium. Initial land settlement was 
supported by illegal land grabs by powerful patrons 
close to the Karzai government, who awarded land 
to their direct networks or sold land on to those 
with capital. 

Later, people with limited land followed, migrating 
by the thousands to the desert areas where land 
could be leased or sharecropped from powerful 
local patrons, or purchased at much lower prices 
than in irrigated areas. Denied access to irrigated 
land or (ironically) displaced from employment as 
sharecroppers and tenant farmers by successful 
donor-funded food production programmes and 
attempts to ban opium, these marginal farmers 
had few other places to go. 

Once in the desert, farmers sank tube wells 
funded by the price premium of illegal opium. 
They have been supported by the availability of 
new technologies in the south-west (solar panels, 
herbicides and water pumps). Improved roads, air 

links and telecommunications, as well as security, 
have facilitated the movement of goods from 
Pakistan, China and Iran. None of this would have 
been possible were it not for the international 
intervention. 

The desert in the south-west of Afghanistan is 
home to an estimated 1.2 million people. Some 
of these people are disillusioned with the Afghan 
state, others believe they have been overlooked 
– or even marginalised – by Western assistance. 
Both are highly dependent on illegal opium poppy 
cultivation for their lives and livelihoods. This is a 
population that is not recognised by government 
statistics (they are not included in the census data) 
or served by government services, and who looks 
upon the Taliban as protecting their interests. 

The dramatic changes in the political and 
physical geography of these desert spaces over 
the last decade has also brought environmental 
degradation, including soil salinisation, contributing 
to periods of low yields and a deterioration in 
farmers’ quality of life. As a result, some farmers 
have left the area. A recent adaptation – solar 
powered tube wells (increasing in number from 0 
to 13,000 in an 18-month period) – has eased the 
burden by reducing agricultural production costs. 
With improved opium yields in 2016, high prices 
and lower production costs, there is the likelihood 
of further settlement and higher levels of opium 
production in these former desert areas in 2017. 

However, the long-term effect of this rapid move 
into solar technology is not yet known. Prior to the 
introduction of solar power farmers had complained 
of a water table falling by 0.5 to 1 metre per year. 
With poor storage, high rates of evaporation and 
leakage from reservoirs, and the fact that water is 
considered to be ‘free’, it can be anticipated that 
groundwater levels will fall more rapidly, which will 
have effects across the south-west of the country. 



8 9

The environmental and health implications of 
widespread and uncontrolled herbicide use have 
also not been taken into consideration. 

The loss of agricultural production on these 
300,000 hectares of former desert land – or 
other desert areas in Afghanistan that have gone 
through similar transformations – would have 
significant implications. These areas have acted 
as a ‘safety net’ for a burgeoning rural population 
with limited access to productive irrigated land and 
insufficient economic opportunities. Without this, 
the population would once again be on the move 
to the well-irrigated areas in the provinces and 
the cities of Afghanistan that cannot absorb them, 
further increasing the pressures on government 
services and the potential for outmigration. 

Mansfield emphasised that without understanding 
the illicit economy, of which drugs are a contingent 
part, we cannot understand the huge implications 
for Afghanistan’s employment, trade (opium is 
the country’s largest export), land use (increasing 
areas of cultivable land), conflict and the political 
settlement between rural constituents and the 
political elites.

Yet opium is strategically kept out of development 
plans and frameworks, such as the Self-Reliance 
through Mutual Accountability Framework, the 
UK Department for International Development’s 
Operational Plan and others. 

This myopia is perhaps understandable, but 
ultimately counterproductive. For development 
practitioners there is the risk that engaging in debates 
about opium and its role in the political economy 
in Afghanistan often leads to demands from policy 
makers for short term solutions where there are 
none. However, to ignore the issue completely 

risks the UK’s engagement in Afghanistan being 
blind to the political and economic realities of the 
country and being undermined altogether.

Discussion

Opium and migration

Further links between opium and migration were 
highlighted in the discussion. In Ghor province, 
reductions in opium prices were immediately 
connected to a reduction in opium cultivation. 
Hence the falling demand for labour would mean 
migration outflows into neighbouring Iran, as 
workers would leave looking for jobs elsewhere.

In terms of internal displacement, south-west 
Afghanistan provides an illustrative case – 1.2 
million people now live in former desert areas, 
transformed into agricultural land by opium, as 
described in the video shown.

And with good prices and improving yields, as well 
as improved technologies, the question is: In the 
absence of an aid economy, what else would fill 
the void and the need for work? 

Regulation and legalisation in Afghanistan: is it 
an option?

It was remembered that the Senlis Council tried 
to push for regulation of a licit opium economy in 
Afghanistan in 2004 but did not succeed. The lack 
of institutional capacity and security infrastructure 
to control cultivation was highlighted, along 
with economic inefficiencies that would prevent 
Afghanistan competing in the global market 
against powerful players such as Australia, France 
and Spain. The opium economy would also have 
to be subsidised in Afghanistan, which would be 
another magnet for corruption. 

THE EXTRACTIVES SECTOR AND GOVERNANCE

Stephen Carter joined Global Witness as the head of the Afghanistan team in 2013. He has worked in 
or on Afghanistan since 2003, specialising in research on politics, human rights and governance – and 
the links between these issues and the conflict. Recent field work across the country includes a major 
research report on links between illegal lapis lazuli mining and armed groups in northern Afghanistan. 
He is currently researching the role of Islamic State (IS) in natural resource extraction. Previously an 
independent policy analyst, he worked with the Office of the EU Special Representative to Afghanistan 
and Chatham House, among others. Stephen began his career as a journalist working in Russia, India 
and the UK.

Extractives should be a major asset in Afghanistan. 
Afghanistan’s estimated mineral reserves of $1tn 
could, in theory, generate $2bn revenue a year, 
although the logistical challenges are substantial. 
Carter explained how extractives involve a 
convergence of development, governance and 
security issues. It was highlighted how International 
Monetary Fund projections of GDP in Afghanistan 
rely on growth in the extractives sector. Yet 
currently it is a source of conflict, corruption and 
funding for the insurgency.

For example, in Badakhshan province in the north-
east of Afghanistan, poor control of the various 
lapis lazuli mines is undermining governance and 
advancing the rise of the Taliban. It is estimated that 
lapis mining from just one district has contributed 
up to $20 million to armed groups (mostly pro-
government private militias, but also government 
and Taliban forces). That is equivalent to more 
than half of the revenue the Afghan government 
received from the entire mining sector it controls.

The same patterns that are found in Badakhshan 
exist in many other provinces too, such as in 
Helmand with marble and in Nangarhar with talc. 
In Nangarhar, Islamic State (IS) has a strong interest 
in mining and it exploits mining more ruthlessly 
than the Taliban. 

There is a real danger of the ‘resource curse’ in 
Afghanistan, and the response of the government 
and donors should reflect the seriousness of the 
threat. Basic realistic reforms to combat conflict 
and corruption are, in fact, available – like contract 
publication as a condition of validity, and the use 
of a single transparent account for extractive 
payments – but they have not been implemented. 
Donors, some of whom are providing millions 
of dollars to the Ministry of Mines, need to build 
an agreement with the government on these 
reforms into the heart of their programmes – a 
‘Self-Reliance through Mutual Accountability 
Framework for the extractive sector’. The current 
Afghan President has said that mining governance 
is a key concern, and made a clear commitment 
at the Brussels conference on Afghanistan on 
reforms to the mining law (see Global Witness’ 
recent briefing), so there is a clear context in which 
donors can engage with the government at a 
political (rather than just technical) level to ensure 
that the government fulfils its promises.

But despite the obvious danger, this has yet to 
happen. The focus of many donors, especially 
the US, has been on getting mining contracts 
signed, rather than on addressing the real barriers 
to developing the sector – corruption and poor 
governance. It is this lack of governance and rule of 
law which means that the mining that does occur 
brings very limited benefits to the Afghan people 
or the Afghan government.

There are no simple solutions in this regard, and 
the problem is that policy makers ask for those. At 
best, the problem can be better managed through 
an improved understanding of the problems 
associated with the opium economy and measures 
designed to avoid a worsening of the problem.

What is needed is a process that combines 
development and state building, economic 
growth, governance and security in tandem. 

There are cases where communities have been 
supported to diversify opium agriculture towards 
other crops, and have enjoyed job diversification 
and improved access to health and education. 
Equally there are other cases where communities 
have demonstrated that where other solutions do 
not work, opium usually does. 
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Extractives are an example of the strategic failure 
in Afghanistan to prioritise political legitimacy, 
governance and, ultimately, justice. These have 
been given far less weight than they should have 
received. They have been treated as development 
and human rights issues, when in fact they are 
core issues affecting the security and long-term 
stability of the country. They demand a serious 
investment of leverage and political capital – not 
just technical support and funding, but high-
level political engagement and carefully crafted, 
legitimate forms of conditionality. Without this 
the extractive sector will continue to be a major 
source of conflict. 

Discussion

What is the potential for investment in Afghan 
mining and growth in the sector?

Mining is providing some employment for the 
poor, but the climate is not good for growth 
in investment in the sector (with the possible 
exception of China). Barriers include security and 
reputational risks. One positive aspect of this is 
that there is space and time for institutionalising 
the transparency guidelines that are essential for 
mining governance. 

Unfortunately, the US Congress is mainly pushing 
to get contracts signed now, in order to start 
making money, rather than carrying out the 
required strategic thinking. The focus on contracts 
and not on governance is problematic. 

What is the capacity for mineral extraction and 
is it sustainable? 

As mentioned, there are huge reserves and mining 
could generate considerable wealth. There are 
good examples of local customary systems where 
mining governance in Afghanistan works and 
can be sustainable. For example, gold mining in 
Raghistan district in Badakhshan province has 
been managed in a way that the local community 
benefits from communal ownership of the mines 
and the involvement of neighbouring communities 
is providing them with work opportunities as well. 
International investment could be very helpful, but 
the main issue is not the difficulties of extraction 
but the lack of rule of law. 

What happens to revenues lost through illegal 
mining? What is the role of the international 
community in addressing this issue?

Apparently, much of the illicit financial flow from 
Afghanistan ends up across the world, including 
in London. There is a broader question about the 
proceeds of corruption generally. Much of this 
money ends up in Dubai, and eventually enters the 
European and international financial systems from 
there. There is an urgent need to investigate and 
control those financial flows. 

Illegally mined minerals are often traded through 
Pakistan to China, while gold is smuggled out 
to India and Dubai. Afghan marble has been 
smuggled to Italy via Iran. In one case, Afghan 
marble marketed as Italian was actually sold back 
to a customer in Afghanistan. There is a major need 
to control and clean up supply chains.

EU POLICY AND MIGRATION

Heaven Crawley is Professor of International Migration at Coventry University’s Centre for Trust, Peace 
and Social Relations where she leads a team of researchers working on issues of migration, displacement 
and belonging. She was previously head of asylum and immigration research at the UK Home Office 
and Associate Director of the Institute for Public Policy Research. Heaven is currently leading a team 
of researchers from the Universities of Coventry, Birmingham and Oxford on the Economic and 
Social Research Council funded MEDMIG project, which explores the dynamics of migration in the 
Mediterranean region and the complex factors affecting refugee and migrant decision making in the 
context of the current European ‘crisis’. 

Crawley presented some of the findings of the 
MEDMIG project in relation to this issue. She 
explained that outward/internal migration happens 
as part of wider livelihood strategies, especially in the 
context of conflict. There was significant outward 
migration from Afghanistan at the end of the 1970s 
associated with the Soviet invasion and this has 
continued. It is estimated that between 4 million 
and 6 million Afghans (out of a total population of 
33 million) live outside the country, many of whom 
were born outside Afghanistan in countries such as 
Pakistan and Iran. In the Afghan migration context 
there is a ‘mixed flow’ of migration, ranging from 
forced migration to seasonal workers.

Afghans have had no residence rights in Iran since 
the 1980s and thus have no access to the labour 
market there. They also face issues of racism and 
discrimination. Approximately 200,000 Afghans 
sought asylum in 2015 in Europe. Around half 
have not been granted any form of protection, 
including subsidiary protection. Authorities are also 
pushing for forced returns, including the return of 
unaccompanied minors (under 18). 

Afghanistan is now receiving more migrants 

(returnees) than the whole of Europe put together. 
Most are returning to situations of instability and 
unemployment. Faced with few other viable 
alternatives, many could join insurgent groups as 
a result.

The findings of Crawley’s research suggest that 
there is a complex and intricately connected 
relationship between conflict and economic 
development. The problem of ‘looking at migration’ 
lies with the tendency to disconnect these two and 
to see ‘forced migrants’ and ‘economic migrants’ 
separately. None of this complexity in migrants’ 
situations is portrayed in current policy thinking. 
We need to look at migrants’ specific contexts and 
the ways they are living. 

Crawley’s MEDMIG research was undertaken with 
500 refugees in Greece, Italy and Malta. Around 50 
Afghans were interviewed, most of whom arrived 
on boats in Greece, and were asked about why 
they moved. The results suggest that there is a 
fundamental disconnect between the lived reality 
of migrants’ situations and the ideas that dominate 
policy thinking. 

The issue is not just that there is mixed migration, 
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but rather that individuals have mixed motivations 
which change over time and space. The way 
migration has been conceptualised, particularly in 
the context of the Afghan situation, is that people 
are just passing through countries in order to get 
to Europe (transit migration). This reinforces the 
perception that everybody is coming to Europe. 
But in fact three-quarters of the Afghans who 
were interviewed had lived in Iran for many years 
before coming to Europe. They tried to make a 
living there, but did not succeed. Many were born 
there. They have limited opportunities and some, 
for example the Hazara ethnic minority are being 
told that they can have an Iranian residence permit 
if they fight in the Syrian war. 

Migration needs to be understood as a normal 
strategy for survival. Forced returns will simply add 
to destabilisation. Yet the political will to reduce 
the harm caused by such policies is lacking. Some 
of the richest countries in the world seem to lack 
the ability to find a consensus when it comes to 
refugee protection and Afghans are amongst the 
most marginalised. Syrians have now taken over 
from Afghans as Europe’s ‘favourite’ refugees.

Discussion:  

What are the restrictions on research 
methodologies as applied to migration?

Language was discussed as a major barrier 
to understanding people’s real reasons and  
motivations in migration, alongside the 
problematic aspects of using interpreters as 
intermediaries. When Afghans talk about migration 
in their languages (Dari and Pashto), the terms 
they use are related to coping and survival, but 
when translated into English these are sometimes 
interpreted as calculated ‘economic migration’. 
As an example, migrating to find a job is based on 
survival, rather than hoping to develop a career. 
Migration needs to be understood as a normal 
strategy for survival. The international community 
continues to demonise Afghans and refuses to see 
that they need protection. 

There may also be issues with interviewing 
migrants upon arrival in Europe because migrant 
stories evolve as they progress on their journey, 
which may span many years. Smuggling networks 
also sometimes influence how people respond to 
interviews, advising them on what they should say. 
There was discussion on whether researchers could 
better understand migration if they interviewed 
Afghans before they leave their country. 

Social media was discussed as one of the factors 
influencing outwards migration. During Taliban 
rule, such technologies were not available, but now 
people are accessing social media it contributes to 
their desire for a better life outside of Afghanistan. 
Social media can also raise awareness of the 
disadvantages of life abroad and deter migration. 

Other questions revolved around a recent survey 
by the Asia Foundation, which suggested that 
the proportion of Afghans who state they would 
migrate if they were able to has fallen. 

The experts present expressed reservations about 
whether these kinds of surveys can adequately 
capture the complexity of migration decision 
making. There was a suggestion that research 
looks only at push-pull factors and disregards 
social relations and transnationalism. Research 
may also have a geographic bias, not covering the 
most insecure and marginalised villages. Surveys 
may also fail to capture differences between how 
people say they would behave and how they 
actually behave. In Afghan culture, respondents 
may not reveal their real intentions about what 
is, for many, a very private decision that they feel 
uncomfortable sharing with their own family, let 
alone a researcher. 

The relationship between migration and 
development is little understood. There is an 
assumption that providing secure livelihoods will 
stop migration and an assumption that migration 
is a problem. It is important to question these 
and other assumptions to better understand the 
complexities, including at the micro-level. 

Concluding discussions 

The discussions highlighted the limited extent 
to which policy is informed by the reality of illicit 
economies on which so many people depend. 
Current international responses to key issues were 
shown to be shaped as much by political agendas 
as by the available evidence. At the same time, the 
evidence and modes of gathering it are sometimes 
flawed. For example, migration is a key livelihood 
solution and coping mechanism, yet continues to 
be treated as a problem, and our understanding of 
its nature and drivers is often limited. 

In their desire to be seen to be solving problems, 
policy makers may describe issues in such a way 
as to make them appear more solvable, with 
simple metrics rather than an acknowledgement 
or understanding of the complexities. 

Illicit mining is an example of a problem that needs 

long-term management. There is no quick fix 

or simple solution, but there are many practical 

and realistic actions, based on the realities in 

Afghanistan, that could be taken, such as mobilising 

and incentivising communities by giving them a 

stake in legal production. 

Though opium appears to be an intractable 

and wicked problem, solutions are emerging 

from within Afghanistan itself. There is evidence 

to suggest that lasting reductions in opium 

cultivation are most likely in areas where 

communities can find more diversified sources of 

income and employment. Access to more stable 

and predictable labour markets in neighbouring 

countries makes it possible for households with 

limited land to reduce their dependence on opium. 

Proximity to regional market centres, where both 

infrastructure and security are improved, typically 

means more viability and profitability for other 

alternative crops. Most importantly, it has been 

seen that opium dependence in the local economy 

is best addressed in areas where there is increased 

collaboration among various institutions to ensure 

they complement rather than compete with each 

other.

Greater attention is needed on the part of both 

donors and the Afghan government on the issues 

discussed if they are not to undermine existing 

investments.
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