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How the CIA is Welcoming Itself Back onto 
American University Campuses
Silent Coup
By David Price

For Iran, the struggle against Afghan 
opium is a national epic, inspiring 
the expenditure of thousands of 

lives and hundreds of millions of dollars 
to build a massive, 1,000-kilometer bul-
wark of troops, berms, and 14-foot-deep 
trenches against smuggled drugs on its 
eastern border. At the same time, Russia’s 
leadership considers the war against 
Afghan heroin as part of its struggle to 
preserve the Russian nation against de-
mographic and social collapse. However, 
thanks to America’s desire to isolate 
and ignore the regimes in Tehran and 
Moscow, they are forced to fight their 
battles alone.

Because Afghanistan’s burgeoning 
drug industry is one of the few effec-
tive levers available to Washington in a 
chaotic warzone that has resisted all ef-
forts to pacify it, the Obama administra-
tion has taken an apparent back step in 
its Afghan control efforts, at Russia and 
Iran’s expense. And there are signs that 
Washington regards the losses and suf-
fering inflicted upon its antagonists in 
Iran and Russia as acceptable “collateral 
damage” – or, perhaps, even a fringe ben-
efit – of its war in Afghanistan.

Both Iran and Russia regard 
Washington’s blithe tolerance of the 
Afghan opium industry with resentment 
and despair. The resultant stew of anger, 
suspicion and antagonism – and also 
addiction, crime, and insurgency – will 
probably poison Central Asia long after 
the United States has closed the books on 
its mission in Afghanistan.

Americans are aware that Afghan 
opium production has skyrocketed since 
the U.S.-led invasion of 2002, soaring 
from 185 tons in the last year of Taliban 
rule (an artificial low: opium production 

Throughout the 1970s, ’80s and 
’90s, independent grassroots 
movements to keep the Central 

Intelligence Agency off American uni-
versity campuses were broadly supported 
by students, professors and community 
members. The ethos of this movement 
was captured in Ami Chen Mills’ 1990 
book, C.I.A. Off Campus.  Mills’ book 
gave voice to the multiple reasons why 
so many academics opposed the pres-
ence of the CIA on university campuses: 
reasons that ranged from the recognition 
of secrecy’s antithetical relationship to 
academic freedom, to political objections 
to the CIA’s use of torture and assassina-
tion, to efforts on campuses to recruit 
professors and students, and the CIA’s 
longstanding role in undermining demo-
cratic movements around the world.  

For those who lived through the dra-
matic revelations of the congressional 
inquiries in the 1970s, documenting 
the CIA’s routine involvement in global 
and domestic atrocities, it made sense 
to construct institutional firewalls be-
tween an agency so deeply linked with 
these actions and educational institu-
tions dedicated to at least the promise of 
free inquiry and truth. But the last dozen 
years have seen retirements and deaths 
among academics who had lived through 
this history and had been vigilant about 
keeping the CIA off campus; further-
more, with the attacks of 9/11 came new 
campaigns to bring the CIA back onto 
American campuses. 

Henry Giroux’s 2007 book, The 
University in Chains: Confronting the 
Military-Industrial Academic Complex, 
details how two decades of shifts in 
university funding brought increased 
intrusions by corporate and military 
forces onto university. After 9/11, the in-

telligence agencies pushed campuses to 
see the CIA and campus secrecy in a new 
light, and, as traditional funding sources 
for social science research declined, the 
intelligence community gained footholds 
on campuses.

Post-9/11 scholarship programs like 
the Pat Roberts Intelligence Scholars 
Program (PRISP) and the Intelligence 
Community Scholarship Programs 
today sneak unidentified students with 
undisclosed links to intelligence agen-
cies into university classrooms (both 
were first exposed by this author here in 
CounterPunch in 2005). A new genera-
tion of so-called flagship programs have 
quietly taken root on campuses, and, 
with each new flagship, our universities 
are transformed into vessels of the mili-
tarized state, as academics learn to sub-
limate unease.  

The programs most significantly link-
ing the CIA with university campuses 
are the “Intelligence Community Centers 
for Academic Excellence” (ICCAE, pro-
nounced “Icky”) and the “Intelligence 
Advance Research Projects Activity”. 
Both programs use universities to train 
intelligence personnel by piggyback-
ing onto existing educational pro-
grams. Campuses that agree to see these 
outsourced programs as nonthreatening 
to their open educational and research 
missions are rewarded with funds and 
useful contacts with the intelligence 
agencies and other less tangible benefits.

Even amid the militarization prevailing 
in America today, the silence surround-
ing this quiet installation and spread of 
programs like ICCAE is extraordinary. In 
the last four years, ICCAE has gone 
further in bringing government intelli-
gence organizations openly to American 
university campuses than any previous 



puses: Carnegie Mellon, Clemson, North 
Carolina A&T State, University of North 
Carolina-Wilmington, Florida A&M, 
Miles College, University of Maryland, 
College Park, University of Nebraska, 
University of New Mexico, Pennsylvania 
State University, and Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute. 

But the CIA and FBI aren’t the 
only agencies from the Intelligence 
Community that ICCAE brings to 
American university campuses.  ICCAE 
also quietly imports a smorgasbord of 
fifteen agencies – including the National 
Security Agency, Defense Intelligence 
Agency, and Homeland Security. 

ICCAE’s stated goals are to develop 
a “systematic long-term program at 
universities and colleges to recruit and 
hire eligible talent for IC [Intelligence 
Community] agencies and components,” 
and to “increase the [intelligence recruit-
ing] pipeline of students … with empha-
sis on women and ethnic minorities in 
critical skill areas.”  Specifically, ICCAE 
seeks to “provide internships, co-ops, 
graduate fellowships and other related 
opportunities across IC agencies to eli-
gible students and faculty for intelligence 
studies immersion,” and to “support se-
lective international study and regional 
and overseas travel opportunities to 
enhance cultural and language immer-
sion.” ICCAE’s aim is to shower with fel-
lowships, scholarships and grants those 
universities that are adapting their cur-
ricula to align with the political agenda 
of American intelligence agencies; also to 
install a portal connecting ICCAE cam-
puses with intelligence agencies, through 
which students, faculty, students study-
ing abroad, and unknown others will 
pass. While ICCAE claims to train ana-
lysts, rather than members of the clan-
destine service, the CIA historically has 
not observed such boundaries.

ICCAE-funded centers have different 
names at different universities. For ex-
ample, at the University of Washington 
(UW), ICCAE funds established the 
new Institute for National Security 
Education and Research (INSER), 
Wayne State University’s center is called 
the Center for Academic Excellence in 
National Security Intelligence Studies, 
and Clark Atlantic University’s program 
is the Center for Academic Excellence in 
National Security Studies.

With the economic downturn, uni-
versity layoffs became a common oc-
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intelligence initiative since World War 
Two. Yet, the program spreads with little 
public notice, media coverage, or coordi-
nated multicampus resistance. 

When the New Infiltration Began

In 2004, a $250,000 grant was award-
ed to Trinity Washington University 
by the Intelligence Community for the 
establishment of a pilot “Intelligence 
Community Center of Academic 
Excellence” program.  Trinity was, in 
many ways, an ideal campus for a pilot 
program. For a vulnerable, tuition-driv-
en, struggling financial institution in the 
D.C. area, the promise of desperately 
needed funds and a regionally assured 
potential student base, linked with or 
seeking connections to the D.C. intel-
ligence world, made the program finan-
cially attractive.

In 2005, the first ICCAE centers were 
installed at ten campuses:   California 
State University San Bernardino, Clark 
Atlanta University, Florida International 
University, Norfolk State University, 
Tennessee State University, Trinity 
Washington University, University of 
Texas El Paso, University of Texas-Pan 
American, University of Washington, and 
Wayne State University. Between 2008-
2010, a second wave of expansion brought 
ICCAE programs to another twelve cam-

currence. Need breeds opportunism, as 
scarcity of funds leads scholars to shift 
the academic questions they are willing 
to pursue and suspend ethical and po-
litical concerns about funding sources. 
Other scholars unwilling to set aside 
ethical and political concerns are keenly 
aware of institutional pressures to keep 
their outrage and protests in-house.

Covering Up Dissent

Despite a lack of critical media cov-
erage of ICCAE programs, traces of 
campus dissent can be found online in 
faculty senate records. When Dean Van 
Reidhead at the University of Texas-Pan 
American (UTPA) brought a proposal 
for ICCAE to establish a center on cam-
pus, some faculty and graduate students 
spoke out against the damage to aca-
demic freedom that the program would 
likely bring. Senate minutes record that 
faculty “representatives spoke against 
and for UTPA submitting a proposal to 
compete for federal money to establish 
an Intelligence Community Center for 
Academic Excellence.”  At this meeting, 
graduate students “listed the following 
demands: 1) inform the community via 
press release about the possible ICCAE 
proposal, 2) release the proposal draft 
for public review, 3) establish a commu-
nity forum on ICCAE, and 4) abolish the 
process of applying for ICCAE funds.” At 
Texas-Pan American, as at other ICCAE 
campuses, administrators noted these 
concerns but continued with plans to 
bring the intelligence agencies to cam-
pus, as if hearing and ignoring concerns 
constituted shared governance.

The minutes of the University of 
Washington’s Faculty Senate and Faculty 
Council on Research record shadows of 
dissent that are so vaguely referenced 
that they are easily missed.  The min-
utes for the December 4, 2008, meet-
ing gloss over the issues raised when 
the American Association of University 
Professors, University of Washington 
chapter, had issued a strongly worded 
statement by Executive Board represen-
tative Christoph Giebel, requesting infor-
mation concerning UW’s INSER contacts 
with the Intelligence Community.  The 
minutes simply read: “… both Giebel and 
Jeffry Kim [INSER director] answered 
a series of good questions that resulted 
in a fair, tough and serious conversa-
tion.” What these “good questions” were 
and the nature of this “tough and serious 
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agencies to the UW campus. 
Initially, the UW administration ap-

peared to appreciate faculty concerns. In 
October 2005, David Hodge, UW dean 
of Arts and Sciences, met with School 
of International Studies faculty to dis-
cuss proposals to establish affiliations 
with U.S. intelligence agencies, after 
International Studies faculty wrote the 
administration, expressing opposition 
to any affiliation linking them with the 
CIA and other intelligence agencies. This 
group of faculty wrote that such develop-
ments would “jeopardize the abilities of 
faculty and students to gain and maintain 
foreign research and study permits, visas, 
and open access to and unfettered inter-
action with international research hosts, 

partners, and counterpart institutions,” 
and they worried that any such relation-
ships would “endanger the safety and se-
curity of faculty and students studying 
and conducting research abroad as well 
as their foreign hosts.” One participant in 
these meetings told me that the adminis-
tration initially acknowledged that there 
were serious risks that students and fac-
ulty working abroad could lose research 
opportunities because of the CIA-linked 
program on campus, and that these con-
cerns led the administration initially to 
decline any affiliation with these intelli-
gence agency-linked programs. 

But these concerns did not derail the 
administration’s interest in bringing 
the Intelligence Community on cam-
pus, and the following year the admin-
istration of UW decided to establish the 
ICCAE-funded Institute for National 
Security Education and Research.  But 
after INSER’s launch, concerned internal 
memos continued to come from faculty 
across the campus. In the past year and a 
half, letters voicing strong protest from at 

In the last four years, 
ICCAE has gone fur-
ther in bringing gov-
ernment intelligence 
organizations openly 
to multiple American 
university campuses 
than any previous in-
telligence initiative 
since World War Two. 

conversation” are not mentioned in the 
minutes, as if “good questions” were not 
important enough to enter into a public 
record.   Similarly, the nature of faculty 
objections to INSER are glossed over in 
the 1/29/09 UW Senate minutes, which 
simply reported that “a number of email 
communications have come through the 
faculty senate that reflect a range in atti-
tude toward the INSER program.”

In fact, a significant portion of this 
faculty “range in attitudes toward the 
INSER program” is most accurately 
characterized as outraged.  I have heard 
from faculty at other ICCAE flagship 
campuses that some form of internal dis-
sent has occurred on each of their cam-
puses, and professors at UW have sent 
me documents, quoted below, clarifying 
the extent of the campus’s disquiet over 
the intelligence agencies insertion into 
their campus; an insertion whose success 
should be described as a silent coup.

Faculty and students’ public silence 
at ICCAE universities over these de-
velopments needs some comment.  The 
post-9/11 political climate casts a pall of 
orthodoxy over critical discussions of 
militarization and national security, and 
the rise of anti-intellectual media pundits 
attacking those who question increasing 
American militarization adds pressure 
to muzzle dissent. Faculty at public uni-
versities often feel these pressures more 
than their colleagues at private institu-
tions. There are also natural inclinations 
to try and keep elements of workplace 
dissent internal, but two factors argue 
against this public silence. First, most of 
the ICCAE institutions are publicly fund-
ed universities drawing state taxes; the 
state citizens funding these universities 
deserve to be alerted to concerns over 
the ways these programs can damage 
public institutions.  Second, university 
administrators have been free to ignore 
faculty’s harsh, publicly silent, internal 
dissent. Keeping dissent internal has not 
been an effective resistance tactic.

Inaudible Uproar at UW

In a step moving beyond internal 
private critiques of ICCAE programs, 
multiple professors at the University of 
Washington have provided me internal 
memos sent by professors to admin-
istrators.  These memos document the 
breadth of internal faculty dissent over 
administrators’ October 2006 decisions 
to bring the CIA and other intelligence 

least five academic units have been sent 
by groups of faculty to deans. 

In October 2008, anthropology pro-
fessors Bettina Shell-Duncan and Janelle 
Taylor drafted a critical memo that was 
voted on and approved by the anthro-
pology faculty and then sent to Dean 
Howard, Dean Cauce, and Provost Wise, 
raising fears about the damage INSER 
could bring to the University: 

“As anthropologists, we also have more 
specific concerns relating to the nature of 
our research, which involves long-term 
in-depth studies of communities, the 
majority of which are located outside the 
United States. Some of these communi-
ties are very poor, some face repressive 
governments, and some are on the re-
ceiving end of U.S. projections of military 
power ... our profession’s Code of Ethics 
requires first and foremost that we cause 
no harm to the people among whom we 
conduct research.”

Shell-Duncan and Taylor tied disci-
plinary concerns to anthropology’s core 
ethical principles and raised apprehen-
sions that INSER funding could con-
vert the university into a hosting facil-
ity for “military intelligence-gathering 
efforts.” They pointed to:

“1) the reports that students are re-
quired to submit to INSER at the end of 
their studies, and 2) the debriefing that 
they are required to undergo upon their 
return. Although our faculty have already 
been asked [to be] academic advisors for 
students with INSER funding, we have 
never been given any information on the 
guidelines for the reports, or the nature, 
scope or purpose of the debriefing pro-
cess. This is of particular concern given 
that National Security is not an academic 
field of study but a military and govern-
ment effort. Unless and until we are pro-
vided with clear and compelling informa-
tion that proves otherwise, we must infer 
that these reports and debriefings are, in 
fact, military intelligence-gathering ef-
forts.”

They cited a 2007 report (of which I 
am a co-author) written by an American 
Anthropological Association (AAA) 
commission, evaluating a variety of en-
gagements between anthropologists and 
the military and intelligence agencies. 
The anthropologists argued that this 
AAA report found that while “…some 
forms of engagement with these agencies 
might be laudable, the Commission also 
issued cautions about situations likely to 
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tioned whether the administration had 
considered how the presence of INSER 
on campus would taint professors and 
students because, in the words of the 
group in the History Department, “The 
professional bodies of many disciplines 
and professional programs have barred 
members from participating in programs 
funded by groups like the CIA due to 
the ethical conflicts such a relationship 
would involve.  Did the administration 
take this into account in the process of 
creating INSER? Are there steps taken in 
the administration of funds from INSER 
to prevent faculty from unknowingly 
compromising their professional and eth-
ical obligations?”

Among the problems facing the UW 
administration in creating INSER was 
finding an academic structure to admin-
ister such a stigmatized program.Because 
the social sciences represented hostile 
territory, administrators looked to the 
Information School.  But Information 
School faculty weren’t happy about hav-
ing to house INSER. A letter signed by 
a dozen prominent Information School 
faculty members expressed deep con-
cerns that housing “a CIA Officer in 
Residence” would pollute perceptions 
of them in ways that could “damage our 
ability to serve the [other campus constit-
uencies],” arguing that their longstanding 
“strategy of impartial professionalism” 
across the campus “has enabled us to 
create collections of such depth over the 
years. It is also this professional indepen-
dence that has in the past protected us 
from undue scrutiny by the governments 
of the countries that we visit and from 
which we solicit information sources – 
sometimes of the most sensitive nature 
– for our scholarly collections.”

While it is encouraging to find UW 

“We find it unconscio-
nable that the UW 
would have formal ties 
with the newly created 
Office of the Director 
of National Intelligence 
(ODNI), let alone in-
volve our students in an 
exercise of gathering in-
telligence information.”

entail violations of the ethical principles 
of our profession. In particular, the mem-
bers of the Commission expressed seri-
ous concern about ‘a situation in which 
anthropologists would be performing 
fieldwork on behalf of a military or intel-
ligence program, among a local popula-
tion, for the purpose of supporting op-
erations on the ground.’”  

Other academic departments wrote 
the UW administration expressing con-
cerns. In November 2008, members 
of the Latin American Studies divi-
sion in the Henry M. Jackson School of 
International Studies complained to the 
administration in a memo that “in light 
of the U.S. Intelligence Community’s 
extensive track-record of undermining 
democracies and involvement in human 
rights violations in Latin America and 
elsewhere, we find it unconscionable 
that the UW would have formal ties with 
the newly created Office of the Director 
of National Intelligence (ODNI), let 
alone involve our students in an exer-
cise of gathering intelligence informa-
tion and assist it with its public relations 
campaign among children in our local 
schools. The most recent examples of 
the U.S. Intelligence Community’s inex-
cusable behavior in Latin America are 
torture at Guantanamo detention cen-
ters, collaboration with the infamous 
School of the Americas, the backing of 
paramilitary forces as part of the ‘drug 
war,’ ... and support for the failed coup in 
Venezuela…

“…Some would argue that UW should 
engage the Intelligence Community as 
a method of constructively influencing 
or reforming it. To our mind, this argu-
ment is naïve and misguided at best. The 
training we provide is unlikely to change 
the deeply entrenched institutional cul-
tures among the various entities, such 
as the CIA, which form a part of ODNI. 
In effect, then, we would be enabling the 
Intelligence Community to be more ef-
fective at carrying out their indefensible 
activities ... We realize that the UW faces 
a number of financial constraints, per-
haps now more than ever, but the needs 
for monies can never justify collabora-
tion with an Intelligence Community, 
which is responsible for hundreds of 
thousands of deaths and immeasurable 
human suffering throughout the world.”

Also at UW a group of Southeast 
Asian Studies Center faculty and mem-
bers of the History Department ques-

faculty raising ethical, historical, and po-
litical objections, it’s far from clear that 
these private critiques had any measur-
able effect, precisely because they re-
mained private.

UW: The Dark Side 

Today, INSER hosts at least one CIA 
funded post-doc on the UW campus. It is 
unknown how many CIA-linked employ-
ees or CIA-linked students are now on 
the UW’s campus. We don’t know what 
all members of the intelligence agencies 
on campus are doing, but scholars who 
study the history of the agency know 
that in the past CIA campus operatives 
have performed a range of activities that 
included using funding fronts to get un-
witting social scientists to conduct pieces 
of research that were used to construct 
an interrogation and torture manual; to 
establish contacts used to recruit for-
eign students to collect intelligence for 
the CIA; and debriefing of graduate stu-
dents upon return from foreign travel 
of research. We know historically that 
the CIA has cultivated relationships 
with professors in order to recruit stu-
dents. When universities import ICCAE 
programs, they bring this history with 
them, and, as students from ICCAE uni-
versities travel abroad, suspicions of CIA 
activity will travel with them and un-
dermine the safety and opportunities to 
work and study abroad for all.

There are many good reasons to keep 
the CIA off campus, the most obvious 
ones stress the reprehensible deeds of 
the agency’s past (and present). For me 
one good reason is that this Intelligence 
Community invasion diminishes 
America’s intelligence capacity while 
damaging academia. As the Intelligence 
Community’s “institutional culture” 
seeps into ICCAE universities, we can 
foresee a deadening of intellect, weak-
ening American universities and intelli-
gence capacities as scholars learn to think 
in increasingly narrow ways, described 
by President Eisenhower half a century 
ago in his farewell address’s warning that 
“a government contract becomes virtu-
ally a substitute for intellectual curiosity.”

If the United States wants intelligence 
reform, it needs to fund independent 
scholarship, not narrow the range of dis-
course on our campuses by paying cash-
strapped universities to house revolving 
doors between the academy and the CIA. 

Universities need to be places where 
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averaged 3,700 tons per acre during the 
Taliban years) to a peak of 8,200 tons 
(equivalent to over two years’ global con-
sumption) in 2007. Today, Afghanistan 
still accounts for over 90 per cent of the 
world production of opium.

Americans are less aware that heroin 
use in Iran and Russia has exploded as a 
result. Iran has the highest rate of opiate 
addiction in the world. The Iranian gov-
ernment announced that almost one mil-
lion of its citizens between the ages of 15 
and 64 are addicted to heroin and opium, 
and 130,000 new addicts join their ranks 
every year. In Russia, Afghan opium is 
near the heart of an unnerving public 
health and demographic crisis. Russia 
is now the largest heroin consumer in 
the world, accounting for 21 per cent of 
global demand. With an estimated 3 to 5 
million addicts, its addiction rate of ap-
proximately 2 per cent is one of the high-
est in the world.

Of particular concern to Russia, which 
is struggling to regain its geopolitical heft 
in the post-Soviet era, heroin addiction is 
concentrated in the young – two-thirds 
of Russia’s addicts are under the age of 
30 – and, in the era of high purity heroin 
and HIV, usually fatal within 5 to 7 years 
of the commencement of addiction.

people can freely explore ideas, but 
ICCAE inevitably brings chills to open 
classrooms.  How long will it take until 
students at ICCAE universities start to 
wonder about who’s reporting on free-
flowing discussions in classes?  With 
cadres of future FBI and CIA employees 
on campus, those who develop dissident 
political critiques will find themselves 
opting for a choice between speaking 
their mind, or keeping silent, or soften-
ing harsh honest critiques. As ICCAE 
students graduate and begin careers re-
quiring security clearances, accounts of 
academic discussions stand to make their 
way into intelligence files, as clearance 
background checks ask for accounts of 
known “subversive” acquaintances en-
countered during university years.

These are foreseeable consequences.   
Now, that the Patriot Act removed legal 
firewalls prohibiting these forms of po-
litical surveillance, the stage has been 
set for a dark renaissance of the fifties to 
begin.

Ending the Silence

If students, faculty and citizens are 
concerned about ICCAE’s impact on our 
universities, then breaking the silence 
is the most effective opposition tactic 
available.  Anyone who wants specific 
information on contacts between uni-
versity administrators and ICCAE offi-
cials and the intelligence community can 
use state public records laws and federal 
Freedom of Information laws to request 
records. Given university administrators’ 
claims that everything is above board, 
these records should not be blocked by 
national security exemptions; if they are, 
this would be useful to know. Concerned 
members of individual campuses can use 
these tools to access correspondence and 
verify claims by university administrators 
about the nature of their contact with 
ICCAE.

Faculty, staff, students, alumni and 
community members concerned about 
ICCAE’s presence on university campus-
es should form consortia online to share 
information from various campuses and 
make common cause. ICCAE has made 
rapid headway because of the internal 
campus-specific, isolated nature of re-
sistance to ICCAE. Something like an 
“ICCAE Watch” or “CIA Campus Watch” 
website could be started by a faculty 
member or grad student on an ICCAE 
campus, providing forums to collect 

documents, stories and resistance tactics 
from across the country.

Finally, tenured professors on ICCAE 
campuses, or on campuses contemplat-
ing ICCAE programs, need to use their 
tenure and speak out, on the record, in 
public: the threats presented by these 
developments are exactly why tenure ex-
ists. If professors like the idea of bring-
ing the CIA on campus, they can pub-
licly express these views, but the split 
between the public and private reactions 
to ICCAE helped usher the CIA silently 
back onto American university campus-
es. The intelligence agencies thrive on si-
lence. If this move is to be countered, ac-
ademic voices must publicly demand that 
the CIA and the Intelligence Community 
explain themselves and their history in 
public. CP

            
David Price is a founding member of the 
Network of Concerned Anthropologists, 
which has just published The Counter-
Counterinsurgency Manual. He can be 
reached at dprice@stmartin.edu.

Lee cont. from Page 1

In November 2009, Viktor Ivanov, 
head of the Russian Federal Drugs 
Control Service, declared dramatically 
that every one of the 400,000 heroin 
addicts registered by the government in 
2001 were now dead. Anywhere from 
30,000-50,000 drug addicts die each 
year in Russia, contributing to the demo-
graphic crisis that has seen Russia’s pop-
ulation decline steadily from a peak of 
148 million in 1992, headed for a possible 
crash to 128 million by 2025. 

Both Iran and Russia regard 
Afghanistan’s runaway opium produc-
tion as the source of their problem. This 
production is a matter of some embar-
rassment to the United States, whose ef-
forts to control opium production have 
failed spectacularly. Western forces, with 
a brief to chase terrorists and not an-
tagonize nonhostile warlords, landown-
ers and officials (often one in the same) 
deeply involved in the drug business, 
have soft-pedaled opium eradication ever 
since the invasion.

The head of the U.N. Office of Drug 
Control (UNODC), Antonio Maria 
Costa, described Western eradication 
efforts as “a sad joke.” Indeed, a remark-
able defensiveness – an epidemic of 
handwringing, hand-washing and finger-
pointing, one might say – permeates 
Western discussion of the Afghan drug 
issue and its impact on its neighbors, at 
the government, think tank, and NGO 
levels.

Since the U.S.-led invasion evicted the 
Taliban from power in 2002 and Afghan 
opium production soared, Russian opiate 
addiction rates increased 400 per cent. In 
Iran, as the price of opiates plummeted, 
dealers introduced a potent, smokable 
form of compressed heroin known as 
“crack” (not to be confused with crack 
cocaine), which now dominates opiate 
consumption inside that country. The 
correlation between easy access to ille-
gal drugs and drug addiction problems is 
relatively clear-cut.

The UNODC reports that as 
Afghanistan became the world center of 
opium production, the earlier production 
base centered on Myanmar has declined, 
and so have addiction rates in the sur-
rounding area.

Both Iran and Russia regard U.S. ac-
tions on the Afghan drug problem as 
a key barometer of Washington’s sin-
cerity in engagement with them. After 
nonstop antagonism during the Bush 
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number one consumer of heroin, he 
framed the issue in the starkest terms: 
“Drug trafficking has become a key nega-
tive factor for demography and a blow 
to our nation’s gene pool ... [and] a chal-
lenge to Russia’s civilization.” 

Moscow is frustrated by the West’s 
seemingly conjoined desires to shut 
Russia out of Afghanistan and let drug 
production flourish there. Its inability 
to get the U.S.A. to deal with the supply 
side has colored Russia’s view on how to 
deal with the demand side as well. Russia 
is engaged in a multiyear slanging match 
with Western NGOs over its unwilling-
ness to promote methadone therapy for 
Russian heroin addicts.

Russia’s drug control leadership ap-

parently regards the heroin crisis as a 
transient phenomenon, created largely 
by the collapse of political authority 
in Afghanistan and America’s willing-
ness to allow opium production to run 
wild there. A Russian heroin addict re-
portedly has a life expectancy of five to 
seven years (versus 15 to 20 years in the 
West). By Russia’s calculus, if the sup-
ply problem can be licked, the demand 
problem will take care of itself within a 
decade. Therefore, Russia strongly resists 
the idea that it should institutionalize its 
drug problem by creating a generation 
of methadone junkies so that the United 
States can be spared the inconvenience of 
alienating the Karzai regime’s drug-deal-
ing satraps with an aggressive anti-opium 
policy.

Russia has devoted much energy to 
championing its “Collective Security 
Treaty Organization” (CSTO), composed 
of a grab bag of ex-Soviet states, as the 
vehicle for restored Russian regional 
leadership and NATO’s proper interlocu-
tor in North and Central Asia. The West 

administration, Iran and Russia looked 
forward to an Obama reset: a new look 
at Afghanistan and re-engagement with 
important stakeholders in Tehran and 
Moscow on the issues of drug trafficking 
and regional security. They were disap-
pointed, especially Iran.

Tehran has made enormous efforts in 
the battle against Afghan opium. Iran, 
the transit or ultimate destination for 
about 40 per cent of Afghanistan’s opi-
ates, leads the world by a wide margin in 
total seizures of heroin and opium. At the 
same time that the Afghan government 
is able to seize less than 2 per cent of its 
own country’s production, Iran has been 
able to intercept perhaps 20 per cent – 
about 150 tons per year – of the Afghan 
opium entering its borders.

Since the establishment of the Islamic 
Republic in 1979, over 3,700 border 
guards have been killed in battles with 
drug smugglers, and another 12,000 in-
jured. Tehran has invested over $900 mil-
lion in an immense network of trenches, 
roads and fortifications along its borders 
with Afghanistan and Pakistan. 

The Ahmadinejad regime apparently 
hoped that Iran’s efforts in intercepting 
the flood of Afghan opium destined for 
the European market would burnish its 
international image as a responsible actor 
in world affairs. 

For Russia, its attempts to win 
American acknowledgement of its stake 
in suppressing the Afghan opium indus-
try has been complicated by Russia’s re-
sentment that America is in Afghanistan 
in the first place and Washington’s con-
certed efforts to expand its Central Asian 
beachhead into the ex-Soviet nations – 
Kazakhstan, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, 
Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan – at Russia’s ex-
pense.

Furthermore, the Russian leadership 
regards conquering its drug crisis as a 
key element in its strategy for national 
regeneration. 

The choice of Viktor Ivanov – an ex-
KGB officer with Afghan experience, a 
key member of Vladimir Putin’s inner 
circle, and a vocal advocate of “sover-
eign democracy,” Russia’s authoritar-
ian alternative to liberal democracy – as 
the director of the Federal Drug Control 
Service is a sign of the ideological, na-
tional security, and international stra-
tegic dimensions of Russia’s drug war. 
When Ivanov announced, in March 
2009, that Russia had become the world’s 

Western forces, with a 
brief to chase terror-
ists and not antagonize 
nonhostile warlords, 
landowners and offi-
cials (often one in the 
same) deeply involved 
in the drug business, 
h a v e  s o f t - p e d a l e d 
opium eradication.

has steadfastly ignored the CSTO, while 
working to wedge off ambivalent or indif-
ferent members of the alliance, such as 
Turkmenistan. Dogged by historical en-
mities with its former republics, energy 
competition, and the desire of the “stans” 
to play off Moscow, Washington and 
Beijing to their advantage, Russia has had 
little success in constructing a regional 
security alliance centered on opposition 
to narco-trafficking.

A 2008 quote from the head of the 
CSTO illustrates the way divergent U.S. 
and Russian drug policies exacerbated 
the divisions between the two blocs:

“ N i k o l a i  B o r d y u z h a ,  C S TO 
S e c r e t a r y - G e n e r a l ,  q u o t e d  a 
Pentagon general as telling him: ‘We 
are not fighting narcotics because 
this is not our task in Afghanistan.’ 
 “Instead of joining hands with the 
SCO and the CSTO in combating the 
narcotics threat, the CSTO chief said, the 
U.S. was working to set up rival security 
structures in the region. Washington is 
working to ‘drive a geopolitical wedge 
between Central Asian countries and 
Russia and to re-orient the region to-
ward the U.S.,’ Bordyuzha said last year.” 

The indications are that matters may 
get even worse. As the U.S. adventure 
in Afghanistan has faltered, the Obama 
administration has looked at its tactical 
options and decided that increased toler-
ance of opium production is part of the 
solution, rather than the problem. After 
all, the Taliban itself does not grow or 
traffic opium; it merely taxes produc-
tion, processing and trade. The primary 
participants in the opium industry, from 
farmers to warlords to corrupt officials, 
are not Taliban. In another sense, they 
can be considered actual or potential al-
lies of the United States, to be pried out 
of Afghanistan’s anti-Western matrix 
with the lever of opium. This alliance 
goes back to the CIA’s vast operation 
against the left, land-reforming regimes 
in Afghanistan of the late 1970s, where 
poppy-growing land barons were an im-
portant part of the coalition patronized 
by the Agency.

Richard Holbrooke, a relentless hearts-
and-minds proselytizer from his days in 
Vietnam, had consistently argued against 
opium eradication. In June 2009, when 
he became the Obama administration’s 
Af-Pak overlord, he carried the day, and 
the U.S. formally abandoned a goal of 
opium eradication in Afghanistan.
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Holbrooke declared that the U.S. anti-
opiate campaign in Afghanistan would 
switch its focus to disrupting the trade 
(as opposed to production) of opium and 
go after the “big fish.”

Western media reported breathlessly 
on a “high stakes raid” involving “a Drug 
Enforcement Agency team and Afghan 
counternarcotics agents staging an ambi-
tious helicopter-borne assault in poten-
tially hostile territory” which included 
“a 37-man assault team, a pair of Afghan 
Mi-17 helicopters, five UH-1H Hueys and 
a Douglas DC-3 configured as a surveil-
lance and reconnaissance aircraft.”

The raid netted 4,300kg of hash, 99kg 
of raw opium, and “a bag of poppy seeds.” 
For those keeping score at home, the 

UNODC tells us opium wholesales for 
less than $100 a kilogram in Kabul and 
cannabis resin about $56 per kilo, im-
plying that this colossal operation elimi-
nated $10,000 worth of opium and put 
an overall dent of less than $300,000 in 
Afghanistan’s drug trade, whose actual 
farm-gate turnover (as opposed to no-
tional street value of the drugs in Europe) 
exceeds $1 billion per year. 

The overworked Iranian drug agencies 
seize, on the average, almost 100kg of 
Afghan opium equivalents per hour.

Cynics might speculate that consid-
erably greater results could have been 
achieved by walking into the office of the 
governor of Kandahar to arrest Hamid 
Karzai’s brother, Ahmed Wali Karzai, 
who is allegedly involved deeply in the 
drug trade.

The Russians have stated their will-
ingness to assist Afghanistan’s anti-traf-
ficking activities by providing their own 
blacklist of “big fish”: about 40 members 
of the Karzai government, including 
members of parliament, senators and 

Holbrooke undertook a public-rela-
tions push to soften the blow. To justify 
the reversal on eradication to the do-
mestic national security constituency, 
he made the assertion that suitcases of 
money from the Middle East, not opium, 
was the major source of Taliban rev-
enues. The new line was presented by the 
New York Times in October 2009:

“‘In the past, there was a kind of a feel-
ing that the money all came from drugs 
in Afghanistan,’ Richard Holbrooke, the 
administration’s special representative 
for Afghanistan and Pakistan, said in 
June. ‘That is simply not true.’

“Supporting this view, in his August 
30 strategic assessment, Gen. Stanley 
McChrystal, the top NATO commander 
in Afghanistan, voiced skepticism that 
clamping down on the opium trade 
would crimp the Taliban’s overall financ-
es. ‘Eliminating insurgent access to nar-
co-profits – even if possible, and while 
disruptive – would not destroy their 
ability to operate so long as other fund-
ing sources remained intact,’ General 
McChrystal said.”

According to the UNODC, the Taliban 
exacts over $100 million annually in tax 
on opium growers, protection money 
exacted from drug processing and trans-
port, and zakat (“conscience money”) on 
narcotic-related economic activity. This 
would seem enough to provide the lion’s 
share of support to an insurgency that 
pays each of its 30,000 (at most) fighters 
around $4,000 per year.

Nevertheless, in its most recent report 
on Afghanistan, the UNODC gave sup-
port to Holbrooke’s finding by accepting 
an estimate of yearly Taliban expenses of 
$800 million to $1 billion, which would 
limit opium income to only 15 per cent 
of the Taliban’s necessary revenues – 
less than half of previous estimates. The 
methodology may be questionable, but 
opium suppression has been unambigu-
ously decoupled from the West’s anti-
Taliban campaign.

Moscow was not pleased. Viktor 
Ivanov, who had called for the United 
States to undertake aerial spraying 
against Afghanistan’s poppy fields – 
the same strategy the U.S.A. employs 
against coca production in Colombia – 
registered his disappointment with the 
180-degree switch in eradication policy 
in a meeting with Holbrooke in Moscow 
in November 2009.

To mollify the international audience, 
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Russian correspondent 
Arkady Dubnov re -
ported that his sources 
among Afghan officials 
claim that 85 per cent of 
the drugs produced in 
Afghanistan’s southern 
and western provinces 
are shipped abroad on 
U.S. planes.

field commanders, involved in the drug 
trade. 

However, the United States – which 
was unable to dislodge Karzai from the 
presidential palace despite compelling 
evidence that he rigged his re-election – 
is unlikely to cripple its local client with a 
devastating purge. 

Holbrooke’s hidden agenda in toler-
ating drug production perhaps extends 
from coddling the publicly acknowl-
edged usual suspects – Afghan farmers, 
warlords and corrupt officials associ-
ated with the Karzai regime – to offering 
an opium carrot to the so-called good 
Taliban (actually, Pashtun militants such 
as Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, whose insur-
gent and heroin-related activities go 
back to the anti-Soviet jihad and pre-
date even the existence of the Taliban) 
whom the West has been trying to lure 
into the Afghan government for years. 
Hekmatyar has a long history of opium 
trafficking expedited by his sponsors in-
side Pakistan’s Inter-Services Intelligence 
agency. As Cockburn & St. Clair report-
ed in their book on U.S. foreign policy, 
the CIA and the drug trade, Whiteout, 
Hekmatyar supported his operations 
and enriched his patrons in Pakistan 
both with exactions on production and 
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trade and enthusiastic participation in a 
heroin-refining and smuggling organiza-
tion in eastern Afghanistan and western 
Pakistan that brought hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars of opiates to Western 
markets.

After the privileged players – farm-
ers, useful government officials, vital 
warlords and “good Taliban” – are struck 
from the list of targets, America’s new 
opium policy in Afghanistan may very 
well boil down to selective enforcement 
for purposes of international public re-
lations and domestic harassment of in-
sufficiently obedient or useful assets. In 
fact, mathematics provide a clue that the 
United States may have given up on the 
opium trade altogether.

Based on relatively stable worldwide 
opium demand of about 3,500-3,700 
tons per year and runaway production 
in Afghanistan at the 6-7,000 ton lev-
els in recent years without a collapse in 
price, the UNODC suspects that the drug 
gangs and insurgents are stockpiling per-
haps 12,000 tons – over two years worth 
of opium – at sites around Afghanistan in 
order to prop up prices.

The Obama administration’s window 

for good things to happen in Afghanistan 
is about 18 months. So, it would be un-
derstandable, if not praiseworthy, if 
Holbrooke & Co. took the short-term 
view and decided there was no point in 
harassing Afghan farmers if the drug 
dealers could make up any shortfall over 
the next two years simply by selling off 
inventory. Therefore, America’s indiffer-
ence to the domestic as well as regional 
consequences of Afghan opium produc-
tion is well-nigh complete. 

Some in Iran and Russia believe that 
the United States is happy to see the re-
sources and energy of the two nations 
squandered on the drug war, and also 
suspect there is a conscious plan beyond 
mere malign neglect at work. Vladimir 
Putin saw signs of “narco-aggression” 
against Russia and Europe in the dilatory 
U.S. stance on Afghan opium. Ivanov has 
characterized the current situation as “a 
new opium war.” 

The Russian press has alleged that 
U.S. and NATO forces have moved be-
yond tolerating opium production to fa-
cilitating its transport, much as the CIA 
transported drugs out of Laos during the 
Vietnam conflict to support its local cli-

ents. In an article he wrote for Vremya 
Novostei in November 2007, Russian 
correspondent Arkady Dubnov reported 
that his sources among Afghan officials 
claim that 85 per cent of the drugs pro-
duced in Afghanistan’s southern and 
western provinces are shipped abroad on 
U.S. planes.

Even without direct U.S. involvement 
in the opiate trade, from the perspec-
tive of Russia and Iran, what the United 
States has done in Afghanistan is already 
bad enough. Through whatever combina-
tion of incapacity and design, the U.S. has 
allowed opium production to flourish in-
side Afghanistan. 

America’s  inabil ity to pacif y 
Afghanistan and suppress the opium 
trade, and its unwillingness to address 
or even acknowledge the transnational 
consequence of its failure, or go beyond 
a zero-sum vision of its regional competi-
tion with Russia, will leave a toxic residue 
in Central Asia for years to come. CP

Peter Lee is a businessman who has 
spent 30 years observing, analyzing 
and writing on Asian affairs. He can be 
reached at peterlee2000@yahoo.com.
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