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LONDON — Last week Canadian officials seized 22 kilograms of heroin
worth $8.8 million on a flight that originated in Pakistan. Last month Indian
Border Security Force officials found 105 kilograms of heroin concealed among
bags of cement on a train from Pakistan, one of the largest-ever seizures of
contraband in India.
Drug trafficking, like terrorism, is a devastating fallout for Pakistan of the
conflict in Afghanistan.
In 1980, there were only 50,000 drug users in Pakistan; by 2011 there were
8.1 million, according to official statistics, and many health experts and social
workers think the number is much higher. One reason for the spike is that
Pakistan became a major transit route in the 1980s, when trafficking was
officially sanctioned in Afghanistan as a way to fund the anti-Soviet mujahedeen.
Today, drugs worth $30 billion are smuggled out of Afghanistan via Pakistan
every year; one-third of all drugs produced in Afghanistan pass through the
coastal areas of the western Pakistani province of Baluchistan.
Growing up in the port city of Karachi in the 1980s, I remember noticing the
number of “heroinchis” — as addicts are known in Pakistan — multiplying on the
city’s streets. A park across the street from my school in Saddar, the central
business district, gradually became off-limits to us as the presence of discarded
needles, drug peddlers and addicts increased.
By the time I was a reporter in the 2000s, few criminals denied earning cash
by selling drugs, and gang warfare was raging in Lyari, Karachi’s largest slum, as
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various groups fought for control of smuggling depots, supply routes and profits
from drug sales.
The Pakistani authorities concede that drug trafficking is a major problem.
In 2010, they launched the ambitious Drug Control Master Plan, which identified
ways to control trafficking, rehabilitate addicts and create public awareness about
drug abuse. And officials from Pakistan, Afghanistan and Iran have held several
meetings to discuss ways to stem drug smuggling from Afghanistan. Following
last month’s bust on the train to India, the Pakistani government has renewed
vows to crack down: It is considering recruiting more staff, sealing railcars and
installing special scanners to ensure that exported goods are drug-free.
But the extra measures are unlikely to make much difference. The Drug
Control Master Plan is poorly implemented. It remains a low priority for
provincial police departments and the taxation authorities, who still await
approval for the budgets needed to tackle drug smuggling. Another problem is
widespread tolerance for — and sometimes complicity in — trafficking. The
heroin kingpin Imam Bheel, for example, allegedly maintains close ties with
senior Pakistani politicians.
Pakistan is suffering economic and political consequences for playing host to
drug traffickers. Finger-pointing over smuggling is putting pressure on its
relations with Afghanistan (and by extension, the United States), which are
already strained because of militant activities along the border. And concern over
narcotics smuggling is deterring bilateral trade with India, an essential element to
forging stronger ties between these long-term rivals.
And then, of course, Pakistan’s citizens are suffering. Approximately
600,000 Pakistanis become drug users every year. While many of them hail from
low-income areas, not all are destitute. In my late teens, many of my peers were
using drugs; some of them died of overdoses. According to one estimate, one in
10 college students in Pakistan is now an addict. For people like them, Pakistan’s
role in global drug trafficking isn’t just about geopolitics. It’s about survival.
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