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ABSTRACT
The relationship between drug trafficking and terrorism remains a
contentious issue. While some assert that drug trafficking is a strong
predictor of terrorism, others contest this observation. This study
focuses on the impact of the Afghan opioid trade on terrorist violence
in Central Asia, a region of drug transit states. We employ Geographic
Information Systems–enabled visualizations of the drug trade and
terrorism as well as statistical tests to study the drug–terror
relationship at the subnational level. Our findings lend support to the
argument that the drug trade facilitates terrorism, but we also find that
the drug–terror relationship is multifaceted, complex, and intimately
linked to the state.

Transnational organized crime has become a major source of funding for terrorist
organizations facilitating their activity in different parts of the world. Although terrorist
groups have been implicated in a wide scope of illicit economic activities (such as
human trafficking, money laundering, oil smuggling, and looting of diamonds and cul-
tural artifacts), it is the involvement of terrorist groups in drug trade that has received
considerable attention from the politicians, academics, and policy analysts. Representing
the most lucrative source of revenue for organized criminal organizations, drug traffick-
ing has been elevated to the top of the list of illegal money-making activities of terrorist
groups.1 At the end of Fiscal Year 2015, ten (27 percent) of the Justice Department’s
Consolidated Priority Organization Targets list, which includes key drug trafficking and
criminal organizations, possessed links to designated terrorist organizations.2 Over the
last two decades, oral and written testimonies to the U.S. Congress by directors of the
National Intelligence Council, Drug Enforcement Agency, and agencies of the intelli-
gence community have consistently underscored that a close relationship of transna-
tional organized crime with terrorist actors posed a continuing threat to the United
States and its allies.3

Others, however, have disputed the links between drug trafficking and terrorism as vastly
exaggerated and based on thin evidence. Many critics of the drug–terror thesis point out
that the ideological and operational divide between these two types of organizations render
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them mutually exclusive and prevent their collaboration.4 Some even contend that the drug–
terror narrative has been deliberately concocted by public officials to “act as a cover for
[their] involvement” in the drug trade.5

These widely varying positions are partly due to the dearth of empirical evidence on the
linkages between drug trafficking and terrorist activity. The United Nations Office on Drugs
and Crime (UNODC), for instance, has found little reliable data on the wealth of terrorist
groups, making it difficult to infer the importance of the drug trade for terrorist organiza-
tions. UNODC also noted that much of the work in the area of drug trafficking and terror-
ism has been done using sources with an interest in emphasizing or diminishing the
relationship between drug trafficking and terrorism.6 Serious questions, therefore, remain
about the drug trade and terrorism connections.

This study lends support to the argument that drug trafficking facilitates terrorism,
although the substantive impact of drug trade on terrorist activity is relatively small. We also
find that the links between drug trafficking and terrorist violence are quite varied, with some
defined by direct intersections of violent and criminal nonstate actors, while others shaped
by the deep involvement of the state in drug trade. To empirically assess the relationship
between drug trafficking and terrorism, this study limits its scope to drug transit states—
those states that are critical drug trafficking points but are not where drug cultivation and
consumption predominate. If there is a relationship between the drug trade and terrorism,
the drug transit states should experience heightened levels of terrorism, due to the sheer
quantity of the illicit narcotics passing through these countries. Drug trafficking, for
instance, has the potential to inject enormous wealth into insurgent and terrorist groups
enabling them to endure and carry out more deadly attacks. Moreover, by focusing on drug
transit states, it cuts out causal factors in economies of drug production and consumption
(such as the cost and access of crop inputs, rural labor mobilization, and transporting prod-
uct to market) that can complicate any analysis of a drug trade–terrorism relationship.

To examine the drug trade–terrorism relationship, we focus on the case of Central Asia—
Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan. Geographically posi-
tioned between Afghanistan and the major markets of Afghan opioids in Russia and Europe,
Central Asia is the epitome of a drug transit region, making it a “typical” case with which we
can assess the effects of drug trafficking on terrorist violence.7 Afghanistan is a leading
exporter of heroin and opium: it has been the world’s top opium producer, cultivating over
90 percent of the world’s supply, yet it consumes only one percent.8 Between a quarter and a
third of the Afghan opium and heroin are trafficked via the so-called Northern route, a series
of pathways running through Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, or via Uzbekistan and Turkmeni-
stan, to Kazakhstan, Russia, and Europe.9 At the same time, political and economic condi-
tions in Central Asia—civil war in Tajikistan (1992–1997), heavy government repression,
and the endemic corruption and growing inequality defining many Central Asians’ everyday
experience—have encouraged some violent nonstate actors to see potential gains in the drug
trade.10 It is now well established, for example, that the Islamic Movement of Uzbekistan
(IMU), designated as a terrorist organization by the United States, was a leading trafficker of
opiates from Afghanistan in the late 1990s–early 2000s.11 Some analysts contend that the
remnants and splinter groups of the IMU operating in Afghanistan and the tribal areas of
Pakistan continue to depend on the drug trade to secure funding for their operations.

To test the purported relationship between the drug trade and terrorism in drug transit
states, this study uses systematically collected evidence on the volumes of opioid seizures
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and terrorism in Central Asian states for Geographic Information Systems (GIS)–enabled
visualizations of the patterns of drug trafficking and terrorist activity throughout the region.
It also runs a series of statistical tests examining the impact of annual levels of the Afghan
opioids trade (measured by the volume of opium and heroin seizures) on terrorist activity in
thirty provinces across Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan from 2008–2016. Our study
utilizes the data on drug seizures collected by UNODC and the Global Terrorism Database
(GTD),12 maintained by the National Consortium for the Study of Terrorism and Responses
to Terrorism (START) at the University of Maryland, to evaluate the relationship between
the drug trade and terrorist violence in Central Asia. The GTD contains records of forty-
three terrorist incidents (including thirty-three unambiguous terrorist events)13 that took
place in the region during the 2008–2016 timeframe used in this research. While terrorist
incidents in Central Asia have been relatively few, compared to other parts of the world,
they are sufficient to assess the effect of drug trafficking on terrorism.

We define terrorism as “threatened or actual use of illegal force and violence by a non-
state actor to attain a political, economic, religious, or social goal through fear, coercion or
intimidation.”14 Yet we also recognize that the perpetrators of violence in Central Asian
states and their motivations have also varied. While some assailants had established ties to
the transnational terrorist groups, the majority were former regime insiders using violence
against the ruling regime. Evidence from the Central Asian republics enables us to assess the
extent to which a wide range of perpetrators of violence against the state benefit from the
drug trade. While the links between drug trafficking from Afghanistan and terrorism in Cen-
tral Asian states have been widely assumed, these connections have not been empirically
tested, and the nature of the relationship have been poorly understood. The article proceeds
in the following way. The first section takes stock of the knowledge on drug trafficking–ter-
rorism connections and distills core hypotheses from the literature on the links between the
drug trade and terrorism. Next, the article discusses the study’s research design, including
the advantages of using province-years as the unit of analysis. The third section of the study
presents empirical findings followed by the discussion of results and concluding remarks.

How the Drug Trade Impacts Terrorism

Academic and policy research suggests multiple and complex ways in which drug trafficking
can facilitate terrorism, including through various socioeconomic and topographic factors.
Like these studies, we treat drug trafficking and terrorism as both activities and organizations
and assume that terrorist and criminal groups are strategic actors. By looking at terrorism
and the drug trade as activities, we can explore their linkages through various socioeco-
nomic, political, and topographic characteristics of space, where these activities take place.
By viewing terrorist and drug trafficking organizations as pragmatic actors, we can allow for
the possibility that these groups may collaborate or appropriate each other’s activity, despite
differences in the underlying motivations.15

Much of the scholarship on the linkages between drug trafficking and terrorism has
focused on the relationship between the opium production and terrorism in Afghanistan,16

and the impact of drug prices on terrorist violence.17 In addition, an ancillary “resource-
curse” literature suggests a direct causal relationship between “lootable resources” (such as
narcotics and diamonds) and various forms of collective violence (civil wars, internal armed
conflicts, and terrorism).18 Drawing on these and other studies, we identify two types of
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linkages—direct and indirect—between drug trafficking and terrorism. Some accounts of
drug trafficking–terrorism connections postulate a direct causal impact of the drug trade on
terrorism, which may occur through physical interactions between terrorist and criminal
groups, or even the formation of alliances between terrorist and criminal organizations.
Other explanations offer indirect pathways linking drug trafficking to terrorism. The drug
trade, for example, may foster the emergence of social, political, and security-related condi-
tions that, in turn, may give rise to terrorism. The involvement of states in the drug trade—
by providing political protection or through active participation in trafficking activities—can
unintentionally forge a critical link between traffickers and terrorist groups.19 In the case of
an indirect relationship, patterns of the drug trade can influence patterns of terrorist activity
even in the absence of any physical interactions between drug trafficking and terrorist
groups. In the direct relationship, the drug trade affects terrorism through some form of
interaction between drug trafficking and terrorist organizations or their members.

Direct Impacts

In the crime–terror literature, one type of relationship between the drug trade and terrorism
is known as the “appropriation of activities,” where a politically motivated terrorist group
resorts to criminal acts when doing so carries the promise of assisting the group in accom-
plishing its ideological objectives. A popular example of the drug trafficking impact on ter-
rorism involves a scenario where a terrorist organization in need of funds resorts to the
business of the drug trade or to taxing the production and transportation of narcotics
through the territory under its control. Hezbollah and the Taliban are frequently mentioned
as quintessential drug trafficking terrorist groups with a long history of this kind of collusion
in the drug trade. Both Hezbollah and the Taliban emerged in conflict-ridden areas of the
world with rampant drug cultivation. Both took advantage of the flourishing drug industry
and cross-border opportunities in those areas for trafficking drugs (in addition to arms,
cash, and people).20 By the 2000s, they were firmly plugged into elaborate international dis-
tribution networks, expanding their operations far beyond their home territory and their
pursuit of political goals.21

There are several reasons for why the availability of drugs can “corrupt” terrorist organi-
zations, even as these groups’ ideological foundations disavow connections with drugs. First,
drug trafficking is a relatively low-risk business generating enormous revenues. UNODC
estimates that nonstate armed groups raised about US$150 million in 2016 from the Afghan
illicit opiate trade alone, but the overall drug-related income may be higher.22 In terms of
the size of drug market, UNODC’s estimates place total retail sales of drugs at some
US$320 billion, or 0.9 percent of global GDP, but it constitutes about 38 percent of the esti-
mated US$870 billion profit made by the organized criminal networks from the sale of all
types of illegal goods per year.23 Importantly, about two thirds of total revenues from the
drug trade are earned at the final, retail level in consuming countries, a quarter of profit is
made in the transit countries by wholesalers and traffickers, while drug cultivators accounts
for under 1 percent of revenues from the drug trade.24 In short, drug trafficking is a low-risk
and highly profitable business, and the profits grow bigger with the distance from the loca-
tions of drug cultivation. Furthermore, drug trafficking has low barriers to entry, which
mean it is relatively easy for small groups (including terrorist organizations) to appropriate,
store, transport, exchange, and sell narcotics. When drugs are available for trade, they serve
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as a convenient and fungible resource for terrorist groups. Cash received from the sales of
drugs can be used for buying weapons, paying for training and equipping the recruits, con-
ducting an elaborate propaganda campaign, and supporting other operations making terror-
ist groups more enduring, effective, and deadly.25

A second type of direct link defining the trafficking–terrorism relationship arises when
criminal counterparts seeking security for their drug trafficking enterprises deploy political
violence against uncooperative government officials.26 Mexican drug trafficking organiza-
tions, for example, have carried out a range of violent attacks on public officials as part of
their struggle for regional political control. While the ideological motives of terrorism have
not been always present in these acts, these campaigns of violence far exceed the normal lev-
els found in drug markets.27

A third direct way in which drug trafficking patterns can affect the patterns of terrorism is
through the formation of strategic alliances between criminal and terrorist organizations. A
terrorist group may collaborate with a transnational criminal network engaged in the money
laundering and the drug trade to facilitate the movement of drugs from the terrorist group’s
controlled territory and channeling money from the sales of drugs back to the terrorist
groups.28 A terrorist group may provide an armed protection to the drug traffickers in
exchange for cash or weapons.29 The existence of drug trafficking criminal networks can
provide a platform and logistical support used in the preparation and carrying out of terror-
ist attacks.30 In all these instances of the direct impact of the drug trade on terrorism, drug
trafficking through the drug transit states either “corrupts” the terrorist groups by offering a
low-risk and highly-profitable illicit activity, or it presupposes the existence of drug traffick-
ing criminal organizations, which facilitate the preparation for and execution of terrorist
operations.

Indirect Impacts

The effects of drug trafficking on patterns of terrorist activity can also be indirect and diffuse,
by shaping the broader social and economic environment in a country and by the state’s
involvement in drug trafficking (which often brings unintended, conditional effects on the
nature of intrastate conflict and terrorist violence). In speaking to the former, the United
Nations and individual states have repeatedly raised concerns with the negative effects of the
drug trade on development, peace, security, and human rights.31 In turn, the problems of
development, breaches in security, and infringements on human rights have been connected
to the rise in organized violence and patterns of terrorism in countries around the globe.32

Drug trafficking carries an immense economic cost. The drug trade and associated drug
abuse strain the countries’ healthcare system, contract economic productivity, and under-
mine economic institutions. According to the UNODC’s 2017 World Drug Report, the mag-
nitude of the harm caused by drug use is estimated in the loss of 28 million year of “healthy”
life as a result of premature death and disability caused by drug use.33 The areas with the
high levels of drug trafficking are also the areas with the elevated levels of drug use. The
maintenance of rehabilitation facilities and the treatment of infectious diseases and a variety
of medical and psychiatric conditions due to the drug use places a heavy burden on the lim-
ited public resources. These additional expenditures take away from the funding of other
policy initiatives, including education and social welfare. And, while disagreements persist
about the relationship between poverty, education, and terrorist activity,34 it has been
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asserted that some type of a high magnitude “strain” associated with economic destitute or
political marginalization of the vulnerable groups that make their representatives more con-
ducive to terror.35

In addition to these social and economic effects, the drug trade increases potential for ter-
rorist violence by drawing in state actors and undermining state capacity. When state actors
provide protection for organized crime and trafficking, this enables the proliferation of illegal
funding and training activities central to operational relationship between terrorism and
drug trafficking. Moreover, by using control over drug trafficking spheres as instruments of
cooptation and control of local elites, state collusion in the drug trade can give way to disaf-
fection and opposition from the population and excluded stakeholders, thereby contributing
to emergence of disaffected elite-centered alliances between terrorism and drug trafficking.
At the same time, states that rely on violent and predatory law enforcement and security
institutions may exacerbate dissent, strengthen the appeal of radicalization, and push certain
populations toward extremism.

The effects of drug trafficking on state capacity are also significant. Drug trafficking and
abuse overburdens security and law enforcement institutions. The drug trade facilitates other
types of criminal activity and spirals state expenditures on policing and law enforcement. It
fuels secondary illegal markets in weapons, fraudulent documents, money laundering, and
people’s smuggling that can be exploited by terrorist groups.36 The high law enforcement
costs weaken state capacity to guarantee internal security, including funding measures to
“harden” potential terrorist targets and diversify counterterrorism policy. The low state
capacity could theoretically provide a range of opportunities to terrorist groups, including
access to sanctuary bases, weapons, recruits, financing, transit routes, and ideological sup-
port through local propaganda and the provision of services.37

Within state institutions, drug trafficking creates powerful economic and political inter-
ests that seek to corrupt state authorities, which is necessary to facilitate illicit business inter-
actions, reduce risks, and thereby the costs.38 Corrupted by the drug trade, government
officials and powerful representatives of the business circles will present an insurmountable
challenge to policies and initiatives that threaten to undercut drug trade–related profits. In
this way, drug trafficking can undermine state legitimacy and authority with substantial
implications for the functioning of the state and its government. Coupled with ineffective
pubic and security policies, public mistrust can alienate the population from the governing
authorities and leave individuals susceptible to the calls of radical groups.

Research Design and Data

To test the hypothesized relationship between drug trafficking and terrorism, this study
employs a mixed-method research design combing the elements of GIS-enabled visualiza-
tions and statistical tests. Using the precise locations of drug trafficking seizures and terrorist
incidents suitable for geocoding, we produced maps of the drug trafficking and terrorism
patterns across Central Asia. These maps, in turn, enable us to visualize and identify areas
where these criminal activities occur and overlap. To test the direction and magnitude of the
drug trafficking impact on terrorism, we employ several statistical tests that evaluate the
impact of annual volume of drug seized on terrorist activity in thirty provinces across three
Central Asian republics— Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan—from 2008 to 2016.
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These years were determined by the availability of data on drug trafficking and statistical
information on co-variates at the subnational level.

Most of the studies of terrorism are performed at the state level using national aggregate
statistics. Our analyses are carried out at the subnational level, using states’ administrative
divisions as units of analysis. Subnational comparisons offer several advantages. The use of
subnational units increases the number of observations and makes rigorous statistical tests
possible. National-level data often rely on country-level averages, which posits a problem for
studying countries with high levels of internal heterogeneity. Subnational-level data reflect
within-country variation and avoid these pitfalls. Since subnational data are more accurate
in describing the complex processes, it is also more suitable for testing those processes and
relations.39 Last, subnational analysis can remedy for omitted variable bias, whereby the pro-
posed models of drug trafficking–terrorism relations leave out one or more important fac-
tors.40 Although we examine subnational units from three Central Asian states, these
countries exhibit considerable institutional resemblance due to the shared Soviet history and
similarities of the region’s post-independence political trajectories. While different patterns
of patronage politics, political leadership, natural resources endowment, and international
engagement have produced variation in the nature of state power and autocratic stability
across the region, all Central Asian governments have entrenched authoritarian rule to a
greater or lesser extent. Examining subnational units of the Central Asian states allows one
to hold constant some of the country-unique institutional attributes.

As discussed above, Central Asian provinces are well suited for the analysis of the drug
trafficking–terrorism connection. The region has become the chief conduit for Afghan
opium and heroin bound for the Russian and European markets. In addition, Central Asian
states have confronted threats of terrorism and insurgency.41 In some parts of Central Asia,
states’ experiences with drug trafficking and terrorism have been directly shaped by the
emergence of the trafficking/terrorism intersections in Afghanistan, while in other parts of
the region, these activities remain separate or only loosely connected.

Today, there are no confirmed heroin-producing laboratories in Central Asian states, and
they have been mostly used as a transit territory for the Afghan opioids. During the Soviet
time, about 80 percent of the legal supply of opium was manufactured in the Issyk Kul
region of Kyrgyzstan, and the southern parts of the republic saw the growth of opium
poppies.42 The Soviets banned all opium cultivation in 1974, and Central Asian states are
not considered as drug producers at present. There are, however, several primary areas (e.g.,
Chuy Valley and the Issyk Kul region in Kyrgyzstan) of cultivation of hashish and mari-
juana. Opium poppies grow naturally and intermittently in parts of Kazakhstan and
Kyrgyzstan.43 Cannabis produced locally is used for domestic and regional consumption,
rather than international distribution.44 Since this study is interested in the impact of drug
trafficking, rather than drug production, on terrorism, we focus on the trafficking of opioids
rather than cannabis.

Terrorist activity, the dependent variable of the study, is measured using three empirical
indicators.45 The first is the count of terrorist events that took place in a province/year. The
second is a tally of the total casualties (persons killed and wounded) from all terrorist events
that occurred in a province-year. We also use an index of terrorism, developed by the Insti-
tute for Economics and Peace, that attempts to capture the multidimensional impact of ter-
rorist events, in terms of their physical effect as well as emotional impact. This is done by
assigning weights to the total number of terrorist events (each event is multiplied by 1), total
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number of fatalities caused by terrorism (each fatality is multiplied by 3), total number of
injuries caused by terrorism (each injury is multiplied by 0.5), and the approximate level of
total property damage from terrorist incidents (sum of property damage multiplied by 2) in
a given territory per year.46 We calculated the index by summing the weighed scores on ter-
rorist events, fatalities, and injuries. The data on terrorist incidents is derived from the GTD.

We measure drug trafficking activity by the total volume of all reported drug seizures of
opium and heroin (in kilograms) in a province-year (see Table 1).47 The data on drug seizures
was derived from the UNODC individual drug seizure reports48 and Drugs Monitoring Plat-
form, a unique project initiated jointly by the Paris Pact Initiative and the Afghan Opiate
Trade Project of the UNODC.49 The UNODC gathers information on illicit drug seizures
worldwide that are drawn from the Annual Reports sent to all UN Member States and supple-
mented by information from other sources such as Interpol and UNODC Field Offices. Sys-
tematically and methodically collected over time, it represents the most comprehensive
database of seizure events (although it is still only as accurate as each UN member state’s con-
tribution and is rather spotty). In 2011, the Institute for Defense Analyses (IDA) examined the
UNODC drug seizure event data to assess their quality and utility for the U.S. Department of
Defense law enforcement programs in Southwest Asia. The IDA concluded that the UNODC
data did have significant utility for assessing various aspects of drug trafficking in Southwest
Asia and improving the U.S. government counternarcotics efforts there.50 The drug seizure
data collected by the UNODC include a date and location of drug seizures, drugs seized and
their amount, description of where they were seized, and the organization that claimed the sei-
zure. To geocode the drug seizure locations, we used geonames.org, which is compiled from
different sources. The geocoded results were imported into ArcGIS for further analysis and
cartographic visualization. The drug seizures were aggregated by province and year of seizure,
and summary statistics were produced for the province-level analysis.

In addition to the key dependent and independent variables, we included a number of co-
variates measuring important socioeconomic, demographic, and topographic factors

Table 1. Description of variables.

Variable Empirical indicators and measurements

Terrorism Terrorist eventsD Total number of terrorist incidents that occurred in a
province-year

CasualtiesD Total number of killed and injured in all terrorist events in a
province-year

Terror-IndexD weighted sum of terrorist events, killed, and injured
Drug trafficking Total volume of opium and heroin seized in a province per year (in kg)
Socioeconomic development Infant Mortality Rate (infant deaths per 1,000 born alive)
Unemployment Youth (15–28 years old) unemployed (%)
Education Total number of students enrolled in postsecondary education programs

(public)
Crime Total number of all registered crimes in a province-year
Employment opportunities in public, health,

and education sectors
Total number of people employed in public administration, education, and

health services
Transportation infrastructure The total volume of cargo transported by all automobile transport through

the province per year (in million ton)
Distance Distance to the nearest contiguous country
Border crossings Total number of border crossings in a province
Petroleum Total number of all known onshore and offshore oil and gas deposit

locations
Population density Total population (both genders) divided by territory
Gender ratio Total number of men divided by the total number of women
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identified as contributors to terrorist activity in the scholarship on terrorism, in general, and
Central Asian terrorism and religious radicalization, in particular. The province-level socio-
economic data were derived from the publications of the Central Asian republics’ statistical
agencies.51

The levels of socioeconomic developments have been named among the determinants of
terrorism in cross-national studies.52 Central Asian governments and many analysts have
pointed to the various economic problems, including poverty, failing incomes, and bleak
economic prospects, as precipitants of radicalization, extremism, and terrorism.53 In light of
the available subnational data, we chose infant deaths per 1,000 born alive and youth unem-
ployment as empirical proxies to measure the underlying levels of socioeconomic develop-
ment. We also used the number of students enrolled in the postsecondary programs as a
measure of educational opportunity, and the total number of registered crime as a measure
of criminal activity in a province.54 The expectation is that Central Asian provinces with
high infant mortality rates and youth unemployment, low educational opportunities, and
high levels of crime will experience more terrorist activity.

The states of Central Asia are highly corrupt at all levels of public administration and social
service. On the one hand, corruption diminishes institutional capacity. The high levels of cor-
ruption in the security and law enforcement structures threaten to diminish their ability to
fight crime and terrorism. On the other hand, the extra cash received through bribes can sup-
plement the meager incomes in the public and social sectors and education and, therefore, sup-
press the discontent and distress associated with poverty. We chose a combined number of all
those employed in public administration, education, and health services as a measure of
employment opportunities, which offer stable income and possibilities for additional monetary
gains. The assumption is that the greater the number of people employed in these sectors of
economy, the more people in the province will be de facto above the official levels of poverty.
This, in turn, will be associated with the lower levels of terrorism.

We included a number of measures of the physical and topographic features of provinces.
The total volume of cargo transported by all automobile transport through the province (in
million ton) was used to measure the province’s transportation infrastructure. The expecta-
tion is that provinces with poor infrastructure will experience higher levels of terrorism. Dis-
tance to the nearest contiguous country (in km) and the total number of border crossings
with a contiguous country was included on the premise that cross-border movement of peo-
ple (including insurgents), drugs and other commodities can facilitate terrorist activity. We
controlled for the number of petroleum locations (onshore and offshore oil and gas deposits)
in a province. Not only does this measure control for the size of natural resources endow-
ment, influencing a country’s economic development, but also for the number of “soft” tar-
gets for terrorist groups. Finally, we controlled for the size of province and population with
the population density measure and men/women ratio. The measures of distance to the
nearest contiguous country and petroleum locations were extracted from the Peace Research
Institute Oslo grid dataset.55

Findings

Figures 1 and 2 contain the maps of opium and heroin seizures and terrorism incidents in all
Central Asian republics (2008–2016). Visual analysis of the maps shows considerable varia-
tion in the volume of drug trafficking, measured by opium and heroin seizures, and terrorist
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Figure 1. Terrorism events (2008–2016) and opium seizure volume (2008–2016) in Central Asia.

Figure 2. Terrorism events (2008–2016) and heroin seizure volume (2008–2016) in Central Asia.
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activity across the Central Asian provinces. The largest volumes of opioids (2,000–2,334 kg)
were seized in the Syrhandarya province of Uzbekistan, which shares a 137-km border with
Balkh province in northern Afghanistan. Balkh province has been noted for the presence of
small heroin producing laboratories, but also as a territory for opium and heroin transit and
storage from other parts of Afghanistan.56 It is, however, Tajikistan that has been the major
transit corridor for Afghan opioids. Tajikistan’s two provinces—Khatlon and Gorno-
Badakhshan— share a 1,300-km border with northern Afghanistan provinces, including
Badakhshan, a leader in heroin production.57 It is no surprise that the largest seizures of her-
oin took place in Tajikistan’s southern areas. Some of the smallest volumes of opium, by
contrast, have been transported through Talas and Naryn provinces of Kyrgyzstan, both
removed from the traditional centers of drug trafficking activity, Osh and Bishkek. Overall,
different levels of drug trafficking activity have been reported in virtually every Central Asian
province. However, terrorist activity has concentrated in the border regions and capitals of
Tajikistan and Kyrgyzstan, on the Turkmen–Afghan border, and western Kazakhstan’s prov-
inces bordering Russia as well as its southern “capital” Almaty. Many terrorist attacks took
place in the same locations or in proximity to the locations of drug seizures, suggesting that
a relationship may exist between terrorism and the drug trade in Central Asian states.

To test for the direction and magnitude of the relationship between drug trafficking and
terrorism, we employed a series of negative binomial regressions, a type of generalized linear
model in which the dependent variable is a count of the number of times an event has
occurred.58 Our outcome variable of interest—terrorism—is measured by the count meas-
ures (i.e., the number of incidents and casualties from terrorist attacks).59 Table 2 reports
the results of six regression estimations.

Drug trafficking appears to be a significant predictor of terrorism measured by casualties
and a terror index that summarizes information on the frequency of terrorist events and
their magnitude. Models 2 and 3 show that opium drug seizures at the provincial level is a
statistically significant and positive predictor of terrorist violence in Central Asian provinces,
controlling for a variety of socioeconomic and topographic factors. Provinces that experience
higher levels of opium trafficking from Afghanistan (measured in the total volume of kilo-
grams of opioids seized) experience higher casualties from terrorist violence. However,
opium seizures are an insignificant predictor of the count of terrorist incidents (Model 1),
although it is positively related to the frequency of terrorist incidents in a province. Taking
into account that Central Asian states have experienced higher volumes of trafficking in her-
oin than opium (with the exception of Tajikistan), we re-estimated a model with the count
of terrorist incidents using the total volume of heroin seized in a province-year as a predictor
(Model 4). As reported in Table 1, heroin trafficking, measured by heroin seizures, has a
highly statistically significant, positive relationship with the level of terrorism, measured by
the count of terrorist incidents.

To underscore the robustness of these findings in light of the possible critique suggesting
that the relationship between drug trafficking and terrorism is reverse—the higher levels of
terrorism contribute to the higher volumes of drug trafficking, not least through the creation
of conditions that can fuel the drug trade60— we re-evaluate the models with the lagged
independent variables, and using the dependent variable among predictors. First, we lagged
all predictor variables by one year to ensure that temporarily the values on the independent
variables, including drug seizures, precede the values of terrorism, which is one of the neces-
sary conditions for establishing causality between drug trafficking and terror. Next, we
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lagged the dependent variables measuring terrorism by one year and included them among
the predictors. From the theoretical standpoint, it makes sense to include the lagged meas-
ures of terrorism because the current levels of terrorist violence might be affected by the past
levels of terrorism. From the statistical standpoint, both lagged dependent and independent
variables can serve as proxies for omitted variables affecting both the previous and the cur-
rent period values. In other words, if the estimated models omit important predictors of ter-
rorism (for instance, provinces with poor law enforcement capabilities experience both
higher levels of drug trafficking and terrorism), the lagged dependent and independent varia-
bles can capture these omitted variables’ impact.61

Models 5 and 6 contains the estimates from regressions with the lagged independent and
dependent variables respectively.62 In the interest of space, we only report findings for the
model of terrorism measured by casualties since results in other models’ specification are
identical to the findings reported in Table 2. In all of the additional tests, drug trafficking
measured by the total volume of opioids’ seizures (or heroin seizures in the models with ter-
rorist event counts) in a province-year appears to be a significant and positive predictor of
terrorist violence.

Substantively, however, the impact of the drug trade, measured by drug seizures, is not
large. An increase in 1 kilogram in the seizures of Afghan opioids in a province-year is asso-
ciated with a 1 percent increase in the incident rate in terrorist casualties, holding other fac-
tors constant. The seizures of heroin appear to have the highest substantive impact among
all measures of the drug trade. With all other co-variates held at their observed values and
heroin seizures held at 0 for all observations, the average predicted count of terrorist events
is zero. When heroin seizures are held at 500 kilograms, the average predicted count of
events is 1.15, and when heroin seizures are held at 600 kilograms, the average predicted
count of terrorist incidents is 3.75, with all other co-variates held at their observed values. It
should be noted, however, that the mean heroin seizure across the Central Asian provinces
is 48.2 kilograms, and there are very few province-years that come close to or exceeds the
500 kilos in heroin seizures.

Among other predictors, infant mortality rate, education, and access to state employment
in public, health, and education sectors returned significant coefficients in all model specifi-
cations. The findings suggest that infant mortality rate measuring the level of socioeconomic
development at the provincial level is negatively associated with the patterns of terrorism,
while the levels of education are positively correlated with terrorism, holding other factors
constant. This suggests that the provinces with higher levels of infant mortality rate (and
more economically destitute) experience less terrorist activity, and provinces with higher
number of students enrolled in postsecondary education programs experience more terrorist
activity. While inconsistent with our expectations, these findings have support in the earlier
research showing, for example, that members of terrorist groups, such as Hezbollah and Pal-
estinian suicide bombers, were as likely to come from economically advantaged families and
have education as from the ranks of the economically disadvantaged circles with low educa-
tional opportunities.63

Another indirect measure of provinces’ economic development—the level of transporta-
tion infrastructure measured by the total volume of cargo carried by all types of automobile
transport through a province in a year—is a negative predictor of terrorist activity in all but
one model. It can be surmised that provinces with highly developed highways infrastructure
have more resources to build and maintain them, and, therefore, they are better off
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economically. Subsequently, the provinces that are better off economically (as measured by
transportation infrastructure) experience less terrorist activity.

Consistent with the expectations, opportunities presented by employment in the public,
health, and education sectors is a negative and significant predictor of terrorist activity, hold-
ing other factors constant. This is because employment in these sectors provides people with
a stable, if still small, remuneration that can be supplemented with other sources of revenue.
This provides a key stabilizing factor to a particular region.

In some model specifications, youth unemployment and registered crime were found to
have a negative effect on terrorism. If the registered crime variable offers an indirect measure
of the law enforcement capability (more law enforcement capacity results in greater rates of
registered crime), than the negative relationship can be attributed to the reduction of terror-
ist activity due to the greater capabilities of law enforcement agencies.

Among the topographic characteristics, distance to the border with the nearest contiguous
state was found to have a negative relationship with terrorism in some model specifications.
This suggests that the farther the province from a state border with another contiguous state
is, the less terrorist activity it is expected to have. Consistent with this finding, more border
crossings were found to be associated with more terrorism in some model specifications.
Petroleum locations were positively associated with terrorist activity and this finding, too,
was statistically significant in some tests. The two demographic variables—population den-
sity and men/women ratio—were also significant in a handful of tests. Population density
was found to be a negative predictor of terrorist activity. While counterintuitive, this finding
makes sense in the context of Central Asia, where terrorist attacks were registered in sparsely
populated border areas as well as urban centers. The last finding suggests that provinces with
greater numbers of males compared to females experienced more terrorist activity, holding
other factors constant.

Discussion

The literature reviewed in this research puts forth multiple and complex pathways connect-
ing trafficking with terrorism. The statistical tests and GIS visualizations presented in this
study support the facilitating impact of the drug trade on terrorism, but they do not offer a
causal story about the processes through which drug trafficking engenders terrorist activity.
The relatively small number of terrorist incidents registered by the GTD in Central Asia for
the studied period (2008–2016) allowed us to look closely into the evidence surrounding the
recorded terrorist attacks. What we found was that the pathways connecting the drug trade
to terrorist incidents in Central Asia have been very diverse.

We identified three broad patterns. First, some of the linkages were direct and primarily
involving nonstate actors. This pattern typically involved either the appropriation of drug
trade activities by an existing terrorist group for financing its activity, or the appropriation
of violence by members of the criminal word with existing or severed political ties to the
regime. The suicide bombing of the Chinese embassy in Bishkek (Kyrgyzstan) in August
2016 attributed to the Eastern Turkistan Islamic Movement (ETIM)64 and two violent
attacks committed by the Islamic Jihad Union (IJU) in the Andijon province of Uzbekistan
in September 200965 may exemplify this direct influence of the drug trade on terrorism. The
ETIM, designated as a terrorist group, has had a close financial relationship with Al Qaeda,
which provided the organization with financial and other support. Organized crime, such as
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drug trafficking, arms smuggling, kidnapping, extortion and looting, has also been the
ETIM’s major source of funding. While the methods of financing the bombing of the Chi-
nese embassy in Bishkek are unknown, the ETIM has used profits from criminal activities,
including the drug trade, to recruit criminals and terrorists who have fled China and provide
them with training.66 The IJU is a splinter group of the IMU known for its drug trafficking
operations. Similarly to its predecessor, the IJU has profited from the drug trade.67

A second, far more prevalent, pattern was characterized by the deep involvement of the
state in drug trafficking. In Central Asia, intrastate conflict, often over access to the lucrative
revenues generated by the drug trade, have engendered terrorist violence. In Tajikistan, the
majority of terrorist incidents follow this pattern, where the local armed groups engaged in
criminal activities, including the drug trade, have resorted to violence to avoid the loss of
control over the lootable resources. Tajikistan’s capital, Dushanbe, and the nearby Vakhdat
city located in the Districts of Republic Subordination (DRS) saw two deadly coordinated
attacks in September 2015. No group claimed responsibility for the attacks, but various sour-
ces attributed the incidents to a group of gunmen led by Tajik General Abduhalim
Nazarzoda.68 Nazarzoda and several gunmen were killed ten days later in a large-scale man-
hunt. The Tajik government impugned the general with the leadership of a “terrorist group”
seeking to overthrow the government.69 A more likely scenario, shared by the Central Asian
experts, places Nazarzoda’s attacks in the context of post-conflict governance system in
Tajikistan among several other instances of intrastate conflicts over how the loot public and
illicit goods, including drugs, are distributed.70 The large part of the DRS territory is covered
with mountain ranges and have few economic opportunities or resources. Over 60 percent
of the DRS population live on foreign remittances from migrants abroad. It was also the ter-
ritory that experienced high levels of fighting during the Civil War, which destroyed parts of
its infrastructure. In the wake of the Civil War, the DRS retained their independence from
Dushanbe, but local elites had quite limited opportunities to influence national politics or
move into positions of power in the capital. Dushanbe, too, had limited top-down influence
over local elites or control over the DRS territories. These governance configurations enabled
the emergence of diverse local power holders—former warlords, regions figures, and drug
kingpins with a range of interests.71

Initially, the central government of President Rahmon used the strategy of co-optation of
the former field commanders, with several gaining posts in the central government appara-
tus. The recent decade, however, has seen the consolidation of power in Rahmon’s regime,
which manifested itself in the increased coercive measures against the former field
commanders and local elites in an effort to regain control over the ownership of lootable
resources. One field commander and an ex-minister of Emergencies—Mirzo Ziyoev—was
killed in the course of a special operation disguised as an anti-narcotics campaign in the
DRS in Summer 2009. The Tajik government accused Ziyoev of supporting armed groups
involved in terrorism and drug trafficking and attributed several terrorist incidents commit-
ted in the early 2000s to Ziyoev’s group. Central Asian experts levied the blame for his killing
on the government seeking to regain control over the drug trafficking routes.72 What is note-
worthy about this incident is that Ziyoev’s group had ties to Nazarzoda’s gunmen.73 While
there is no viable evidence to conclude that a substantial business portfolio of General Naza-
rzoda included the drug trade, it is highly likely that the members of his armed group had
connections to drug trafficking. Violence in this context has been facilitated by the struggle
between the central government and local authorities vying for control of their territories,

STUDIES IN CONFLICT & TERRORISM 1035



including the drug trade. It follows the political, social, and administrative divisions of the
Civil War period with many ex-commanders continuing to defy Dushanbe in extremist and
militant forms.

A third pattern is one in which terrorist incidents in Central Asia don’t have direct links
to the drug trade suggesting an indirect relationship or no connection to trafficking activities.
In Kyrgyzstan, for example, recent terrorist attacks have been concentrated in the northern
Chuy province bordering Kazakhstan and the capital city, Bishkek. Compared to other Cen-
tral Asian republics, Kyrgyzstan has had fewer institutional, financial, and human resources
to address its security challenges. Coupled with the regional, local, and clan-based divisions
in the government, this translated into a limited capacity to address the issues of drug traf-
ficking and organized crime. Bishkek and Chuy are different on many dimensions: one is an
urban center, whereas the other is predominantly rural. Bishkek is a rail, highway, and
industrial hub, while Chuy depends on its agriculture. Both territories are, however, the
hubs of the drug trade, and the Chuy region is home to the highly potent cannabis plants,
which grow wild and are cultivated in the Chu valley straddling Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan.
The local marijuana production has been resistant to attempts to stamp it out. The local
police and border guards on the Kyrgyz side have been known for their limited capacity to
patrol the border and carry out anti-narcotics operations.74 Bishkek and Chuy also share
higher rates of drug use and abuse, as well as organized crime and other types of criminal
activities. The high volumes of drug trade tax the limited resources affecting the effectiveness
of security and law enforcement institutions. The high rates of drug use and abuse reduces
productivity and life quality, and places a costly burden on the local budgets and institutions.
In this context, disgruntled individuals seeking to redress what they perceive as the govern-
ment’s “wrongs” have committed violence against public officials, lacking sufficient protec-
tion from the acts of terrorism.75 A number of criminal groups and individuals with
criminal history resorted to violence to settle scores with the criminal rivals. Occasionally,
the former criminals became ideologically radicalized,76 but this pattern of Islamicization of
criminals has not been as widespread across the region as the Central Asian officials main-
tain. What these examples illustrate is that violence committed for political, ideological,
social, or economic purposes and facilitated by trafficking in drugs has more complex nature
and roots, than previously assumed.

Conclusion

This study was motivated by the ongoing debate about the relationship between drug
trafficking and terrorism and a lacuna of studies examining the impact of the drug
trade on terrorist activity in drug transit states. This analysis conducted on provinces
of the Central Asian republics lends support to the argument that drug trafficking is
positively correlated with levels of terrorism, measured by the frequency and magnitude
of terrorist events. The GIS-enabled visualizations of drug trafficking and terrorism in
Central Asia showed that the drug trade, measured by the volume of drug seizures, and
terrorism coincide spatially and temporally in the region. The statistical tests confirmed
the positive, if relatively minor, impact of drug trafficking on terrorist activity in Cen-
tral Asian states. When examined by the individual categories, trafficking in heroin
appeared to have a greater substantive impact on the frequency and magnitude of ter-
rorist activity, compared to the opium trade.
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The qualitative examples based on the analysis of incidents registered as terrorist by the
GTD suggest that violence in Central Asia is both rare and multifaceted. It is rarely driven
by the religious and ideological motives and committed by transnational jihadist groups.
While drug trafficking facilitates violent attacks, classified as terrorist by the GTD, terrorist
groups are far from being the only actors in the drug trade market in Central Asia.

The characteristics of the drug transit territories conducive to terrorist activities also vary,
but a few broad patterns describing violence-prone Central Asian provinces have emerged.
These areas have poor infrastructure and weak law enforcement, suggesting economic chal-
lenges. They tend to have higher male population and educated youth unable to apply their
skills in the well-paid jobs. These populations are excluded from the rent-seeking opportuni-
ties associated with certain professions (as those in public service, health, and education).
These are the areas in proximity to other territories used in transit, manufacturing, or con-
sumption of illicit drugs. The presence of natural resources (such as petroleum) and multiple
border crossings makes them also attractive to terrorism.
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https://news.tj/en/news/tajikistan/security/20151110/more-10-supporters-mirzo-ziyoev-reportedly-detained-tajikistan-last-week
https://news.tj/en/news/tajikistan/security/20151110/more-10-supporters-mirzo-ziyoev-reportedly-detained-tajikistan-last-week
https://iwpr.net/global-voices/kazakstans-cannabis-klondike
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