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The project Poppy - Trails of Afghan heroin, is a project of Antoinette de Jong and Robert 

Knoth. Starting from the political destabilisation of Afghanistan, the project sketches the 

impact of this historic event for countries worldwide within the last 20 years. 

The material accumulated during the dozens of trips Knoth and De Jong made over 

the course of these 17 years shows how the devastating effects of Afghan heroin differ 

between locations. Following the trail from country to country, these effects are visualised 

to form an historical and political narrative.

This book dummy contains a small selection from all countries that will be subject to the 

final book.



4 5Afghanistan 1993 - 2000

“If fundamentalism comes to Afghanistan, war will continue for many years, 

Afghanistan will turn into the center of world smuggling 
of narcotic drugs. Afghanistan will be turned into a center for terrorism.” 

Najibullah, fourth and last president of the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan. One 

month later, in April 1992, mujaheddin commanders Hekmatyar and Massoud entered 

Kabul, overthrowing the Najibullah government.
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8 9Opium production soared from 200 metric tons in 1980 to 3300 metric tons in 2000. [UNODC]



Looking for Arabs

Just outside Pul-e-Chomri is a checkpost of the Hezb-e-Islami this is where we try to 
arrange for a body guard the next day. The road to the northern cities of Kunduz and 
Taloqan is known as dangerous. For several months no westerner has dared coming here 
because the area is notorious as a sanctuary for Arabs who are preparing themselves in 
training camps for jihad. We don’t want to take any unnecessary risks. Days earlier on 
the way to Mazar we have already been shot at and that same evening we were held up 
by Dostam’s militia. We were warned.

The early sun cuts trough the stately mulberry trees along the road towards the Hezb-
e-Islami post. Commander Mamur shows us around what was once the British Club. 
Ornate wooden ceilings, motley club seats and sofas and leather paneling along the walls 
with a relief of Chinese junks and palm trees. It’s not bad for a mujahedeen-post even 
though the floor tiles have been lifted and everything is veiled in dust. Mamur arranges for 
a bodyguard. The young man is given a note by the commander which he has to show at 
the next check point. It is our travel permit. Five kilometers up the road some bearded old 
guys sit are sitting behind their machine guns in the shade of a large mulberry tree. From 
a makeshift tent constructed of reed two younger mujahedeen appear. Our bodyguard 
now hands over his duty. At a next checkpoint our travel permit causes some disturbance. 
From a village further on someone who can read and write has to be fetched because 
the guards at the post are all illiterate. Then they finally understand we ask for protection. 
Two unarmed men get into the passenger seat in the front. There are so many thieves 
they explain, they don’t want to risk loosing their expensive kalashnikov riffles. But the 
road is deserted. No thieves, no bandits, no Arabs. Probably it’s the thieves themselves 
who are now accompanying us. 

Near Kunduz is a camp with 35,000 Tajik refugees who have crossed the Amu Darya, the 
Amu River. In their jeans and T-shirts they stick out between the Afghan men in their loose 
fitting  shalwars and kamizes and the Afghan women hidden in burqa covering them 
from head to toe. The Tajik government is accusing Afghanistan of training Islamic rebels 
and Arabs of all sorts are said to support their Muslim brothers in preparing for jihad. 
But nobody has seen any training camp and the chaotic way in which the mujahedeen 
operate makes it unlikely they are capable of training others.
In Taloqan the refugees are given shelter in destroyed textile factory. Four hundred families 
live in tents and amidst the ruins remaining of the factory. No money or assistance from 
UN or aid agencies has reached this place says Sadruddin, the Tajik manager of the 
makeshift camp. Food is provided by the local population. Typhoid and malaria patients 
lie shivering in tents with a temperature of over 40 Celsius. 

From Taloqan we need a jeep to investigate what is true about stories claiming the Tajiks 
and Russians are shelling Afghan villages from across the border. For twelve hours 
we drive through a dry river bed. At night we go on foot patrol with some of the local 
mujahedeen. Everyone is silent. Sometimes the Tajik territory is in direct view. The Tajiks 
should also be possible to spot us. Smoke is rising from across the river. According to 
the Afghans not only their villages but Tajik villages too have been hit and the harvest 
burnt. For three hours we climb across the rocky shores. We are supposed to walk under 
cover of night, but everbody has forgotten it is full moon. We are easily distinguishable 
from the big white boulders. The muj I am walking with points at some cracks and holes. 
‘When they start shooting’, he says, ‘you will have a few seconds. First they will fire 
tracer bullets. When you see these, let yourself drop and roll over to a ditch or seek cover 
behind big rocks’. 
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12 13“Withering CIA funds provoked a scramble for prime opium land amongst the various mujaheddin commanders. Mullah Akhundzada fo       ught long battles with Hekmatyar over the control of poppy fields in Northern Helmand during 1988 and 1989.” [Alfred McCoy, the Politics 
of Heroin]



14 15Children in Jod-e-Maiwand. Kabul 1996.



16 17Victorious soldiers of Ahmed Shah Massoud’s Jamiaat-e Islami are securing Karte Seh and looting, raping and murdering in the proces       s, after they have flushed out rivalling Shia soldiers of Hezb-e-Wahadat, Kabul 1995.



18 19Tank of the Mujahedin government shelling the Taliban frontline. Kabul 1996.



20 21Moharram, men from the minority Shia population in Kabul remember the death of Hussein, the grandson of the prophet Mohammed.         Flagging themselves they try to inflict the suffering of Hussein upon themselves. Kabul 1996.



22 23Between 1992 and 1996 when the Taliban take over Kabul, different mujahedeen factions fight for control of the capital and resort to et       hnic cleansing. Jod-e-Maiwand in Kabul was reduced to rubble in 1994 after Abdul Rashid Dostam, leader of an Uzbek faction, broke 
away from the Kabul government and sent his fighter jets in to bomb the capital. He joined sides with the Hezb-e-Islami of Gulbuddin H      ekmatyar, the ex-prime-minister who had broken away from the central government a year earlier and who was now responsible for 
daily rocket-barrages into the city centre. Kabul 1996.



24 25Military parade on Independence Day, August 19th 1995. Every year the Afghans celebrate their hard won independence, not from the         Soviets, but from the British they fought in three wars. Kabul 1995.



26 27Families fleeing the fighting in the south west of Kabul 1995.



28 29Kabuli’s waiting at an ICRC food distribution during the siege of Kabul by the Taliban. Kabul 1996.



30 31Ethnic cleansing in the south west of Kabul 1995.



32 33In 1996, al-Qaeda assumes control of Ariana Airlines, Afghanistan’s national airline, for use in its illegal trade network. Planes are used         to fly drugs, weapons, gold, and personnel, primarily between Afghanistan, the United Arab Emirates , and Pakistan. “Large quantities 
of drugs” are flown from Kandahar to Sharjah, and large quantities of weapons are flown back to Afghanistan. [Los Angeles Times, 11/18/           2001]



34 35Chernigiv Summer Camp, Ukraine 2005

“I look at it philosophically”, she says. “I have been thinking of what can happen if I do 

get the virus. I’ve observed that becoming hiv-positive is often a turning point. People 
get a new life and often focus on other things with 
renewed energy. I know that at such a moment I would also go through such 

a positive change. Become hiv-positive is not a problem in itself. It depends on how you 

live with it”. Sveta (20)
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Going for a swim in the Desna River during a 
summer camp for people living with HIV/aids. 
Most people still get infected by using drugs 
with infected needles or syringes.
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Maggie (13) has never known her father. She 
lived on the beach with her mother and other 
homeless people until her mother fell ill and 
died of aids. Now Maggie lives in a shelter for 
children or with her aunt.
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Anna Khyshova (35).
Says she is in the last phase of hiv; after 
that she will develop aids. “Five years ago 
many relatives died, my father, mother, great 
grandmother and my six year old brother, all of 
tuberculosis. Sergei, my husband died of drugs 
abuse. He had a heart attack when he was 
only thirty”. Her grandmother of 83 looks after 
Anna’s daughter Larissa. Every evening Larissa 
comes over to her mother’s house to see if she 
needs anything.

The house of Anna Khyshova.
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Summer camp in Chernigev: Andrei Kozinec 
(27) with his girlfriend Irina Lipanova (18). Andrei 
is hiv postive, Irina is not infected. She works as 
a volunteer for an aid organisation for people 
living with hiv/aids. “Some of my friends are hiv 
positive. They face a lot of prejudice. So many 
people in Ukraine are affected, but in our school 
it was never even mentioned.

Igor Potapov (36) has used ‘everything’, he 
says: “Speed, cocaine, heroin, LSD”. Two years 
ago Igor was found to be infected with hiv. 
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Natalya Vardieva (29) found out she was 
infected with hiv only four months ago and says 
she doesn’t know how. Her son Gleb from a 
previous relationship is healthy and her husband 
Ilya (39) whom she has been living with for ten 
years is also not infected. “At first I was scared 
to tell him, but he has been so nice. He said: 
some people have diabetes or asthma and I 
have to live with this”, says Natalya. They just 
moved to the outskirts of Odessa. The patio is 
shaded by grape vines. “This is what I dreamed 
of all my life”’ says Natalya. 
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Summer camp for homeless children in Lesky 
outside Odessa. Many adolescents have been 
living rough for years. They survive by begging 
and prostituting themselves. A small scale study 
amongst street children in Odessa suggests as 
many as 40 % may be hiv positive. Conclusive 
research has not been possible as Ukrainian 
law forbids the testing of minors without the 
consent of their parents or care takers.
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49Ukraine 2007 / 2009

Right at the border of the European Union, the hiv epidemic in Ukraine is getting out of 

control with half a million people infected in a population of just over 46 million. One 
in every 66 adults is now testing hiv-positive, more than 

anywhere else in Europe. The Ukrainian government has so far registered 97,000 persons 

with hiv, but according to the World Health Organization, WHO, in reality that number is 

around half a million.
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Nightclub on Arcadia Boulevard, the busiest entertainment area in Odessa with increasing numbers of tourists from all over Europe. Ma       ny young girls and women work on Arcadia Boulevard as prostitutes for lack of other paid work.50 51



Julia and her mother Vlada have just injected drugs. Vlada is hiv- positive. Julia has not been tested. Kiev 2007.52 53



Julia and her mother Vladimira have mixed drugs and filled up syringes. With their friends/customers Lena and Sergei they squabble ab      out who gets how much exactly, then they use a heroine cocktail together. Kiev 2005.54 55
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Near the window in her friends’ appartement, Lena is trying to find a vein to inject the cocktail of drugs. Many addicts are mixing opiate       s and other drugs in dangerous combinations and quantities. Kiev 2005.58 59
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Arcadia Beach 2009.62 63



Julia en Vlada listen at the door. Is there a customer or friend who wants to share drugs or is it the police. Kiev 2007.64 65



According to UNAIDS, Ukraine presents “a vivid example of how swiftly an hiv epidemic can move beyond most at risk populations and       into the general population”. Besides drug users, sex workers and homosexual men, young heterosexual women now also run a 
greater risk. The epidemic is at a critical point. Kiev 2007.
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Between 1999 and 2003 only 14 % of new cases were from heterosexual transmissions, in 2007 this percentage had shot up to 37 %,       with most women in their peak reproductive years.68 69



Women wait for their customers along this street. Sex industry is still growing in Ukraine. Rozumovska Street, Odessa 2007. 70 71



72 73Masha, Odessa, Ukraine 2005

Her husband was lying next to her dead. “And then a month later a friend of mine also 

died here when he overdosed on my heroin”, she adds. Masha denies still taking drugs 

and Natalya cannot be bothered to argue. “We have to take her to the aids clinic. She has 

many small wounds and burns that don’t heal. These are the first signs 
of opportunistic diseases”. After a lot of talking and persuading, Masha 

finally agrees to come along. Only when she is outside does it becomes evident just how 

run down, skinny and neglected she is. Pedestrians give a wide berth. “I don’t care what 

they think about me”, she gruffly shrugs. 

The expedition to the clinic has no direct result. Masha first needs to come off drugs 

because treatment with antiretrovirals requires discipline and regularity. The doctor 

cannot refer her for substitution therapy to help her quit drugs because there are waiting 

lists and Masha’s turn will be in six months time at the earliest. After we have left Ukraine 

we receive an email from Natalya. Masha was found dead in her bed, 

six weeks after her visit to the aids clinic, before her treatment could even start.

Together with Nurse Natalya we drop by to look up her old neighbour Masha. Natalya 

was warned that Masha, hiv positive and addicted, is not doing well. For minutes Natalya 

keeps knocking on the heavy door to the apartment until an irritated voice answers. Keys 

are turned and a tangled blond head with two suspicious eyes appears in the doorway. 

When Masha recognizes her former neighbour she cries and embraces Natalya. 

There are several pictures of a young man; in two photos Masha appears in better days. 

Young and girlish in a spaghetti-strap dress she stands beside the man looking up at him 

smiling and obviously in love, a small bouquet of flowers in her hand. “One night 
we went to bed and I woke up alone”, says Masha cryptically. In 

the kitchen she tells about her life in the past months. Twice she has become the victim 

of brutal violence. She was gang raped when some one took her to his flat, “and once 

I got a lift from a bus driver. He said it was his last shift and he would bring me home”. 

The bus driver also raped her and then he beat her up. Masha speaks very slowly and 

with a drawl. She is hardly coherent and only little by little does the story come out. “I 

think it is because of the beatings, she says: “He hit me very hard on my head with his 

fists”. Natalya’s face tightens. Small cockroaches crawl across the wallpaper and the 

apartment is a mess with shapeless mounds of unwashed clothes, stacks of books, 

magazines, cds. 
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Wedding picture of Maria (Masha) Hrustaleva-
Pokalchuk. Her husband died right next to her 
when she was asleep. Shortly after that a friend 
of Masha died in her flat: “taking an overdose 
with my heroin”. Kiev 2005.
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78 79Six weeks later, Masha was found lying in her bed where she had died of unknown causes.
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83Kosovo 1998 / 2008

The police forces of three Western European countries, as well as Europol, the European 

police authority, are separately investigating a growing pool of evidence that the 
Kosovo Liberation Army (KLA) is being funded by drug 
money. And on March 24, 1999, the London Times reports that “Europol… is 

preparing a report for European interior and justice ministers on a connection between 

the KLA and Albanian drug gangs.” [London Times, 3/24/1999]
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Soldiers of KLA, the Kosovo Liberation army. “In 1998, German Federal Police froze two bank accounts of the “United Kosovo” organiz      ation in a Dusseldorf bank after they discovered deposits totaling several hundred thousand dollars from a convicted Kosovar drug 
trafficker. According to at least one published report, the accounts were controlled by Bujar Bukoshi, prime minister of the Kosovo illeg       al government in exile.”  [Mother Jones, Heroin Heroes 2000]
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Restaurant in Pristina that was blown up in a gang war, Pristina 2008.86 87



Serbian woman with a picture of her missing husband who disappeared after the Serbian minority was attacked in Kosovo, Yugoslavia        1998.88 89



Unemployed men wait for day labour. They wait in the freezing winter, hoping for any contractor to pick them up. Pristina 2008.90 91



United Nations police raided a house in Pristina, Kosovo, rented by the Saudi Joint Relief Committee. The house was rented by Wael          Hamza Julaidan, one of the founders of al-Qaeda, and is discovered to be an al-Qaeda safe house. Shortly after the raid, the BBC 
reports that the US sent UN police a secret document asking them to monitor those connected to the house. It states that Julaidan is         an associate of Osama bin Laden, and helped him “move money and men to and from the Balkans.” [BBC, 4/3/2000]
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94 95Serbian women remembering the victims of ethnic violence near a monument in Mitrovica. The northern Kosovo city of Mitrovica is divi       ded in two parts along the Ibar River. The northern half is predominantly populated by Serbs, the southern side by Albanians. Mitrovica 
2008.



Commemoration in 1998 of the Battle of Kosovo Polje (Plain of the Blackbirds) of 1389. The battle is a focal point in Serbian history, an       d is seen as significant for the militant return of Serbian nationalism during the break-up of Yugoslavia after Slobodan Milosevic made a 
rallying speech at the beginning of the war. Kosovo 1998.
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Drugs money is laundered through Kosovo real estate, petrol stations, shopping malls and hotels especially in the area around Gjilan            and Ferizaj. Kosovo 2008.98 99



KFOR truck. Kosovo 2008.100 101



Director of Directorate against Organised Crime in Kosovo, Fatos Haziri: “Mitrovica is a black hole. After independence there were two         border points where there was fighting and they were totally destroyed by criminal groups. It was not allowed to even send border 
police or customs. Unfortunately we have 38 kilometres of border that we never control.”
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105Kyrgyzstan 2009

Osh is the staging post for trafficking further north and a city of significant drug 

addiction in its own right. The estimated flows of heroin through 
Kyrgyzstan make Osh one of the world’s heroin trafficking capitals. 

[Jacob Townsend: The Logistics of Opiate Trafficking in Tajikistan, Kyrgyzstan and Kazakhstan, China and Eurasia Forum Quarterly, 

Volume 4, No. 1, 2006]
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Two Uzbek girls, Gulnara and Ferangiz who 
work in the Jetigen sauna as sex workers Osh, 
2009.
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Abdullah and his new girlfriend who moved in at 
his parents’ place two days after they have met. 
Recently, Abdullah has been tested hiv positiv. 
He still uses heroin.

Dressing room where the girls wait for their 
customers. Down the hall customers are 
waiting in line for their turn. The girls say this is 
common on a Friday night.
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Negora, one of the Uzbek girls working in the 
Jetigen sauna.



112 113Osh, Kyrgyzstan 2009

The M 41 road between Osh and Bishkek is one of the main trafficking routes through 

Kyrgyzstan. According to the National Drug Control Agency there is a steep increase in the 

amount of drugs entering the country. Over twelve tons of contraband 
was seizes during the first 4 months of 2009, the same 

amount as during the whole of 2008.



114 115M 41 motorway between Osh and Bishkek.



116 117Drunken man passed out. Kyrgyzstan’s high unemployment rates and multiple social problems provide fertile ground for the growing dr      ugs trade. Osh 2009.
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120 121Prison Bishkek. Meeting of prisoners infected with hiv.
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124 125The number of registered drug abusers in Kyrgyzstan almost doubled from 4470 cases in 2000 to 8464 cases in 2007, according to U       NODC statistics. 



126 127Susamyr.
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134 135Inside Nirvana sauna, Bishkek 2009.



136 137Many inmates don’t want to enter the methadone programme or don’t qualify for it. They keep using heroin while in prison and exchan        ge their syringes in the needle-exchange programme. Due to turf wars between competing gangs, trying to control the supply in 
prison, there was a shortage of heroin. Many inmates were suffering from withdrawal symptoms as a result.
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140 141Weekly cattle market in Osh attracts large crowds from all over the district. Sex workers are picking up costumers here.



142 143Sex workers are trying to pick up clients. There are an estimated 800 prostitutes in this major transit city for the heroin trade, many wer       e trafficked from Uzbekistan. Osh 2009.
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The number of registered drug abusers in Kyrgyzstan almost doubled from 

4470 cases in 2000 to 8464 cases in 2007, according to UNODC statistics. 

Between February 2008 and February 2009 the number of people infected 
with hiv has almost doubled from 1 per 100,000 tot 1.9 according to the National 

Statistics Committee of Kyrgyzstan. 

Prison, Bishkek 2009146
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Sergey, 48 years old, from Bishkek has come 
along to ask the director of the narcology 
programme with Vitaly. They both want to join 
the methadone programme, because for some 
reason there is an acute shortage of heroin in 
prison. Usually heroin is available in jail, if with 
difficulty, but now the inmates and staff say 
supply has stopped altogether. They think that 
two rivaling gangs are at war. Many prisoners 
who are dependent on opiates are desperate. 
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Ulugbek, 26 years old, from Osh, is still using 
heroin but is now swapping used needles for 
new ones to limit the risk of infections. He tried 
methadone, but quit: “I got very thin and sick. 
My bones were hurting so much and I lost a 
lot of weight. Ulugbek is from a family of four 
brothers and one sister, one of his brothers is 
also on heroin and is now in the same prison.
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Bahador, 36 years, from Osh, tested positive 
for hiv in 2003. He is serving an eighteen year 
sentence for banditry and prison break. He is 
still using heroin and says his doctors have 
told him not to switch to methadone because 
he hays too many illnesses. Two years ago, 
he says, he could not walk because of the 
haemorrhoids. “I don’t have the desire to shoot 
heroin, but the pains force me”.
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Igor, 30 years old, from Bishkek, has been on 
methadone for eight months. He feels pretty 
good, much better than when he was still 
on heroin. When he quit heroine he felt very 
bad with kidneys and liver hurting.  After two 
months he started using again. He is glad he is 
on methadone now. In prison it is much harder 
than outside to get heroin. “The quality is worse; 
you need double and pay twice”, Igor says. With 
another eleven years prison time ahead of him, 
he has opted for the methadone programme. 
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Dilshad, 27 years old, from Osh, hiv positive 
since 2005, is on the methadone programme 
to get rid of his heroin addiction. He started 
on 70 milligrams and now he is down to 30. 
Hopefully he’ll be able to return to Osh soon 
and prepare for his expected release. Dilshad 
is a hairdresser and everyday has three or four 
inmates coming to him for a haircut. When he 
gets out, he wants a regular life with a paid job 
as a hairdresser. 
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Alexej, 28 years old, from Tokmak has been in 
prison for six and a half years. When he was 
17 he broke in to a neighbour’s house to steal 
his audio player, “because I wanted to listen to 
music”, Alexej says. He was pardoned from 
a juvenile detention centre but says he was 
‘stitched’ with a murder charge after his release. 
In his home village, his older brother was and 
“authority”; a kingpin dealing drugs, but Alexej 
has started to attend Christian church in prison 
and now helps out the priest as much as he 
can.
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160 161Aksion Plus, Tirana, Albania 2008

Some of these reactions were based in myths about methadone they have heard from 

their peers. “Methadone is worse than heroin, there is a high risk to 

long term methadone users, methadone damages the heart and the bones, methadone 

users can feel worse”.
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Besjana (24) does not want to be recognized. 
She is going through the methadone programme 
and is slowly reducing her daily dose. Like many 
others in the programme she fears the day she 
will have to give up methadone as well. The 
withdrawal pains of methadone are worse than 
those of heroin, so Besjana and the others on 
the programme say.
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The garden of Aksion Plus, a non-governmental- 
organization that is running a heroin substitution 
programme to help addicted Albanians. Since 
the mid-nineties Afghan heroin has flooded 
the Balkans much of the heroine on its way 
to Western Europe passes through Albania, 
Kosovo and Macedonia.
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To finance his addiction Armand used to beg in 
the streets together with his blind grandmother. 
As soon as he would have enough for a dose 
of heroin, Armand would rush off to get his fix, 
often forgetting all about his grandmother. By 
now, the local shopkeepers know Armand’s 
grandmother and take her home when Armand 
disappears for a shot of heroin.
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Armand’s legs have been badly damaged by 
injecting heroin. He tries to quit his heroin habit 
and has entered a methadone programme.
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Mother accompanying her addicted son 
to make sure he takes his daily dose of 
methadone. The garden of Aksion Plus, a non-
governmental- organization that is running a 
heroin substitution programme to help addicted 
Albanians.



173Albania 2008

“Albanian organized crime groups are hybrid organizations, often involved both 

in criminal activity of an organized nature and in political activities, mainly relating to 

Kosovo. There is evidence that the political and criminal 
activities are deeply intertwined”, Interpol Assistant Director Ralph 

Mutschke testifying to Congress in December 2000. Mutschke also said  there is strong 

evidence that Bin Laden is involved in funding and organizing criminal activity through 

links to the Albanian mafia and the KLA (see early 1999).

[US Congress, 12/13/2000]
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174 175“One can buy a kilo of very good quality heroin for 12000 to 13000 euros. My salary? A medium to low level police officer gets 300 eur       os a month. In my rank I get a little bit more”, Interview with author, Tirana 2008.



176 177Undercover operation of counter narcotics force, following a suspect. Tirana 2008.
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180 181Border Macedonia-Albania. On the Albanian side of the borders, a special unit of border forces patrols the hills overlooking Lake Ohrid.        The United Nations Office for Drugs and Crime, UNODC, estimates 100,000 kilos of heroin pass through Macedonia, Albania and 
Kosovo every year.



182 183Sea patrol with the counter narcotics forces, off the coast of Vlore. The Albanian immigration and border police also carry out sea patro       ls along the 258 kilometer coast and in addition they cover 70 kilometers of land border with Greece. This part of Albania is infamous 
as a crossing point from the Balkans for the transporting of drugs, weapons and for human trafficking towards Italy, Switzerland and the      Netherlands. A speed boat moratorium until 2009 was successful and the amount of heroin seized plummeted, but early 2009 the 
moratorium was lifted again. 



184 185The estimated share of the shadow economy in GDP in 2003 in Albania was 35%.



186 187After 14 hours on the road, stalking suspected drug traffickers, racing along mountain back roads, Albanian officers close in on their tar      get and decide to stop two cars. Three suspects are arrested.



188 189Passengers for the ferry to Italy get checked by anti narcotics police before they board. Durres 2008.



190 191“Ethnic Albanian criminal groups are reportedly responsible for a large part of the wholesale distribution of heroin in Europe” …“Ethnic          Albanian criminal groups pose a significant threat to the EU because of their involvement in drug trafficking, trafficking in human beings 
and money laundering.” [Council of Europe 2005]



192 193“Albanian drug smugglers are found to be playing a prominent role in funding the Muslim arms build-up in Bosnia, Croatia, Kosovo, and      Macedonia. In addition to small arms and machine guns, the criminal arms deals include surface-to-surface missiles and helicopters.” 
[Independent, 12/10/1993; San Francisco Chronicle, 6/10/1994] 



194 195A special unit of the directorate against organized crime in Albania inspects the contents of a car. After 14 hours on the road, stalking s       uspected drug traffickers, racing along mountain back roads, Albanian officers close in on their target and decide to stop two cars. 
Three suspects are arrested. The cars are searched in the warehouse for confiscated vehicles, but only a few grams of heroin are found      during the first manual search. Two days later the car park with hundreds of confiscated vehicles is burned down; it is suspected as a 
result of arson. 



196 197Seiti, Tirana, Albania 2008

The neighbours came around to my house and said ‘he is dead’. But my mother never 

gave up on me and she kept pouring water on me and then, in the end I came back.

“Another time I was caught by the anti-drugs police and I was beaten very, very bad 

and then left under a bridge. Then I did an overdose. My aunt went looking for me 

and she found me and took me home. Afterwards she brought me to a place where 

someone could look after me. That overdose, I took it deliberately; I was overwhelmed by 

everything and in so much pain. I was using the no. five needle. My legs were swollen and 

it was very infected. Doctors said they had to cut of my leg and I had become really thin. 

“Together with my wife I live with my wife’s mother. We got married a year 
ago. I was already a drug user when we married. My wife does not use drugs. She is 

the one trying to help me and she tells me not to do it. 

“I started injecting in my neck. Three or four times I tried to stop before. The problem 

starts once your treatment is over and your friends are still there. They use and that is 

really difficult. 

The no. 5 needle. 

“I am fifteen now and I was eight when I started. They give me a cigarette and it was 

sweet in my mouth. I liked it and they said ‘if you want more we give it’ and that is how I 

started. The person who gave it to me asked me ‘how much money you have’ and I said 

I have 500 and I gave it to him. After I smoked it I got sick and had to throw up but I was 

easily fooled by a sweet thing. I was a child. 

“I used about 3 ml of heroin a day by injection so I needed 3 x 1 gram a day. It is a lot, but 

my body was used to that. There are different types of heroin. I was 

using the ones that were good for my body. There are also ones that are bad; it depends 

on how they affect your body. The red quality is the one that I use, it is good for me. In 

my opinion the stronger it is the better it is. Then you don’t need too much of the strong 

one or otherwise you get an overdose. I also use hash and marihuana.

“Armand and I, we are friends and even drug friends. This means that we help each other 

to find drugs and we have never left each other in pain. To get drugs is really simple. They 

know the ones who are using. They come to you. It is really necessary to use heroine in 

the morning otherwise your body cannot do anything. You have to do what ever it takes, 

even stealing motorbikes and whatever. A year after I started, I was injecting the heroine. 

Once I even had a clinical death; that was last month.



198 199Seiti, 15 years old and his wife Miranda, 14 years old. Tirana 2008.
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204 205The family of Seid Hajdari,15 years. His sister Lucia, 13 years, is ill and has not been able to get up over the past two weeks. She has         refused food and drink and has become very weak. Seid is addicted to heroin and takes part in a methadone programme. The family 
lives in a tool shed without heating or running water. They collect cans and bottles and sell these to the recycling industry.
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