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This study addresses the questions: 1) What kind of transboundary water management 

institution is needed for Afghanistan; and 2) what expertise is required for the institution and 

which stakeholders should be involved?  

The establishment of a transboundary water resources management institution/unit is an 

essential step for Afghanistan in order to tackle the transboundary waters issue with its co-

riparian states. The research also indicated the primary challenges and obstacles (ranging from 

political matters to technical issues) that a developing country like Afghanistan should anticipate 

while creating a transboundary waters institution.  

This study also focused on the perceived risks of cooperation over transboundary water 

resources from the Afghan standpoint. Furthermore, it reviewed the experience of cooperation 



 

 

 

 

between Afghanistan and Iran over the Helmand waters negotiation in 1973. To address the 

aforementioned questions, I Interviewed transboundary water experts of Afghanistan, applied 

the risk and opportunities to cooperation framework, used the available literature and secondary 

data on the topic, and used the situation mapping tool for the Helmand Basin case.  

 

At present, lack of technical knowledge, data gaps, weak bargaining and negotiation skills relative 

to co-riparian states, lack of public support to transboundary waters negotiations – due to lack 

of awareness of the topic - doubts on faithfulness of co-riparian states on delivering benefits, and 

the existence of various stakeholders of transboundary waters in the Afghan government are the 

main concerns. On whether Afghanistan should cooperate or not, the study found that none of 

the interviewees opposed transboundary water negotiations. However, there were two camps 

regarding the timing of dialogues with co-riparians. The first group of participants was in favor of 

dialogue initiation with co-riparian states for now, and the eventual negotiation of water treaties 

or agreements in the future. The second group opposes current negotiations - this camp wants 

Afghanistan’s government to start preparing and enhancing its technical knowledge and capacity, 

bargaining skills, and institutional arrangements for future negotiations. 

 

Study results showed existing political will toward transboundary water cooperation and the 

availability of abundant funding from the donor agencies, as well as from the government of 

Afghanistan to transboundary waters. Recommendations were made for the design and structure 

of a transboundary water resources management unit, believed to be the first of its kind in the 



 

 

 

 

world. In addition, this study identified the perceived risks to cooperation, and, based on those 

identified risks, offered risk reduction strategies as well.   
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Chapter 1. Introduction  

Water is essential for all life.  It is a scarce resource in many places, unevenly distributed among 

states, and very poorly managed around the globe. Water is in motion, crossing one state to 

another, which makes planning and management very difficult tasks. Moreover, current water 

issues of the world are not homogeneous. Answers to water problems are not only dependent 

on its availability, but also other very important factors like the process in which water is 

managed, the institutions involved, national policy and international requirements on 

transboundary waters, etc.  

 

There are over than 276 transboundary river basins (64 transboundary river basins in Africa, 60 

in Asia, 68 in Europe, 46 in North America and 38 in South America) shared between two or more 

states, which account for roughly 60% of global surface freshwater flows and cover almost half 

(46%) of Earth’s land surface area (Wolf et al., 2005; UN-Water, 2013). In addition, there are 

currently more than 600 transboundary aquifers, constituting the primary source of water for 

over two billion people in the world (Eckstein, 2015; Puri & Struckmeier, 2010). 

 

A total of 148 countries include territory within one or more transboundary river basins. Thirty-

nine countries have more than 90% of their territory within one or more transboundary river 

basins, and 21 countries lie entirely within one or more of these watersheds. The Russian 

Federation shares 30 transboundary river basins with riparian countries, Chile and the United 

States 19, Argentina and China 18, Canada 15, Guinea 14, Guatemala 13, and France 10 (UN-

Water, 2013).  
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With the advent of the modern nation-state and its attendant emphasis on sovereignty, self-

sufficiency and rivalry, the interactions between states over transboundary water resources have 

at times been tense and conflictual (Wolf et al., 2005). Giordano et al. (2005) state that 

international resource conflict is most likely to occur where there exists resource scarcity and 

insufficient institutional capacity to deal with it. They argue that conflict is most likely to emerge 

in those areas where existing institutional regimes are destroyed by political changes and/or 

rapid changes in resources environments outpace the capacity of institutions to deal with the 

change (Giordano et al., 2005).  

 

Afghanistan is one of the states where political changes and instabilities for the last three decades 

damaged almost everything including the water infrastructure and institutions. Currently 

Afghanistan is undergoing profound changes: establishing a functioning government and 

economy, developing the rule of law, assessing its natural resources, ensuring rights for all its 

citizens, and seeking domestic tranquility. The fact that Afghanistan is grappling with a plethora 

of current problems does not preclude its leaders from anticipating and preparing for future 

issues facing the nascent nation.  

 

One such issue that requires the country’s attention is its relationship with its neighbors 

regarding transboundary rivers and groundwater basins. For instance, four river basins – the 

Amudarya, Helmand, Kabul and, Harirud & Murghab river basins are shared with co-riparian 

countries like Pakistan, Iran, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan. In only one basin – the 
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Helmand, which Afghanistan shares with Iran – is there an agreement. For its future water, food 

and energy security, Afghanistan must be prepared to negotiate with its co-riparians to ensure 

its present and future water and related needs are met. To do so, Afghanistan has to work on 

institutional arrangements and capacities. This includes establishing a transboundary water 

management unit or authority, building human resources capacity i.e. training transboundary 

water professional/experts, and identifying and planning the needed transboundary water 

activities for today and for the upcoming years.  

 

Therefore, this study seeks to address the transboundary water resources issue in Afghanistan 

by asking what type of transboundary waters institution is needed to prepare Afghanistan for its 

transboundary basin negotiations, and later to manage the international agreements with co-

riparian countries. Furthermore, this research asks what are the perceived risks of cooperation 

over transboundary water resources from the Afghan standpoint and the appropriate risk 

reduction strategies. To achieve the above, this study used the available secondary data and 

literature on the topic, interviewed Afghan transboundary water experts and applied the “Risk 

and Opportunities to Cooperation” framework to the current situation in Afghanistan. The report 

provides recommendations to Afghanistan on institutional arrangements for transboundary 

water resources management and identifies the perceived risks to cooperation for Afghanistan 

and then for the identified risks, provides risk reduction strategies.    
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Background/Study Area  

Afghanistan extends over 652,230 km², out of which about 78,000 km² (12%) is arable (GWP, 

2012; and FAOSTAT, 2011). Afghanistan is bordered by Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan 

to the north, Pakistan in the east and south, Iran in the west, and it has a small border in the 

northeast with China (figure 1). The country’s population is approximately 32 million, of which 

77% lives in rural areas, the majority of whom are small subsistence farmers who live off of small 

plots of land. Therefore, “management of water resources is a vital factor for the economic 

growth, for maintaining the rural livelihoods, and for meeting the people’s needs for food 

and fiber” (ANDS 2008).  
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Figure 1: Afghanistan Regional Map (Source: World Atlas, 2016) 

 

Despite having an annual 75 billion cubic meters (BCM) (55 BCM surface water and 20 BCM 

groundwater) of potential water resources (Qureshi, 2002), Afghanistan is still suffering from 

water shortages. According to UNEP (2009), more than 2.5 million people in the country are 

affected by drought or water shortages. In the mid-1970s Afghanistan was almost self-sufficient 

in its food supply when almost 3.3 million hectares were cultivated using different methods of 

irrigation, representing approximately 85% of the country’s total crop production. This area 

dropped to around 2 million hectares, due to the war and conflicts. In addition to three decades 

of war Afghanistan is hit hard by natural disasters. Since 1998, more than 6.7 million Afghans 
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have been affected by the impacts of disasters and extreme events such as drought, earthquakes, 

disease epidemics, sandstorms, and harsh winters (UNEP, 2009).  

 

The bulk of Afghanistan’s water goes to agriculture, which accounts for 99% of water use in the 

country (Qureshi, 2002). This sector contributes about half of the country GDP (World Bank, 

2011). Irrigated agriculture provides about 85% of all the agricultural output (ADB, 2003). Thus, 

like any other agriculture economy based country, water is vital for economic growth, and 

poverty reduction in Afghanistan.   

 

More than 80% of Afghanistan’s water resources originate in the Hindu Kush Mountains (within 

the country) at altitudes above 2,000 meters (Qureshi, 2002). Almost the entire supply of water 

for irrigation, drinking, and maintenance of wetland ecosystems is carried by rivers. Afghanistan’s 

rivers are fed by rainfall and the seasonal melting of snow and ice-fields in the Hindu Kush 

Mountains. The supply is intermittent, thus, leaving Afghanistan in some sort of water insecurity. 

Recent droughts have affected water tables and dried up rivers and wetlands. Weak 

management has threatened supplies for irrigation, household and maintaining populations of 

wild plants and animals (UNEP, 2009). 

 

Due to mismanagement and weak institutions (affected by war, civil conflicts and corruption) 

Afghanistan uses merely one-third of its water. Around 85% of used water is from streams, and 

the rest is extracted from alluvial groundwater and springs. In terms of the annual water 
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availability Afghanistan has 2500 cubic meters per capita, which puts it ahead of its neighbors 

such as Pakistan (1200 cubic meters) and Iran (1400 cubic meters) (Qureshi, 2002).  

 

However, due to inadequate water infrastructure only 1.8 out of 7.9 million hectares of 

agricultural land is provided water, and only 27% of population has access to a safe water supply. 

Insufficient water supply led to conflicts among Afghans; based on research by Oxfam 43% of 

local conflicts among Afghans are due to water scarcity. There are many violent cases which 

resulted in farmers killed by each other due to lack of water (Brian, 2012). Thus, Afghanistan 

needs lots of efforts and work to be able to overcome inefficient use and wastage of water.  

 

The main reason that Afghanistan cannot utilize its water to fulfill the country’s and citizens’ 

needs is that it has very few water storage infrastructure e.g. reservoirs, dams and canals. The 

previously built ones are either destroyed or need profound rehabilitation to be fully functional. 

There are several hurdles to building water storage structures. First, building dams and 

waterways needs enormous amount of money and investment. As per the Afghanistan’s Water 

Crisis (Brian, 2012) report an estimated $11 billion is needed to build water storage 

infrastructures nationwide. Second, most of the rivers are transboundary rivers so there is 

interference from neighboring countries, particularly from Iran and Pakistan, to stop such 

projects because of a stereotype that Afghan dams and infrastructures will threaten their water 

security. For instance, the Salma Dam on the Harirud River, started in 1976, because of war and 

neighbors’ interference was just recently completed on July 26th, 2015. Third, because of the 

neighboring countries, for the past 14 years international financing institutions, donors, and the 
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international community have been unwilling to invest in the aforementioned area. Therefore, it 

will take several years for Afghanistan to store its needed water from its rivers flowing into the 

neighboring countries.  

 

“Because of Afghanistan’s innate land locked setting, virtually all of Afghanistan’s 

major rivers drain off into riparian neighboring states. Transboundary concerns are 

intensifying along all of Afghanistan’s borders, and with the added impetus of 

climate change and diminishing glaciers, can no longer be avoided. . . . Afghanistan 

requires solid support from the donor/financing community to study and add 

dimensions to both its current and future water requirements”  

(Shojaudin Ziaie, Deputy Minister, MEW Afghanistan). 

Shared Rivers and Aquifers  

Afghanistan is considered to be divided into five major river basins. Four of them are 

transboundary rivers and only one river basin – the Northern River basin - originates and ends 

within the country. Shared rivers are the Amudarya, Helmand River, Kabul/Indus River and 

Harirud and Murghab rivers basin (figure 2). They are shared with Iran, Pakistan, Kyrgyzstan, 

Tajikistan, Turkmenistan, and Uzbekistan. The Northern River is the only river which does not 

flow to the neighboring countries. More than 84% of Afghanistan’s surface area is comprised of 

transboundary river basins, and at least 87% of Afghanistan’s population lives within one of its 

transboundary basins (Watson, 2014). Generally, surface water (42.22 BCM/year) flows out of 

Afghanistan; inflow is 10 BCM/year, through Kunar River, which flows in from Pakistan and leaves 
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Afghanistan. The following section will present brief information on each one of the four 

transboundary river basins of Afghanistan. 

Kabul River/Indus River 

This is the only river of Afghanistan which is tributary to a river system – the Indus River, which 

ends in the Indian Ocean. The Kabul River and its tributaries, e.g. Logar, Panjshir, Ghorband, 

Laghman-Alingar, and Kunar rivers, drain 72,000 km² or 11% of Afghanistan. Around 37% of 

Afghanistan’s population (11.6 million) live in the Indus River basin (FAO Aquastat, 2012). The 

Kabul River with its tributaries, represents approximately 26% of the available water resources 

in Afghanistan (King, & Sturtewagen, 2010). Total inflow from Afghanistan to Pakistan in the Indus 

basin is estimated at 21.5 km³, 15.5 km³ from the Kabul River (of which 10 km³ come from 

Pakistan), and 6 km³ from other tributaries e.g., Panshir, Gomal, Margo Shamal and Kuram. The 

area equipped for irrigation in Afghanistan is 0.44 million ha or 1.7% of the total area of equipped 

in the Indus basin. In terms of water withdrawal in the Indus river basin Afghanistan only counts 

for 1% (FAO Aquastat, 2012).  

 

There is no agreement or treaty between Afghanistan and Pakistan on the Kabul River basin. The 

only treaty potentially on water in the Kabul basin is a 1921 Treaty between Afghanistan and 

Great Britain, and its reference to water is very limited (Hearns, 2014). 

 

Helmand River 

The Helmand River flows in southern Afghanistan and is the only perennial desert stream 

between the Indus and Tigris-Euphrates rivers. It is the lifeblood of southern Afghanistan and has 
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supported desert civilizations in the Sistan Depression for over 6000 years (Whitney, 2006). It 

originates in the Hindu Kush Mountains in central Afghanistan. The Helmand Basin is 

approximately 310,000 square kilometers and drains around 43% of Afghanistan (King, & 

Sturtewagen, 2010). The river originates about 90 kilometers west of Kabul, and flows 

southwestward through the steep, narrow valleys of Hazarajat Mountains, crossing southwest 

through the desert of Dashti Margo. It forms the Afghan-Iranian border for fifty-five kilometers 

before flowing into the Sistan marshes and the Lake Hamun region of Iran around Zabol. It is the 

longest River of Afghanistan - approximately 1,300 kilometers (800 miles) (Whitney, 2006; and 

King, & Sturtewagen, 2010). 

 

The Helmand River basin water is extensively used for irrigation, although an increase of mineral 

salts has decreased its utility for irrigation. Its water is vital for Afghan as well as Iranian farmers, 

particularly in Sistan and Baluchistan provinces. Sistan is dependent on Lake Hamun and its only 

perennial tributary, the Helmand River. However, Lake Hamun’s water level has gradually 

diminished and with it almost the entire water-related local economy. The situation at Lake 

Hamun bears similarities to the degradation of the Aral Sea and the implementation and 

expansion of different water infrastructure projects is adding more pressure on the basin (King, 

& Sturtewagen, 2010). 

 

The basin includes a small part of Pakistan as well. According to the UNEP report in May 2006, 

89% of the Helmand basin is within Afghanistan, 9% is in Iran and only 2% of the basin is located 

in Pakistan (Ettehad, 2010; & UNEP, 2006). 



11 
 

 

 

 

The Helmand River is the only river on which Afghanistan has entered into a formal agreement 

with a neighbor. It presents a good case from which to draw lessons for potential cooperation on 

the other transboundary rivers of the country as well as the region (King, & Sturtewagen. 2010).  

 

Because of the two decades of instability in Afghanistan the treaty was never fully implemented, 

and disputes over the terms of agreement remain. Currently the improved Kabul-Tehran 

relations after the fall of the Taliban regime have not yet yielded a straightforward solution. Some 

water experts as Matthew King and Benjamin Sturtewagen believe that the absolute character 

of the stipulated allocation, as opposed to a percentage basis, is the key flaw in the agreement 

as it stands. However, in recent years some steps have been taken toward solving the remaining 

problems. Both countries designated a common Helmand River Commissioners Delegation in 

accordance with Protocol 1 of the Helmand River Treaty, and the commissioners currently meet 

on a quarterly basis to promote mutual cooperation (King, & Sturtewagen, 2010). 

Amudarya 

The Amudarya, shared among Afghanistan, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, Uzbekistan and 

Turkmenistan, is the longest river in Central Asia and the second longest in Afghanistan. It forms 

part of Afghanistan’s borders with Tajikistan, Uzbekistan, and Turkmenistan and part of 

Uzbekistan’s border with Turkmenistan. Rising in Afghanistan, Kyrgyzstan and Tajikistan, the 

Amudarya flows 2,540 km from the headwaters of the Panj (Pyandzh) to the Aral Sea (FAO 

Aquastat, 2012). It covers 16% of Afghanistan land, and around 5.5 million Afghans live in the 

Amudarya basin (Watson, 2014).  
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Since 1873, there have been several agreements signed between Afghanistan and its northern 

neighbors Russia, the former Soviet Union, and the Central Asian countries relating to the 

Amudarya. The important agreements are as follows: 1) the Frontier Agreement between 

Afghanistan and Russia (1873); 2) the Frontier Agreement between Afghanistan and the Union of 

Soviet Socialist Republics (1946); and 3) the treaty between the government of the USSR and the 

Royal Government of Afghanistan concerning the regime of the Soviet-Afghan state frontier 

(1958) (Votrin, 2003; Rycroft & Wegerich, 2009; King, & Sturtewagen, 2010; and Favre & Kamal, 

2004). 

 

There are two opinions about these agreements. Both King and Sturtewagen (2010), and Rycroft 

and Wegerich (2009) indicate that these agreements focused only on the river as an international 

boundary, and no water resource sharing schemes were ever stipulated. They add that, in 1977, 

Afghanistan sent a delegation to Tashkent in Uzbekistan to negotiate a water sharing agreement. 

At that time the Soviet Union could only offer 6 km³, where Afghanistan’s demand was 9 km³. 

The Afghan government at that time was concerned about the equity or fairness of the amount 

of water offered by the Soviet Union. Thus, both sides failed to reach an agreement on the 

Amudarya. On the other hand, Votrin (2003) and Favre and Kamal (2004) argue that based on 

the aforementioned agreements Afghanistan is entitled to 9 km³/year water from the Amudarya.  

 

Nevertheless, I believe there is no clear agreement on water allocation between Afghanistan and 

the former USSR and now the Central Asian countries. Until now, Afghanistan has used only 2 
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km³ of Amudarya water annually, where Afghanistan, via the Pyandj River, contributes 19 km³ 

annually or 30% of the Amudarya’s flow (Votrin, 2003).  

 

The Amudarya’s importance to Afghanistan is invaluable but unfortunately due to the very long 

conflict in Afghanistan, it is always ignored in the Amudarya negotiations, river basin 

management, or any type of decision-making processes. After the dissolution of the Soviet Union, 

the Central Asian countries established a number of institutions for regional cooperation, which 

were later all integrated into the International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea (IFSA) (King & 

Sturtewagen, 2010). Afghanistan is the second-largest contributor of water resources to the 

Amudarya after Tajikistan and needs to be part of an institution such as the IFSA, because 

Afghanistan’s increased water use would radically change the Amudarya flow if it decides to 

develop agriculture in the north.  

Harirud and Murghab Rivers  

The Harirud-Murghab River basin represents approximately 12% of Afghanistan’s water 

resources (King, & Sturtewagen, 2010). It supplies nearly 2 million Afghans (Watson, 2014). It 

rises in the central Hazarajat and flows west through northeast Iran before it terminates in 

Turkmenistan. The Murghab River rises in the Paropamissus range, which separates it from the 

Harirud Basin, and flows north into Turkmenistan. The Harirud originates in the Koh-e-Baba 

Mountains and flows west, creating the Afghanistan-Iran and later the Iran-Turkmenistan 

borders.  
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No agreements exist between Afghanistan and other riparian states – Iran and Turkmenistan. 

However, the Harirud waters are covered by a treaty signed in February 1926 between Iran and 

Turkmenistan (FAO Aquastat, 2012). Furthermore, Iran and Turkmenistan did not consult 

Afghanistan when jointly building the Dosti Dam on the Harirud, which has increased concerns in 

Kabul (King & Sturtewagen, 2010). 

 

 

Figure 2: River Basin Map of Afghanistan (Watershed Atlas, 2007) 

Groundwater 

Afghanistan has traditionally relied on surface water, springs and Karezes (constructed 

underground channels) for domestic and agricultural use. Groundwater accounts for 18% of 

irrigation in the country. Unfortunately, there has been very little work done on groundwater. A 
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recent national groundwater conference held on June 7, 2015 by MEW concluded that 

groundwater resources need to be mapped, controlled and protected and this is not happening 

now. As a result of this conference MEW will establish a groundwater technical committee 

immediately to coordinate the mapping, monitoring, and management of groundwater to assure 

sustainability of this vital resource for all Afghans (MEW website, 2015).  

 

In searching for information on Afghanistan aquifers I went through the International 

Groundwater Resources Assessment Center (IGRAC), World-wide Hydrogeological Mapping and 

Assessment Programme (WHYMAP), and some other recognized organizations’ websites to find 

about the topic; however, I found little published work on Afghanistan aquifers. Regarding, 

transboundary aquifers, based on the Global Groundwater Information System (GGIS) world 

map, Afghanistan has three areas where it shares aquifers with neighboring states, shown in 

figure 3. In the west Afghanistan shares three small aquifers named Fariman-Torbatjam, Taybad, 

and Karet aquifers with Iran. In the north it shares the Amudarya Aquifer with Tajikistan and 

Uzbekistan, and in the east is the Kabul River Aquifer shared with Pakistan (GGIS, 2016).  
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Figure 3: Global Groundwater Information System (GGIS, 2016) 

Objectives 

The objectives are:   

I. Institutional Arrangements  

1) Design a Transboundary Water Management Unit (TWMU) for Afghanistan; 2) 

determine the key stakeholders; and 3) determine the expertise needed in the TWMU. 

II. Perceived Risks to Cooperation 

1) Review the experience of cooperation between Afghanistan and Iran over the Helmand 

waters, applying the “Risk and Opportunities to Cooperation” framework and the 
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situation mapping tool; 2) identify the current/present perceived risks to cooperation 

from the standpoint of the Afghanistan government by using the aforementioned tools; 

and 3) recommend risk reduction strategies for the identified risks. 

Research Questions: 

This research will answer the following questions: 

 

I. What kind of transboundary water management unit is needed for the government of 

Afghanistan – to initially prepare Afghanistan for its transboundary basin negotiations, 

and later to manage and follow up on the international agreements between 

Afghanistan and co-riparian countries?  

 

a. Based on the transboundary water management unit’s needs and activities, 

what expertise is required? 

 

b. Who should be involved and, what are the obstacles to creation and functioning 

of a transboundary water institution? 

 

II. What are the perceived risks of cooperation over transboundary water resources of 

Afghanistan? What are the appropriate risk reduction strategies? 
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Chapter 2. Literature Review 
  

Definition of Institutions 
There is no single definition of the term “institutions”, but some of fundamental ones from the 

literature follow. Ruttan and Hayami (1984) describe “institutions as the rules of a society or of 

organizations that facilitate coordination among people by helping them form expectations 

which each person can reasonably hold in dealing with others.”  

According to Ostrom et al. (1993), institutions are people and the patterns of regular repetitive 

interactions among them that transform inputs into outputs. They offer as examples of 

institutions families, private firms, government agencies, and local communities among others. 

North (1991) says “institutions are the humanly devised constraints that structure political, 

economic and social interaction. They consist of both informal constraints (sanctions, taboos, 

customs, traditions, and codes of conduct), and formal rules (constitutions, laws, property 

rights).” 

Michael D. McGinnis in his work “An Introduction to IAD and the Language of the Ostrom 

Workshop: A Simple Guide to a Complex Framework” (2011) states that “institutions are human-

constructed constraints or opportunities within which individual choices take place and which 

shape the consequences of their choices. 

Institutions have been a basic building block of the way societies organize human interactions 

with our environment (Cook et al, 2010). In the context of natural resource management, 

institutions can be found as laws, regulations, policies and property rights that define ownership, 
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disposition and use rights to a natural resource, as well as the policies for protection and 

exploitation of a resource (Cook et al. 2010; Ostrom, 2007).  

Throughout history, institutions have been devised by human beings to create order and reduce 

uncertainty in exchange (North, 1991). In regards to transboundary water institutions Kliot et al. 

(2001) elucidate that the transboundary water institutions are bodies or organizations often 

shaped in the form of international commissions and committee, founded by formal and legal 

agreements such as treaties for the management of transboundary water resources.  

This is what the United Nations Water Conference held at Mar del Plata, Argentina in 1977 had 

to say about institutional arrangements on shared water resources: 

 ”States sharing water resources . . . should cooperate in the establishment of 

programs, machinery, and institutions necessary for the coordinated development 

of such resources... and establish joint committees .... to provide for the . . . 

collection, standardization and exchange of data, the management of shared 

water resources, the prevention and control of water pollution, the prevention of 

water associated diseases, mitigation of drought, flood control, river improvement 

activities, and flood warning systems.” (Caponera, 1985). 

The Importance of Transboundary Water Institutions 
There are over than 276 transboundary river basins (64 transboundary river basins in Africa, 60 

in Asia, 68 in Europe, 46 in North America and 38 in South America) shared between two or more 

states, which account for roughly 60% of global freshwater flows and cover almost half (46%) of 

the earth’s land surface area (Wolf et al., 2005; UN-Water, 2013). In addition, there are more 
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than 600 transboundary aquifers, providing the primary source of water for over two billion 

people (Eckstein, 2015; Puri & Struckmeier, 2010). Furthermore, there are 148 countries that 

include territory within one or more transboundary river basins. Thirty-nine countries have more 

than 90% of their territory within one or more transboundary river basins, and 21 lie entirely 

within one or more of these watersheds. The Russian Federation shares 30 transboundary river 

basins with riparian countries, Chile and the United States 19, Argentina and China 18, Canada 

15, Guinea 14, Guatemala 13, and France 10 (UN-Water, 2013). 

Since the start of the Neolithic revolution – about 12,000 years ago - freshwater availability, 

distribution and control have been an important part of the human story. With the advent of the 

modern nation-state and its attendant emphasis on sovereignty, self-sufficiency and rivalry, the 

interactions between states over transboundary water resources have at times been tense and 

conflictual (Wolf et al., 2005). Giordano et al. (2005) state that international resource conflict is 

most likely to occur where there exist resource scarcity and insufficient institutional capacity to 

deal with it. They explain that conflicts are most likely to emerge in those areas where existing 

institutional regimes are destroyed by political changes and/or rapid changes in resources 

environments outpace the capacity of institutions to deal with the change (Giordano et al., 2005).  

Wolf (1998) states that disputes over water do occur, but they very hardly develop into greater 

conflicts as this would jeopardize the use of the resource itself. In situations of water scarcity, 

where the chances of disputes between states over transboundary waters might be high, the 

corollary is that there is also evidence of cooperation (Wolf et al, 2003). Cooperation is promoted 

and enhanced by institutions, such as laws or agreements, organizations as well as customary 

practices, which have been developed by bilateral or multilateral agreements between countries. 
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These institutions, either formal or informal, provide the opportunity where disputes can be 

discussed and settled in a cooperative way, and also may lead to sustainable development of 

transboundary water resources, thus contributing to national and regional socioeconomic 

development. Transboundary water institutions are the finest tools against the pressure 

introduced by natural climatic variability and resource degradation from socioeconomic 

development and climate change. Having sufficient institutional development, transboundary 

water can become platforms to cooperation between states, contributing to socioeconomic 

development and regional integration (Earle et al, 2010).  

In the same direction, a brief from IUCN (IUCN, n.d.) aiming to communicate key messages and 

recommendations based on the evidence and experience states that transboundary institutions 

build resilience in river basins and their communities by providing capacity to manage changes 

to physical, economic, and political stress through basin planning and sustainable water 

management. The brief adds that institutions are the ‘engine’ of transboundary basin 

governance, providing the means, mandate, and resources necessary to implement formal and 

informal agreements, reflecting the needs and interests of stakeholders. 

In another detailed study by Wolf and colleagues – the Basins at Risk (BAR) study – it is 

said/proposed that “the likelihood and intensity of conflict rises as the rate of change within a 

basin exceeds the institutional capacity to absorb that change” (Wolf et al, 2003). These changes 

could be key staff members leaving, or physical factors such as climate, water demand, 

demographics etc. which outpace the institutional capacity to absorb such changes are at the 

heart of most water conflicts (UNEP, 2005). Therefore, institutional arrangements and capacity 

are vital for managing transboundary water resources between countries – this can shift a 
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competing situation to a cooperative one between states. Earle et al. (2010) state that 

transboundary waters can make a contribution to regional development and peace if the 

institutional capacity exists to manage them cooperatively to the benefits of all basin states. 

For instance, Tir & Stinnett (2012) examine the potential impacts of climate change on 

transboundary water resources management and the ability of institutions to mitigate 

international conflicts over shared waters. They argue that resulting stress from climate change 

on transboundary rivers could contribute to international tensions and increase the risk of 

military conflict. The study however notes that the propensity for conflicts over water to intensify 

depends on whether the river in question is governed by a formal agreement, because the ability 

of river treaties/agreements to adapt to the increase in water stress resulting from climate 

change will depend on their institutional designs. Furthermore, water scarcity does increase the 

risk of military conflict, but that this risk is offset by institutionalized agreements. The agreements 

supported by more extensive institutions tend to be better equipped to avoid conflicts. In 

addition, international institutions could be very useful tools for addressing some of the 

predicted consequences of climate change, such as water scarcity and changes in the seasonal 

flow patterns of rivers (Tir & Stinnett 2012).  

Available Literature 
There are different studies on the existing institutions for transboundary water resources 

management – they focus on different aspects of these institutions such as their evolution, 

structure, nature, challenges, abilities to respond to state and local problems, and their scale of 

work (Ingram & White, 1993; Kliot et al., 2001; Szekely, 1993; Priscoli & Wolf, 2009; Duda & 

Roche, 1997). 
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Kliot et al. (2001) in their work “institutions for management of transboundary water resources: 

their nature, characteristics and shortcomings” examine the evolution structure and 

characteristic of the management systems of 12 transboundary river basins namely, the Mekong, 

Indus, Nile, Jordan, Ganges-Brahmaputra, Danube, Elbe, Rio Grande, Colorado, Rio de la Plata, 

Senegal, and Niger. The authors present the principles which guide the legal regime in the 

aforementioned river basins which is mostly on equitable use of transboundary waters and the 

obligation not to cause harm in the management of transboundary water resources. They 

categorize the management practices in the aforementioned 12 basins in three different classes 

as follows: 1). treaties and agreements falling short of water allocation between co-riparian 

states; 2). treaties and agreements allocating water between states; and 3). agreement for joint 

management of transboundary waters. In addition, they point to the danger of adopting 

institutions for only a portion of a river basin (Mekong and Nile), while emphasizing that the 

success of institutions that were founded on basin-wide joint management lie in their territorial 

coverage and broad functional frameworks. 

 

Duda & Roche (1997) argue that traditional approaches such as international conventions, 

watercourse agreements with basin organizations, and arbitration have generally fallen short of 

their goals; they suggest that a middle ground centered on multi-country institutional 

arrangements for joint fact finding, evaluation, and problem resolution may be a more productive 

approach over the short term to achieve sustainable development. For enlightening this, the 

paper describes the experience of the International Joint Commission between Canada and the 

United States as a way of offering neutral ground for building trust among nations, for leveling 
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the playing field among small and large countries, and for providing mechanisms for nations to 

work jointly on their shared water resources without compromising their sovereignty.  

 

More specifically Ingram & White (1993) review the International Boundary and Water 

Commission (IBWC) of the United States and Mexico. The review initially focuses on the 

Commission’s United States Section, particularly in relation to the institution’s ability to respond 

to state and local problems. They discuss the positive and negative aspects of its institutional 

design and general performance. Furthermore, the study evaluates the IBWC’s record in relation 

to water problems at a particular location on the border, as the strengths and weaknesses of the 

United Sates Section’s performance in the adjacent cities such as Nogales, Arizona, and Nogales, 

Sonora, are assessed. At the end, the article provides an evaluation of the parallel national 

approach employed by the IBWC, and recommends the sort of institutional changes that will be 

needed in the future.  

 

While the aforementioned studies were concerned with transboundary water institutions in 

general, Bakker (2009) focuses on institutional capacity for transboundary river floods. The 

author seeks to provide the worldwide picture of the current global institutional capacity in the 

area of floods in international river basins (IRBs). In doing so, the paper attempts to identify the 

IRBs with sustainable institutions and basins that are encouraged to enhance their institutional 

capacity for the management of transboundary flooding. For this, the paper uses the 

Transboundary Freshwater Dispute Database (2006) and expands it with data compiled by the 

author to reach the study objective of creation of a global picture of existing transboundary flood 
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institutions, past events, and international freshwater treaties related to transboundary flood 

events.  

 

In another study Mandarano et al. (2008) focus on institutions for interstate water resources 

management in the United States. They evaluate alternative approaches to management of 

interstate water resources, including interstate compacts, interstate associations, federal-state 

partnerships, and federal-interstate compacts. They examine institutional approaches to 

coordinating state and federal actions and also focusing on the effectiveness of each institutional 

arrangement at overcoming conflicting interests and limitations of fragmented governance. In 

addition, they explore alternative governance mechanisms for addressing the complications of 

federalism and different approaches to collaboration and dispute resolution. 

Furthermore, there are studies on transboundary groundwater resources (Campana, 2005; 

Barberis, 1991; Mumme, 2000; Hall & Rogers, 2004; Villar & Ribeiro, 2011; Blomquist & Ingram, 

2003; Jarvis, 2014) ranging from overview of transboundary groundwater resources, the 

development of international law, specific issues like the U.S. and Mexico disputes, Guarani 

Aquifer (shared by Argentina, Brazil, Paraguay and Uruguay) agreement, problems in both 

intranational and international settings, and conflict resolutions over transboundary 

groundwater and aquifers.   

The primary focus in this study is to provide the government of Afghanistan a transboundary 

water management unit structure matching the existing situation in the country while learning 

from other developed, and pioneer/preceding nations in transboundary waters management. 

However, after reading several articles, books, and papers I can claim that there is almost no 
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literature available on the domestic structure and institutional arrangements for transboundary 

water resources management within a country. Therefore, the remaining literature review will 

be presenting the following binational or multinational transboundary water institution 

structures to illustrate the important elements needed in a transboundary water management 

organization.  

Existing Transboundary Water Institutions 

Introduction 

In this section, I will review some famous institutions managing transboundary waters bilaterally 

or multilaterally such as The Mekong River Commission (MRC), the International Commission for 

the Protection of the Danube River (ICPDR), the International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea (IFAS) 

on the Amudarya, the Indus River Basin Treaty, and the International Boundary and Water 

Commission (IBWC) on the Rio Grande and Colorado rivers. The primary focus will be on the 

organizational structure of these institutions, establishment dates, their territorial coverage and 

functional frameworks.  

 

Mekong River Commission 

The Mekong River Commission (MRC) has been studied by different experts (Priscoli & Wolf, 

2009; Jacobs, 2002; and Ha, 2011). The MRC was established in 1995 by Cambodia, Laos, 

Thailand, and Vietnam for sustainable development, utilization, conservation and management 

of the basin while attempting to include the two upstream countries (Myanmar and China) into 

the cooperation (Priscoli & Wolf, 2009). The MRC is the third chapter in the Mekong River 

organizational history. Before MRC the Mekong Committee (1957-78) and the Interim Mekong 
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Committee (1978-95) worked in difficult situations, yet made lots of contributions to 

transboundary river basin planning and international diplomacy (Jacobs, 2000).  

The MRC’s organizational structure shown in figure 4 (Jacobs, 2000; Priscoli & Wolf, 2009; 

Mekong River Commission Website, 2016) is consist of a Council, Joint Committee, and 

Secretariat. The Council members are at ministerial and cabinet level. Each year, the water and 

environment ministers of Cambodia, Lao PDR, Vietnam and Thailand meet to talk over emerging 

issues related to the Lower Mekong Basin. The Joint Committee, which includes high level officials 

at no less than head of department level of the four countries, takes decisions and policies 

forward by putting them into implementation. Under the Secretariat comes the technical and 

administrative tasks. With 150 staff members based in two Secretariat offices, the MRC 

Secretariat is managed by Chief Executive Officer. The Secretariat is responsible for the 

facilitation of regional meetings of the member countries as well as provision of technical advice 

on joint planning, coordination and cooperation. As shown in figure 5 the Secretariat also works 

closely with the four countries’ coordination bodies, the National Mekong Committee (NMCs) 

and other state agencies. It is worth mentioning that presently China and Myanmar are involved 

as MRC Dialogue Partners (MRC website, 2016).  
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Figure 4: The Mekong River Commission 
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Figure 5: Mekong River Commission Secretariat Operational Structure (MRC website, 2016) 
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Danube River  

Another important transboundary waters institution is the International Commission for the 

Protection of the Danube River (ICPDR). The institution was established to facilitate the 

implementation of Danube River Protection Convention (DRPC). The ICPDR is reviewed by Kliot 

et al. (2001) and other scholars like Linnerooth-Bayer & Murcott (1996). The later work discusses 

the legal and institutional developments along with the political hurdles leading to a post-Soviet 

regime for managing the Danube River and promoting sustainable development in the basin. In 

addition, it touches on the conflicts and political issues of the Danube, and the efforts at building 

cooperative institutions.  

The ICPDR consists of 14 cooperating states and the European Union. Since its establishment in 

1998, the ICPDR has become one of the most active international bodies of river basin 

management expertise in Europe. In addition to surface waters ICPDR includes groundwater 

resources as well. This all has started with the Environmental Programme for the Danube River 

Basin (EPDRB) in 1991 based on the activities to strengthen the international cooperation along 

the Danube River, aiming to enhance the environmental quality of the river basin (ICPDR website, 

2016).  

There have been actions taken on the management of Danube River basin since 1856 – the Treaty 

of Paris, then the Belgrade Convention. By the mid-1980s it became clear that issues other than 

navigation were gaining in importance within the basin, particularly water quality. Because of the 

increasing degradation of water quality the eight riparians signed the “Declaration of the Danube 

Countries to Cooperate on Questions Concerning the Water Management of the Danube” 
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(Bucharest Declaration) in 1985. As a result of strengthening the Bucharest Declaration in Sofia 

(Bulgaria) in 1991 by riparian countries and interested international institutions the 

Environmental Programme for the Danube River Basin (EPDRB) was established (ICPDR website, 

2016).  

Figure 6 shows the organizational structure under the Danube River Protection Convention. The 

ICPDR meets twice a year: the Ordinary Meeting is held in Vienna in December and another 

meeting of Heads of Delegations is held in June in the country of the Presidency, which is passed 

on from one country to another in an alphabetical order every year. The meetings involve 

delegations of contracting parties and observer entities. Each party is led by one Head of 

Delegation representing their country.  

The bulk of the ICPDR work is done by seven permanent and one ad hoc Expert Groups (EG). The 

EGs are panels of specialists from the ICPDR states, observers and sometimes from NGOs who 

meet twice or three times in one year. Time– and target–limited task groups may also be created 

for particular tasks that all countries may not be part of. There is a Permanent Secretariat as a 

supporting body to the ICPDR which is supervised by an Executive Secretary, and consists of 8 

permanent staff members and additional short-term project staff. If all national experts, 

delegates from observers and consultants are counted, there are more than 300 staff working 

for the ICPDR (ICPDR website, 2016).  
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Figure 6: Organizational Structure under the Danube River Protection Convention 
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International Boundary and Water Commission of the United States and Mexico 

The International Boundary and Water Commission (IBWC) of the United States and Mexico is an 

institution designed to facilitate joint action while protecting national sovereignty. The IBWC 

consists of two commissioners, one from each country, each of whom leads a separate 

administrative section. Each section represents the interests of its own state and is responsible 

to its own government. While actions are taken jointly, each section develops its negotiating 

position through the political processes of its own country. The IBWC thus facilitates parallel 

national action on water related problems occurring between the two nations (Ingram & White, 

1993).  

 

In 1889, the United States and Mexico created the International Boundary Commission (IBC), the 

first joint bilateral mechanism to deal with border water problems and avoid the difficulties 

occasioned by the changes taking place in the Rio Grande and Colorado River. In 1906, both 

countries concluded the Convention providing for the equitable distribution of the waters of the 

Rio Grande for irrigation. Eventually on February 3, 1944, they inked their treaty relating to the 

utilization of waters of the Colorado and Tijuana Rivers and the Rio Grande. This expanded the 

powers of the existing IBWC (Szekely, 1993).  

 

The IBWC U.S. section operates under the foreign policy guidance of the Department of State; 

the Mexican section works under the administrative supervision of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

of Mexico. Figure 7 shows the organizational structure of the U.S. section, comprised by the 

Executive Offices of the Commission and three departments - Operations, Engineering, and 
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Administration. While the Administration section provides the support functions of the agency, 

the Operations and Engineering departments are responsible for the core mission of the U.S. 

section. 

 

Under the Executive Offices of the Commissioner the office of the Legal Advisor is the in-house 

counsel that provides all general legal services for the agency, including contracting, realty, 

employment, and environmental matters. In addition, it offers legal guidance on binational 

issues, and interprets international law as part of the implementation of the Agency’s Foreign 

Policy Program. The Foreign Affairs Office, led by the US Section Secretary responsible for issues 

related to Treaty and Minute interpretations, and with the assistance of the Washington, DC, 

Liaison Office at the Department of State, works as a policy adviser on intentional relations. In 

addition, this office is responsible for the language interpretation services, maintenance of all 

diplomatic communication records, and preparation of the formal binational agreements (IBWC 

Minutes). The Public Affairs Office is responsible for public concerns and coordinates forums to 

inform and update the public about the ongoing and future U.S. section projects, initiatives, and 

issues.  The Public Affairs Office also delivers press releases, publications, brochures, and 

newsletters when needed.   

 

The Operations Department, with eight field offices, is responsible for technical and policy advice 

to the Commissioner, and oversees the U.S. section’s operation and maintenance activities to 

assure adherence with treaty requirements. The Engineering Department also provides technical 

and policy advice to the Commissioner. This department delivers technical support for all USIWBC 

http://www.ibwc.state.gov/Organization/Public_Affairs.html
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operations, and manages the engineering, environmental management, and geographic 

information system functions. In addition, the Engineering Department performs environmental 

impact studies, hydraulic studies, geotechnical investigations, water quality, and develops design 

plans and specification for construction of buildings, hydraulic and flood control structures, 

hydroelectric power plant infrastructure, and wastewater treatment plant infrastructures. 

Finally, the Administration Department provides administrative support to all agency functions 

through its divisions - Acquisitions, Budget and Financial Services, Information Management, 

and General Services (IBWC US section Website, 2016). 

  

http://www.ibwc.state.gov/EMD/Index.html
http://www.ibwc.state.gov/Organization/Administration/Acquisitions.html
http://www.ibwc.state.gov/Organization/Administration/budget.html
http://www.ibwc.state.gov/Organization/Administration/finance.html
http://www.ibwc.state.gov/Organization/Administration/imd.html
http://www.ibwc.state.gov/Organization/Administration/gsd.html
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Indus River Basin – India, China, Afghanistan and Pakistan 

The Indus River basin is an important international river basin shared among India, Pakistan, 

Afghanistan and China. The institutional arrangement considered by Indus riparian states (India 

and Pakistan) is the 1960 Indus Treaty to allocate the water between the two countries. The Indus 

treaty assigned the waters of the eastern tributaries of the Indus to India and the western 

tributaries to Pakistan. Worth mentioning is that the other two riparian Afghanistan and China 

are not included in the treaty. The agreement was mediated by the World Bank which also 

assisted in funding construction connected to the partition of the Indus (Alam, 2002; and Kliot et 

al. 2001).   

Amudarya 

The Amudarya is one more important Afghan and international river basins. After the collapse of 

the Soviet Union in 1991, the Central Asian countries Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Tajikistan, 

Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan established different institutions for regional cooperation such as 

the Subordinate Amudarya and Syr Darya Basin Management Authorities, the Interstate Council 

on the Problems of the Aral Sea Basin (ICAS), and the International Fund for Saving the Aral Sea 

(IFAS), that in 1997 were all integrated into (IFAS). The state presidents created the IFAS basically 

with the responsibility to collect revenue from each basin state for financing of rehabilitation 

efforts. The leadership of IFAS rotates in a two-year cycle among the Central Asian heads of state 

(Micklin, 2007). The founder states have agreed to adhere to international water law. Worth 

noting here that the inherent commitment to equitable, reasonable, and mutually advantageous 

water resource use would imply recognition of Afghanistan’s interests in the Amudarya, but to 
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date there have been no credible moves to integrate Afghanistan into IFAS structures (King, & 

Sturtewagen, 2010).  

The IFAS has its offices in each of the IFAS founder states, which interact with state and public 

organizations, legal entities, and individuals to facilitate the implementation of the objectives 

and goals of IFAS. Figure 8 shows the organizational structure of the IFAS. The IFAS functions on 

the basis of decisions of the Council of Heads of States, IFAS Board, IFAS Regulations, the 

Agreement on the status of IFAS and its organizations (IFAS website, 2016).  

The IFAS is mainly divided into two branches – the Integrated Commission for Water Coordination 

(ICWC), and The Interstate Commission for Sustainable Development (ICSD). The first was 

established in 1992 in accordance with the Agreement on Cooperation in the field of joint 

management, use and protection of transboundary water resources among Central Asian 

countries. The executive bodies of the ICWC are: Scientific and Information Center; Training 

Center; Coordination Meteorological Center; Secretariat of ICWC; Amudarya Basin Water 

Organization; and Syrdarya Basin Water Organization. The ICSD, established in 1994, is based 

upon the decision of Heads of the Central Asian states. This section is responsible for coordination 

on regional cooperation in the field of environmental protection and sustainable development in 

Central Asia, and is comprised of the two executive bodies; the Secretariat of ICSD and the 

Scientific and Information Center. Furthermore, there is the Executive Committee (EC) of IFAS, 

which is a permanent acting body of the IFAS and established in 2013 by the resolution of the 

President of IFAS and the President of Uzbekistan (IFAS website, 2016). 
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Bellagio Draft Treaty 
An important step toward establishment of rules regarding use, management and protection of 

groundwater is the 1989 Bellagio Draft Agreement (Hayton & Utton, 1989). The main focus of 

this agreement is to provide a mechanism for management of transboundary aquifers by mutual 

agreement/understanding between basin states rather than continuing to be subjected to 

unilateral taking. The document discourses contamination, depletion, drought and 

transboundary transfers as well as withdrawal and recharge issues. The target is to achieve joint, 

optimum utilization and avoidance of disputes over shared groundwater (Hayton & Utton, 1989). 

In short, the Bellagio Draft Treaty is a vital model treaty which includes the important elements 

of rules and institutional mechanism for managing transboundary aquifers.  

 

Conclusion 

This literature review started by defining “institutions”, assessing the role and importance of the 

institutions in transboundary water resources management, then moving to the available 

literature on the subject, and, in the final section, elucidating some of the existing bilateral and 

multilateral transboundary water resources management institutions. The primary focus of this 

research is to provide the government of Afghanistan a transboundary water management unit 

structure by learning from other developed and pioneer nations in the field of transboundary 

water resources management. However, after reading several articles, books, and papers I can 

claim that there is almost no literature available on the domestic structure and institutional 

arrangements (within a country) for transboundary water resources management, thus, I 

broadened my research to the institutions between two or more nations. Therefore, this 

literature review used both peer-reviewed articles and “grey literature” in the last section while 



41 
 

 

 

explaining the existing transboundary institutions to illustrate the important elements needed in 

a transboundary water resources management organization. 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 

This research blended different tools using a combined methodology rather than one specific 

method. The methods used were:  1) Interviews with experts; and 2) application of the “Risk and 

Opportunities to Cooperation” by Subramanian et al. (2012). In addition, secondary sources and 

literature provided further foundation. 

Secondary Sources/Literature Review 

A general picture of the Afghanistan’s shared river and groundwater basins and the key existing 

issues within the country and with the neighbors were highlighted using the available studies, 

reports, and articles obtained from different online sources and websites such as Afghan 

agencies, NGOs, U.S. government agencies, and neighboring countries e.g. Pakistan, Iran, 

Tajikistan and others. Moreover, for better understanding the institutional arrangements for 

transboundary water resources management beside the available literature, the existing 

institutions (e.g. IBWC, MRC, IFAS, etc.) were also studied.  

   

Interviews 

Interviews can be used as the primary or only approach in a study; however, they lend themselves 

well to be used in combination with other methods. There are different types of interviews, which 

are distinguished based upon the degree of structure and standardization of the interview. For 

instance, a fully-structured interview has predetermined questions with fixed wording usually in 

a pre-set order; a semi-structured interview has an interview guide that serves as a checklist of 

topics to be covered and a default wording and order for the questions, but the wording and 
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order are often substantially modified based on the flow of the interview, and additional 

unplanned questions are asked to follow up on what the interviewee says. Lastly, there is an 

unstructured interview, which has a general area of interest and concern but lets the conversation 

develop within this area. It can be completely informal (Robson, 2011). 

In this research, I used the semi-structured interview, which I believe was the most appropriate 

for my study. After gathering information from the secondary sources e.g. reports, articles, and 

books, this section’s focus was more on-the-ground realities, and learning from the people who 

work in Afghanistan on water management in general, and on transboundary waters in 

particular. There are different institutions, e.g. Ministry of Energy and Water (MEW), Ministry of 

Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock (MAIL), Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development 

(MRRD), Ministry of Mines and Petroleum (MoMP), Ministry of Foreign Affairs (MoFA), and Non-

Governmental Organizations (NGOs) working on/involved with transboundary surface water and 

groundwater resources. Interviewing some of the experts from the above entities, particularly 

MEW and MOFA was crucial and helpful for this study.  

I initially planned to interview 15-20 people, however this was a tentative number. My aim for 

the interviews was to reach saturation where no new information or themes emerge with further 

interviews or other data collected (Guest et al., 2006). Guest et al. (2006) indicate that 

researchers usually reach saturation between 6-12 interviews. It is worth mentioning that the 

transboundary waters issue is a political issue in Afghanistan (as any other country) therefore, 

reaching officials (particularly high-ranking officials) and bringing them to the interview was a 

limitation – but I was fortunate and able to have 10 interviewees from MEW, MOFA, International 

organizations working in Afghanistan and academia (numbers shown in Table 1).  
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Number Category Affiliation Number 
Interviewed 

 
1 

 
Afghanistan Government 

Ministry of Energy and Water 4 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs 2 

2 International Organizations Funding Agencies/World Bank 2 

3 Academia  2 

Table 1: Interview Participants 

Each interview ranged from forty five minutes to two hours depending on how much time the 

interviewee was able to devote, and how much information they wanted to share. Interviews of 

three participants were not recorded, but proper and careful notes were taken – and transcribed 

immediately into a Word document after the interviews. The rest were asked if I could record 

the interview and later on transcribe and analyze it. All of them allowed me to record our 

conversations. Eight of the interviews were taken in Pashto or Dari (Afghan national languages), 

the remaining two (with International experts) were conducted in English. Therefore, some of 

the quotes used in this study are translated to English from Pashto or Dari. These quotes are not 

attributed to the interview participants by name but rather by general involvement (e.g. an 

Afghan official, or an interviewee from international organizations). The goal of these quotes is 

to give instances that illustrate findings and concepts resulting from this research.  

In addition, as this study included human subjects, therefore the research was submitted to the 

Institutional Review Board (IRB) of Oregon State University (OSU) for ethics review and approval 

prior the interviews. A copy of the IRB approval is included in Appendix B. Oral consent was 

obtained before the beginning of each interview. To ensure confidentiality transcripts of 

interviews were given identification code numbers. Furthermore, within all forms of contacts, I 
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explained the purpose of the study and answered any questions by participants. Also adequate 

time was given to the participants to consider their decision to participate in this study or not. 

The interviews addressed the transboundary water resources issue in Afghanistan by asking 

questions about the existing institutional arrangement for transboundary waters of Afghanistan, 

its importance, challenges, funding, and stakeholders’ involvement. In addition it was asked that 

what type of transboundary water management unit is needed for the government of 

Afghanistan to initially prepare for transboundary basin negotiations, management and follow-

up on the international agreements with co-riparian countries. Moreover, it was asked that, what 

are the perceived risks of cooperation over transboundary water resources for the Afghan 

government standpoint, and the appropriate risk reduction strategies. 

In regards to recruitment of the interview participants, I visited Afghanistan in summer 2015, and 

talked to some people working at the Ministry of Energy and Water (MEW) about the chances 

that they might be interviewed for this research. Thus, I had a tentative list of participants with 

their contact details. My working experience in the water sector of Afghanistan was a huge 

advantage in undertaking these interviews. In addition, a snowballing approach was also applied 

to find more people for the interview and complete the target number of interviews. Lastly, after 

the IRB approval, interviewees were recruited and dates and times were set for the online (via 

Skype) interviews.  
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Chapter 4. Application of Framework: Risks and Opportunities to 

Cooperation  

Introduction 

Ashok Subramanian, Bridget Brown, and Aaron Wolf in their book “Reaching Across the Waters 

– Facing the Risks of Cooperation in International Waters” (2012) proposed a framework (figure 

9) which illustrates how countries assess their place in transboundary water cooperation based 

on net benefits and net opportunities. Benefits and costs are economic concerns, while 

opportunities and risks are political. The major difference between this framework and others is 

that it focuses on the political economy associated regional cooperation deals over water. In 

other words, this framework analyzes the political risks and opportunities rather than cost and 

benefits (which are already well studied and analyzed) related with transboundary water 

cooperation (Subramanian et al. 2012). 

The framework “Risks and Opportunities to Cooperation” illustrates four situations of countries 

while considering cooperation: (1) the upper right quadrant (shown in figure 9) is the region 

where countries are mostly keen to cooperate; (2) the upper left quadrant is the situation where 

countries may consider cooperation but there are concerns over cost; (3) in the lower right 

quadrant countries may consider a deal but they have to address risks and opportunities; and (4) 

in the lower left quadrant, countries may take on unilateral development. There are measures 

that a country can take to move to the upper quadrants of the framework: risk reduction, and 

opportunity enhancement, which will be discussed later in this chapter.  
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Perceived Risks 

Decision makers are mostly hesitant, or even resistant, to cooperate with their co-riparian state. 

This hesitation can be better understood by evaluation of perceived risks of their engagements.  

Subramanian et al. (2012) define perceived risk for a country as “the perception that an act of 

cooperation will expose the country to harm, will jeopardize something of value to the country, 

or even will threaten the political future of individual policy makers.” Their study identifies the 

following five major categories of perceived risks by decision makers while cooperating on 

transboundary water resources:  

I. Capacity and knowledge: Confidence in ability to negotiate a fair deal; having enough and 

the correct information and knowledge to do so (Subramanian et al. 2012).  

           Opportunity  
Opportunity Enhancement  
 

 
 
Countries may consider a deal but  Countries most likely to make  
likely request more benefits   a deal  
 
 
Cost                 Benefits 
 
Countries may pursue unilateral  Countries may consider a deal,  
development     but need to address risk and 
     opportunities 

 
 
 
Risk Reduction 

             
               Risks 

 

Figure 9- Framework: Risks and Opportunities to Cooperation 
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Subramanian et al. point out that decision makers, especially in less politically influential or 

economically developed states, see capacity and knowledge as big risks. They are afraid of their 

negotiation and bargaining skills and the amount of available basin data and its quality. 

II. Accountability and voice: Deliverability of benefits by the regional entity and co-riparians, 

often related to trust; having a say in decision making in the governing structures of the 

regional entity (Subramanian et al. 2012). 

This category of risk arises in situations where a country or policy maker fears that co-riparian 

states, regional institutions or third parties may not deliver the committed benefits. In addition, 

tensions over the country’s interests in joint decision making platforms are also part of this 

category of risk. Furthermore, the doubt over flow of benefits is also counted as part of the 

accountability and voice risk (Subramanian et al. 2012).  

III. Sovereignty and autonomy: Ability to act in best interest of the country without constraints; 

making decisions independently (Subramanian et al. 2012).  

This risk is counted as a core risk to decision makers mainly for the following two reasons: first 

because of their desire to have control over national development goals, and second, the right 

to make independent decision.    

IV. Equity and access: Fairness of (relative) benefits to country, including timing of benefits and 

costs and obtaining/retaining fair access to river.  

It is a concern of fairness in the deals between co-riparian countries, about specific quantity or 

quality of water, benefits delivery, and project costs. Equity and access is also counted as a core 

risk and concern (like sovereignty and autonomy) for decision makers (Subramanian et al. 2012). 
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V. Stability and support: Longevity of potential of agreement; in-country support of 

agreement, including ratification likelihood.  

Subramanian et al. point out that stability and support are important considerations; for 

countries, they have national and personal consequences. Here at question is not only the 

stability of an agreement, but also the decision maker’s (politician) positive or negative image, 

particularly in countries with powerful stakeholders.  

Cooperation Enhancement 

To reduce the aforementioned risks, Subramanian et al. (2012) propose a set of risk reduction 

strategies in their work. Risk reduction was found vital prior countries would go to negotiated 

outcomes. In addition to risk reduction measures, political opportunities were also found critical 

to overcome risks. Sometimes the perception of national and regional political gains can 

overcome the existing risks, and convince policy makers to cooperate. For example, the 

perception that cooperation over water would trigger other regional cooperation entices policy 

makers to cooperate. Furthermore, third parties like the World Bank, USAID and other donor 

agencies could help countries with risk reduction measurements. For instance, they can help in 

capacity building to develop the countries’ technical and negotiation skills, conduct basin-wide 

studies, design risk reduction strategies, and etc. (Subramanian et al. 2012).  

Subramanian et al. (2012) pose seven categories of risk reduction:  

I. Knowledge and skill expansion: Offering trainings, and studies in order to enhance the 

country capacity and knowledge, and providing assistance for developing new skills.  
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II. Institutional design: Tailoring the institutional arrangement to be a “fit for purpose” 

cooperative arrangement for dialogue and action among riparian.  

 

III. Agreement design: Tailoring the agreement to the preference of political leaders involved in 

terms of its formality, scope, goals, and obligations.  

 

IV. Program design: Shaping the program to address country interests and goals, including 

sectoral links, long-term versus short-term benefits, and review and monitoring  

 

V. Financing and guarantee: Meeting financing needs and gaps identified by countries, 

including third party guarantee of financial obligations  

 

VI. Facilitation (third party): Providing unbiased, third-party assistance in dialogues among 

riparians, including clarification and interpretations. 

 

VII. Decision legitimacy: Using consultation and discussion forums and other venues for ensuring 

widespread domestic and regional support of decisions (page # 5).  

Justification  

If a country has fear of risks associated with cooperation over transboundary water resources, it 

may not enter into cooperative agreements with its co-riparian states. By studying perceived risks 

Subramanian et al. (2012) suggest that “the observed hesitation, or even resistance, of countries 

to cooperation can be better understood by evaluating the perceived risks to engagement”. 
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However, in addition to what is just said, I believe identifying risks of engagement in cooperative 

actions will help providing a clear indication of what sort of risks is a country facing. Without any 

doubt, the provision of a systematically studied list of risks to politicians, leaders, or decision 

makers will help them make informed decisions. One can use   understanding of perceived risks 

to identify actions and strategies to better prepare the country for its transboundary water 

negotiations.  

Having said the above, in this section, the study reviews the experience of cooperation between 

Afghanistan and Iran on the Helmand River Basin (the only river basin that Afghanistan has a 

treaty on), applying the “Risk and Opportunities to Cooperation” framework. In addition, the 

framework will be also applied to the current situation of Afghanistan and its [Afghanistan 

government’s] concerns over transboundary waters cooperation to identify the existing risks, 

and eventually propose/recommend risk reduction strategies. It is worth mentioning that 

applying this framework is supported by the available secondary data and the interviews taken 

from transboundary water experts in Afghanistan for this study. 

Afghanistan as any other nation wants to use its water resources as a source of cooperation and 

trust building with its neighbors and co-riparian states; however, this should not be at economic 

or political cost for Afghanistan. In other words, cooperation should result in mutual benefits for 

Afghanistan as well as other co-riparian states. Therefore, measures to identify and address the 

perceived risks of cooperation will give Afghanistan the confidence to consider cooperative and 

appropriate deals with its neighbors. 
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The Helmand River Basin 

This section will address the experience of cooperation between Afghanistan and Iran on the 

Helmand River Basin focusing on the perception of risks and opportunities by Afghan and Iranian 

policy makers while negotiating the 1973 Helmand Waters Treaty. This section will also 

explore/review the postscript of the 1973 treaty using the interview results, a situation map and 

the available data. 

Background 

The Helmand River flows in southern Afghanistan. It originates in the Hindu Kush Mountains in 

central Afghanistan. The river originates about 90 kilometers west of Kabul, and flows 

southwestward through steep, narrow valleys of Hazarajat Mountains, crossing southwest 

through the desert of Dashti Margo. It forms the Afghan-Iranian border for fifty-five kilometers 

before flowing into the Sistan marshes and the Lake Hamun region of Iran around Zabol, shown 

in figure 10 (Whitney, 2006; and King and Sturtewagen, 2010). More detailed information about 

the Helmand Basin was provided under the study area section above.  
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Figure 10: Geography of the lower Helmand Basin showing the location of physical features and 

streams (Whitney, 2006) 

Since the 1800s the Sistan area has been the conflict area between Afghanistan and Iran. In 1873, 

General Fredrick Goldsmid, the British Commissioner, mediated a dispute and facilitated the 

establishment of the boundary between the countries and ensured water rights for irrigation in 

Iran/Persia through canals and infrastructure originating in Afghanistan. Once more the British 

government arbitrated a dispute when a huge flood in 1986 changed the course of the river. The 

border was resettled but the division of water was agreed to by neither Afghanistan nor Iran 

(Hearns, 2014; Aitchison, 1933). Various agreements have been negotiated in (1902, 1920, and 

1948) but all of them were neither ratified nor executed (Hydraulics Delft, 2007). 
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Finally on September 7, 1950, Afghanistan and Iran signed an agreement establishing the 

Helmand River Delta Commission to elaborate technical methods to share the Helmand River’s 

water between the two countries (King and Sturtewagen, 2010), which later in 1973 both 

countries were able to sign the current treaty on the Helmand River. It is worth mentioning that 

the United States’ involvement in the region significantly helped the establishment of this 

Commission (Hearns, 2014) and finalizing the treaty.  

Analysis 

Prior to 1950, neither Afghanistan nor Iran had the institutional setup or arrangement to decide 

and plan the tasks/activities to solve the dispute over water allocation. Thus, both were 

concerned over different risks of the water allocation agreement – specifically, Afghanistan as an 

upstream country was concerned for its sovereignty, and its future water needs in the lower 

Helmand. On the other hand, Iran was also worried about the amount of water reaching the 

country and having the assurance of reliable flow of water for the future.  

Iran was claiming its right based on the Arbitral Award on the Seistan Water Question by General 

Frederick Goldsmid in 1873 [actually the arbitral award was delivered in 1872, which was confirmed by 

the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs of Britain, and accepted by the Iran and Afghanistan governments 

in 1873] quoting this clause from the Award: “It is to be clearly understood that no works are to 

be carried out on either side calculated to interfere with the requisites supply of irrigation on both 

banks of the Helmand”. However, Iran always ignored the remaining part of the clause and 

clarification added by the Secretary of State for Foreign Affairs of the British Government as the 

final confirming authority, stating that “[…] but both sides have the right, within their territories, 

to maintain existing canals, to open out old or disused canals, and to make new canals, from the 
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Helmand River, provided that the supply of water requisite for irrigation on both sides is not 

diminished.”  

The 1950 agreement on the establishment of the Helmand River Delta Commission 

[recommended by the United States] to make recommendations on the allocation of the 

Helmand waters provided the opportunity to initiate dialogues on the issue. For Afghanistan 

certainly there were political gains because the existence of the United States and its 

recommendation on the Commission, made Afghanistan agree and interested in dialogues with 

Iran. After World War II, the U.S. government started working with underdeveloped and 

independent nations for economic development. U.S. assistance was focused on three main 

areas: transportation and communication, infrastructure, and agricultural development. In 

Afghanistan they focused on the development of the southern half of the country, primarily the 

lower Helmand Basin. It should be noted here that in the meantime Soviet Union was busy with 

oil and gas projects in northern Afghanistan. Work in the Helmand and Arghandab Valleys, known 

as Helmand Valley Project (HVP), inspired by the Tennessee Valley Authority (TVA) was the largest 

agricultural development project in Afghanistan in the early 1950s financed by U.S. Technical 

Assistance Grants (Whitney. 2006). Therefore, I believe Afghanistan did not want to have bad 

relationships with the United States. In addition, the desire to establish a good name in the 

regional cooperative actions cannot be denied. However, the political risks inherent in 

cooperation over transboundary waters remained high for Afghanistan.  

On the other hand, the establishment of the Commission was acceptable for Iran, because Iran 

approached the USA for facilitation over the Helmand River issue with Afghanistan. While going 

through the history of the Helmand River Delta Commission, this study found a translated piece 
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of the speech made by Mr. Monsef, Deputy of Parliament and Mr. Noury-Esfandiary, Minister of 

Foreign Affairs on May 16 and 17, 1947 respectively. In his speech, Iran’s Foreign Affairs Minister 

states that Iran has asked the United States’ ambassador Mr. George Allen as well as the State 

Department of the U.S. through their embassy in Washington D.C. to help Iran in settling the 

aforementioned issue with Afghanistan. 

When the Helmand River Delta Commission in 1951, a year after its creation, submitted the 

report on water allocation between two countries suggesting that 22 m³/s of water flow to Iran, 

an additional 4 m³/s was offered by Afghanistan as sign of brotherhood and goodwill. This has 

also been misrepresented by Iranians, as initially the UNEP (2005) report written by Dr. Zoltan 

Vekerdy and Remco Dost misleadingly states that Iran is purchasing the extra 4 m³/second of 

water from Afghanistan, then others citing the UNEP (2005) report as a source and insisting on 

the issue.  

Iran did not accept the recommendation of the 1951 report by the Helmand River Delta 

Commission and insisted on more water allocation, thus the issue remained unsolved. Equity and 

access were the main concerns for Iran while denying the agreement over the Commission 

report. Iran thought they were not getting their fair amount of water, although the amount 

recommended by Commission added 4 m³/s by the Afghanistan government. 

From Afghanistan’s point of view the establishment of the Commission and later on, the report 

submitted by them, filled the knowledge gap for Afghanistan and removed some of the concerns 

over the equity element. However, there was still risk of no domestic political support.   
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A drought in 1971 forced both sides to restart the negotiations, and this time they reached the 

1973 Helmand River Treaty (Hearns, 2014). With all sorts of risks, the Afghan – Iranian Helmand 

River Water Treaty (1973) was signed by Afghan Prime Minister Mohammad Musa Shafiq and 

Iranian Prime Minister Amir Abbas Hoveida (Helmand Treaty, 1973) both men seeing the political 

opportunities. Afghan Prime Minister Mohammad Musa Shafiq was the champion in finalizing 

the deal because of his cooperative strategies toward neighboring countries and his desire to 

gain political support from the United States. Musa Shafiq on was praised for his successes by 

U.S. President Richard Nixon (1969-1974) in a letter. Similarly Iran saw the amount of water 

offered by Commission and Afghanistan’s addition of 4 m³/s reasonable and realized that they 

may not get the offered water in drought or in the future. Therefore, Iran cooperated. 

Nevertheless, on the Afghanistan side, despite the spirit of cooperation in which the treaty was 

crafted, there was much opposition, mostly based on suspicions of Iranian motives. The treaty 

was not ratified by the Afghanistan parliament till 1977 (Abidi, 1977; and Hanasz, 2012). Having 

no domestic political support cost a lot to Mohammad Musa Shafiq as he was arrested in 1978, 

and then assassinated in 1979 by the Communist Party in power. His execution in Kabul Pul-e-

Charkhi prison was justified by saying he sold Afghanistan’s water to benefit Iran (Tolafghanistan 

website, 2016).   

Postscript  

Because of two decades of instability in Afghanistan the treaty was never fully implemented, and 

disputes over the terms of agreement remained. Currently, improved Kabul-Tehran relations 

after demolishing the Taliban regime have not yet yielded a straightforward solution. Some water 

experts as Matthew King and Benjamin Sturtewagen believe that the absolute character of the 
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stipulated allocation, as opposed to a percentage basis is the key flaw in the agreement as it 

stands. However, in recent years some steps have been taken toward solving the remaining 

problems. Both countries assigned a common Helmand River Commissioners Delegation in 

accordance with Protocol 1 of the Helmand River Treaty, and the commissioners currently meet 

on a quarterly basis to promote mutual cooperation (King and Sturtewagen, 2010).  

This dispute over water allocation between Afghanistan and Iran has a long history, and now the 

point of friction also encompasses the other shared water resource – the Harirud and Murghab 

basin. At risk are the livelihoods of the inhabitants of both countries, the environmental integrity 

of the region, particularly the Sistan Wetlands, and the development of hydroelectric power from 

these shared rivers (Hanasz, 2012).  

Currently there are several issues in the Helmand River basin which exacerbate the tensions 

between the two countries. Firstly, Iran perceives that increasing development and water 

consumption in upstream Afghanistan is negatively affecting water supply to Iran. They view the 

construction of dams in Afghanistan as a direct security threat. For instance, Afghanistan is 

rebuilding the Kajakai and Dahla dams, and has the Kamal Khan dam under construction. It is also 

considering building the Bakshabad Dam on the Farah River (Hearns, 2105). Iran is concerned 

that it will not have as much water as it is taking now [which may well be more than its guaranteed 

share of water under the Helmand Treaty (Hearns, 2015)] or has been accustomed to and that 

Afghanistan will “hold” back water. Because of these concerns in 2001 the Iranians complained 

to the United Nations that Afghanistan was holding back the water from the Kajaki Dam (Hearns, 

2015).  At the same time Iran has four reservoirs on Helmand River, named Chahnimeh 1-4 with 

a live capacity of 950 mcm, which is 150 mcm more than the treaty allocation to Iran. Plus in 
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2006, it was estimated that there were approximately 5,600 shallow wells pumping groundwater 

near the Afghanistan border (Hearns, 2014). In addition, Iran has already built the Dosti Dam in 

2004 on Harirud River without any prior notice or sharing the development plan with 

Afghanistan.  

Furthermore, groundwater resources are not covered under the Helmand Treaty and could pose 

problem to water resource management. Extensive groundwater pumping by Iran in the border 

region has affected water tables within Afghanistan. This reduces groundwater availability in 

Afghanistan and contributes to the drying of the Sistan Wetlands. In addition, the 1973 Helmand 

Treaty allocates a specific amount of water that Iran is allowed to take from the river – only at 

specific points defined in the Treaty. However, Iran is taking more than what is stipulated in the 

treaty (Hearns, 2015).  

The issue of Iran taking more water than what is allocated in the treaty has been highlighted 

often while interviewing Afghan transboundary water experts. A majority of interviewees 

pointed out that Iran is exploiting the transboundary groundwater resources as well as taking 

water from more than those 3 points indicated in the 1973 Treaty. One of the interviewees 

mentioned that “Iran is neither obeying the 1973 treaty (by taking water from more than 3 

assigned places), nor the customary law of international waters (by overexploiting or cheating on 

the transboundary groundwater resources).”  

Moreover, lack of reliable data from both riparian countries, information exchange and lack of 

transparency and trust is another issue between the countries, it is unlikely these points of 

friction will be resolved without a very proactive collaboration between Afghanistan and Iran. 
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Technically, the lack of a basin-wide approach is the main reason behind all the conflicts and 

disagreements. In addition to political tensions, climatic changes alter patterns of water flow and 

availability in the shared basins, leading some farmers to claim that insufficient water supply 

encourages them to plant poppy, a hardy crop (Hanasz, 2012).  

Sistan Wetlands, which are an environmentally sensitive area and totally dependent on Helmand 

River. There is always a fear of drying these wetlands, therefore the Helmand treaty makes some 

provisions for the wetlands in times of drought, calling on both parties to ‘meet or minimize’ the 

problem. However, there is concern that this responsibility will fall only on Afghanistan. In case 

Afghanistan is providing extra environmental flow, it will be very important to ensure that the 

additional water is not going into any other use by Iran but to the wetlands.  

Besides all the aforementioned problems, flooding is another issue for Afghanistan which should 

be addressed in future. Kamal Khan Dam will be very helpful in terms of flood control in the lower 

Helmand. Adding to this, drought also exacerbates the situation. The recent drought period in 

1998-2005 has created major conditions of famine in the area. The Hamuns Lakes were almost 

completely dried in the aforementioned period (Ettehad, 2010). Additionally, the very high 

evaporation rate is another factor adding to the tension in the region. 

Table 2 shows the current situation of both countries blaming each other, and some of the issues 

in the Helmand River Basin.  
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Afghanistan   Iran 

Iran takes more water than its right in the 
Helmand Treaty 

Afghanistan holds water and does not meet the 
Helmand Treaty commitments 

Lack of trust from both sides 

Already has Dosti Dam and four Chahnimeh Dams Hydroelectric dams are considered direct security 
threats 

Exploits the groundwater resources by  having 
around 5,600 shallow well in 2006 

Iran is deceived by Afghanistan and the United 
States while establishing the Helmand Treaty in 
1973 

Afghanistan needs more support than Iran to 
build its fragile economy.  

 

Groundwater resources are not under treaty 

Lack of a basin-wide approach 

Natural Issues e.g. consecutive drought periods, and floods; 

Environmental Issues e.g., the Sistan Wetlands 

Lack of data sharing and cooperation = lack of trust 

Table 2: Problems – Afghanistan and Iran  

To give a clear snapshot of the current situation in the basin, this study uses the situation mapping 

tool as follow. 

Situation Map  

Situation maps, also called concept maps, are tools for organizing and representing knowledge 

(Novak & Canas, 2006). For developing situation maps, concepts, generally nouns, are enclosed 

in circles or boxes of some type, and relationship between concepts or propositions are indicated 

by a connecting line between two concepts. Phrases are used on the line to specify the 

relationship between two concepts. The key elements are parties involved, issues, and activities. 
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To better represent the situation this study used the situation map while dividing it into five 

different parts as follow:  

1. Positive Archetypes 

2. Negative Archetypes  

3. Opportunities  

4. Neutrals; [Things with potential positive and negative impact on the conflict]  

5. Blurred issues; [Unknowns]  

The positive archetypes are the ones that help to transform or manage the Helmand River basin 

conflict between Afghanistan and Iran. While the positive archetypes are the ones that could 

capitalize on and ease the situation, there are issues which directly or indirectly threaten the 

current situation and may worsen the existing state – called negative archetypes.  In addition, we 

have opportunities which may help to settle the current conflict. Furthermore, there are issues 

with potential to have both positive and negative impacts on the current state, such as 

agriculture, hydropower, etc. – called neutrals here. Finally, there are issues that are still unclear 

and cannot be assigned to one of the aforementioned categories. These are blurred issues.  Figure 

11 shows the five sections of the map. Similar partition of cells is used in Cynefin Framework (O 

Neil, 2004) where they named their five domains as: simple, complicated, complex, chaotic, and 

disorder. 

                                                      Neutral                           Positive Archetype 

 

 

                                      Negative Archetype                      Opportunities  

Blurred 
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Figure 12: Positive Archetype 

Afghan-Iran 
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The following figures show each section with the concepts from the Helmand River basin, and at 

the end we will put all five parts together to analyze the situation. 
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Figure 11: Five Sections of the Situation Map 
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Figure 14: Neutrals 
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What stands as blurred here is the implementation of the 1973 treaty. 
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Figure 16: Blurred Issues 
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Figure 17: The Helmand Basin Situation Map 
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The previous section reviewed the cooperation between Afghanistan and Iran on the 

Helmand River Basin focusing on the perception of risks and opportunities by Afghan 

and Iranian policy makers while closing the 1973 Helmand Waters Treaty. The 

following section will discuss current cooperation between Afghanistan and its co-

riparian states.   

The Present Level of Cooperation   

The Northern River is the only river which does not  flow to neighboring countries and 

has the lowest percentage (2%) of the total river flow of any river basin in Afghanistan, 

see figure 18 (Afghanistan Watershed Atlas, 2007). More than 84% of Afghanistan’s 

surface area is comprised of transboundary river basins, and at least 87% of 

Afghanistan’s population live within one of its transboundary basins (Watson, 2014). 

Generally surface water flows out from Afghanistan, which cumulatively make 42.22 

BCM/year, where inflow is 10 BCM/year - only through Kunar River, which flows from 

Pakistan and leaves Afghanistan as outflow. All of the four transboundary river basins 

of Afghanistan were explained in the previous chapter, here I will only highlight the 

treaty or any agreement existing on them.  
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Figure 18: Proportion (%) of Total River Flow by River Basin 

In its four transboundary river basins and out of seven co-riparian state (not including 

China and India because Afghanistan does not share the Kabul River directly with 

them), Afghanistan has only one water allocation treaty with Iran, however there are 

agreements signed in different periods of time which a little bit touches on water e.g. 

considering river as a border/frontline (for instance on the Amudarya with USSR), but 

they are not solely addressing water allocation or water management issues.  

 

Table 3 shows the current treaties on transboundary waters of Afghanistan.  

No River Basin Co-riparian States Treaty 

1  
 
Kabul River Basin 
(Indus River) 

 
 
Pakistan (India and 
China) 

The 1960 Indus Treaty between 
India and Pakistan; and 

2 the 1921 treaty between 
Afghanistan and Great Britain 
with little water coverage. 

3 Helmand River 
Basin 

Iran 1973 Afghan-Iranian Helmand-
River Water Treaty 

57

4 11
26

02

Proportion (%) of Total River Flow by River Basin 

Transboundary Rivers National
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4 Harirud & 
Murghab Rivers 
Basin 

Iran and 
Turkmenistan 

1926 Treaty between Iran and 
Turkmenistan 

5  
 
 
 
Amudarya River 
Basin 

 
 
 
 
Kyrgyzstan, 
Tajikistan, 
Uzbekistan, and 
Turkmenistan 

1873 Frontier Agreement 
between Afghanistan and Russia; 

6 1946 Frontier Agreement 
between Afghanistan and the 
Union of Soviet Socialist 
Republics; and 

7 1958 Treaty between the USSR 
and the Royal Government of 
Afghanistan. 

8 Recent Agreement on Data and 
Information Sharing with 
Tajikistan. 

Table 3: Treaties or Agreements - Afghanistan Transboundary Waters 

Steps are now being taken by the National Unity Government (NUG) of Afghanistan 

to cooperate on transboundary water resources with co-riparian states. The recent 

Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) signed by Afghanistan and Iran on January 7, 

2016 illustrates this. The agreement was signed by Chief Executive Dr. Abdullah and 

Vice President of Iran Eshagh Jahangiri in Iran. It discusses many issues such as: the 

Afghan government-led peace talks with the opposition, the further expansion and 

strengthening relations between two countries based on the principles of national 

interests, good neighborly relations, preserving independence, territorial integrity, 

mutual respect for national sovereignty, threats posed by terrorism, drug trafficking, 

significance of the Chah-Bahar transit hub, and the repatriation of Afghan refugees. 

Most importantly, the last three clauses of the agreement discuss the Helmand and 

Harirud waters issue, quoting only the first clause about Harirud as follow:  
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“Given the significance of the Harirud river for both countries, the 

Parties agreed that in addition to forming a relevant joint taskforce, 

they will conduct studies with regard to water condition and capacity 

of Harirud, based on which, reasonable and just water distribution 

will be negotiated consistent international laws and regulations, and 

within the framework of economic, transit and trade package agreed 

upon between Iran and Afghanistan (MoU between Iran and 

Afghanistan, 2016 – Clause 27th)”.  

Furthermore, the MoU emphasizes the comprehensive and complete execution of the 

1973 Helmand Water Treaty and the holding of regular quarterly meetings of the 

Helmand water commissioners. Both countries express their concerns about the 

Hamoons and Gawd-e-Zereh ecosystems.  

Another Memorandum of Understanding was signed in 2014 between the Islamic 

Republic of Afghanistan and the Republic of Tajikistan for the period of 2015-2017 and 

prospectively until 2020. The MoU is on Exchange of Hydrological Data and 

Information Relating to the Panj-Amudarya River Basin, aiming that both 

governments will interact and cooperate in the exchange of hydrological data and 

information on a regular, mutually beneficial and free-of-charge basis. The MoU 

discusses the scope of notifications on hazardous and extreme hydro-meteorological 

events, format and coordination of hydrological data and information exchange, 

communication channels of data provision, and dispute resolution mechanisms.  
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In addition to the aforementioned MoUs with Iran and Tajikistan, there are talks 

with Turkmenistan about Harirud-Murghab basin waters, indicated by one of the 

interviewees: “[…] there are also talks with Turkmenistan or at least there has been 

visits and sort of initiation of talks, which shows Afghanistan’s intentions to 

cooperation.” 

There are also plans to build a 1,500 megawatt hydroelectric dam with Pakistan 

(Reuters, 2015) ². The project was initial to be supported by Pakistan, but now China 

agreed that Beijing will finance the building of the proposed dam on the Kunar River. 

This project is expected to supply electricity to Pakistan and will be jointly managed 

by both neighbors.  

Besides the cooperative actions, there are some unilateral development plans by the 

Afghan government. For instance, the recent announcement of funds for the 

construction of 29 large, medium and small dams by the Afghan President 

(Mohammad Ashraf Ghani) has some regional implications³. The dams will boost the 

agricultural economy of the country, which is currently largely dependent on 

neighboring countries. However, its effects on the water flow to the downstream 

riparian states will raise concerns and may escalate disputes over transboundary 

waters.  

The aforementioned agreements with Iran and Tajikistan, joint project with Pakistan, 

and dialogues with others clearly indicate that Afghan leaders are well aware of 

transboundary water resources’ importance and their geographical position as an 
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upstream country where they can use their position as leverage in the regional 

activities and tradeoffs; and they are now looking for political gains over Afghanistan 

transboundary waters. This point was also substantiated by one of the interviewees 

in responding to the question, “How important do you think the transboundary 

waters issue is for the government of Afghanistan?” 

“It is an important asset of the country; you can use transboundary 

waters in a positive way as well as a negative way. You can make 

friends or enemies. Thus, now it is to the government to see how 

efficiently we can use this resource. Till now it was not the priority. 

But now it is priority and it is important for us.  

I have to add that for the previous government (under Hamid Karzai 

administration) - transboundary waters’ importance was very low – 

or we can say not as prioritized as for the current system. Currently, 

the President of Afghanistan Mohammad Ashraf Ghani is well aware 

of the topic and its importance. 

It is leverage that Afghanistan has, and it can be used to make 

friends”  

On the water importance to Afghanistan one of the interviewees rightly connected 

this to the social security and the escalation of insurgencies in the country, stating:   

“Water is one of the precious resources – in today’s context, water is an important 

contributor to social security.  I have some evidences that shows that the escalation of 
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insurgencies in eastern Afghanistan was somehow connected to the tensions of 

building hydropower dams on the Kunar/Kabul River Basin.” 

This is also linked to neighbors’ interference and their role in the instability of 

Afghanistan, as stated by one of the interviewees:  

 “… In the last four decades – it was thought [by Afghanistan 

neighbors] that maintaining the current flow of water is easily 

possible in insecurity and instability of Afghanistan. In the other 

words, an instable Afghanistan (because of its water resources) is in 

favor of its neighbors such as Iran, Pakistan and others. However, the 

Afghan government and populace understand the current situation, 

therefore, the NUG want to settle and negotiate transboundary 

waters with co-riparian states.” 

Another current issue that triggered tensions across with Iran and Turkmenistan is the 

completion of Salma Dam (on the Afghanistan side) on the Harirud River – started in 

1976 but could not be completed on that time because of the Soviet invasion in 1979 

(Favre & Kamal, 2004; Thomas & Warner, 2015). The Salma Dam will irrigate more 

82,000 hectares, and generate 44 megawatts of electricity. This would reduce the 

river flow to Iran by 62% or 73% claimed by Peterson (2013) (Thomas & Warner, 

2015). That is why the issue of Harirud waters was raised and added in the MoU 

between Afghanistan and Iran during Dr. Abdullah’s visit (January, 2016) to Iran.   
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Chapter 5. Results  

The first portion of this section will report findings on the importance of the 

transboundary waters issue to Afghanistan, the creation of a transboundary water 

resources management unit, and the role of funding agencies in assisting Afghanistan 

to overcome various challenges related to transboundary water issues and the 

creation of the unit. The second part describes the perceived current risks to 

Afghanistan’s cooperation with its co-riparians and risks identified in the Helmand 

River Basin case study. This section is supported by the interviews with Afghanistan 

transboundary water experts and available secondary data. 

Part I  

Results suggest that the creation of a transboundary water resources management 

unit is the most important step for the government of Afghanistan to tackle its 

transboundary waters issue with its co-riparian states. The interview participants 

discussed various positive aspects related to the creation of the unit, including the 

current political will of the Afghan leaders and decision makers toward solving 

transboundary water issues, as well as the availability of funding by the World Bank, 

Asian Development Bank, USAID and other donor agencies. However, there are 

barriers including lack of expertise (particularly on the legal aspects of transboundary 

waters), unavailability of technical data, problems concerning data sharing 

between/among Afghan government agencies, and outdated information.   
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The analysis of the interview transcripts indicates four major themes – Importance of 

transboundary waters for Afghanistan and the management unit, stakeholders’ 

involvement, obstacles, and funding and third party assistance.  

Importance of the issue  

In regards to the importance of transboundary water resources to Afghanistan, and 

creation of a unit to manage these waters, all of the interview participants believed 

and rated the issue as of high importance. The interview questionnaire asked them to 

rate the importance of the issue on a scale of 1 to 10 (1 = least important, 10 = most 

important).  A majority of the participants rated this issue a 10.  One of the 

interviewees pointed out the significance of the transboundary waters and the 

creation of an institution as followings:    

“I believe it is really clear that creation of a transboundary water 

management unit is crucial, necessary and important. Other countries 

have oil, we [Afghanistan] have clean water. Thus, there should be a 

unit who should be able to master negotiations skills, study our basin 

as well as study our co-riparian countries need, and desires.” 

This is also supported by Biswas (2005) who stated that institutions are mostly 

responsible to ensure the good governance of water sector. He argues that, if the 

water institutions are not efficient, even the best approaches, processes, technologies 

and techniques cannot make significant contributions. 
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Another interviewee talks about the overall importance of transboundary waters to 

Afghanistan, stating,  

“Culturally, socially, politically, physically it is a big deal. So I would give 

it 10 as most important [...]”   

In addition, an interviewee emphasizes the importance of the unit as a place where 

knowledge and information about the country’s transboundary waters can be kept, 

recorded and conveyed, saying:   

“It is good to have an institutional structure – because you have a 

physical place where knowledge can be stored, and transferred to from 

one person to another.” 

Another interview participant from the international organizations stated that, 

“I created a massive database [on transboundary waters of 

Afghanistan], all I could do is to give it to individuals. But there was no 

institution to handover my work.” 

In summary, there is a huge need for a transboundary waters institution that would 

be responsible for managing the resource, collecting and storing the available data, 

and transferring knowledge from one person/agency to another.  

Stakeholders’ Involvement in the Unit  

The majority of the interview participants (90%) mentioned the importance and 

involvement of several key stakeholders in the transboundary waters issue. They 
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named different ministries as well as organizations that should be part of the 

institutional arrangements for these waters such as: Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

(MoFA), Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock (MAIL), Ministry of Finance 

(MOF), Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and Development (MRRD), Ministry of 

Commerce and Industries (MOCI), Ministry of Mines and Petroleum (MOMP), Ministry 

of Interior (MOI), Ministry of Border and Tribal Affairs (MOBTA),  National 

Environmental Protection Agency (NEPA), Water Users Associations (WUA), etc.     

Involvement of key stakeholders in the institutional arrangements for transboundary 

waters of Afghanistan was something suggested by majority of the interview 

participants. Based on the Afghanistan Water Law, Article # Eight – “Management and 

planning for the transboundary waters between Afghanistan and its neighboring 

countries and changes of watercourses are the responsibility of the Ministry of Energy 

and Water with agreements from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, Ministry of Interior 

and the Ministry of Border and Tribal Affairs” (Afghanistan Water Law, 2009). But 

actually there are more stakeholders involved with transboundary waters than what 

is mentioned in the law. One of the interviewee talks about the MOF’s involvement,  

“MOF is important to be involved in transboundary water issues, 

particularly for investment matters on hydropower projects with co-

riparian states […].”  

The individual continues on having other organization on the board as well, 
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“There are other issues that you need to pull in the concern ministries 

or organizations, for example, Afghanistan negotiated an agreement 

with Tajikistan on environmental data, and thus the existence of NEPA 

was necessary.”    

Involvement of various stakeholders in transboundary waters was a source of conflict, 

however, unexpectedly one of the MEW officials indicated that the need for various 

ministries and their expertise will reduce the chances of conflicts: 

In regards to stakeholders’ involvement, I do not think there would be 

a problem, because every line ministry understands their responsibility 

and we believe all of them should be somehow involved in the process. 

This will reduce the chance of conflict between ministries. For example, 

beside water resources specialists, we need agriculture experts to 

determine the demand from our agriculture sector, thus, every 

concerned ministry and agency should be involved for desired result 

from this unit.  

Another Afghan official on potential problem or conflicts: 

“Responsibilities are determined, while MEW is responsible for 

technical issues, MOF is looking at the funding side, MoFA has to deal 

with the diplomatic issues, and others at their specific areas. Therefore, 

I believe there shouldn’t be a problem between stakeholders of this 

unit/commission.”  
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The idea of an institution as a way to manage stakeholders’ needs and interests is also 

supported by IUCN Water Briefing on Transboundary Water Institutions, stating that 

institutions are the “engine” of transboundary basin governance, offering the means, 

mandate, and facilities required to implement agreements, reflecting the needs and 

interests of stakeholders.  

In summary, participation of key stakeholders such as Ministry of Finance, Ministry of 

Foreign Affairs, National Environmental Protection Agency, Water Users Associations 

and others is crucial for the success of transboundary waters unit.  

The interviewees also discussed the professionals that need to be in the unit. For 

instance, they named hydrologists, hydrogeologists/groundwater experts, 

economists, agriculturists, international water law experts, diplomats, biologists, 

environmental scientist, endangered species specialist, sociologist, etc. This will be 

further discussed in the recommendation sections. 

Obstacles  

Obstacles to the establishment and function of a transboundary waters management 

unit were named by all the interview participants. There were concerns about political 

obstacles, geopolitical environment, and technical obstacles such as lack of technical 

expertise on transboundary waters issue, lack of data, outdated information, lack of 

public awareness of the topic, and the sensitivity toward the transboundary waters in 

Afghanistan, etc.  
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One of the interviewee interestingly distinguished two types of obstacles to the 

creation and functioning of the transboundary waters management unit. First, 

political obstacles – the Afghanistan Government and international community’s will 

toward transboundary waters negotiations. Second, technical obstacles - the capacity 

of various ministries to take on the issue. 

On the technical side, lack of human resources or lack of expertise was indicated by 

majority of the participants. In addition, outdated information was also named as a 

problem in managing transboundary waters. One of the interviewee talks on the lack 

of transboundary waters experts and the unavailability of this topic in the Afghanistan 

Universities: 

“[…] In Afghanistan there is no such faculty (school) to teach 

transboundary water resources management.” 

This could be also connected to a concern by another interviewee on the absence of 

research on Afghanistan waters.  

More interestingly, lack of public awareness on transboundary waters issues was 

mentioned by 90% of the participants as an obstacle.  

And finally, one of the Afghan officials stated another hurdle to the work of the 

transboundary waters unit – the problem of data and information sharing 

among/between the Afghan agencies and organizations: 
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“We have to sort out the data and information sharing problem; Data 

is restricted within organizations in the country. We are currently 

working on a hub/portal to collect the data from relevant 

organizations.”  

This issue is also indicated by Gopalakrishnan (2005) as constraint which may lead to 

institutional entropy. The author argues that free access to all relevant information 

and data must be provided to institutions, else lack of access to such information 

unavoidably leads to failure of institutions. 

 

Funding and Third Party Assistance  

Funding and third party assistance were often discussed during the interviews. 

Interestingly the majority of the participants (from Afghan officials as well as 

international organizations) indicated that abundant funding is available for the 

overall water sector, and for transboundary waters in particular. One respondent 

outlined the funding availability as well as the necessity to support water sector as 

below, 

“[…] there are lots of agencies ready to help the water sector of 

Afghanistan. Now international community is aware that water 

security is political security. For instance, Egypt on the Nile started 

building the Aswan Dam while the government before that was 

collapsed because of water security. Therefore, both the government of 
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Afghanistan and donor agencies can put the money together to help 

this sector.” 

In addition, concerning donors’ support, one participant from the international 

organizations stresses their role in capacity building – and asking the government for 

a clear path on its water negotiations with co-riparian states: 

 “I believe we [donor agency] have the most impact if we build the 

capacity and bring in the right experts as we have good view of who 

are the good expert on the field. And the actual decision about 

engaging what has need to be discussed should come from the 

government.”     

Another interviewee from the international organizations talks about the funding 

agencies’ hesitancy to support Afghanistan on transboundary waters issue because 

Afghanistan lacks a clear approach: 

“Donors are reluctant to get involved in development of Afghanistan 

water resources when the government does not have a clear approach 

as to how it is going to relate to its neighbor.” 

The individual continues: 

“I believe donor agencies have a big role to facilitate dialogues between 

the countries, in addition, they have a big role in helping to develop 

funding, developing acceptable infrastructure projects in Afghanistan 
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that could take private investment. BUT they need to know what is the 

approach from Afghanistan and that’s not clear so far.”  

While participants from the funding agencies were emphasizing a clear path from the 

Afghan government regarding transboundary waters, Afghan officials and others had 

some observations on the donor agencies’ assistance methods, as one participant 

opined:  

“[…] not completely satisfied with the donors’ assistance method.  At 

the higher level some stronger commitments should be made. Because 

[Afghanistan] being a poor country with the lowest human 

development index, priority should be given to us, and we should be 

helped and supported.” 

Furthermore, there were also concerns about the donors’ agenda and their 

achievements in Afghanistan: 

“Their [the donors] role is so far very minimal.….. As there was no such 

agenda to work on Afghanistan’s transboundary waters development 

in the higher level, thus we did not see any support from them in our 

water resources. For instance, they did not fund Afghanistan in building 

any kind of dam in the last 15 years.  And it was the overall policy of 

international community in Afghanistan.”  

Another respondent expresses views on the third party assistances and Afghan 

government expectations: 
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“Donor agencies are interested to support the government in capacity 

building sides, and the government is also trying to get their help, 

however, Afghanistan will never depend on the donor agencies, 

because transboundary waters are a national security issue and should 

be solved by the government if donors lack the capacity to help on any 

part.”  

More importantly, one of the participants pointed out that the fragmented way of 

support from the donor agencies will not help Afghanistan.  The individual insisted on 

a more well-coordinated funding of donors:  

“Their [donors] support is not coordinated. USAID wants a project on 

transboundary waters, as well as ADB, World Bank, Government of 

Germany, EU and others – they are kind of ad hoc.  

 

Government wants their funding in well-coordinated manner, and we 

have meetings to address this issue.” 

At the end, a crucial matter regarding donors’ support was raised by all of the 

participants, insisting on the need for more agreements by Afghanistan with its co-

riparian states - if Afghanistan wants to acquire funding for developing projects on its 

transboundary rivers. This issue was stated by Afghan officials while exemplifying the 

Helmand River Treaty and ADB support on the aforementioned basin, as well as 

respondents from international organization, stating their limitations working on 

unnegotiated basins. 
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In summary all four themes i.e. importance of the unit, key stakeholders’ involvement, 

obstacles, and funding and third party assistance are interdependent as each can 

influence the other and it is likely that themes would need to be addressed for 

successful function of the transboundary waters management unit. As an example, 

the interdependency between obstacles and third party assistance –if Afghanistan 

wants to tackle the aforementioned barriers, then it needs to utilize the currently 

available funding and assistance from donor agencies.   

 

Part II  

Analysis of the interview transcripts shows two different participant views on the 

negotiation of transboundary water resources of Afghanistan (figure 19). The first 

group of participants was in favor of dialogue initiation with co-riparian states for 

now, and the eventual negotiation of water treaties or agreements in the future. It 

should be very clear that they only asked for dialogue initiations, which is different 

from negotiation and finalization of a treaty or an agreement. The second group 

opposes current negotiations - this camp wants Afghanistan’s government to start 

preparing and enhancing its technical knowledge and capacity, bargaining skills, and 

institutional arrangements for future transboundary water negotiations.  
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While the former group argues that Afghanistan should take advantage of the 

existence of the international community in the country and current opportunity and 

support provided by the third party organizations like the WB, USIAD, ADB and other 

donors, the latter group argues that Afghanistan is involved in an active war against 

the Taliban and other terrorist groups, as well as lacking sufficient expertise in the 

field of transboundary water negotiations. For these reasons, they feel that 

Afghanistan will not be able to negotiate a fair deal.      

For instance, those who advocate for negotiations in the near-term are represented 

by the following quotes: 

“I believe we do need some homework. However, looking at the 

situation there is a need as well as intention, thus we are good to go. 

We have to utilize the existence and support of donor agencies.” 

“I believe in ‘learning by doing’ strategy and I also think that 

Afghanistan should not be afraid of negotiations. This is the right time 
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to initiate things (not negotiate or sign a treaty). I think we can start 

with data sharing, information sharing, joint data collection, and other 

such projects.” 

In contrast, proponents of delayed negotiations and instead focusing on domestic 

skills development, arguing that Afghanistan is not in an ideal position for its 

transboundary waters negotiations.   

” As far as we have security problems, and we are in a war – I do not 

believe we are prepared for water negotiations. Peace is very crucial 

for negotiations.” 

Despite having two different ideas/views on Afghanistan transboundary water 

negotiations – opinions on the risks facing Afghanistan during negotiations were the 

same. A majority of the participants pointed out Afghanistan’s inability to ensure fair 

negotiations. They mentioned insufficient technical knowledge of the country’s 

basins, data gaps (e.g. good hydrological data and projections on new trends while 

negotiating), weak bargaining and negotiation skills or expertise compared to other 

co-riparian states, lack of public awareness on transboundary waters issue, absence 

of domestic support to transboundary water negotiations, and risks concerning 

faithfulness of neighbors on delivering the benefits to Afghanistan. To this last point, 

they gave the example of Helmand-River Treaty. One of the interviewees also raised 

concern about Afghanistan being a unitary actor i.e. having the same political will or 

opinion among leaders of Afghanistan.  
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Each of the aforementioned concerns goes under one of the five categories of risks 

provided by the Subramanian et al. (2012) framework – namely, capacity and 

knowledge, accountability and voice, sovereignty and autonomy, equity and access, 

and stability and support. The rest of this section will discuss the five broad categories 

of risk facing Afghanistan in its transboundary water resources cooperation with 

support, where appropriate, from the Subramanian et al. (2012) work and other 

literature that highlights similar experiences from other nations. 

I. Capacity and Knowledge  

Capacity and knowledge were the most repeated theme by Afghan officials and others 

from international organizations and academia (the ones that are experts of 

transboundary waters but not working in the government, or any international 

organization). This risk basically refers to two different areas, first the fear of not 

having enough skills and expertise to negotiate a fair deal, and second, the lack of 

confidence in having sufficient technical knowledge of a river basin. The significance 

and existence of this category of risk is also supported by Subramanian et al. (2012) in 

their case studies of the Eastern Nile, Niger, Ganges, Syr Darya, and Zambezi basins. 

Furthermore, in the studied basin for this report [the Helmand River Basin case] 

capacity and knowledge risk were also identified. For example, the establishment of 

the Helmand River Delta Commission, and later on, in 1951, the report submitted by 

the Commission provided Afghanistan and Iran the opportunity to upgrade their 

technical knowledge and information on the river basin, and helped Afghanistan 

overcome its concerns regarding water allocation.    
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With regard to the current situation, all of the ten interview participants indicated 

that lack of capacity and knowledge is a prominent risk to Afghanistan cooperation 

with co-riparian states. Two of the participants distinguished the knowledge risk from 

the capacity risk. They believe that Afghanistan has enough negotiation capacity, as 

one of the current negotiations proponents noted that: 

“In regards to negotiation capacity, I think Afghanistan has the 

capacity. For instance, if you see TAPI, CASA 1000, Peace Negotiations 

[with Taliban] and other big projects, they all need lots of negotiations, 

so Afghanistan is capable of doing so.” 

However, availability of technical data or knowledge is a concern. This individual 

continues: 

“I think there is enough capacity, [but] you might not have enough 

information on everything – [like] good hydrological data.”  

All interview participants mentioned data availability as a challenge for the 

government of Afghanistan if it wants to negotiate with co-riparian states. In addition 

to negotiation capacity and technical knowledge (e.g. hydrological data, economic 

data, social data, etc.) explored by Subramanian et al. (2012) in their five case study 

basins, professional or technical staff capacity on transboundary waters was a 

recurrent theme in the interviews. Afghanistan currently lacks sufficient 

transboundary water experts - those who have studied transboundary water 

resources management or negotiation at the graduate level. This issue was raised in 
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almost every interview when I asked about the obstacles to transboundary water 

negotiations and about how much transboundary water expertise there is in the 

country. Currently there are people who have worked on transboundary waters issue 

in the MEW and MoFA however, those are the people who are trained on the job – as 

stated by one of the interviewees: 

“There are people trained by talking short courses in transboundary 

water resources management provided by the World Bank, and others. 

However, this is not enough – the government of Afghanistan should 

tackle this area as soon as possible if they want to negotiate.” 

Referring to the obstacles to transboundary water negotiations, another interview 

participant said: 

“Overall the transboundary water resources issue is a new topic, and 

this field is not really mastered in this part of the world. First thing [risk 

for Afghanistan] is that we do not have the transboundary water 

experts as required.” 

After more than three decades of war and instability in Afghanistan, it was not 

surprising that the majority of the statements by the interview participants pointed 

out the capacity and knowledge risk as a prominent one on the Afghanistan way 

before entering transboundary water negotiations. This is well supported by the 

recent work of Subramanian et al. (2014), who argue that leaders, especially in less 

politically influential or economically developed countries, see lack of capacity and 



91 
 

 

 

knowledge as a great risk. Their low confidence on their capacity compared to their 

negotiation partners makes them worried about their ability to negotiate a good deal.  

II. Accountability and voice  

This risk category is raised in situations where a country or policy maker fears that co-

riparian states, regional institutions or third party organizations may not deliver the 

committed benefits. In addition, tensions over the country’s interest in joint-decision 

making platforms are also part of this category of risk (Subramanian et al. 2012). 

Although there has been dialogue initiated by Afghanistan over transboundary water 

resources with co-riparian states like Iran, Pakistan, Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and 

others, currently there are no active negotiations over water, therefore, it was 

difficult to determine if this risk is present. However, Afghanistan, as a less 

economically developed state, has concerns about other co-riparian states obeying 

future agreements. I linked this concern with the only treaty that Afghanistan has– 

the 1973 Helmand Waters Treaty. I tried to learn how faithful Iran has been to the 

1973 treaty, and how it cooperated with Afghanistan. I asked the interviewees about 

Iran’s approach toward the treaty, and if Afghanistan be concerned about future 

negotiations on Harirud waters with Iran?  

A majority (70%) of the interview participants believe that Iran did not follow the 1973 

treaty, as two of them are quoted as follows: 

“In regards to the treaty implementation, Afghanistan has always been 

very honest, however, Iran has not obeyed and implemented the treaty 
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(as they should). Iran has abused the political instability in Afghanistan 

to their advantage. For instance, they are allowed to take water from 

three points, however, they divert/take water from more 100 places.” 

“[…] Iranians are not following the treaty. They are not implementing it 

properly. For instance, they are cheating on groundwater.” 

However, there were other opinions as well, for instance two (20%) of the 

interviewees blamed the internal conflicts/political instability since 1970s in 

Afghanistan as a barrier to the implementation of the treaty, stating: 

“[…] in regards to Iran’s role in the implementation of this treaty we 

cannot blame Iran for it as well. However, they used our instability in 

their favor. They still have influence in the water sector of Afghanistan, 

and want to have their hegemony through their political influence.  

“Implementation was disruptive because of political instability. Iran is 

stronger than us, so we have to be humble. We have to show some 

flexibility. When you have more guns, you have more rights.”  

One of the interview participants is from an international organization with limited 

information about the treaty and its implementation by Iran, or concerns related to 

this category of risks facing Afghanistan, thus I put his/her answer as “no idea on the 

topic” in the figure 20. 
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Figure 20: Iran's Accountability toward Afghanistan in regards to the Implementation 

of the 1973 Treaty 

It is important to mention here that there are also concerns by Iranians in the 

literature regarding the implementation of the 1973 treaty.  According to Ettehad 

(2010), Najafi and Vatanfada (2011) and others, Afghanistan has not properly 

implemented the treaty by holding back the water in the Kajaki Dam.  

Another issue raised by only one of the interviewee is: 

“Afghanistan is concerned by not being included to the IFAS and other management 

bodies of the Amudarya; thus, they are not sure how they will be included and how 

will Afghanistan deal with already established institutions by Central Asian Countries 

[they are confident on their voice to be heard in that platform]”.  

This is well supported by the recent work of Subramanian et al. (2014) arguing that,  
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“Having a voice in the decision-making processes at the regional level is also of 

paramount concern, especially for countries that have historically not had their 

interests seriously considered.” Therefore, the accountability and voice risks are 

relevant for the Afghan government, and for the future leaders of their water 

negotiations.”    

III. Sovereignty and autonomy  

This is counted as a core risk to the decision makers mainly for two reasons: first the 

desire to have control over national development goals, and second, the right to make 

independent decisions (Subramanian et al., 2012).   

This category of risk was brought up by three (30%) of the participants, all of whom 

are Afghan officials. It is worth mentioning that these are also the participants against 

undertaking current negotiations or finalization of any kind of water allocation deals 

with the co-riparians. Their main concern regarding future water resources 

developments was that while other co-riparian states have already developed their 

needed infrastructure, Afghanistan, with the lowest water storage rating and its weak 

economy, cannot survive unless they also develop their infrastructure. And this will 

not be possible once they start dialogues or negotiations, because developments on 

the Afghanistan side will definitely affect or harm co-riparians states.  

One interviewee discussed water allocation and expressed concern over 

Afghanistan’s ability to act in its best interest while having no historical use of the 

water:  
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“At the current situation we cannot enter negotiations with any of the 

co-riparian states, because they have already developed their water 

resource infrastructures, and they will not allow Afghanistan to do so 

by claiming their rights based on the historical use.” 

The matter of later or slow developing riparian countries is an emerging issue in 

transboundary water resources management. Tarlock (2005) in his work “The Law of 

Later-Developing Riparian States” uses Afghanistan as the classic transboundary river 

regime nightmare, arguing that it is a slower-developing riparian state that 

emphasizes a right to its fair share of the river long after others states have put the 

water to use and built up expectations.   

A very different view on the sovereignty and autonomy was noted from one of the 

interviewee (not an Afghan government, or international organizations employee), 

questioning the overall ability of Afghanistan to act independently in its waters 

negotiations, believing that for the last 14 years water negotiations have been 

manipulated by the International community, particularly the United States because 

they did not want troubles, especially with Pakistan and Iran, over Afghanistan waters. 

This interviewee argued that not initiating transboundary waters negotiations as well 

as not funding any large project on transboundary waters was leverage given to 

Pakistan and others in order to have them on the international community’s side for 

their particular benefits and needs.  
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“Yes, transboundary water management is a priority for the 

government of Afghanistan, but the real question is that how important 

is this to the USA and other international community existing in 

Afghanistan? How they want to use Afghanistan waters while 

negotiating their own agendas with Pakistan and Iran. Even the Former 

President Hamid Karzai once stated to me that the USA does not want 

us to work on/develop our transboundary water resources or negotiate 

it with neighboring countries for now, it is because they do not want 

extra tensions here and also want Pakistan and maybe Iran be happy 

at least from this point.”  

While answering a different/another question regarding the obstacles to Afghanistan 

negations the individual continues:  

“We should not ignore the existence of the international community. 

They have immense influence on the subject issue. Therefore, let’s first 

ask – Does the international community including USA want us to 

negotiate? If yes, which side will they take? Ours or the neighbors? As 

most of the times it is said, that we (the international community) 

prefer Pakistan more than Afghanistan.” 

Furthermore, the sovereignty and autonomy risk also existed for Afghanistan while 

negotiating the 1973 Helmand Treaty. In fact, it was the primary reason for 

Afghanistan initially rejecting negotiations. However, the U.S. recommendations and 
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support in solving the issue helped immensely – the existing political gains for 

Afghanistan at that time were due to the policy shift on the Helmand waters issue.  

IV. Equity and access  

Equity and access are counted as core risks and concerns for decision makers 

(Subramanian et al. 2012). In my interviews this category was not mentioned 

specifically as a concern for Afghanistan. However, some of the concerns relating to 

knowledge and capacity risk could also be counted as equity and access risk, for 

instance, low confidence on the technical knowledge can raise concerns in terms of 

water allotments and the amount water Afghanistan might get after negotiations.    

In the Helmand basin both countries showed their fears about the amount of water 

allocated to them. Equity and access were initially concerns for Afghanistan before 

the 1951 report by the Helmand Delta River Commission. Later on, when the 

Commission submitted the report on water allocation between the two countries Iran 

did not accept the recommendation and persisted on its claim that it was entitled to 

a larger amount (Abidi, 1977).  The issue remained unresolved for more 22 years. 

Equity was the main risk for Iran while denying the agreement over the Commission 

report. Iran thought that they were not getting the fair amount of water, although the 

amount recommended by the Commission was in fact exceeded by 4 cubic meters per 

second provided by the Afghanistan government.  
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V. Stability and support  

Like knowledge and capacity, stability and support risks were also the most repeated 

theme in the interviews. 90% of the participants mentioned this category of risk as a 

significant concern for the government of Afghanistan, as well as its political leaders 

or decision makers.  Subramanian et al. (2014) highlight that stability and support are 

important considerations for countries because they have national and personal 

consequences. At question here is not only the stability of an agreement, but also the 

decision maker’s positive or negative image, particularly in countries with powerful 

stakeholders. 

As stated by Waterbury (2002), countries are not unitary actors; there are almost 

always both proponent and critics of new national policies.  Concern over this fact was 

mentioned by one of the interviewee in regards to the National Unity Government of 

Afghanistan (composed of two different political parties in 2014) and the NUG opinion 

on transboundary water negotiations:  

 “[…] is there a united stand for water negotiations inside the 

government of Afghanistan? Do/does Dr. Abdullah and Dr. Ghani have 

the same stand [over transboundary water negotiations]?”  

The same applied in the Helmand Basin case study – while negotiating the Helmand 

River Treaty in 1973, stability and support were huge risks and concerns for the 

government of Afghanistan. Although signing of the treaty was preceded by a huge 

publicity effort by both governments welcoming it, but there was strong opposition 



99 
 

 

 

in Afghanistan right from the negotiation phase. In September 1972, a former Prime 

Minister of Afghanistan Hashim Maiwandwal, denounced the dialogues as “an 

undesirable deal to the detriment of the Afghan nation” and “a plot against the people 

of Afghanistan”. In addition, there was opposition from organized political groups 

such as Khalaq and Parcham against any kind of treaty with Iran – stemming from 

rampant suspicion of Iranian motives in the context of Iran’s continued orientation 

toward the Western alliance. After Afghan Prime Minister Muhammad Musa Shafiq, 

signed the agreement, the Afghan parliament refused to ratify the treaty and most of 

the Parliament, politicians, and the populace were against it (Abidi, 1977).  The treaty 

was eventually ratified in June of 1977. 

The danger of these risks related to stability and support are all too real in 

Afghanistan, particularly as they relate to domestic support for water agreements.  In 

1978, less than a year after the treaty was ratified, Mohammad Musa Shafiq was first 

arrested, and then assassinated a year later in Pul-e-Charkhi Prison by Communists 

who had since taken power and had labeled him a “water seller”.  There were other 

political issues contributing to his assassination, however, his execution was justified 

on the basis that he had sold Afghanistan’s water to Iran (Tolafghanistan website, 

2016).   

 To the question about how supportive the current Afghanistan populace is to the 

transboundary waters negotiation? 90% of the replies were negative as follow:     
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“I am afraid of suggestions on transboundary waters – because they 

will [populace] easily label you as a pro-Iranian or, pro-Pakistani.” And,  

“I don’t think they are supportive, I believe there is a lot that needs to 

done on awareness, both the government level and the general public.” 

In brief there is the political will from the National Unity Government (NUG) of 

Afghanistan to initiate dialogues over transboundary waters and to reach agreements 

with co-riparian states. All interviewees rated transboundary waters negotiations as 

high importance and a priority for the NUG, which indicates positive intentions and a 

strong political will toward the issue compared to the previous government. Drawing 

from the two different interviewees’ opinions about the timing of future negotiations, 

there are dual benefits for Afghanistan in efficiently negotiating its transboundary 

waters.  First, negotiation may hugely impact its relationships (positively) with its 

neighbors - as one of the participant states: 

“[…] cooperation is extremely important on transboundary waters. It is 

a leverage Afghanistan has, and it can be used to make friends”,  

After agreements Afghanistan will be able to obtain funding on developing its water 

resources infrastructure, as said by another Afghan official: 

“We are a poor country, and aid money is what could help us 

developing Afghanistan, therefore, future agreements are really 

important for us [in terms of getting funds]. For instance, just because 
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of the Helmand Agreement, Asian Development Bank is assisting us 

significantly in the mentioned Basin.”  

With all the political will by NUG there are still the aforementioned risks, particularly 

capacity and knowledge; and stability and support which need to be tackled by the 

Afghan government. Although the last two mentioned risks are core risks, the 

others, including sovereignty and autonomy, accountability and voice, and equity 

and access also have their place when it comes to mitigating risks to cooperation.   
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Chapter 6. Discussion 

The goal of this study was to assess the current institutional arrangements for 

transboundary water resources management in Afghanistan. In addition, the study 

sought to find the existing risks to Afghanistan by cooperating on transboundary 

water resources by applying the Subramanian et al. (2012) “Risks and Opportunities 

to Cooperation” framework.  

There have been various studies of the existing institutions for transboundary water 

resources management (Ingram & White, 1993; Kliot et al., 2001; Szekely, 1993; Wolf 

& Newton; Duda & Roche 1997) that focused on different aspects of these institutions 

such as their evolution, structure, nature, challenges, capacities to respond to 

problems, and their working scales. However, all the aforementioned studies 

examined the institutions at the international level, i.e., the institutions established 

and managed by two or more countries. This study focused on the domestic level of 

transboundary water institutions, and why it is important to have such an institution 

for transboundary waters. This is particularly true for emerging countries like 

Afghanistan and what would be the obstacles and challenges, who should be involved, 

and how the donor agencies can work closely with these governments to reach the 

desired results regarding transboundary water resources management.  

This study found that the establishment of a transboundary water resources 

management institution is an essential step for the government of Afghanistan to 

tackle transboundary waters issues with its co-riparian states e.g. Iran, Pakistan, 
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Tajikistan, Turkmenistan and others. The transboundary waters unit will be a place 

where knowledge and information can be identified, archived, and transferred from 

one to another person or agency. The expertise in this institution will occupy an 

advisory position for the government regarding transboundary water issues. They will 

advise the government both on technical issues related to hydrological concerns (e.g., 

floods and droughts, effects of climate change, groundwater pumping, and water 

quality) and diplomatic matters such as facilitation of dialogues and negotiations with 

the co-riparian states. 

As indicated by Salame & Van der Zaag (2010) effective water resources management 

and conflict prevention require developing both individuals and the institutions they 

comprise. The unit will be a step toward systemically training individuals or capacity 

building on transboundary water issues – not on an ad hoc basis unlike the past 14 

years in Afghanistan. Related to this the interviewees were asked about the entities, 

organizations, or countries beside the currently active donors (e.g. World Bank, ADB, 

USAID etc.) in the sector, which could help Afghanistan. A majority of them believed 

that countries like Ethiopia, China, Turkey, Nepal, USA, Canada, Germany and maybe 

India (but India’s interference could create trust issues with Pakistan) and others can 

help Afghanistan, because of the various similarities [e.g., being upstream country, 

and weaknesses in power compared to their co-riparians] between them and 

Afghanistan.   

Turkey, and Ethiopia were discussed by Cascão & Zeitoun (2010), who illustrated how 

both countries ably negotiated their waters using different tools. For instance, Turkey 
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benefited from its material power (includes military power, economic power etc.), 

geography (upstream), bargaining power, and ideational power to negotiate a fair 

deal on the Tigris-Euphrates basins. Ethiopia utilized its geography and bargaining 

powers to counterbalance its weakness in other power dimensions against powerful 

Egypt in the Eastern Nile River Basin. Moreover, the interviewees also named 

organizations which can help Afghanistan on the topic e.g. GIZ, UNECE, IUCN, WWF, 

Agha Khan, as well as research centers like UNESCO-IHE, Stockholm International 

Water Institute (SIWI). Thus, the unit can approach any of the aforementioned 

countries or organization for future help. 

Challenges  

The study also elucidates the primary challenges and obstacles should a developing 

country like Afghanistan anticipate upon implementing a transboundary waters 

institution. The obstacles range from political matters to technical issues. In the 

Afghanistan case, the study revealed the political will of the Afghan leaders and policy 

makers to solve transboundary waters issue with their neighbors. All interviewees 

believed that the National Unity Government of Afghanistan is committed to initiating 

dialogues about transboundary water issues. This commitment is rather opposite to 

the policy during the Hamid Karzai administration (2001-2014). This lack of 

commitment is noted by Thomas & Warner (2015) that despite over a decade of the 

international community’s efforts of promoting dialogue and cooperation. Yet 

transboundary water issues during the Hamid Karzai regime were considered to be 

unilateral resources.  
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The Karzai regime did not want to talk about or work on transboundary waters – this 

was interpreted differently by the interviewees. Some believed that it was a matter 

of Hamid Karzai and his administration’s view on the topic, but others blame the 

international community, particularly the U.S., for manipulating the situation and not 

allowing Afghanistan to resolve its water issue with neighboring states. Currently 

there is political will and the present situation in Afghanistan looks promising toward 

cooperative actions over transboundary waters. The recent agreement/MoU (January 

07, 2016) signed with Iran (by Dr. Abdullah), initiation of dialogues with Turkmenistan, 

as well as dialogues on a hydropower project on the Kunar River with Pakistan, all 

validate the above claim.  

Technical obstacles such as a lack of human resources or technical expertise, data, 

outdated information, and people’s awareness on transboundary waters issue are a 

major concern. A majority of the interviewees recognized the limited human capacity 

at the MEW, MOFA, MOF and others is a challenge to the transboundary waters unit. 

Access to reliable data and information is essential (Gerlak et al., 2013); the current 

situation of the data availability and sharing is one more concern. Data and 

information sharing among the Afghan entities was also seen as a problem by the 

interviewees, one who believed that data is restricted within some organizations and 

not provided even to the government entities.  

Furthermore, the absence of overall research on Afghanistan, and particularly on 

water resources is another issue. There have been only 604 citable works done by 

Afghans from 1996 till 2014 – the lowest in the region comparing to 78,219 by 
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Pakistan, and 278,388 by Iran (SCImago Journal & Country Rank website, 2016), this 

is another issue the Afghan government will have to address.    

Stakeholders 

This research also identified the key stakeholders that should be part of the 

transboundary waters institution.  These stakeholders are: the Ministry of Foreign 

Affairs (MoFA), Ministry of Finance (MOF), Ministry of Rural Rehabilitation and 

Development (MRRD), Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock (MAIL), 

Ministry of Commerce and Industries (MOCI), Ministry of Interior (MOI), Ministry of 

Border and Tribal Affairs (MOBTA),  Ministry of Mines and Petroleum (MOMP), 

National Environmental Protection Agency (NEPA), Water Users Associations (WUA), 

etc.  

The interviews and review of the some existing multi-country transboundary water 

institutions indicated that the following experts should be included in transboundary 

water management institution: foreign and legal affairs, river basin development, 

hydrology, hydrogeology, environmental protection, climate change and adaptation, 

flood management and mitigation, information and knowledge management, 

drought management, agriculture and irrigation, sociology finance and 

administration, coordination, communication and economics. This will be further 

discussed under recommendations. 

Bringing all of the aforementioned expertise at once to the unit would be a challenge 

financially and technically. MoFA has already a directorate for transboundary waters 
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issue, the rest of the experts could be part of the unit on an intermittent basis. For 

instance, MAIL could appoint agriculture and Irrigation specialists from their team 

being responsible for representing MAIL and updating the transboundary waters unit 

on a regular (monthly/quarterly) basis. The same could apply to environmental 

protection specialist as well. By this the line agencies/ministries will have their say on 

the topic – which is also helpful to reduce future conflicts regarding transboundary 

waters within the government, as well as not loading the unit with lots of employees 

while (for the times) not needed.  

The majority of proficiency required for the unit will be provided by the MEW, e.g. the 

river basin development, flood management, drought management, climate change 

adaptation, hydrologist, hydrogeologist, groundwater, and modelling 

experts/specialist. For instance, the river basin development specialists could be 

directly appointed from the already established River Basin Organizations (RBOs) by 

the MEW. This will utilize the existing resources at the MEW to the possible extend, 

as well as fulfilling the unit requirements. The rest of the expertise e.g. transboundary 

waters expert/coordinator, communication specialist, economist, administration and 

finance etc. and the ones which could not be provided by MEW should be hired.    

Furthermore, the issue of one centralized unit/commission versus a separate unit for 

each transboundary basin was also discussed with the interviewees. One unit 

managing all (four) transboundary river basins is preferred. Firstly, the established 

river basin authorities can address the technical and overall management issues at 

the basin level, while the transboundary unit will have access to their work, data and 
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expertise, and can bring them in and use their proficiency when required. Secondly, 

one unit will have a better chance of ensuring uniformity and harmony in the 

transboundary waters unit.  

Perceived Risks 

On whether Afghanistan should cooperate or not, the study found that none of the 

interview participants was opposing transboundary water negotiations. However, 

some wanted immediate negotiations, arguing that Afghanistan has to utilize the 

current international community’s existence and support. The rest emphasized 

institutional arrangements, capacity building in regards to technical knowledge of the 

river basins, bargaining and negotiation skills, public awareness on transboundary 

waters issue, and then pursuing negotiations or dialogues with co-riparian states.  

Again, this shows the willingness of the Afghan government toward cooperation and 

dialogues with co-riparian countries. I believe that the government needs to work on 

its institutions and target the technical hurdles.  

There were slight differences in this study’s results compared to those of the 

Subramanian et al. (2012) work in their five studied basins. They found sovereignty 

and equity difficult to eliminate and named them as the core risks in their study, 

arguing that they are deeply embedded in the economy and culture of the countries. 

While this study agrees with the above statement I found that in the current situation 

of Afghanistan the key concerns are capacity and knowledge, and stability and 

support; sovereignty and autonomy, accountability and voice, and equity and access 

come after those.  
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Both capacity and knowledge, and stability and support pose problems for 

Afghanistan at the international and domestic levels. For instance, incompetence is a 

risk while negotiating, but lack of the populace’s and stakeholders’ support can 

damage a politician’s and decision maker’s image at the domestic or country level as 

well.    

The issue of powerful stakeholders within a country is also emphasized by 

Subramanian et al. (2012), arguing that countries with diversified stakeholders are 

more prone to this risk. This was raised by one of the interviewees. Decision makers 

in Afghanistan, which is currently administered by two parties, should be aware of this 

potential risk. By this I mean that both parties’ concerns should be heard and 

incorporated before any sort of deal with co-riparian state. In addition to the 

stakeholders’ issue inside the government, there is also a concern of Afghan populace. 

History (particularly in the Helmand Treaty case) revealed that the Afghan populace 

is not supportive of the water negotiations or agreements (Abidi, 1977). There is an 

understanding of that every drop of water flowing from Afghanistan is “our water”. 

Therefore, any deal specifically talking about water sharing would not be without this 

risk.       

Donor Assistance 

There is abundant funding available from the donor agencies as well as from the 

government of Afghanistan to address transboundary water issues. This could be 

linked with my first finding about the political will – I believe the current willingness 
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to solve transboundary waters issue by the Afghan government makes the funding 

available. 

Donor agencies’ contributions to Afghanistan and other developing countries – 

particularly on transboundary waters issue - are vital. There are also a few 

observations to their assistance methods. For instance, the absence of a 

comprehensive strategy of assistance and fragmented way of working by donor 

agencies are concerns. One interviewee, noted the low level of coordination among 

donors, which is not helpful.   

On the other hand, funding organizations also want the Afghan government to give 

them a clear path regarding transboundary waters. One donor agency interviewees 

emphasized that donors are reluctant to get involved in Afghanistan water resources 

development because of the absence of a clear approach as how Afghanistan want to 

relate to its co-riparian states.   

All in all, donor agencies have a significant role to play in mitigating the perceived risks 

to Afghanistan. Because of the donors’ plentiful experience in the field and 

connections to the experts, they can provide the right people at the right time to 

Afghanistan for assistance on transboundary waters issue. In addition, since donors 

often have very strong persuasive powers when a country wants to engage in cross 

border issues, they could be very helpful in promoting projects between two or more 

countries.  
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Chapter 7. Recommendations 

I. Transboundary Waters Management Unit 

Figure 21 shows the expertise required for the unit and how the concern entities 

(stakeholders) could be brought in.  
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Risk Reduction Strategies 

To mitigate the identified perceived risks to cooperation by the Afghan government 

(e.g. capacity and knowledge, stability and support, accountability and voice, 

sovereignty and autonomy, and equity and access) and increase the attractiveness of 

cooperative agreement, this study uses the risk reduction strategies suggested by 

Subramanian et al. (2012), the solutions recommended by the interviewees 

participants, as well as the available literature. Figure 22 shows the different ways 

that a country can achieve cooperation, using the framework of Subramanian et al. 

(2012).  

 

Figure 22: Paths to Cooperation 
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II. Conduct Trainings & Study Visits to Reduce Risk 

To reduce the capacity and knowledge risk inherent in transboundary water 

negotiations and management key components are: specific training and study tours, 

technical studies, notes for political and technical leadership, and targeted briefs. 

Most of the elements, e.g., trainings and technical studies could be done by third 

parties. Donors such as the World Bank, ADB, and USAID are currently providing 

training to Afghan officials thus, they have an important role to play in reducing the 

capacity and knowledge risk.  

Specific study tours are Ethiopia, Turkey, China and Nepal – all of them being 

upstream countries would be able to share the similar knowledge and negotiation 

experiences. Lastly, the proposed TWMU is a significant step toward capacity building 

and mitigating the knowledge risk. 

III. Enhance Facilitation 

The aim here (for donors) is to assist the dialogues between riparian states in an 

unbiased manner. Key components of this strategy are: facilitating exchange between 

countries, interpreting each other’s interest, assisting to highlight beneficial 

cooperation opportunities between riparians, extending assurance regarding the flow 

of cooperation benefits, and confirming effective implementation of institutional 

mechanisms, and agreements (Subramanian et al., 2012). Donors have an overall 

convening power when nations want to engage in cross border issues, they can be 

very useful on the investment projects between two or more countries.  
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i. Pursue Afghanistan’s Inclusion in IFAS 
Unfortunately, there are not many international institutions established on 

transboundary waters of Afghanistan – the only entity I could name is the 

International Funds for saving the Aral Sea (IFAS) on Amudarya, where Afghanistan is 

not part of this institution. Donor agencies can be very helpful here if they could bring 

in Afghanistan to the mention organization. By this, Afghanistan would be able to be 

part of the decision making platform no Amudarya, as well as grasp to the most 

updated information and data of IFAS on the basin.  

In addition, on the country level donor agencies have a substantial role to play in 

reducing the perceived risks to Afghanistan found by this research. Because of their 

abundant experience in the field and connections to the experts, they can bring in 

right people at the right time to Afghanistan for the help on transboundary waters 

issue. 

IV. Decision Legitimacy 

The goal of this strategy is to ensure extensive support for decisions on transboundary 

water cooperation. The key components are provision of discussion forums with 

officials and civil society at national and regional levels, modifying strategies 

considering stakeholder concerns, ensuring legitimacy at the highest levels of political 

leadership, and reaching inter-sectorial/inter-ministerial consensus (Subramanian et 

al., 2012). This strategy is primarily designed for the stability and support risk – it is 

one of the important strategies that this study stresses on in order to reduce the 

mentioned risk in Afghanistan. 
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Adding to this, there is also a huge need for public awareness on transboundary 

waters issue – campaigns explaining international water law, and media programs 

regarding the topic are very important prior going to any dialogues or negotiations. In 

addition, Afghanistan or any other sensitive country to water deals need to cover the 

water allocation agreements under some general or broader treaties. 

i. Implement Broader Agreements Including Water Issues 
Any deal specifically addressing water sharing would not be out of the stability and 

support risk in Afghanistan. Afghanistan would be wise to cover transboundary water 

settlements under some broader treaties. This approach would likely produce less 

negative reaction among the populace and key stakeholders. This strategy has been 

successfully used in the latest agreement between Afghanistan and Iran in January 

2016 where issues related to Helmand and Harirrud basin waters are included in a 

broader cooperative agreement between the two countries.   

V. Institutional Design   

The design of a cooperative arrangement for dialogue and action among riparian 

states is recommended by Subramanian et al. (2012) – this strategy is meant to 

mitigate the sovereignty and autonomy and accountability and voice risks. Although, 

it is intended to establish institutions among riparian states similar to IBWC, IFAS, MRC 

and others – in this study I firstly recommended (in recommendation 1) to have an 

institution at the country level. The difference of my recommendation with the 

Subramanian et al. (2012) institutional design is that I believe Afghanistan initially 

needs an institution inside the country and later on for reducing the two 
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aforementioned risks it can establish institutions on each basin with the related co-

riparian states. As mentioned above IFAS is already established on Amudarya, thus it 

would be a huge achievement at the moment if Afghanistan gets into the mentioned 

institution. This is already discussed above that why it is important to have a 

transboundary water institution, as well as presented in the figure 10 that who should 

be involved in the mentioned institution.   

The rest of the risk reduction strategies suggested by Subramanian et al. (2012) like 

financing (which is already available), program design, and agreement design could 

also help Afghanistan to some level, however here I tried to present the most 

significantly important ones, which serve as ways to overcome the identified risks by 

this study.  
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Notes:  

1. Available at http://www.isna.ir/fa/news/94101709701/ 

2. http://in.reuters.com/article/afghanistan-china-pakistan-idINL4N0VK4M220150210 

3. http://www.khaama.com/funds-arranged-for-constructing-29-dams-4775 

  

http://www.isna.ir/fa/news/94101709701/
http://in.reuters.com/article/afghanistan-china-pakistan-idINL4N0VK4M220150210
http://www.khaama.com/funds-arranged-for-constructing-29-dams-4775
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Interview Questions  

Part I: 
1. How important do you think the transboundary waters issue is for the government 

of Afghanistan? 

Probe:  
On a scale of 1 to 10 [1 = least important; 10 = most important] 

 
2. How important is the creation of a transboundary water management unit? 

 
3. What agency is responsible for managing transboundary water issues in 

Afghanistan?  

 
4. What might be obstacles to the establishment of a transboundary water 

management unit?  

 
Probes: 

a) Personnel or expertise  

b) Funding  

c) Stakeholder involvement [other ministries MoFA, MRRD, MAIL, etc.] 

d) Perceived lack of need?? 

 
5. What is the role of funding agencies such as World Bank, ADB, USAID, UN and 

others in terms of assisting Afghanistan on its transboundary water issues? Would 

you like to see any changes in their assistance methods? 

 
6. How much transboundary water expertise do you think is currently available in 

Ministry of Energy and Water (MEW) or in the country? What specific skills and 

experiences you believe should be in the Transboundary Water Management Unit? 

 
7. Would you recommend one unit managing all four transboundary river basins or 

do you think that a separate unit for each basin is required? Should transboundary 

groundwater be considered? Where do you think the Transboundary Water 

Management should fall under the (MEW) structure? 

Part II: 
8. How prepared is Afghanistan for its transboundary water negotiations?  

 

Probes: 
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a) On a scale of 1 to 10 

[1= totally unprepared, 10 = most prepared] 

 
9. With respect to transboundary water negotiations, what do you think are the 

biggest challenges facing Afghanistan?  

 
Probes: 

a) Data availability  

b) Negotiation or bargaining expertise  

c) Overall negotiation plans and strategies  

 
10. How important is cooperation with co-riparian countries, and what is the point of 

view of Afghanistan in regards to transboundary water negotiations? How has 

Afghanistan been cooperating with its co-riparian countries?  

Probe:  
Ask about co-riparian in regard to Afghanistan.  

 
11. How “successful” do you think the Helmand River Basin treaty has been? 

 
12. How supportive do you think Afghanistan’s populace will be to transboundary 

water negotiations? 

 
13. What other organizations might help Afghanistan in building/establishing a 

transboundary water management unit and overall transboundary water issues in 

addition to the donor agencies such as World Bank, ADB, etc.?  
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