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Extended Abstract

Introduction

This study investigates Afghan stakeholders' perceptions of hydropolitical
relations with Iran concerning the Helmand and Harirud Rivers. Growing water
scarcity, uneven geographical distribution of resources, rapid population growth,
and expanding agricultural demands have intensified competition over these
transboundary waters. While historical agreements like the 1972 Helmand River
Treaty established frameworks for water allocation, persistent disputes reveal
underlying geopolitical tensions and complex socioeconomic-environmental
interdependencies. Existing scholarship has predominantly examined this
hydropolitical dynamic through an Iranian lens, often neglecting Afghan
perspectives and their role in shaping bilateral water relations. Given that local
actors' perceptions fundamentally influence whether shared waters become a
source of cooperation or conflict, this research specifically analyzes the
determinants of Afghan stakeholders' views on transboundary water management
and allocation with Iran.
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Methodology

This study adopts a descriptive-analytical and applied research approach, utilizing
a mixed-methods framework informed by systems theory. The methodology
combines extensive analysis of Afghan primary and secondary sources with
original fieldwork data. The research process unfolded in three sequential phases:
First, we systematically collected and examined historical and contemporary
statements from Afghan stakeholders across three distinct political eras
(monarchical, republican, and Taliban periods) to identify key determinants of
hydropolitical perceptions. These factors were then organized into four
interdependent subsystems: natural-environmental, economic-technical, political-
legal, and socio-cultural. To validate and weight these factors, we developed and
administered two structured questionnaires to Afghan hydropolitical experts. The
guantitative responses were analyzed using both FARAS (Factor Analysis
Ranking System) and FBMW (Fuzzy Best-Worst Method) ranking models to
establish relative importance weights. Subsequently, we employed Vensim system
dynamics software to model and simulate the complex interrelationships among
identified factors. This integrated methodological approach enabled a dual
analysis: first examining discrete factor impacts through traditional ranking
methods, then exploring their systemic interactions through dynamic modeling.
The combination of qualitative historical analysis, quantitative expert surveys, and
computational simulation provided a comprehensive framework for understanding
both the individual and collective influences shaping Afghan environmental
perceptions in hydropolitical relations.

Findings

The analysis reveals distinct shifts in Afghan hydropolitical perceptions across
political regimes. During the monarchical period, with lower population pressure
and limited water demands, Afghan agents reached agreements with Iran,
culminating in the 1972 Helmand Treaty that recognized Iran's water rights. In
contrast, the republican period rejected Iran's water claims, driven by growing
water needs from population growth and agricultural expansion, alongside
nationalist sentiments framing water as sovereignty and dignity. This period saw
upstream dam construction that significantly reduced flows to Iran. Under Taliban
governance, Afghan discourse appeared more accepting of Iran's water rights, but
practical implementation faced technical, political, and interpretative barriers,
resulting in limited actual water releases to Iran.
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The research quantitatively identified and ranked influential factors affecting
Afghan environmental perception:

1. The natural-environmental subsystem proved most influential, with drought
conditions representing the primary concern - a direct reflection of the region's
acute water scarcity and climate variability challenges.

2. Within the economic-technical subsystem, agricultural development
emerged as the critical driver, demonstrating Afghanistan's heavy reliance on
expanding irrigation infrastructure and its direct consequences for transboundary
water flows.

3. The socio-cultural subsystem revealed the profound symbolic value of water
resources for Afghan society, where water access becomes intrinsically tied to
concepts of national pride, cultural identity, and collective survival.

4. The political-legal subsystem centered on how water resources become
politicized in Afghan hydropolitics, frequently serving as strategic tools for
broader bilateral negotiations with Iran. The Vensim-based system simulation
clearly demonstrated the complex interdependencies among these subsystems,
showing how Afghan environmental perceptions form through a dynamic
interplay of natural conditions, socioeconomic factors, and political considerations
that collectively shape hydropolitical decision-making.

Conclusion

This study reveals that Afghan stakeholders' environmental perceptions in
hydropolitical relations with Iran are complex and context-dependent. These
perceptions are shaped by multiple interrelated factors: historical experiences,
persistent resource limitations, evolving governance frameworks, deeply-held
cultural values, and contemporary political dynamics. Afghanistan's upstream
position on the Helmand and Harirud Rivers provides substantial geopolitical
leverage, which Afghan actors have employed strategically - alternating between
cooperation and confrontation depending on circumstances. The findings
underscore that resolving hydropolitical tensions requires comprehensive
recognition of these nuanced perceptions and systematic attention to their
interconnected drivers across four key dimensions: natural environmental,
socioeconomic, cultural, and political. A pathway toward sustainable solutions lies
in properly incorporating Afghan perspectives that reflect both their environmental
realities and strategic priorities. Such an approach would enable policymakers and
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scholars to develop more equitable water-sharing agreements that promote
regional stability and mutual development. Ultimately, this research emphasizes
the critical need for holistic, inclusive frameworks in transboundary water
governance - particularly in this geopolitically sensitive region facing acute
environmental challenges. The systemic nature of water disputes demands
systemic solutions that account for all stakeholders' legitimate concerns and
interests.

Keywords: Afghan Agents, Environmental Perception, Hydropolitical Relations,
Iran, Afghanistan
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