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Abstract

Water constitutes a vital source of power, and its scarcity represents a highly strategic concern with
profound implications for the social and economic development of societies—thereby posing a potential
threat to their political stability and authority. Among the international rivers whose allocation has
generated hydropolitical tensions, the Hirmand (Helmand) River stands out as a central case,
representing the most significant factor in the ongoing disputes between Iran and Afghanistan. The
shortage of water in shared river basins tends to politicize water resources, transforming environmental
scarcity into arenas of political contention. Within this context, hydropolitics provides a conceptual
framework for understanding both cooperation and conflict among riparian states, particularly in the
pursuit of optimized transboundary water governance. Accordingly, this research adopts the TWINS
(Transboundary Waters Interaction Nexus) framework, which approaches cross-border water relations
through a constructivist lens, focusing on how identities of friendship and enmity, as well as dynamics
of cooperation and conflict, are continually redefined. The central objective of this study is to analyze
the hydropolitical relationship between Iran and Afghanistan concerning the Hirmand River through an
integrated material—discursive methodology. This dual approach allows us, first, to examine the natural
and geographical factors influencing the hydropolitics of the Hirmand, and second, to investigate the
discursive practices, narratives, and political techniques that shape perceptions and actions regarding
the river. By combining these perspectives, the study seeks to offer a comprehensive and multi-
dimensional understanding of the hydropolitical dynamics underlying Iran—Afghanistan relations over
the Hirmand River.
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Introduction

In the coming decades, freshwater scarcity is
expected to become one of the most critical
global challenges (Elhance and Ascher, 2000).
As a resource becomes scarcer, competition
over its distribution tends to intensify,
heightening the potential for conflict and
violence among nations (Jankielsohn, 2018).
Water, therefore, holds exceptional conflict-
generating potential, particularly in
transboundary contexts where multiple states
depend on the same basin. In such cases,
hydropolitical “language games” emerge,
shaping competing narratives and contested
imaginaries over access and control. Given
water’s variable and unpredictable behavior,
countries sharing a common source often seek
to maximize their usage, sometimes at the
expense of other riparian states’ rights. These
dynamics can escalate tensions, fuel
hydropolitical rhetoric, or, conversely, compel
adversaries toward negotiation and cooperation
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(Ettehad, 2010; Ahmadi et al, 2023; Noorali et
al, 2025b). The Middle East exemplifies this
pattern, as water politics remain inseparable
from broader political struggles. As Allan
(2001) aptly notes, one cannot understand the
region’s water crises without understanding its
politics. Within this context, Afghanistan faces
persistent hydropolitical challenges with its
neighbors, as it serves as the source of several
transboundary rivers (Ahmadzai, 2016).
Among them, the Hirmand (Helmand) River
(Fig. 1) stands as the primary source of dispute
between Iran and Afghanistan (Khosravi and
Raispour, 2012). Although the two countries
lack major territorial conflicts, their enduring
disagreement over Hirmand water allocation
poses a significant strain on bilateral relations.
Both sides continue to suffer from drought,
climate change, and poor water management,
which amplify the river’s hydropolitical

sensitivity (Aman, 2016).
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The Hirmand (Helmand) River drains nearly
half of southern Afghanistan (Zhong et al,
2009) and provides about 80 percent of the
water sustaining the arid lands of Sistan
(Whitney, 2006). As Afghanistan’s longest
river, stretching approximately 1,300 km (800
miles), it originates in the Hindu Kush
Mountains, around 40 km west of Kabul and
north of the Onai Pass. Flowing through the
Upper Hirmand watershed, the river travels
roughly 500 km to the Kajaki Reservoir and
continues another 610 km before reaching the
Sistan Delta along the Iran—Afghanistan border
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Fig. 1: Location of the Transboundary Hirmand River

(Vuyovich and Jacobs, 2011). This deltaic
wetland system comprises several
interconnected lakes: three according to Aman
(2016), or four according to other sources
(Shahbazbegian et al, 2016; Dehgan et al,
2014). These include Hamun Hirmand, located
entirely within Iran (Aman, 2016; Ahmadi et al,
2024); Hamun Saberi and Hamun Bringak,
which straddle the border (Shahbazbegian et al,
2016); and Hamun Puzak, situated mostly in
Afghanistan. All of these wetlands are fed
primarily by the Hirmand River (Aman, 2016).
Iran, as the downstream riparian, depends
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almost entirely, nearly 100 percent, on
Hirmand’s waters to sustain the Sistan region
(Soltani and Karbasi, 2002). Because the river’s
headwaters and about 95 percent of its course
lie within Afghan territory, Afghanistan enjoys
a geopolitical advantage in controlling its flow
(Hafeznia et al, 2006). Although the
international boundary between Iran and
Afghanistan, marked along the river’s main
channel, is mutually recognized, the issues of
water allocation, usage rights in the delta, and
related hydropolitical arrangements remain
unresolved (Soltani and Karbasi, 2002).
Recurrent droughts and the reduced discharge
from the Hirmand headwaters, exacerbated by
the construction of canals, reservoirs, and
diversion dams in Afghanistan, have
significantly curtailed the river’s flow into
Sistan. These interventions, especially during
dry periods, have led to the shrinkage of the
Hamun wetlands and intensified Sistan’s water
scarcity, prompting large-scale outmigration
from the region (Hafeznia et al, 2006).
Accordingly, this research aims to analyze both
the material and discursive dimensions of
water-related tensions between Iran and
Afghanistan within the Hirmand River Basin.
Inthis framework, power is understood not only
through its material manifestations, control,
infrastructure, and unequal outcomes, but also
through the discourses, perceptions, and
meanings that shape and legitimize these
hydropolitical realities.

TWINS Framework for Hydropolitics

The TWINS (Transboundary  Waters
Interaction Nexus) framework employs a
constructivist ~ perspective  to  analyze
transboundary water relations, focusing on the
dynamic identities of friendship and enmity,
cooperation and conflict (Nagheeby and
Warner, 2022). From this standpoint, current
realities are inseparable from their historical
trajectories, as the past continually shapes and
informs the present. The TWINS approach
views state interactions as reality-producing
processes, emphasizing that such interactions
are not static, but constantly evolving within
and in response to broader political contexts
(ibid). Accordingly, this framework places
“friendship and enmity,” “cooperation and
conflict,” and both “material and discursive
processes” on the analytical agenda. Within this
view, water functions simultaneously as a
tangible, geographical resource that materially

affects basin politics, and as a discursive
construct employed to legitimize political
behaviors and policies concerning rivers and
water resources. Thus, speech acts and
language games become key analytical tools to
trace the evolution and social construction of
hydropolitical relations and the hegemonic
discourses shaping a river basin. Hydropolitics,
in this sense, encompasses both positive
interactions  (cooperation) and negative
interactions (conflict) over water resources. In
recent decades, as water challenges have
intensified globally, scholars have increasingly
aligned with either the “water war” or “water
cooperation” schools of thought. The water war
paradigm emerged prominently during the
1980s and 1990s, an era marked by the end of
the Dbipolar international order (Baranyai,
2020). This perspective holds that water, as a
vital and limited resource essential to human,
economic, and environmental needs, naturally
becomes a site of competition (Uitto and Duda,
2002; Dolatyar, 2014). In 1995, Ismail
Serageldin, then Vice President of the World
Bank, famously warned that “if the wars of this
century were fought over oil, the wars of the
next century will be fought over water”
(Ettehad, 2009). The sentiment was echoed in a
full-page New York Times headline on
December 6, 1999, declaring, “The next war
will be over water,” an ad sponsored by several
international organizations (Dinar, 2000).
Homer-Dixon (1994, 1996) similarly argued
that future conflicts and civil unrest are likely to
stem from resource scarcities, notably of
freshwater, farmland, forests, and fisheries, and
that water scarcity is closely tied to patterns of
violence in key regions across the globe
(O’Tuathail et al, 1998). In line with this, Swain
(2001) predicts that as freshwater scarcity
intensifies, future inter-state conflicts will
likely center on the division of international
rivers. According to Gleick (1993), there is a
consistent relationship between water and
violence, wherein water functions not as the
cause of war but as its tool, target, or victim.
Throughout history, states have
instrumentalized water as part of their territorial
and military strategies. For instance, in 1940,
the Netherlands deliberately flooded the
Gelderze Valley to halt advancing German
troops, and in 1941, during Germany’s
offensive on the Eastern Front, the Irpin River
near Kyiv was transformed into a defensive
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barrier (Gleick et al, 2023; Gleick et al, 2009).
The dominance of the “water wars” thesis in the
1980s and 1990s subsequently led to a shift in
hydropolitical scholarship toward examining
the cooperative potential of international rivers.
A broad body of qualitative research shows
that, globally, cooperation rather than conflict
tends to characterize transboundary water
relations (Baranyai, 2020). Reflecting this
cooperative school, Ray et al. (2016) define
hydropolitics in terms of the capacity of
geopolitical institutions to manage shared water
resources  sustainably and  peacefully,
emphasizing processes that minimize tension
(Rai, 2017). In contrast to conflict-oriented
perspectives, Scott Moore (2018) notes that no
large-scale “water war” has yet occurred and
that most international water disputes have been
resolved through diplomatic and institutional
mechanisms, aided by global and regional
organizations (Chase, 2019). The establishment
of the International Centre for Water
Cooperation (SIWI, 2020) exemplifies this
institutional commitment, bringing together
policymakers, academics, and experts to reduce
conflict and foster economic growth through
collaborative water governance. More recently,
scholars have sought to bridge the divide
between the conflict and cooperation schools.
This emerging approach acknowledges that
water relations are inherently complex, and that
conflict and cooperation can coexist within the
same hydropolitical dynamics (Baranyai, 2020;
Turton, 2002). Accordingly, hydropolitics
should not be narrowly defined as either rivalry
or harmony; water is rarely the sole cause of
disputes, but it can amplify preexisting tensions
and thus must be analyzed within the broader
continuum of war and peace (Wolf et al, 2005).
Recent interdisciplinary scholarship,
particularly within geography, has advanced the
notion of critical hydropolitics to move beyond
traditional analyses that treat water primarily as
an arena of state-centered conflict and
cooperation. Instead, this approach interrogates
the political, epistemological, and ethical
foundations of mainstream hydropolitical
thinking (Rogers et al, 2023). The term
“critical” denotes an intellectual stance that
challenges dominant assumptions about water
governance and foregrounds questions of social
and environmental justice. According to
Sneddon and Fox (2006), critical hydropolitics
operates on three interlinked levels. First, it

examines how discursive strategies, such as the
1995 Mekong Agreement, function as
instruments of power that codify particular
representations of river basins (e.g., as
cooperative or transnational spaces) within
international regimes. Second, it exposes sites
of contestation, for instance, the Pak Mun Dam,
where political-economic networks, discursive
narratives, and ecohydrological processes
intersect and operate beyond the rigid scales of
the “transnational basin.” Finally, it opens up
alternative imaginaries of river systems,
challenging their fixed geopolitical and
institutional framings. In this framework,
discursive processes related to water extend
beyond language: they manifest through
symbols, imagery, rituals, and physical
practices that communicate meaning and power
(Nagheeby and Warner, 2022). Thus, an
assertive speech act may take the form of
inaugurating a dam; a directive act, the
obstruction of water flow; and a commissive
act, the signing of treaties or joint agreements.
Our critical hydropolitics integrates discourse
analysis, including studies of language games,
otherness, representation, and imagination,
with the material realities of rivers, dams, and
territorial practices. This synthesis reveals how
power relations and conflicts are materialized
through the interplay between discourse and
physical infrastructures, underscoring that
hydropolitical realities are co-constituted by
both meaning and matter. Accordingly, the
methodological approach adopted here seeks to
bridge the binary divide between classical
(state- and resource-focused) and critical
(discourse- and justice-oriented) strands of
hydro(geo)politics by interweaving discursive
and material levels of analysis into a single,
cohesive analytical framework.

Materials and Methods

Methodology

In line with Hardy and Thomas’s (2014) call
for more integrative approaches, recent
geopolitical and hydropolitical analyses of
power and conflict, such as those by Flint and
Noorali (2024) and Dodds et al. (2023),
transcend the traditional dichotomy between
realist and idealist frameworks within classical
and critical geopolitics. These  works
conceptualize war and peace as both a material
and discursive process, offering a theoretical
bridge between classical and critical schools.



Researches in Earth Sciences  16(Special Issue) 2025 193-209

Mousavi Nasab Rabari etal, / 197

This  synthesis enables a geopolitical
understanding of space as simultaneously
objective and subjective (Fard, 2021).
Accordingly, geopolitics is interpreted not
merely as a material reality but also as a
representational and discursive practice, one
that recognizes the intertwined significance of
materiality and language in shaping global
political geographies (Sharp, 2020; Medby,
2021). From this perspective, the language
games of political elites play a crucial role in
constructing societal and global geographical
imaginations (Noorali, 2024), generating a
vertical layer of meaning that legitimizes
physical actions upon land and water. On a
material level, such discursive practices can
manifest in the enforcement of territorial
sovereignty, for instance, the annexation of an
independent state’s territory by another, and the
subsequent assertion of sovereign control
(Dodds et al, 2023). A persistent example of
this logic is found in Henry Kissinger’s realist
conception of geopolitics as an arena of great-
power competition, a calculated chess game
aimed at advancing material interests through
cool strategic rationality (O’Tuathail, 2017).
Hence, classical geopolitics, rooted in realism,
emphasizes the geographical foundations of
global power and strategy, where natural
elements such as water are treated primarily as
physical resources influencing political and
military outcomes (Noorali et al, 2022; Dinar et
al, 2012; Mahlakeng, 2019; Homer-Dixon,
1994, 1996). Conversely, the idealist and
poststructuralist approaches challenge this
material determinism, advancing an ontology
centered on mental worlds and an epistemology
that seeks to deconstruct the hegemonic spatial
imaginaries embedded within geopolitical
discourse (O Tuathail, 1996; O Tuathail and
Agnew, 1992). These approaches explore how
power operates through language and
representation. For instance, in the Russian—
Ukrainian context, the geopolitical imagination
shaped by leaders and their discursive
“language games” employs mechanisms of
Othering to construct a binary opposition
between “our space” and “their space” (Dodds
et al, 2023). Competing actors thus produce
diverse narratives and identities that either
valorize or demonize groups and justify actions,
illustrated by Putin’s invocation of a righteous
‘Great Russia’, reinforced by state-controlled
media, contrasted with Joe Biden and

Volodymyr Zelensky’s depiction of the war as
a “civilizational struggle” between liberal
democracy and authoritarian despotism (Dodds
et al, 2023). Together, such narratives generate
the mental maps, affective investments, and
redemptive stories that guide elite decision-
making and shape geopolitical culture (Specter,
2023; Noorali and Mamadouh, 2025). These
cultures foster distinctive spatial identities,
defining how states perceive their global role
and mission (O’Tuathail, 2017). Within this
framework, emerging perspectives on the
geopolitics of water highlight the need to
engage with discursive, story-based, and place-
rooted narratives surrounding rivers and water
resources. Such narratives are often intertwined
with a nation’s historical memory and cultural
imagination of space (see Bartel et al, 2018;
Sneddon and Fox, 2006; Rogers et al, 2023).
Therefore, rivers can be sources of geopolitical
power in terms of interstate relations (Friedman
and Fedirka, 2017) or sources of geopolitical
imaginaries linked to collective historical
memory (Suslov et al, 2020; Noorali et al,
2025a-b). Our focus point in the analysis of
water conflicts between Iran and Afghanistan is
from both material and discursive dimensions
so that we can provide a more comprehensive
hydropolitical analysis in the context of this
river.

The Material Resources: Environmental
Factors Affecting Hirmand Hydropolitics

- Climate

Climate is one of the environmental factors
affecting the hydropolitics of Hirmand. The
climate of the Hirmand Basin is "hyperarid",
except at the edges of the basin which is "dry"
(Whitney, 2006). Due to its climate, this basin
suffers from successive droughts and floods
(Ettehad, 2010). Hirmand Basin, especially in
the lower part, shows the characteristics of
continental deserts: The basin is located at a
great distance from moisture sources and is
surrounded by mountains that prevent the
invasion of many humid air masses (Whitney,
2006). This arid climate region is the result of
worldwide air circulation patterns that produce
high-pressure semi-permanent cells (Hadley
cells) in the general tropical region (Whitney,
2006).

2- Rainfall

Rainfall is another factor affecting the entire
basin. The average annual rainfall in the Upper
Hirmand Basin is estimated at 350 mm, while
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in the lower parts of the basin, it gradually
decreases (Ettehad, 2010); In most of the basin
downstream of the Hirmand River, the average
rainfall is about 75 mm per year (Whitney,
2006). In Sistan Basin (the lowest part of the
basin) this feature is about 55 mm, which is one
fifth of the average rainfall in the country
(Ettehad, 2010). It is estimated that 70% of
precipitation falls as snow and peak runoff
occurs with snowmelt in April (Goes et al,
2015). Most rainfall occurs in the winter
months (December, January, February and
March) (Alami and Tayfur, 2017). Chagali,
Sultan, Sindak and Kacha mountains are a
barrier to monsoon rains in the Hirmand Basin
(Whitney, 2006). Therefore, the very low
rainfall downstream (lranian part) causes the
migration of Sistan residents to other parts of
the country and changes the human geography
of the destination.

- Temperature

Another influential environmental factor is
the temperature of the basin. The maximum
temperature of the Hirmand Basin in summer
occurs in the lowest part of the Hirmand Basin,
the Sistan Delta, where temperatures above 50°
C are recorded (Ettehad, 2010). The average air
temperature downstream of Hirmand Basin is
generally 27 ° C (Beaumon, et al, 1976) and at
the end of the basin in Sistan, the average
annual temperature is about 21.8 ° C.
Accordingly, Sistan is classified as a very hot
and dry region (Ettehad, 2010). Whitney refers
to Sir Frederick Goldsmith (1876)'s visit to the
Hirmand Delta, which he described as the
"most disgusting" place on earth because of the
hot climate (Ettehad, 2010; Whitney, 2006).

- Vegetation

Vegetation is another environmental factor
affecting Hirmand hydropolitics. Desert
vegetation in the plains of the Hirmand Basin is
limited to small depressions and areas where
local runoff accumulates. The growing season
of plants in Hirmand Basin, on average, is only
about 270 days a year, which is generally very
short and cold for tropical and subtropical
vegetation. This is so that in 1970, only two
small date palms were observed in the Hirmand
Valley (Whitney, 2006). Vegetation can be seen
in different ways in the fields, forests, and
deserts of this region. Usually, the cover in the
deserts is in the form of bushes that grow as
scattered islands and the land in the distance
between them is bare and without plants

(Mehrafarin and Seyed Sajjadi, 2005). Recent
droughts in the Sistan Plain, as the outlet of the
Hirmand Basin, where most of the
hydropolitical differences between Iran and
Afghanistan are over the dryness of the region's
wetlands and the resulting problems, have led
to a significant reduction in vegetation (Seluki
and Nouri Nohad, 2019, Ahmadi et al, 2012).
Therefore, the vegetation of the pastures around
the wetland is often poor and due to natural
conditions, especially climate, and soil, only
halophyte and xerophyte species grow in these
lands (Malakootian, 2008).

- Evaporation

Evaporation is another factor. The Hirmand
river basin, due to its arid climate, air
temperature of more than 50 degrees in some
parts of the basin (especially downstream
areas), etc., has a very high rate of evaporation.
This factor adds to the region's water scarcity
for widespread politico-environmental reasons.
So that some of the highest evaporation rates in
the world have been recorded in the
downstream basin of the Hirmand River
(Evenstar et al, 2018). Evaporation on the
Iranian side of the basin is about 4800 mm per
year, which is twice the average annual
evaporation of this country. In summer,
evapotranspiration in Sistan is about 700 mm
higher than the lower Arghandab area in the
upper part of the Hirmand Basin in
Afghanistan, which has serious effects on the
water needs of crops (Ettehad, 2010).

- Floods

A sudden rise in temperature in a year with
heavy snowfall, or a sudden warming with a
large rainfall event in the upper drainage basin
can cause very large floods in the Hirmand
Valley and the delta (Whitney, 2006). Based on
this, it can be said that a large area of Sistan
region suffers a lot of damage during floods due
to its very low slope (Bazrkar et al, 2013). The
Sistan region, as the outlet of the Hirmand
Basin, experienced many floods in 1957, 1982,
1991 and 1998. However, between 1999 and
2004, there was no inflow into the wetlands of
Sistan province, which led to the loss of
vegetation and the consequent virtual collapse
of the ecosystem (Goes et al, 2015). In general,
floods cause a lot of damage to residents and
cause unemployment and migration on the one
hand and bury some cities in the mud on the
other hand (Bazrkar et al, 2013, Mehrafarin and
Seyed Sajjadi, 2005).
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- Drought

Another key factor influencing Hirmand's
hydropolitics is drought. The Hirmand Basin
has experienced extensive droughts for a
variety of reasons, mostly environmental
(Whitney, 2006). This has led Afghanistan
upstream to refuse to grant water rights to Iran,
which is located downstream of the Hirmand
Basin. The country has intensified the drought
in Sistan as the exit of Hirmand by constructing
numerous dams and canals on the river.
Occurrence of drought and reduced flow from
Hirmand resources reduces Sistan inflow and
water shortage in the Iranian region of Hirmand
Basin (Bazrkar et al, 2013). The results of the
research of Maleki and others show that despite
the severe and long drought in the basin, the
area upstream of the Hirmand basin remains
under agricultural domination and has caused
severe water stress in the downstream wetlands
of Hamoun (Maleki, 2019). Accordingly,
Sistan droughts, which are caused by water
shortage or drought of Hirmand River, have
repeatedly endangered the social and economic
life of the region (Zia Tavana et al, 2010).
Hirmand is faced with water shortage every two
years and floods every 5 years (Khak-e-Sefidi
and Nora, 2008). In Sistan region, almost every
10 years, a deadly drought (Ahmadi et al, 2012)
has occurred during the years 1939-1949-1958-
1970. After that, a drought in Sistan started
from the 1997 crop year and since 2000, this
region has been experiencing a severe drought,
which is mostly of the hydraulic type (Khak-e-
Sefidi and Nora, 2008). The recent drought
period of 1998-2005 has created major famine
conditions in the basin (Ettehad, 2010). In fact,
from 1998 to early 2005, the Hirmand Basin
experienced the longest drought in 175 years
(Whitney, 2006). Along with war and severe
political turmoil in recent decades, this five-
year drought has created widespread famine
that has affected 6 million people in central and
southern Afghanistan (Whitney, 2006). Also,
on the Iranian side of the basin as a river outlet,
Hamoun Lakes have dried up almost
completely during the drought period (Ettehad,
2010). Numerous droughts in the Hirmand
Basin, especially in the Iranian part of the Basin
in Sistan, occur in a situation where
Afghanistan, as a superior country with a better
geopolitical position than Iran, has always built
diversion dams on Hirmand (Kaviani Rad,
2005).

- Geomorphology

Another environmental factor is the
geomorphology of the basin. The Hirmand
Basin isa structurally closed basin that began to
form during the middle Tertiary as a
consequence of the collision of several
Gondwanaland fragments (Whitney, 2006). In
fact, the formation of the Hirmand Basin shows
a long tectonic history of interactions between
continental plates and microplates. The
Hirmand Basin is located in the micro-plate of
Afghanistan, which is created by the collision
of several micro-plates or microplates in the
Mesozoic (Evenstar and et al, 2018).
Aeromagnetic studies indicate the basin is 3-5
kilometers deep over basement rocks.
Continued subsidence along basin-bounding
faults in Iran and Pakistan throughout the
Neogene has formed the Sistan depression in
the southwest corner of the basin (Whitney,
2006). The main factors affecting the general
shape of the Sistan plain as the outlet of the
basin, the successive process of drought and
moisture. These factors have created four
terraces named Zabol, Nimroz, Ram Rud and
Chaharbarjak at altitudes of 480 meters, 490
meters, 500 meters and 520 meters above sea
level (Mehrafarin and Seyed Sajjadi, 2005).
Also, the predominant geomorphological forms
in Sistan plain, we can mention river barracks,
sand dunes, natural pits (Chah-Nime), hamouns
and the height of Khajeh hill (Alaei Taleghani,
2017, Badiei et al, 2011). These factors have a
prominent role in intensifying the variability of
the Hirmand riverbed (Badiei et al, 2011). In
general, this geographical factor has a major
impact on the political climate in the relations
between the two countries over the Hirmand
River.

- Diversions

Another environmental factor is the
diversion of river. Arterial morphology, multi-
tributary, longitudinal barriers in the middle of
the riverbed, 120-day winds, thick alluvium,
erodible layer and other environmental factors,
have caused a sudden change in the direction of
the Hirmand River (Varij Kazemi, 2021). The
diversion of various routes of the Hirmand
River in the past has had a tremendous
economic, social and political impact on the
lives of the people of Sistan and has led to the
formation or destruction of many settlements in
this region. At the same time, the continuation
of the Hirmand River has played a vital role for
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Sistan (Ebrahimzadeh et al, 2004). In general,
different geological causes in changing the
direction of Hirmand in the Sistan plain can be
considered in the following three general
categories: 1) erodability of alluvium; 2) type of
sedimentation that is caused by the texture and
type of soil in the area; 3) tectonic factors. Thus,
the continuation of subsidence and the
formation of thick alluvium in this area, in
addition to preventing the formation of
groundwater aquifers, has led to the change of
various routes for this river (Badiei et al, 2011).
The most important (geo-hydropolitical)
consequences of changes in the morphology of
the riverbed are: a) disputes between the two
countries on the exact definition of the river
boundary b) disputes between the two countries
in determining the amount of water rights c)
changes in the size and vast of the border
(Badiei et al, 2011). Accordingly, the diversion
of this transboundary river not only plays a role
in political relations but also creates
fundamental changes in the economic activities
of this region, so the hydropolitics of the
conflict between the two countries continues.

- Winds

Strong winds are one of the main factors
affecting the climate of the basin. "120-day
wind" is the most significant and frequent wind
problem in the downstream basin of Hirmand
(Whitney, 2006) and Sistan is one of the
windiest deserts in the world (Bazrkar et al,
2013, Ettehad, 2010). A strong wind blows for
120 days each summer, scouring dry lakebeds
and creating dune fields from annual flood
deposits (Whitney, 2006). These winds start in
June and last for 4 months until mid-September.
The maximum wind speed is 120 km/ h, which
isreported in June and July. The harmful effects
of wind are increasing evaporation from surface
of reservoir and considerable soil, water losses
during irrigation, soil erosion, soil particles
accumulation in houses, water channels and
water storage resources (for example, Chah-
Nime), temperature increase, humidity
decrease, lower fertilized agricultural fields
(Bazrkar et al, 2013). These winds are stronger
in Sistan than other areas of the basin and have
significant effects on the landscape and life of
local residents (Ettehad, 2010) and add to the
water tensions between the two countries.

- Erosion

Another factor is erosion. Desert winds,
which often reach storm strength (100-130 km

/ h), are a major cause of erosion and have
created extensive cavities throughout the Lower
Hirmand Basin (Evenstar et al, 2018). Wind
erosion causes frequent canal changes in the
Hirmand Delta (Whitney, 2006). The effect of
erosion in changing the direction of Hirmand
depends on the sequence of sediments in the
region. In addition, water drainage inside the
sand layer causes it to flow, which also
facilitates erosion (Ebrahimzadeh et al, 2004).
Natural factors and erosion of the river banks
have also reduced the amount of water rights in
Iran, which is specified in satellite images and
is not considered in the treaties between the two
countries. However, due to natural factors such
as widespread droughts and erosion of rivers
and riverbanks, and increased water abstraction
inside Afghanistan, Sistan Iran has repeatedly
suffered from severe water shortages and
regional security and national security are at
risk (Kamran, 2021). Therefore, various
geological causes, including the ease of erosion
and sedimentation, which depends on the
texture and type of soil in the basin, and tectonic
and human factors (Ebrahimzadeh et al, 2004),
affect the hydropolitical fate of Hirmand
between two neighboring countries.

- Sedimentation

Sedimentation is  another  influential
environmental factor. By determining the route
of the Hirmand watershed on the geological
structure of Afghanistan, it was determined that
the flow of secondary and major rivers on the
geological structure consisting of andesite,
basalt, limestone and dolomite, calcite,
siltstone,  Sandstone,  schist,  phyllite,
granodiorite, conglomerate, andesitic tuff,
shale, loess and sedimentary deposits are
located (Jahan-Tigh, and Jahan-Tigh, 2019).
Hirmand river downstream (Iranian parts) has a
low slope and sedimentation is a dominant
process in this river so with a few changes, the
bed becomes unstable and the river decreases
(Jahan-Tigh et al, 2019). The Hirmand River,
which is the lifeblood of the Sistan region,
annually carries a large volume of suspended
sediments with it to the Sistan region and
Hamoun Wetland, which are contaminated with
some metallic and quasi-metallic elements. The
environmental factor alone is not the cause of
the production of elements in the suspended
sediments of the Hirmand River, and human
activities are also involved. Lack of
development of Afghanistan and inadequacy of
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their civil infrastructure in the transmission and
treatment systems of industrial and human
wastewater and the entry of this wastewater into
the river are other factors affecting the
production of these elements (Jahan-Tigh and
Jahan-Tigh, 2019). Aeromagnetic studies show
that there is a 3-5 km sedimentary overflow
above the Precambrian crypt in the Sistan
region as the outlet of the Hirmand Basin
(Evenstar et al, 2018). Also, considering the
high concentration of sediment load in Hirmand
River and changes in the morphology of this
river, it can be concluded that suspended
sediments have played a major role in
morphological changes in Hirmand River
(Jahan-Tigh et al, 2019). The point to consider
is the adverse effects of sediment pollutants on
the outlet of the Hirmand Basin (Sistan Plain),
which fuels the hydropolitical disputes between
the two countries in the field of this river.

Results and Discussion

Discursive Resources: Political history, water
rights, and geographical imagination

Geographical Imaginations within
hydropolitical language games are one of the
areas for increasing or decreasing tensions
among countries located in transboundary river
basins. For example, in the 2023 war between
Russia and Ukraine, water has become a space
for popular representations in Russian
geopolitical culture. Here, Russia visualizes the
Dnieper River in a symbolic interpretation, as a
‘holy water’ where the Russian people were
baptized for the first time in history. Thus, the
holy water imagination produced a spiritual
justification for territorial expansionist goals in
which it provided a divine prescription for
Russia's complete control of the Dnieper
(Merabishvili and Meterveli, 2021; Suslov et al,
2020; Noorali et al, 2025b). Here, we focus on
the political and discourse relations between
Iran and Afghanistan over the Hirmand River.
In the analysis of water discourse, we analyze
water agreements as discourse strategies with
positive representation (Sneddon and Fox,
2006), building and inauguration of a dam as a
provocative discursive act (Nagheeby and
Warner, 2022), blocking the dam's water as
nodes of water conflict (Sneddon and Fox,
2006), and not giving the water right to the
downstream country as discursive hydro-
hegemony (Zeitoun and Warner, 2006).

Relations between Iran and Afghanistan have
a long history. Both countries have religious,
social, economic, cultural, and geopolitical
experiences with long shared borders and
similar historical identities. This evokes the
Persian geopolitical tradition that depicts two
parts of the same historical body; So that this
separation has been de-identified with a kind of
artificial alienation that is rooted in the
discourse of foreign powers. The oldest dispute
between Iran and Afghanistan, which has a
history of 130 years (Kamran, 1390), is the
division of the water of the "Hirmand" river,
which originates in Afghanistan and flows into
Iran (Islam, 1390). Hirmand, as a part of the
historical identity of Greater Iran, has a special
place in Iran's geopolitical culture. So that it has
the potential to mobilize a historical
representation on the part of Iranian leaders
over geographical resources. The separation of
Herat from Iran and the consequences of the
Treaty of Paris in 1857 (Iran's recognition of a
country called Afghanistan) changed the nature
of the Hirmand River from an internal river for
Iran to an international river. This change
placed Afghanistan in the geopolitical upstream
position of Hirmand's water resources (Qureshi
et al, 2021). The Hirmand is among the 10
largest and most important rivers in Asia and is
of great geopolitical importance to Iran. The
Hirmand is the lifeblood of Sistan and the life
of Sistan and Baluchistan province is directly
related to this river because groundwater or
semi-surface and saline water in this region are
not only unusable but also harmful (Akbari et
al, 2020, Foroughi Nematolahi et al, 2013). In
the second half of the nineteenth century, with
the height of the disputes between the local
rulers of Iran and Afghanistan over border
issues, the two countries left the resolution of
these issues to the British government
(Hafeznia et al, 2006). In 1870, England handed
over the issue of border arbitration and disputes
over the Hirmand River to Goldsmith (Bandani,
2015). Goldsmith placed the border between
the two countries on the main tributary of the
Hirmand River. With the border between the
two countries on a part of the Hirmand River,
the river became an international river
according to the Vienna Document (Qureshi et
al, 2021). Therefore, this political judgment,
which was rooted in the hegemonic discourses
of the great powers in the ‘Great Game’, for the
first time, established Hirmand as a watershed
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for dividing mental identities and geographical
boundaries. This caused the root of separation
in both material and imaginary dimensions to
be placed on the Hirmand River and became the
source of the differences between the two
countries until today. Thus, Goldsmith's
geographical mapping of the river and physical
boundaries created a mental mapping of the
last, which became a separation of identity on
both sides of the water. After Goldsmith's
arbitration, with the occurrence of two natural
events in Sistan, the conflict escalated again and
caused the British arbitration to be requested
once again (Ahmadi, 2004). This judgment was
entrusted to McMahon this time (Bandani,
2015). In the initial determination of the
Hirmand watershed, McMahon stipulated that
Iran and Afghanistan should share Hirmand
water downstream of the Kamal Khan Dam
equally. However, later in the final vote, he
changed the same decision and from the bottom
of Kamal Khan dam, allocated one-third of
Hirmand water to Iran and the other two-thirds
to Afghanistan  (Mojtahedzadeh, 2010).
Russian newspapers published letters from the
people of Sistan complaining about McMahon
and the British for what they called the
"conspiracy" against their water rights. The
Russians, in particular, expressed their concern
and displeasure to the Iranian Crown Prince
about the British arbitration concerning the
water rights of the people of Sistan Game
(Nagheeby and Warner, 2022). Thus, what
ostensibly happened on a material level with the
"change of use" of the river due to natural
drought (Noorali et al 2025b), mobilized the
geopolitical imaginations of global actors
against each other to shift the balance in the
region. Such political issues between the
Russians and the British surrounding the
Helmand waters could be considered against
the backdrop of the bigger geopolitical picture
of the region known as the Great Game
(Nagheeby and Warner, 2022). The unknown
reasons behind the change in McMahon’s
decision may also be inferred from this point of
view. Afghanistan served as a buffer state for
the British against the Russians and control of
water in Afghanistan was thus a political tool to
protect the 'crown jewel' of its empire in a
spatial imagination: British India (ibid). The
decision following the arbitration over water
allocation posed a serious threat to Iran’s
national security and sovereignty. While both

parties accepted the decision concerning
political boundaries, Iran rejected McMahon’s
arbitration on water allocation. Then, due to the
dissatisfaction ~ of  the  Iranian  side,
hydropolitical cooperation moved towards a
hydropolitical ~ conflict. ~The  differences
continued for years until the 1930s, when
relations between Reza Shah Pahlavi and
Mohammad Nader Shah improved and friendly
relations prevailed. Therefore, the 1939 treaty
was concluded by the government of Reza Shah
Pahlavi and Mohammad Zahir Shah. Article |
of this treaty recognized that “the governments
of Iran and Afghanistan agree to divide in equal
shares all waters of the Hirmand river which
flows to Band-e Kamal Khan (30 miles inside
Afghan  territory) between Iran and
Afghanistan,” and Article II provided that in
order to use more water than that is taken now
between Deh-e Chahr-Borjak and Band-e
Kamal Khan, the government of Afghanistan
would not construct any other stream in the said
district and not even repair any of the existing
ones (Mojtahed-Zadeh, 1993; Islam, 2011).
Due to the changing political situation during
World War Il when Reza Shah of Iran was
exiled in 1941, Afghans refused to ratify the
treaty (Islam, 2011). After that, the neutral
commission in 1947 could not resolve the water
dispute between the two countries and the
disputes continued. Then in 1973 a new
international treaty was concluded between the
two countries, according to which a total of 26
cubic meters per second of Hirmand River
water must be delivered to Iran in a normal (or
higher than normal) water year (Hajihosseini,
2016). Thus, the Hirmand River is the only river
in Afghanistan that has an international
(Afghan-lranian) water treaty (Goes et al,
2015). According to Article 2 of the agreement,
the total amount of water from the Hirmand
River delivered by Afghanistan to Iran in a
normal (or above normal) water year is limited
to an average flow of 22 cubic meters per
second. This volume, in addition to the
additional amount of water (4 cubic meters per
second) that has been granted by Afghanistan as
an expression of goodwill and brotherly
relations with Iran (Hajihosseini, 2016). In fact,
with the positive discourse between the two
countries becoming hegemonic, Afghanistan's
King Mohammad Zahir gave the extra water as
a gift to Iran's King Mohammad Reza
(Mojtahed-Zadeh, 2004). In total, Iran's water
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right supply is 22 + 4, ie 26 cubic meters per
second, equivalent to 820,000,000 cubic meters
per year (Etaat and Varzesh, 2012). This treaty
was approved by the parliaments of both
countries (Hajihosseini, 2016: 4683). Although
the treaty was ratified by the two parliaments
with great difficulty, it was not implemented
due to the coup d'etat in Afghanistan that year
and was not fully implemented in the following
years due to insecurity and instability in
Afghanistan (Mojtahed-zadeh, 2004,
Ahmadzai, 2016). Another hydropolitical issue
that drives the Hirmand River into conflict is
the Afghan facility upstream. The country is
trying to conserve water in the country by
building dams on the Hirmand, which in water
imagination is called "Afghanistan's water
rescue line". This happened despite the treaties
between this country and its neighbors
(Heshmat Sadat and Seyed, 2020) to form water
conflict nodes in networks of spatial and
historical dams. The issue of Afghanistan's
facilities on the Hirmand dates back to the
1930s, when the Afghan government expressed
its interest in developing an agricultural basin
in the Hirmand Basin. During World War |1, the
Afghan government continued to build these
facilities to replace the earlier positive
discourse  achieved through the water
agreement with a provocative act (Noorali et al,
2025b; Etaat and Varzesh, 2012). Within eight
years (Between 1949 and 1957), with the help
of the Americans, the Bogra Dam in Girishk,
the 70-kilometer-long Bogra Canal with a
capacity of 2,800 cubic feet per second, and the
Kajaki Reservoir Dam with a capacity of 1.5
million cubic feet were built. In addition, the
Arghandab Dam is built on the Arghandab
branch of the Hirmand River (Mojtahed-zadeh,
2004). The hegemonic shift of global discourse
changed the interventionist power in Hirmand,
and the United States advanced the nodes of the
water conflict in Afghanistan to portray an
alternative global power in Central Asia.
Afghanistan exploited the Kajaki Dam and
refused to grant Iran full water rights, especially
the complete closure of the dam outlets by the
Taliban government before they lost power in
2001 (Etaat and Varzesh, 2012, Bazrkar et al,
2013), the issue of wetlands drying up
downstream Hirmand intensified and negative
population changes intensified. This was the
first consequence of changing the discourse
governing Afghanistan and the effectiveness of

the Taliban from 1996 to 2001 (Noorali et al,
2025b). After the fall of the Taliban in 2001,
Iran’s relations with the Afghan government on
Hirmand improved somewhat until Ashraf
Ghani came to power with the Water of Gold
discourse.  Ashraf  Ghani's hydropolitical
imagination is somehow a geopolitical
otherness through water in the hydro-
hegemonic control of the river discourse. In a
hydropolitical rhetoric during the opening of
the Kamal Khan Dam (The Kamal Khan dam is
located near the Iranian border in Afghanistan's
Nimroz province and has a storage capacity of
52 million cubic meters of water, which can
irrigate about 174,000 arable lands) in 2021, he
said: ‘After this, the key to Helmand is in
Afghanistan's  hands. We respect our
commitments to Iran, but anything beyond the
quota needs to be discussed.” He emphasized
that from now on Afghanistan ‘will not give
free water to anyone’ and ‘if Iran gives oil in
exchange, it can receive more water’. ‘Every
drop of ‘our’ water will be more valuable than
ten drops of ‘their’ oil’ (BBC NEWS, 2021;
Nagheeby and Warner, 2022).

The territorial imaginations of both sides are
based on the language games of "generosity".
One of the elements of the argument behind
Iran's pressure on Afghanistan in Hirmand is
that Iran thinks it is a "generous giver" in most
political and territorial areas. For example,
hosting millions of Afghan refugees while
facing economic challenges and providing
export subsidies. Also providing Afghanistan
access to open seas through Chabahar port
(Noorali et al, 2025b; Nagheeby and Warner,
2022). Accordingly, it expects Afghanistan to
cooperate in water and environmental issues.
From Iran's perspective, the situation remains
almost a zero-sum game, one in which
Afghanistan receives almost all incentives and
Iran receives almost nothing in terms of
cooperation on water and environmental
protection (Ibid). Afghanistan also thinks that
for a long time, it has been a 'generous giver’,
that it has given water to Iran ‘free’, in quantities
that go beyond the treaty. Afghanistan may also
view the incentives it receives from lIran as
relatively worthless compared to what Iran
gains in terms of a strategic resource in the
water-scarce region (Nagheeby and Warner,
2022). This was not the end of the political
adventures of the Afghan governments
regarding Hirmand’s hydropolitics. On August
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14, 2021, with the Taliban occupying most of
Afghanistan, Ashraf Ghani fled the country,
and Iran must wait for a new round of
hydropolitical developments in the east of the
country (Noorali et al, 2025b). Afghanistan’s
wishes to fully control water for leverage came
true only one year after the inauguration,
though by the new rulers, the Taliban. In
January 2022, the river was ultimately diverted
south to block the water flow into Iran and the
Hamoun Wetlands (Nagheeby and Warner,
2022). Although some non-critical views
evaluated Taliban rule as positive for Hirmand's
hydropolitics, the codes of Taliban
hydropolitics were negative on both material
and discursive levels. First, on the material
level, he closed the gates of the Kamal Khan
Dam to Iran and diverted the water to non-
agricultural routes inside the country. Ebrahim
Raisi threatened to "take my words seriously in
the context of Hirmand so that you don't
complain later”. Dragging hydropolitics into
language games resulted in the discursive
action of the Taliban.

The Taliban gave a meaningful and mocking
answer to the president of Iran with a
motorcycle parade using "yellow barrels" in
which Hirmand water was poured. The yellow
barrels were similar to the barrels that the
Taliban used to use for suicide and terrorist
attacks. It was a kind of water threat for Iran by
presenting an image of arming the Hirmand
River. This water parade was aired on a
television channel affiliated with the Taliban
forces to portray popular hydropolitics.
Therefore, it can be said that the location of
most of the Hirmand River in the territory of
Afghanistan has caused the Afghan government
in recent decades to use Hirmand, as a political
tool, to influence Iran's foreign policy and
positions. This superior position of Afghanistan
has led to its geopolitical superiority over Iran,
which has always led to Iran's flexibility
towards Afghanistan and its geopolitical
dependence on the Hirmand River water
resources. Inserting all of this into the TWINS
framework highlights the mutual securitization
of water issues that again occurred during this
period.

Action outside of the realm of normal politics
became necessary; cooperation meanwhile
remained only ad hoc, addressing immediate
issues without subscribing to a common longer-
term goal.

Hydropolitical Outcomes: Political Discourses
and Environmental Changes

Between 1986 and 2021, satellite analysis
(based on Noorali et al, 2025b) of the Hirmand
Basin reveals that changes in water resources,
vegetation, and soil were deeply intertwined
with the political, environmental, and
hydropolitical dynamics between Iran and
Afghanistan. During the late 1980s, despite the
Iran-lraqg war and political instability in
Afghanistan, the Hamun wetlands experienced
a slight increase in water (0.26%) and a
significant rise in vegetation (+23%), reflecting
relatively favorable rainfall and the continued
natural flow of the Helmand River. From 1990
to 1996, both water (+0.34%) and vegetation
(+23%) continued to increase, indicating the
absence of major droughts and a period of
relatively stable water-sharing practices based
on customary transboundary norms. The period
from 1996 to 2003 marked a turning point:
vegetation sharply declined by 80.9% and water
decreased by 5.29%, while soil expanded
slightly. This  drastic  environmental
degradation resulted from severe droughts and
the Taliban’s restrictive water policies, which
led to the drying of wetlands, ecological
collapse, and widespread environmental
displacement across Sistan. Between 2003 and
2008, following the fall of the Taliban and the
partial restoration of political stability, both
water (+0.12%) and vegetation (+18%)
increased again, reflecting improved rainfall
and a mild diplomatic thaw between the two
countries. However, from 2008 to 2015, the
trend reversed: although soil increased,
vegetation declined. This period coincided with
the reactivation of the Chah-Nimeh reservoirs
in Sistan and Afghanistan’s partial adherence to
the 1973 Helmand River Treaty, which helped
prevent the complete desiccation of the Hamun
wetlands. From 2015 to 2019, improved
bilateral relations and favorable rainfall
contributed to a positive trend, with water
increasing by 5.71% and vegetation rising
slightly. Yet from 2019 to 2021, another sharp
downturn occurred: both water and vegetation
drastically decreased, while barren land
expanded. This coincided with Afghanistan’s
political transition, the inauguration of the
Kamal Khan Dam, and renewed hydropolitical
tension (See Noorali et al, 2025b; Ahmadi et al,
2024). These vyears illustrate how policy
decisions in Kabul directly shape the ecological
and social stability of Iran’s Sistan region,
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where every cubic meter of diverted water has
geopolitical and humanitarian consequences.
Overall, the 35-year trend demonstrates that the
Hamun wetlands have not only been victims of
climatic fluctuations but also instruments of
hydropolitical power and leverage between Iran
and Afghanistan. Each phase of instability or
unilateral water control in Afghanistan has
directly corresponded with the decline of water
and vegetation in Sistan, deepening one of the
most acute transboundary environmental crises
in the region.

Conclusion

Although the environmental factors affecting
Hirmand have affected it's political and
discourse  dimension, the production of
discourse has also been a part of Hirmand's
hydropolitics. Both sides have tried to create an
arbitrary hegemonic discourse space related to
water. On the one hand, Afghanistan should
refrain from giving water downstream by
representing drought and highlighting purely
environmental and non-political issues. On the
other hand, Iran is trying to attribute the
mismanagement of water resources in Sistan
entirely to the upstream country. . Therefore,
according to Agnew (2003; 2008), we show that
with the change of material conditions and
dominant discursive ways of understanding it,
the atmosphere governing power relations
changes. This approach states that both material
forces and geopolitical imaginations or
intellectual representations interact to influence
the spatiality of the dominant power in a
specific spatial and temporal atmosphere
(Agnew, 2003). Therefore, showing the
material effects of (water) discourse as well as
the discursive effects of (water) materiality (as
Hardy and Thomas have shown in Discourse in
the Material World, 2014) interweaves the
mental and geographical worlds in the
framework of hydropolitics. Our empirical
contribution is an example of the hydropolitics
between Iran and Afghanistan, in this direction,
it shows how the imaginations and
representations of water in the semantic layer
and the geographical effects of rivers/canals in
the material layer have affected the relations.
Above all, this non-binary combination tries to
highlight water cooperation and the importance
of environmental issues by clarifying water
policies behind the curtain of geo-powers and
reflecting the geographical effects of water and

the mutual effects of material-discursive
processes. The political instability in
Afghanistan, whether under extremist Islamist
rule (the Taliban) or during the administration
of Ashraf Ghani, together with the U.S. military
presence and subsequent withdrawal, has
turned the Hirmand River into a focal point of
contentious hydropolitics. On the Iranian side,
poor water governance and the authorities’
insistence on the complete dependence of
Sistan on the Hirmand River, often used as a
justification to avoid accountability, have
further deepened the region’s water crisis.
These political-discursive dynamics intensify
the basin’s already fragile environmental
conditions. Our findings indicate that
Afghanistan, as the upstream hydro-power, has
practiced a negative form of hydropolitics—
using dam closures and discursive “language
games” to impose costs on Iran, rather than
engaging in cooperative or constructive
interaction. Regardless of the immediate
outcomes, the ongoing tensions highlight the
broader diplomatic importance of natural
resource governance and equitable water
access. The current conflict-based
hydropolitical posture could, however, evolve
into one of cooperation through sustained
dialogue and confidence-building measures. As
Rai et al. (2017) demonstrate in another
transboundary basin, adversarial riparian states
can recalibrate their relations by moving
beyond  verbal  commitments toward
institutionalized collaboration, such as joint
treaties or cooperative water projects.
Collaborative management of the Hirmand
could thus become a foundation for trust-
building and even serve as an entry point for
broader peace efforts between Iran and
Afghanistan. Insights from the growing field of
environmental peacebuilding further affirm that
shared resource management can strengthen
regional stability by fostering dialogue,
transparency, and mutual accountability.
Establishing a structured framework for
cooperation within Iran—Afghanistan peace
negotiations could therefore represent a viable
ecological compromise. Despite the current
challenges, shared waters still hold the potential
to shift relations from rivalry to reciprocal
engagement. The principles outlined in Article
10 of the Dakar 2022 Blue Deal reinforce this
path, emphasizing the use of water as a tool for
peace, solidarity, and regional integration
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through dialogue and partnership, especially in
the post-COVID era, which underscored the
interconnectedness of nations (World Bank,
2022; Hydropolitics  Association, 2022).
Accordingly, this study rejects any framing of
the issue as a “water war” and instead stresses
the need for proactive steps toward a
cooperative  hydropolitical ~ environment.
Nonetheless, the Taliban’s return to power in
August 2021, despite informal assurances from
its leadership, has yet to demonstrate any
concrete commitment to such cooperation in the
Hirmand Basin. The trajectory of Iran—
Afghanistan hydropolitical relations will thus
depend on how both governments approach
water governance in the years ahead.
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