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Undoubtedly, water has become a political issue closely tied to the pursuit of
power, and water diplomacy has emerged as the art of compromise and
cooperation over shared water resources in hydropolitical relations between
riparian states. In Iran, given the numerous water disputes in its shared
transboundary river basins, water diplomacy with neighboring countries is an
essential necessity and should be prioritized within the national macro-decision-
making framework. This research aims to explore and analyze transboundary
water agreements and the practice of water diplomacy in the hydropolitical
relations between Iran and Afghanistan within the transboundary Hirmand River
basin. The research questions are: What are the challenges in the hydropolitical
relations between Iran and Afghanistan? And what role can water diplomacy
play in mitigating these hydropolitical conflicts? Accordingly, this study was
conducted using a descriptive-analytical approach, relying on library and
documentary resources. Based on findings derived from documents provided by
the Ministry of Energy and the Research Center of the Islamic Consultative
Assembly, the results indicate that Iran occupies a downstream position in the
transboundary Hirmand River basin, while Afghanistan holds a position of
hydropower advantage. Historically, the water diplomacy mechanisms in the
hydropolitical relations between Iran and Afghanistan in the Hirmand Basin have
been largely passive since 1872 AD. There is a pressing need for Iran to actively
engage in both potential and actual water diplomacy in this basin to resolve
outstanding issues in the shared transboundary basin with Afghanistan and to
strengthen the foundations of cooperation aimed at reducing tensions and
competition.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The water crisis, particularly in transboundary
river basins, has become one of the most critical
environmental and security challenges. As
water scarcity intensifies, tensions between
basin countries escalate. In Asia, where high
population density and limited resources
prevail, this crisis is especially severe. Iran,
which shares transboundary rivers in all four
geographical  directions, faces  diverse
hydropolitical challenges in addressing these
issues. Notably, in the Hirmand River basin,
Iran, as a downstream country, encounters
difficulties in water allocation and utilization
because Afghanistan, leveraging its upstream
position and strategic interests, has disregarded
international legal principles and previous
agreements by initiating the construction of
water infrastructure. Under these
circumstances, strengthening water diplomacy
can serve as an effective tool to reduce tensions,
reassess past agreements, and improve
hydropolitical relations between the two
countries.

Methodology

The present study is applied research in terms
of purpose and quality, employing a
descriptive-analytical method to examine the
role of water diplomacy in the hydropolitical
relations between Iran and Afghanistan within
the transboundary Hirmand River basin.
Utilizing a  theoretical framework of
hydroliberal diplomacy, the study analyzes
water diplomacy and the most significant
hydropolitical problems and challenges
between the two countries, based on documents
related to the border waters of the Hirmand
River. Data collection was conducted through
questionnaires and supplemented by library
resources and documents, including scientific
articles, books, and transboundary water
records from the Ministry of Energy and the

Research Center of the Islamic Consultative
Assembly.

Results and Discussion

The Helmand River Basin, one of the most
significant transboundary rivers between Iran
and Afghanistan, has long been a focal point of
political and environmental conflicts. Despite
historical agreements—most notably the 1972
treaty—an  effective =~ and  sustainable
mechanism for the equitable management of
this shared resource has yet to be established.
Leveraging its wupstream position and
constructing dams such as Kamal Khan and
Kajaki, Afghanistan has gradually emerged as a
regional hydro-hegemon, using water as a tool
of power. Meanwhile, Iran, particularly in the
Sistan region, remains heavily dependent on the
river and suffers from weak water diplomacy
and an inability to fully utilize international
mechanisms. Issues such as reduced water
allocations, unilateral dam construction,
neglect of environmental needs, and the
politicization of water resources have strained
bilateral relations. In this context, redefining
water diplomacy at multilateral levels,
developing a new treaty grounded in
environmental considerations, strengthening
technical and diplomatic capacities, and
investing in alternative water resources are key
strategies to overcome the crisis. Today, the
Helmand River is not merely an environmental
concern but has become a geopolitical and
security challenge that demands a coordinated,
proactive, and international response.

Conclusion

Within the framework of the hydroliberal
approach to diplomacy, the Hirmand River can
be transformed from a source of tension into an
opportunity for cooperation and convergence,
provided that the two countries move beyond a
confrontational mindset toward dialogue,
institutional trust-building, and participatory
management. Strengthening this approach will
pave the way for creating sustainable and
balanced agreements that simultaneously
address shared interests, human needs, and
regional security.
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