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Article type: Background and Objective: As an upstream country in the Amu Darya
Research Article  basin, Afghanistan possesses significant hydropolitical potential;
however, institutional weakness and the instability of water policies have
limited the extent to which this potential has been mobilized in support

PP:29-58 of national development. The Qosh Tepa National Project, as one of the
. largest water-infrastructure schemes in the country, represents a strategic
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09/ 0519026 Method: The study adopts an analytical-explanatory approach. Data

were collected through library sources, official documents, analytical
reports, and scholarly articles, and were examined using a qualitative,
theme-based method with an emphasis on the interlinkages among water
resources, political power, and national development.

Findings/ Result: The results indicate that Qosh Tepa constitutes a
turning point in Afghanistan’s transition from a “peripheral actor” to an
“influential player” in the Amu Darya basin. By establishing physical
control over part of the river flow, the project contributes to the
redistribution of hydropower and alters downstream dependency
patterns. Domestically, it forms the core of policies promoting economic
self-reliance  and food self-sufficiency, supporting economic
revitalization through the restoration of agriculture in the north, the
reduction of wheat-import dependence, and the creation of extensive
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employment opportunities. Politically, Qosh Tepa functions as a form of
“symbolic state capital,” generating performance-based legitimacy for
the Islamic Emirate through the demonstration of effective resource
management.

Conclusion: The long-term success of the project depends on
transitioning from hard hydro-hegemony to a cooperation-oriented model
and institutionalizing water diplomacy with downstream states. The
nexus between water control, economic development, and political
authority suggests that Qosh Tepa may become a key pillar in shaping a
new, development-oriented hydrological order in Afghanistan and
Central Asia.

Keywords: Amu Darya, economic self-reliance, hydropolitics, national
development, Qosh Tepa, water diplomacy.
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1. Introduction

In recent decades, water has become one of the central elements in the security, economic,
and political debates of the international system. Climate change, population growth,
pressure on natural resources, and the increasing demand for agricultural production have
transformed water from a natural resource into a geopolitical factor and an instrument of
power. As an upstream country in the Amu Darya basin, Afghanistan possesses significant
hydropolitical potential; however, institutional weakness and the instability of water policies
have limited the extent to which this potential has been mobilized in support of national
development. The Qosh Tepa National Project, as one of the largest water-infrastructure
schemes in the country, represents a strategic effort to convert latent water power into
geopolitical and developmental leverage. The purpose of this study is to provide a
hydropolitical analysis of the Qosh Tepa Project and to explain its role within the policy of
economic self-reliance and the national development strategy of the Islamic Emirate of
Afghanistan.

The theoretical framework of the study is grounded in the nexus between hydropolitics
and the developmental state. In this perspective, water functions as a source of power and a
mechanism for redistributing political influence in transboundary basins, while upstream
states benefit from a position of hydropolitical advantage. Within this framework, the Qosh
Tepa Project is interpreted as a mechanism for strengthening Afghanistan’s geopolitical
standing and generating performance-based state legitimacy through economic development,
a model referred to as “hydro-developmentalism.” Accordingly, the study seeks to answer
the core question of how the Qosh Tepa Project influences the national development policy
of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan and reshapes the country’s geopolitical position within
the hydropolitical equation of Central Asia.

2. Methodology

The study adopts an analytical-explanatory approach, and the data were collected from
library sources, official documents, analytical reports, and scholarly articles. grounded in the
conceptual framework of hydropolitics and the developmental state. This design was
selected because the subject matter is strategic and multi-layered, requiring conceptual
analysis and the interpretation of the interlinkages among water resources, political power,
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and national development. Given the nature of the topic, quantitative or field-based methods
are not suitable; instead, document analysis and the examination of scholarly texts and
analytical data provide a deeper and more accurate understanding of the phenomenon.

The primary tools for data collection consisted of systematic note-taking from library
sources, academic articles, specialized reports, and official documents. Data were collected
within a defined time frame through access to scientific databases, reputable mapping and
geospatial information websites, and credible documentary sources.

3. Results

The findings of the study indicate that the Qosh Tepa National Project represents a strategic
turning point in Afghanistan’s hydropolitical positioning within the Amu Darya basin. The
analysis shows that by establishing physical control over a portion of the river flow,
Afghanistan is transitioning from a “peripheral actor” to an “influential player” in the
regional hydropolitical order. This shift contributes to the redistribution of hydropower and
alters downstream dependency structures, particularly in relation to Uzbekistan and
Turkmenistan. The project has therefore transformed water from a passive natural resource
into an instrument of geopolitical leverage and bargaining power for the Islamic Emirate of
Afghanistan.

At the domestic level, the findings reveal that Qosh Tepa forms the core of the Islamic
Emirate’s policy of economic self-reliance and food self-sufficiency. The project supports
the revitalization of agricultural production in northern Afghanistan through the expansion of
irrigated land, reduction of reliance on wheat imports, and creation of large-scale
employment opportunities. These processes contribute to economic recovery, stabilization of
rural livelihoods, and mitigation of subsistence dependency. The results further demonstrate
that the project functions not only as an infrastructural intervention but also as a
developmental mechanism linking water control to national production, social stability, and
long-term economic resilience.

In political terms, the project operates as a form of “symbolic state capital.” The study
finds that the Islamic Emirate employs Qosh Tepa as a performance-based legitimacy
instrument by showcasing administrative capacity, infrastructural competence, and effective
resource management. The project strengthens state authority by reinforcing the perception
of governance efficiency and centralized developmental decision-making. This contributes
to the consolidation of internal political cohesion and enhances the state’s credibility in the
eyes of local communities and administrative structures.

At the regional level, the findings highlight that the project has redefined hydropolitical
interactions in Central Asia. While it increases Afghanistan’s bargaining capacity, it
simultaneously necessitates diplomatic engagement with downstream states due to potential
environmental and agricultural impacts. The study shows that the long-term sustainability of
the project depends on moving from hard hydro-hegemony toward a cooperation-oriented
framework rooted in transparency, institutionalized water diplomacy, and multilateral
communication mechanisms.

The results also confirm the analytical relevance of the hydro-developmentalism model
proposed in the study. The empirical interpretation demonstrates that water, development,
and political authority are mutually reinforcing and operate in a cyclical relationship: water
control generates development, development produces legitimacy, and legitimacy stabilizes
political power. Qosh Tepa thus emerges as both a hydropolitical instrument and a
developmental state-building project.

Overall, the findings indicate that the Qosh Tepa Project has the potential to reshape
Afghanistan’s geopolitical standing, strengthen domestic state capacity, and contribute to
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economic transformation. However, its long-term success remains contingent upon
institutional sustainability, environmental management, and cooperative regional
engagement rather than unilateral resource control.

4. Conclusion

The purpose of this study was to analyze the Qosh Tepa National Project from a
hydropolitical perspective and to explain its role in the national development strategy and
economic self-reliance policy of the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan. The findings
demonstrate that the project marks a critical transition in Afghanistan’s position within the
Amu Darya basin, shifting the country from a peripheral actor to a more influential upstream
player by establishing physical control over part of the river flow. These results are broadly
consistent with previous research emphasizing the strategic, economic, and territorial
implications of the Qosh Tepa Canal, while this study extends prior work by linking
hydropolitical power to state legitimacy and developmental governance.

The study further shows that Qosh Tepa functions not only as an infrastructural and
agricultural intervention, but also as a mechanism for strengthening performance-based
legitimacy and consolidating political authority through the demonstration of resource-
management capacity. At the domestic level, the project contributes to agricultural
revitalization, food self-sufficiency, and rural employment, reinforcing the logic of hydro-
developmentalism in which water control generates development, and development in turn
produces political stability. At the regional level, however, the project reshapes
hydropolitical dynamics and increases Afghanistan’s bargaining leverage, while
simultaneously creating a structural need for cooperative engagement with downstream
states.

The results suggest that the long-term success of the project depends on institutional
sustainability, environmental risk management, and a gradual transition from hard hydro-
hegemony toward cooperation-oriented water diplomacy. Accordingly, the study
recommends the establishment of formal hydrodiplomatic mechanisms with neighboring
states, the integration of technical and environmental monitoring systems, and the alignment
of the project with broader regional development and confidence-building frameworks.
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