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Background and Objective: Spatial inequality is one of the most significant
development challenges in Afghanistan, resulting in unequal access to hard
infrastructure (such as water, electricity, transportation, and land) and soft
infrastructure (including education, healthcare, social protection, and inclusive
institutions). This imbalance exacerbates poverty, marginalization, social
injustice, weakened national cohesion, and political instability. This study aims
to examine the role of territorial planning in the government's legal
policymaking, with particular emphasis on ensuring equal opportunities and
reducing spatial inequality.

Methods: This study adopts a descriptive—analytical approach and employs
deductive, inductive, and documentary analysis methods. In addition, statistical
data and reports, particularly those published by the World Bank, were used to
examine and compare the status of spatial justice and the distribution of
infrastructure across different regions of Afghanistan.

Findings: The findings indicate that achieving equal opportunities in access to
both hard and soft infrastructure requires coherent and legally binding policy
frameworks implemented through territorial planning. The absence of such an
integrated framework perpetuates spatial inequality and the deprivation of less-
developed regions. As a comprehensive planning framework, territorial planning
facilitates the equitable distribution of resources, the effective utilization of
territorial capacities, and the reduction of regional disparities.

Conclusion: Integrating legal policies based on equal opportunity into the
territorial  planning system promotes balanced development, reduces
discrimination, strengthens social and national cohesion, enhances public trust in
government, and optimizes the utilization of territorial capacities. Therefore,
territorial planning should be regarded by policymakers as an effective strategy
for advancing spatial justice and achieving sustainable development in
Afghanistan.
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Introduction

Spatial equality is a fundamental issue directly linked to access to hard and soft
infrastructure. Afghanistan is among countries where inequality manifests across three
dimensions: social identity, social position, and social status. Spatial inequality produces
adverse consequences that demand appropriate and fundamental solutions. The solution must
be both legally binding and comprehensive, ensuring equal access to hard and soft
infrastructure for all citizens. Such access should guarantee not only formal equality of
opportunity but also substantive equality, serving as a legal framework for citizens suffering
from spatial discrimination. The realization of these objectives is possible through the
government's spatial planning framework, which must prioritize equal opportunity to reduce
territorial discrimination and ensure spatial justice for all groups, particularly marginalized
social and territorial communities.

This research addresses three central questions: (1) What are the key dimensions of spatial
inequality in hard and soft infrastructure in Afghanistan? (2) What legal strategies should the
government design and implement within territorial planning to ensure equal opportunities
for access to hard and soft infrastructure? (3) What specific strategies should be incorporated
into planning to address territorial discrimination against marginalized groups? The
significance of this research derives from territorial planning's multiple functions: ensuring
unity and cohesion, poverty alleviation, fostering national solidarity, reducing crime and
rent-seeking, decreasing marginalization, ensuring political stability, increasing social
mobility, and promoting social justice.

The existing literature on this topic adopts diverse approaches. Yazdanpanah Daro et al.
(2019) examined internal factors affecting spatial planning in Afghanistan from a
geopolitical perspective but did not address equal opportunity as a core principle. Nafeh
Chaudry (2019) focused on land usurpation and related conflicts rather than spatial planning
and equal opportunity. The World Bank's Afghanistan Spatial Disparities Assessment
analyzed spatial inequality and factors of differential development but did not address
mechanisms for ensuring spatial equality. This research fills this gap by systematically
analyzing how legal policies can embed equal opportunity principles within territorial
planning frameworks.

Methodology

This research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach, employing a combination of
deductive and inductive reasoning alongside documentary analysis. The deductive method
facilitates the construction of a theoretical framework grounded in the legal obligations of
the state regarding the right to equal opportunity, particularly the state's positive and
negative obligations in ensuring procedural rights that guarantee substantive rights. The
inductive method examines the manifestations of spatial inequality across Afghanistan's
provinces and regions through analysis of existing statistical data, governmental reports, and
scholarly literature. Documentary analysis scrutinizes official government policies, legal
instruments, and planning documents to assess whether existing frameworks adequately
address equal opportunity principles. Statistical data from World Bank reports, particularly
the Afghanistan Spatial Disparities Assessment (2021) and the Global Social Mobility
Report (2020), were systematically analyzed to compare and evaluate the status of spatial
justice and infrastructure distribution across different regions of Afghanistan. This
comparative analysis enables identification of key patterns of spatial inequality and
assessment of current policy effectiveness.
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Results

The findings reveal persistent and multifaceted spatial inequality across Afghanistan,
fundamentally impacting both hard and soft infrastructure. Geographically, Afghanistan's
ring road, approximately 3,360 kilometers connecting 16 provinces, serves as the primary
transportation artery. However, mountainous regions remain largely disconnected. Provinces
along this route have significantly better access to services, while remote provinces such as
Nuristan, Badghis, and Ghor rank lowest in specialized maternal healthcare, with Nuristan
showing only 12% access compared to over 60% in 20 provinces. Literacy rates demonstrate
similar disparities: central regions including Kabul have the highest rates at 51%, while
southwestern provinces—Zabul, Kandahar, and Helmand—have rates below 20%. This
pattern extends to economic opportunities, with employment-to-population ratios ranging
from 52% in the south to 33% in the northeast.

Regarding soft infrastructure, education access reveals profound urban-rural divides. The
World Economic Forum's Global Social Mobility Index shows Afghanistan's education
system plagued by insufficient funding in disadvantaged regions, poor quality, and high
student-teacher ratios, preventing children from marginalized backgrounds from reaching
their educational potential. Healthcare access disparities manifest as the location of residence
fundamentally determines access to quality services. Technology infrastructure presents
perhaps the most stark disparity, with the GSMA Mobile Connectivity Infrastructure Index
showing Afghanistan scoring only 31 in 2023—far below regional counterparts Iran (67),
Pakistan (45), India (67), and Tajikistan (37). Only eight points of improvement occurred
between 2016 and 2023, representing the slowest growth in the region.

The research demonstrates that territorial discrimination operates through multiple
mechanisms. Ethnic segregation in cities like Kabul creates divided urban spaces with
unequal distribution of resources and opportunities. The Kabul Urban Design Framework's
failure to address ethnic segregation has resulted in neighborhoods characterized by social
division rather than integration. Spatial rent-seeking and land usurpation by powerful groups
further entrenches inequality, as evidenced by numerous documented cases of state land
appropriation. Infrastructure decisions, such as the rerouting of the TUTAP electricity
transmission line from Bamyan to Salang, exemplify how policy choices can marginalize
certain regions and communities. These conditions collectively perpetuate a system where
geographical location, ethnic identity, and social background determine access to
fundamental services and opportunities.

The findings further indicate that achieving equal opportunities requires both formal and
substantive equality. Formal equality in distribution—treating all citizens identically—
proves insufficient when historical disadvantages and existing disparities are not addressed.
Substantive equality, requiring targeted measures to compensate for past discrimination,
emerges as essential. This necessitates policy instruments including positive discrimination
for disadvantaged regions, redistribution of opportunities through spatial planning,
elimination of structural discrimination in legal and institutional frameworks, ethnic
inclusion strategies, and systematic combat against spatial rent-seeking. Territorial planning
emerges as the comprehensive framework through which these policies can be implemented.

Conclusion

This research concludes that spatial inequality in Afghanistan profoundly impacts access to
both hard infrastructure (land, water, electricity, transportation) and soft infrastructure
(education, healthcare, social protection, inclusive institutions). Breaking this cycle requires
legally binding policy strategies embedded within a comprehensive territorial planning
framework incorporating equal opportunity principles and opportunity redistribution. Access
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to hard infrastructure including land, standardized roads, appropriate transportation, water,
electricity, and technology cannot be achieved without comprehensive spatial planning.
Similarly, access to soft infrastructure relies fundamentally on hard infrastructure platforms.
Equal opportunity guarantees require long-term strategic planning with specific indicators
and elements—such as opportunity redistribution, positive discrimination, appropriate
location models, elimination of structural discrimination, ethnic inclusion, and spatial rent
elimination—all aimed at rectifying spatial inequality.

Territorial planning with these elements yields multiple positive functions: reducing
inequalities stemming from identity, position, and social status; fostering national cohesion;
ensuring political stability; enhancing citizen trust in government; reducing crime and social
anomalies; and supporting state-building and nation-building efforts. The research
establishes that territorial planning rests upon foundational principles including divine will
(as justice is divinely ordained), human dignity (as discrimination contradicts human
nobility), and spatial justice itself, all of which possess robust religious and rational
foundations. This framework aligns both with Islamic jurisprudence and universal rational
principles, offering a path toward balanced development and sustainable peace in
Afghanistan's multi-ethnic society. Policies of opportunity redistribution through territorial
planning represent not merely an economic strategy but a fundamental human rights
imperative, essential for addressing Afghanistan's complex developmental challenges and
building a more just and inclusive society.
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