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GLOSSARY	  

Sunnis - The group now known as Sunnis chose Abu Baker, the prophet's adviser, to 

become the first successor, or caliph, to lead the Muslim state.  

 

Shiites -The group known as Shiites favoured Ali, Muhammad's cousin and son-in-law. 

Ali and his successors are called imams, who not only lead the Shiites but are considered 

to be descendants of Muhammad. 

 

HazaraJat - The Hazarajat also referred to as Hazaristan is a regional name for the 

territory inhabited by the Hazara people that lie in the central highlands of Afghanistan. 

 

Outsiders - Any pasture user or group of users, which is not a member of the household 

or community recognized as the lawful custodian of the pasture. This includes both 

communities local to the area and those who live in other districts or provinces and who 

may or may not be nomadic pastoralists.  Individual or community owners of Private 

Pastures and Community Pastures are not obliged to allow access to outsiders, should 

such restriction be necessary in order to bring use of the pasture down to sustainable 

levels.  

 

Muzaribat - Any use of land on a temporary basis or share cropping in Afghanistan. 

 

 JIRGA - Jirga or local assembly is a local conflict settlement process. It is a non-formal 

setup and is usually run by the elders of the communities in Afghanistan.  
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CHAPTER ONE  

INTRODUCTION 

 

This study investigates the role of environmental scarcity and the resulting changes 

in land-use patterns, as well as social factors in igniting or intensifying the pasture conflict 

in Wardak Province of Afghanistan. A recurrent, century-old conflict between Hazara (the 

settled community in close proximity to pastures) and the Kuchi (herders) occurs over 

access to summer-time pastures in central highlands of Afghanistan.  Previous studies have 

shown a strong link between resource scarcity coupled with weak state institutions, and the 

type of political regime, as two major determinants of natural resource conflicts in 

Afghanistan (Sexton, 2012).  

 

It has been shown by numerous quantitative studies how resource scarcity and 

population growth intensify natural resource conflicts (Hauge & Ellingsen, 1998; Raleigh 

& Urdal, 2007 and Urdal, 2008). This work confirms natural resource induced conflict is 

complex, often intermixed with religion, tribal identity and ethnicity. Similarly, Percival & 

Homer-Dixon (1999) reinforce this line of argument by presenting empirical evidence of 

scarcity and conflicts. Their key findings indicate that scarcity has triggered mass 

migration leading to conflicts in new host areas. They also show that scarcity causes 

economic deprivation, which then causes conflicts. This is more common in the developing 

world, where institutions are weak and mechanisms for conflict resolution are few.  

 

Despite its many proponents, the scarcity argument is challenged and heavily 

contested. Researchers identify two major shortcomings. First, it does not  account for 

numerous non-environmental variables as key factors in conflicts, besides resource scarcity 

(Magnus Theisen, 2008). Second, because human societies are able to substitute 

technology and international trade for using resources directly, resource scarcity occurs 

less often (Hauge & Ellingsen,  2014). Despite its critics, the scarcity persists especially 

when it is focused on the factors that cause scarcity.  
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Many natural resource conflicts in Afghanistan have been studied in relation to 

structural-induced scarcity, which refers to scarcity mainly induced by unequal distribution 

of natural resource between tribes and communities (Bleuer, 2012). There is sufficient 

evidence about how other factors such as war, economy, religion, etc. have prompted 

natural resource conflicts, however, many suggest environmental and socio-political 

factors are predominantly the most prominent causes of natural resource conflicts 

(Interview with Ali, A. September 2, 2014). This argument is supported by the OECD 

Report of 2005 (OECD 2005), which describes natural resource conflicts as complex and 

enduring in the absence of strong institutions, stable political systems, and where there are 

other environmental factors such as increasing scarcity and degradation of natural resource 

caused by climate change (OECD, 2005).  

Structural induced scarcity will still be one of the factors that will be reviewed, 

including a discussion of existing ethnic fault-lines, the role of governance, and inequality 

in access to resources. All of these are considered as factors in explaining or triggering 

conflict between Hazara and Kuchi communities. While they undoubtedly play an 

important role, focusing on these factors alone ignores the environmental dimension of the 

conflict. This dimension concerns the quantity, quality and availability of resources as an 

important determinant of the occurrence and severity of conflict.  

 

The environmental scarcity approach also takes into account the pressures exerted 

on pastures by increasing population pressures in surrounding communities. I consider 

environmental and social factors concurrently to identify root causes of the conflict. The 

thesis does not deny the role of other factors influencing Hazara and Kuchis, but as 

discussed earlier, socio-political and environmental factors are the key elements and I 

focus on these two. The conclusions recommend a more detailed review of the Hazara and 

Kuchis conflict in which other causes and elements should be reviewed and carefully 

studied.   
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1.1.       Problem Statement  

 

The conflict between Hazara and Kuchis is over summertime pastures, and it is a 

century-old dispute that has escalated into a national issue in Afghanistan (Wily, 2009). It 

has the potential to reignite a violent civil war along ethnic and religious lines. With the 

advent of electronic, print and other forms of free press and mass media in Afghanistan, it 

has become both political fodder at the national level, and a manifestation of ethnic and 

religious tensions in the country. It has been hijacked by political and ethnic leaders 

(Interview with Ulla, A. September 10, 2014). There is a risk that it could spread 

throughout Hazarajat unless it is permanently resolved and dismantled in the Behsud 

district and its surroundings (Interview with Ali, A. September 2, 2014).  Any decision to 

negotiate and resolve the conflict locally has been taken away from the conflicting parties, 

those most affected by the conflict. The increased national focus on the conflict stresses 

ethnic and political issues, deflecting attention from other root causes. Identifying root 

causes is necessary and important for a resolution.  

 

1.2.       Research Objectives and Questions  

 

 The objectives and research questions of this study are closely linked to the 

problem statement. In identifying the root-causes of the conflict two factors needed further 

investigation. The first was the role of environmental conditions and the second was the 

role of socio-political conditions. This avenue of investigation will highlight the main are:  

 

1.2.1.  What are the Environmental determinants of the Hazara and Kuchis conflict? 

 

I will review what environmental factors have contributed to Hazara & Kuchis 

conflict and understand the effects of land-use pattern changes in the conflict area. This 

will also enable me to understand if those patterns are the result of environmental 

conditions. Due to security reasons and limitation of resources it was not possible to access 

the conflict area in person and to conduct fieldwork, so proxy measures of environmental 
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scarcity were identified to study the effects on the occurrence of conflict. These measures 

include a time-series analysis of Normalized Difference Vegetation Index over ten years. 

Land use change, as linked with changing population patterns, was the second 

environmental measure studied using remote sensing and GIS techniques. Throughout the 

history of the Hazara & Kuchis conflict, this is the first evaluation that has measured 

environmental scarcity and studied its effects in this region.  

 

1.2.2.  What are the Socio-Political determinants of the Hazara and Kuchis conflict? 

 

 Under this question, I reviewed socio-political factors such as the role of ethnicity 

and religion, the role of government institutions and the change of regimes. This 

information was acquired from interviews with key informants and stakeholders. A 

detailed interview protocol was devised to capture a range of these factors affecting the 

conflict in the study area. Published reports, analyses of the social cause of the conflict, 

and previous published interviews were also consulted.  

 

1.3. Thesis Structure 

 

 In understanding the root-causes, this study combined literature review, 

quantitative analysis of environmental factors, and qualitative analysis of social and 

political factors. The thesis is comprised of seven chapters. Chapter-1 is an introduction, 

with the research questions and study structure. In Chapter-2, the researcher provides a 

review of relevant literature on natural resource conflicts. This chapter highlights the 

theoretical underpinnings of natural resource conflicts and will guide the research into the 

Hazara-Kuchi conflict.  

 

Chapter-3 presents the methods and analysis employed to understand the 

environmental and social determinants of the conflict. It details the methods of identifying, 

measuring and analyzing environmental conditions. The researcher identified proxy 

measures of environmental scarcity to study the effects on the occurrence of conflict in the 
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study area. These measures include a time-series analysis of Normalized Difference 

Vegetation Index over ten years. Land use change, as linked with changing population 

patterns, was the second environmental measure studied using remote sensing and GIS 

techniques. This chapter also describes the qualitative analysis employed to determine the 

social and political factors of the conflict.  Data was collected from semi-structured 

interviews with 25 key informants, stakeholders and government officials. 

 

 In Chapter-4, the contextual background to the conflict is introduced. This 

includes the description of the geography, social setting and a brief history.  In Chapter-5 

and 6, the environmental and social determinants of conflict are analysed. This is followed 

by a summary of key findings and their implication for the conflict in Chapter-7.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

2.1. Introduction 

 

The review focuses on the existing specific arguments linked to my research 

questions so as to understand the role of environmental, social and determinants in the 

Hazara & Kuchis conflict. It includes literature about natural resource conflicts, the role of 

environmental scarcity, and socio-political factors. This chapter also includes reviews 

about natural resource settlement processes followed by discussions about the roles of key 

stakeholders, and local approaches during NR conflict resolution process.   

 

2.2. Defining Conflict 

 

 Conflict can be described differently using different definitions. The Heidelberg 

Institute for International Conflict Research (HIIK) provides a sufficiently comprehensive 

definition that emphasizes the values, scope, duration and number of parties invested in the 

outcome. This definition states that conflicts are “clashes of interest (differences of 

position) concerning national values (territory, secession, decolonization, autonomy, 

system/ ideology, national power, regional predominance, international power, resources). 

These clashes are of a certain duration and scope, involving at least two parties (organized 

groups, states, groups of states, organizations of states) determined to pursue their interests 

and win their cases (Niklas and Mikael, 2005). The Hazara & Kuchis conflict is severe 

enough to qualify as a conflict under the HIIK definition. However, the HIIK definition of 

conflict does not help define how natural resources play into the nature of the conflict.  
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2.3. Understanding the Nature of Natural Resource Conflicts 

 

Some experts describe natural resources as commodities, with conflict-inducing 

characteristics, even having the potential to bring troops to the battlefield (Percival and 

Homer-Dixon, 1999). Others suggest that natural resource struggles tend to induce 

cooperation, and incite violence only in exceptional circumstances (Dennys & Fitz-gerald, 

2011).  Some believe there can be a deliberate distraction in order to facilitate plundering 

of a natural resource, without accountability or compensation (Humphreys, 2005).   

 

Population growth coupled with demand-induced scarcity is one of key factors 

academically reviewed in various natural conflicts. Although some experts think that the 

impacts of population growth are nominal when they are linked to natural resource 

conflicts, others firmly believe that population growth, degradation of the environment and 

mal-distribution of resources are directly liked to each other. Relationships are more 

complex when population growth is not homogenous, and authors point to the analytical 

devaluation of civil society, legitimating and normalizing injustice, and even sanctioning 

thinly disguised racism and sexism as the main pitfalls in this context (Halfon, 2011).  

 

Homer-Dixon highlights another important aspect; a tendency to assume equal 

distribution of natural resource regardless of how privileged and underprivileged the 

societies are. Particularly in under-developed countries, consideration of equity and 

distribution of natural resources are factors that can greatly reduce the chance of conflicts 

over the use of shared resources.  It is important to build common ground through the use 

of locally respected approaches to conflict management and resource allocation, regardless 

of any leverage by  one party or another (Hauge et al., 1998).  

 

Rapid growth in population, and unplanned development, can contribute to the 

severity of any natural resource conflict. Therefore it is important that the natural resource 

conflicts are taken seriously both by local and international policy makers (Interview with 
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Azimi, A. September 11, 2014).  Rapid increase in population, mainly urbanization, 

industrialization, mining and intensive agricultural use exacerbate pressures on water and 

land. Though in some places there is not yet a tangible impact, the long term may reveal 

more serious impacts (Interview with Ali, A. September 2, 2014). Future wars over the use 

of natural resources could be more prevalent and predominant. The Southern Asian Region 

(SAR) has already witnessed wars, and is an area where protracted violent conflicts and 

border disputes abound.  

 

There are sufficient reviews and studies about how population growth and 

environmental degradation intensifies natural resource conflicts, or in other words how 

conflicts are induced over time. For example, when more people try to access a finite 

resource for their livelihood, a demand-induced scarcity may be created unless resources are 

used more efficiently or with greater productivity, in the case of food. In addition to unequal 

distribution of resources, population growth can also cause widespread degradation, which 

can act as a feedback mechanism amplifying resource scarcity. Whether these factors cause 

violent conflict is a research question that is hotly debated, as I have described above. 

Homer-Dixon (2008) developed a theoretical model using sixteen case studies around the 

world. He assumes two pathways to conflict arising from population growth-related 

phenomena. These are; 1) dwindling resources can lead to resource capture, which is a term 

used when powerful groups appropriate natural resources and exclude others, and 2) 

resource scarcity causes outmigration which leads to degradation and violence in the new 

host areas. For example in their subsequent model testing, Percival & Homer-Dixon (2008) 

showed that population density, and water-related resources degradation were the main 

causes of pre-election turmoil in South Africa. 

 

Despite the empirical evidence presented, Homer-Dixon (1998)’s findings were 

strongly contested. Goldstone (2001) criticizes the study for its generalizations, namely the 

causal link between environment, population and conflict forwarded by the earlier study. 

Furthermore, Goldstone (2001) showed, through the study of environmental degradation 

over three decades, that degradation alone couldn’t explain violent conflict. History and the 
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presence of conflict before degradation was shown to be a bigger contributor than 

degradation or population growth alone.  

 

The causal link between population growth-induced scarcity and violent conflict is 

also challenged by other studies. Urdal (2005) finds a strong positive correlation between 

population growth and scarcity but does not attribute it to violent conflict. Instead, other 

important factors like the type of political regime, rate of economic growth, and a low level 

of development are far more important factors causing conflict than resource scarcity 

alone. Similarly, others point out that a scarcity-conflict model doesn’t account for local 

context such as history, social-cultural norms, and other factors that might inhibit policy 

solutions (Timura, 2001).  There is a strong perception that countries with more degraded 

natural resources are more vulnerable than others (Hauge & Ellingsen, 1998). These 

theories describe the links between water conflicts and some of the external factors.  For 

example, with global warming and climate change, population growth and broken 

infrastructure, Afghanistan is gradually degrading its water resources (both surface and 

underground), and this can potentially cause more water conflicts and crisis both locally 

and with its neighbors (Interview with Ibrahim, S. September 6, 2014). 

 

We cannot conclude whether population growth had any specific impact on the 

specific Hazara & Kuchi conflict in Behsud discussed in this thesis, however on a broader 

scale population growth has had a profound impact on the prevalence, nature and size of 

other natural resource conflicts in Afghanistan. With the return of three million refugees to 

Afghanistan, mainly from Iran and Pakistan, tension over the use of water and land has 

increased significantly. Water and land use is still a major challenge for the Afghan 

government (Interview with Azimi, A. September 2, 2014). 

 

In academic literature the scarcity of resources is also considered a trigger for 

natural resource conflicts, a concept deeply rooted in a Malthusian theory of population. 

This theory stipulates that while population grows exponentially, food production growth 

is linear (Malthus, 1998). This mismatch between production and population growth, 



Natural Resource Conflicts in Afghanistan – MPhil2015 

10 

    

Malthus argued, will eventually lead to few resources left for human survival. 

Consequently, natural resource scarcity caused by population growth, environmental 

degradation, institutional failure and power relations have a strong positive correlation with 

conflicts. This has been shown by numerous quantitative studies (Hauge & Ellingsen, 

1998; Raleigh & Urdal, 2007 and Urdal, 2008). Similarly, Percival & Homer-Dixon (1999) 

reinforce this line of argument by presenting empirical evidence of scarcity and conflicts. 

Their key findings indicate that while international conflicts over scarce resources are rare, 

scarcity has triggered mass migration leading to conflicts. Scarcity at this scale is 

considered to cause economic deprivation, which then leads to conflicts. Resource scarcity 

of this nature are more common in the developing world where institutions are weak and 

mechanisms for conflict resolution are few (Percival and Homer-Dixon, 1999). 

 

Environmental scarcity refers to a situation where not enough resources are 

available for a growing number of populations (Homer-Dixon 1991). The decrease in 

resources can be caused by climatic factors such as climate change or land degradation, 

population increase, and agricultural encroachment. Through a series of articles, Homer-

Dixon became the key and influential proponent of the link between environmental 

scarcity and conflict (Homer-Dixon 1995, 1999). He advanced the argument that scarcity 

of croplands, forests and freshwater lead to violent conflicts.  

 

In addition, the Swiss Peace Foundation’s Environment and Conflict Project 

(ENCOP) also takes a Malthusian line (Baechler, 1998). The central tenets of their scarcity 

argument are:  

• The role of environmental scarcity in causing violent conflicts is evident 

and strong. 

• Of the many resources, scarcity of water, land and forests are particularly 

important in triggering conflicts. 

• Conflicts caused by environmental scarcity are more severe than previously 

thought.  
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• It is unlikely that environmental scarcity will lead to conflict among nation 

states. However, migrating populations can trigger conflict in host areas 

over access to and competition for scarce resources.  

• Structural-induced inequality in access to resources adds to the grievances 

of people and can lead to insurgency and widespread unrests. 

• Other factors, ethnic fault lines, weak governance, corruption and etc. are 

very important in triggering conflicts but environmental scarcity remains a 

major cause of conflicts.  

 

Despite its many proponents, the argument from scarcity is challenged and heavily 

contested. Researchers identify two major shortcomings of this argument. First, the 

scarcity argument doesn’t account for numerous non-environmental variables as key 

factors besides resource scarcity in conflicts (Theisen, 2008; Brown, 2010). Second, 

because human societies are able to substitute resources using technology and international 

trade, resource scarcity, therefore, rarely occurs (Brown, 2010; Giordano, 2005). Despite 

its critics, the argument from scarcity persists especially when the argument is focused on 

the factors that cause scarcity.    

 

The argument that resource scarcity acts as a trigger for conflicts is of course 

deeply rooted in Malthusian’s theory of population growth. This theory stipulates that 

while population grows exponentially, food production happens only linearly (Malthusian, 

1798). The mismatch between production and population growth, Malthusian argued, will 

eventually lead to little resources left for human survival. Consequently, natural resource 

scarcity caused by population growth, environmental degradation, institutional failure and 

power relations have a strong positive correlation with natural resource conflicts.  

 

While a direct causal link between resource scarcity and conflict has weak evidence 

base, the phenomenon itself is important in violent conflicts over resources especially 

when other contributing factors are also present in a given context (Tapper, 2008). These 

factors summarized that environmental degradation contributes to violent conflict in 
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contexts with already socio-political instability. The authors also link the occurrence of 

armed conflict to the simultaneous presence of the following:  

• People are unable to substitute the degraded resource and depend on it for their 

livelihood  

• Institutions that ensure sustainable resource use are not present  

• Degradation is used by special interests to form group identities (political, 

ethnic, religious and etc.)  

• Context has a history of conflict 

• Firearms and weapons are readily available  

• Resource depletion and degradation caused by periodic droughts and climate 

change.  

 

These factors can be put together in an analysis framework for evaluating the 

causes of resource conflicts in Afghanistan. Almost all the factors are present in the 

rangeland disputes among nomads and settled communities. The models and data analysis 

methods discussed here will help in the assessment of the nature and characteristics of 

resource conflicts in Afghanistan.  

 

A geographical review of natural resource conflicts reveals that prevalence of 

natural resource conflicts could be generic, however the way they emerge, continue and 

then resolve is greatly influenced by various geographical factors. There are many factors 

that can influence water settlement process, some experts give example of security, 

economic vulnerability, social and political implication that not only can shorten and or 

prolong the water conflicts, but in some cases they can be the cause of water conflicts itself 

(Raleigh and Urdal, 2007).  For example, in Homer-Dixon's analysis of the nexus he 

describes population growth as an integral-causative component, where environmentally 

induced conflict and violence are mediated by environmental scarcity (Homer-Dixon, 

2008). 
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Some countries might be in greater risk of conflicts over the use of their natural 

resources compare to others, and this can be attributed to political, social, environmental 

and economic influences (Interview Wafa, H. September 4, 2014). It is not necessary that 

these factors necessarily influence the settlement process in a negative way; they can also 

be positive. It depends on the context of the conflict and the type and nature of the conflict 

(Interview Wafa, H. September 4, 2014). Natural resource conflict is explored from 

multiple angles. For example some natural resource conflict experts consider conflict to be 

an opportunity to bring about a harmony and synergy among many large groups in the 

affected societies (Haddadin, 2002). 

 

Supply-Induced Scarcity (SIS) refers to unfavorable climatic factors such as below 

average precipitation or a drought as well as heat waves and natural disasters such as fire 

that reduce the total resources available for consumption, and this leads to supply-induced 

scarcity (Urdal, 2008). Supply-induced scarcity can also result from land degradation such 

as erosion or unsustainable harvest practices that restrict the natural regeneration rates of a 

vegetative resource. One of the research objectives is to examine whether supply induced 

scarcity has contributed to the nature and intensity of Hazara & Kuchis conflict.  

 

There are also arguments about how Demand-Induced-Scarcity (DIS) causes 

natural resource conflicts. DIS referred to a situation where more people try to access a 

finite resource for their livelihood, also creating scarcity (Urdal, 2008). In addition to 

unequal distribution of resources, population growth can also cause widespread 

degradation, which can act as a feedback mechanism, amplifying resource scarcity. 

Whether these factors cause violent conflict is a hotly debated research question.  

 

There is also sufficient evidence about how Structural-Induced Scarcity (SIS) 

results primary from unequal distribution of resources causing natural resource tensions. 

The social, political and legal nature of the resources, and the communities using them 

become important factors in understanding structural-induced scarcity. The role of 

governance, class relations and income disparities are equally important in creating 
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structural scarcities. This is one of the key aspects of my research work in this particular 

context.  

 

The following diagram summarizes how certain factors such as a reduction in 

quality and quantity of renewable resources, population growth & unequal distribution of 

resources cause environmental degradation and result in massive migration and 

displacement of population followed by economic crisis. This can then trigger other socio-

political issues such intensifying existing ethnical conflicts, escalation of violence and 

insurgency and coups and potentially the collapse of fragile political systems.    

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4.5.  Central Tenets of the Argument 

 

2.4. Roles of stakeholders, key actors and decision makers   

  

It is important to note how the role of stakeholders and mediators can change 

during the settlement of natural resource conflicts. Therefore it is important important to 

calculate certain factors and key aspects of these conflicts based on the nature, date and 

venue of occurrence, etc.  Lessons learned and experiences form previous conflicts of the 

similar scale and nature could always be important during the settlement process 

(Humphreys, 2005).  For the key stakeholders it is crucial that those involved in the 

settlement process to begin with the natural resource conflicts that have a shared interest, 
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Figure 1. Three drivers of conflicts over natural resources and the pathways to conflict. Figure adopted 
from Homer-Dixon, 1995.   
 



Natural Resource Conflicts in Afghanistan – MPhil2015 

15 

    

and if not then at least a neutral interest. When interests are opposed and do not lead to a 

consensus, not only because the debate is unwise to bring both sides to the table, it could 

potentially complicate the settlement process further . Alternatives can be considered.  

 

Some conflict experts describe land and water conflict as a stand-alone issue, 

however others believe they are fundamentally linked to other acute and chronic social, 

economical and political problems. In Afghanistan, water and land conflict has never been 

considered as a stand-alone issue and often was mixed with other ongoing social and 

political tensions. It has always been influenced by change of regimes and the role of new 

actors and decision makers (Interview with Ulla, A. September 10, 2014). 

 

Many natural resource conflict experts describe natural resources as having 

potential for triggering future social conflicts, as the review has shown, however in the 

case of Jordan and Israel, it has been the opposite. There, it is about how water conflict is 

conceived and who is engaged in discussing the problem from both ends. Therefore, the 

role of stakeholders in resolving the NRM tension is important. These conflicting scenarios 

can make the NRM experts think that natural resource conflicts might emerge under quite 

similar situations, however the resolution process must always be studied on a case-by-

case basis. Though certain aspects can be compared, it is unrealistic if two-conflict 

settlement processes are looked at from the same angle, despite the fact it could be under 

similar geographical, hydrological, social and economical settings (Urdal, 2008). 

 

The case of Afghanistan is an interesting scenario, because only over the last three 

decades have there been many significant changes in political regimes. Between the 1970s-

1980s, Russians influenced Afghan politics immensely and key decision makers about 

most of Afghanistan natural resources were the supporters of the communist regime. After 

the collapse of the pro-communist regime other key decision makers supported Pakistani 

and Iranian interests, and finally during the eras of the Taliban and its later collapse, new 

decision makers and stakeholders emerged. The purpose of this discussion is to highlight 
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how the role of key stakeholders is changing with the change of regimes and politics 

(Interview with Ibrahim, S. September 6, 2014). 

 

Scholars highlight the roles of stakeholders in natural resource conflicts. They 

stress the importance of institution vs. individual actors. Any involvement of institutions is 

an essential aspect in preventing violent conflict over natural resources. Their absence is 

hailed as a strong contributing factor while their presence and strength is often credited 

with resolving severe conflicts before they become violent (Niklas and Mikael, 2005). It is 

important to establish theoretical frameworks that account for the role, presence and 

relevance of intuitions are therefore not narrowly focused on supply and demand factors 

alone. These latter models, the authors argue, cannot explain the occurrence or establish a 

clear causal link between scarcity and violent conflict.  In Afghanistan the lack of strong 

institutions particularly during last three decades of war, combine with ethnic and social 

conflicts over the use of land and water, has led to violence.  This has been worse than 

during the King’s time and beyond. Its important that the key decision makers in 

settlement of water conflicts must be cognizant of certain factors that might change the 

faith of the agreement and can cause unforseen tensions and problems (Interview Azimi, 

A. September 2, 2014). 

 

One important aspect of the natural resource conflict settlement process is public 

consultations and involvement of people from various backgrounds. The involvement of 

key actors from various backgrounds and classes can have a profound impact on settlement 

of natural resource conflicts.  Involvement does not mean all of them should be present and 

involved in inking the agreements, but its important to seek public inputs, particularly from 

those groups that are impacted by the decision before concluding any agreement on the 

mutual use of any natural resource.  In this context the importance of gender balance and 

the involvement of vulnerable groups such as youth, disabled and deprived tribes and 

communities is also highlighted (Interview with Azimi, A. September 2, 2014). 
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There is sufficient academic literature that appreciates the role of local participation 

and involvement of local leaders for the settlement of land and water conflicts. For 

example, the involved communities share the same watershed with shared ethnic values, 

cultural and religions aspects. Any shared values, such as shared religion and culture can 

have a great impact on the timely and efficient settlement of natural resource conflicts 

(Tadesse, 2007). In settlement of natural resource conflicts through local approaches, 

academic literature emphasizes the commonality of certain values that make the resolution 

process more efficient and enduring. If the two or more communities carry various cultural 

and religious values than there is always need for determining a middle ground and to do 

that, involvement of third party or a mediator is needed. The third party should always be 

stronger than the engaging two parties, for example, two indigenous tribes in Ethiopia who 

were engaged in a conflict over the use of their shared resources belonged to two different 

religious backgrounds and had very little in common, therefore the conflict settlement 

process between the two tribes was more complicated compare to other natural resource 

conflict with shared religion, culture and other social values (Hagmann and Mulugeta, 

2008).  

 

 To resolve their water conflicts a third party, in this case government, was 

involved. Their role has been important to decide the middle ground for both side and 

settle it in close conformity with local principles and other formal instruments (Tadesse, 

2007). One of my research areas is to look at land and water conflicts in Afghanistan 

where both local and government-led resolution processes exist. During interviews with 

people from both tribes, they emphasized using local approaches and local leaders instead 

of bringing other people in to resolve the Hazara and Kuchis conflicts in Behusd.  Most of 

the interviewees during the research highlighted the role of local leaders because outsiders 

who mediate the conflict will be gone already if anything goes wrong. But local leaders 

will be equally impacted with the conflict recurrence (Interview with Abdul, A. September 

4, 2014). 
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Social and political aspects of natural resource conflicts are rarely debated by the 

experts, because there is always an unanimous consensus about how these factors impact 

natural resources conflicts not only in underdeveloped countries, but in the developed 

world too (Bercovitch et al., 2009). In academic literature shared religious, tribal and 

ethnical codes and social setup in distribution of water and land at the local level are 

equally highlighted. In most under developed countries religion and culture are considered 

as the principle values especially in tribal communities, therefore any natural resource 

conflict that is mediated via these principles is positive (Bercovitch et al., 2009).  From the 

standpoint of religion and social balance, there are concerns about equity and protection of 

rights when a tribe with many men and guns share water with the tribe that is relatively 

weaker and more vulnerable. Strong tribes and communities usually have the leverage to 

be served first and their needs have to be fulfilled first, but the local values and codes 

carefully articulates the rights of a more vulnerable population when it comes to the 

distribution of water (Czada et al., 2012). In case of Afghanistan any tribe with more 

political influence has more control of shared resources (Interview Salih, M. September 6, 

2014).   

 

Some conflict experts appreciate the importance of participation from vulnerable 

and deprived populations in order to make natural resource settlement more effective and 

sustainable. Some specifically highlights the roles of women, youth and the ethnically 

and/or socially marginalized population. In Afghanistan this is unfortunately not the case -  

water conflicts are settled only by people with more influence in the community for 

example landlords, warlords and Arbabs (local chiefs). Women have never been part of the 

water settlement process in Afghanistan; however, nearly 90% of the household water 

collection activities are carried out by women, especially in rural provinces (Interview with 

Ulla, H. September 2, 2014). There is not suffecient evidence of womens' involvment in 

any stage of Hazara and Kuchis’ conflict (Ulla, H. September 2, 2014). 
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In some cases local arbitration may not be so efficient. For example where land use 

does not present an unlimited array of obvious compromise settlements because the legal 

and technical characteristic are defined very tightly and the notion of settlement and/or 

middle ground is overlooked most of the time (Fonmanu et al., 2003). In case of 

Afghanistan conflict about land use and tenure is complicated and overarching. Many 

believe it has been one of the major challenges for the current administration, which still 

has it as a top priority, and one of the serious national issues still unresolved (Interview 

Jawid, T. September 8, 2014). 

 

In Afghanistan, there is no official record about what land is government land, 

which are private land and who holds the official documents for which land. For example 

during the Russian regime the lands were distributed to the farmers and grazers who were 

pro-communist, but after the collapse of the pro-Russian regime of Najibullah the same 

lands were distributed to those who remained loyal to the Mujahidin who had been fighting 

the Russians. After the collapse of Mujahidin the same lands were distributed to the 

supporters of the Taliban, and after its collapse land was again redistributed to the people 

who opposed them. Most land has multiple owners with legal ownership documents issued 

by the legitimate political regimes of the time (Interview with Jawed, T. September 10, 

2014). 

 

Cooperation among stakeholders is frequently mentioned in an academic reviews 

and literature. For example, the settlement of water conflict between Israel and Jordan is a 

good example of how cooperation can bring about a win-win situation when it comes to 

sharing water resources. In this context Jordan has a high seasonal flow and does not have 

storage capacity; therefore they give the surplus water to Israel, and in return Israel will 

release the water to Jordon during summer. With this water is not wasted, and Jordan 

receives almost the same amount of water during the low flow season from Israel or 

compensated through other resources including financial assistance (Fischhendler et al., 

2013). 
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In this case, achievements made during the settlement process were sustained. The 

lesson is that resolutions must be firmly defined that should not be hampered by seasonal 

drought, water shortage, and minor changes in political directions. Despite the fact there 

have been certain political glitches between the two nations, they have not quite hampered 

the settlement process over their shared water. Water agreements can be solid and 

sustainable in relatively unfavorable circumstances (Cavus Kasik and Naciye Kumcagiz, 

2014). There are lessons for the natural resource tensions between Afghanistan and 

neighboring countries. In my study region with the change of regimes and political 

directions, most of the agreements made by the previous regimes are usually disregarded 

(Interview Assad, Z. September 6, 2014). 

 

Consensus and trust building are important. For example the Jordan and Yarmouk 

River basins had the potential to cause serious challenges between the two nations because 

both countries believed these were theirs.  For a long time, they could not get to a 

consensus regarding who will take how much water and under what circumstances.  It was 

not a favorable situation for both countries, because they had not only wasted their 

seasonal surplus water, but also caused serious environmental impacts on both sides, 

particularly during high flow seasons. Finally, in 1994 both countries realized the 

significance of entering to into a peace process in which water sharing was a crucial 

element, and by that they announced sharing their seasonal water and therefore this 

challenge was settled in a responsible way (Fischhendler et al., 2013). 

 

This was quite a unique scenario where the bilateral agreement was signed only 

between the two nations, and other riparian states i.e. Palestine, Syria and Lebanon were 

not part of the agreement. Despite the fact that participation of these three countries would 

have made this agreement more coherent and encompassing, it was a decent achievement 

at least for the two countries and for many years down the road those commitments 

remained quite sustainable and worked very well (Fischhendler et al., 2013). The conflict 

settlement between the two countries further elaborated on how much water they will 

extract from each river and based on what conditions.  This included certain use of 
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technology to optimize their water use, but this has been clearly indicated in the agreement 

document. This argument is not about water only; the purpose of this discussion is to 

provide evidence on how proper and timely settlement could avoid escalation of violence 

and bloodshed.     

 

In relation to Palestine and Israel water issues, the two countries have been engaged 

in many phases of political glitches and even clashes. But due to the fact that both 

countries had a state control water management mechanisms, water has never been 

attributed to the escalation of conflict. This makes one thing very clear; that in order to 

reach to a consensus on issues related to the distribution and/or allocation of any natural 

resource, shared religion, culture, government systems have a greater impact in the short 

term and the long run (Bercovitch et al., 2009).  

 

During a resource conflict settlement process, the significance of political influence 

is an important factor. A good example is water conflicts between India, Pakistan and 

Nepal’s settlement approaches for using its trans-border water (Griffin et al., 1998). 

Although historically water has never been a sole cause of conflict between Afghanistan 

and Pakistan, the evolving political ties between the two countries have greatly impacted 

the timely settlement of water conflicts. In the case of India and Pakistan the water 

conflicts were closely linked to other ongoing political tensions between the two nations, 

and these overall tensions have had profound impacts on the settlement process of its 

shared water (Griffin et al., 1998).  

 

The Israel and Jordan water settlement is a good example of how a water conflict 

can be resolved under an extremely unfavorable political situation. Israel and Jordan were 

on the peak of their political crisis, when the water became an additional source of tension. 

Water could have accelerated the prevailing tensions by increasing their complexity, but  

some experts think water was seen by both sides as an opportunity to tackle the ongoing 

tensions. This suggests if steps are taken wisely and in a calculated manner, water conflicts 
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can be avoided regardless of how crucial and precious water is for the both sides (Sexton, 

2012).   

 

There is also discussion about the Jordan River as a cause of the 1967 wars and 

Falkenmark (1986) describes water as a causal factor in both the 1967 war and the 1982 

Israeli invasion of Lebanon. Middle East water is framed as an example of an `ultimate 

security' issue; the reason that Israel started the war in 1967 was because Arabs were fixing 

to divert the Jordan River without any water allocation and distribution plan. Water 

conflicts can bring about more severe and devastating consequences such as the 

involvement of tanks and artillery.  

 

The tension between Syria and Israel is a good example of how volatile a water 

conflict can turn. In July 1966 tanks and aircraft were used to stop Syrian construction of 

the diversion project, effectively ending water-related tensions between the two states; the 

1967 war broke out almost a year later (Falkenmark, 1986). On the other hand, some 

conflict experts think water and land could have been the source of armed conflict in the 

past, however, they hesitate to identify the prevalence of armed conflict over the use of 

water in modern history. This is not to say that armed conflict has not taken place over 

water, only that such disputes generally are between tribes, water-use sectors, or states at 

the sub-national scale (Sexton, 2012).   

 

In Afghanistan, there is not enough evidence or historical records to say whether 

water or any other natural resource has been the sole cause of an armed conflict between 

riparian states. But water has been the sole cause of armed conflicts and tensions between 

communities, tribes and villages.  Although the intensity of tensions fluctuated over time, 

according to Afghan water experts, water certainly had the potential to cause a conflict; it 

still has the potential to do so (Interview Ulla, H. September 8, 2014). Many also believe 

that one of the many reasons for the continuation of the Cold War in Afghanistan, 

particularly with Iran and Pakistan, is possibly linked to its national resources (Interview 

Wafa, H. September 4, 2014). 
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Another important factor among the stakeholders is the sense of respect and equity. 

In many instances, the notion of superiority and inferiority makes natural resource conflicts 

more complex and serious. For example India, with its strong economy and military power, 

is sharing water with Pakistan and Bangladesh.  This unbalance is sometimes causing an 

atmosphere of mistrust and reluctance. Commitment to fulfill bilateral obligations must be 

present. Despite the fact the treaties between India Pakistan and Bangladesh are carefully 

articulated, but there have been serious incidents of violations primarily from the Indian 

side, causing tensions among water users. Meanwhile a credible treaty existed during that 

time.   

 

Tensions in Kashmir are partly water based and are unsettled (Interview Agha, S. 

September 10, 2014).  Religion and political instability play their part (Interview Azimi, A. 

September 2, 2014). For Pakistan, water is always seen as something much greater and 

precious than a natural resource.  In many occasions, Pakistan leaders clearly indicated that 

their soldiers are fighting for its land and water.  Some water experts believe that the other 

factors such political tensions have prolonged the water conflicts, while; others argue it has 

caused those tensions (Interview Azimi, A. September 2, 2014).  

 

2.5.  Conflict resolution process  

 

The term 'conflict resolution' is the keyword that is frequently used in the context of 

dispute resolution. Furthermore, it can encompass the use of nonviolent resistance 

measures by conflicted parties in an attempt to promote effective resolution. (Roy et al., 

2010). For the settlement of natural resource conflicts, it is very important that a sense of 

cooperation, trust, transparency and partnership is built (Interview Ulla, A. September 10, 

2014). 

   

In addition to local practices for the settlement of natural resource conflicts, it is 

also important to have good understanding of best natural resource management practices 
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on regional and international levels. It is important that the key stakeholders involved in 

the settlement of natural resource conflicts are cognizant and aware of international 

conventions on the proper use and allocation of natural resources (Sexton, 2012). It is 

important to identify the proposed options for settlement, in a sense that is determined as 

mutual gain for both sides of the shared natural resource. Opposing interests beed to be 

presented in a reasonable and tangible manner.  The workable options for the ultimate 

settlement need to be presented at the very beginning of the negotiation and need to be 

crystal clear to both parties (Fischhendler et al., 2013). 

 

Many conflict experts believe it is possible to avoid natural resource conflicts 

through privatization of public services in order to avoid any delays caused by government 

bureaucracies (Vuković, 2008). Financial support from the World Bank and the IMF and 

maybe OPIC, who generally support private water delivery, can be sought to build water 

reservoirs to avoid wasting water during the high flow seasons (Interview Azimi, A. 

September 2, 2014).  Private public partnerships are a workable approach in the planning 

of natural resource projects, and settlement of any conflicts (Interview Azimi, A. 

September 2, 2014). Through private public partnership, a sense of ownership and trust is 

created which is an important factor for the decision makers. Private Public Partnership has 

already work well under NSP (Afghanistan's National Solidarity Program) for many rural 

small-scale irrigation and watershed projects around the country (Interview Azimi, A. 

September 2, 2014). 

 

During the settlement of natural resource conflicts, mediators can play an important 

role by facilitating the resolution process in a more amicable manner. Misunderstandings, 

emotions and miscalculations make the conflict settlement process more severe and 

complicated (Smith, 2004). With mediation the third party can always meet with the each 

side of the conflict separately and in a peaceful environment and can hear their reasons and 

rationales, and after summarizing and analyzing reasons and rationales of both sides, can 

get both parties on the table and start negotiations and dialogue free of any confusion and 

misunderstandings (Smith, 2004). This can also help start the settlement process in a more 
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unbiased and impartial manner and making sure no one both sides of the table is 

dominating, because the mediators can be given an authority to start the dialogue process 

and then throughout the discussion process give an opportunity to both sides to argue their 

points in more peaceful manner. In the settlement of conflicts, there are usually three 

categories of interest. They include shared, neutral and opposing interests. Its always wise 

to begin the process with the natural resource problems that are usually equally important 

for both sides (Fischhendler et al., 2013). 

 

2.6. Conflict and local settlement processes 

 

In my research focus area, access to water and land is causing conflict between two 

ethnic groups.  Beside the formal conflict resolution process there are informal water and 

land conflict resolution mechanism in place. The Water User Associations (WUA) and 

Jirga (a traditional assembly of leaders making decisions by consensus, and according to 

the teachings of Islam) run the informal dispute management process. The process is 

administered through the most influential and respected people in the communities and 

tribes. They usually include, tribal leaders, religion scholars and landlords. Their word is 

always the final word and they use local codes and values, which are under no 

circumstance compromising and breakable (Interview Ibrahim, S. September 6, 2014). 

These make the informal dispute settlement over natural resource quite effective and it has 

been widely used in Afghanistan.  However the local codes are differently interpreted in 

various provinces. For example it is unrealistic to compare local code in conflict settlement 

in the central highlands with eastern and western Afghanistan. The local criteria for the 

settlement of water conflicts are greatly influenced by many factors, such as supremacy, 

landlordism, and warlordism. (Interview Ibrahim, S. September 6, 2014). 

 

One important feature of my study is to look at natural resource conflict resolution 

process under tribal and local setups in Afghanistan. This is important where there are no 

formal and administrative defined demarcation and limits. Land with customary ownership 

and without dedicated water causes tensions among formers and land users. Native land 
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boundaries were traditionally demarcated with piles of earth, gravel, stones or rocks 

depending on the material available. Unfortunately these are vulnerable to destruction by 

natural causes and are not reliable for demarcation purposes (Fonmanu et al., 2003). Many 

conflict experts firmly believe that involvement of local constituencies, for example 

communities; tribes make the water conflict settlement more sustainable and effective. Its 

an instrument to transform the conflict resolutions approach that would better fit the local 

context from where most of the time the conflict originates (Hagmann and Mulugeta, 

2008).  

 

The settlement of natural resource conflicts through Jigra and water user 

associations are the most successful local approaches (Interview Jawid, T. September 8, 

2014). A lot of water experts in Afghanistan believe this has been working quite well 

throughout history. Cultural and social characteristics, i.e. clothing and language of the 

stakeholders who deal with the conflict settlement process do matter. Those who 

participate in the settlement process must know the local terms, speak the local language 

with no accent and need to be dressed in traditional and respectful clothes, such as turban 

Shilwar Qamis, etc. (Interview Jawid, T. September 8, 2014). Local approaches for the 

settlement of water conflicts on a smaller scale have been used elsewhere, however, 

international natural resource conflicts with treaties, technical paper work, engineering 

designs, etc. work at a different scale. In Afghanistan local approaches were used for 

domestic conflicts and they have been efficient in many cases (Interview with Ulla, A. 

September 10, 2014). Experts warn about the involvement of too many stakeholders 

especially when a water conflict is resolved through people from different backgrounds, 

intellectual level, and shared chemistry (Callon, 1986). 

 

Developing Local Capacity for Management of Natural Resource Conflicts and 

Local Struggles in a Global Context provides further insights on local actors, settlement 

processes for natural resource conflicts, and keeps in mind the importance of 

representation from all indigenous tribes and with gender balance. This makes a lot of 

sense in case of Afghanistan, because in rural areas women and girls ought to be engaged 
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in settlement of tensions over the use of drinking water, but it has never been the case.  The 

report shows how some mining and industrial activities can cause serious water depletions 

that can cause local conflict. USA, Mexico and Honduras are good examples, where these 

activities have contributed to water conflicts and tensions amongst communities. With 

many mining projects lined up in Afghanistan, there is a greater potential that these 

activities will certainly create more tension and conflicts, unless proper measures and steps 

are identified in feasibility assessments and stakeholders' consultations  (Interview with 

Ahmad, S. September 4, 2014). 

 

Among other local approaches, some experts highlight the significance of 

community based natural resource management (CBNRM) processes. The experts describe 

CBNRM as synergies already built among the engaging communities. This includes social 

participation; trust building and a sense of ownership. The process for the resolution will 

be more convenient and handy where these characteristics exist (Griffin et al., 1998). A 

good example of this is Philippines and Nepal where the CBNRM not only facilitated the 

resolution process, but in many occasions, it has avoided the eruption of conflict caused by 

natural resource distribution and/or allocation (Sexton, 2012). But it is important to 

acknowledge the physical aspects of shared natural resource and conduct studies, research 

work, and stakeholder consultations before inking the papers.  

 

In Afghanistan 80% of its natural resources are in rural parts of the country and the 

existing mechanism of land and water management, for example Jirga & WUAs, already 

exist for the settlement of local land & water conflicts. Of course,  resource conflicts of a 

larger size need more formal and official process, such as the involvement of local and 

central governments and in some cases regional constituencies if deemed necessary 

(Interview Aziz, H. September 8, 2014). For example, the National Solidarity Program 

(NSP) has introduced few integrated natural resource management models, which revealed 

to be pretty instrumental in resolving few conflicts due to use of land and water in eastern 

Afghanistan. As mentioned earlier, it is not appropriate to compare local approaches in 
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eastern Afghanistan, with the local settings in northern and/or central Afghanistan  

(Interview Ulla, A. September 10, 2014). 

 

The program was one most successful in the history of Afghanistan because the key 

stakeholders included participants from the donors, government and communities.  

Selection was made based on the Afghan government procedures, donors’ guidelines and 

local community approaches. Under this program social, environmental, economic and 

cultural aspects were reviewed and assimilated in the conception and implementation of 

the program. It delivered a strong message that the project belonged to the people and gave 

them a sense of ownership by listening to them, respecting their views and appreciating 

their participation during various stages of inception, implementation and dispute 

management (Interview Azimi, A. September 2, 2014). 

 

2.7. Legal aspects of natural resource conflicts 

 

Legal aspects of natural resource dispute resolution begin with the state authorities, 

and can then be referred to scientists to provide their technical comments and observations 

(Callon, 1986).  If the legislation for the use of any natural resource is not carefully crafted, 

it can always be overlooked and people might chose to strengthen their local institutions, 

making settlement extremely complicated (Dennys and Fitz-gerald, 2011). Land 

acquisition laws for public lands, private lands, government lands and surface and ground 

water policies in Afghanistan need substantial revisions and amendments. Principled legal 

documents are ultimately needed to resolve land and water conflicts at the local level 

(Interview Ibrahim, S. September 6, 2014). 

 

Legal frameworks, legislations and laws serve as the guiding principles for the 

settlement of any natural resource conflicts. Some natural resource conflict experts believe 

that the laws and legislations ought to be formulated realistically and in close conformity 

with the ground realities. Abbott et al. (2000) provide examples of a water conflict in 

Ethiopia that has continued for many years despite the fact there has been number of 
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legislations and legal frameworks in place. Without formal agreements, weak institutions 

and improperly formulated legislation create more ambiguity, confusion and undermines 

the already local conflict resolution mechanisms. Local agreements do need to gain legal 

authority. Those involved in the process must be cognizant of the further emphasis on the 

legislation process and believe in its importance. Also those involve in those process must 

be cognizant of religion, and social and cultural aspects before those principles are turned 

into legislation (Dennys and Fitz-gerald, 2011). 

 

During the years of war Afghans had to tackle many other daunting challenges and 

for them trans-boundary water settlement has never been a priority. Now that there is a 

legitimate government, with over three million refugees returned home, this has changed.  

Local struggles and enforcement abound. Water is distributed not based on need or on 

calculation of land area, but by the number of guns and armed people. This is dangerous, 

but it is the reality and may continue throughout the years (Interview Ibrahim, S. 

September 6, 2014). 

 

Carefully and responsibly crafted natural resource policies, laws and treaties can 

significantly reduce the prevalence of conflicts caused by water use.  In many instances 

poorly structured water polices make it more complicated and untimely to resolve and 

mitigate a tension and conflicts.  The key stakeholders who are engaged in formulation of 

water laws, polices and treaties must have a complete technical, social, economic and 

political understanding of the water basins in question.  Treaties must have continuing 

oversight and monitoring provisions, otherwise litigants can avoid giving their allocated 

portion of water. Moreover, those treaties which do allocate specific quantities, allocate a 

fixed amount to all riparian states but one state must then accept the balance of the river 

water, regardless of fluctuations.  Policy makers must be mindful of this and perhaps many 

other critical aspects that have to be incorporated in any legal document dealing with 

aspects of water use (Wasiq, 2004).  
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In Afghanistan water and land policies are recent and have been ratified by the 

Parliament and turned into legislation without seeking perceptions from the public 

sufficiently through public consultation processes. In addition some of these procedures are 

prepared under close supervision of key water experts from the region and very little 

information is available in relation to Afghanistan trans-border water challenges, the need 

for water treaties, and under what circumstances they should operate.  Many Afghans 

believe the Afghanistan water and land law must be revisited and many key socio-

economic elements must be considered before it is ready for implementation (Interview 

Ulla, A. September 10, 2014). 

 

In an agreement, water allocation might be made on a scale of cubic meter and any 

other methods, but one thing that matters the most is how and for what purpose the water 

will be used. For example the Mekong Agreement carefully describes the distribution of 

water, but must also state whether the water can be used for agriculture, drinking, 

hydropower etc. (Gleick,1998). Any use of water on the upper stream can have a direct 

impact on the quality and use of the same water flowing downstream.   

 

Afghanistan is located on the uppers section of most of its major river basins, for 

example the Amu Basin and Kabul Basin, but still the downstream riparians are reluctant 

to engage in some kind of agreement and/or treaty over the use of the shared water. They 

usually delay Afghan invitations for discussion and settlement (Interview Jawed, T. 

September 8, 2014). They know Afghanistan is on the upper stream and geographically the 

country is in a better position, but they also know that Afghanistan with many year of civil 

conflict is not capable of controlling its upstream water. The water is any way flowing 

downstream and Afghanistan doesn’t have any resources to control that water. Therefore 

they are not so concerned about it yet, and many ask Afghanistan for a treaty as they see 

the country is moving toward stabilization and normal development, with a long way to go 

(Interviewed Ibrahim, S. September 6, 2014). 
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2.8.  Natural Resources and the Escalation of Insurgency 

 

One specific scenario of natural resource conflicts in Afghanistan is about its 

connection with the escalation of insurgency and terrorism. For example some people 

believe one of the reasons for the acceleration of violence and insurgency in eastern 

Afghanistan is hypothetically linked to the use of natural resources (Interview Ali, A. 

September 2, 2014). The scale of insurgency connected to resource use makes my research 

work unique. In 2008, the contract for copper mining in Logar province of Afghanistan 

was awarded to a Chinese company, and when they began the project the scale of armed 

violence and insurgency has increased notably. Many conflict experts in Afghanistan 

believe one reason for the increase in insurgency was to disrupt the extraction process of 

the copper mining. The project was on hold for many years, until the Chinese were forced 

to admit defeat due to security concerns and it was therefore contracted to an American 

company (Interview Ibrahim, S. September 6, 2014). There is also evidence about how the 

use of water in Kunar River contributed to the scale of insurgency in eastern Afghanistan 

(Interview Ibrahim, S. September 6, 2014).  

 

In my study region land and water conflicts are sometimes alarming. For example 

there have been many cases of exchanging bullets in border areas between Iran and 

Pakistan, but it has never been officially marked as a war over water (Interview Ali, A. 

September 2, 2014). Many Afghan natural resource experts believe that water is one reason 

for the rapid escalation of insurgency along the Iran and Pakistan borders. Recently a 

number of large-scale irrigation projects were either suspended and/or called off due to 

security concerns, mainly in those border regions. Band-e-Salam and Kunar River are 

cases. In the central government, water security is linked with national security aspects; the 

Afghan cabinet and the President are aware of how major planned water projects 

contributed to the escalation of insurgency in the south and east (Interview Ibrahim, S. 

September 6, 2014). 
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There is also a link to insurgency in Afghanistan (Interview Wafa, H. September 4, 

2014). The Kabul River Basin is a good example. Any intentions of the central government 

with the support of donors to building dams on the basin has been disrupted and sabotaged 

by the riparian countries.  The current shelling by rockets in Kunar province is to disrupt 

the construction of planned dam on the Kunar River (Interview Ali, A. September 2, 2014).  

 

Afghanistan and Pakistan need to engage in direct and thoughtful talks about 

paving ways to reach to an agreement about allocation and distribution of their shared 

water resources, before it causes further damage to the political ties of the two countries. 

Many believe that Afghanistan has made some serious moves to establish a dialogue with 

Pakistan, but delays by Pakistan are reported (Interview Azimi, A. September 2, 2014). 

 

The literature review above has provided credible insights about how natural 

resrouces cause conflicts, what are the influencing factors, how are they settled, the local 

dynamics of natural resource conflicts, their legal aspects and how natural resource 

conflicts caues insurgency and escalation of violence. This literature review clearly reveals 

the fact that natural resrouce conflicts can really be fatal if they are not resolved at the right 

time and with the involvment of appropriate people. The review also suggests involvement 

of strong institutions and government entities during the settlement of natural resource 

conflicts, even if they orginate at local levels.    
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           CHAPTER THREE 

RESEARCH METHODS 

 

3.1.  Introduction 

 

Two sets of research approaches were used in this study. For measuring environmental 

determinants of this conflict, proxy measures of primary productivity were considered. 

One such proxy measure of vegetation productivity is the Normalized Difference 

Vegetation Index (NDVI). This will be the first proxy measure that will provide important 

information on productivity in the central highland pastures of Afghanistan. For 

understanding socio-political determinants, the views of stakeholders and the parties to the 

conflict was an important consideration. Their views on the real and perceived causes of 

the conflict not only shape its nature, but also affect the durability of truces and dispute 

settlements. To augment the small number of key informants, the research also relied on 

published reports, previous published interviews and analysis of the social cause of the 

conflict. This triangulation method helped to verify some of the themes emerging from the 

interview responses.  

 

3.2. Environmental Determinants 

 

In order to understand the role of environmental scarcity in the Hazara-Kuchi 

conflict, indicators of scarcity were identified and studied. Since the conflict is primarily 

over summertime pastures, the quality, quantity and spread of rangelands over time can 

serve as good indicators of scarcity. Any measure that provides information on these 

characteristics of vegetation has been used to understand supply-induced scarcity as a 

factor in pasture conflict in the central highlands. Similarly, reliable population data can be 

associated with the condition of the resource at times of conflict and peace. Population 

growth and the resulting pressures exerted on pastures are indicative of demand-induced 

scarcity. These pressures can take the form of land use change, increases in urban and built 

environments or changes in patterns of agriculture. Together, these measures will account 
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for both changes in productivity due to natural factors such as drought, temperature and 

disasters and also account for added pressure from increased consumption and pressures of 

human settlement.  

 

The ideal method of understanding vegetation productivity over a study area is 

direct measurement. Time series measurements would ideally collect data on biomass, 

species composition and soil fertility and physical characteristics. Together these can 

provide a very good indication of Net Primary Productivity (NPP) for a given area. NPP is 

the rate at which plants and other organisms produce organic compounds through 

photosynthesis. This measure, however, is expensive and labor intensive. It requires the 

collection of a representative sample of vegetation from the field and then drying and 

weighing them to obtain NPP values. Moreover, no published time series NPP data exist 

for the conflict pastures in the central highlands of Afghanistan.  

 

To understand the effect of demand-induced scarcities in the Hazara-Kuchi 

conflict, reliable population data must be studied. However, years of conflict, and lack of 

government funding and other factors such as remoteness has meant that little population 

data is available for the surrounding communities of these pastures. Similar, to 

productivity, a proxy measure for population growth has been identified for this study. 

Because we are interested not just in rate of population growth but its effects and pressures 

on pastures, therefore, land use changes resulting from such a growth has been studied, 

which is a good proxy measure for demand-induced scarcity.  

 

3.2.1. Proxy Measure 1: NDVI 

 

 As a numerical indicator of vegetation density in a given area and time, the NDVI 

is an excellent measure of supply induced-scarcity. The index was first developed by 

Rouse et al., who developed it to monitor vegetation condition in the Great Plains (Rouse 

et al., 1973). NDVI takes advantage of the way plants absorb and reflect radiation at 

different wavelengths of the electromagnetic spectrum (Holme et al. 1987). Objects on the 
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Figure 2. Example of how NDVI is calculated for healthy vegetation. Higher values indicate 

active growth and more biomass (picture adopted from Weier and Herring, 2000. Image produced by the 

researcher using a GIS software). 

surface of the earth absorb and reflect radiation in different wavelengths depending on the 

chemical and physical characteristics. The chlorophyll pigment in plant leaves absorbs a 

great amount of incident visible light (0.4 to 0.7 um wavelength) and is used in 

photosynthesis. At the same time, plant cell structure strongly reflects infrared light (0.7 to 

1.1 um wavelengths) (Figure 2). The NDVI is obtained through the difference between 

reflected visible and infrared wavelengths at satellite sensor:  

 

NDVI = (NIR – R) / (NIR + R) 

 

Where NIR and R are the surface reflectance in the near-infrared and visible red 

bands, respectively, registered at the satellite sensor (Holme et al., 1987). For a given pixel 

at the land surface greater reflectance in near-infrared band compared to the red band is an 

indication of healthy and dense green vegetation (Figure 2). The NDVI results are always 

presented on a continuum of -1 to +1.  The closer the value is to +1 the greener and 

healthier the vegetation in that patch of land.  
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NDVI is commonly obtained from satellite sensors. These sensors not only provide 

valuable information on vegetation condition, but the period of monitoring also extends to 

decades. This allows for the evaluation of short-term and long-term trends in vegetation 

condition for an area of interest. Additionally, over the years the scientific community has 

successfully linked NDVI values to biophysical indicators such productivity, chlorophyll 

content, leaf area and etc. (Peters and Eve, 1995; Prince et al., 1995).   

 

Comparing annual changes in NDVI required the establishment of a baseline. The 

year 2000 was selected as a baseline year for two reasons. First, it is the earliest year in the 

current dataset when no conflict over summer pastures was reported in the study area. 

Second, 2000 is also the earliest year in the current datasets that corresponds to time of the 

Taliban regime in Afghanistan. This date is important because vast social, political, 

environmental and economic changes occurred in the country after the collapse of the 

Taliban regime. Each of these changes has had an effect on the condition, availability and 

accessibility of pastures and other Natural Resources in the study area.  Each year’s 

average NDVI values were subtracted from the year 2000 values and converted to a 

percent change value. This process was carefully carried out to ensure subtraction happens 

between same location (same pixel) for each successive year. The process was made easy 

by the unique pixel identifier embedded in numeric tables. The percent difference for each 

year was graphed and analyzed.  

 

Evaluating changes in vegetation from baseline provides a general picture and point 

of reference for comparison. However, the method fails to highlight drastic differences 

between successive years, which are often indicative of environmental conditions 

increasing or decreasing vegetation condition and spread. Moreover, an inter-annual 

difference in vegetation condition might also identify particular changes that can be related 

to the occurrence of conflict in that year. The previous year average NDVI values were 

subtracted from the current year and presented as a percent change. Drastic drops in 

vegetation condition and health were identified from graphs of the inter-annual difference.  
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The Moderate Resolution Imaging Spectrometer (MODIS) was the primary satellite 

sensor used for the current first stage of the study. The sensor is part of the Earth 

Observing System (EOS) operated by National Aeronautic Space Administration (NASA). 

Higher temporal resolution, minimal processing requirements and summer time coverage 

of the study area were the main factors favoring the selection of this sensor. The MODIS 

sensor is widely used in time-series analysis of bio-physical land surface processes 

(LPDAAC 2008). Beginning in 2000, MODIS has continuously provided a global 

coverage with return period of one to two days. Additionally, the scientific community has 

developed algorithms that can be readily used to derive measurements of interest from this 

dataset.   

 

Landsat was the additional satellite based earth observing sensor considered for this 

study. Compared to MODIS, this sensor has much higher spatial resolution. This 

characteristic allows for higher accuracy in land use classification and vegetation analysis. 

Moreover, the sensor can be used to study droughts, temperature and water availability in 

the study area. Despite higher spatial resolution, the Landsat collection doesn’t match the 

temporal resolution of MODIS needed for this study. Additionally, because I am 

attempting to understand the underlying causes of conflict over summer time pastures, 

available Landsat summer time scenes (May to August) for the study area were not 

consistent. This made comparison of inter-annual variability of vegetation productivity 

very difficult. Such a comparison is essential for understanding the link between 

environmental scarcity and conflict. Since 2003, an equipment malfunction of the scanning 

line of Landsat ETM+ sensor caused data gaps to appear in images. Removing the gaps 

requires more processing time and specialized software. After a general pattern of 

vegetation productivity and land use is established for the study area, more detailed studies 

of specific locations within the study area can be carried out using Landsat data. 
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Two MODIS products were selected to understand vegetation and land use patterns 

over time in the study area. These are MODIS vegetation index product (MOD13A1) and 

MODIS land use product (MOD12Q1). Both datasets were downloaded using the Earth 

Explorer tool from the website of United States Geological Survey (USGS) 

(www.earthexplorer.usgs.gov).  

 

The MOD13QA1 (henceforth MODIS-VI) is the main vegetation index product 

derived from MODIS surface reflectance data. For the study area, this product provides 

information on the condition, and spread of vegetation for each year of the study period 

(2000-2013). The product offers two vegetation indices. The first is the standard 

Normalized Difference Vegetation Index (NDVI) and the second is the Enhanced 

Vegetation Index (EVI). The EVI is an improved vegetation index suitable for areas with 

high above ground biomass. It also removes atmospheric and canopy influences improving 

overall vegetation monitoring (Solano et al., 2010). For this study, however, we selected 

the NDVI index because it is widely used in other similar studies of vegetation (Zhang et 

al., 2013; Robin et al., 2011) and because most other historical vegetation records also 

used NDVI.  

 

3.2.2.  Scenes and Timing  

 

A total of 28 scenes were identified and downloaded for further analysis. The 

original scenes are provided in 1200 x 1200 km tiles with spatial resolution of 500 m. 

These scenes are mapped in a Sinusoidal grid projection. Timing of vegetation maturity 

was the determining factor in scene selection. For each year of the study period (2000-

2013), two scenes were identified. The first scene covers 16-day average NDVI values for 

192-207 Day of Year (July 11-26). The second scene contains 16-day average NDVI 

values for 208-223 Day of Year (July 27 to August 11).  
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 Figure 3. Transition dates of global vegetation phenology phases calculated from MODIS data by 
Zhang et al. (2001). The red rectangle indicates the timing of satellite image acquisition for this study. 
Graph produced by the researcher using spreadsheet application. 
 

These days coincide with the Maturity (Figure-2) phonological phase of the study 

area. Vegetation phenology has four distinct phases driven by environmental conditions 

(soil, climate and etc.) as well as by human activity. These successive phases include 

Greenup, Maturity, Senescence and Dormancy (Zhang et al. 2001). The transition dates for 

these global phonological phases are determined from MODIS and other satellite sensors 

using NDVI measurements (Zhang et al. 2001). For inter-annual comparison studies, the 

timing of vegetation maturity is important. Difference in maximum greenness over 

successive years can become a good indication of overall vegetation productivity for that 

year. Same date of satellite acquisition was maintained for each year of the study period to 

facilitate inter-annual comparison of vegetation maturity and summer time pasture 

conditions. For the study area, not only do the dates of selected satellite imagery coincide 

with maturity phase but they also coincide with reported times of conflict onset (Figure 3 

and Table 2).   
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3.2.3.    Processing & Analysis 

 

To detect changes in maximum greenness and facilitate inter-annual comparison, 

analysis was carried out both in a Geographical Information System (GIS) environment 

and in statistical analysis software. All 28 scenes were initially loaded in a GIS 

environment and transformed the original Sinusoidal projection to Universal Transverse 

Mercator (UTM) Zone 42 North projection. Subsequently, the study area was extracted 

from all scenes using the geographic boundaries of the study area (Figure 1).  

 

A quality assurance procedure was followed that ensures all scenes are correctly 

projected and the study area extracted. A final check verified that each pixel has the exact 

same spatial bounds across the study period. Because each year has two scenes 

corresponding to two successive 16-day periods, a simple average was obtained using 

raster calculations. The result of this process was one scene for each year of the study 

period containing average NDVI values for 192-223 Day of Year (July 11- August 11). 

The final process in the GIS environment was the conversion of these scenes to point 

values and exporting the numerical values in a table format for each district of the study 

area. These tables contain pixel location identifier and the corresponding average NDVI 

value. Finally, two measures of comparison were identified. These include NDVI 

difference from year 2000 and inter-annual difference in average NDVI for each district of 

the study area.  

 

3.2.4.   Smoothing  

 

The final process in facilitating comparison was the smoothing of data. A 50-point moving 

average was fitted in each graph. Because each pixel has 500 m x 500 m dimension, the 

result was a moving horizontal average of 25 km from west to east direction in the study 

area.  
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3.2.5.  Proxy Measure 2: Land Cover Change 

 

Population growth in an area leaves behind clues in the patterns of land use in a 

given area. Perhaps the most apparent indication of increasing population is the expansion 

of urban areas in cities. Similar effects can be observed in rural areas in changes to land 

cover resulting from human activity. As human activity such as deforestation, erosion, 

agriculture or settlements grow, all affect the natural land cover of the area. To understand 

these effects, a long-term analysis of changing patterns of land cover is needed. For the 

Hazara-Kuchi conflict over pastures in the central highlands of Afghanistan, satellite 

imagery provides the best available land cover change data. We’ll use this time-series data 

to understand the effects of demand-induced scarcity on the pastures of the central 

highlands.  

 

The land cover product derived from MODIS data is called MOD12Q1 (henceforth 

land cover product). This global dataset provides annual estimate of land cover properties 

obtained throughout the year by the Terra and Aqua-MOIDS satellites. Moreover, the 

product provides five classification schemes each derived through a supervised 

classification system with input from ancillary data (Friedl et al. 2010). The five 

classification schemes are:  

 

1- International Geosphere Biosphere Program (IGBP) classification scheme 

2- University of Maryland Scheme 

3- MODIS derived Leaf Area Index (LAI) and fraction of Photosyntheically Active 

Radiation (fPAR) scheme 

4- MODIS derived Net Primary Production (NPP) scheme  

5- Plant Functional Type scheme.  
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All five-classification schemes were explored for detection of croplands in the 

study area. Only the IGBP classification scheme was able to detect croplands in the study 

area. The remaining classifications, either failed to detect them, merged croplands with 

other natural vegetation or returned unrealistic values like 'no croplands' over the entire 

study area. Additionally, the IGBP classification scheme in MODIS collection-5 uses 

refined algorithms and ancillary data to distinguish between land cover type classes (Friedl 

et al. 2010). This classification scheme also uses a ten-fold cross-validation process for 

accuracy assessment. The IGBP is also considered to be more current, internally consistent 

and with a higher spatial resolution (500 m) than other classifications (FAO 2000). All 

these factors favored the selection of IGBP scheme for this study.   

 

     Global land cover types in IGBP classification scheme are represented in 17 

classes. This long list of classes was chosen to ensure every part of earth’s surface is 

assigned to a distinct non-overlapping land cover type (FAO 2000). These land cover types 

are presented here in Table-1. The highlighted cover types are of interest to study area and 

were extracted from satellite imagery. 

 

Table 1 IGBP Classification scheme: Heighted classes are present in the study area and 

data related to these classes were extracted from the land cover product. 

Class Class Name Description 

1 Evergreen Needle 

leaf Forests 

Lands dominated by trees with a percent canopy cover 

>60% and height exceeding 2 meters. Almost all trees 

remain green all year. Canopy is never without green 

foliage. 

 

2 Evergreen 

Broadleaf Forests 

Lands dominated by trees with a percent canopy cover 

>60% and height exceeding 2 meters. Almost all trees 

remain green all year. Canopy is never without green 

foliage. 
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3 Deciduous needle 

leaf Forests 

Lands dominated by trees with a percent canopy cover 

>60% and height exceeding 2 meters. Consists of 

seasonal needle leaf tree communities with an annual 

cycle of leaf-on and leaf-off periods. 

 

4 Deciduous 

Broadleaf Forests  

Lands dominated by trees with a percent canopy cover 

>60% and height exceeding 2 meters. Consists of 

seasonal broadleaf tree communities with an annual 

cycle of leaf-on and leaf-off periods. 

 

5 Mixed Forests Lands dominated by trees with a percent canopy cover 

>60% and height exceeding 2 meters. Consists of tree 

communities with interspersed mixtures or mosaics of 

the other four forest cover types. None of the forest 

types exceeds 60% of landscape. 

 

6 Closed Shrub lands Lands with woody vegetation less than 2 meters tall and 

with shrub canopy cover is >60%. The shrub foliage 

can be either evergreen or deciduous. 

 

7 Open Shrub lands Lands with woody vegetation less than 2 meters tall and 

with shrub canopy cover is between 10-60%. The shrub 

foliage can be either evergreen or deciduous. 

 

8 Woody Savannas  Lands with herbaceous and other understory systems, 

and with forest canopy cover between 30-60%. The 

forest cover height exceeds 2 meters. 

 

9 Savannas Lands with herbaceous and other understory systems, 

and with forest canopy cover between 10-30%. The 
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forest cover heights exceeds 2 meters. 

 

10 Grasslands Lands with herbaceous types of cover. Tree and shrub 

cover is less than 10%. 

 

11 Permanent 

wetlands 

Lands with a permanent mixture of water and 

herbaceous or woody vegetation that cover extensive 

areas. The vegetation can be present in either salt, 

brackish, or fresh water. 

 

12 Cropland Lands covered with temporary crops followed by 

harvest and a bare soil period (e.g., single and multiple 

cropping systems. Note that perennial woody crops will 

be classified as the appropriate forest or shrub land 

cover type. 

 

13 Urban and Built-

Up 

Land covered by buildings and other man-made 

structures. Note that this class will not be mapped from 

the AVHRR imagery but will be developed from the 

populated places layer that is part of the Digital Chart 

of the World. 

 

14 Cropland/Natural 

Vegetation Mosaics 

Lands with a mosaic of croplands, forest, scrublands, 

and grasslands in which no one component comprises 

more than 60% of the landscape. 

 

15 Snow and Ice Lands under snow and/or ice cover throughout the year. 

 

16 Barren Lands exposed soil, sand, rocks, or snow and never has 

more than 10% vegetated cover during any time of the 
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year. 

 

17 Water Bodies  Oceans, seas, lakes, reservoirs, and rivers. Can be either 

fresh or salt water bodies 

Notes: data in this table is adopted from FAO (2000). 

 

Land cover products are available from year 2001 to present day. A total of 12 

scenes were available for download from USGS website. These correspond to the years 

2001-2012. The original scenes are provided in 1,200 x 1,200m tiles with spatial resolution 

of 500 m. These scenes are mapped in Sinusoidal grid projection. Each scene contains the 

land cover types for the entire year.  All 12 scenes were initially loaded in a GIS 

environment and transformed the original Sinusoidal projection to Universal Transverse 

Mercator (UTM) Zone 42 North projection. Subsequently, the study area was extracted 

from all scenes using the geographic boundaries of the study area (Figure 1). A quality 

assurance procedure was followed that ensures all scenes were correctly projected and the 

study area extracted. A final check verified that each pixel has the exact same spatial 

bounds across the study period. The final step in the GIS environment was the extraction of 

class types to numeric tables. The unique pixel identifier was carried on to the tables. A 

simple count was carried out to obtain the number of pixels in each land cover class. The 

total number of pixels for each class was multiplied by 0.25 sq. km to obtain the total area 

of each class for each year of the study period. These figures were graphed to highlight 

change in land cover type over the study period.  
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3.3.     Socio-political determinants  

 

         To incorporate the views of key informants about the Hazara and Kuchis conflict, an 

interview questionnaire was outlined and key informants were identified from the 

following main categories of stakeholders:  

 

a) Government officials (6 key informants) 

b) Active NGOs and Civil Society Organizations (7 key informants) 

c) From the Hazara community (6 key informants) 

d) From the Kuchi community (6 key informants)  

 

     Because of the sensitive nature of the conflict and the general distrust of officials 

and local communities, few individuals were prepared to openly discuss their opinions. 

Even though the interview protocol guaranteed total anonymity, securing interviews with 

conflicting parties and local government officials proved extremely difficult. Civil society 

organizations were the only group of stakeholders who candidly took part in the interviews 

and expressed their views and shared their findings.  

 

The total number of key informants who answered all questions and were 

comfortable with sharing their opinions was 25. All key informants were interviewed in a 

semi-structured way following a detailed questionnaire. The list of questions were drawn 

from a pool of questions of similar conflicts, from recurring themes of the conflict and 

using from a snow-ball method where questions also arose from discussions with other key 

informants. The questionnaire covered a broad range of issues and was categorized in six 

broad thematic causes of the conflict. These are ethnic fault-lines, governance and 

institutional arrangements, political regimes, resource distribution and outside interference. 

The Melbourne University Ethics Committee duly approved the interview questionnaire.  
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The interview responses were transcribed and analyzed for recurrence of themes 

and concurrence on the causes of the conflict. A simple measure of percentage was taken 

to categorize the number of key informants agreeing on a single cause of conflict. This 

method was chosen because of the small number of key informants. The results were 

categorized in two tables for real causes of conflict in response to questions where 

informants list the possible cause, and for perceived causes of the conflict where the 

informants respond to what they think are they major causes of the conflict. Despite the 

small sample size, the results indicate concurrence among stakeholders on at least some 

causes of the conflict, which warrant further investigation.  

 

These interviews have been very important because they gave a new insight into 

the social phenomena of the Hazara and Kuchis conflict. The interviewees were either 

impacted by the conflict or involved in its settlement process.  Interviewees were identified 

through a local NGO and interviews were conducted with their full consent and approval. 

In addition government published reports, media analysis and previous published work has 

been reviewed and studied.  

 

The selection of key informants was based on careful criteria about what 

information is required and who will be the right person to approach. For issues regarding 

involvement of government and other institutions, key informants at the line ministries and 

institutions were identified through the researcher’s previous networks and contacts.  Key 

informants from both groups were also identified and approached through a local NGO 

who has worked in HazaraJat for many years. Most of the informants who have been 

interviewed aged above 40, and no children and women have been interviewed.   
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CONTEXTUAL BACKGROUND OF CONFLICT  

 

4.1.     Introduction 

 

  This chapter is to provide a contextual background of the H+K conflict. It will first 

review the history and origins of this conflict. It will also describe the geographical 

location of the conflict followed by a thorough introduction of both groups (H+K). This 

chapter will also introduce key institutions and government entities that participated in the 

settlement and administration of this conflict. The second part of this chapter will provide a 

general overview and some examples of natural resource conflicts in Afghanistan.  

 

4.2. Background & Context of the Hazara and Kuchi Conflict 

 

Summer pastures are the mainstay of the agrarian Afghan economy. More than 

70% of the country’s land-cover is classified as rangelands (Bleuer, 2012). Besides 

providing vital resources to the settlements in immediate proximity to the pastures, these 

resources are also used by a small nomadic community called Kuchi. In the central 

highlands, the pastures provide much needed firewood and winter fodder for animals of the 

settled communities. Similarly, the Kuchi depend on these alpine pastures to fatten their 

animals before returning to warmer climates in the southern region of the country (Tapper, 

2008). 

  

The conflict over summertime pastures in the central highlands of Afghanistan 

stretches back to the early twentieth century. During this period, the rulers of the country 

consolidated their power and a strong national government emerged. This government not 

only settled and subdued uprisings and secessionist movements but also provided the legal 

framework for the use of pastures by both Kuchi and settled communities. While minor 

conflicts continued to occur, these conflicts were not very violent in nature and the 

resolution mechanisms were robust enough to respond. However, beginning in 1979 with 
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the Soviet invasion, the country plunged into a war that continues to this day (Tapper, 

2008). 

 

In Afghanistan there is history of periodic drought cycles that has increased the 

demand for the pasture and water in Behsud district of Wardak province.  The most recent 

drought in Afghanistan started during early 1990s and continued for almost seven years.  

There are concerns that drought has contributed to the prevalence of conflict throughout 

the country including Behsud district.  This was a demand – induced scarcity, where the 

existing natural resource could not fulfill the need of Kuchis and Hazaras. Others think the 

Hazara and Kuchi conflict is more a social problem than a natural resource problem. 

(Interview Nasir, S. September 6, 2014).    

 

The Soviet war of occupation and the subsequent civil war shifted the social 

dynamics of Afghan society. Not only were millions of people displaced and made 

refugees but these mass movements of the population also exposed them to the influence of 

ideologies, religious extremism and patronage of the neighboring countries. This change in 

the social fabric affected the Hazara-Kuchi conflict in unprecedented ways. Because of 

war, everyone in the settled and Kuchi communities were now armed with deadly 

weapons. Ensuing conflicts were more recurrent and ever more violent (Interview Wafa, 

H. September 4, 2014). 

 

The nature of the conflict today is vastly affected by the social disruptions of war. It 

is within this context that the current study will investigate the conflict and focus again on 

the root-causes of the conflict. To set the scene, a brief and general context of the 

geography, people and social context of the study area is needed. The following sections 

will describe each.  
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4.2.1.   The Study Area 

 

The study area comprise of the highland pastures of central Afghanistan. These 

pastures crosses numerous administrative boundaries but are predominantly spread in 

Nawur, Central Behsud, Hese-Awal Behsud and Day Mirdad Districts. These are also the 

districts where all reported armed conflicts for the duration of study period (2000-2013) 

between settled and nomadic population occurred (Marie, 2005). Nawur is the largest 

district with an area of 508 sq km followed by Central Behsud (308 sq km), Hese-Awal 

Behsud (154 sq km), and Day Mirdad (93 sq km).  

 

Majority of the study area is mountains with pastures extending from valley floor to 

steppe hills. Farming is confined to the floodplains on the valley floor, often extending into 

pasturelands, and dry slope farming. While dryland farming is dependent on climatic 

conditions, adequate precipitation in particular, its intensity has resulted in slope failures, 

and encroachment into pastureland. Moreover, the nomadic population has consistently 

used all of the study area as their summer pastures. Terrain, harsh climate and limited 

migration routes as well as vegetation type and condition are the major factors limiting all 

year pasture use. 

      

The study area borders the provinces of Parowan to the   

northeast, Kabul and Logar to the east, Ghazni to the south and Bamyan to the west 

(Figure-1). The capital city of Wardak Province is Maidan Shar, which is located about 

35 km from Kabul. Wardak Province covers an area of 9,934 km2. The majority of the 

provincial population (527,750 people) lives in rural areas. The most heavily populated 

areas are along the Kabul – Kandahar Highway. The rest of the province is scarcely 

populated, with villages concentrated in areas with available irrigation and water sources 

(CSO and UNFPA, 2003). 
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Pashtuns and Hazaras are the predominant ethnic groups residing in the study area 

and surrounding districts. Other minority ethnic groups include the Tajik and Qizilbash.  

Kuchis migrate across parts of Sayadabad, Daymirdad and Nerkh between April and 

September. The district has a Hazara majority resident population. The population of 

Markazi Behsood is estimated more than 250,000 people. The Markazi Behsood is the 

biggest District with large localities in Maidan Vardak Province. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2.1. 

 

 

The only two groups involved in the pasture conflict are the settled Hazara communities in 

the three districts of the study area and the Kuchi communities that migrate to the study 

area during summer time. This nature of the conflict has given it the name of Hazara-Kuchi 

Conflict (CSO, 2003). 

 

 

Figure 4. Geographical location of Hazara and Kuchi conflict. 
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4.2.2.  Who are the Kuchis?  

 

 Kuchis are mostly Pashtuns and reside in eastern and southern Afghanistan. 

Grazing their herds in east and west, while challenging in drought years, is not as 

contentious for the Kuchi as grazing in central highlands. There, the Kuchi are sharing the 

pastures with the Hazara, of a different culture and background. Sharing of the pastures 

become more difficult and in some cases there is a history of bloodshed and hatred 

between the two ethnic groups (Interview Wafa, H. September 4, 2014). Kuchis are known 

as the moving population who move around the country with their herds and settle 

temporarily where they get enough pasture for their herds. For example, in winter they 

usually move toward eastern and southern Afghanistan with its relatively warmer climate, 

however in summer they usually travel to their pastures in northern Afghanistan or central 

highlands with their herds (Interview Jawed, T. September 8, 2014). 

 

Kuchis are among one of the largest vulnerable groups in Afghanistan. As 

Afghanistan's population grows, competing claims over summer pastures, both for rain fed 

cultivation and for grazing of the settled communities' livestock, have created conflict over 

land across central and northern Afghanistan. Paying head-count fees for each animal 

crossing someone else's property is exacting a harsh economic toll on the Kochi way of 

life, one that is already having to contend with recurrent droughts that are now occurring 

with increasing frequency (Tapper, 2008). 

 

4.2.3.    Who are the Hazaras? 

 

The Hazaras are an ethno-linguistic group from central Afghanistan. They speak a dialect 

of Persian. Most Hazaras are either Shiite Muslims or belong to the Ismailia sect of Shiite 

Islam.  Because there is no current census in Afghanistan, their population is estimated to 

range between 2.5 to 5 million, representing 9 to 18 percent of the population (CSO, 2003). 

Hazara always blame Kuchis for invading their territories, burning homes, and killing their 
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people.  The intensity of the violence between the two groups has changed across political 

periods and on many occasions the natural resource conflict has been linked to ongoing 

ethnic and political issues at the national scale. Various key stakeholders have always 

controlled the local Kuchi and Hazara conflicts as a tool for gaining their political aims and 

agendas (Interview Ulla, H. September 4, 2014). 

 

4.2.4.  Key Stakeholders 

 

The following diagram provides details about key stakeholders who have been engaged in 

Hazara & Kuchi conflicts during various periods. These stakeholders were identified 

through review of various reports and widespread interviews with key informants. The 

main purpose of the section is to give a reader some understanding about what institutions 

have participated in this conflict and what their roles have been throughout the process of 

settlement and mediation. In this section the role of these major stakeholders is also 

described, regarding how efficient they were and what were their weakness during the 

course of Hazara and Kuchi conflicts settlement. Although there is sufficient evidence that 

local leaders and mediators have had a decent role in the resolution process of the said 

conflicts and during many occasions the conflict between the two tribes have been resolved 

by their local representatives, conflicts became more politicized after the collapse of the 

Taliban regime, and hence more government institutions have been involved.   
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Figure 5: Key stakeholders. Diagram produced by the researcher 

 

The Kuchi-Hazara conflict has been studied, negotiated and attempted to resolve by 

various government institutions. A lack of coordination and information sharing means 

that the conflicting parties often receive contradictory information from the 

government (Interview Anwar, H. September 4, 2014). While all institutions are part of 

the government machinery, only a few of them have been involved in natural resources 

conflicts and in this particular conflict (H+K).   

 

(1) The National Commission 

This commission was established in 2007 at the outset of the most violent outbreak of 

conflict between the parties in Behsud 1 and 2. The commission was ordered by then 

President Hamid Karzai. The commission was tasked with an expedient evaluation of 

the conflict and finding a permanent resolution. The immediate goal of the commission 

was to avoid further escalation. This it achieved, temporarily. However, in subsequent 

years the conflict erupted again, highlighting the ad-hoc and reactionary approach of 

the commission. While it is still in place, it is credibility and ability to resolve the 

conflict is doubted by both the conflicting parties and neutral resource observers 

(Interview Wafa, H. September 4, 2014). 
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(2) The Ministry of Agriculture, Irrigation and Livestock (MAIL)  

This ministry is solely responsible for the sound use, and management of pastureland; and 

water management. MAIL has been a key actor throughout the history of this conflict, 

however during actual conflict period its role was less efficient. Some experts believe it is 

the technical inability of the ministry to monitor the condition or the use of the resource, 

others think once the conflict erupts it is hijacked by political and ethnic leaders. This 

ministry, either by inability or design, never asserted a prominent role in resolving or 

monitoring the conflict (Interview Wafa, H. September 4, 2014). 

 

 (3) United Nations Assistance Mission in Afghanistan (UNAMA) 

This political representation of the UN in Afghanistan is the coordinating body of all donor 

and UN activities in the country. UNAMA has shown interest and initiative in monitoring 

the security situation in the country. As such, this political body is both interested and 

involved in the Hazara-Kuchi conflict.    

 

(4) Ministry of Frontier and Tribal Affairs (MFTA) 

This ministry has been involved in Hazara-Kuchi conflict to support local settlement 

process during various stage of this conflict. Although MFTA had a dominant role in the 

past, during the post-Taliban period there were very little initiatives taken by MFTA on the 

conflict. The appointment of a presidential commission, would, under normal 

circumstances be considered a gross overreaching into the role, power and mandate of this 

ministry (Interview Salih, M. September 6, 2014). 

 

(5) Ministry of Interior (MoI)  

The Ministry of Interior has been directly involved by deploying police to the conflict site 

for the entire life of this conflict. MoI is still one of the leading actors and they still control 

this conflict at provincial and central levels.  
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(6) Ministry of Defense (MoD)  

The Afghanistan National Army was used during most violent stages of the Hazara and 

Kuchi conflict. MoD is still one of the key actors in Behsud. During various phases, new 

people have been involved. Oftentimes the conflict has been described as low profile, and 

sometimes as more controversial and overarching (Interview Ali, A. September 2, 2014). 

The change in number and role of the key decision makers is directly linked to the key 

events, mainly the social and political aspects. New decision makers were added in the 

settlement process during various periods of this conflict (Interview Ali, A. September 2, 

2014). 

 

4.3. Broader Context of Tribal Conflicts in Afghanistan 

 

Many people in Afghanistan believe there is a sufficient resource base to fulfill 

their requirements, but the management of resources is a very big challenge for the 

government (Interview Anwar, H. September 4, 2014). In Afghanistan rapid growth of 

population, return of refugees, many years of drought, uncontrolled deforestation, lack of a 

land tenure system, uncontrolled use of underground water resources, and poor land 

acquisition procedures are some of the key issues that require more attention by the central 

government. The conflict between Kuchis and Hazaras might be unique considering the 

fact the ethnicity is one of the more dominant attributors, but else where in Afghanistan 

other factors, such as drought, lack of government institutions, and warlords have 

historically influenced resources conflicts (Interview Sayed, F. September 6, 2014). 

 

Conflict is not only limited to the central highland pastures between Hazara and 

Kuchi. It has a longer history and happens between and within tribes, and communities 

regardless of their common ethnicity and background, as described in chapter 2.   

Decisions about the grant of lands and water rights are always made based on merit and 

position of key leaders involved in the local and central politics of any regime. In the 

current history of the country there have been few recent examples of tribal conflict over 
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the use of water and land. The most recent natural resource conflict was between Shinwar 

and Momand tribes in eastern Afghanistan. The conflict continued for six months and 

many people were killed and injured from both sides (Interview Ulla, H. September 2, 

2014).  

 

4.4. Brief history of the Hazara and Kuchis conflict  

 

4.4.1.   1989-2001 Civil War  

During early 1990s Kuchis were restricted from using border pastures in Pakistan 

during winter and therefore the concept of seasonal use has changed, and in some parts of 

the central highlands, Kuchis began to settle permanently (Interview Abdul, H. September 

8, 2014). During this period the conflict between two groups was described as more 

enduring compared to previous years. The discussion here reveals an important situation - 

periodic sharing of resources versus permanent use of pasture and water in Behsud. 

Including Dr. Ali Azimi, many other natural resource experts in Afghanistan believe that 

the hastening of the Kuchi and Hazara conflict until 2001 has a direct link with temporary 

use and permanent use of a shared natural resource. This is an important point. The local 

communities may show some flexibility to share their water and pasture on a seasonal 

basis, however they might show more endurance and resilience if they have to share their 

resources more permanently and throughout the year (Interview Azimi, A. September 2, 

2014). 

 

4.4.2. Hazara and Kuchi conflict during the Taliban regime 

  

The conflict between Kuchis and Hazara continued during the Taliban regime, and 

was followed by severe drought that has made the pasture and water more valuable 

(Interview Jawed, T. September 8, 2014). There is also another factor that makes the water 

conflict during Taliban regime more unique and that is the significant control the Pashtun 

Taliban had over just about everything.  During the Taliban’s dominance, conflict between 

the groups still existed, but Kuchis were more powerful and many believe they enjoyed full 
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support of the Taliban (Interview Jawed, T. September 8, 2014). Therefore, Hazaras had 

very little courage to react against any violation. There are reports that during this time 

Hazaras had to pay grazing fees for some of the pastures for which they had grazing 

permits issued during the Amir regime, and there was a ban on Hazaras carrying weapons 

and horses. Kuchis on the other hand think that the current regime, with a Hazara vice 

president, is supporting Hazaras and their interests in Behsud (Interview Rajab, M. 

September 4, 2014). 

 

4.4.3. 2001 Collapse of Taliban 

  

The collapse of the Taliban regime is a key turning point in the history of conflicts 

in the central highlands (Interview Ibrahim, S. September 6, 2014). The collapse of the 

Taliban resulted in a lessening of tension between Hazara and Kuchis. The Taliban were 

mostly Pashtuns. Because of American lead intervention against the regime, any Kuchis 

with alliance to the Taliban had to leave the central highlands. Behsud has since seen a 

steady rise of Hazaras returning to central Afghanistan to use the land. Hazaras are 

considered the largest stockowners in the district, and they began to bring their animals to 

Behsud.  

Unexpectedly, instead of leaving the central highlands, more Kuchis returned to 

Behsud. Interaction between Hazara and Kuchis post Taliban been tense because of the 

resentments from past injustice experienced by the Hazara.  Some consider that Kuchis are 

now paying for the prejudice the Hazara encountered under the Taliban (Interview Jawed, 

T. September 8, 2014).  At first many Kuchis were prohibited from entering the central 

highlands. Hazaras were suspected of plotting to replace Kuchis with other herders who 

would support them in fighting the Kuchis in the future. Although this strategy is not fully 

supported, many believe there is a possibility it will be enacted. The challenge is that 

Kuchis, with support from ethnic Pashtuns, are a dominant ethnic group and long-term 

conflict will not be supported (Interview Rajab, M. September 4, 2014). 
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 As discussed earlier, the current political regime is described more in the favor of 

Hazaras, because they have more political influence in the central government. Many 

Kuchis think they are suffering revenge for Taliban policies. In an interview with a 

representative from the Kuchi tribe, it was reported that they are even suspicious that the 

NGOs and international donors are supporting Hazaras, because they see them as the 

minority. Kuchis believe that despite there being 5 million Kuchis, they still strive for their 

rights, and lack a legitimate presence in the government. They have, he argued, educated 

people and businessmen among them, and yet in Afghanistan very less privilege is given to 

Kuchis (Interview Gul, C. September 8, 2014). 

 

4.4.4. Hazaras killings in Yakawlang district 

 

Recent conflicts have been very different to those of the past. The intensity of 

hatred and animosity increased significantly after the Taliban, and 2002-2003 Pashtuns and 

Kuchis Pashtun burnt the entire district of Yakawlang a Hazara district and killed hundreds 

of Hazara who refused to support Taliban movement in the central highlands. This time the 

conflict was not only about sharing the pasture and water but to avenge the lives of so 

many Hazara who were killed in Yakawlang (Interview Ulla, A. September 10, 2014). This 

supplies evidence about how the ethnic and social conflict in other parts of the country has 

inspired the Hazara and Kuchi conflict in Behsud.  Although this conflict was not well 

reported by the media, it was one of the bloodiest and violent conflicts between the two 

groups and claimed the lives of so many on both sides. The killing in Yakawlang district is 

recorded as one of the events that contributed to the escalation of Hazara and Kuchis 

conflict in the longer term (Interview Ulla, A. September 10, 2014). During 2002-2003 the 

incidents of conflict were reported in 12 pastures out of 200 and this is mainly due to the 

hatred Hazara had towards Taliban; Kuchis were apparently from the same ethnic group. 

With the change of political regimes the nature and magnitude of this conflict has changed 

accordingly.  It is a social conflict by definition, although historically it has been seen more 

as an ethnic problem than a natural resource issue.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

  ENVIRONMENTAL ANALYSIS  

 

5.1. Introduction  

 

In this chapter, the role of environmental scarcity is examined in relation to the 

pasture resources of central highlands. The aim was to find quantitative means of 

measuring scarcity in the study area. This was achieved by first devising two proxy 

measures for resource productivity and population pressure. To obtain a long-term effect of 

environmental scarcity, satellite images were used. This approach not only accounted for 

natural productivity fluctuations but also provided data over long periods. The evaluation 

in this chapter was restricted to the 2000-2013 period. The analysis conducted here also 

identifies two avenues for further investigation. Unlike previous studies, I find a clear link 

between cropland increase, inter-annual variability in productivity and the occurrence of 

conflict in a given year. Moreover, land cover patterns reveal that croplands also restrict 

physical access to rangelands. These are three factors that can be explored in more detail in 

subsequent chapters using high spatial and temporal resolution data sources. The 

quantitative analysis presented here will augment the ancillary data collection and 

interviews with key stakeholders in subsequent chapters. Similarly, key findings and 

arguments emerging from the quantitative analysis can be validated from the collection of 

ancillary data. 

The maximum greenness (192-223 days of year) in the study area has consistently 

increased since the year 2000. The greatest increase in overall vegetation productivity was 

observed in 2009 when the spatially averaged NDVI values were 9% above the 2000 

baseline (Figure 4). The figure plots the percent change from 2000 for each year of the 

study period. The vertical axis represents percent change values while the horizontal access 

plots raw NDVI values for the study area as well as a 25 km moving spatial average. 

Similar increasing trends were observed for each year of the study period with the 

exception of 2001 with 0% average increase in maximum greenness. Similarly, maximum 
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productivity increased by 6% in 2007 followed by 5.5% in 2012 and 5% in 2003. The 

current data is insufficient to determine the causes of this increasing overall productivity 

since 2000. However, precipitation patterns, increasing temperatures, and human activity 

such as increasing agriculture can account for the upward trend in overall productivity of 

the study area. In the absence of climatic data, assertions about the causes of increased 

productivity are speculative at best. Further climatic data is needed to establish a causal 

link for the increasing greenness since 2000. The current data still portrays very strong 

evidence of increased productivity since the last year of the Taliban regime.  

 

In addition to an increasing greenness trend, the data also shows an increase in 

maximum NDVI values for the study area (Figure 5). The concentration of maximum 

NDVI values has consistently remained in the northern districts of Behsud and Hese-Awal-

Behsud. As can be seen in the maps presented in Figure 5, the maximum NDVI values 

extent from valley floor toward hilltops. This is a strong indication that the maximum 

NDVI values for the study area are associated with irrigated agriculture in valley floors as 

well as grasslands and dry-land farming on hilltops. In terms of raw NDVI values, the 

maximum increased from 0.4 in 2000 to 0.5 in 2005 to 0.7 in 2009. The highest NDVI 

values were returned for the northern parts of Behsud and Hese-Awal-Behsud Districts 

(Figure 5). Deh-Mirdad, in comparison, shows lower amounts of vegetation. The NDVI 

values for this district, while still consistently increased since 2000, remain confined to the 

slivers of agricultural areas on the valley floors as shown in the maps in Figure 4.  

 

It is important to note that the observed increase is in relative productivity, not 

absolute values. It is possible that the year 2000, the earliest time for which data exists in 

the current dataset, could be seen as a much less productive year if the study period could 

have been extended. Further studies using other finer spatial and temporal resolution 

satellite imagery can extend the study period and identify a suitable baseline. Despite this 

shortcoming, the current baseline is still important because of the political dimension. It is 

the last year of the Taliban regime after which the study area and the country as a whole 

experience great socio-economic changes. For conflict studies in the region, it is important 
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 Figure 6. Annual spatially averaged NDVI values for each year of the study period were subtracted from year 

2000 values and the percent change is plotted in this figure. The result indicates a consistently increasing greenness in the 

study area. The silver lines are the originals 32-day NDVI averages while the black line is the 25 km spatial moving 

average. The red line is the no change line (value is zero%). Image produced by the researcher using a GIS software and 

data mentioned earlier in the method section. 

  
 

to note that natural productivity in the study area has never fallen below the rates in 2000 

but instead have consistently increased. This measure alone might negate the notion of 

supply-induced scarcity in the study area.  
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 Figure 7. NDVI values for the maximum greenness period (Day of Year 192-223) of the study 

area are mapped for each year of the study period. While fluctuations are observable, an overall 

increasing trend from year 2000 values is observed. Concentrations of maximum NDVI values remain in 

the northern districts of Behsud and Hese-Awal-Behsud.  Image produced by the researcher using a 

GIS software and data mentioned earlier in the method section. 
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5.2. Inter-Annual NDVI Variability 

 

Greater inter-annual variability in greenness is observed across the study area. This 

observation is in stark contrast with the upward greenness trend since 2000. For conflict 

studies, understanding and documenting sudden drops in productivity is very important. 

Sudden drops in productivity can be caused by natural disasters such as fire or drought as 

well as by human activity such as grazing, harvesting and agricultural encroachment. 

Unlike long-term trends, inter-annual variability indicates unfavorable climatic conditions 

that resulted in a drop or an increase in productivity from the previous year. This holds true 

for the study area as well. The greatest drop in productivity from the previous year was 6% 

in both 2006 and 2010 followed by 5%, 3% and 1 % in 2004, 2011 and 2008 respectively 

(Figure 6).  

 

Further indicating a strong link with climatic factors such as precipitation is the 

drastic drop in maximum greenness in northern parts of Behsud and Hese-Awal-Behsud 

Districts (Figure 5 left-most portion). These regions have higher concentration of 

croplands. Because the drop in productivity is observed across the study area and across 

vegetation types, it is also a strong indication that the majority of agriculture in the study 

area is dry land farming on slopes. This type of agriculture is entirely dependent on 

favorable climatic conditions such as precipitation and temperature. Moreover, croplands 

also have higher NDVI values. Any disruption in cropping patterns registers in changes in 

NDVI as is observable in 2004 and 2006 in Figure 5. The inter-annual variability is also 

unlikely to be caused by human activity such as overgrazing. Each drop in a given year is 

uniformly distributed across the study area and vegetation types. Not all vegetation in the 

study area is edible by grazing animals nor is grazing in any single year so intense to result 

drops of such magnitudes across the study area.  
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Figure 8. Inter-annual variability in overall productivity of study area. Each graph shows the 

percent change in average NDVI values from the previous years. The red line is the no-change indicator 

while the orange line is the 25 km moving average. Conflict years are 2004, 2007, 2008, and 2010. Image 

produced by the researcher using a GIS software and data mentioned earlier in the method section. 
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5.3. Land Cover Changes  

 

The most important finding in land cover type change over the study period is the 

increase in croplands. Not only do croplands increase in years of conflict, but also the 

increase is also associated with a comparable decrease in grasslands as can be seen in 

Figure 7. With the exception of 2008 when both croplands and grasslands decreased, the 

remaining years of conflict are marked by increase in cropland. Total cropland area was 

highest at 500 sq. km in 2002 followed by 416 sq. km in 2001, 395 sq. km in 2010, 356 sq. 

km in 2007 and 159 sq. km in 2004. Each increase in cropland is matched by a comparable 

decrease in grasslands. Increase in croplands not only reduced the total amount of 

grassland for grazing but also restricts access to remaining grasslands. This factor is rooted 

in the physical terrain of the study area, which is predominantly mountainous with few 

access points to summer time pastures. Cropland increase is an indication of broader socio-

economic changes in the study area.  The increase is also very important for understanding 

the conflict over summer time pastures. It, therefore, warrants further investigation.  

 

In general, land cover types in the study area show similar fluctuations as inter-

annual variability in average NDVI values. The results of land cover changes are presented 

here in Figure 7 and mapped in Figure 8. Changes in five land cover types were tracked for 

the study period using the IGBP classification scheme. These are 1) croplands, 2) 

grasslands, 3) closed shrub-lands, 4) open shrub-lands, and 5) closed shrub-lands. Of these, 

closed shrub-lands were negligible in the study area and were excluded from the graph in 

Figure 6.  
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  Figure 9. Maps of land cover type change over the study area. Cropland increase emerges as an important factor affecting both the availability of 
grasslands and physical access to summer time pastures. Graph produced by the researcher using a spreadsheet application.   

 

 

The greatest increase in grassland was observed in 2009 and 2011. Grasslands increased to 

a total of 970 sq. km and 116 sq. km respectively. These figures are also consistent with 

the associated increase in productivity of 9% in 2009 and 4% in 2011. Grasslands had the 

lowest extent in 2008 when the total land registered as grassland at satellite sensor was 

only 171 sq. km (Figure 7 and 8). This also coincides with the highest increase in barren 

land (4029 sq. km) as can be seen in the map for 2008 in Figure 7.  
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Figure 10. Changes in land cover types over the study area. Marked increase in croplands in years of conflict is 
evident. Image produced by the researcher using a GIS software and data mentioned earlier in the method section.  
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5.4. Concurrence with Conflict  

  

Reports of conflict from the study area over summertime pastures were collected 

from news outlets and government reports. This data does not include details on the 

number of casualties or duration of conflict. The only reliable aspect of this data is the 

occurrence and severity (violent or non-violent) of conflict for each year of the study 

period. This data is presented here in Table-2.  

 

Table 2. Occurrence and nature of conflict in the study area throughout the study period; 

Table produced by the researcher.  

Year Conflict Reported Violent Clashes Ensued 

1999 Yes No 

2000 No No 

2001 No No 

2002 No No 

2003 No No 

2004 Yes Yes 

2005 No Yes 

2006 No No 

2007 Yes Yes 

2008 Yes Yes 

2009 No No 

2010 Yes Yes 

2011 Yes No 

2012 No No 

2013 No No 
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Strong evidence of the role of cropland increase and inter-annual variability 

emerges when NDVI and land cover changes are considered together. These figures are 

presented here in Table 2 as percent increase from previous years. Occurrence of conflict is 

strongly linked with years where inter-annual variability dropped by 5% and croplands 

increased by more than 50% from the previous year. This is evident for 2004 when 

croplands increased by more than 95% from the previous years (Table 3). In the same year, 

as shown in maps for 2004 in Figure 7, grasslands decreased by 58% from the last year. 

The year was particularly notorious for violent clashes. The natural productivity for the 

same year decreased by 5% from the previous year. In these situations, dual pressures from 

both the supply side (inter-annual productivity) and demand side (increase in croplands) 

can lead to conflicts and violent clashes, as was the case in 2004.  

 

In 2005, perhaps aided by increased productivity (NDVI increase of 6% from 

previous year, croplands increased by staggering amount of 247% from the previous year 

which already had a 95% increase from the year before. This transformation in croplands is 

clearly visible in the map for 2005 in Figure 7. Because natural productivity for 2005 was 

among the highest in inter-annual comparison, the violent conflict in 2005 does not appear 

to be triggered by supply-induced scarcity. Similar trends are observed for 2007 when 

croplands increased by 79% from the previous year and both grasslands and shrub-lands 

decreased by 27% and 21% respectively. Conflict was reported and violent clashes ensued 

for that year.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Natural Resource Conflicts in Afghanistan – MPhil2015 

71 

    

 

 

 

 

Table 3. Land cover changes and natural productivity variability are compared together. 

Cropland increase in conflict year is evident even in conflict years with good natural 

productivity. Conflict years are highlighted, Table produced & analyzed by the 

researcher. 

 

Year Conflict 

Reported 

Violent 

Clashes   

NDVI 

(Difference 

from 2000) 

NDVI 

(Inter-

Annual) 

Croplands 

(Change from 

Previous 

Year) 

Grasslands 

(Change 

from 

Previous 

Year) 

Open 

Shrubs 

(Change 

from 

Previous 

Year) 

1999 Yes No No Data No Data No Data No Data No Data 

2000 No No 0% - - - - 

2001 No No 0% 1% - - - 

2002 No No 4% 4% 20% -13% 26% 

2003 No No 5% 3% -84% 38% 55% 

2004 Yes Yes 4.2% -5% 95% -58% -15% 

2005 Yes Yes 8% 6% 247% 148% -39% 

2006 No No 4% -6% -24% -60% 31% 

2007 Yes Yes 6% 4% 79% -27% -21% 

2008 Yes Yes 5% -1% -63% -6% -28% 

2009 No No 9% 7% 211% 467% 4% 

2010 Yes Yes 5% -6% -23% -68% 85% 

2011 No No 4% -3% -53% 261% 2% 

2012 No No 5.5% 4% 80% -78% 30% 

2013 No No 5% -3% - - - 
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The year 2008 is the only conflict year in the current dataset where a clear natural 

drop in productivity is visible. This is evident in decreases across vegetation types and 

throughout the study area (map for 2008 in Figure 7 and Table 2). Grasslands and shrub 

lands in this year dropped by 6% and 28% respectively. That’s an added 6% decrease in 

grasslands from 60% decrease in 2006 and 27% decrease in 2007. The most productive 

year for all land cover types is 2009. A clear increase in all vegetation types is visible in 

Figure 7 and numeric values also show marked increases from the previous year. No 

conflict was reported for 2009. This analysis makes for very strong evidence that the 

environmental factors have always had a greater impact during various stages of the 

mentioned conflict in HazaraJat.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

 SOCIO-POLITICAL ANALYSIS 

 

6.1. Introduction  

 

Historically, Behsud has dealt with the potential for conflict, especially in its use of 

pastures and water. Due to political power coming from a strong pro-Pashtun dictatorship 

in Kabul, the voices of dissent have been kept quiet for many years while the Hazara 

community has been oppressed (Interview Azimi, A. September 2, 2014). Conflict 

between Kuchis, and Hazara has been compounded by other conflicts over years. This has 

influenced how much fighting occurred between the two groups. During times of greater 

oppression, there was less conflict between the groups, as their efforts were spent fighting 

external conflicts.  

 

The role of various social factors such as governance and institutional 

arrangements, ethnic fault lines, political regimes, resource distribution and access policies 

emerge as key factors to understand as they contribute or lessen conflict. Similar themes 

were identified in interviews with 25 key informants and stakeholders. For example, causes 

of conflict are firstly attributed to ethnic fault lines, with governance and institutional 

arrangements and political regimes following (percentages shown in Table 4).    

 

Table 4: Results on Causes behind the Hazara and Kuchi Conflict 

What are the causes behind the conflict? Percent of Total 

Ethnic Fault Lines 35% 

Governance and Institutional Arrangements 24% 

Political Regimes 24% 

Resource Distribution 12% 

Outside Interference 6% 
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Interestingly, key informants and stakeholders place more emphasis on politics and 

outsider’s interference when asked what they perceive as the main cause of conflict (Table 

5).  

 

Table 5: Perception of Main Cause of Hazara and Kuchi Conflict 

What do you perceive as the main cause of the conflict?  Percent of Total 

Politics  38% 

Outsiders involvement  25% 

Chronic ethnical tensions  13% 

Ethnicity  13% 

Poverty  13% 

 

Beginning in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, political regimes 

have influenced how Hazara and Kuchi communities have negotiated peace with each 

other. Amir Abdul Rahaman Khan’s rein in the region impacted Hazara and Kuchi 

communities. There is evidence of confiscated pasture for the Amir’s horses and camels. 

There were many conflicts between his army and the Kuchi on the one hand, and the Kuchi 

and the Hazara on the other (Interview Ulla, A. September 10, 2014). During this time 

neither Kuchis nor Hazara enjoyed favor or special treatment. Both believed the decisions 

made during Amir’s time were not fair. However each group, on various occasions, blamed 

the Amir for supporting the other group (Interview Azimi, A. September 2, 2014).  In this 

way, political regimes and perception of political alliance is a deeply rooted dynamic that 

has caused conflict between Hazara and Kuchi communities for many years.  

 

Resource distribution and governance and institutional arrangements have also 

been a factor. The conflict between Kuchis and Hazaras eased during the 1920s (1919-

1929) under King Amanullah Khan's effort to implement government control over 

pasturelands. The time of peace is attributed to having pastureland converted to 

government land with clear rules of use for both parties. The use of pasture and access to 

water was determined on a seasonal basis and both groups were satisfied with the decision 
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(Interview Gul, C. September 4, 2014).	   Because the lands in central highlands were 

announced as government lands, none of the groups wanted to engage in a natural resource 

conflict. It would still be government property, and thus it was not worth exposing oneself 

to conflict and potential loss (Interview Gul, C. September 4, 2014). Critics of 

Amanullah’s decision to turn these pastures into government owned and controlled land 

claim that the decision limited access. Most others see it as a wise decision as it eliminated 

a source of conflict for Hazara and Kuchi communities (Interview Ulla, A. September 10, 

2014). Effective government control over the central highlands continued with Zahir Shah 

and Daud Khan (1933-1973) governing over what is considered a golden period of peace 

and stability (Interview Rasool, A. September 8, 2014). 

 

When the monarch was overthrown by a coup in 1973, Afghanistan’s government 

structures suffered and significant political instability continued. A communist coup 

followed by Soviet occupation until 1989 led to civil war from 1989 to 2001 and the 

Taliban takeover in 1996. Pashtun dominated Taliban were in control until the United 

States-led intervention in 2001. These major political changes are depicted in Figure 1 as a 

timeline to illustrate how long the history of conflict between these communities has been 

relevant, as well as how much change has taken place in the past 20 years. 
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Figure 11: Timeframe of Major Political Regimes in Afghanistan from 1880-2014, Diagram 

produced by the researcher.  

 

Abdul Rasool (Interview, September 8, 2014) said, “Political regime changes in 

Afghanistan’s recent history have shaped how resource distribution and access to 

pasturelands are determined for Kuchis and Hazara communities. However, other social 

factors play a role as well. Deeply rooted ethnic fault lines were less impactful during the 

Golden Era of peace and stability promoted by King Amunallah Khan, Zahir Shah and 
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Daoud Khan. Some reference a strong government control over grasslands as the reason 

conflict did not escalate”. Understanding the different impacts of social factors such as 

political change, governance and institutional arrangements, resource distribution, and 

outsider influence is needed as defining these social factors during periods of extreme 

instability and resource scarcity will be key to promoting peace between the Kuchi and 

Hazara communities. The key regime changes and resulting impacts are thus outlined in 

this section with a view toward the social factors that influence resource distribution 

(Interview Rasool, A. September 8, 2014).  

 

6.2. Government Decisions on Pasture and Land Use   

 

Ulla Asmat (Interview, September 10, 2014) says, “In 2002 a presidential order 

was issued to stop occupation and sale of unoccupied and uncultivated lands in central high 

lands including Behsud. A subsequent decree was issued that allow companies and 

commercial investors to obtain permit for up to 1000 ha and individuals up to 50 ha for up-

to thirty years of lease. This has increased the competition and different groups from 

around the country have shown interest in coming to the central highlands. This had 

advantages and disadvantages for both groups. Kuchis were encouraging ethnic Pashtuns 

to come forward and invest in Behsud and on the other hand Hazaras were in favor of 

bringing Hazaras from other parts of the country.” 

 

In 2003 there was another interim decree that described all the abandoned lands 

that has been under the control of Kuchis and Hazaras will be classified as public lands. As 

public lands, neither of the groups will have control on them, unless lands are leased 

directly with certain conditions and limitations. The 2003 decree does not require these 

lands to be leased to Kuchis and/or Hazaras. Instead, the decision created a fair and open 

auction process allowing people from any part of Afghanistan to participate. This decree 

has resulted in some protests and complaints on local and central levels. Both Kuchis and 

Hazaras opposed this move and warned that the implementation of this order will cause 

serious tensions and conflicts in Behsud district (Interview Qurban, A. September 4, 2014). 
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Ali Qurban (Interview, September 4, 2014) says, “In 2004, the conflict between the two 

groups increased and a few people from both groups were killed. Currently there is no 

evidence that the rise of conflict in 2004 had any link with the change of regime or any 

ongoing political tensions on the national level.  Instead, the conflict between Kuchis and 

Hazaras in June of 2004 was mostly about access to water. The conflict started when one 

Kuchi was killed while accessing the Karezes (water supply) that belonged to the Hazara 

community. The following day, two Hazaras were killed to avenge the killing of a Kuchi. 

UNAMA and district administrator mediated the settlement process. Both UNAMA and 

district administrator took Hazara side and ordered Kuchis to leave the area. They have 

temporarily moved from the conflict area, however within two-weeks the Kuchis returned 

with more men and guns.  The conflict began again and Hazaras blamed Kuchis for getting 

Taliban support, however those allegations were refused by Kuchis and instead accused the 

district administrator for being biased and prejudiced”. This conflict illustrates how easily 

a simple dispute over water use rules and ownership escalate to a much more complex 

cultural fight.  

 

Looking again at the Presidential decree regarding access to lands using legal 

permitting schemes, when both groups are accused of alliances with outside influences 

(Hazara, Shiite and Iranian versus Pashtuns, Pakistan and Taliban alliances), rules that can 

be manipulated through political power become highly contentious. Some argue that at the 

grassroots level, the decree generated synergy and unity between the two groups. A 

common objective for both groups is to keep outsiders away (Interview Rasool, A. 

September 8, 2014). Key actors in the central government, who may want an opportunity 

to own or have influence over the central highlands, are accused of politicizing the process 

(Interview Rasool, A. September 8, 2014).  

 

Interviews with key informants and stakeholders from both groups indicate a 

mutual desire for fair and equal access to pastures and water. This is in spite of a shared 

history of violence and bloodshed. Interview results highlight a desire for conflict to be 
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avoided through better dialogue, mediation, and cultural acceptance of one another. 

Building trust and ensuring an equal sense of ownership over the land and resource are 

suggested as a means to avoid conflict. This is preferred over bringing outsiders from 

elsewhere to own and manage the land. Overall, there is a sense that many feel that 

“fighting & killing will not take us anywhere and no one can be the winner unless we 

compromise" (Interview Rajab, M. September 4, 2014). Ahmad Ali (September 2, 2014) 

suggests, “There is strong sentiment that the only winners in the conflict are the politicians 

who aim to influence how the land is managed. The politicians are most likely to be 

influenced by regional actors and outsiders involved in the reconstruction of Afghanistan. 

This makes it difficult to establish locally meaningful conflict resolution process”. 

 

6.3. Shia and Sunni issue 

 

2005 and 2006 were peaceful, however in 2007 the conflict turned violent between 

the two groups. Many believe this time the conflict was more political and involved 

regional actors, as Iran was suspected of being involved in resource distribution (Interview 

Jawed, T. September 8, 2014). Iranian clerics encouraged Hazaras to stop Kuchis from 

summer grazing. Emotional sentiments, including Shia and Sunni propaganda were spread 

among Hazaras and Kuchis. The groups were introduced to each other as enemies, and the 

enemies of their children (Interview Ali, A. September 2, 2014). Although historically 

Shiite and Sunni perceptions has not been a serious issue in Afghanistan, factional 

religious sentiments were injected to this conflict in 2007. This has made it more complex 

and overarching.  Unlike previous periods, the concept of Shiite and Sunni is one of the 

determining factors every time Hazara and Kuchi conflict is discussed in government 

documents, social media and technical reports (Interview Salih, M. September 6, 2014). 
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6.4. Establishment of a Local Commission 

 

In 2006 a local commission comprising local leaders was established. This 

approach has been used between over 50 communities to resolve their natural resource 

disputes and it has been recorded as the most efficient and sustainable (Interview Zaman, 

K. September 10, 2014).  Many believe conflict settlement in Behsud is not something that 

can be fixed by one-time intervention from outsiders. Conflict is best resolved by a local 

setup, especially because if anything goes wrong with the decision, the people who have 

solved the problem are there and will do the healing work when and where it is needed.  

The appointment of a pasture council, that has representation from people across various 

communities, have been very successful in the settlement of seasonal conflicts in Behsud. 

When needed, the government can accept complaints about a conflict? But for the most 

part, conflicts are resolved on through the pasture council or water user association (WUA) 

(Interview Zaman, K. September 10, 2014). 

 

The provincial government is usually used only when individuals have connections 

with people who work at a higher level (Interview Anwar H. September 4, 2014). For those 

individuals prefer to bring their complaints to the provincial government. In order to honor 

the local conflicts settlement setup, the government is asked to refuse to mediate if the 

Natural Resource conflict is already resolved by the council or water user association.  

With this peoples' trust is increased regarding the decision of the local council and the 

problem is resolved on the grass root level before it becomes more formal and official. It is 

very important that the government support the local settlements and its stakeholders 

(Interview Azimi, A. September 2, 2014). The NGOs, civil society, UN, and Provincial 

Rehabilitation Team can be instrumental in facilitation of the conflict settlement; however, 

they must not act as the principle decision makers. They can provide training and capacity 

building programs, but must not lead the resolution process. With too many cooks the dish 

is always raw or overcooked (Interview Khan, M. September 4, 2014). Interview results 

indicate that too many decision makers are one of the main hindrances for peaceful 

coexistence within the two communities.   



Natural Resource Conflicts in Afghanistan – MPhil2015 

81 

    

 

6.5. National Involvement in Conflict 

 

In 2008 the Hazara & Kuchi conflict continued violently and many key decision 

makers both on local, central and regional level got involved. As Azimi, Ali (September 2, 

2014) says,  “This time religion factors (Shiite and Sunni) were among the key 

determinates that were considered during the resettlement process." Environmental factors 

during the prevailing period are discussed in chapter 5, as the continuation of conflict in 

2007 and 2008 is linked to several important environmental factors i.e. drought, pasture 

depletion, etc. "At the same time, social factors such as Iran’s involvement and the notion 

of Shiite and Sunni religious differences had an impact on the prevalence and continuity of 

Hazara & Kuchi conflict between 2007 and 2008”. 

 

During 2008 the conflict became extremely politicized and with significant media 

attention. Hazara parliamentarians deliberately accused President Karzai for supporting 

Kuchis in order to vote for him during the upcoming election in 2009. This accusation was 

followed by series of demonstrations and protests in the capital city in Kabul. Beside 

UNAMA other diplomatic missions such as the American and British Embassies also 

started a series of talks with both groups.  Ibrahim, Sultani (September 6, 2014) says, “This 

was the time when the conflict in Behsud was described as ‘The Kuchi Invasion’ and was 

therefore been announced as one of the crucial national conflicts. New stakeholders were 

involved and the fate of the conflict had to be determined by the central government with 

participation from the International Security Assistance forces and diplomatic missions.  

 

2009 was the most peaceful year during the post-Taliban period. The Hazaras’ 

spiritual leader was running for the Vice President and therefore there was a vested interest 

on behalf of the Hazara community to ensure peace so that people could vote, and vote for 

him (Interview Ulla, A. September 10, 2014). Further analysis about the environmental 

factors will determine if any environmental factors also contributed to this peace. Agha, 

Sayed (September 10, 2014 ) says, “One reflection about the natural resources conflicts in 
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Behsud district is that they are controlled by the politics and many people involved in this 

conflict have echoed the fact that this conflict is too political."  

 

In 2010, the conflict started again and became even more controversial. During the 

same year, Hazara leaders expressed concerns that this conflict can cause civil war in the 

central highland, which could eventually spread to other parts of the country. In this 

regard, Kuchis were described as terrorists being supported by Pakistan and other insurgent 

groups across the border (Interview Gulab, K. September 2, 2014). This was the point 

where the President himself intervened and issued a Presidential Directive for Kuchis to 

leave the Behsud. He also appointed a Presidential commission for solving the ongoing 

tension in Behsud. The Presidential Directive appointed the vice president as the chairman 

of the commission. This was objected to by many pro-Kuchi delegations because the vice 

president, being Hazara, was not objective about the conflict. Many politicians including 

ministers, member of lower and upper house described this as an unfair and biased 

decision (Interview Ulla, H. September 2, 2014). 

 

In 2011 the Hazara & Kuchi conflict continued however, it was less violent and no 

reports of serious causalities is available (Interview Ali, A. September 2, 2014). 2012-2014 

were described peaceful years and many conflict experts in Afghanistan believe that the 

decline in the number of conflicts during last three years is maybe because people are 

gradually realizing that the conflict in Behsud may be in the best interest of few politicians, 

fuelled by their own emotions and blood to keep the conflict ongoing. As Asmat Ulla 

(September 8, 2014) says, “In Behsud district most pastures are owned by certain 

communities and have customary ownership documents, however, parts of the pasture are 

used without any ownership documents. In interim it is perhaps a good idea that Kuchis 

use those lands as their summer grazing pasture. We must at some point be mentally 

prepared to give part of our pasture to Kuchis; it is simply impossible to solve this problem 

without giving them equal share.” 
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The social factors that influence conflict are politics, governance and institutional 

arrangements and their activation along ethnic fault lines. These factors can instigate 

conflict unnecessarily. In addition, local control over natural resources is best, as there is 

an opportunity to find common ground and leverage more equitable access to land and 

water.  
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CHAPTER SEVEN  

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSIONS 

 

7.1. Introduction  

This study focused on identifying the root-causes of the Hazara-Kuchi conflict. From the 

onset the study identified a number of research questions. While these research questions 

are answered to some extent, the nature of the conflict and the realities on the ground 

prohibit extended periods of data collection. The research utilized novel approaches that 

rely on indirect yet accurate measurements of environmental conditions, key determinants 

of the conflict. This chapter is a brief summary of the findings discussed in earlier 

sections. The chapter has an extended social outlook that not only summarizes the key 

findings but also provides a road map to a more durable resolution of the pasture conflict 

of central highlands of Afghanistan.  

 

7.2. Environmental Outlook  

 

The environmental analysis documented historic changes over a 12-year period, 

starting in 2000, for the conflict over summer time pastures in the central highlands of 

Afghanistan. In the absence of more data points on climate, grazing patterns, and 

agriculture and the nature and properties of conflict, statistical correlations couldn’t be 

established for factors affecting conflict in the study area. However, historical satellite 

imagery indicates a very strong link between increased croplands and inter-annual 

variability in productivity and the occurrence of conflict. Despite inter-annual variability, 

the overall greenness in the study area has consistently increased since the 2000 baseline. 

This negates the notion that the conflicts in subsequent years were primarily triggered by 

supply-induced scarcity.  

Demand side pressures remain relevant to the study area and the occurrence of 

conflict. Increased pressure on natural resources resulting from population growth or influx 

is the key demand induced scarcity observed for the study area. This is inferred from the 

consistent increase in croplands over the study period, an indication of the changing socio-
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economic situation of the study area. In addition to an increase in croplands, population 

influx or increase also burdens rangelands through harvesting for fuel. The current dataset 

also verifies that most of the cropland in the study area is rain-fed agriculture on slopes. 

 

 The reliance of this type of agriculture in favorable climatic conditions is apparent. 

Monitoring climatic indicators in relation to conflict in the study area can be used in 

conjunction with land cover type changes to predict and pre-empt conflicts.  Cropland 

increase, in addition to decreasing available land for grazing, can also lead to land 

degradation. Slope cultivation disrupts the soils and removes the natural vegetation cover. 

This exposes the land to the erosive power of rainfall and can lead to erosion, mudslides 

and even slope failures in severe cases.  

 

One of the key findings of this study is that in addition to decreasing pastures, 

croplands greatly restrict access to remaining pastures in the study area. Almost every 

cultivated slope is between grasslands and access routes to grasslands from the valley 

floor. The physical terrain of the study area is predominantly mountainous (Figure 8). 

Increase in croplands restricts physical access to pastures because most Kuchi grazing 

routes will have to pass through cultivated areas.  A cursory look at the terrain in the study 

area clearly shows the effect of terrain on access to pastures. Irrigated agriculture is 

restricted to valley floors where water from snowmelt is readily available.  

 

The findings from this chapter were augmented with ancillary data collected from 

interviews. A broader discussion of the implications of current findings was revisited upon 

the completion of the ancillary data collection. While demand-induced scarcity remain a 

key factor of the conflict, other structural-induced scarcity is equally important.   
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Figure 11. Terrain map of the study area. Cultivated areas restrict access to existing pastures. Image produced 
by the researcher using GIS software and data mentioned earlier in the method section).  
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7.3. Social Outlook  

 

 In this section, I conclude the discussion and recommendations about a number of 

social aspects that are connected to this conflict.  During interviews with various key 

informants and review of numerous reports, there is sufficient evidence that the Hazara and 

Kuchi conflict has been impacted by number of social drivers. It is perhaps beyond the 

scope of this study to assess each and every social factor that has influenced this conflict, 

however after comprehensive review of the existing reports and interaction with key 

stakeholders, governance and institutional arrangements, political regimes, resource 

distribution, and the interference by outsiders are seen as some of the key socio-political 

factors that have had a greater impact on the Hazara an Kuchis conflict throughout the 

history.  

 

7.4. Policy implications  

   

This study strongly recommends a holistic approach for tackling Hazara and Kuchi 

conflict in Afghanistan. It is very important that any decision making process that impacts 

the faith of Hazara and Kuchis are discussed with both groups at the very local and 

domestic level. As discussed earlier, ethnicity is one of the key factors of this conflict, but 

after interviewing key people from both tribes, it is not a major issue at the grassroots 

level. Nonetheless, the media and government reports make it seem more crucial and 

serious. It is in the best interest of both groups to keep the politics away, and respond to it 

as a natural resource management issue rather than as a potentially violent ethnic and 

social dilemma.  

 

Based on interviews, there is potential for more integrated natural resource 

programs in my study area. However less attention is given to this district compared to 

other places in Hazarajat. Compare to the other parts of Afghanistan, the central highlands 

are relatively peaceful and safer. Therefore it is a good opportunity for both the 
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government and the international community to come forward and launch natural resource 

management projects, and to engage both Kuchis and Hazara in the design and 

implementation of these projects. It is also important for the government to give both 

Kuchi and Hazaras a sense of ownership and to respect their codes and conduct before 

making any decisions that impact the faith of both groups. The government must also 

review its current land use and natural resource policies, update them and make necessary 

revisions and amendments.  Presently there is less tension going on between the two 

groups, but there is always potential for more violent and intense conflict between them, 

and therefore the government needs to treat the issue as a national priority and seek more 

permanent and lasting solutions for it.  

 

According to the interviews, a lack of strong institutions or good governance are 

major factors contributing to the continuity and recurrence of the Hazara and Kuchi 

conflict. Many believe there is a need for a stronger and efficient political setup, with 

workable policies and to keep the conflict away from local and regional politics. Poor 

governance and political influence had greater impact on the Kuchi and Hazara conflicts at 

times in the past. Change in political regimes, the role of institutions and key actors have 

always influenced H+K conflict in Behsud district. Key actors in the government have 

denied this, but during the interviews one of the research findings was that the government 

deliberately wants to keep the conflict going. Many believe it can end this conflict once 

and for all, but maybe for a number of political reasons they want to nourish it rather than 

let it end. Some interviewees said it is actually a 'controlled' conflict, where it is the 

politicians who decide to begin it or stop it.  

 

Various key actors politicize the grievance process of Kuchi and Hazara conflict for 

the sake of their political goals, which makes it more controversial. Many believe the 

Pashtun ruling political regimes have had profound impact on the Kuchi and Hazara 

conflict, obviously in favor and support of Kuchis. To some extend this argument might be 

correct, however, its quite unrealistic to conclude the argument that Kuchis enjoyed 

unanimous support of Pashtun leaders, because after Noor Mohammad Taraki, an ethnic 
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Pashtun took the oath as the President and ordered Kuchis to evict from the central 

highlands. After he was assassinated, Kuchis started to return to the central highlands 

during the time of Barbark Karmal. Babrak Karmal was a Tajik and his first Vice President 

was Mr. Sultan Ali Kishmand, ethnical Hazara. Political clouds, and too many weapons on 

both sides have made the conflict more complex and violent throughout its history. Both 

sides always claim that the other group has more weapons and guns and accuse each other 

of receiving support from outsiders. The interview results shows that Kuchis accuse Iran 

for providing weapons to Hazaras, and Hazaras accuse Pakistan of providing weapons and 

ammunitions for Kuchis. Some officials echoed these accusations during the interview 

process, but did not want their names be quoted here.   

 

On the other hand the involvement of too many actors made this conflict more 

controversial. During the interviews, I was informed that land and water is a source of 

pride and honor for each group and they will give anything,  including their lives, for it. 

This is a very serious statement and anyone who is involved in this conflict must be 

mindful of it. A local commission was established to determine whether the conflict should 

be solved locally or referred to the government for formal settlement. Formal settlement 

has always been the last option for both groups, because they know the formal resolution 

process will not only delay the process, but will also snatch away the rights from both 

groups.  

 

During the settlement process, it is very important that the voice of every one is 

heard. There is a lot of confusion about what the role of the district and provincial level 

governments are. Many believe the government needs to announce where its national parks 

and protected areas are, soso that that both groups can understand their rights and identify 

their territories; they may realise that most of the central highlands are is ‘noones' lands 

and therefore not worth it to fight for'. There is still no clear distinction regarding which 

pasture belongs to which group, because apparently both have ownership documents. If the 

government carefully reviews this issue, it would help avoid confusions about rights. It is, 
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however, a difficult decision to make because even if a pasture belongs to one group, or 

even if it is government land, it will be difficult to avoid the other group from grazing.  

 

Both groups appreciate conflict settlement equally, using the local settlement 

system. It is better to engage only those Hazaras who are directly impacted by this conflict. 

It is pointless to involve Hazaras from other parts of the country, such Bamyan and Ghazni 

provinces, or Kuchis from other provinces such as Paktia and Logar. To do so would make 

this conflict more complex in terms of ethnicity. Although the roles of external mediators 

have been crucial in some stages, it is more sustainable to solve the problem through face-

to-face dialogue between the two groups. The study suggests that outsiders have armed 

both groups in the past, and it is very important to disarm them 100% so that the future 

conflicts are less violent. This can be done via the local Jirga system or through the 

provincial government. My findings strongly support the idea of disarmament, linked to a 

very controlled and balanced process. It is important that the disarming exercise is 

conducted through the central government and both groups are disarmed equally.  

 

Very few individuals believe that the mediation by outsiders to either group could 

make the conflict settlement process more genuine and effective. But still some Hazara and 

Kuchis think if the conflict is mediated by the outsiders it will be more unbiased and 

personal interests will not be considered during the settlement process.  It is very important 

that the mediators are impartial and do not have any political and ethnic links with any of 

the two groups. It is also important that the mediators are well informed about tribal codes 

and values during the settlement of social disputes and conflicts. Religious and spiritual 

leaders from both Sunni and Shiite scholars need to be involved.   

 

Many Kuchis believe that the hostility and violence will not take them anywhere, 

and so it is good for them to continue their seasonal migration to Behsud in close 

coordination and consensus with the local communities. They also believe the conflict in 

Behsud has harmed them economically and physically. The study reveals that despite the 

fact the conflict in Behsud is greatly impacted by ethnic influence, this is largely at a scale 
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removed from the localities. At the grassroots level, the notion of ethnicity is pretty 

minimal and has less impact on the prevalence and continuation of Hazara and Kuchi 

conflict.  Many interviewed on both sides believe that compromise and tolerance are key 

elements that must be used in the settlement process.  Its important for the government to 

take a firm decision regarding whom from both groups has to access what part of the 

Behsud pasture. I recommend that a space for compromise is defined and key 

representatives from each group are selected based on their age, local prominence and 

background. Both sides must appreciate the fact that pasture and water are so 

interconnected that any access to pasture must include water too. Also important is 

weapons control, strong central government support, and the permanent existence of law 

enforcement. 

 

As discussed, it appears many politicians deliberately keep this conflict in limbo 

and strive to pursue their hidden agendas and political aims. There is strong evidence that 

the conflicts are usually caused by few landlords and politicians on both sides. Most of 

them use the conflict as part of their political lobbying. They make sensational claims and 

attract the attention of the central government, international community and the media. 

Kuchis and Hazara have a longer history of sharing the natural resource in Behsud district. 

They eat the same food, drink the same water and share the same culture and tradition. It is 

the outsiders who fuel the tensions and create conflicts and disagreements to fulfill their 

personal interests. Their sons and daughter are living in big cities and some of them 

abroad, and they think they suffer the most and die for the animosity of others.  

 

Resource sharing during years of drought and scarcity is an important factor that 

can avoid escalation of conflict between the two groups and elsewhere in Afghanistan. 

During the discussions I found that both groups are keen to share their resources but want 

compensation in return. For example Kuchis will not hesitate to allow Hazaras to use the 

lower pasture, but in return the Hazaras must allow Kuchis to use the water from the upper 

pasture during low flow seasons. Water and land are so interconnected here; if Kuchis can 

share their pasture Hazara should be able to share their water. According to the distribution 
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of pasture, Kuchis have equal water rights in the upper pasture, but they think Hazaras 

have historically snatched away those rights from them, which has caused tensions and 

conflicts. Some Kuchis think Hazaras have intentionally destroyed their water resources, 

particular during low flow seasons.    

 

The case study region is impacted by events elsewhere in the country.  Northern 

Afghanistan has always been seen as an alternative spring and summer grazing location for 

Kuchis, because for them, the north was safer and peaceful compare to Behsud district. 

However after growing instability in the north especially in Kundus province, the central 

highlands became their only option, and they would give everything to continue grazing in 

Behsud. This will require sharing pasture, but also shared water from springs and Karezes.   

 

Customary documentation or verbal testaments are a district record that is not 

counted as formal title deeds. Issuing collective customary rights in this way in 2006 has 

eased the tensions between Kuchis and Hazaras; however, it has already caused a certain 

amount of uncertainty and ambiguity within Hazara communities. Although customary 

titles have helped both groups to understand which land belong to which group in the short 

term, some ownership documents exist for the same pasture, so this has further 

complicated the Hazara & Kuchi conflict. Sometimes it becomes hard to distinguish 

between which pasture belong which tribe or community.  It is important to cancel all the 

previous customary ownership titles and instead issue formal and legal ownership 

documents through the central government.  Many people on both sides think that current 

rangeland management laws are quite vague and unrealistically drafted and ratified. If the 

legal procedures are not helpful to resolve the conflict and create ambiguity and confusion, 

then they have to be changed and amended. These laws and procedures are drafted by 

individuals and not the verses of Quran. A poor land title and acquisition system is one of 

the key challenges for the Afghanistan government and most of the land use conflicts are 

due to poor registration and demarcation procedures.  
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Efforts must be made that both groups are not identified by religious affiliations or 

their ethnic backgrounds. This can create more hatred and further complicate the conflict. 

It is important that the term Taliban is not injected in this conflict. This can make 

everything more political and creates more enemies.  It is important for the government to 

appreciate the migrant lifestyle of the Kuchis, and help them connect with other ethnic 

groups, easing their marginalization, difference and popular representation. It is also 

important that their economic contribution to the national economy is greatly appreciated 

and also covered by the media.  

 

Although, the Kuchis and Hazaras conflict is temporarily resolved, the potential for 

the eruption of the violence is still there. The country has already experienced the 

consequences of overlooking minority groups in the period from 1992-1996. In conclusion, 

the study highlights the need for more comprehensive review and analysis of the conflict. 

The material in this thesis will give more realistic and first-hand information to any 

institution or entity who aims to conduct a more in-depth and comprehensive study.    
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APPENDICES 

 

1. Interview questions pool  

 

- What or who determines access to land & water here? 

- Is it enough land & water for everybody? If no, why? 

- Do you think farmers have enough land & water access? 

- Do you think Kuchis have enough land & water? 

- Do you want more land/water? How can you get more land/water? 

- Are there any common property areas here? Who use these? What are the purposes  

- of the common property areas? How are they managed? 

- Have there been any changes in your access to land/water, and if so, what are these  

changes, and what are the causes of these changes? Better or worse?   

- Have you seen any degradation of land/water? Changes in vegetation, sand, water? 

If so, why has there been a degradation of resources? 

- Have there been any environmental changes, and if so, what are the causes of these 

changes? 

- Have anyone benefited from environmental changes? 

- Do you think there is a scarcity of resources here? Scarcity of what? Why is it a 

scarcity of resources?  

- Do you think it is more or less scarcity now than before? 

- Do you think there is a competition over land/water here? If so, who compete, and  
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- Is such competition common? Is it more or less common now? Why? 

- Has competition over land or water led to tensions or conflict?   

- When did conflicts occur in your region? Do remember the time and number of 

these conflicts?  

- What happened? Who were involved in these conflict? 

- Where did the conflict take place? Name of village, coordinates or other location 

data, if possible.  

- What are the causes behind the conflict? 

- Who do you blame for the conflict? 

- What is the common perception as the cause of the conflict among the inhabitants 

of your village and do you agree with this perception? 

- Do you think the conflict is accurately portrayed? Who do you think are the ‘losers’ 

of the conflict? Why? Did anyone benefit from it? 

- Have there been any changes in this community after the conflict? 

- Has the relation between villages, farmers, Kuchis and ethnic groups changed, and 

if so, better or worse? 

- Do you think the importance of identity has changed since conflict? 

- Do you think the conflict has anything to do with resource scarcity? 

- Do you think the conflict is related to politics or the Government? 

- What do you perceive as the main cause of the conflict? 

- What do you today see as the most important hindrance for peaceful coexistence in 

this community? 

- Do you think the conflict could have been avoided, and if so, how? 

- What do you think should be done to solve the conflict? 

- Do you think the conflict is caused by environmental factors? 

- Do you think there are any political aspects of the conflict? 
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- Are such conflicts more common now than before, and if so, why? 

- How are such conflicts solved at the local level? 

- Who are the involved parts in such conflicts? 

 

2. Regional Map 
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