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ABSTRACT

Transboundary water treaties are often expected to prevent conflicts over waters from shared rivers.

However, empirical evidence shows that some upstream countries continue to experience conflict

after signing a water treaty. This study explains why some upstream countries experience high

post-treaty transboundary water conflict levels while others do not. Departing from theories on the

character of states, I argue that weaker upstream countries are more likely to experience post-treaty

transboundary water conflict than stronger upstream states. This is because a weak upstream state

has fewer capabilities, which creates an imbalance of power with its downstream riparian neighbor

and presents a zero-sum game condition. As a result, the upstream state is more likely to experience

a high level of conflict after signing an agreement. The hypothesis is tested on two transboundary

river cases, the Helmand River Basin and the Indus River Basin, using a structured, focused

comparison method. The data is collected through secondary sources, including books, journals,

news articles, and reports, government records. The results of the study mainly support the

theoretical arguments. It shows a significant relationship between the character of the upstream state

and the level of  post-treaty transboundary water conflict in the upstream state.

Keywords: Post-Treaty Transboundary Water Conflict, Transboundary Water Treaty, Helmand River

Basin, Indus River Basin, Afghanistan, Iran, India, Pakistan, Upstream, Downstream.
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1. INTRODUCTION

"We’re fighting a water war, and we have little hope.”

(Afghan farmer; Glinski 2020)

The Helmand River Basin (HRB) and the Indus River Basin (IRB) are transboundary rivers

providing a livelihood for several nations. The HRB forms the international border between

Afghanistan and Iran. The IRB forms the international border between India and Pakistan. Both the

rivers had been a source of conflict between the riparian states, and the riparian states signed a water

treaty to transform their conflict into cooperation. However, the dispute between Afghanistan and

Iran over sharing the Helmand River's waters never ended. As a result, upstream Afghanistan

continues to experience post-treaty transboundary water conflict.

Transboundary water treaties are agreements intended to end shared-river conflicts. Nevertheless,

signing a water agreement does not always end water disputes. States often fight over the waters

from shared rivers after signing a water treaty. Afghanistan has been fighting the most prolonged

conflict with its downstream neighbor, Iran, to share the Helmand River Basin waters. The dispute is

growing, although there is an agreement in place (Tomas 2014, 25). Still, Afghanistan is not the only

country experiencing post-treaty transboundary conflict. Ethiopia, Egypt, and Sudan are fighting

over the Nile basin, and there is a dispute between Turkey, Syria, and Iraq over the Euphrates-Tigris

Basin (Detges et al., 2017). Although such conflicts are growing worldwide, their causes and

dynamics are inadequately understood.

It is crucial to understand further why some treaties fail to transform transboundary water conflict

into cooperation while others not. Historical evidence shows disputes over access to water and

attacks on water supply systems. The researchers have argued that water resources cause conflicts.

Transboundary rivers are used for military expansion, and unequal use of water has been the cause

of regional and international conflicts (Gleick 1993, 83). Many countries have signed treaties to

solve their water conflicts. However, only some water treaties have been successful in resolving

water-sharing interstate conflict. At the same time, some other water treaties have failed to bring

peace (Swain 2016). Thus, investigating why water treaties produce different outcomes in different

states has importance for both policy and academic arenas.
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Post-treaty TBW conflict in the context of this study is defined as a militarized interstate dispute that

occurs in a state that has signed a water treaty with a downstream state to transform its water

conflict into cooperation. This study discusses the impact of post-treaty transboundary water

conflict in upstream countries. Downstream states depend on waters flowing from upstream states,

and evidence shows a range of circumstances where downstream states use force against upstream

states. For example, a strong downstream state is more likely than a weak downstream state to use

coercion against an upstream state (Homer-Dixon 1994, 19).

The existing academic literature on post-treaty transboundary water conflict discusses the

importance of water treaties in reducing interstate water conflict and promoting cooperation (Dinar

et al., 2019). The studies further discuss the effectiveness of the design of water treaties in addressing

transboundary river conflict (Mitchell & Zawahri 2015). However, these studies lack an investigation

into why states experience post-treaty transboundary water conflict (Brochmann 2012, 160). In

addition, a significant sum of the existing information on TBW conflict is case-specific and does not

explore dynamics across countries. Although some scholars have acknowledged this (see, e.g., Tayia

2019; Dinar 2004; Dinar et al. 2019), previous studies have failed to address the factors that prevent

countries from achieving peace after signing a water treaty. To be able to suggest strategies that

prevent post-treaty transboundary conflict, it is vital to understand the different contributing factors

and the dynamics of such conflicts. Thus, it is required to investigate a central question that remains

unanswered: Why do some upstream states experience post-treaty transboundary water conflict

while others do not?

This study aims to develop a theory and then test it. First, it generates a theory explaining the link

between post-treaty transboundary water conflict and the character of upstream states in relation to

downstream states. After that, it tests the developed theory. The research field on the character of

states mainly focuses on the importance of states' capabilities (see, e.g., Hensel et al. 2006, 405). The

research further discusses the power relation between states (see, e.g., Zeitoun & Warner 2006) and

the presence of a zero-sum game or non-zero-sum game conditions (see, e.g., Raghavan 1978;

Arfanuzzaman et al. 2018). Based on this research, I develop an argument of how the character of

the upstream states in relation to downstream increases or decreases the likelihood of post-treaty

transboundary conflict. The character of upstream states in the context of this study is defined as

either weak or strong. Less powerful upstream states that lack capabilities and resources and own
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insufficient economic and military resources are defined as weak states. In comparison, more

powerful upstream states with capabilities and rich economic and military resources are defined as

strong states. Thus, the study hypothesizes that an upstream state that is weaker than its downstream

counterpart is more likely to experience a high level of post-treaty transboundary water conflict. In

contrast, an upstream state that is stronger than its downstream counterpart is less likely to

experience a high level of post-treaty transboundary water conflict. When a weak upstream state has

weak capabilities, it creates an imbalance in power and presents a zero-sum game condition that

contributes to a high level of river conflict in an upstream state. On the other hand, a strong

upstream state has more capabilities, creates a balanced power, and presents a non-zero-sum game

condition that prevents a level of  river conflict in an upstream state.

Moreover, this study attempts to shed new light on the transboundary water conflict over the

Helmand River Basin (HRB) and the Indus River Basin (IRB) by empirically testing the

above-outlined theory. In the HRB case, Afghanistan and Iran signed the Helmand Water Treaty

(HWT) in 1973. However, the HWT failed to resolve the water-sharing conflict between the two

riparian states (Yildiz 2017, 3). Similarly, in the IRB case, India and Pakistan signed the Indus Waters

Treaty (IWT) in 1960. The IWT transformed their river conflict into cooperation. The IWT has

been recognized as one of "the most successful water-sharing mechanisms." So far, the IWT has

prevented India and Pakistan from going into a water war (Akhter 2015, 65; Maqbool 2017, 78). By

empirically investigating the HRB and IRB cases, this study aims to contribute to the transboundary

water conflict literature and finally challenges the idea that water treaties always transform river

conflict into cooperation.

To examine the study's theoretical framework, I conducted an in-depth qualitative comparative study

of two transboundary rivers, the Helmand River Basin (HRB) and Indus River Basin (IRB). I use the

structured, focused comparison method and a most similar case design to complete the analysis.

The HRB and IRB are the most similar cases:

1. Both are transboundary rivers, which means they have identical characteristics.

2. Both present a similar conflict background since they experienced water-sharing conflict.

3. Both adopted a water agreement to transform their conflict into cooperation.

However, they are different in their character (weaker or stronger) in relation to their downstream

neighbors. The cases present a phenomenon that is theoretically interesting for the analysis of this

study. For empirical analysis of this study, I collected data using secondary sources. The time frame
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of the study is starting from the year that countries signed and 2020. I examine the HRB case

between 1973-2020 and the IRB case between 1960-2020.

This study's finding mainly shows a significant relationship between the character of an upstream

state and the level of post-treaty transboundary water conflict it experiences. The results show that

in the HRB case, upstream Afghanistan has experienced a high level of post-treaty transboundary

water conflict, mainly because of its weak character compared to downstream Iran. While in the IRB

case, upstream India has experienced a low level of post-treaty transboundary water conflict, mainly

because of  its strong character compared to downstreamPakistan.

The structure of this study is as follows. The second section discusses the definitions of the key

concepts and operationalizes them. The third section outlines the existing literature and identifies

gaps in the research. The fourth section outlines a theory that attempts to describe variation in the

outcome of transboundary water treaties. The fifth section presents the research design of the study.

After that, the empirical sections are presented where a structure-focused comparison is conducted.

Finally, the last section presents the conclusions, examination of alternative explanations, and a

discussion that links the findings with the current understanding of the post-treaty transboundary

conflict.
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2. CONCEPTUAL DEFINITIONS

In this section, I define and conceptualize the key concepts and elaborate on the different aspects of

the definitions.

2.1. Post-treaty transboundary water conflict

In this study, I define post-treaty TBW conflicts as militarized disputes in a state that has adopted a

water treaty to transform its water conflict into a corporation. The different aspects of this

definition require a more detailed investigation, a discussion of  which follows.

Firstly, transboundary water refers to the rivers that flow from one state into another or establish

borders between states (Zeitoun & Warner 2006). Transboundary rivers are joint across economic,

social, or political limits (Tayia 2019, 1). They are often studied in relation to conflict. Transboundary

water is defined as a "trigger of conflict," a "weapon of conflict," and a "causality of conflict." Water

is described as the leading cause of conflict and disagreements over water control, or the water

infrastructure triggers conflict. In some instances, water resources or water infrastructure is used as a

weapon of conflict. Water resources or water infrastructures are intentionally or incidentally targeted

(Pacific Institute 2019).

Secondly, conflict refers to a social condition where two or more actors struggle to access an

available sum of scarce resources at one time (Catholic Relief Services 2009, Wallensteen 2007, 15).

The 'interstate conflict' is defined as a conflict among two or more states (UCDP 2021). The

Correlates of War (CoW) defines Militarized Interstate Dispute (MID) as unified historical

conditions of conflict. In such conflicts, the one-member state explicitly directs threat or military

power against another state's regime, official representatives and forces, property, or territory. These

disputes are composed of events that vary in intensity, such as threats, oppression, battle, and war

(Jones et al. 1996, 163).

Water conflict, in particular, refers to disputes that happen between two or more actors over the use

and distribution of water resources (OECD 2005, Catholic Relief Services 2009, VI). Water conflicts

occur in the hydrosphere, economic and political domains, which are interrelated. A river basin's

water can be used for many purposes such as power production, development of industries, urban

water supply, and recreation. Water conflict arises due to the disagreement between diverse user

groups with various objectives over water distribution quantity and period. Water quality, water
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quantity, and ecosystem problems can be seen within the hydrosphere, which leads to conflict

(Hanasz 2013).

Finally, conflict transformation is described as the next phase of conflict resolution, which includes a

non-violent transformation of the conflict, the actor's interactions, and the key elements that

highlight the conflict (Neufeldt et al. 2002, 14-15; Catholic Relief Services 2009, VI). Water treaties

formalize cooperation between countries over water resources (Dinar et al., 2019, 163). In the

mid-10th century, the first known transboundary water treaty was signed between Switzerland,

Germany, Luxembourg, France, and the Netherlands over sharing the water from the River Rhine.

The treaty sets regulations to navigate, divide fish harvest and extract the water along the Rhine

(UNEP/OSU 2002; Cooley et al. 2011, 713). Since 1948, around 295 international water agreements

have been achieved, including the UNECE Water Convention and a legal framework for global

cooperation on TBW (UNECE/UNESCO 2015).

2.2. Character of  states

In this study, the character of the state is described by two concepts, weak and strong. Weak states are

defined as less powerful states that lack capabilities and have inadequate economic and military

resources. In comparison, strong states are defined as more powerful states with capabilities and have

rich economic and military resources. The state's strengths and weaknesses are revealed by the

nature of its engagement in competition over shared rivers. The stronger state is the one that

achieves and preserves the power to control. Power is defined as "A's capacity to make B do what B

would otherwise not do" (Zeitoun and Warner 2006, 442). Power has multiple aspects. The most

evident aspect of power is about the state's ability to achieve and mobilize military power, economic

resources, production means, and access to knowledge (Strange, 1987, 132; Zeitoun & Warner 2006,

442). Another aspect of power is about controlling the game's rules when the stronger side controls

the decision of  the weaker side by revealing its capabilities (ibid, 4243).

The state's capabilities indicate the main character of a modern state. Various outcomes, including

the economy's performance, governance quality, and political violence, are described by the state

capabilities (Geddes 1994; Fearon and Laitin 2003; Harris-White 2003; Besley and Persson 2010; Lee

and Zhang 2013; Koren et al. 2018, 275). A state's capability is conceptualized as "a

multidimensional concept" (Skocpol 1985; Besley & Persson 2011; Koren et al. 2018, 275). Research

has acknowledged a number of potential capabilities, including order enforcement, private property
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protection, enforcement of the agreement, extraction of resources, formulation and implementation

of policies, the stipulation of public goods, and gaining and maintaining legitimacy. (Skocpol 1985;

Herbst 2000; Besley and Persson 2010; Hendrix 2010; Hanson and Sigman 2013; Koren et al. 2018,

275). Recent studies use Gross Domestic Product (GDP) per capita to measure a state's total

administration, finance, and military capacities (Boulding 1962, 79; Koren et al. 2018, 276). Some

scholars use economic, military, and political indicators to measure different states' capability levels

(Hendrix 2010; 274-76; Koren et al. 2018, 276). Others use administrative coercive and extractive

aspects to measure the capability of  a state (Hansonand Sigman 2013, 1-5; Koren et al. 2018, 276).

3. PREVIOUS RESEARCH

This section aims to build a solid foundation for the study. To achieve this, first, I will explain the

current research on shared rivers conflict and cooperation, water treaties, and post-treaty

transboundary water conflict. After that, I will identify gaps in the existing research.

3.1. Conflict and cooperation over shared rivers

Transboundary water is described as a root cause of conflict; for instance, competition over water

control, access to water resources, and water scarcity trigger conflict. It can be a weapon of conflict;

for example, water resources are used as a tool in conflict. Water resources are also described as a

casualty of conflict; for instance, they can be subject to intentional or incidental targets (Pacific

Institute 2019). Many studies on the conflict over the waters from shared rivers have been

conducted over the years. Interest in topics related to shared waters gained further attention in 1992

after the Cold War. However, more work on shared water has been published in the past 15 years

(Dinar et al. 2007, 24).

The increased interest in conflict and cooperation over transboundary water has two possible

explanations. Firstly, shared waters create conflict and promote cooperation between states.

Secondly, more information and dialogue over TBW conflict and cooperation have become

available. Many books and journal articles on TBW conflict and cooperation have been published.

However, many of them (e.g., Meijerink, 1999; Kibaroglu, 2002; Beach et al., 2000; Beaumont, 1997;

Huisman et al., 2000; Haddadin, 2000; Nishat and Faisal, 2000) are descriptive and case-specific,

explaining the nature and solution of  the conflictonly using a case study method (Dinar 2004, 1-3).
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There is a significant relationship between water resources and conflict (Gleick 1993; Swain 2015). It

is argued that "future wars will be fought over water" (Swain 2015, 443). Increased competition and

conflict are probable over shared water resources. Growing water scarcity due to increased

population and climate change is increasing competition over water resources that led to conflict.

However, the opportunity for cooperation is also increasing, and countries adopt water treaties to

prevent water wars. The link between water and conflict can be explored in two different aspects.

Firstly, intentional attacks on water storage during conflicts cause water scarcity or decrease the

opposition's water quality. Hence, water scarcity is used as a military tactic and military action.

Secondly, conflicts that affect water supply and freshwater resources escalate more conflicts between

countries or groups of people. Riparian countries usually fight over sharing of water from rivers

based on quantity, quality, and control. The quality and control issues can be easily addressed using

technical and financial support (Swain 2001; 2015, 443). It is difficult to address the issue of quantity

because it is not easy to restore water resources. This impacts water-sharing agreements and escalates

the conflict between countries (Swain 2015, 443).

3.2. Water treaties

States sign a water treaty to transform their conflict over transboundary rivers into cooperation

(Mitchell 2006; Dinar et al. 2019, 163). Treaties are essential in organizing the relationship between

countries and resolving conflicts (Downs, Rocke & Barsoom 1996; Weiss & Jacobson 1998; Dinar et

al. 2019, 163). Chayes and Chayes (1993) argue that treaties change the behavior of countries, the

relationship between them, and things that they can expect from each other by developing a strategy

of increased cooperation (Dinar et al., 2019, 163). Barrett (2003, xiii) states that treaties coordinate

the actions of countries, particularly when unilateralism can not guarantee an outcome accepted by

both parties (ibid, 163). Transboundary water treaties comprise the cooperative aspect of water

sharing. This aspect is captured in two initial quotes by Brochmann (2012, 142):

1. The nature of  water management is essential but complicated.

2. There is an important link between water cooperation and water treaties.

There are two different ways to assess the success of  treaties.

1. It has the power to solve the problem.

2. It is effective to make cooperation a success.
15



However, not all are designed to solve incompatibilities. Many treaties are designed to increase

water-sharing cooperation. In general, water treaties are designed to solve specific issues, and

successful implementation will increase cooperation. Additionally, negotiated and signed treaties

outline the agendas for future cooperation (Brochmann 2012, 142-144). This does not mean that

treaties end their water conflict. In reverse, many countries continue to experience TBW conflict

after signing a TBWT. However, treaties decrease the probability of an armed conflict and prevent

them from going into war over their transboundary rivers (Brochmann & Hensel 2011; 2009; Dinar

et al. 2019).

3.3. Post-treaty transboundary water conflicts

The existing literature on post-treaty transboundary conflict outlines that treaties do not always end

the interstate conflict over water from shared rivers (Brochmann & Hensel 2011; 2009; Dinar et al.

2019). Swain (2015, 445) argues that states may not have difficulty signing a treaty. However, it is

challenging to keep the treaties practical. They may encounter challenges regarding the compliance

part of the treaties. He argues that recently many treaties have been signed, but still, countries

continue to experience disagreement.

In some cases, control is a challenge where upstream states want complete control over the flow and

withdrawal of water. In other instances, downstream countries challenge upstream rights with

economic and military power. Some studies discuss the effectiveness of treaties design in facilitating

cooperation and preventing conflict (Mitchell & Zawahri 2015). This literature also discusses two

types of variation in the scope and content. The treaties that vary in scope have been signed between

two countries. This version is mainly shown by their bilateral vs. multilateral river basin coverage or

cooperation among a riparian subgroup or a greater basin. Those treaties that vary in content

address water quantity challenges by water allocation to the parties (Schmeier & Vogel 2018).

The above theoretical perspective highlights some factors causing post-treaty transboundary conflict.

However, the question of why some countries manage to solve their transboundary river conflict by

signing a water treaty and others has not been explored.
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3.4. Gap in the previous literature

This study contributes to some gaps illustrated in the previous research. Firstly, the transboundary

water conflict literature had focused on the conflict before countries signed an agreement and the

importance of water treaties to resolve the dispute and promote cooperation. The interest in the

topics related to shared water gained attention in 1992 after the end of the Cold War and around the

Dublin and Rio conferences, and more work on shared water has been published in the past 15 years

(Dinar et al. 2007, 24). Only a limited number of studies focus on post-treaty transboundary water

conflict.

Secondly, a significant sum of studies is case-specific, and only a few analyses explore dynamics

across countries. For instance, Barrett (2003) has developed a logical framework that explains

environmental agreement development. One part of Barrett's study explicitly explains International

Water Conflict and Cooperation. The framework narrows the gap between the existing material and

available analysis. It demonstrates using the quantitative methodology in TBW by applying it either

to a recent case on TBW conflict and cooperation or to a more extensive cooperative agreements

data set (Dinar 2004, 1-3). However, a theory-testing and systematic comparison of post-treaty

transboundary water conflicts have not been conducted.

Finally, the studies show that states often experience conflict over the waters from shared rivers after

signing an agreement. So far, the studies have not systematically looked at the link between the

strong and weak character of the upstream state and the likelihood of post-treaty transboundary

conflict.

Based on the above-illustrated research gaps, I outline a theory that supports the analysis of this

study.
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4. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

This section presents the study’s theoretical framework that explains how the character of upstream

states signing water treaties increases or decreases the likelihood of transboundary water conflict in

the upstream states. Figure 1 shows the link between the character of the state and the possibility of

a post-treaty TBW conflict.

Figure 1: Character of  State and Post-Treaty TBW Conflict

Firstly, a downstream state is dependent on the waters flowing from an upstream state. River water is

the renewable resource that most likely causes interstate conflict. The survival of persons and

nations relies on water resources. Water also flows from one state to another; one state's action can

affect another access. The dependency of a downstream state on the river water increases the

probability of conflict, mainly if it is stronger than the upstream state. As a result, the downstream

neighbor often fears that the upstream will use water as a coercion tool. This condition can be riskier

if the downstream state also thinks that it is stronger in military terms. It will more likely attempt to

interfere with the actions of an upstream state using coercion. For instance, a stronger downstream

state may try to stop or damage a water project by an upstream state to protect its access to the
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waters from the shared rivers, which increases the probability of conflict in an upstream country

(Homer-Dixon 1994, 19).

Hensel et al. (2006, 405) suggested that militarized river conflict is more likely when one opponent

has relatively stronger capabilities than the other. A lack of capabilities may negatively impact

negotiations between decision-makers and a neighboring state, which may be a more severe obstacle

to negotiations in a setting with mistrust and antagonism between states. An upstream state's

resources facilitate or limit the level of its engagement in the self-regulating exploitation of a shared

river. Limited financial mobilization deters states' cooperative means if financial help by an

international donor requires the state to adopt a suitable method. However, the cooperation of an

upstream state that can finance its projects could be less deterred (Thomas 2016, 12).

Secondly, the interaction of riparian states over transboundary rivers can be described by variation in

the capabilities of states, resulting in an imbalance in the power relationship between riparian states.

It is argued that the balance of power mainly shapes the relationship of riparian countries over

transboundary waters (Zeitoun & Warner 2006, 450). In cases where one country is stronger than its

opponent, the stronger country has a large-scale strategy and mechanisms to produce compliance

and resources for coercion compared to its opposition. In such a situation, the weaker country has

fewer choices and a low degree of  liberty in the availableoptions  (ibid 2006, 450).

Thirdly, decision-makers see states' interaction over transboundary rivers as a "zero-sum game." This

condition helps the riparian state to solve their disputes over their shared rivers. Under this, the

benefit of one state does not mean the loss of another state. It is also defined as a 'win-win

situation.' Every strategy set requires a zero-sum. The game is not zero-sum if the sum changes from

zero even in one strategy set. Each of the two parties in the game has a choice between a number of

proposed strategies, and one party's loss is corresponding to the other party's win (Raghavan 1978;

Arfanuzzaman et al. 2018, 966). For example, an upstream riparian state trying to reduce its

dependence downstream might make cooperation problematic and increase tensions between the

two states. The transboundary water treaties might fail if they contest the core concerns of the

countries, such as control, regional integrity, and safety. In this case, the weaker state is more likely to

seek intervention from an international institution, especially when they notice that interactions

through formal forums are shaped by power. Therefore, there is a higher chance that a weaker state

will not negotiate if  it has an alternative (Thomas2016, 10).
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Departing from the above-discussed theories, I argue how the strong and weak character of

upstream states (independent variable) increases or decreases the likelihood of post-treaty

transboundary water conflict (dependent variable). More explicitly, I hypothesize that where an

upstream country is weaker than its downstream counterpart, it causes higher post-treaty

transboundary water conflict levels than a strong upstream state. Because such a character reduces

the capabilities of the state (a causal mechanism), creates an imbalance of power between riparian

states (a causal mechanism), and creates a zero-sum game condition (a causal mechanism). As a

result, there will be a higher level of post-treaty transboundary water conflict in a weak or less

powerful state. In comparison, an upstream state being stronger than its downstream counterpart

causes lower post-treaty transboundary water conflict levels. Because such dynamic increases the

capability of the state (a causal mechanism), maintain a balance of power between riparian states (a

causal mechanism) and creates a non-zero-sum game condition (a causal mechanism), which

prevents a higher level of  post-treaty transboundarywater conflict.

The theoretical framework of this study assumes that upstream states that are weaker than their

downstream counterparts are more likely to experience higher levels of post-treaty transboundary

water conflict than upstream states that are stronger than their downstream counterparts. The

argument is not expected to explain all the variation in post-treaty transboundary water conflict. It is

considered an essential factor predicted to contribute to high post-treaty transboundary conflicts in

some upstream states. I will discuss the relative strength and the alternative explanations of this

argument in the comparative analysis. Figure 2 presents a summary of  the theoretical framework.
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Figure 2: Summary of  the theoretical framework

In the next section, I will present the research design of the study as well as the structure of the

empirical analysis. In addition, I will discuss the challenges and limitations of  the study.
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5. RESEARCH DESIGN

In the prior section, I hypothesized that the likelihood of post-treaty transboundary conflict is linked

to the character of an upstream state. In this section, I discuss the research design used for applying

the above-presented analytical framework to the empirics. To achieve this objective, I choose the

method of structured focused comparison (see George et al. 2019, 67). I selected this method mainly

because; it is "structured" to discuss "general questions that reflect the research objective.

In addition, the questions are asked of each case understudy to guide and standardize data collection,

thereby making systematic comparison and cumulation of the findings of the cases possible.

Furthermore, the method is "focused" in that it deals only with certain aspects of the historical cases

examined" (ibid, 67).

In this study, I compare two cases of transboundary river disputes, the HRB and IRB. I investigate

the process through which the independent variables impact the dependent variable. More

specifically, I examine how the character of upstream states increases/decreases the likelihood of post-treaty

transboundary water conflict by creating imbalance/balance of power and presenting a zero-sum or non-zero-sum

game condition (causal mechanisms). In this study, I first develop a theory, and then I test it by

analyzing the proposed argument and developing a theoretical framework.

The section continues as follows. I discuss the method of case selection first. Then, I present the

analytical tools that guide the analysis of the study. Finally, I summarize the data collection method

and outline ethical considerations.

5.1. Case selection

The aim of case selection is "to identify cases that reproduce the relevant causal features of a larger

universe (representativeness) and provide variation along the dimensions of theoretical interest

(causal leverage)" (Gerring 2006, 88). Thus, the cases must be selected using the method of

purposive (nonrandom) selection. Nine types of case studies derive from excellent techniques,

typical, diverse, extreme, deviant, influential, crucial, pathway, most-similar, and most-different. The

design of most similar cases suggests selecting the cases based on their similarity on all variables

except X1 and Y (ibid, 88-90).

In this study, the cases are countries with TBW conflict experience and have signed a water treaty to

solve their dispute. These cases are selected based on the character of states. This warrants an
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investigation to observe if a change in the X also causes a change in the Y. The selection of cases

based on the explanatory variable X is also helpful to mitigate the potential selection bias problems

(King et al. 1994, 139).

The theoretical argument of this study suggests that post-treaty transboundary conflict is dependent

on the character of upstream states. In both the cases under the study, riparian countries signed

water treaties to solve their transboundary water conflict. However, in the HRB case, the upstream

state experienced a high level of post-treaty TBW conflict. In contrast, the upstream state has a low

level of post-treaty TBW conflict in the IRB case. This study seeks to explain the variation in such

conflict in the upstream state to facilitate analysis.

It is suggested that cases in studies that investigate a limited number of cases should be selected

purposefully and per the purpose and research question of the study (Gerring and Seawright 2008,

87–90). To avoid bias in case selection, I have selected cases based on variation in the dependent

variable. Thus, I have chosen two cases with comparatively higher and lower levels of post-treaty

TBW conflict. It allows controlling the alternative explanations when the cases are most similar but

different on the independent variable (Höglund 2011, 116). Therefore, I chose the most similar case

design for this study.

This study explores two transboundary water cases, the Helmand River Basin (HRB) and the Indus

River Basin (IRB). Both the river basins are identified as transboundary rivers. The HRB flows from

upstream Afghanistan into downstream Iran, and the IRB flows from upstream India to

downstream Pakistan. In both cases, the riparian states experienced TBW conflicts. The riparian

states in both cases signed a water-sharing treaty to transform the conflict into cooperation.

In the HRB case, Afghanistan and Iran signed the Helmand Water Treaty (HWT) in 1973, but it was

not a successful agreement (Yildiz 2017, 3). In the IRB case, India and Pakistan signed the Indus

Water Treaty (IWT), in 1960 and it was a successful agreement Ranjan 2020, 63). The question is

why the HWT didn't produce the same outcome as the IWT. In the empirical analysis, I conduct a

more in-depth examination of the dependent variable using qualitative data; however, I will also use

statistics and quantitative numbers. Table 1 shows a summary of  the HRB and IRB cases.
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Table 1. Summary of  the cases

Cases Case I. Helmand River
Basin (HRB)

Case II. Indus River
Basin (IRB)

Main Characteristic Transboundary Transboundary

Upstream State Afghanistan India

Downstream State Iran Pakistan

Water Treaty Yes (1973) Yes (1960)

The outcome of the Treaty Unsuccessful Successful

Character of Upstream State Weak Strong

Character of Downstream State Strong Weak

Post-treaty TBW Conflict Level High Low

5.2. Validity: internal and external

It is crucial to discuss case selections concerning internal validity and external reliability. The link

between internal validity and external validity is described as a trade-off. A high internal validity in a

case study research is dependent on the extent to which the selected indicators measure the concept

for all cases. The research design requires a high internal validity because they are selected from a

highly comparative context (Gerring 2007, 43). In this study, the cases are drawn from a most similar

context, which lowers the risk for misinterpretation of the indicators. Still, a higher internal validity

in a case study research lowers the external validity (ibid, 43). The study of HRB and IRB cases in
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the context of Afghanistan-Iran and India-Pakistan challenges the study's external validity because it

limits the measurement scope and results to a specific regional context. However, the nature of the

phenomenon under investigation shows that the scope and extent of the external validity are

independent of the specific context. It rather depends on the characteristics of states. Thus, this

study presents a research design and results reliably that can be generalized to other contexts.

5.3. Empirical analysis structure

The two empirical chapters focus on cases under investigation. Conducting a structured, focused

comparison of the cases requires cases specific data collection. Otherwise, it will not be feasible to

compare and systematically analyze the results (George and Bennet 2005, 250). Some general

questions have been extracted from the analytical framework of the study. The questions will work

as indicators and guide the analysis. The questions are discussed in a general way to make sure that

the cases are comparable and specific to find the variation of the cases. It is expected that the answer

to these questions determines the indicators presented in the theoretical framework. The study will

further explain case-specific alternative explanations.

Post-treaty transboundary water conflict in the upstream state

The study aims to assess post-treaty transboundary water conflict between the year that the states

signed a treaty and 2020. In the case of HRB, it will be between 1973 and 2020, and it will be

between 1960 and 2020 in the IRB case. The analysis will be conducted based on the

above-presented definition of post-treaty transboundary water conflict. The study will refer to the

following questions for each case.

● Do upstream states experience transboundary water conflict after signing the water treaty?

● At what levels did the upstream states experience transboundary water conflict after signing

a water treaty?

● Was there a high level of  post-treaty transboundaryor a low level?

The character of  the upstream state
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The character of an upstream state, mainly whether an upstream state is relatively weaker or stronger

than its riparian state, is identified as the independent variable of this study. Thus, the following

questions will be referred to in each case.

● What is the character of the upstream states signing the treaty compared to its downstream

neighbor (stronger or weaker? And, in what way?)

● Did the character of  the state affect its capabilities?

Causal mechanisms

The study has identified three causal mechanisms that connect the independent and dependent

variables. The first is less/more capabilities of the upstream state. The balance/imbalance of power

between riparian states is the second. The third is the presence of a zero-sum/non-zero-sum game

condition. The following questions will be referred to in each case.

● Do the levels of  post-treaty transboundary water conflictdiffer in different upstream states?

● What were the capabilities of  the upstream state compared to its downstream neighbor?

● Was there an imbalance of  power or balance of  powerupstream and downstream states?

● Was there a zero-sum game condition or non-zero-sum condition present?

Alternative explanations

The following question will be referred to in each case to investigate alternative explanations.

● What are the alternative explanations that can alter the outcome?

5.4. Timeframe

I selected a specific period to study the HRB and the IRB cases, allowing me to compare the two

cases thoroughly. This study aims to examine post-treaty transboundary water conflict. Therefore,

this study covers a period starting from the year that water was signed between the riparian states

and 2020. In the HRB case, the Helmand Water Treaty was signed in 1973. Thus, the variables will

be measured between 1973 and 2020. In the case of IRB, the Indus Water Treaty was signed in 1960.

Therefore, the study will investigate the variables between 1960 and 2020.
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5.5. Material and sources

To conduct an empirical analysis of the two cases, I will collect data from secondary sources. I will

gather data from the internet, libraries, archives, and governmental and non-governmental

organizational reports using different sources, including books, published sources, journals, blogs,

news articles and reports, websites, government records. In addition, I will gather information from

news articles and reports to empirically discuss the specific post-treaty events in the cases.

Furthermore, I will collect statistical data from commonly used sources such as the World Bank, the

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI), and the Uppsala Conflict Data Program

(UCDP).

To make sure that the collected information is accurate and credible, I will triangulate data sources

using multiple sources of data. Triangulation is a valuable strategy to examine validity by using

different sources to confirm the information (Patton 1999, 1193), which also will be reducing the

probability of source bias. I will ensure that the empirical evidence about the specific events of

post-transboundary water conflict is recorded by more than one reliable source.

5.6. Ethical considerations

Research ethics are often discussed in the context of fieldwork and conducting data collection using

primary sources. Still, conducting research using secondary sources requires consideration of ethical

dilemmas. “Ethics should matter to everyone, not just those who spend extended time in the field;

and that ethics is an ongoing responsibility, not a discrete task to be checked off a “to-do” list” (Fujii

2012, 717). In this research, I adhere to some ethical considerations.

First, I will make sure to disconnect from what I study. I used scientific methods and triangulation

to conclude my observations of society and politics, aligning with what I suggested (George &

Bennett 2004; Curtis 2019 8). In this research, I position myself as an outsider. “Outsiders are the

non-members of specified groups and collectivities or occupants of specified social statuses’

(Merton 1972, 21-22; Dixit 2012, 135). In the interest of self-reflexivity, I acknowledge that I have a

close relationship with the HRB cases because I am coming from Afghanistan. Thus, I will make

sure to obtain knowledge by maintaining objectivity and scientific impartiality.
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Secondly, data access and research transparency are essential components in qualitative research

tradition (Elman 2014). In this study, I aim to be as transparent as possible in the presentation of the

research. Furthermore, I mention the sources of  data.

Finally, I communicate the result of the research in the form of a paper/thesis. Researchers have a

legal and moral responsibility to the scientific community to communicate the results of their

research, usually in the form of  publication (Goodhand2000).

6. CASE I – THE HELMAND RIVER BASIN

Afghanistan has rich water and other natural resources. It is a significant provider of water resources

in South Asia. The country's rich water resources are due to its high mountains (i.e., Wakhan,

Hindukush, and Baba) covered by snow. These mountains are identified as the water tower for

Afghanistan and its neighbors. They contribute large volumes of water to the rivers, streams, springs,

and aquifer by collecting snowfalls during the cold period and slowly melting them during the warm

season (Saffi 2013, 11). These water resources have been identified as "a major source of conflict" in

the country (Tomas 2014, 1).

This chapter traces the origins of the post-treaty transboundary water conflict in Afghanistan. In

general, upstream Afghanistan is described as weak compared to its downstream neighbor, Iran.

Therefore, Afghanistan has experienced a high-level post-treaty transboundary water conflict.

6.1. Description of  the Helmand River Basin

The Helmand river basin is the longest river in Afghanistan. It covers around 40 percent of the

country and constructs the border between Afghanistan and Iran. The Helmand River drains water

from Hindu Kush ranges in the south, Gardez in the East, and Herat. It is confined by the east-Iran

fields in the south and by the Baluchistan-Pakistan mountain ranges in the east. The primary stream

in the basin is the Helmand River that is 1,300 km long. The river enters the 18.00 km2 Sistan delta

in Iran. The Sistan delta forms three inter-connected wetlands, the Hamun-e-Puzak,

Hamun-e-Saberi, and Hamun-e-Hirmand. Sistan delta’s extra water flows out from the

Hamun-e-Hirmand, through the Gaud-e-Zirreh channel in Afghanistan. The water is primarily used

for irrigation in Afghanistan. However, Iran uses the water for several purposes, including irrigation,

fishing, harvesting reeds, and hunting birds. Since 1975, the Ramsar Convention and the Montreux
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Record have internationally recognized the wetlands as an important ecological site (Thomas 2016,

38). Figure 2 shows the Sistan/Helmand River drainage basin.

Map 2. Helmand River Basin (Source: Wikipedia Maps)

6.2. The HRB conflict background

The Afghanistan-Iran water conflict started over the Helmand River in the 1870s when the British

had control over Afghanistan. The Afghan-Iran border was created along the main branch of the

Helmand River by a British officer. Since then, both countries have made several attempts to solve

their water issues. The first water treaty was signed between the governments of the two countries in

1939. However, Afghans did not ratify the treaty. In 1948, the US suggested appointing a

commission by Afghanistan and Iran to investigate the problem and recommend a resolution. The

commission presented a report on 28 February 1951, offering 22 cubic meters per second share of

the Helmand water to Iran. However, Iran disagreed with the statement and asked for more water.

After many years of renegotiations, in 1969, the Iran government announced that Afghanistan had

agreed to provide a more significant share to Iran. However, in return, Afghanistan asked for

development assistance and enhanced access to the Iranian harbors at Chabahar and Bandar Abbas.
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After four years, in 1973, Afghanistan and Iran signed an agreement, accepting the flow of Helmand

water into Iran at 22 cubic meters per second. In addition, Iran was given an option to buy an extra

four cubic meters per second under normal water years conditions. Iran agreed to provide

Afghanistan with unconditional access to the Bandar Abbas and Chabahar harbors. The agreement

was never ratified nor implemented due to the political changes in both countries. Soon after

signing the HRT, some political changes happened in both countries, including the 1973 revolution

in Afghanistan, the 1979 uprising in Iran, the occupation of Afghanistan by the Soviets in 1979, and

the 1995 Taliban emergence in Afghanistan (Aman 2016, 1-2).

6.3. The Helmand River Treaty

Afghanistan and Iran signed the Helmand River Treaty (HRT) to solve their conflict over sharing

water from the Helmand River on 3 March 1973. Based on the recommendation of the Helmand

River Delta Commission, a fact-finding commission that was established with US assistance in 1951,

the HRT allocated an average of 22 m3/s of water from the HRB to Iran. The Treaty adds an extra

four m3/s for "goodwill and brotherly relations." In Article VIII, the HRT forms a new

commission, the Helmand Commission, to manage the agreement's provisions. The monthly water

supplies are set out for "normal water years," defined as "as a year with total flows upstream of

Kajaki Dam at Dehrawud that are at least 5661 mcm between 1 October and the following 30

September'' (Article I). According to the Treaty's provisions, the water allocated to Iran would be

reduced under the "low flow years'' conditions (Article IV). The HRT explains that Afghanistan is to

supply water from the Sistan River boundary line between the 51 and 52 markers on the Helmand

River (Article III (a)). In addition, the HRT specifies that the water supplied by Afghanistan can be

used for irrigation and domestic use (Article VI). Essentially, Afghanistan maintains all the rights to

restrain the water and can choose to use or dispose of the water as it wants (Article V). However,

this should be adjusted in line with the provision of Article XI, which declares that the water flow

must continue to the Helmand Delta. The Article obligates the commissioners to develop plans to

mitigate the issue in case the flow is stopped. The HRT mentions that Iran can not claim to the

water of the Helmand River more than the amounts specified in this Treaty, even if additional

quantities of water may be available in the Helmand Lower Delta and maybe put to beneficial use"

(Article V). Thus, the withdrawal of more than 811 mcm/yr water by Iran would be considered a

violation of  the Treaty.
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The HRT allows both countries to observe one another to make sure that they are acting according

to the Treaty's provisions. It enables the Commissioner from Iran to measure the flow at Dehrawud

during low flow years (Article V). It also allows the Commissioners to measure the water supply to

Iran (VI) mutually. So far, the Commission has not consistently provided information from

Dehrawud because the commissioners do not constantly meet every year. Afghan officials claim that

the water supply to Iran has not been effectively observed.

Iran has suggested that the Treaty should be reviewed. However, the Treaty has no end date and

remains in perpetuity. In addition, Iran has been extracting groundwater that is not covered in the

HRT. In 2001, Iran complained to the United Nations (UN) that Afghanistan violated Article V of

the HRT by not supplying water from Kajaki. Today, the main issue is that Afghanistan is pursuing

water resources management projects (e.g., renovation of Kajaki Dam and construction of Kamal

Khan Dam on the Lower Helmand River). Iran has been talking more water than it is "guaranteed"

under the HRT. Research by the Water Research Institute of the Ministry of Energy of Iran in 2006

shows that Iran has constructed a storage and irrigation infrastructure from the Helmand River,

whose capacity is more than what the HRT permits. The research shows that the HRT has a poor

value for Iran and primarily promises the supply of drinking water (IWLP 2015).

6.4.  Post-treaty TBW conflict in Afghanistan

Afghanistan has experienced a high level of post-treaty TBW conflict between 1973 -2020. The

HWT was never successful in transforming the water conflict into cooperation between Afghanistan

and Iran. The continuation river dispute between the two riparian states caused many deaths and

damages in Afghanistan (Karimi & Hulpachova 2015).

The post-treaty transboundary conflict between Afghanistan and Iran grew when the two states

started allegations against each other. On the one hand, Afghanistan constantly claimed that Iran has

been taking extra water than the treaty. On the other hand, Iran accused Afghanistan of cutting off

the water from the Helmand River into Iran (Nader et al. 2014, 17-18).

According to reports, Iran has constructed three water storage facilities for its domestic, municipal,

and industrial use at the beginning of the 1980s that were threatened during drought. Iran built the

fourth storage with 819 MCM capacity in 2006 (Tomas 2014,  42-44).

Afghanistan's storage potential is estimated at 80 m3 /capita/year7, the world's lowest water storage

capacity, making the country highly vulnerable to floods and droughts, common in the arid and
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semi-arid states (Thomas 2016, 5). The country was not able to control the waters from the

Helmand River during the civil war. However, after the Taliban regime ended, the country started to

expand its agriculture production under its post-conflict reconstruction plans. The objective was that

the improved agricultural output would feed the growing population of Afghanistan and provide

alternative livelihood strategies against the opium economy. To achieve these objectives, Afghanistan

needed to develop its water infrastructure. The country needed to improve water storage capacity,

increase the efficiency of irrigation, and produce electricity. The construction of the Kamal Khan

dam was one of the projects that were restarted in 2011. The construction of the Kamal Khan dam

began in 1996, but it was delayed due to the war in Afghanistan (Aman 2016). Such projects are

intended to assist Afghanistan's socio-economic development. Afghanistan's former Minister for

Energy and Water stated, "once we have water, no one will grow poppies, no one will fight, no one

will leave Afghanistan [for work] ...water will resolve all problems in Afghanistan" (Tomas 2014, 5).

However, Iran perceives such projects as a security threat. It is assumed that increased water

consumption by Afghanistan will decrease the flow of  water to Iran (Nader et al. 2014, 17-18).

In 2001, the flow of Helmand water to Iran was cut by the Taliban authorities. As a response, the

government of Iran entered Afghanistan and constructed several canals and redirections to replace

the access. Afghan officials have claimed that Iran has been using violence against civilians in

Afghanistan to secure its access to Helmand water. In 2015, the governor of Kohsan district said,

"Any attempt to collect water from the river is responded to by fire from the Iranian border police."

In another instance, an elder from Kohsan district said that "he had seen at least ten villagers die

while trying to collect water from the river, and the wounded are so many he had stopped counting."

"Some of the bullets whizzed by me and hit a young man who fell to the ground dead," he said,

describing a recent incident. "The border police from Iran open fire on defenseless people. This

ordeal is nothing new for Kohsan. It has been going on since the Taliban regime" (Karimi &

Hulpachova 2015).

In 2011, Afghanistan claimed that Iran has been aiming to prevent the construction of the Salma

Dam in Herat province of Afghanistan neighboring Iran. In another instance, in 2011, the Afghan

authorities arrested a Taliban commander in Nimroz province of Afghanistan. He claimed that Iran

had offered him $50,000 to sabotage the Kamal Khan Dam. He said, "I was trained in Iran for three

months. Our trainers were a mix of Pakistanis, Iranians, and Arabs. Ali Talib and Hussein Rezai were

two of my Iranian instructors. They taught me to fire rockets and to plant mines," he added. "I was
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trained in setting up remote-controlled mines and planting anti-tank mines. Even developed

countries would have been unable to discover the mines I planted" (Radio Free Europe 2011).

Furthermore, in 2012, a provincial council member of Nimroz blamed Iran for committing an

insurgency to stop the Kamal Khan Dam's construction (Aman 2013; Los Angeles Times 2020).

On 20 May 2018, Iran was accused of generating conflict in Afghanistan's Western part (Daily

Outlook Afghanistan 2018). It is stated that Iran sends cultural war and drug addicts to Afghanistan.

It's perceived that Iran is interfering in the politics of Afghanistan to limit the country's economic

development and political independence. For instance, it is commonly stated that "Iran and Pakistan

are interfering and creating problems for Afghanistan since the day of its independence. They do not

want to see a powerful, self-reliant and independent Afghanistan." (Tomas 2014, 61). According to

the government of Afghanistan, Iran has been supporting the Taliban to stop the construction of a

dam on the Helmand River that could reduce water flow into Iran (Al Jazeera 2019).

6.5.  The character of  state

As discussed in the theoretical section of the study, the extent of post-transboundary TBW conflict

needs to be approached considering the character of the upstream state with the downstream state.

In general, upstream Afghanistan is relatively weak compared to its downstream neighbor, Iran

(Nader et al., 2014; Thomas 2016). The character of upstream Afghanistan is measured based on its

power and capabilities and the presence of  a zero-sumgame condition.

6.5.1. Power and capabilities

According to the study's theoretical framework, weaker upstream states have fewer capabilities and

resources, which creates an imbalance of power and makes them weak compared to their

downstream neighbor. Empirical evidence shows that Afghanistan has less capabilities, which has

created an imbalance of  power between Afghanistanand Iran.

The relative power and capabilities of Afghanistan and Iran are measured based on their economic

and military resources. The resource indicator, including Gross Domestic Product (GDP) and Gross

National Income (GNI) per capita, shows that Afghanistan is relatively weak compared to Iran (The

World Bank 2019). The statistics in Table 2 presents the capabilities of Afghanistan in comparison to

its neighbor, Iran.
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Table 2. Economic resources indicators (Source: World Development Indicators 2018-2019)

Indicators Afghanistan Iran

Population, total - 2019 38.04 million 82.91 million

GDP (USD)- 2018 18.353 billion 453.996 billion

GDP per capita (USD)- 2018 493.75 5,550.061

GNI per capita (USD)- 2018 520 5,300

GDP per capita growth- 2019 1.5 % -8.0 %

In addition, over one-third of Afghanistan's GDP is dependent on external aid, which makes the

country's economy vulnerable. Furthermore, Afghanistan is seen as a low investor, and its trade

balance is negative. In contrast, Iran is an oil-exporting country. Afghanistan is also dependent on its

neighbors regarding trade (Tomas 2014, 20-22).

Afghanistan's military expenditure and power rely on the international community's technical and

financial support, which is not permanent and sustainable. At the same time, Iran acts independently

in terms of its military power and spending. Therefore, Afghanistan is underlined in a weaker

position than its neighbor, Iran (SPIRI 2019; Tomas 2014, 20-22). Table 3 presents the capabilities

of  the military resources of  Afghanistan in comparisonto Iran.

Table 3. Military resources indicators (Source: SPIRI 2019)

Indicators Afghanistan Iran

Military expenditure (% of GDP)

- 2019

227 (USD m.) 12.6 (USD b.)

Ranked 12 18
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The imbalance of power and capabilities between Afghanistan and Iran also describes the power

imbalance between the two riparian states.

6.5.2. Zero-sum game

The successful implementation of transboundary water treaties requires a 'non-zero-sum game'

condition where the benefit of one riparian will not harm the other riparian or create a 'win-win

condition' (Julien 2012, 48). At the same time, there is a 'zero-sum game' condition in the case of

HWT. Iran's foreign policy is driven mainly by domestic-security interests, expanding political

influence, and grasping the economic opportunity. Iran aims to preserve the persistence of its regime

in creating a zero-sum game condition and improve its diplomatic and economic relations in the

region. From a financial perspective, Iran views Afghanistan as a stepping stone to get into the trade

market in Central Asia. Iran has contributed to the development of the economy in Afghanistan,

mainly in the western parts of the country. This could be because Iran has close cultural connections

with the western parts of Afghanistan or because Iran wants to increase the substantial interests

needed to survive its regime. From a political perspective, it may see itself caught between two

dilemmas: a pro-US or pro-Western government in Afghanistan, and the influence of Saudi Arabia

and Pakistan by the Taliban in the country. Therefore, Iran has adopted a foreign policy standpoint

of "hedging its bets" (Tomas 2016, 23). According to a report by the American Institute of

Afghanistan Studies (AIAS), "If Afghanistan devolves into anarchy, the economic investment in the

west [of Afghanistan] would lay the groundwork for a buffer zone; while if Afghanistan becomes

stable, Iran is well-positioned to use Afghanistan as an economic link to Central Asia and Pakistan."

(AIAS 2009).

6.5.3. Conclusions from within case analysis

The theoretical framework suggested that upstream countries are more likely to experience

post-treaty transboundary water conflict if they are weaker than their downstream neighbor. In the

HRB case, upstream Afghanistan has experienced a high post-treaty transboundary water conflict

after signing the Helmand Water Treaty in 1973. The agreement didn't succeed in transforming the

conflict into cooperation between Afghanistan and Iran. The post-treaty transboundary water

conflict caused many deaths and severely damaged water projects in upstream Afghanistan between

1973 and 2020, mainly because of  the weak characterof  the country.
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The theory suggested that downstream countries fear that upstream country's activities will impact

their access to waters. If a downstream state is stronger, it will be more likely to use coercion to

protect its water access by stopping an upstream country's activity.

Evidence shows how Afghanistan's actions, for instance, Afghanistan's water development projects

impacted Iran's access to water from the HRB and created concerns for Iran. In return, Iran has

used coercion, such as firing on the people living by the river and attempting to disrupt the

construction of  development projects in Afghanistan.

The theory claimed that a state's economic and military resources make them weaker or stronger

than its riparian neighbors. The evidence shows that in the HRB case, upstream Afghanistan had less

economic and military resources than downstream Iran. As a result, an imbalance of power was

established between the two countries. A condition of the zero-sum game was present, leading to a

high post-treaty transboundary water conflict in Afghanistan. Thus, the empirical evidence supports

the theoretical framework of  this study.

7. CASE II– THE INDUS RIVER BASIN

In India, a river is defined as "more than a channel carrying water; it is also a transporter of

sediment; it is also the catchment, riverbed, banks, vegetation on both sides of the floodplain. The

totality of these constitutes a river. A river harbors and interacts with innumerable organisms (plant,

animal, and microbes). It is a natural, living, organic whole, hydrological and ecological system, and a

larger ecological system. A river is also a network of tributaries and distributaries spread over its

basin and the estuary" (Iyer, 2015, 447; Ranjan 2016, 191-192).

This chapter traces the cause of the relatively low post-treaty transboundary water conflict between

India and Pakistan between 1960-2020. It shows that the states encountered disagreements over

their shared water after signing an agreement. The relatively strong character of upstream India

decreased the likelihood of  a post-treaty transboundarywater conflict between India and Pakistan.

5.1. Description of  the Indus River Basin

The Indus River starts from the Hindu Kush, Karakoram, and Himalayas mountains. It comprises

the world's most important transboundary rivers making around 1 million m2 drainage area with a

discharge mean of 7900 m3/s every year. The most extensive area of the IRB is in Pakistan;

however, four countries share it, namely Pakistan, India, China, and Afghanistan. The IRB provides
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a livelihood for 300 million people, 61% of which live in Pakistan (Khan &Thomas 2019, 3). The

Indus River's water has a downhill flow from the six main rivers starting from Tibet, Kashmir, and

northern India. In this case, India lies upstream while Pakistan is downstream (Haines 2016; 2017).

Both India and Pakistan are dependent on the Indus river. In India, the economic foundation of the

northwestern provinces, which is considered the country's breadbasket, depends on the water of the

Indus River. In Pakistan, the Indus River is regarded as the primary source of water that supports

the country's livelihood (Zawahri 2009, 3-4).

Map 3. Indus River Basin (Source: Wikimedia Commons Maps)

5.2. The Indus Water Treaty

“The Indus Waters Treaty is a profoundly important international agreement….

address current and future challenges of  effectivewater management

….. meet human needs and achieve development goals,”

The World Bank, 2018
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In the IRB case, the Indus Water Treaty (IWT) was signed between India and Pakistan in 1960 after

a nine-year-long negotiation mediated by the World Bank. Geographically, the IWT covers the six

rivers of the Indus and their tributaries. It was adopted to resolve the water conflict between India

and Pakistan. The IWT allocated the water from the three eastern rivers to protect the water rights

of India and Pakistan. The IWT issued the Ravi, Beas, and Sutlej rivers to India, and the Indus,

Jhelum, and Chenab rivers to Pakistan. Articles II and III of the IWT explain how each country can

use the waters. The IWT established a Permanent Indus Commission, comprising engineers from

both sides to ensure that both parties comply with the treaty. The commission is obligated to

coordinate projects among the two states by meeting once a year. They would also exchange the

daily levels of water in each of the rivers every month. The treaty also proposes a mechanism to

resolve "differences and disputes." The disputes are referred primarily to the commission, but they

would engage in bilateral negotiations if the commission could not solve them. However, if the

bilateral talks failed too, the matter could be referred to the World Bank by either side. The World

Bank would appoint a neutral expert or set up an arbitration court to solve the dispute. The IWT

mechanism has been successful. However, many changes have happened since the treaty's adoption.

The hydrological systems of rivers are affected by climate variations. For instance, an increased

water-storage capacity is required to regulate the flooding caused by the glacial melting. In addition,

the climate threats are becoming unpredictable, which encourages countries to increase cooperation

in adopting effective measures to respond to the impacts of climate change. Since 1960, the Indian

and Pakistan population has increased by three times. As a result, the demand for electricity and the

production of agriculture has also increased. The decline of groundwater tables has further

aggravated the water demand, which has increased pressure on surface-water resources. In summary,

the world has changed a lot since the IWT was adopted, including the emergence of new

information, new developments and initiatives, and the increased demand for water. Although the

IWT was one of the successful conflict resolution tools when it was adopted, it needs improvements

in modern age circumstances (Maqbool 2017, 78-79).

5.3. The IRB conflict background

The India-Pakistan water conflict started over Punjab water shortly after the partition of British

India in 1947. In December 1947, the two countries signed a "Standstill Agreement" to address their

transboundary water conflict. But soon after the expiration of the agreement on March 31, 1948,
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India cut off water supplies to Pakistan. To solve the problem, an Inter-Dominion Conference was

organized on 3rd and 4th May 1948 in New Delhi, and an agreement was signed between India and

Pakistan. Although both countries claimed ownership over the disputed water during the

conference, Pakistan's claim was rejected. As a result, India agreed to provide water to Pakistan for a

specific period, and Pakistan agreed to pay a seigniorage fee to India. But one year later, Pakistan

showed its unhappiness with the agreement by speaking about "equitable apportionment of all

common waters" and seeking services from the International Court of Justice. In the meantime,

India proposed that the problem should be solved through a commission of judges from both sides.

The deadlock continued through 1950, and in 1951 Pakistan renounced that the May 4 agreement

was unfair. In addition, the May 4 agreement could not be documented as an international

agreement because India and Pakistan were the British Commonwealth members, not separate

states. The problem was solved by the United Nations (UN) by recognizing India and Pakistan as

independent states. Accordingly, the UN registered the May 4 agreement and other agreements

between India and Pakistan from 1948 to 1950 (Ranjan 2020, 63).

Apart from Punjab water, India and Pakistan have been in conflict over the Indus River Basin (IRB),

known as a "lifeline of Pakistan." The IRB comprises six rivers, most of them rising in Kashmir (ibid,

64). The IRB is one of the reasons why Kashmir is vital for Pakistan. After 1947, Pakistan

maintained its historic supplies but also constructed several link canals. Hence, India agreed to pay a

certain amount of money to resolve the conflict, but an agreement was not achieved. Pakistan

suggested a third-party involvement in conflict resolution, but India disagreed and insisted on an

Inter-Dominion Agreement. In 1951, the ex-chairman of Tennessee Valley Authority and the United

States Atomic Energy Commission visited the IRB. After that, he wrote an article regarding the

India-Pakistan water conflicts politicization. The report brought the issue to Eugene Black, the then

president of the World Bank, and he offered mediation to resolve the conflict over the IRB. Finally,

India had to accept the offer from the World Bank. In August 1951, the prime minister of India and

Pakistan were invited for a meeting in Washington. In the meeting, they decided on an outline of

essential principles. A working committee of Indian and Pakistani engineers met for the first time in

May 1952 in Washington. The World Bank played the mediating role for eight years until India and

Pakistan signed the Indus Water Treaty (IWT) on September 19, 1960, in Karachi (Ranjan 2020,

45-66).
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It was expected that IWT would permanently resolve the TBW conflict between India and Pakistan,

but it did not. Shortly after the signing of the IWT, both countries started fighting over the

interpretation of the treaty's provisions and the hydrological projects construction. Although the

IWT is recognized as a "well-drafted treaty," it has not successfully resolved the TBW conflict between

India and Pakistan. However, the treaty prevented the two countries from going into war over the

Indus Transboundary river. It has been stated that water had not been the root cause of conflict

between India and Pakistan. However, it is changing now. TBW is predicted to become a highly

disputed issue for negotiation soon (Alam 2002; Ranjan 2016, 197-198).

5.4. Post-treaty TBW conflict in India

"The Indus Water Treaty addressed both the technical

and financial concerns of  each side” (Wolf  & Newton,n.d., 6).

The IWT is "one of the most successful international treaties. It has survived frequent tensions,

including conflict, and has provided a framework for irrigation and hydropower development for

more than half a century". Following the adoption of the IWT in April 1960, the water conflict

between India and Pakistan has been decreased. Some disagreements occurred between the two

countries after signing the IWT, but they always solved their water conflict. It is believed that the

IWT has so far managed to prevent water war between the two countries (Maqbool 2017, 78).

According to some reports, "there are issues between India and Pakistan, but there has been no fight

over the water after the Treaty was ratified. Most disagreements and disputes have been settled via

legal procedures, provided for within the framework of  the treaty" (ClearIAS 2016).

For instance, soon after signing the IWT, India and Pakistan disagreed over the interpretation of the

provisions of the IWT. Pakistan objected to the implementation of multipurpose hydrological

projects.

The IWT obligates India to plan the development of its hydrological projects in consultation with

Pakistan. India has proposed many projects that have been either rejected by Pakistan or taken too

long to be approved. Pakistan perceives India's water projects as a threat to its agricultural economy.

So far, Pakistan has agreed on only a few of India's multipurpose projects, including the run-of-river

hydel systems of Salal, Uri, Dul Hasti, and Baglihar. It took many years of negotiations both at the

commission and government levels so that Pakistan accepted the Salal Hydroelectric project by

India. Pakistan rejected the design of the Baglihar project initiated by India in 1992. The issue was
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finally solved in 2007 after an unbiased expert cleared the project's design. However, it has been

under construction since 2002. Yet, the disagreements over Tulbul or Wullar and Kishenganga

projects remain unresolved. The Tulbul dam across the Jhelum, designed to detente floods, has been

blocked for 18 years. Pakistan claimed that the diversion of the Kishenganga, Jhelum's tributary, will

cause water scarcity in the Neelum-Jhelum project of irrigation and hydroelectricity. Though, India

assured to protect the 'existing uses' of  Pakistan.

In June 2010, Pakistan accepted to use the section on arbitration provided in the IWT provisions on

the Kishenganga issue. Finally, on 18 February 2013, a decision was made by the Court on

Arbitration (CoA). The court decided to accept the position of India on water diversion. Meanwhile,

the CoA rejected the drawdown flushing that was proposed by the unbiased expert in the case of

Baglihar. After resolving the Baglihar dispute, the relationship between India and Pakistan improved,

and Pakistan accepted India's Urill and Chutak projects. In addition, the two states prevailed in their

disagreements over the construction of the Diamer-Bhasha dam by Pakistan. During the Indus

Water Commissioners' annual talks in 2015, Pakistan opposed the hydropower project on the

Chenab River, claiming that it was not per the IWT provisions (Ranjan 2016, 197-199).

Even though the IWT effectively addressed water-sharing problems between India and Pakistan and

prevented them from going into war, dissatisfaction still existed, which means that the disagreements

between India and Pakistan could turn into interstate conflict. In contrast, such disputes lead to

conflict between Afghanistan and Iran.

5.5. The character of  states

“The upstream state, India, is the economically

and militarily more powerful along the river” (Zawahri 2009, 3).

What explains the general absence or low level of post-treaty transboundary conflict in upstream

India? Here, I discuss how the character of upstream states is linked to the likelihood of river

conflict. The theoretical framework of this study suggests that the strong character of upstream

states decreases the possibility of post-treaty transboundary conflict in the upstream state. Because

stronger upstream states have more capabilities, this creates a balance of power between upstream

and downstream states and presents a non-zero-sum game. The main cause of the India and

Pakistan conflict is the dispute over Jammu and Kashmir territory. India and Pakistan have
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constantly attempted to adopt the peace-building measure and build confidence. The IWT

successfully promoted cooperation between India and Pakistan (Sahni 2006, 159-160).

5.5.1. Power and capabilities

The CEOWORLD magazine has ranked India as the 4th powerful country in the world for 2020,

while Pakistan was 37th on the list (CEOWORLD magazine 2020). The ranking has been made

based on states' seven characteristics: "political stability, economic influence, defense budget,

country's weapons, global alliances, soft power, and military strength" Clowes (2015, 63) listed India

6th based on a calculation of data obtained from the International Institute for Strategic Studies, the

Stockholm International Peace Research Institute & the World Bank, 2013. However, Pakistan was

not included in the list. Clowes used indicators such as critical mass (population + area), economic

potential (Gross Domestic Product (GDP) + Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)), and military

strength (defense + military exports) to measure the total power and strength of a country. In terms

of critical mass, India has been recognized as the second dominant country with a population of 1.2

billion. It comprises 18% of the world's population (World Bank, 2014; Clowes 2015, 57). Table 4

shows the capabilities of India's economic resources compared to its downstream neighbor,

Pakistan.

Table 4. Economic resources indicators (Source: World Development Indicators 2019)

Indicators India Pakistan

Population, total - 2019 1.366 billion 216.6 million

GDP (USD)- 2019 2.869 trillion 278.222 billion

GDP per capita (USD)- 2019 2,099.599 1,284.702

GNI per capita (USD)- 2019 2,120 1,410

GDP per capita growth- 2019 3.1 % -1.0 %

In terms of military expenditure, India was among the top 15 military spenders in 2019. “At $71.1

billion, India had the highest military spending in South Asia in 2019. It was 6.8 percent higher in
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2019 than in 2018. India’s military expenditure has risen significantly over the past few decades. It

grew by 259 percent over the 30 years 1990–2019 and 37 percent over the decade 2010–19.

However, its military burden fell from 2.7 percent of GDP in 2010 to 2.4 percent in 2019” (Lopes et

al. 2020, 7). Table 5 presents the capabilities of the military resources of India in comparison to

Pakistan.

Table 5. Military resources indicators (Source: SPIRI 2019)

Indicators India Pakistan

Military expenditure (% of GDP)

- 2019

71.1 (USD b.) 10.3 (USD b.)

Ranked 3 24

The balance of economic and military abilities between India and Pakistan also describes the balance

of  power between the two riparian states.

5.5.2. Non-zero-sum game

The study's theoretical framework suggests that stronger upstream states present a non-zero-sum

condition that decreases the likelihood of post-treaty transboundary conflict. In the case of IRB, this

condition was achieved to a large extent. India was provided exclusive access to the eastern rivers. In

addition, India can partially access the water from the rivers in Pakistan for agriculture, domestic

needs, and development projects if there is no obstacle to water flows into Pakistan. Similarly,

Pakistan was provided exclusive access to the water from the western rivers, which comprises about

80 percent of the entire flow, which has created a 'win-win' condition. Pakistan is authorized to

access most of the waters from the Indus river. But this is not affected by India's partial access to the

eastern rivers, which created a 'non-zero-sum game' situation (Singh 2016).

7.5.3. Conclusions from the within-case analysis

India and Pakistan experienced some serious conflict before they signed the Indus Water Treaty in

1960 (Maqbool 2017, 78). The IWT was a success, and it transformed their conflict into
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cooperation. As a result, upstream India did not experience a high level of post-treaty TBW conflict.

There was not an attack on the water development projects or the people. Some dissatisfaction was

raised over the implementation of water projects by India, but it was always solved. The empirical

investigation of the IRB case shows that the strong character of India played an important role in

this regard. India had more resources and capacities, which created a balance of power between

India and Pakistan. It further presented a non-zero-game condition between the two riparian states.

This supports the theoretical argument that the strong character of an upstream state decreases the

likelihood of  post-treaty TBW conflict.

The examination of the IRB also revealed an important alternative explanation. It was the role of the

World Bank as a mediator in the case of IRB. The World Bank has solved some serious water

disputes between India and Pakistan, which has prevented them from going into war. In one

instance, the World Bank appointed a neutral expert to solve the disagreement between India and

Pakistan over the construction of the Wullar Barrage by India. On another occasion, the World Bank

investigated the Kishanganga Dam and Ratle Dam projects by India. In this case, the World Bank

considered both party’s requests. The World Bank appointed a neutral expert based on India's

request, and a court of arbitration was assigned based on the recommendation from Pakistan

(Maqbool 2017, 84). The role of the Worlds Bank was indeed effective in preventing the post-treaty

transboundary river conflict. However, it is difficult to demonstrate that a third-party mediation

prevented the conflict, or it was because the state decided to negotiate and not go into war.

6. COMPARING THE CASES

In this section, I present a structured, focused comparison of the HRB and the IRB cases. I aim to

contribute to understanding the extent and variation of post-treaty TBW conflict by illustrating

generalizable inferences.

Firstly, I compare the HRB and IRB cases regarding the extent of post-treaty transboundary conflict

that the upstream states, Afghanistan and India, experienced from their downstream neighbors, Iran

and Pakistan.

Secondly, I compare the HRB and IRB cases by comparing the character of upstream states,

Afghanistan and India, compared to their downstream neighbors, Iran and Pakistan.

Thirdly, an analysis and comparison of the impact of states' character on the proposed mechanisms

are conducted, including evaluating the importance of the proposed mechanisms and the link
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between them. Finally, I will explore the additional observation and alternative explanations that

cause variation in post-treaty transboundary water conflict.

6.1. The extent of  the post-treaty transboundary conflict

The theoretical framework of this study suggested that post-treaty TBW conflicts are more likely to

occur in cases where the upstream state is weaker than the downstream state than in cases where the

upstream state is stronger than the downstream state. In the HRB case, Afghanistan and Iran signed

the Helmand Water Treaty (HWT) in 1973 to solve their TBW conflict (Nader et al., 2014).

Similarly, in the IRB case, India and Pakistan signed the Indus Water Treaty (IWT) in 1960 (Maqbool

2017). In both cases, the states had some severe disagreements before signing the treaty, and they

signed an agreement to transform their conflicts into cooperation. However, the post-treaty

dissatisfactions grew between the upstream and downstream countries in both cases.

In the HRB case, upstream Afghanistan experienced increased conflict imposed by downstream

Iran, and the HWT was never implemented. Whereas, in the IRB case, India and Pakistan managed

to solve their problems by implementing the IWT. Iran used coercive actions against Afghanistan

and attempted to stop Afghanistan's water development projects using threats and military force.

For instance, in 2017, the President of Iran accused Afghanistan of water shortage aggravation to

Iran. He warned, "We cannot remain indifferent to what is damaging our environment. The

construction of several dams in Afghanistan – the Kajaki, Kamal Khan, Selma dams, and other

dams in the north and south of Afghanistan impact our Khorasan and Sistan and Baluchistan

provinces" (VOA 2018).

Meanwhile, the Taliban attacked a checkpoint close to the Salama dam in Herat province of

Afghanistan. Following the attack, the Afghan officials claimed that Iran supports the Taliban to

cause unrest in the region (The Interpreter 2019). In another instance, the provincial police chief of

the western Farah province said, "Iran is directly funding and equipping the Taliban in Farah, and

the country is involved in the recent unrest in the province," Shirzad said. "Farah is very important

for Iran, and the country sees its interests in continued unrest in the province" (VOA 2018).

Meanwhile, disagreements grew between India and Pakistan over dam construction projects by India

in 2016 and 2018. However, the disputes between the two neighbors did not cause conflict, and the

World Bank resolved the problem (The WIRE 2020).

45



In both cases, the disagreement occurred over the start of development projects by the upstream

state aggravating water shortage to the downstream state. In the case of the HRB, the dispute

resulted in violent conflict and political unrest in upstream Afghanistan. While in the case of IRB,

the disagreement didn't result in violent conflict and was peacefully resolved.

6.2. The logic of  the character of  the state

Based on this study's theoretical framework, the character of a state is an essential indicator for

explaining the probability of post-treaty transboundary water conflict. This study measures upstream

countries' strengths and weaknesses compared to their downstream neighbors based on their power

and capabilities. The countries' economic resources and abilities show their power and capabilities.

Comparing the HRB and IRB cases shows a significant variation in the character of upstream states,

Afghanistan and India, compared to their downstream neighbors, Iran and Pakistan.

In the HRB case, Afghanistan presented a lower GDP, GNI, and growth per capita than Iran,

making it weaker than its riparian neighbor, Iran. In comparison, in the IRB case, India presented a

higher GDP, GNI, and growth per capita than Pakistan, making it stronger than its riparian

neighbor, Pakistan.

Other economic and military factors included the upstream country’s financial and military

independence and their position in the trade market compared to their downstream neighbor. In

HRB, upstream Afghanistan's economic and army spending depended on external aid and had no

active role in the world trade market. While downstream Iran was independent in its economy and

military spending, it had an active role in the world trade market. In comparison, in the IRB case,

both upstream India and downstream Pakistan showed economic and military independence and

presented an active role in the world trade market. Figure 3 shows a comparison of the character of

states and post-treaty TBW conflict in the upstream states.
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Figure 3. Comparison of  the Character of  States andPost-Treaty TBW Conflict

6.3. Comparing the causal mechanisms

A comparison of the HRB and IRB shows a significant link between the character of the state and

the likelihood of  post-treaty transboundary conflict through the causal mechanisms.

This study's theoretical framework suggested that an upstream state's actions could impact the water

access of a downstream state. If the downstream riparian is stronger than the upstream state, it will

more likely use coercion to influence the decisions of the upstream state and protect its access to the

river water. As a result, the upstream country will experience increased conflict. But if the upstream

state is stronger than the downstream state, downstream riparian will less likely use coercion and

solve the problem through negotiations.

Empirical analysis shows that both downstream riparians, Iran and Pakistan, were affected by

upstream riparians, Afghanistan and India, constructing water development projects. In both cases,

the interstate tensions started over the construction of water development projects by upstream

states, specifically building multipurpose dams.
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In the HRB case, the tensions led to increased conflict with upstream Afghanistan because

downstream Iran used coercion. In the IRB case, the riparian states used negotiations to solve the

problem and implemented the terms of  the IWT.

What makes the upstream state weaker or stronger compared to its downstream neighbor? The

theory suggested that the upstream state's power and capabilities make them vulnerable or more

potent than downstream countries. States' economic and military resources present their power and

abilities. Empirical evidence shows that in the HRB case, Afghanistan had less economic and

military resources than Iran. In comparison, in the IRB case, India had more economic and military

resources than Iran.

The theory also suggested that the economic and power asymmetry between upstream and

downstream countries create an imbalance of power and present a zero-sum game condition. In the

HRB case, Afghanistan and Iran's economic and power asymmetry created an imbalance of power

between them and showed a zero-sum game condition. Whereas in the IRB case, India and

Pakistan's economic and power symmetry made a balance of power between them and established a

non-zero-sum game condition.

In the HRB case, an imbalance of power between riparian countries, Afghanistan and Iran, and the

zero-sum condition led to increased post-treaty transboundary water conflict in upstream

Afghanistan. In comparison, in the IRB case, a balance of power between riparian countries, India

and Pakistan, and the non-zero-sum condition prevented post-treaty transboundary water conflict in

upstream India. Table 6 shows a summary of  the findings from the case studies.

Table 6. Summary of  the findings from the case studies

Variables Case I.

The Helmand River Basin

Case II.

The Indus River Basin

The character of the

downstream state

Strong Weak
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Resources and capabilities of

upstream state

Weak Strong

Power relationship Imbalance of  power Balance of  power

The condition Zero-sum game Non-zero-sum game

The level of post-treaty TBW

conflict in the upstream state

High Low

6.4. Additional observations

This study observed some additional findings that are outside the main focus of the research. First,

the general security situation has played an essential role in the presence and absence of the

post-treaty transboundary water conflict in the upstream state.

In the HRB case, “Afghanistan remains the least peaceful country in the region, and the least

peaceful country overall on the 2020 GPI. Afghanistan has also experienced a big deterioration in

the region. An increased homicide rate drove it, growing weapons imports, increasing numbers of

refugees and internally displaced people and a weak commitment to UN peacekeeping funding”

(IEP 2020, 18).

The Uppsala Conflict Data Program (UCDP) has defined conflict in Afghanistan as “the deadliest

conflict in the world” (UCDP 2019). In comparison, the context of the Indus river was more

peaceful, which is in line with the claim that national security matters are often an obstacle to

interstate cooperation (Costa et al., 2014, 578).

Second, power and capabilities are not the only factors forming the relationship between the riparian

states. Other factors such as socio-political indicators, religion, and ethnicity also contributed to the

establishing relationship between the riparian states. Furthermore, environmental factors played an

essential role in triggering transboundary water conflict.

Finally, the dependency of the downstream country on the waters flowing from the upstream

country is another critical factor that increases the probability of  interstate tensions.
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6.5. Alternative explanations

This study also investigated the possible alternative explanations to prevent other reasons for the

observed outcomes.

The empirical investigation of the two cases suggests a relationship between the character of an

upstream state and the level of post-treaty transboundary water conflict in the upstream state.

Though this is reliable with the theoretical claims, one alternative explanation is that presence or

absence of a third-party mediator caused an increased or decreased level of post-treaty

transboundary conflict in the upstream. It has been recognized that a neutral mediation by a third

party can solve environmental disputes, including transboundary river disputes (see Fowler et al.

2016). In the case of IRB, the presence of the World Bank as a third-party mediator was very

effective (Maqbool 2017, 84). Whereas, in the HRB case, there was a third-party mediator who was

absent. However, exploring the two cases more closely supports the theory that the high or low level

of post-treaty transboundary conflict in upstream states resulted from upstream countries' strong or

weak character.

A second alternative explanation was that states' competition over access to scarce water resources

causes interstate conflicts (see Anderton 2003; Anderson 2018). This is often highlighted as the

cause of the transboundary river dispute between Afghanistan and Iran (Sleet 2020). The empirical

evidence in this study revealed that the competition over scarce water resources explains the

post-treaty transboundary conflict in Afghanistan.

Finally, it has been recognized that the specific contexts shape interstate interactions and disputes

over transboundary rivers (Thomas 2016). The empirical evidence revealed some variations in the

context of upstream states in the security context of the cases under investigation. This seems to

have further contributed to the persistence of post-treaty transboundary water conflict over the

Helmand River, but this does not question the fact that the character of the upstream state is

insignificant to the level of  post-treaty river conflicts.

7. DISCUSSION

In general, this study sought to gain a deeper understanding of the contexts of the four countries,

geographical locations of the HRB and IRB. However, additional resources could have generated
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more nuanced results, such as the inclusion of an engineering perspective to understand the

technical aspects of the cases. In this section, I discuss the limitations regarding the study’s design,

empirics, and theory.

7.1. Research design limitations

The research design of  this study suffered from some limitations. They are as follows.

The main limitation was regarding the representatives. It is stated that "case study research suffers

problems of representativeness because it includes, by definition, only a small number of cases of

some more general phenomenon." (Gerring 2007, 43). The study focused only on two cases, which

was an obstacle to test the explanatory variables and control possible alternative explanations truly.

Another limitation was the extent of generalizability. "It is widely believed that case studies are useful

in the study of human affairs because they are down-to-earth and attention-holding but that they are

not a suitable basis for generalization" (Stake 1978, 5). Restricting the focus of this study only on

two cases challenged the extent to which the study's outcome offers more significant implications to

a similar phenomenon beyond the scope of  this study.

A final limitation was regarding the timeframe of the cases. The cases in this study are investigated in

a time frame of 47 and 60 years, which is a very long-time frame for case study research because

longer timeframes generally mean more confounders.

7.2. Empirics limitations

To empirically investigate the cases, I used secondary sources for data collection. It was challenging

to carefully collect and use the data that is already gathered and documented. The existing data have

been mainly collected for a specific objective, and it won't be easy to link it with another research

(Zikmund 2003, UKEssays 2018). In addition, the existing data are mainly from the recent two

decades, the 90s and 20s, and limited data is available from the 70s and 80s.

7.3. Theory limitations

It is possible to challenge the concepts of the weak and strong character of upstream states. It is

possible to operationalize the two concepts from different perspectives. In addition, using only

economic and military indicators to some extent measures the concepts of power and capabilities of

upstream states. However, it is possible to measure these concepts using some other indicators as
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well. For instance, as suggested by Clowes (2015: 57), indicators such as critical mass (population +

area), economic potential (Gross Domestic Product (GDP) + Foreign Direct Investment (FDI)),

and military strength (defense + military exports) are helpful to measure the total power and

strength of  a country.

8. CONCLUSION

Transboundary water treaties do not always end the conflict over the waters from transboundary

rivers. Many states around the globe have signed water agreements to transform their water conflicts

into cooperation. Still, many states are fighting over transboundary waters. Currently, the Helmand

River Basin and many other transboundary rivers present disputed waters around the globe. So far,

the drivers of post-treaty transboundary water conflict have not been systematically studied. This

study has aimed to address this gap by exploring the link between the character of an upstream state

in relation to the downstream state and the level of post-treaty transboundary water conflict. This

study aimed to investigate the research question: Why do some upstream states experience

post-treaty transboundary water conflict while others do not?

This study mainly contributed to theory development by explaining variation in post-treaty

transboundary water conflicts that differently affect upstream states. In particular, it answers why the

upstream state's character contributes to post-treaty transboundary conflict. The findings of this

study show support to the theoretical arguments of the study. The results show the character of an

upstream state is an essential factor for understanding the level of shared river conflict that an

upstream state experiences after signing an agreement. The results show that upstream Afghanistan

has experienced a high post-treaty transboundary water conflict between 1973 and 2020, mainly due

to the weak character of Afghanistan compared to Iran. Afghanistan had fewer resources and

capabilities, which created an imbalance of power between the country and its downstream neighbor

Iran. As a result, a zero-sum game condition was formed that led to a high level of conflict in

Afghanistan.

In comparison, upstream India has experienced a low level of conflict over the IRB between 1960

and 2020. India has had a strong character with higher resources and capabilities than its

downstream neighbor, Pakistan. There was a balance of power and resources between India and

Pakistan, and a non-zero-sum game condition was present, which decreased the conflict in India.
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Finally, the findings of this study challenged the fact that signing water treaties prevent conflicts over

water from shared rivers. The HRB presented a case where upstream Afghanistan has experienced a

high level of river conflict after signing a water-sharing treaty, and the HWT was not successful in

ending shared river disputes.

8.1. Future research

Considering the findings of  this study, I propose some recommendations for future research.

First, there is a need for more research to improve data on post-treaty transboundary water conflict.

As mentioned in the prior research, many studies focused on the shared-rivers dispute before

riparian states sign an agreement. Future research entails shifting the focus from the period before

states sign a treaty to the after-agreement period.

Second, the result of the study is generalizable to similar cases of TBW conflicts to some extent. Yet,

further generalizable and comparative studies are needed. Future research needs to systematically

investigate the nature, cause, and dynamics of post-treaty transboundary water conflicts. Studies with

more than two cause studies would be more generalizable. Structured focused comparison of more

than two cases would further improve the existing literature on interstates river conflicts.

Third, this study presents a first comparison of the HRB with a similar case, the IRB. Further

research should be dedicated to examining the HRB. In particular, future research can explore how

the HRB is causing a dispute between Afghanistan and Iran and how they can transform their

conflict into cooperation. There is a need for further research on the link between transboundary

waters and wars in Afghanistan. More specifically, how transboundary waters contribute to

Afghanistan's security and how they affect Afghanistan's relationship with its neighbors.

Finally, it is crucial to explore power relationships between riparian states and their impact on

post-treaty transboundary water conflict between riparian states. A third-party mediator's presence

and absence is another critical issue that future research should consider.
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