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Abstract 

Over the past few decades, Iran has been facing an increasingly severe water crisis. The 
Helmand River Basin, which stretches from southwestern Afghanistan to eastern Iran, has been 
the site of an on-and-off dispute between the two countries for nearly a century, but it has 
become more salient recently against the backdrop of Iran’s water crisis and Afghanistan’s dam 
construction upstream. While the literature suggests that transboundary water resources in the 
Helmand River Basin have been politicized and even securitized on the Iranian side, no study has 
examined how Iranian government officials have framed water as a political and security issue. 
This study responds to this gap by analyzing 136 Persian-language news articles from 2014 to 
2019 that contained statements by Iranian officials related to the Helmand River Basin, 
identifying the themes and discursive mechanisms behind the politicization and securitization of 
this issue. Based on securitization theory, 25 percent of these articles contained a securitizing 
move, 88 percent of which were made by local officials and Members of Parliament. This 
demonstrates that securitization was largely a localized phenomenon and reflects the broader 
internal tensions over the framing of water relations with Afghanistan among Iranian officials. 
Another key theme throughout the discourse was the link between human and environmental 
systems, with the importance of transboundary water resources being established through their 
connection to society. This study proposes that spatial scale, water scarcity, and socio-political 
context are important factors shaping securitization in the Helmand River Basin.  
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Notes 

On Helmand vs. Hirmand 
The names “Helmand” and “Hirmand” are synonymous. Helmand reflects the Afghan name for 
the river, whereas in Iran, it is referred to as the Hirmand River. However, given that the name 
Helmand has most commonly been used when discussing the river in the English literature, this 
thesis will primarily use this name when referencing the river, except for when translating 
directly from Persian.  
 
On Transliteration  
Any words, names or articles transliterated from Persian will generally follow the Iranian 
Studies transliteration scheme,1 with the exception of words or names that have a commonly 
accepted alternate transliteration (e.g., ‘Hamoun’ instead of ‘Hamun’).   

 
1 Transliteration scheme available here: https://associationforiranianstudies.org/journal/transliteration   
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Introduction 
 

 

If the current situation of water consumption in the agricultural sector continues, in less than 25 years, the 

east and south of the country will become completely uninhabited. If we don’t think about the water crisis, 

25 years from now, 50 million Iranians will have to emigrate from the country, and migration has terrible 

consequences, insofar as something called Iran maybe wouldn’t exist anymore.2  – Issa Kalantari, current 

Head of Iran’s Department of Environment, September 18, 2016 

 

While conducting research on water stress in Iran and its socio-political impacts for one 

of my courses, I came across this quote from Issa Kalantari, the current Head of Iran’s 

Department of Environment, warning of the dire consequences Iran’s water crisis holds in regard 

to migration and perhaps the very existence of the nation itself. I began to wonder – can 

environmental issues such as water be transformed into security issues through statements like 

this? If so, how? And why might a government official choose to frame water issues in this way?  

I turned back to Iran – a country that is experiencing a severe water crisis – to explore 

these questions further. Since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, Iran has faced increasing water 

stress, which can largely be attributed to rapid population growth and urbanization, agricultural 

inefficiency, and poor water management (Madani 2014). Based on estimates of the country’s 

total actual renewable water resources (TARWR), Iran’s current annual water consumption is 80 

percent higher than its water scarcity threshold, the level at which water can be sustainably 

consumed (Mesgaran and Azadi 2018). Consequently, the World Resources Institute listed Iran 

as a country with “extremely high” baseline water stress in 2019 (Hofste, Reig, and Shleifer 

 
2 “The water crisis is becoming serious in the center, east, and south of the country”, Jedi shodan-e bohran-e ab dar 
manateq-e markazi, sharq, va jonub-e keshvar/mohajerat 50 miliown Irani ta 25 sal ayandeh 
https://www.asriran.com/fa/print/494573  
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2019). It is within this context of extreme water stress in Iran that government officials have 

made statements like Kalantari’s, and relations with neighboring countries over transboundary 

water resources have become increasingly important.  

As a downstream riparian state, Iran’s relations with its upstream neighbors including 

Afghanistan play a crucial role in water availability (Michel 2017; Majidyar 2018). Iran and 

Afghanistan share two river basins, the Harirud River Basin and the Hirmand/Helmand River 

Basin. The Helmand River Basin is the only one of Afghanistan and Iran’s transboundary river 

basins that has any formal agreement attached to it, the 1973 Helmand River Treaty, and as such, 

I found this to be an interesting case study to examine water relations between Iran and 

Afghanistan. The main river in this basin, the Helmand River, flows from southwestern 

Afghanistan to eastern Iran’s Sistan and Baluchestan province, which is naturally water scarce 

and relies heavily on flows from the Helmand River to sustain its largely agriculturally based 

economy. The transboundary Hamoun wetlands also depend on water from the Helmand River 

and are not only an internationally recognized site of ecological importance, but also play an 

integral role in people’s livelihoods in the region (Thomas and Varzi 2015). These environmental 

and economic concerns compound with socio-political ones, as Sistan and Baluchestan has a 

large ethnic minority population and has historically been one of Iran’s most marginalized and 

volatile provinces (Dehgan et al. 2011).  

On the Afghan side, water has been viewed as central to reconstruction and development 

efforts. Although Afghanistan has a relative abundance of water compared to other countries in 

the region, many of its rivers are ephemeral and it has been unable to capture these flows in order 

to utilize its water resources to their full potential (Hearns 2017). As a result of its poor water 

storage capacity, Afghanistan too has struggled with water scarcity and drought. This has not 
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only placed stress on Afghanistan’s agriculturally based economy, but it also has a direct 

relationship with opium cultivation, as opium provides an attractive option to farmers facing 

water scarcity due to its drought-resistant nature and high profitability (Hearns 2017). Improving 

Afghanistan’s water storage capacity would open up other options for farmers and is therefore 

seen as an integral component of development and stability (Houk 2011). Today as Afghanistan 

seeks to rebuild, it is faced with a late-developer dilemma in regard to its transboundary rivers, 

meaning that any efforts Afghanistan makes to improve its water storage capacity through dam-

building will necessarily impact the water resources of its downstream neighbors (McMurray and 

Tarlock 2003). Therefore, for both Iran and Afghanistan, transboundary rivers have become part 

of broader national interests. 

Literature on Iranian-Afghan water relations in the Helmand River Basin often highlights 

that transboundary water resources have been politicized and even securitized by Iranian 

government officials’ discourse. Iran has largely viewed Afghanistan’s growing water demand 

and dam construction as a threat to its water resources (Dehgan et al. 2011; Thomas and Warner 

2015; Michel 2017). Although Iran and Afghanistan signed a treaty regarding allocation of water 

from the Helmand River in 1973, the full implementation of this treaty has been stalled for 

decades due to regime change and conflict on both sides (Dehgan et al. 2011; Aman 2016). The 

literature has characterized Iran’s approach to water relations with Afghanistan as paradoxical; 

on one hand, it has advocated for cooperation by instituting the Helmand River Commission and 

supporting Afghan reconstruction efforts, while at the same time, it is suspected of funding the 

Taliban to destroy Afghan dam projects (Dehgan et al. 2011; Houk 2011; Thomas and Warner 

2015; Michel 2017; Majidyar 2018). Iranian officials have accused Afghanistan of failing to 

provide Iran with its right of water as outlined in the 1973 Helmand River Treaty (Aman 2016), 
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while many in Afghanistan have been suspicious of Iran’s efforts to subvert its water 

infrastructure projects (Majidyar 2017). 

However, a key question that remains in the literature is how have Iranian officials 

framed water relations with Afghanistan as a political and security issue through discourse? 

What themes and discursive mechanisms are behind the politicization and securitization of 

transboundary water resources? These are the main questions that my thesis seeks to answer.  

In approaching a theoretical framework to answer this question, I primarily drew on 

securitization theory as outlined by Buzan, Waever, and de Wilde (1998) and revised by Balzacq 

(2010). Securitization theory at its core holds that security issues are not objective, but rather are 

constructed through the designation of an issue as an existential threat to a referent object. These 

statements designating an existential threat are called securitizing moves, and those who make 

the securitizing move are known as securitizing actors. Securitization brings an issue outside the 

realm of normal politics and justifies extreme measures to protect the referent object (Buzan et 

al. 1998). I also incorporated Balzacq’s (2010) revisions to securitization theory, which 

emphasize the need to focus not just on individual acts of securitization but also the relationships 

between them, in addition to analyzing the three levels of act, agent, and context. My thesis in 

particular builds on the work of Fischhendler (2015) and Nathan and Fischhendler (2015) in 

applying securitization theory to transboundary water resources.  

Given securitization theory’s focus on the securitizing move as primarily a spoken act, 

discourse analysis is one of the main methodologies used to analyze securitization processes 

(Balzacq 2010). In my analysis, I drew on Hajer’s (1995) understanding of discourse, creating 

thematic codes to identify the dominant story-lines or “narratives on social reality” (62). I also 
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used a modified version of the criteria that Nathan and Fischhendler (2015) established in their 

methodology for identifying securitizing moves related to transboundary water resources.  

My dataset consisted of Persian-language news articles that contained statements by 

Iranian government officials related to water relations with Afghanistan in the Helmand River 

Basin. These articles were restricted to the time frame January 2014 to January 2019, which 

roughly corresponds with Afghan President Ashraf Ghani’s presidency from September 2014 to 

present day. I gathered articles by conducting individual advanced searches on the Persian-

language websites of four news agencies, all official government or semi-official news outlets: 

Islamic Republic of Iran News Agency (IRNA), Iranian Students’ News Agency (ISNA), Islamic 

Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB), and the Parliament of Iran (Majles) website. Additional 

articles were gathered through hand searches, following links to Persian-language articles from 

publications on this topic. I systematically reviewed the results of these searches and excluded 

any articles that did not match my inclusion criteria, which led to a total of 136 articles. I created 

thematic codes based on the content of the articles, which I then used to code and analyze the 

articles.  

My thesis works to close a number of gaps in the academic literature, in both this 

particular region and the securitization of water more broadly. There have been very few 

English-language scholarly articles published specifically on Iranian-Afghan water relations in 

the Helmand River Basin. By utilizing original Persian-language news articles, my thesis has 

made sources that were previously inaccessible to non-Persian speakers available to a broader 

audience, thus contributing new insights to the English-language literature on this topic. As 

Fischhendler (2015) discusses, there are also considerable gaps in the literature on securitization 

of water, particularly how water is securitized linguistically. My analysis of securitizing moves 
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from this dataset works to close this gap and provides a methodology that can be applied to other 

studies on the linguistic securitization of transboundary water resources. Finally, through my 

background section and literature review, I have situated these securitizing moves and my 

discourse analysis within the broader socio-political and historical context of Iranian-Afghan 

relations in the Helmand River Basin. This is in response to critiques of securitization theory, 

particularly its application to the environmental sector, which emphasize the need to analyze the 

context behind the securitizing move as well (Trombetta 2010). My thesis therefore responds to 

debates and gaps in the academic literature.  

In the following sections, I first provide greater context on Iranian-Afghan relations, 

water issues in Iran and Afghanistan, and the Helmand River Basin dispute. Next, I review the 

academic literature related to water security, securitization theory, discourse, and Iranian-Afghan 

water relations. After this, I explain in detail the theory and methodology employed in my 

research, including data collection. I then provide an in-depth review of the results of my 

discourse analysis, examine key themes and actors present in the discourse, and analyze 

instances of securitizing moves. Finally, in the conclusion section I propose overall themes from 

this study, connecting them back to the literature.  
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Background 

Iranian-Afghan Relations: Iran’s Foreign Policy and Key Issues at Stake 
 
 Before delving into water relations between Iran and Afghanistan, it is first necessary to 

understand the broader context of Iranian-Afghan relations. Although Iran and Afghanistan share 

a number of similarities in terms of culture and language, relations between the two countries 

have a complicated history. Iran’s strategy towards Afghanistan has at times appeared 

ambiguous, but overall, it has largely been driven by pragmatism and concern over protecting 

Iran’s security and interests, rather than ideological or religious goals (Toscano 2012; Nader et 

al. 2014; Thomas and Warner 2015; Thomas et al. 2016). This can likely be attributed to 

Afghanistan’s proximity to Iran; the stability and security of Afghanistan directly impacts its 

own, making Iran more risk-averse in its actions in Afghanistan than it is in Syria or Yemen, for 

example (Tabatabai 2019).  

  Iran’s primarily pragmatic strategy towards Afghanistan is best illustrated by its 

relationship with the Taliban and brief alignment with U.S. goals in the region. As a 

fundamentalist Sunni Islamic group, the Taliban’s ideology is at the surface level incompatible 

with that of the Shia Islamic Republic of Iran, making it a sworn enemy of Iran by the late 1990s. 

In a rare instance of U.S.-Iran cooperation since the 1979 Islamic Revolution, Iran actually 

supported U.S. operations in Afghanistan after 2001 and played an instrumental role in 

convincing the North Alliance to approve the U.S.-backed Karzai government (Nader et al. 2014; 

Crisis Group 2019). At this time, it was clear that the U.S. toppling the Taliban regime was in 

Iran’s interest (Toscano 2012). However, as years passed with sustained U.S. military presence 

in Afghanistan, Iran began to court a number of groups within the country, including the Taliban. 

Although Iran pledged millions of dollars in aid to the Afghan government and continued to 
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support its more traditional ethnic group allies such as the Hazaras and Tajiks, it also began to 

provide covert military assistance to the Taliban (Nader et al. 2014; Worden 2018). This has 

recently transitioned to a more overt relationship, with the Iranian government publicizing its 

meetings with Taliban leaders (Tabatabai 2019; Crisis Group 2019). Part of this is tied to Iran’s 

concerns about the rise of the Islamic State of Khorasan Province (IS-KP) in Afghanistan 

(Worden 2018; Tabatabai 2019). Iran’s foreign policy in Afghanistan can therefore best be 

described as “hedging its bets” for Afghanistan’s uncertain future as the U.S. continues to 

withdraw militarily (Toscano 2012; Nader et al. 2014; Thomas et al. 2016).  

 Iran and Afghanistan also have important economic ties, with Iran now Afghanistan’s 

largest trading partner (Tabatabai 2019). As part of its “soft power” in Afghanistan, Iran exerts 

considerable economic and cultural influence, most notably in the western city of Herat (Nader 

et al. 2014). However, the economic relationship is largely one-sided in favor of Iran (Worden 

2018). Afghanistan is economically weak relative to Iran, as one-third of its GDP remains 

dependent on external aid. Furthermore, its dependence on Iran for trade could be used as a 

coercive bargaining tool (Thomas et al. 2016).  

 The key issues at stake and points of tension in Iranian-Afghan relations include Afghan 

refugees in Iran, drug trafficking, and transboundary water rights (Toscano 2012; Nader et al. 

2014; Thomas et al. 2016; Worden 2018). Iran has absorbed the second highest number of 

Afghan refugees in the world, outweighed only by Pakistan. There are millions of Afghan 

refugees still living in Iran, facing increasing marginalization as a result of government policies 

and public resentment (Nader et al. 2014; Tabatabai 2019). Combating drug trafficking has 

mainly been an area of cooperation between the two countries, although corruption on both sides 

has been an impediment (Thomas et al. 2016, 24). Afghanistan produces 90 percent of the 
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world’s illicit opium, the vast majority of which is trafficked through Iran to Turkey and Western 

Europe (Worden 2018). However, Iran is not only a transit state but also a significant consumer, 

with opioid addiction becoming a major social issue, particularly among the younger generations 

(Toscano 2012, 5). Finally, Iran’s water rights as it relates to two transboundary basins 

originating in Afghanistan – the Helmand River Basin and the Harirud River Basin – have been 

disputed for over a century. Afghanistan’s efforts in more recent years to pursue hydrological 

infrastructure development on transboundary rivers has exacerbated tensions between the two 

countries (Houk 2011; Nader et al. 2014; Aman 2016; Thomas et al. 2016).  

Iran’s Water Crisis 

 Iran’s transboundary water disputes with Afghanistan are situated within the broader 

context of severe water scarcity within Iran. In the last few decades, Iran has been facing a 

growing water crisis that has manifested in a number of ways including the drying of surface 

water in lakes and rivers, declining groundwater resources, deteriorating water quality, and sand 

and dust storms (Madani et al. 2016). The Iranian government has often blamed climate change 

and economic sanctions for these water-related issues, and while these do play a role, the core 

problem is that water demand greatly exceeds water supply (Madani 2014; Madani et al. 2016). 

Mesgaran and Azadi (2018) used recent estimates of Iran’s Total Actual Renewable Water 

Resources (TARWR) to calculate a water scarcity threshold for Iran. They determined that 

current annual water consumption is 80 percent higher than the water scarcity threshold for Iran, 

or the level at which water can sustainably be consumed (Mesgaran and Azadi 2018).  

 Although Iran does have a mainly arid climate with limited water resources, in addition 

to significant temporal and spatial variation in rainfall, the present situation of extreme water 

stress is predominantly driven by human causes. Madani (2014) identified the three dominant 
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causes of the water crisis in Iran as rapid population growth and urbanization, inefficiency in 

agriculture, and poor water management. Within two decades after the 1979 Islamic Revolution, 

Iran’s population nearly doubled, which reduced per capita freshwater availability. However, 

Iranians continued to consume at the same high per capita levels, and increased urbanization also 

resulted in a mismatch between water demand versus availability (Madani 2014).  

 Additionally, irrigated agriculture is responsible for 92 percent of water consumption in 

Iran (Madani 2014; Madani et al. 2016). As Madani (2014) and Madani et al. (2016) explain, the 

government has heavily subsidized the agricultural sector in order to support farmers and the 

rural sector, but this has created no incentive to improve irrigation efficiency, and therefore the 

economic yield on water use remains low. One of the reasons behind subsidies to expand 

agricultural production, particularly in crops such as wheat, was Iran’s desire for food security 

and self-sufficiency, which was influenced by factors including the Iran-Iraq War and increasing 

international sanctions. However, Iran was unsuccessful in becoming self-sufficient in food 

production, and these policies actually resulted in greater water stress (Madani et al 2016). 

Furthermore, regional crop patterns do not match water availability, and lack of surface water 

has led to excessive groundwater withdrawal, with the agricultural sector accounting for 90 

percent of Iran’s total groundwater consumption (Madani 2014). 

 Finally, Madani (2014) argues that above all the water crisis is driven by water 

mismanagement and the reactive, “crisis management” paradigm that has characterized Iran’s 

water management for decades. The vast number of stakeholders involved in Iran’s water 

management and the limited political power afforded to the Department of Environment has led 

to inefficiency in water governance and unnecessary conflict (Madani et al. 2016). Additionally, 

the “crisis management” paradigm of stakeholders seeking economic benefits of development 
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first then dealing with any environmental consequences that follow, rather than taking a 

proactive approach to water management, has been a major driver of Iran’s current water 

problems (Madani 2014). 

 The water crisis has held a number of ecological and environmental consequences for 

Iran, as can be seen in the drying of the Zayandeh-Rud in Isfahan and the catastrophe of Lake 

Urmia in northwest Iran, which has decreased in area by 88 percent over the past few decades 

(Madani 2014; AghaKouchak et al. 2015). Water stress has also held socio-political 

consequences for Iran, however. Dust storms and pollution resulting from the drying of lakes and 

rivers have negatively impacted human health (Michel 2017), and protests in Khuzestan and 

other regions from December to January 2017 have partly been attributed to water scarcity, 

particularly lack of drinking water (Majidyar 2018). One UN Development Programme (UNDP) 

official designated water and environmental issues as key threats to human security in Iran today 

(UN Development Programme 2015; Aman 2016).  

Water in Afghanistan: A Major Component of Development and Stability 

 In Afghanistan, water has been a crucial component of development efforts after decades 

of war (Hearns 2017). Water is relatively abundant in Afghanistan, although its rivers are highly 

ephemeral as they are fed by rain and glacial melt. Afghanistan has lacked the capacity to 

harness and store water flows when they are at their highest levels in the spring and summer 

months, and it is only accessing 15 percent of available surface water with its current storage 

capabilities (Thomas et al. 2016). As such, Afghanistan too has faced water scarcity, with 

insufficient water for people’s livelihoods and irrigation needs (Dehgan et al. 2011; Aman 2016; 

Thomas et al. 2016). Water scarcity in Afghanistan is also connected with its opium problem, as 

more farmers turn to growing poppies when faced with water scarcity due to its drought 
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resistance and high profitability in comparison to other crops (Hearns 2017; Michel 2017, 182). 

Therefore, increasing water storage capacity would help provide farmers with greater options 

(Houk 2011). In recent years, Afghanistan has laid out plans to build a number of dams which 

are aimed to help improve water storage capacity and electricity production, as over 70 percent 

of Afghanistan’s population is still not connected to the electricity grid (World Bank 2018). 

These projects are seen as integral to Afghanistan’s development, in a sense fulfilling the 

hydraulic mission that began in Afghanistan during the Cold War era but was subsequently 

halted due to conflict (Ahlers et al. 2014; Thomas & Warner 2015; Thomas et al. 2016).   

 However, given that these dams, including the Bakhsh Abad, Salma, and Kamal Khan 

dams, are on transboundary waters, it has caused anxieties downstream in Iran over their ability 

to access crucial water flows. Afghanistan is faced with what McMurray and Tarlock (2003) coin 

the “late developer dilemma,” in which any actions that Afghanistan takes now to develop its 

water infrastructure will necessarily impact downstream states. The 1997 United Nations 

Convention on the Law of the Non-Navigational Uses of International Watercourses sets the 

basis of international law on transboundary rivers, requiring that downstream states be notified of 

development projects, that these projects be “reasonable and equitable” for both upstream and 

downstream states, and that they do not cause “significant harm” (McCaffrey 2008).  

 Afghan policymakers’ and academics’ view on this issue calls into question what is 

“reasonable and equitable,” particularly as it relates to Afghanistan as a late developer. Nearly 

half of the Afghan Members of Parliament (MPs) interviewed by Thomas, Azizi, and Behzad 

(2016) expressed support for the unilateral development of Afghanistan’s water resources, 

viewing water as a matter of territorial sovereignty, in direct opposition to the UN perspective 

that transboundary water resources belong to all riparian states. Among reasons cited by these 
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MPs include that for years they have perceived that Iran has taken more than their fair share, and 

now Afghanistan has the right to develop the resources that originate in its borders. Furthermore, 

dam-building is viewed by some Afghan MPs as a way to increase Afghanistan’s bargaining 

power in what is otherwise an imbalanced relationship in Iran’s favor (Thomas et al. 2016). 

The Helmand River Basin 

 The Helmand River Basin has been a particular hotspot for tensions in Iranian-Afghan 

water relations and as such, it will be the focus of this thesis. The basin stretches from 

southwestern Afghanistan to eastern Iran and consists of the Helmand, Farah, Khash, and 

Ardaskan (Harut) rivers (Houk 2011) (See Figure 1). Ninety-five percent of the basin is in 

Afghanistan and the Helmand River is the longest in the country, serving as an important source 

of livelihoods for the people along it, particularly for irrigation (Aman 2016, 2-3). The river 

empties into the Sistan delta in Sistan and Baluchestan province in eastern Iran and feeds into a 

system of three interconnected and transboundary wetlands, the Hamoun-e Helmand, Hamoun-e 

Puzak, and Hamoun-e Sabari. The Hamoun-e Helmand is located entirely inside Iran’s borders, 

Hamoun-e Puzak is almost entirely inside Afghanistan, and Hamoun-e Sabari is on the border 

between the two countries (Thomas et al. 2016, 38-40) (See Figure 1).  
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Figure 1: Map of the Helmand River Basin3 

 
 For thousands of years, civilizations have thrived on the edge of the Hamouns, which 

have also been home to a wide array of birds and fish species. However, the combination of poor 

water management on both sides of the border and years of persistent drought have left the 

Hamouns dry (Aman 2016, 3). Iran has often blamed Afghanistan’s actions upstream for the 

Hamouns’ demise, including the construction of the Kajaki Dam on the Helmand River in the 

1950s and irrigation canals that were dug in the 1990s. However, some Afghan officials argue 

that Iran’s own water management is to blame, including their diversion of water from the 

Helmand River to the four Chahnimeh water reservoirs, which supply freshwater to Zahedan, 

Zabol, and other towns in Sistan and Baluchestan province (Stone 2018). The drying of the 

Hamoun wetlands has destroyed their ecological diversity and resulted in dangerous dust storms 

 
3 Image taken from “The Helmand River and Afghan-Iranian Treaty of 1973”, International Water Law Project 
https://www.internationalwaterlaw.org/blog/2015/07/23/the-helmand-river-and-the-afghan-iranian-treaty-of-1973/  
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in the region, causing health issues as well as economic destitution for the thousands that depend 

on the Hamouns for their livelihoods for drinking water and economic activities including 

fishing. (Thomas et al. 2016, 43). Many have been forced to migrate, including during a drought 

in 2001 when 124 villages around the wetlands were abandoned (Houk 2011). The United 

Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has been working with Iran and Afghanistan since 

2014 to restore the Hamoun wetlands, encouraging changes in water management including 

diverting less water from the Helmand River for agriculture and releasing some water from the 

Chahnimeh reservoirs back to the Hamouns (Stone 2018).  

 On the Iranian side of the border, the Helmand River is also used as a source for 

irrigation, with the economy of Sistan and Baluchestan province heavily dependent on 

agriculture. Ninety-six percent of the available surface water in Sistan and Baluchestan comes 

from Afghanistan, and groundwater availability is negligible (Thomas et al. 2016, 42). From the 

perspective of both the Hamouns and agriculture then, access to water is tied to economic 

prosperity and stability. The issue has become a growing priority, as evidenced by its discussion 

at nearly all levels of Iranian politics including by local MPs, the Ministry of Environment, the 

Minister of Foreign Affairs Javad Mohammad Zarif, and even President Rouhani (see Results & 

Discussion; Aman 2016; Majidyar 2018). The Helmand may be a particularly salient issue 

because of concerns about instability in Sistan and Baluchestan. The majority population of the 

province is Iran’s Baluchi minority, and it has historically been one of Iran’s most marginalized 

and volatile regions. Iran has struggled with security issues in the province including Baluchi 

separatist movements and drug trafficking (Nader et al. 2014, 15; Thomas et al. 2016, 43). It is 

clear then that securing access to water could be tied to both Iran’s domestic security concerns as 

well.  
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Figure 2: Map of Sistan and Baluchestan Province Counties4 

 

Historical Context and the Helmand River Treaty 

 Tensions in the Helmand River Basin between Iran and Afghanistan date back to the late 

19th century when Afghanistan was under British rule (Houk 2011). Aman (2016) outlines this 

history of negotiations, beginning with an initial agreement between the monarchs of Iran and 

Afghanistan that was signed in 1939, but was never ratified by Afghanistan. The U.S. helped to 

spearhead subsequent attempts at negotiation, specifically through the formation of the Helmand 

 
4 Image by Ali Zifan / CC BY-SA (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0), 
https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/3/36/Sistan_and_Baluchestan.svg  
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River Commission, which first presented its recommendations for a treaty in 1951. Iran rejected 

the amount of water the Commission suggested it be allocated and wanted to renegotiate for a 

larger share. These renegotiations culminated in the Helmand River Treaty signed between Iran 

and Afghanistan in 1973, which allocated Iran 820 million cubic meters (MCM) annually in 

exchange for Iran providing Afghanistan access to its ports at Bandar Abbas and Chahbahar 

(Aman 2016). However, the treaty was never fully implemented due to unrest and regime change 

on both sides, including the 1973 and 1978 coups in Afghanistan, 1979 Islamic Revolution in 

Iran, 1979 Soviet invasion of Afghanistan, and subsequent decades of civil war in Afghanistan 

(Dehgan et al. 2011; Michel 2017).  

 The Helmand River is the only one of Afghanistan’s transboundary rivers to have any 

sort of legal agreement attached to it. It is significant as a framework around which to base the 

idea of water rights and potential negotiations. However, constraints on Afghanistan’s ability to 

fully implement the treaty, particularly from the Iranian perspective, has been one limiting factor 

in the framework’s effectiveness. Additionally, experts agree that this treaty from an ecological 

and sustainable development perspective is a disaster, as it fails to take into account the water 

needed by the Hamouns, which are the largest water consumer in the basin (Thomas and Varzi 

2015). The 820 MCM allocated to Iran in the treaty was likely an estimation of water needed for 

domestic, municipal and industrial uses. However, this amount today, even if Iran does receive it 

in full, remains insufficient when looking at Iran’s actual water usage and demand (Thomas et al. 

2016, 44-5).  

Iranian-Afghan Dialogue and Interactions on the Helmand River 

 Iran’s approach to interactions with Afghanistan over its transboundary waters, 

particularly the Helmand River, has largely been characterized as paradoxical, with Iran at times 



 23 

advocating for cooperation, while at other times it has blamed Afghanistan for its water troubles 

and allegedly funded covert operations to harm dam infrastructure (Dehgan et al. 2011; Houk 

2011; Thomas and Warner 2015; Thomas et al. 2016; Aman 2016; Michel 2017; Majidyar 2018). 

This ambiguity is similar to Iran’s overall foreign policy approach to Afghanistan as discussed 

earlier. The 1973 Helmand River Treaty called for the establishment of a joint commission, but 

this was not instituted until 2005. The fact that the Helmand River Commission has continued to 

meet appears to be one sign of cooperation between the two countries (Thomas et al. 2016, 47; 

Michel 2017, 179). However, it has functioned more as an opportunity to play a “blame game,” 

stuck on whether Afghanistan is providing the allocated amount of water, rather than cooperating 

on water resource management (Aman 2016, 9).   

 This can best be attributed to the fundamentally different views between Iran and 

Afghanistan that remain on water infrastructure development and who has a right to the river 

basin’s water.  The majority of Afghan MPs support the completion of current dam projects at 

the very least, if not unilateral development of water resources (Thomas et al. 2016). Some in 

Iran have claimed Afghanistan is not abiding by the 1973 Treaty, a claim which Afghanistan has 

denied (Aman 2016). It is also believed that Iran is behind attacks on dam infrastructure, 

including the 2009 attack on the Bakhsh Abad Dam on the Farah River, a tributary to the 

Helmand River (Dehgan et al. 2011). This is supported by a captured Taliban commissioner who 

claimed that Iran paid him to destroy Kamal Khan dam infrastructure (Michel 2017, 179; 

Majidyar 2017). These overt statements and covert actions demonstrate the mistrust that exists 

between Iran and Afghanistan over transboundary waters, which is further exacerbated by the 

power imbalances between the two countries (Thomas & Warner 2015). The existing literature 

has thus argued that Iran views Afghan water infrastructure development as a threat to its water 
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security (see e.g., Dehgan et al. 2011; Houk 2011; Thomas & Warner 2015; Thomas et al. 2016; 

Aman 2016; Michel 2017; Majidyar 2018). 

  Disputes in the Helmand River Basin do not operate in a vacuum, but rather are 

influenced by and in turn impact regional security (Aman 2016). As such, this thesis is relevant 

to a number of audiences, including policymakers and practitioners in the U.S. and at the 

regional and international levels who are interested in the security and stability of the region. 

This thesis is also relevant to the academic community, as there have been very few scholarly 

articles published on this specific topic in English. Of those that have been published, none have 

focused on how Iranian officials have politicized and securitized transboundary water resources 

in the Helmand River Basin. It is not only relevant to scholars of Iran and Afghanistan however, 

but also to scholars of a number of disciplines including but not limited securitization theory, 

hydropolitics, and discourse analysis. This thesis will respond to gaps and debates within these 

theoretical frameworks, providing an in-depth study of how transboundary water resources can 

become political and security issues through discourse.  
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Literature Review 
 
 Now that I have examined the context of the Helmand River Basin dispute, I will turn to 

the theoretical literature that underpins my research questions. In this section, I will review the 

literature on water security and transboundary water politics. Based on my conceptualization of 

water security, I will delve further into securitization theory and its applications to the 

environmental sector and transboundary water politics. I will also consider the intersections of 

securitization of water with hydropolitics theory and the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony. 

Finally, I discuss gaps in the literature on securitization of transboundary water resources and the 

contributions that my thesis makes.   

Conceptual Debates in Water Security: Securitization vs. Human Security 

 Despite the increasing use of the term “water security” in academic and technical or 

“gray” literature, there are many different, often competing definitions of water security and how 

it should be analyzed (Cook & Bakker 2012) (Giordano 2017). Giordano (2017) divides the 

conceptual approaches to water security into two categories: securitization of water and water 

security as human security. The first approach to water security is grounded in an expanded 

definition of national security that emerged in the 1980s to include non-traditional threats such as 

environmental degradation. The second approach is part of the concept of human security that 

emerged in the 1990s, focusing more on individual welfare and water as part of security meaning 

“freedom from want” and “freedom from fear” (Giordano 2017, 3).  

 Cook and Bakker’s (2012) review of the literature on water security identifies four 

themes that characterize the various conceptualizations of water security: water availability, 

vulnerability to water-related hazards (e.g., floods), human needs, and sustainability. These 

themes and the majority of water security definitions presented by Giordano (2017) reflect more 
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of a human security approach. For example, Grey and Sadoff (2007) define water security as 

“the availability of an acceptable quantity and quality of water for health, livelihoods, and 

economies” (545). However, scholars of securitization of water including Fischhendler (2015), in 

addition to scholars of hydropolitics and hydro-hegemony, consider water security as an 

expansion of traditional security. My thesis primarily adopts this approach to conceptualizing 

water security rather than the human security approach.   

Securitization Theory: Approaches and Limitations in the Environmental Sector 

 Securitization theory first developed in response to the debate between the traditional and 

wider concepts of security, providing a framework for analyzing security across both sectors by 

examining how issues are discursively constructed as threats. Copenhagen School scholars 

Buzan, Waever and de Wilde (1998) define security as “a self-referential practice, because it is 

in this practice that the issue becomes a security issue – not necessarily because a real existential 

threat exists but because the issue is presented as such a threat" (24). The securitization process 

begins with a “securitizing move” in which an actor designates an issue as an existential threat to 

a referent object, thus taking the matter outside of the realm of normal politics and justifying 

extreme measures to protect it. However, only when the audience accepts this framing is the 

issue actually securitized, making securitization both a socially constructed and intersubjective 

process (Buzan et al. 1998, 25-31).  

 Buzan et al. (1998) use sectors as an analytical tool to consider how referent objects and 

threats may differ by context. In the environmental sector, Buzan et al. (1998) consider the 

ultimate referent object to be “human enterprise”, meaning “the risk of losing achieved levels of 

civilization […] while apparently being able to prevent doing so” (75). They stress the 

importance of scale in the environmental sector, because while concern over environmental 
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issues may be global, “political relevance is determined at the local level” (91). Therefore, they 

argue that successful securitization in the environmental sector has occurred mainly at the local 

level (Buzan et al. 1998).  

 There have been a number of critiques of the Copenhagen School’s securitization theory, 

both as a whole analytically and as it applies to the environmental sector. I will focus on two 

critiques most relevant to this study. Balzacq (2010) argues that the three “units” of analysis that 

the Copenhagen School proposes – referent object, securitizing actors, and functional actors – 

are actually all at the same analytical level of the agent (35). He proposes a revised framework of 

securitization that involves three levels of analysis: the agent, acts, and context. The acts level 

focuses on “practices, both discursive and non-discursive, which underwrite the processes of 

securitization being studied” (Balzacq 2010, 36). This allows the researcher to analyze the 

securitizing moves themselves, looking at aspects including linguistics and policy outcomes. The 

third level – context – is tied to Balzacq’s argument that “to capture the meaning of any 

discourse, it is necessary […] to situate it both socially and historically” (Balzacq 2010, 36), 

which also corresponds to the field of critical discourse analysis.  

Trombetta (2010) problematizes the Copenhagen School’s approach as it applies to the 

environmental sector. One area of inconsistence she notes is that in the environmental sector, 

issues often become politicized after a securitizing move, such as how the securitization of the 

ozone then led to the Montreal Protocol (Trombetta 2010, 142-5). She criticizes the Copenhagen 

School’s heavy emphasis on textual analysis, which she argues is limiting because it implies that 

security practices are unchangeable. Trombetta contends rather that environmental security as a 

non-traditional security issue has resulted in a transformation of security practices (Trombetta 

2010, 137). In order to analyze how the process of securitization may impact the logic and 
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practices of security itself, Trombetta argues for a “sociological approach” to securitization 

theory, which emphasizes the context of securitization and social processes involved (Trombetta 

2010, 149).  

Securitization of Transboundary Water Resources: Theory and Applications 

Itay Fischhendler and Daniel Nathan are some of the main scholars that have developed a 

theoretical and methodological basis for securitization of water. Fischhendler (2015) identifies 

three mechanisms by which water is securitized: structural, institutional, and linguistic. 

Structural mechanisms of securitization refer to “concrete infrastructures that aim to protect the 

resource given its centrality to society” (248). Institutional mechanisms are those that put 

structural mechanisms into action, such as mobilizing military forces (248). Linguistic 

mechanisms relate more closely to the Copenhagen School’s securitization theory, looking at 

how urgency and threat are constructed through discourse. Within this, Fischhendler defines two 

types of “securitized water discourse”: strategic security, in which water becomes a national 

security or existential issue, and tactical securitization, in which low level issues like water are 

linked to high politics issues like war (Fischhendler 2015, 247).   

Fischhendler and Nathan (2016) identify four themes in their review of the literature on 

securitization of transboundary water resources: 1) water availability; 2) safeguarding of human 

beings; 3) human needs; and 4) sustainability. Water availability refers to the “water deficit” or 

gap between water supply and demand, whereas both the safeguarding of human beings and 

human needs themes touch on the integral role of water in society. The theme of sustainability 

focuses more on the governance of ecological and human systems (81).  

Fischhendler and Nathan (2016) also examine how and why securitization of water may 

occur. They note that the main appeal of securitization as a policy tool is its agenda-setting 
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capability. However, as a socially constructed and intersubjective process, securitized water 

discourses also depend on social and cultural values and scientific understanding (84). 

Fischhendler and Nathan (2016) establish four contextual factors that may trigger securitization 

of water: 1) water or resource scarcity; 2) power asymmetry; 3) catastrophic event; and 4) 

sociological setting. On the last reason, sociological setting, they argue that the “venue or setting 

in which decision-making transpires is potentially critical in triggering and shaping securitization 

as well” (Fischhendler and Nathan 2016, 84).  

In a case study of the Israeli-Palestinian water conflict, Nathan and Fischhendler (2015) 

provide a methodology for identifying the construction of securitizing moves. They examine 

documents from leaked negotiations between Israelis and Palestinians from 2007 to 2009, first 

identifying water dispute events and then analyzing each for instances of securitizing moves. 

Based on the Copenhagen School’s theory of securitization, Nathan and Fischhendler establish 

seven criteria that a statement must have to be considered a securitizing move: 1) referent object; 

2) point of no return; 3) way out; 4) existential verb; 5) rhetorical devices of plot; 6) rhetorical 

construction; and 7) audience response (Nathan and Fischhendler 2015, 26). This demonstrates 

how qualitative and quantitative methods of discourse analysis can be applied to securitization 

theory by identifying a clear process for determining securitizing moves.  

A number of other scholars have used securitization theory to examine how water is 

constructed as a security issue. Fröhlich (2012) uses securitization theory to evaluate Israeli and 

Palestinian discourses on water scarcity, providing an example of how discourse analysis can be 

used as a methodology for studying processes of securitization of water. Weinthal et al. (2015) 

used field interviews and government documents to analyze how Israel, Jordan, and Syria have 

framed issues at the nexus of water, climate change, and migration as security issues. One of 
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their key findings is that securitization of water must be contextualized, as different conditions 

will produce different securitized framings (304). For example, in Israel and Jordan where 

migration is mainly external, they found this nexus had been securitized, whereas in Syria, where 

migration is mainly internal, it had not (Weinthal et al. 2015, 293).  

Daoudy (2013) and Mirumachi (2013) incorporate greater context into their case studies 

on securitization of transboundary water resources by combining securitization theory with 

hydropolitics theory. Daoudy (2013) emphasizes power asymmetry, threat perception, 

interpretation of international law, and socio-political context in her examination of the 

securitization of water in Syrian-Turkish relations, arguing that “the securitization of water 

issues from the Syrian perspective is intimately related to the broader historical context in which 

relations between Turkey and Syria developed” (136). She concludes that water allocation was 

the key dispute leading to securitization, and when Syrian-Turkish relations overall were better, 

water became de-securitized (143).  Mirumachi (2013) employs hydropolitical power analysis to 

analyze stakeholders’ interests in her case study of the Tanakpur Bridge Project on the Makhali 

River between Nepal and India. While the dominant discourse by India framed the project as 

necessary due to the threat of flooding by the river, Mirumachi maintains that Nepal’s 

acceptance of the project agreement was based on power asymmetries in the basin (Mirumachi 

2013).  

Hydropolitics and the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony 

 Studies on the securitization of transboundary water resources have also incorporated 

other theoretical frameworks, including hydropolitics and the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony.  

Hydropolitics refers to the body of literature related to transboundary water conflict and 

cooperation. In her review of the hydropolitics literature, Mirumachi (2015) identifies three 
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categories which attempt to explain why conflict arises over water: 1) water scarcity, 2) riparian 

position, and 3) power. In the first category, Homer-Dixon (1991) and Gleick (1993) linked 

absolute scarcity of water to increased likelihood of political confrontation and disputes. 

However, there is little empirical research to suggest that these widely accepted drivers, such as 

water scarcity, are actually linked to militarized conflict in international river basins (Wolf et al. 

2003). Rather, perceived water scarcity, or the value attributed to water by a given state, may be 

a more important factor in analyzing transboundary water disputes (Mirumachi 2015, 19; Frey 

1993). In regard to the second category, Frey (1993) argued that riparian position is an important 

aspect of transboundary water politics, as upstream states have an advantage over the 

downstream states in terms of their ability to capture water.  

 One of the most notable contributions to the hydropolitics literature has been the work on 

power and water, particularly the Framework of Hydro-Hegemony (FHH) developed by Zeitoun 

and Warner (2006). In response to the absence of water wars, Zeitoun and Warner (2006) 

emphasize that “the absence of war does not mean the absence of conflict” (437). They establish 

power as the primary determinant of the outcome of decisions related to water allocation. The 

FHH lays out three ways in which the hydro-hegemon, or state with greater power, may secure 

control over water resources: 1) physical capture, 2) using agreements to maintain asymmetry, 

and 3) establishing water allocation and management regimes that exclude the weaker state 

(Zeitoun and Warner 2006).  

 Daoudy’s (2008) research expands on the FHH and the role of power by examining how 

international law can be a source of structural and bargaining power. She finds that downstream 

riparian states in particular may appeal to international water law that stipulates equitable water 

allocation among riparian states, such as the 1997 UN Convention on the Law of Non-
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Navigational Uses of International Watercourses (Daoudy 2008). Daoudy (2009) also analyzes 

the role of power asymmetries in negotiations processes, emphasizing non-traditional forms of 

power including bargaining power through issue-linkage and time, in addition to military and 

economic power.  

 As non-material forms of power, bargaining and ideational power both form what is 

referred to as ‘soft power’ (Mirumachi 2015, 52; Zeitoun 2008). While bargaining power can be 

used as a tool to challenge the status quo, ideational power is used to establish and preserve the 

order (Zeitoun and Allan 2008, 9). Zeitoun (2008) argues that power “explains not only the 

inequitable outcome of water conflicts, but the perception, ideas and discourse that surround it” 

(9). Discourse is therefore an important component of ideational power and can be used to 

influence water allocation, through the dominant collection of ideas or “discursive hegemony” 

(Hajer 1995, 59) and its opposing discourse (Zeitoun 2008, 41-42). 

Gaps and Contributions to the Literature 

There are considerable gaps in the literature on securitization of transboundary water 

resources. One of these is what Fischhendler (2015) terms the “securitization implications gap.” 

Key questions and issues involved include how securitization impacts public opinion on 

environmental issues, how the strength and power of actors may influence their ability to 

securitize, and whether securitization of an issue may stop discourse around it entirely (252). In 

the Copenhagen School, Waever (1995) argues that de-securitization should always be the goal. 

Similarly, Leb and Wouters (2013) argue that securitization of water encourages zero-sum 

thinking and an isolationist approach to water resource management that is unsustainable. 

However, Fischhendler (2015) notes that securitization could be beneficial for environmental 

issues by giving marginalized actors more of a voice (251-2). Biba (2016) argues that in the 
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environmental sector, failed securitizing moves could trigger positive outcomes if it causes the 

issue to become re-politicized. This relates to Trombetta’s (2010) argument on the 

transformation of security practices through securitization processes in the environmental sector.  

Trombetta also questions whether securitization is always bad, noting however that little research 

has been done on this in the environmental sector (Trombetta 2010, 136). 

One of the most important gaps Fischhendler (2015) finds in the literature on 

securitization of water is related to the linguistic mechanisms behind securitization. He writes 

that “despite the heavy use of security jargon concerning water, there are few studies that trace 

its linguistic construction as a water security issue, specifically how argumentation may frame an 

issue as under existential threat and what that entails” (253). The literature has also not addressed 

how meanings of water security may change across time and between different interest groups 

(Fischhendler 2015, 253).  

 There are also significant gaps in the English-language literature on Iranian-Afghan water 

relations in the Helmand River Basin. Most of the work that has been done on Iranian-Afghan 

water relations is in the gray literature (see e.g., Houk 2011; Thomas et al. 2016; Aman 2016; 

Majidyar 2018). Dehgan et al. (2011) and Thomas and Varzi (2015) are among the few English 

scholarly articles that have specifically examined Iranian-Afghan relations in the Helmand River 

Basin. Dehgan et al. (2011) examine the historical and political context of the Helmand River 

Basin conflict and analyze threat perception, arguing that Iran has viewed Afghan agricultural 

and water developments as threats to their water resources in downstream Sistan and 

Baluchestan province (Dehgan et al. 2011). Thomas and Varzi (2015) also provide a historical 

overview of the Helmand River Basin. They examine the Helmand River Treaty using a legal 

and sustainable water resources development framework, arguing that the treaty’s failure to 
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account for the Hamoun wetlands’ water demand makes it unsustainable from an environmental 

perspective (Thomas and Varzi 2015). 

 Few scholars have applied hydropolitics theory to Iranian-Afghan water relations. 

Although this has been done in the Persian academic literature (see e.g., Hafeznia et al. 2006), 

one of the only studies in the English literature that has combined this theoretical framework and 

case study is Thomas and Warner (2015). Thomas and Warner (2015) use the Framework of 

Hydro-Hegemony (FHH) to analyze Iranian-Afghan interactions in the Harirud River Basin, 

determining that Afghanistan although located upstream cannot be considered a hydro-hegemon 

in this case. However, neither hydropolitics theory nor securitization theory has been applied to 

the Helmand River Basin dispute in the English academic literature yet. 

 My thesis will therefore work to close an important gap in the English literature related to 

Iranian-Afghan water relations and the Helmand River Basin by not only adding to the few 

academic articles that have been written on this topic, but also by incorporating a theoretical 

framework that has not been previously applied to this case. Additionally, by analyzing the 

linguistic construction of transboundary water resources as a security issue by Iranian 

government officials in the Helmand River Basin, and how framings change across interest 

groups, this thesis will work to close the gap that Fischhendler (2015) identifies in the literature 

related to the linguistic mechanisms behind securitization of water. Finally, through my 

background section, I have situated my analysis within the broader socio-political and historical 

context of Iranian-Afghan relations in the Helmand River Basin. This responds to critiques of 

securitization theory, particularly its application to the environmental sector, which emphasize 

the need to analyze the context behind the securitizing move as well (Trombetta 2010). 
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Theory & Methodology 
 
 My thesis draws primarily on securitization theory as a theoretical framework and 

discourse analysis as a methodology. In this section, I will first explain the aspects of 

securitization theory and scholarly contributions that informed my study and analysis. I next 

discuss discourse theory that I drew on for my analysis, specifically Hajer (1995) and Hajer and 

Versteeg (2005). Finally, I describe in detail my data collection process and the thematic codes I 

developed for my discourse analysis.  

Theoretical Foundation: Securitization Theory 

 As a theoretical framework, I draw on securitization theory as outlined by Buzan et al. 

(1998) and its revised framework by Balzacq (2010). In my analysis, I considered the three 

levels proposed by Balzacq (2010) for analyzing the securitization process: 1) the agent, 2) the 

act, and 3) the context, both proximate and distant. The agent level reflects the actors making the 

securitizing moves, the act is the discourse itself, and the context refers to the socio-political and 

historical setting of the securitizing move. I employed Buzan et al.’s (1998) understanding of the 

agent level, in particular that securitizing actors, or those who are able to “speak” security 

successfully, must hold a degree of political power (Buzan et al. 1998, 32). In the water sector, 

this is similar to the idea of a hydraulic bureaucracy or hydrocracy, which is comprised of the 

ministries and people “who are influential and responsible for actions regarding water allocation 

and utilization, and transboundary river basin management” (Mirumachi 2015, 44). For this 

reason, I focused on the discourse of Iranian government officials who are stakeholders in the 

water sector as opposed to media discourse.   

 Speech acts also follow a specific rhetorical structure, establishing the issue as a matter of 

survival and “supreme priority” for action (Buzan et al. 1998, 26). For this reason, I utilize the 
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methodology that Nathan and Fischhendler (2015) developed for determining what statements 

qualify as a securitizing move. More specifically, I apply the first four criteria for a securitizing 

move that they identify: “1) contains a referent object (e.g., socio-political principles, 

environmental integrity, human safety); 2) contains a “point of no return”, a threshold where the 

referent object may no longer exist; 3) contains a way out (e.g., an end of violent conflict, 

economics/development, acknowledgement of rights, appropriation of water supplies, 

cooperation); and 4) contains an existential verb, which evokes a sense of immediate harm or 

survival” (Nathan and Fischhendler 2015, 26). 

Nathan and Fischhendler (2015) also note that securitizing moves often utilize certain 

rhetorical devices of plot and rhetorical construction. However, I decided to consider these 

criteria separately as a way to provide greater understanding of the securitizing moves identified 

rather than as necessary criteria. I also eliminated Nathan and Fischhendler’s (2015) criterion of 

audience response from my definition of a securitizing move as it was not feasible to assess this 

within the scope of my study. However, examining how the local population perceives 

government officials’ securitizing moves related to the Helmand River Basin should be a topic 

for future research. 

Discourse Theory  

 Discourse analysis is one of the main techniques that Balzacq (2010) identifies for 

analyzing securitization processes. My discourse analysis involves two components: examining 

the statements themselves through thematic coding, and determining patterns and relationships 

among the statements, termed by Balzacq as “intertextuality” (Balzacq 2010, 43). This portion of 

my analysis therefore focuses primarily on the second level of analysis of securitization theory, 

the act, as identified by Balzacq (2010).  
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 Hajer (1995) defines discourse as “a specific ensemble of ideas, concepts, and 

categorizations that are produced, reproduced, and transformed in a particular set of practices 

and through which meaning is given to physical and social realities” (44). Later, Hajer and 

Versteeg (2005) also define discourse as a “linguistic regularity” which gives meaning to 

phenomena in society (Hajer and Versteeg 2005, 175). As a result, discourse analysis is useful to 

answer the ‘how’ questions behind certain policies and practices.  

 In his focus on environmental discourse and social-interactive discourse theory, Hajer 

(1995) looks at argumentation, or how discourses are constructed among actors. Power is 

necessarily involved in this approach to discourse analysis, as social structures set up constraints 

in which actors can express themselves. Hajer’s argumentative approach “conceives of politics 

as a struggle for discursive hegemony in which actors try to secure support for their definition of 

reality” (Hajer 1995, 59). These sets of “narratives of social reality” are described by Hajer as 

“story-lines”, around which actors can form coalitions in the struggle for discursive hegemony 

(Hajer 1995, 62-5). Story-lines serve as “devices through which actors are positioned, and 

through which specific ideas of ‘blame’ and ‘responsibility’, and of ‘urgency’ and ‘responsible 

behavior’ are attributed” (Hajer 1995, 64-5).  The purpose of using thematic codes and 

considering relationships between statements in my analysis is to identify these story-lines.  

Data Collection 

 Based on my initial research on Iranian media sources, I identified three main Iranian 

news agencies from which I would gather the majority of news articles for my discourse 

analysis. These news agencies are Islamic Republic of Iran News Agency (IRNA), Islamic 

Republic of Iran Broadcasting (IRIB), and Iranian Student News Agency (ISNA). These are 

three of the major media outlets in Iran, and IRNA and IRIB are official government news 



 38 

outlets, while ISNA is a semi-official government news agency. I also searched for news articles 

on the Majles (Parliament of Iran) website, as the Helmand River has often been discussed by 

Members of Parliament. Additional news articles were obtained through hand searches, 

following links to Persian-language news articles in gray literature on the issue, such as 

publications by think tanks (see e.g., Aman 2016; Majidyar 2018).  

 I then conducted a separate advanced search on each agency’s Persian-language website. 

I restricted each search to the time frame of 1 January 2014 to 1 January 2019, which in the 

Persian calendar is 11 Dey 1392 (1392/10/11) to 11 Dey 1397 (1397/10/11). For my search 

terms, I used the exact phrase دنمریھ ھناخدور ,5 which translates to “Hirmand River,” the name 

given to the Helmand River in Iran. I also included the word ناتسناغفا  (Afghanistan) as a search 

term, in order to filter down to statements relevant to relations with Afghanistan.  

 I used individual news agencies’ websites rather than news databases such as Factiva, 

ProQuest News, and Lexis Nexis because these databases do not currently support Persian-

language articles. Although Factiva, ProQuest News, and Lexis Nexis have some Iranian media 

sources, all of the articles from these sources have been translated into English and do not 

contain the original Persian-language text. Given that the English-language version of an article 

may differ from or be shorter than the Persian-language version, I chose to search through each 

news agency’s website in order to obtain the full, original version of articles published. 

Additionally, I wanted to analyze the Iranian government officials’ discourse in the original 

language the statements were made rather than a translation.  

 In the search results, I read through all article headlines and the first paragraph or two of 

each article in order to determine the focus of the article and who was making the statement. I 

 
5 Transliteration: rudkhaneh-ye hirmand  
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eliminated articles that exhibited any of the following attributes: 1) independent reports by news 

agencies; 2) articles that were solely focused on environmental issues, mentioning Afghanistan 

only in geographic terms; and 3) articles that did not mention Afghanistan. The first elimination 

criterion is based on my decision to focus on government officials’ statements rather than media 

discourse. I also eliminated articles focused solely on the environment that were not relevant to 

relations Afghanistan, meaning that they only mentioned Afghanistan in its location. My 

inclusion of Afghanistan meant that I did not often use the third elimination criterion. However, 

sometimes Afghanistan was only mentioned in the journalist’s addition to the government 

official’s statement, and the statement was not relevant to Iranian relations with Afghanistan. In 

these cases, the article was eliminated.  

Table 1: Data Collection Breakdown 
 IRNA ISNA IRIB Majles 

(Parliament) 
News 

Hand 
searches 

Initial search 
results 

370 articles  121 articles 52 articles 5 articles N/A  

Articles after 
elimination 

61 articles 50 articles 14 articles 5 articles 6 articles 

 
 I conducted all searches in October 2019, obtaining a total of 136 articles. Table 1 

provides a breakdown of the number of articles in the initial search results and the number after 

elimination for each news source. Note that the initial search results number does not accurately 

reflect the number of unique articles returned by each search, as some searches returned 

duplicates of articles. This is due to the fact that articles may have been published in several 

different sections on the website or on different days. In this case, only one version of the article 

was saved, and the duplicates were eliminated.   
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Discourse Analysis: Thematic Codes and Securitizing Moves 

 During my initial reading of the articles gathered, I identified the main themes that 

appeared in the discourse. From this, I created ten thematic codes. Nine of these codes represent 

framings and themes that may either accompany a securitizing move, stand alone, or be applied 

alongside other codes. These are: 1) legal, 2) diplomatic, 3) environmental, 4) economic 

development, 5) water management, 6) socio-political, 7) dependence, 8) cooperation, and 9) 

dam-building (See Table 2). The final code is the securitizing move, which contains four sub-

codes based on the criteria identified previously (See Table 3).  

Table 2: Thematic Codes 

Thematic Codes: Framings 

and Concepts 

Definition Some Key Words and 

Concepts in Persian 

Legal  Invokes the 1973 Helmand 

River Treaty; references a 

legally allocated amount, 

share, or right to water; 

discusses a commitment or 

obligation 

 agreement – ھمانقفاوت / قفاوت

  treaty – هدھاعم

  contract/agreement – دادرارق

 share – مھس

 commitment – دھعت

 right of water – ھبآقح

Diplomatic Invokes diplomacy, engaging 

in dialogue or negotiations; 

refers to Afghanistan using 

terms such as “friend” or 

“neighbor” 

 diplomacy – یساملپید

 dialogue – وگتفگ

  negotiations – تارکاذم

 neighbor – ھیاسمھ

 friend – تسود

Environmental Discusses the Helmand River 

in environmental or scientific 

terms, including 

environmental protection or 

the revival of the Hamoun 

 revival of the– نوماھ یایحا

Hamouns 

 – تسیز طیحم تظافح

environmental protection 

  dust/haze – رابغ و درگ
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wetlands; refers to the 

environmental impacts of less 

water including drought, air 

pollution, dust or sandstorms, 

groundwater overuse, climate 

change, and Chahnimeh 

water reservoirs 

  pollution – یگدولآ

 drought – یلاسکشخ/یکشخ

 groundwater – ینیمزریز یاھبآ

 sand storms – نش یاھ نافوط

 climate – میلقا/اوھ و بآ رییغت

change 

 Chahnimeh reservoir – ھمین هاچ

Economic Development Invokes agriculture, local 

economy, energy or 

electricity; discusses 

economic development in the 

region as it relates to or 

depends on water; may refer 

to economic development as 

a goal or imperative 

  agriculture – یزرواشک

  economics – داصتقا

  energy – یژرنا

  electricity – قرب

 economic – یراجت دازآ ھقطنم

free zone 

  fishing – یدایص/یریگیھام

Water Management Discusses the transfer of 

water, water management, 

water infrastructure, 

groundwater, irrigation, or 

Chahnimeh water reservoirs  

 water – بآ تیریدم

management 

  water transfer–  بآ لاقتنا

 water– بآ تخاسریز

infrastructure 

   groundwater – ینیمزریز یاھبآ

  irrigation – یرایبآ

 Chahnimeh – ھمین هاچ

reservoir  

Socio-Political Invokes local society, 

peoples’ livelihoods, health 

and/or jobs as it relates to or 

depends on water 

 peoples’ lives – مدرم یگدنز

  society – ھعماج

  health – تمالس

  livelihood – تشیعم

Dependence Reliance on the Helmand 

River and/or water from 

  dependence – یگتسباو

  dependent – ھتسباو
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Afghanistan, usually negative 

connotation 

Cooperation International or bilateral 

cooperation or collaboration, 

either discussed as a concept 

or imperative, or 

demonstrated through actions 

(e.g. the creation of a working 

group) 

  cooperation – یراکمھ

 working group – هورگراک

Dam-building Referring to dam construction 

by Afghanistan on the 

Helmand River or a specific 

dam 

 dam building – یزاس دس

 

Table 3: Securitizing Move Codes – from Nathan and Fischhendler (2015) 
 
Securitizing move sub-code Definition/Examples 

Referent object The object that is in need of protection – e.g., 

socio-political principles, environmental 

integrity 

Point of no return Threshold where the referent object may no 

longer exist 

Way out The end goal – e.g., an end to conflict, 

achieving economic development, reaching 

cooperation, acknowledgment of rights, or 

appropriation of water supplies 

Existential verb The statement evokes a sense of immediate 

harm or survival  
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Results & Discussion 

 Out of these 136 Persian-language news articles that I analyzed, I identified 34 instances 

of securitizing moves, which is 25 percent of the dataset. There were several instances in which 

statements could not be considered full securitizing moves but did contain one of the sub-codes. 

For example, 41 articles contained an existential verb, 39 established a referent object, and 36 

articulated a point of no return. The most popular thematic framing was environmental (79 

percent), followed next by legal (70 percent) and third by socio-political (61 percent). Table 4 

displays each thematic framing followed by the number of articles in which that code was 

applied at least once.  

Table 4: Thematic Code Article Count 
Code Article Count 

Environmental 107 

Legal 95 

Socio-political 83 

Water Management 71 

Economic Development 69 

Diplomatic 57 

Cooperation 48 

Existential verb (securitizing move sub-code) 41 

Referent object (securitizing move sub-code) 39 

Point of no return (securitizing move sub-

code) 

36 

Securitizing Move 34 

Way out (securitizing move sub-code) 34 

Dam-building 33 

Dependence 31 
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 The main findings of my discourse analysis can be divided into four different categories. 

The first category relates to the main actors in the discourse and internal divisions over framings 

of the Helmand River dispute. Throughout these statements, there was a tension between those 

officials who reiterated that diplomacy was being pursued with Afghanistan on the Helmand 

River, and those who believed that the Iranian government had not done enough and must 

change its course of action. It was most often local officials, particularly Members of Parliament 

(MPs), who held the latter view.  

 The second category relates to the two dominant story-lines in the discourse, 

environmental and legal. The environmental framing occurred most often alongside the socio-

political framing, demonstrating that Iranian officials often discussed environmental problems as 

they connected to the local population, such as health issues resulting from the drying of the 

Hamoun wetlands, and migration due to pollution and lack of economic opportunity. The next 

most common theme alongside environmental was legal, which conveyed the concept of a right 

of water. This was discussed in two distinct ways among Iranian officials: an environmental right 

of water (e.g., the Hamouns’ right of water) and a socio-political right of water (e.g., Iran’s right 

of water) from the Helmand River. The legal story-line also demonstrates that the 1973 Helmand 

River Treaty continues to serve as a frame of reference for Iranian and Afghan officials. In this 

story-line, diplomacy and negotiations with Afghanistan were framed as one of the primary 

mechanisms by which water rights could be achieved. 

 The third category relates to other key themes in the discourse: water management, dam-

building, and Afghan officials’ perspectives. The water management framing was used by local 

and environmental officials in different ways: the environmental officials were more likely to 

discuss domestic water management practices, such as irrigation and water consumption, 
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whereas local officials and MPs were the only group that discussed plans to transfer water to 

Sistan. Dam-building appeared most often in statements by MPs and next by Afghan officials. It 

was connected to securitizing moves where Afghan dam-building was framed as an existential 

threat. Afghan officials argued that dam-building did not affect Iran’s right of water or the 

Helmand River Treaty, signaling a preference to maintain the status quo.  

 The final category of findings relates to securitizing moves. I found that the vast majority 

of securitizing moves (88 percent) were carried out by Iranian government officials at the local 

level, by MPs and other local officials. In the remaining instances, three were made by 

environmental officials and one by an executive official, President Hassan Rouhani. Several 

themes appeared in analyzing the sub-codes across securitizing moves. This includes the 

establishment of a socio-environmental referent object, indicating that the ultimate entity that 

securitizing actors want to protect is human civilization in the region. Existential language and 

the point of no return were used not only to describe the natural environment, but also socio-

political concerns like environmental migration. Finally, the way out articulated in securitizing 

moves was most often the obtainment of water rights, bilateral or international diplomacy, and/or 

water transfer to Sistan and Baluchestan. 

 In this section, I first explore who the main actors are in the discourse and internal 

conflicts over the framing of the Helmand River dispute with Afghanistan. Next, I analyze the 

content of the two most prominent story-lines based on application of the thematic codes: 

environmental and legal. I also look at how other key thematic codes, water management and 

dam-building, were incorporated by Iranian officials, along with Afghan officials’ perspectives. 

Finally, I analyze the securitizing moves, including the securitizing actors and securitizing move 

sub-components of referent object, existential verb, point of no return, and way out.  
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A. Main Actors and Internal Tensions 

 Given that water relations with Afghanistan on the Helmand River Basin has reached all 

levels of Iranian politics, it is first important to understand who the main actors are. In my 

analysis, I created category descriptors for each article based on the position or sector of the 

government official making the statement. Afghan officials were also considered as a category, 

as these Iranian news agencies have reported on statements made by Afghan officials regarding 

the Helmand River. This issue was discussed most often by local officials in Sistan and 

Baluchestan and Members of Parliament (MPs) from the province, together comprising over half 

of the articles analyzed. Environmental officials comprised the next largest category. Table 5 

provides a breakdown of the type of government official by number of articles, out of the 136 

total articles analyzed. 

Table 5: Descriptor Counts by Type of Government Official 
Type of Government Official Article Count 

Local Representative (Member of Parliament) 43 

Local Official (e.g., Governor of Sistan and 

Baluchestan) 

37 

Environmental (e.g., Department of 

Environment or Energy) 

19 

Afghan Official 13 

Foreign Affairs  11 

Executive (e.g., President) 9 

Other  4 

 

 One phenomenon that became clear in analyzing the data is that internal tensions exist 

between Iranian government officials over how to frame this issue. In particular, there is a 

disconnect between those who acknowledge the environmental and socio-political challenges 
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that Sistan and Baluchestan is facing and reiterate that cooperation and diplomacy are being 

pursued at the highest of levels to solve these problems, versus those who argue that not enough 

has been done and they need to change their course of action. The latter viewpoint has primarily 

been expressed by local officials, particularly by MPs, who are dissatisfied with the 

government’s actions on the Helmand River issue thus far. This discontent frequently coincided 

with securitizing moves by these local officials.  

 The tensions between these perspectives is illustrated by a debate that happened on 

October 26, 2015, in the Majles (Parliament) between Minister of Foreign Affairs Mohammad 

Javad Zarif and several MPs. Zarif, in response to MP Hossein Ali Shahriari and other MPs’ 

questions related to the Helmand River and Iran’s right of water, said:  

 

The Ministry of Foreign Affairs believes that Iran’s right of water in the Hamouns, Hirmand, and Harirud is 

one of the fundamental issues that must be pursued in Iranian-Afghan relations. This issue has been 

pursued in meetings between the president and former and current presidents of Afghanistan, and also in 

meetings with officials serving on the Afghanistan National Security Council, the Foreign Minister, and 

others. Today water rights and supplying water to Iran on the Hirmand and Harirud is one of the demands 

that is being pursued in negotiations with Afghanistan.6 

 

 Zarif does not deny that Iran’s right of water from the Helmand River is a serious issue; 

in fact, he acknowledges that it has been pursued at the highest level. However, his statement 

suggests that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs is continuing on the same path of diplomatic 

negotiations with Afghanistan, as opposed to a dramatic change from the status quo. Another 

instance that reflects the tensions between Iranian officials’ viewpoints occurred in the Majles on 

 
6 “The Supreme Leader’s letter implementing the JCPOA will be in full view”, Nameh-ye rahbari dar ajra-ye 
barjam nasb al ain khohad bud https://www.parliran.ir/majles/fa/Content/articles/53005  
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May 6, 2018. Mohammad Javad Zarif, in response to a MP’s question as to why no serious 

action has been taken by Iran in regard to the Helmand River right of water, reiterated: 

  

The 1351 [1973] Agreement has been achieved after decades of negotiations. This is one of the issues that 

Iran has pursued seriously and until now, the Hirmand right of water has been examined sixteen times in 

special meetings. During the visits of the Presidents of Iran and Afghanistan, this has always been a serious 

topic of discussion with the Afghan government.7  

 

 Zarif emphasizes the continued importance of water rights in negotiations with 

Afghanistan, refuting the MP’s claim that Iran has not seriously pursued the issue. Zarif’s 

diplomatic approach contrasts with the securitizing moves that two MPs from Sistan and 

Baluchestan, Habibollah Dahmardeh and Ali Ahmad Kaykha, employed in their speeches 

questioning Zarif on May 6, 2018. Kaykha read a particularly condemning statement: 

 

In the course of the decisions of the Afghan government and the imprudence of our own government, the 

driest freshwater and natural lake in the world – meaning the Hirmand – suffered a gradual death and died.8  

 

Kaykha is referring to Hamoun-e Helmand in his reference to the Hirmand lake. He 

continues, using existential language to convey the graveness and immediacy of the situation: 

 

This year only 3 million cubic meters [of water] have entered the lake – that only gives just enough water 

for the cities of Zabol, Zahedan, and the villages of the region until the end of the year 1397 [March 2019]. 

 

 
7 “Zarif in Parliament: One path that remains against Afghanistan is counteraction”, Zarif dar majles: dar qebal-e 
Afghanistan yek masir baqi mimonad keh an aml-e motaqabel ast https://www.isna.ir/news/97021608365   
8 “Representatives were convinced by Zarif’s responses”, Namayandegan az pasokh-ha-ye Zarif qan’ shodand 
https://www.irna.ir/news/82906562  
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What has been the outcome of the Islamic Republic of Iran’s diplomacy vis-à-vis Afghanistan? What has 

been the result for Iran of all this service to the people of Afghanistan? Aren’t they from Iran?9 

 

Kaykha like Zarif acknowledges that diplomacy has been pursued with Afghanistan on 

this issue. However, he questions whether anything has resulted from these negotiations, as the 

people of Sistan and Baluchestan continue to suffer. He claims that if the course continues, there 

will only be enough water for three more years. He further emphasizes the “point of no return” 

and how Zabol in particular has been forgotten: 

 

With the transfer of water to Zahedan, the indigenous people of Zabol and their future children have 

become more dependent on Afghanistan’s water, tying the hands of this region’s children more than in the 

past. The biggest freshwater lake has nearly been erased from the map.10 

 

 The metaphors Kaykha uses here, of dependence on Afghanistan’s water “tying” the 

hands of the region and the Hamouns being “erased from the map”, allow him to express that 

there will be a point of destruction from which they cannot turn back. Through this last 

statement, it also becomes clear that it is not just the environment that Kaykha considers the 

“referent object” – what is being threatened and worthy of protection – but also the people of 

Sistan and Baluchestan. In particular, his emphasis on the “future children” of the region reflects 

a concern for the threat that lack of water from the Helmand River poses to the future of the 

society they have built.   

 
9 Ibid 
10 Ibid 
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 While Kaykha’s way out, or the goal of the securitizing move and what needs to be done 

to protect the referent object, appears to be greater political action to achieve Iran’s water rights, 

MP Habibollah Dahmardeh argues that even more needs to be done: 

 

For eliminating this pathetic situation, it is necessary in the long- and medium-term for sea water to be 

transferred to the Hirmand lake [Hamoun-e Helmand].11 

 

 Throughout other interviews and statements, Dahmardeh has raised this idea of 

transferring water from the Gulf of Oman to Sistan and Baluchestan as a way out of the 

environmental problems that have plagued the province, releasing them from dependence on the 

Helmand River, and therefore Afghanistan, for water. While Dahmardeh agrees that pursuing 

Iran’s water rights with Afghanistan is important, this water transfer plan represents a more 

dramatic action and the view that negotiations alone are insufficient.  

 Kaykha and Dahmardeh’s statements not only provide an example of securitizing moves, 

but they also reflect the various and at times conflicting viewpoints of Iranian officials on the 

Helmand River issue. While Dahmardeh and some other officials said they were convinced by 

Zarif’s response in the Majles on May 6, 2018, Kaykha announced that he was not.12 These 

internal divisions over the framing of the Helmand River issue become particularly apparent 

between officials at the local level versus the national level. As such, recognizing not only the 

content of the statement but the context behind it, including the government official’s sector and 

level at which they operate, is essential to examining how this matter has been framed by Iranian 

government officials.  

 
11 Ibid 
12 Ibid 
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B. Dominant Story Lines 

Dominant Story-Line 1: Environmental 

 For each article analyzed, I tracked which codes were present in that article. The 

environmental code was applied the most, as 79 percent of articles mentioned the Hamoun 

wetlands, environmental protection, or associated environmental impacts of lack of water from 

the Helmand River at least once. This framing was not limited to Iranian officials working on the 

environment, but rather was invoked by all of the categories of officials listed previously. Local 

Iranian government officials and MPs employed this framing the most, together comprising 

about 64 percent of these articles. 

Environmental and Socio-Political Framing Co-Occurrence 

 One of the most interesting factors related to the environmental story-line is code co-

occurrence. The most common theme that occurred alongside the environmental framing was 

socio-political, at 100 total excerpts from 59 different articles, or 43 percent of the dataset. This 

suggests a convergence between the socio-political and environmental themes, meaning that a 

dominant aspect of the environmental story-line is the impact that environmental issues have on 

the livelihoods of the local population.  

 The main environmental problems discussed by officials were the drying of the Hamoun 

wetlands, lack of water from the Helmand River, and drought, along with associated 

environmental issues. For example, drought and the drying of the Hamouns was frequently 

connected by officials to sandstorms, haze, and other changes in the ecosystem. This naturally 

crosses over to the socio-political framing, as the local population faces increasing health issues 

due to dust storms and diminished air quality. Migration from the Sistan and Baluchestan was 

also portrayed as a consequence of these environmental changes.  
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 The environmental and socio-political thematic codes also coincided with securitizing 

moves more so than any other thematic framing. In these cases, environmental issues were 

depicted as an existential threat to the local population and the ancient culture and civilization of 

Sistan and Baluchestan. Consequences discussed in these securitizing moves include the 

continued migration of people from the region in the face of environmental desolation, and the 

increased health issues that have resulted from sand and dust storms. 

 For example, in a speech from early July 2017 that was also a securitizing move, Iranian 

President Hassan Rouhani addressed the drying of the Hamoun wetlands and its associated 

socio-political impacts: 

 

If the Hamoun lakes completely dry up, not only will this region – Sistan and Baluchestan – suffer from 

dust storms, but Afghanistan will also suffer. If we do not prevent these sandstorms, all of the people of this 

region and nearby regions in neighboring countries will be forced to migrate.13  

 

 The fact that the environmental migration framing has made it to such a high political 

level demonstrates just how prevalent concerns are over the socio-political impacts of 

environmental issues in Sistan and Baluchestan. Rouhani also emphasizes that Afghanistan will 

suffer from this problem too, attempting to create an impetus for cooperation. In March 2018, 

Abbas Araghchi, political deputy at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs made a similar comment, 

connecting the Hamouns’ demise with migration and haze: 

 

 
13 “Dam-building in Afghanistan should not cause Hassan Rouhani to worry”, Afghanistan: sadsazi dar Afghanistan 
nabayad mowjeb-e negarani-ye Hassan Rouhani bashad https://www.bbc.com/persian/afghanistan-
40507469?ocid=socialflow_twitter  
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If the wetlands dry up, the issue of haze will follow. Like water does not know borders, haze also does not 

know borders. It is possible that aridity will result in the phenomenon of migration and affect neighbors.14  

 

 Both Rouhani and Araghchi acknowledge that migration and dust storms do not just 

impact Sistan and Baluchestan province or even Iran, but rather would affect Afghanistan as 

well. On a more local level however, the Hamoun wetlands play an important role in climatic 

regulation. The Chairman of the Office of Natural Resources and Watershed Management for 

Hirmand explained this broader impact that the Hamoun wetlands have on the ecosystem in 

February 2016: 

 

We will do the most to prevent wind erosion in Hamoun-e Saberi, because the smallest change in its 

ecosystem will affect villages downstream of the lake.15 

 

 This demonstrates the concerns surrounding environmental impacts, even at the village-

level, on migration. In a statement from May 2016, Saeed Mahmoudi, a deputy of the 

Department of Environment, also recognized the vital role of the Hamouns in the ecosystem, 

blaming climatic changes and human actions – particularly on the Afghan side – for their 

degradation:  

 

At one time, the Hamoun wetlands’ God-given gifts adorned all living by the Hamouns. Due to climate 

change and excessive human degradation on the other side of the border, the people of Sistan have been 

 
14 “Araghchi’s warning about a serious danger in the region”, Hoshdar-e Araqchi darbareh-ye khatar-e jedi dar 
mantaqeh https://www.isna.ir/print/96121910606  
15 “Planting seedlings on 2 thousand hectares of land on the border of the Hamoun wetlands”, Nahalkari-ye dow 
hezar hektar az arazi hashieh-ye talab-e Hamun https://www.isna.ir/print/94120200934  
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accompanied by turmoil for years. The drying of the Hamouns has created the problems of haze, 

sandstorms, and excessive heat for the people of Sistan.16 

 

 Health problems and migration were not the only issues presented by Iranian officials in 

the socio-political and environmental framing. There was also overlap with the economic 

development framing, as the basis of people’s livelihoods in this region is intimately connected 

to water through agriculture and the Hamouns. Some referenced the already deteriorating 

economic situation in Sistan and Baluchestan in terms of unemployment, and the challenges that 

farmers and the agricultural industry will face as a result of continued drought. The drying of the 

Hamouns due to lack of water from the Helmand River has also negatively impacted the local 

economy, as fishing and other practices connected to the wetlands have historically served as a 

source of income for the local population. Both lack of economic opportunity and health issues 

were cited as reasons why people have migrated and why this trend may continue.  

 Ayatollah Abbas Ali Soleimani of Zahedan illustrated this convergence between the 

economy, environment, and society in March 2018, which he also connected back to Afghanistan 

and the Helmand River Treaty: 

 

Due to the two-decade-long drought and Afghanistan’s non-compliance with the protocol regarding the 

Hirmand River, the Hamouns were destroyed, lakes that in the past had provided an enormous portion of 

the needs of people’s lives. 17 

 

 
16 “Ebtekar: the 11th government has introduced the Hamoun wetlands in the world as a biosphere”, Ebtekar: 
dowlat-e yozdahom talab-e Hamun ra beh onvan-e zistkareh dar jahan mo’refi kardeh ast 
https://www.irna.ir/news/82073311  
17 “The authority of Islamic Iran humbles the world powers”, Eqtedar-e Iran eslami abarqodrat-ha-ye jahan ra beh 
khak zellat mikeshanad https://www.irna.ir/news/82864189  
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Ayatollah Soleimani continued, expressing his concern regarding migration: 

 

The drying of the Hamouns has not only caused the displacement of migratory birds but has also caused the 

displacement of residents of the area to other provinces of the country.18 

 

 Another key actor who has appeared throughout these articles, MP Habibollah 

Dahmardeh, who represents the counties of Zabol, Hirmand, Zahak, Hamoun, and Nimruz, also 

exemplified the connection between economic development, socio-political, and environmental 

issues in a statement from July 2018. Dahmardeh links Sistan’s socio-political concerns with 

environmental problems, specifically as it relates to the province’s dependence on the Helmand 

River’s water: 

 

Sistan’s problem must be solved once and for all, because this region, due to dependence on the water of 

the Hirmand River, suffers from floods or drought every few years. The recent drought that continued for 

two decades has caused many problems for people, and due to not having a source of income, has forced 

them to migrate for their livelihoods. 19 

 

Dahmardeh’s remark demonstrates that it is not only drought and health issues that would 

cause migration, but also the connection of water and the Hamoun wetlands to the economy. If 

local residents are not forced to migrate due to drought and flooding, it is very possible that the 

destruction of their traditional sources of livelihood, such as farming and fishing, will force them 

to migrate.  

 
18 Ibid 
19 “Annually 300 million cubic meters of water evaporates from the Chahnimehs”, Salaneh 300 miliown 
metremok’ab-e ab az chahnimeh-ha tabkhir mishavad https://www.irna.ir/news/82965456  
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Environmental and Legal Framing Co-Occurrence 

 Another interesting area of overlap with the environmental framing is the legal or rights-

based framing. There are two different ways in which Iranian officials have integrated the legal 

framework with the environment: 1) Discussing an environmental right of water, i.e., the 

Hamouns’ right of water, and 2) Discussing the necessity of fulfilling Iran’s right of water from 

the Helmand River to solve environmental issues.  

 On this first point, Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, Seyyed Abbas Araghchi, 

explained Iran’s understanding of the environmental right of water, which he views as distinct 

from the country’s right, in a September 2017 interview with ISNA: 

 

Of course, our right of water from the Hirmand River is separate from the environment’s right of water. 

These days it is not just countries and people that have water rights, but the environment and nature too. If 

we believe in a right of water for Iran and Afghanistan, we must also consider a right of water for nature 

and permit the natural course of rivers and wetlands to continue. Therefore, on the Hirmand River, outside 

of discussions on the implementation of and mechanisms of implementation of the agreement, 

consultations are ongoing in relation to the environment’s right of water, and this issue has been considered 

by both countries.20  

 

 Other Iranian government officials have also mentioned an environmental right of water 

as it relates to the Helmand River and Hamoun wetlands. In February 2017, Jabar Vatan Feda, an 

official at the Office of Transboundary Rivers and Shared Water Resources, referred to the 

Hamoun wetlands’ right of water from the Helmand River: 

 

 
20 “Turkey’s claim about the GAP project didn’t convince us”, Edd’a-ye torkieh dar mowred-e prowzheh-ye 
<<GAP>> qaneh-ye man nakard https://www.isna.ir/print/96062513698  
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Our message to our friends in Afghanistan is this: We don’t expect all of the water of the Hamoun wetlands 

to just be supplied by the Hirmand River, but we do expect a portion of the Hamoun wetlands’ right of 

water to be supplied.21 

  

 This reflects the perspective of some Iranian officials that the Hamouns themselves 

deserve a right of water from the Helmand River. However, as Jabar Vatan Feda also noted at a 

conference in February 2017, the Hamoun wetlands’ right of water was not stipulated in the 1973 

Helmand River Treaty: 

 

In the 1351 [1973] agreement, the right of water of the Hamoun wetlands was not named. Rather, the 

government has specified the right of water in recent years to protect these wetlands. This figure is very 

limited, and we are seeking to increase it.22  

 

 Feda’s reference to government efforts in recent years to obtain a right of water for the 

Hamoun wetlands is supported by a meeting between Iranian President Hassan Rouhani and 

Afghan President Ashraf Ghani that occurred in April 2015. In this meeting, Rouhani also 

stressed the need to specify an environmental right of water for the revival of the Hamoun 

wetlands and announced that serious negotiations between the two countries to obtain the 

Hamouns’ environmental right of water were taking place.23  

 On the one hand, while the revival of the Hamoun wetlands and allocation of an 

environmental right of water could benefit both sides and therefore result in greater cooperation, 

 
21 “We don’t expect the water of the Hamoun wetlands to only be supplied by the Hirmand River”, Tavaqqo’ 
nadarim ab-e talab-e Hamun faqat az rudkhaneh-ye Hirmand ta’min shavad https://www.isna.ir/print/95111913189  
22 “National conference on solutions and approaches to the revival of the international Hamoun wetlands started in 
Zabol”, Konferans-e melli-ye rahkar-ha va rahyaft-ha-ye ahia’-ye talab-e beyn ol-mellali-ye Hamun dar Zabol aqaz 
shod https://www.irna.ir/news/82418695  
23 “Will the issue of the Hamoun right of water be solved?”, Moshkel-e haq abeh-ye Hamun hal mishavad? 
https://www.isna.ir/print/94013112672  
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other officials have more directly blamed Afghanistan for the drying of the Hamouns. In 

February 2016, the Chairman of the Office of Natural Resources and Watershed Management for 

Hirmand emphasized this link between the drying of the Hamoun wetlands and Afghanistan not 

supplying an environmental right of water: 

 

Drought and Afghanistan’s prevention of the entry of the Hamoun’s right of water from the Hirmand River 

has played a role in the drying of 60 percent of these lakes.24 

 

 Still other officials do not refer to an environmental right of water specifically but do 

acknowledge the importance of obtaining a right of water for the revival of the Hamoun 

wetlands. The notion of a “right of water” in these statements is perhaps more based on a socio-

political right of water – the country or society’s right of water – rather than the environment 

itself. One example of this is MP Habibollah Dahmardeh’s comments in December 2016: 

 

Based on the comments of the Minister of Energy and other national officials, the drying of Lake Urmia is 

internal, which one could correct by changing patterns. However, the origin of the drying of the Hamoun 

lakes is foreign. These lakes are connected to the Hirmand River, which originates in Afghanistan. 

Therefore, the obligation of a common right of water between Iran and Afghanistan must be determined.25  

  

 Dahmardeh’s comparison of the Hamouns with one of Iran’s biggest environmental 

catastrophes – Lake Urmia – draws attention to the severity of the issue. He notes the foreign 

versus domestic roots of these two problems. Dahmardeh’s comments throughout this article also 

 
24 “Planting seedlings on 2 thousand hectares of land on the border of the Hamoun wetlands”, Nahalkari-ye dow 
hezar hektar az arazi hashieh-ye talab-e Hamun https://www.isna.ir/print/94120200934  
25 “Documents and roadmaps must be compiled for the revival of the Hamouns”, Sanad va naqsheh rah baraye 
ahia-ye talab-e Hamun bayad tadvin shavad https://www.isna.ir/print/95101106150  
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intersected with the securitizing move framing. Other securitizing moves frequently drew on 

environmental and legal framings, most often by describing water rights as a “way out”, or the 

objective of securitizing the issue and how to solve or mediate the existential threat.   

 Flooding was also introduced as an environmental concern in the legal and environmental 

framing, juxtaposing the perspectives of Afghan officials with some Iranian officials. While the 

Afghan perspective has largely been that they are complying with the Helmand River Treaty and 

supplying Iran’s specified water right, this has been denied by some on the Iranian side. Ahmad 

Aghebat Bakhir, a member of the Helmand River Commission, has asserted that not only has 

Afghanistan not fulfilled their commitments from the agreement, but they have also supplied 

damaging floods to Iran instead:  

 

It’s been 16 years that Afghanistan has left its uncontrollable floods as Iran’s right of water and built dams. 

Based on the monthly scheme of the agreement, Afghanistan must release water from the Kajaki Dam, but 

this country has given the uncontrollable floods of Arghandab River Valley to Iran, which has nothing to 

do with the Kajaki Dam and agreement.26  

 

 Although many officials’ statements in this story-line place the blame on Afghanistan for 

environmental problems and failing to receive their allocated right of water, the environmental 

and legal framing has also coincided with more cooperative language. This includes statements 

that draw back to the 1973 Helmand River Treaty and emphasize that diplomacy with 

Afghanistan is being pursued. These statements reflect the need for both countries to work 

 
26 “Member of the Hirmand Water Commission: Afghanistan gives floodwater instead of the right to water”, Ozv-e 
Komisaria-ye ab-e Hirmand: Afghanistan seylab ra beh ja-ye haq abeh midahad 
https://www.isna.ir/print/94012911133  
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together to solve environmental issues, and the benefits available for both countries. For 

example, MP Ali Yarmohammadi expressed in December 2017: 

 

These organizations [Department of the Environment and Ministry of Energy] are pursuing the Hamoun 

wetlands’ legal right of water from the transboundary Hirmand River from Afghanistan, because the revival 

of these wetlands benefits both countries.27  

 

 Yarmohammadi’s statement demonstrates that there have been instances of cooperation 

between Iran and Afghanistan on environmental issues. This supports the idea that conflict and 

cooperation often coexist, and there is not a single framing of this issue by Iranian officials.    

Dominant Story-Line 2: Legal 

 The next most commonly applied code was legal, demonstrating that for many Iranian 

and Afghan officials, the 1973 Helmand River Treaty and the concept of a right of water still 

serves as a frame of reference for the issue. This framing was invoked by all categories of 

officials, much like the environmental framing in this respect, which shows how this concept has 

spread to all levels of politics. However, it was most often utilized by MPs, comprising 42 

percent of excerpts, and next by foreign affairs officials, at 21 percent of excerpts. Following this 

was Afghan officials, at 12 percent of excerpts.  

 Following the environmental code, the next most prevalent code that occurred alongside 

the legal code was diplomatic. Here again a right of water is discussed, and the 1973 Helmand 

River Treaty is referred to as a baseline for negotiations. The diplomatic-legal story-line was 

frequently adopted by foreign affairs officials, including Minister of Foreign Affairs Mohammad 

 
27 “The creation of diversion dams in Afghanistan has led to the drying of the Hamoun wetlands”, Ijad-e sad-ha-ye 
enherafi dar Afghanistan khoshki-ye talab-e Hamun ra beh donbal dashteh-ast 
https://www.isna.ir/print/96100602970  
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Javad Zarif. For example, Zarif expressed in May 2018 that although Iran’s right of water based 

on the 1973 Treaty had been supplied by Afghanistan, they did not believe this amount was 

acceptable – even the greater amount specified for dry years – and had initiated dialogue with the 

Afghan Ministry of Foreign Affairs as a result. He explains why diplomacy is ultimately the best 

option to secure Iran’s right of water given their close proximity and relationship with 

Afghanistan: 

 

Of course, another path is retaliation, meaning clampdown on some provinces of Afghanistan, which can 

still be used but it requires all issues to be taken into account, especially the neighborly and brotherly 

relations of the two countries.28 

 

 Given Afghanistan’s close proximity to Iran, events in Afghanistan can carry more easily 

over to Iran. As such, Zarif argues that diplomacy is a more favorable path to pursue over more 

aggressive acts that could spark conflict. Other officials have also discussed the diplomatic 

mechanisms in place to ensure the full implementation of the treaty and that Iran receives its 

water right. For example, local official Jabar Vatan Feda expressed in October 2016 how the 

Joint Committee of Commissioners has filled this role:  

 

In the framework of this agreement, a right to water of 820 million cubic meters annually was projected. 

From 1383 [1975] until now, the Joint Committee of Commissioners has also held talks with 

representatives of the two countries on how to use and receive Iran’s right of water and fully implement the 

treaty.29 

 
28 “Opposition to the formation of a Ministry of Cultural Heritage”, Mokhalefat ba tashkil-e vezarat-e miras-e 
farhangi https://www.iribnews.ir/fa/print/2120505 
29 “Hirmand paves the way for the development of Iran-Afghanistan cooperation”, Hirmand zamineh-ye saz-e 
tows’eh-ye hamkari-ha-ye Iran va Afghanistan ast https://www.irna.ir/news/82259662  
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 However, other Iranian officials are not satisfied with the status quo and seek change in 

relation to Iran’s water rights and the Helmand River Treaty between Iran and Afghanistan. This 

is particularly apparent among some MPs and local officials. In a statement from August 2014, 

the Governor of Zabol County argued that because Iran’s water rights have not been met, a new 

treaty is necessary:  

 

From observations by officials, one can infer that Iran’s right from the Hirmand River has surely been 

violated. Therefore, in response to the needs and indisputable rights of the people of the Sistan region, a 

new agreement in accordance with international customary law on transboundary rivers must be compiled 

and replace the current treaty.30  

  

 The Governor’s statement still advocates for diplomacy – negotiating for a new treaty – 

as a tool to obtain legal rights to water. However, other officials turned outside diplomatic paths 

when proposing solutions to procuring water for Sistan and Baluchestan. A notable advocate of a 

water transfer solution is MP Habibollah Dahmardeh, who in the Majles in July 2018 said:  

 

The transfer of water from the Gulf of Oman will bring Sistan and Zahedan out from dependence on the 

Hirmand River and increase Iran’s bargaining power with Afghanistan regarding the right of water from 

this river.31 

  

 
30 “Governor of Zabol: the Hirmand River’s water is the right of Sistan’s people”, Farmandar-e Zabol: ab-e 
rudkhaneh-ye Hirmand haq-e mardom-e Sistan ast https://www.isna.ir/print/93051808443  
31 “Sea water will bring Sistan out from dependence on the Hirmand River”, Ab-e daria Sistan ra az vabastegi beh 
rudkhaneh-ye Hirmand kharej mikonad  https://www.irna.ir/news/82967774  
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 Dahmardeh’s statement and the proposed plan to transfer sea water to Sistan and 

Baluchestan province demonstrates some officials’ perception that Iran is not benefitting from 

the current agreement with Afghanistan, nor receiving their legally allocated right to water. 

However, Dahmardeh’s adamance that Sistan and Baluchestan’s problems cannot be solved 

through diplomacy alone differs from other officials. He acknowledges that water transfer could 

impact diplomacy by increasing Iran’s bargaining power but insists that water transfer must be 

done first. 

C. Key Thematic Codes and Perspectives 

Water Management 

 The water management framing was most often invoked by MPs, followed next by local 

officials, together comprising 73 percent of excerpts. Following these two groups, the code was 

most often applied by environmental officials. Looking at other codes that occurred alongside 

water management, the most prominent in order were environmental, economic development, 

and socio-political. These statements connected to environmental protection of the Hamoun 

wetlands, agriculture and irrigation, and potable water for Sistan and Baluchestan.  

 There was a distinction between the ways that local and environmental officials discussed 

issues pertaining to water management. Water transfer, from the Gulf of Oman or otherwise to 

Sistan and Baluchestan, was almost exclusively discussed by MPs and local government 

officials. On the other hand, environmental officials were more likely to acknowledge that the 

water issues Sistan and Baluchestan are facing cannot be solved solely by receiving water from 

the Helmand River, but also require changes in domestic water management.  

 MP Habibollah Dahmardeh was a notable proponent of the plan to transfer water from 

the Gulf of Oman. He explains in July 2018: 
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Transferring water from the Gulf of Oman to Sistan and Baluchestan has a very great capacity that will 

eliminate the issue of potable water in this province.32 

  

 Here water management also intersects with the socio-political framing, as Dahmardeh 

mentions increasing and improving potable water as the ultimate goal of transferring sea water 

into Sistan and Baluchestan. MP Mohammadi Amini Fard of Iranshahr County, like Dahmardeh, 

argued in June 2018 that dependence on the Helmand River is not sustainable because it 

originates outside of the country: 

 

To protect the country’s national interests, our potable water resources must not be dependent on a foreign 

source.33 

 

 Amini Fard also criticized Afghanistan’s claims that inadequate water management is 

hindering them from providing Iran’s right of water as stipulated in the Helmand River Treaty: 

 

Iran’s right of water from the Hirmand River is 850 million cubic meters based on the agreement between 

Iran and Afghanistan from before the Islamic Revolution. But unfortunately, when we are suffering from 

drought, Afghanistan evades its obligations and announces that their water management is inadequate.34  

  

 
32 “We must bring Sistan out from dependence on the Hirmand River”, Bayad Sistan ra az vabastegi beh rudkhaneh-
ye Hirmand kharej konim https://www.isna.ir/print/97042011246  
33 'Supplying water to 1200 villages in Baluchestan by tanker”, Ta’min-e manab’-ye abi 1200 rusta dar baluchestan 
ba tanker https://www.isna.ir/print/97031707468 
34 “Supplying water to 1200 villages in Baluchestan by tanker”, Ta’min-e manab’-ye abi 1200 rusta dar baluchestan 
ba tanker https://www.isna.ir/print/97031707468  
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 In contrast, while environmental officials have acknowledged Afghanistan’s role in Iran’s 

environmental issues, some have also noted what Iran must do on its end in terms of water 

management to improve the situation. One example is the Head of the Department of 

Environment Issa Kalantari’s comments in August 2018 that limiting water consumption must be 

prioritized over water transfer to this region:  

 

In our country, more than the capacity of water is used. Based on international standards, consumption of 

20 percent of renewable water of a country is allowed, even up to 40 percent there is not an obstacle, but 

beyond that means entering a dangerous range. In our country we use 110 percent of our renewable water, 

which is causing the water resources crisis.  

 

The important issue is frugality and correct consumption. We have to do something to go from using 800 

billion cubic meters of renewable water to 40 billion cubic meters.35   

 

 In an exclusive interview with IRIB in August 2018, environmental official Masoud 

Bagherzadeh Karimi similarly expressed: 

  

95 percent of evaporation of the Hamoun wetlands is outside of the country and only the bottom part of the 

area is in our country. We have to focus on our activities in this context, one of which is management in our 

own country for protecting the wetlands. The other is external and inter-country sections, which has been 

carried out through good actions by the Ministry of Foreign Affairs in cooperation with organizations 

including the Department of Environment. Through consultations that have been conducted with the 

 
35 “Kalantari: prioritization in water consumption is necessary”, Kalantari: owlaviyyat bandi dar masraf-e ab elzami 
ast https://www.irna.ir/news/83017403  
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neighboring country, a working group has been formed and is supposed to regain a right of water for our 

country from the Hirmand River.36  

 

 Although Karimi is not as critical of Iran’s water management situation as Kalantari was, 

he nonetheless acknowledges that the environmental issues facing the Hamoun wetlands are not 

entirely external. This distinction between the way that environmental officials versus local 

officials have employed the water management framing is yet another example of how overall 

the discourse of local officials and particularly MPs on the Helmand River tends to differ from 

that of other Iranian government officials.  

Dam-Building 

 Dam-building was explicitly discussed the most by MPs, at 49 percent of excerpts, and 

next by Afghan officials, at 34 percent of excerpts. There were several notable exceptions, 

including President Rouhani’s speech in July 2017. There was also crossover with securitizing 

moves, particularly among local officials. The codes that most often occurred alongside dam-

building were environmental and legal. 

 On July 3, 2017, at an international conference on combatting dust storms, President 

Rouhani condemned neighboring countries Turkey and Afghanistan’s dam-building activities: 

 

Undoubtedly, there is a solution to this dilemma, but some of the solutions are negative and some are 

positive. Construction of dams without sufficient review and environmental effects can be very dangerous 

for the future of our region, and many of these activities must be stopped.37  

 
36 “Afghanistan has agreed to work for the revival of the Hamouns”, Afghanistan pazirofteh ast bara-ye ahia-yeh 
Hamun eqdam konad https://www.iribnews.ir/fa/print/2211467  
37 “Rouhani: The drying of the Hamoun lakes does not benefit Afghanistan”, Rouhani: khoshk shodan-e dariacheh-
ye Hamun beh naf’-e Afghanistan nist 
https://web.archive.org/web/20181011213417/https://af.farsnews.com/printnews/13960413000161  



 67 

 

 Rouhani continued: 

 

We cannot be indifferent to that which destroys our environment. The construction of numerous dams in 

Afghanistan and barrages at Kajaki and Kamal Khan, Salma, and other dams and barrages in the north and 

south of Afghanistan affect our provinces Khorasan and Sistan and Baluchestan.38  

  

 Rouhani’s speech is also a securitizing move, which can be seen in this excerpt through 

his use of the existential verb “to destroy.” He constructs the local environment as the referent 

object, while the existential threat is Afghanistan’s dam-building. The Governor of Nimruz 

County referenced Rouhani’s speech in August 2017 to draw this cause and effect relationship: 

 

Based on the president’s speech, Afghanistan’s dam-building is the cause of this [water] shortage and haze, 

which has resulted in drought in areas of north Sistan and Baluchestan and Khorasan.39 

  

 Another MP, Ali Yarmohammadi of Zahedan, in December 2017 similarly constructed 

Afghan dam-building as an existential threat in a securitizing move in the Majles: 

 

The creation of diversion dams in Afghanistan and endless constructions on the Hirmand have led to the 

complete drying of the Hamoun wetlands. 

 

 Yarmohammadi added: 

 
38 “Rouhani: The drying of the Hamoun lakes does not benefit Afghanistan”, Rouhani: khoshk shodan-e dariacheh-
ye Hamun beh naf’-e Afghanistan nist 
https://web.archive.org/web/20181011213417/https://af.farsnews.com/printnews/13960413000161 
39 “Obtaining the Hamoun right to water is the only way to protect the fish”, Daryaft-e haq abeh-ye Hamoun tanha 
rah-ye nejat-e mahian https://www.iribnews.ir/fa/print/1747421  
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The life of the Hamoun wetlands has depended on the Hirmand and transboundary waters that originate in 

Afghanistan. But unfortunately, we are witnesses to sabotages from this country, in that the construction of 

dams on the Hirmand River, which supplies water to the Hamoun wetlands, has made the wetlands 

completely dry.40 

  

 Here again, the environment, particularly the Hamoun wetlands, are framed as the 

referent object and dam-building as the existential threat. These examples demonstrate how some 

Iranian officials, more commonly MPs, have used the dam-building framing alongside 

securitizing moves and the environmental framing. 

Afghan Officials’ Perspectives 

 Afghan officials’ statements in Iranian news outlets related to this issue most often 

reflected the legal framing, discussing water rights and the Helmand River Treaty. As a whole, 

these statements demonstrated Afghanistan’s preference to keeping to the status quo of the 1973 

Helmand Treaty. One tactic was to deny that there was any issue with the agreement. For 

example, in an article published on August 29, 2018, Mohammad Nasir Andisheh, the Afghan 

Deputy Minister of Foreign Affairs, responded to statements made by Iranian Minister of 

Foreign Affairs Mohammad Javad Zarif by saying: 

 

For solving the problems between the two countries regarding the Hirmand water in years of high-water 

levels, medium, and drought, options exist that, on the basis of these, one can solve the problem and other 

 
40 “The creation of diversion dams in Afghanistan has led to the drying of the Hamoun wetlands”, Ijad-e sad-ha-ye 
enherafi dar Afghanistan khoshki-ye talab-e Hamun ra beh donbal dashteh-ast 
https://www.isna.ir/print/96100602970 
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options are not necessary. In this area, we do not have any problem or disagreement with the government 

of Iran.41  

  

 Similarly, in June 2018, the Afghan ambassador to Tehran, Nasir Ahmad Nour, insisted 

that there were no issues with Iran regarding the agreement and Afghanistan was complying with 

it: 

 

No conflict exists on the subject of the Hirmand right of water and as I said, both countries are adhering to 

the provisions of the Hirmand Water Treaty. And so unfortunately what is being said in the media that 

Afghanistan does not provide the right of water is completely baseless. The main problem is reduced 

rainfall, climate change, and several hundred times more water use today in comparison with the past.42  

  

 Ahmad Nour goes beyond simply saying that Afghanistan is abiding by the treaty, 

attributing any observed changes in the amount of water flowing from Afghanistan to seasonal 

and climatic changes. Back in January 2017, President of Afghanistan Ashraf Ghani had also 

affirmed that Afghanistan is committed to fulfilling the Helmand River Treaty. He said: 

 

The signing of the Hirmand River Water Treaty with the Islamic Republic of Iran benefits this country and 

the government has the responsibility to implement this agreement.  

 

 Abdol Nasir Azimi, Afghan Deputy of Energy and Water, expressed in a BBC Persian 

article following President Rouhani’s speech in July 2017 that dam-building is not something 

 
41 “Afghanistan: We don’t have a disagreement with Iran over the Hirmand”, Afghanistan: Ekhtalafi ba Iran dar 
zamineh-ye Hirmand nadarim https://www.irna.ir/news/83016056  
42 “Iran and Afghanistan have reached a general agreement on the subject of water”, Iran va Afghanistan dar 
mowzu’-ye ab beh tavafoq-e koli resideh-and https://www.isna.ir/print/97040603069  
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that Iran should worry about because Afghanistan is in compliance with international 

conventions: 

 

Water management and control in Afghanistan is based on national interests and respect for international 

conventions, and this is not a threat for Iran but an opportunity for cooperation with neighboring 

countries.43  

 

 The topic of dam-building was frequently brought up in these Afghan officials’ 

statements. For example, Ali Ahmad Asmani, former Afghan Deputy of Energy and Water, 

applied rights-based language to dam-building in a March 2016 statement: 

 

When a dam is built, the right of water of the river itself must also be considered. The river’s right of water 

is that the environment is not harmed by the dam construction and the river’s water flow at least is not 

ruined. This right of water of the river must be officially recognized, otherwise the environment will be 

harmed.44  

 

 In January 2017, Abdol Nasir Azimi referenced Afghanistan’s construction of the Kamal 

Khan Dam as one of the government’s priorities, arguing that it is in line with and could actually 

assist in the implementation of the Helmand River Treaty: 

 

 
43 “Dam-building in Afghanistan should not cause Hassan Rouhani to worry”, Afghanistan: sadsazi dar Afghanistan 
nabayad mowjeb-e negarani-ye Hassan Rouhani bashad https://www.bbc.com/persian/afghanistan-
40507469?ocid=socialflow_twitter 
44 “Kabul is adhering to the agreement with Tehran on the Hirmand waters”, Kabol beh tavafoq ba Tehran bar sar-e 
ab-e Hirmand paye-band ast https://www.irna.ir/news/82000722  
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This dam is one of the priorities of the Afghan government, and in the water agreement between Iran and 

Afghanistan it has also been mentioned, and it can be used for adjusting the flow rate of water to Iran in 

accordance with the 1351 [1973] agreement.45  

 

 These excerpts from Afghan officials that largely support the Helmand River Treaty as it 

is, deny that Afghanistan is not adhering to the agreement, and reiterate their commitment to 

dam-building suggest a scenario in which Afghanistan is benefitting from or at least not being 

harmed by the status quo. This contrasts with many of the claims made by Iranian officials, 

particularly local officials and MPs, about Afghan dam-building and non-adherence to the 

Helmand River Treaty. It is worth noting that these excerpts do not provide a comprehensive 

overview of Afghan officials’ views on this issue, but these several statements that appeared in 

Iranian media do provide an interesting point of contrast and add context to Iranian officials’ 

comments. 

D. Securitizing Moves 

 Securitizing moves are not the dominant theme among the statements by Iranian 

government officials that were analyzed. As was seen in Table 5, 34 out of 136 articles contained 

a securitizing move, which is 25 percent of articles related to the Helmand River. However, this 

is still a significant portion of the discourse, and therefore it is worth analyzing the 

commonalities among this set of excerpts and how securitized language has been used by some 

officials when discussing the Helmand River and water relations with Afghanistan. My research 

also found several instances in which a statement did not meet the full criteria for a securitizing 

move, but did exhibit certain components of the securitization process, such as the establishment 

 
45 “Spokesperson of the Afghanistan Ministry of Energy and Water: the third electric turbine of the Kajaki dam was 
installed”, Sokhangu-ye vezarat-e enerzhi va ab-e Afghanistan: sevomin turbin-e barq-e sad-e Kajaki nasb shod 
https://www.irna.ir/news/82397195  
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of a referent object or the use of existential threat language. These are reflected in the sub-codes 

for these items, in which there were 41 articles that used existential verbs and 39 that established 

a referent object, something of supreme importance in need of protection. Additionally, 

analyzing these securitizing moves can provide greater insight into how securitizing moves 

related to transboundary water resources are rhetorically constructed.  

 The securitizing actors in nearly all of these securitizing moves were Iranian government 

officials at the local level. Local government officials and MPs comprised 88 percent of the 

securitizing moves. Of the four remaining securitizing moves that were not made by local 

officials, three were made by environmental officials and one by an executive official, President 

Hassan Rouhani in July 2017. Environmental officials therefore comprised 9 percent of total 

securitizing moves, while executive officials were 3 percent. This finding that the majority of 

securitizing moves were made by local officials supports Buzan et al.’s (1998) argument that 

securitization in the environmental sector most often occurs at the local level, as this is where 

political relevance is determined (91). The proximity of both elected and bureaucratic local 

officials to the problem and their interactions with the local population may be one reason why 

this group of officials was more likely to use existential language when discussing the Helmand 

River.  

 It is not just the category of official that is worth noting, but also that there were many 

repeat individual actors. Most prominent among these securitizing actors was MP Habibollah 

Dahmardeh, who accounted for 15 securitizing moves, or 44 percent of the total. Other local 

officials, such as MP Ahmad Ali Kaykha, made a couple of securitizing moves, but none to the 

extent of Dahmardeh. This demonstrates that the securitizing moves were made by an even more 

select group of actors, and certain officials exhibited patterns in not only the number of times 
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they spoke about and drew attention to the Helmand River issue, but also the way in which they 

framed it.  

The Referent Object as Socio-Environmental 

 The referent object, or what the securitizing actor deems of supreme importance and in 

need of protection, was most often at the intersection of society and the natural environment. 

While some securitizing moves paid greater attention to the natural environment itself as the 

referent object, and others more to society, most fell somewhere in between. Economic activity, 

such as farming and fishing, was also included by some securitizing actors in the referent object. 

As an example of the socio-environmental referent object, the Governor of Sistan and 

Baluchestan, Ali Hashemi, in August 2014 described the critical state of the Hamoun wetlands 

and why this would impact the local population: 

 

With the drought of the Hamoun wetlands, because most people’s jobs have been in fishing and animal 

husbandry, people will be forced to leave villages for their livelihoods, and this emptying of inhabitants 

will cause insecurity in the province.46   

 

Although Hashemi’s initial framing seemed to place the Hamoun wetlands as the referent 

object, it became clear as he continued that the reason that he considered the Hamouns to be 

important was the underlying connection they have to the province’s residents and security. 

Therefore, the referent object is not just the natural environment, but rather its intersection with 

society. MP Habibollah Dahmardeh made a similar connection with the Helmand River, the 

Hamouns, and Sistan and Baluchestan’s existence: 

 
46 “Governor of Sistan and Baluchestan: Afghanistan is committed to giving Iran’s right of water”, Ostandar-e 
Sistan va Baluchestan: Afghanistan mote’ahhed beh dadan-e haq abeh-ye Iran bashad 
https://www.isna.ir/news/93051808433/ 
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Sistan and Baluchestan formed on the basis of the Hirmand River. This river is like the Nile River; it 

originates in Afghanistan, and in sections it was the breadbasket of Asia, not just Iran. Trade occurred 

along the border of this province. The Hamoun lakes were a residence for people, and wind passing these 

lakes also gave rise to cool air in the region.47   

 

 The Helmand River and Hamoun wetlands are features of the natural environment, but 

Dahmardeh establishes their significance in their ability to allow for and aid in the flourishing of 

human civilization in Sistan and Baluchestan. While Dahmardeh takes a historical approach to 

the socio-economic aspect, other have named the continued importance of the Helmand River 

and Hamouns to the regional economy today. Ali Asghar Mirshekari, Deputy of Security for the 

Governor of Sistan and Baluchestan, described the referent object in December 2017 in this way: 

 

The international Hamoun wetlands are the vital arteries and pulse of agriculture in the Sistan region.48 

 

 The Hamoun wetlands are not just important because of their place in the ecosystem, but 

because of their economic value according to Mirshekari. The metaphor that Mirshekari employs 

here, of the Hamoun wetlands as truly the life of Sistan’s economy, also illustrates the strength 

by which the referent object must be established in a securitizing move.  

 However, in some securitizing moves, the referent object was arguably the natural 

environment itself. For example, the Governor of Nimruz County in an August 2017 statement 

established fish native to the Hamouns as the referent object: 

 
47 “Record 120-day conflict with haze for Sistan's people”, Rekowrd-e mardom-e Sistan dar dargiri-ye 120 ruzeh ba 
rizgerd-ha https://www.isna.ir/print/95050106134 
48 “The revival of the wetlands and confronting haze are among the most important priorities of the government”, 
Ahia-ye talab-ha va moqabeleh ba rizgerd-ha az mohemtarin owlaviyyat-ha-ye dowlat ast 
https://www.irna.ir/news/82770626  
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The scrod fish of these wetlands every year with little water flow enter sections of the lake, and with the 

severance of water coming in, they will also be destroyed.49 

 

 Although these fish may be connected to the local economy, the language that the 

Governor of Nimruz County uses here is focused more on the fish themselves as the referent 

object rather than the economy. Overall, however, these examples and the vast majority of 

securitizing moves that established a socio-environmental referent object demonstrate that 

securitizing transboundary water resources in the Helmand River Basin has been focused more 

on protecting human enterprise, the relationship of society to the environment.  

Existential Verbs and the Point of No Return: Environmental Destruction, Health, and 

Migration 

 Existential language and the “point of no return” in these securitizing moves were most 

often used by officials to describe the state of the natural environment, health issues of the local 

population, and migration from Sistan and Baluchestan. They established threats as 

Afghanistan’s dam-building and other actions preventing water flow to the Helmand River and 

Hamoun wetlands, along with environmental issues, such as the drying of the Hamouns and 

decades of drought.  

 In a securitizing move from November 2016, MP Habibollah Dahmardeh drew on 

existential language to describe the state of the natural environment and migration. He explained 

the danger that the drying of the Hamouns poses to the province, particularly in the air pollution 

this has caused, which has led to respiratory issues: 

 
49 “Obtaining the Hamoun right of water is the only way to rescue the fish”, Daryaft-e haq abeh-ye Hamun tanha 
rah-e nejat-e mahian https://www.iribnews.ir/fa/print/1747421  
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There was a time that the Hamoun lakes were known as an opportunity, but today they have turned into a 

threat. The root of all haze, air pollution, and present issues in this province can partly be attributed to the 

drying of these lakes.50   

  

 As Dahmardeh continued, he not only named the importance of the Hamouns to Sistan 

and Baluchestan, but it also became clear that he blamed Afghanistan’s actions for their 

degradation:  

 

One of the main capacities of Sistan and Baluchestan is the Hamoun lakes. These lakes are a section of the 

Hirmand River that has been an active and dynamic system for creating a continuous flow of fishing. 

Unfortunately, due to Afghanistan’s closure of the Hirmand River, water entering the Hamoun lakes has 

diminished and now has been cut off.51  

 

 Dahmardeh went on to criticize Afghanistan’s plans to execute the second phase of the 

Kajaki Dam, arguing this would reduce Iran’s share of water. He emphasized that emigration has 

been one effect of drought, claiming: 

 

Over the past two decades, 25 to 30 percent of Sistan’s population has emigrated.52  

  

 
50 “Emigration of 30 percent of Sistan’s population in the last two decades”, Mohajerat-e 30 darsad-e jam’iyyat-e 
Sistan tay-ye dow daheh-ye akhir https://www.isna.ir/print/95081913919  
51 “Emigration of 30 percent of Sistan’s population in the last two decades”, Mohajerat-e 30 darsad-e jam’iyyat-e 
Sistan tay-ye dow daheh-ye akhir https://www.isna.ir/print/95081913919  
52 “Emigration of 30 percent of Sistan’s population in the last two decades”, Mohajerat-e 30 darsad-e jam’iyyat-e 
Sistan tay-ye dow daheh-ye akhir https://www.isna.ir/print/95081913919  
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 In President Rouhani’s speech from July 2017, he also expressed migration in existential 

terms as a consequence of the drying of the Hamoun wetlands: 

 

If the Hamouns dry up completely, not only will this region of Sistan and Baluchestan suffer from dust 

storms, but Afghanistan will also suffer. If sandstorms are not prevented, all the people of this region and 

our neighbors will be forced to migrate. Civilizations will disappear in a part of the ancient land of our 

region. 

 

Agriculture and urbanism and people’s lives will stop. This is a regional and international responsibility for 

all of us against this dangerous threat for the people of this region and the world.53 

  

 Rouhani aptly illustrates the point of no return, as he argues that without action against 

these sandstorms caused by the drying of the Hamouns, the whole region may be forced to 

migrate, and civilizations will disappear. He frames the issue as existential, pertaining to the 

survival of local society. MPs of Sistan and Baluchestan in April 2018 described the point of no 

return in social, economic, and environmental terms: 

 

Drought, the complete cut-off of the Hirmand River, and the destruction of agriculture has put Sistan’s 

people in an economic dead-end, compensation for damages of which requires special attention from 

officials involved.54  

 

 
53 “Rouhani: The drying of the Hamoun lakes does not benefit Afghanistan”, Rouhani: khoshk shodan-e dariacheh-
ye Hamun beh naf’-e Afghanistan nist 
https://web.archive.org/web/20181011213417/https://af.farsnews.com/printnews/13960413000161 
54 “Drought put Sistan’s farmers in an economic deadend”, Khoshksali keshavarzan-e Sistani ra dar bon bast-e 
eqtesadi qarar dad https://www.irna.ir/news/82899954  
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The use of the word “dead-end” here conveys the idea due to environmental problems, 

the socio-economic situation has reached a point lacking opportunity for advancement. 

Furthermore, employing the term “destruction” describes the dire state of agriculture due to 

water scarcity. 

In a speech in the Majles on May 6, 2018, MP Habibollah Dahmardeh and others posed a 

question to Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif as to why the Ministry of Foreign Affairs 

has not taken serious action on the issue Iran’s right of water from the Hirmand River. 

Dahmardeh used existential language to describe the state Sistan due to dependence on the 

Helmand River: 

 

The majority of economic activities and livelihoods of people in Sistan have wrongly rested on agricultural 

activities, which has resulted in 100 percent dependence on the Hirmand River’s water resources. In the 

end, the continuation of this over the past two decades has led to drought and placed the livelihoods of the 

people of the region in very difficult and critical conditions.55  

 

He elaborated on this point, on the destruction people have faced and the necessity for 

government support, and why Afghanistan’s dam-building has contributed to this problem: 

 

In other words, everything has been burned and blown away, and people are waiting in absolute amazement 

for the support of the Islamic Republic.  

 

 
55 “Lack of obtaining the Hirmand River right of water has defeated the people of Sistan”, ‘adam-e daryaft-e haq 
abeh-ye rudkhaneh-ye Hirmand dar va nadar-e mardom-e Sistan ra bar bad dadeh-ast 
https://www.parliran.ir/majles/fa/Content/articles/- تسا - هداد - داب - رب - ار - ناتسیس - مدرم - رادن -و- راد - دنمریھ - ھناخدور - ھباقح - تفایرد - مدع
 1397021617122 
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Egypt was formed on the basis of the Nile River and Sistan on the basis of the Hirmand River, and it too 

was a grain basket. But in the past 100 years the Afghans, by building reservoir and diversion dams on the 

Hirmand River, have reduced the amount of water flowing to Sistan.56  

 

Dahmardeh establishes the referent object as human civilization, which was formed on 

the basis of the Helmand River, and the existential threat to this referent object as Afghan dam-

building. He describes the dependence of Sistan and Baluchestan’s people on the Helmand River 

for their livelihoods, and therefore the very difficult conditions that lack of water flowing from 

the Helmand River has put them in. This language conveys the severity and immediacy of the 

problem and frames these transboundary water resources as a matter of survival for the local 

society they have created.  

Although not all securitizing actors specifically named Afghan dam-building as the 

existential threat, some implicated Afghanistan in more indirect ways. For example, in a 

statement from July 2018, MP Hossein Ali Shahriari begins by detailing the existential condition 

of Sistan and Baluchestan’s villages and Zahedan: 

 

Recent droughts in Sistan and Baluchestan have caused numerous villages to become uninhabited and most 

of their populations to settle on the margins of the city of Zahedan. The population of slums in this city has 

reached 300,000 people.57  

 

 
56 “Lack of obtaining the Hirmand River right of water has defeated the people of Sistan”, ‘adam-e daryaft-e haq 
abeh-ye rudkhaneh-ye Hirmand dar va nadar-e mardom-e Sistan ra bar bad dadeh-ast 
https://www.parliran.ir/majles/fa/Content/articles/- تسا - هداد - داب - رب - ار - ناتسیس - مدرم - رادن -و- راد - دنمریھ - ھناخدور - ھباقح - تفایرد - مدع
1397021617122 
57 “Drought has caused an increase of slums in Zahedan”, Khoshksali sabab-e afzayesh-e hashieh neshini dar 
Zahedan shodeh-ast https://www.irna.ir/news/82963481  
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This emptying of villages in north Sistan and Baluchestan illustrates the point of no 

return, that this issue has reached such a critical state that it will irreversibly change residents’ 

lives in the province, and in fact already has. Shahriari continued, relating environmental 

migration to the Helmand River, Hamoun wetlands, and Afghan migrants living in Iran:  

 

The Helmand River has brought nothing and many people in the north of this province have also migrated.  

 

Unfortunately, government officials do not have enough power vis-à-vis Afghanistan in solving the 

problem of the Hamoun wetlands’ water. This is while Iran has given residence to over 3 million people 

from Afghanistan and also now many Afghan citizens live in our country.58 

 

This last comment that Shahriari makes is interesting, connecting the Helmand River 

dispute to one of the other primary issues between Iran and Afghanistan: Afghan refugees and 

migrants residing in Iran. Although he does not directly blame Afghanistan or dam-building for 

the problems in Sistan and Baluchestan, this comment does seem to indirectly invoke the 

Helmand River Treaty and Iran’s right of water in another way. Iran has taken on this 

responsibility of hosting Afghan migrants, according to Shahriari, yet Afghanistan is not 

following through on their commitments related to the Helmand. How these securitizing actors 

proposed solving this problem was articulated through the “way out.” 

The Way Out: Water Rights, Diplomacy, and Water Transfer 

 The way out that Iranian government officials articulated in these securitizing moves 

primarily revolved around bilateral and international diplomacy, recognition and obtainment of 

water rights, and water transfer as an alternative to dependence on Afghanistan. When it came to 

 
58 “Drought has caused an increase of slums in Zahedan”, Khoshksali sabab-e afzayesh-e hashieh neshini dar 
Zahedan shodeh-ast https://www.irna.ir/news/82963481 
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the revival of the Hamoun wetlands, securitizing actors emphasized that the issue would need to 

be raised from the bilateral to the international level. Tools of diplomacy and international law 

were therefore articulated as one way out of this problem. The General Manager of 

Environmental Protection in Sistan and Baluchestan, Saeed Mohammadi, expressed this idea in a 

statement from August 2015: 

 

Given the dependence of the province’s people on the Hamoun wetlands and that these wetlands are an 

endangered human habitat, the United Nations must take a special look at the international Hamoun 

wetlands on the border of Iran and Afghanistan and designate this area as an international park of peace.59  

 

This provides one example of how officials have tried to raise the issue of the revival of 

the Hamouns to the international level and gain the attention of the international community. The 

Governor of Sistan and Baluchestan, Ali Hashemi, also sought to appeal to the international level 

over the Helmand River issue in August 2014, but by bringing in international law: 

 

According to the obligations of the Ramsar Convention, Afghanistan has committed to giving Iran’s right 

of water, and any delay in this is outside of international law. […] The Hamoun lakes and Hirmand River 

are disappearing and if a solution for this is not thought of soon, they will be destroyed entirely.60  

 

 Hashemi’s reference to the “Ramsar Convention” is referring to the Ramsar Convention 

on Wetlands which was signed in Ramsar, Iran, in 1971, and includes the Hamoun wetlands on 

 
59 “With the release of water from the Chahnimeh, a large part of the Hamoun wetlands problem is solved”, Ba 
rahasazi-ye ab az chah nimeh baksh-e ziadi az moshkelat-e talab-e Hamun raf’ mi-shavad 
https://www.irna.ir/news/81723339  
60 “Governor of Sistan and Baluchestan: Afghanistan is committed to giving Iran’s right of water”, Ostandar-e 
Sistan va Baluchestan: Afghanistan mote’ahhed beh dadan-e haq abeh-ye Iran bashad 
https://www.isna.ir/news/93051808433/ 
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the list of wetlands of international importance. Hashemi argues that through Afghanistan’s 

obligations as party to this Convention, they must provide Iran’s right of water because this 

supplies the Hamouns with water. He establishes the Hamoun wetlands as the referent object and 

argues that achieving water rights through diplomacy is the way to protect them.  

 Other securitizing actors also emphasized diplomacy and Iran’s right of water as the way 

out. For example, Ali Asghar Mirshekari, Deputy of Security for the Governor of Sistan and 

Baluchestan, explained in a securitizing move from August 2014 how the Iranian government is 

actively pursuing diplomacy with the Afghan government: 

 

Many calls and meetings based on providing Iran’s right of water have been conducted with officials of 

Afghanistan, but unfortunately Afghanistan has still not made a serious move in this regard.61  

 

 Mirshekari continued: 

 

Afghanistan must, on the basis of the agreement reached, supply the Hamoun wetlands’ right of water 

annually, but unfortunately, they have not acted on their commitment. Through consistency and prepared 

consultations, we are determined to get the right of water from the Afghan government.62  

 

 Although Mirshekari is dissatisfied with the current outcomes of diplomatic negotiations 

with Afghanistan and considers Afghanistan’s failure to provide Iran’s right of water as one of 

the causes of the Hamoun wetlands’ decline, he nonetheless views continued negotiations over 

water rights as the way out. Whether through revising the Helmand River Treaty or otherwise 

 
61 “Sistan’s right of water is being pursued through diplomacy”, Haq abeh-ye Sistan az tariq-e diplomatik dar hal-e 
peygiri ast https://www.isna.ir/print/93051808440  
62 “Sistan’s right of water is being pursued through diplomacy”, Haq abeh-ye Sistan az tariq-e diplomatik dar hal-e 
peygiri ast https://www.isna.ir/print/93051808440 
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engaging in dialogue, a number of securitizing actors and Iranian government officials overall 

also sided with Mirshekari’s view that this is the way to achieve Iran’s water rights, and that 

obtaining water rights from the Helmand River is the ultimate goal.  

 However, some securitizing actors argued that obtaining water rights was not enough to 

solve the wicked problems Sistan and Baluchestan is facing, but rather this would require 

reducing the province’s dependence on water from the Helmand River. Local MPs in particular 

supported this view, proposing a plan that would transfer water from the Gulf of Oman to parts 

of Sistan and Baluchestan. MP Habibollah Dahmardeh was one of the most prominent advocates 

of this water transfer plan, and he mentioned the necessity of carrying out this plan while 

pursuing Iran’s right of water with Afghanistan in several of his securitizing moves. For 

example, Dahmardeh noted in April 2018 that: 

  

Paying attention to deep water and transferring water by pipeline from the Gulf of Oman to the Sistan 

region is an unavoidable necessity.63  

 

MP Hossein Ali Shahriari also mentioned this plan in July 2018, but explained why it had 

not happened yet: 

 

In order to solve Zahedan’s water problem, the ninth and tenth government have passed a water supply plan 

from the Gulf of Oman, but due to lack of budget until now nothing has been done.64   

 

 
63 “We have to illuminate our duty regarding the Hirmand right of water with Afghanistan”, Taklif-e khodeman ra 
dar khosus haq abeh-ye Hirmand ba Afghanistan bayad roshan konim https://www.isna.ir/print/97011905059  
64 “Drought has caused an increase of slums in Zahedan”, Khoshksali sabab-e afzayesh-e hashieh neshini dar 
Zahedan shodeh-ast https://www.irna.ir/news/82963481  
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Houshang Nazeri, the Governor of Zabol, also emphasized in a statement from July 2018 

why reducing dependence on the Helmand River through water transfer was the way out of 

Sistan’s problems: 

 

We have to bring Sistan out from dependence on the Hirmand River, for which it is necessary to put 

transferring water from the sea on the agenda.  

 

The people of Sistan are facing difficult conditions in securing potable water. Transferring water from the 

Gulf of Oman must be pursued seriously.65 

 

Overall, the way out articulated by securitizing actors fell into three primary categories or 

a combination of these: securing water rights, bilateral and international diplomacy, and 

transferring water to Sistan and Baluchestan. Most officials mentioned Iran’s right of water from 

Afghanistan and the Helmand River, even if it was not presented as the primary way out. The 

water transfer plan was framed by securitizing actors as a way to achieve greater self-sufficiency 

and reliability in Sistan and Baluchestan’s water resources. 

Conclusion: Securitizing Moves 

 These excerpts show the rhetorical structure and main components of securitizing moves 

related to the Helmand River Basin. This includes a socio-environmental referent object, 

existential verbs and the point of no return related to migration, the natural environment, and 

health, and the way out as obtaining water rights, transferring water, and engaging in diplomacy. 

Overall it is clear that securitization is not a phenomenon present at all levels of the discourse on 

this topic, but it has been employed at the local level by officials and MPs, on several occasions 

 
65 “The transfer of sea water reduces the dependence on the Hirmand River”, Enteqal-e ab-e daria vabastegi be 
rudkhane-ye hirmand ra kahesh mi-dahad https://www.irna.ir/news/82975768  
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by environmental officials, and once by President Hassan Rouhani. The prevalence of 

securitizing moves among local officials is perhaps due to the salience and immediacy of 

environmental and socio-political issues at the local level.   

 However, it is also important to note that these instances cannot be considered full 

instances of securitization according to securitization, as this would require the target audience to 

accept the securitizing move. Audience response, meaning in this case how local residents 

respond to these securitized framings of the Helmand River, is beyond the scope of this study. 

Therefore, while we can consider these to be securitizing moves, we cannot necessarily declare 

their attempts at securitization successful without incorporating this audience aspect of 

securitization theory.  
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Conclusion 
 
 The main question that I have sought to answer in this thesis is: how have Iranian 

government officials framed water relations with Afghanistan in the Helmand River Basin as a 

political and security issue? What discursive mechanisms are behind politicization and 

securitization of transboundary water resources? In the previous section, I presented my results 

as descriptive statistics, then discussed the qualitative data in depth by categorizing my findings 

into four parts: 1) main actors and internal tensions, 2) dominant story-lines: environmental and 

legal, 3) key themes and perspectives (water management, dam-building, and Afghan officials’ 

perspectives), and 4) securitizing moves. In this section, I will examine broader conclusions from 

these findings, how they relate back to the literature, and limitations and areas for future 

research.  

Link Between Human and Environmental Systems 

 A key theme that emerged not just in securitizing moves but throughout the discourse is 

the link between human and environmental systems. This is illustrated in the environmental 

story-line, which overlapped with the socio-political framing in a total of 100 excerpts across 59 

different articles, 43 percent of the dataset. In the socio-political and environmental framing, 

Iranian officials connected environmental problems, including the drying of the Hamoun 

wetlands and lack of water from the Helmand River, to the local population’s well-being and 

livelihood. Socio-political concerns expressed include respiratory health issues due to increased 

dust storms and haze caused by water scarcity, and migration as a consequence of insufficient 

water resources and climatic changes caused by the drying of the Hamouns. This also connected 

to the economic development framing, as many of the economic activities that people depend on 

for their livelihoods in the region, such as agriculture and fishing, rely on water.  
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 The referent object in securitizing moves also coincided most often with the 

environmental and socio-political framing. While securitizing actors often framed the 

environment as endangered, particularly the Hamoun wetlands, the importance of the Hamoun 

wetlands and the Helmand River was established through their connection to civilization. These 

transboundary water resources have been an integral component of people’s livelihoods and 

indeed the existence of civilization itself in the province. This finding supports Buzan et al.’s 

(1998) claim that in the environmental sector, the ultimate referent object is “human enterprise” 

(75). Fischhendler and Nathan (2016) also identified “safeguarding of human beings” and 

“human needs” as two of the main themes in securitization of transboundary water resources 

(81).  

Frame of Reference: The Helmand River Treaty and Water Rights  

 The second dominant story-line in the discourse was the legal story-line, which focused 

on water rights and legal agreements. Although there were differing views on the 1973 Helmand 

River Treaty, with some officials advocating for Iran to negotiate for a greater amount of water, 

the treaty and concept of Iran’s right of water from the river continued to serve as a frame of 

reference for discussing the Helmand River issue. This was used to blame Afghanistan, to claim 

they were not complying with the Helmand River Treaty, but also in statements calling for 

negotiations and diplomacy. Based on the prevalence of this framing in the discourse, any path 

forward in diplomatic efforts would be guided by the concept of a right of water and the 1973 

Treaty. 

Securitizing Moves: Discursive Structure and Spatial Scale 

 One of the research questions I asked was related to the discursive mechanisms behind 

securitization of transboundary water resources. My discourse analysis revealed greater insight to 
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the structure and elements of securitizing moves as they apply to transboundary water resources, 

working to close the linguistic gap identified by Fischhendler (2015). As mentioned earlier, the 

referent object most frequently established in securitizing moves was local society, or more 

specifically, the connection between the people of Sistan with the Helmand River and Hamoun 

wetlands. Securitizing actors employed existential language to describe how the referent 

object(s) – ecological systems and human civilization – were threatened, conveying a sense of 

urgency by depicting a “point of no return”, where the referent object would no longer exist. The 

imperatives for action, or the “ways out”, most often proposed were obtaining Iran’s right of 

water or an ecological right of water from the Helmand River, using bilateral or international 

diplomacy as a tool, and transferring sea water to Sistan and Baluchestan as an alternative to 

dependence on the Helmand River.  

 This thesis also supports Buzan et al.’s (1998) findings that securitization is more likely 

to happen at the local level because this is where political relevance is determined. Securitizing 

moves accounted for 25 percent of the total dataset, 88 percent of which were made by local 

officials and MPs. It is clear therefore that securitizing moves were more of a local phenomenon 

in this case study, perhaps due to the proximity of these officials to the problem.  

Internal Tensions: Struggle for Discursive Hegemony 

 A key finding of this study is that there is no single way that water relations with 

Afghanistan in the Helmand River Basin have been framed by Iranian officials, but rather 

internal tensions exist over the framing of this issue. This was exemplified by clashes in the 

Majles in October 2015 and May 2018 between Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif and 

MPs from Sistan and Baluchestan, who claimed that Iran had not taken serious enough action 

against Afghanistan and diplomacy had not changed the situation. Officials at the local level, 
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including MPs, were the main actors in securitizing moves as well, demonstrating a departure 

from the framings of other categories of officials.    

 This relates back to the way that Hajer (1995) conceives of discourse in the political 

process as a struggle for discursive hegemony, meaning to achieve dominance for one’s framing 

of reality. Hajer (1995) argues that actors may coalesce around certain narratives of reality or 

“story-lines” in this process. The divisions in Iranian officials’ discourse on the Helmand River 

Basin also reflect the struggle for discursive hegemony, revealing coalitions that stakeholders in 

the water sector have built around particular story-lines. This offers greater insight into the 

political dynamics of the water sector in Iran overall, and potentially the ways in which discourse 

can shape policies and practices.  

Importance of Context to Securitization 

 Fischhendler and Nathan (2016) note that an actor may choose to securitize water 

resources because securitization is useful as an agenda-setting tool. A crucial part of the 

discursive structure of a securitizing move is conveying a sense of immediacy and existential 

danger. Therefore, by framing an issue through the lens of security, one can prioritize the issue 

and potentially cause greater resources to be allocated towards it. Securitizing moves by MPs 

drew attention to their communities’ plights and seem to have been employed with the intent of 

prioritizing their interests on the national agenda. This demonstrates that the immediate context 

of the securitizing move, who the securitizing actor is, can be an important factor shaping 

securitization. 

 Securitization can also be triggered by contextual factors (Fischhendler and Nathan 

2016). Two of the contextual factors that Fischhendler and Nathan (2016) establish – water 

scarcity and sociological setting – are particularly relevant to why securitization may have 
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occurred locally in the Helmand River Basin. As discussed in the background section, Iran is in 

the midst of a severe water crisis, in which water demand and consumption far exceeds supply. 

Sistan and Baluchestan has been particularly affected by this, and it is within this context of 

extreme water scarcity that transboundary water disputes with Afghanistan have taken place. 

Iran’s domestic water scarcity may therefore be a reason behind securitization related to the 

Helmand River Basin. Afghan infrastructure development upstream, and the perceptions of this 

in Iran, is likely another contextual factor triggering securitization. The sociological setting, what 

Fischhendler and Nathan (2016) define as the “venue or setting in which decision-making 

transpires” (84), may have also shaped securitization. Madani et al. (2016) note that one 

impediment to water management in Iran has been the decentralized structure and number of 

decision-makers involved. This research demonstrates that environmental or foreign affairs 

officials are not the only stakeholders in transboundary water issues in Iran. The involvement of 

a number of other officials, particularly MPs, all competing for prioritization of their story-lines, 

may have been another factor leading to securitization due to its utility as a policy tool. This 

demonstrates the importance of broader socio-political factors in shaping securitization.  

Limitations and Areas for Future Research 

 While this study has worked to fill a number of gaps in the literature on Iranian-Afghan 

relations in the Helmand River Basin and securitization of water, there were limitations and 

many areas remain open for future research. One of these limitations is related to the scope of the 

study in data collection. A more robust dataset could have been created through the addition of 

interviews with Iranian policymakers and experts in the water sector; however, given current 

U.S.-Iranian political relations and research constraints in Iran this was not possible for this 

particular study. I was also not able to analyze audience response as a criterion of securitization, 
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but this is an interesting area for future research. This study was also limited in its scale 

temporally, focusing only on a period of five years. Another area for future research, as it 

remains a significant gap in the literature, is examining the implications of securitization of 

transboundary water resources, and whether de-securitization or securitization contributes to 

more positive outcomes.  
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