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Picture 140 
Identifying social groups in Afghanistan is the next immediate and priority step in developing a 
water/natural resources management tool for Afghanistan. Here, a farmer met in Badghis while 

weeding his rain-fed wheat field, 23 May 2003 
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I. CONCLUSION 
 
With this first edition of the Watershed Atlas, Afghanistan is amongst the few countries 
developing a national planning tool for watershed management. The Watershed Atlas 
provides a planning and management tool for watershed management programs, which 
immediate application includes hydrology, climatology and agriculture production 
analysis and monitoring. It is a technical tool supporting the implementation of the 
National Development Framework of the Government of Afghanistan, and a support 
frame water and natural resources programs coordination mechanisms at national level. 
The statistics and the maps (hard copy and GIS shapefiles) can help to prioritize 
watershed and river basins for future program planning. 
 
The Atlas provides two levels of catchments classification;  

1. River Basins. 5 River basins have been defined in Afghanistan, and 
2. Watersheds. 41 Watersheds, which includes 5 none-drainage areas, have been 

defined in Afghanistan. 
Both classifications fulfilled their own purposes as illustrated by the table 57.  
 

Table 57 
Level of Interventions and Terminology on Water Catchments 

LEVEL TERMINOLOGY DEFINITION IN 
AFGHANISTAN 

TYPE OF USE 

International River Basins 5 basins Transnational Treaties 
Large reservoirs/dams for irrigation/hydro-
power 
Water/Natural Resources Planning and 
Protection 
Aggregation at River Basin level of 
Watersheds Planning and Coordination 

National Watersheds 40 watersheds River flow monitoring  
Agro-meteorology monitoring 
Water balance analysis 
Water/Natural resources management 
planning and coordination 

Community Micro-Catchments 3000-4000 micro-
catchments1 

Community participatory approach in 
natural resources management 
Land rights and land use issues 

Micro-projects Community Water-
point Areas 

Varies with the 
number of project 
implemented 

Special protection of micro-catchment areas 
(i.e. drinking water, local salt extraction, 
protected water resources, etc..) 

 
However, a finer classification for community watershed management work - which is 
broadly accepted as a key element for the success of watershed programmes – is yet to be 
defined. Work on defining ‘social groups’ is underway and preliminary work has 
estimated that the total number of ‘social groups’ in Afghanistan may be somewhere 
between 3000 and 40002. This in turn would mean that on ‘average’, each watershed we 
would be composed 75-100 Micro-Catchments manageable by communities. Considering 

                                                       
1 Based on preliminary work on social group definition in Afghanistan made by the author. See Favre, 
Raphy “Interface between State and Society. An Approach for Afghanistan”, 30 October 2003. 
2 See Favre, Raphy, Op. Cit., 30 October 2003. 
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the Central Statistic Office (CSO) 2003-04 the total population of 22.2 millions 
inhabitants (including kuchi), each ‘social group’ would represent around 5500-7400 
people.  
 

Other limitations of the first edition of the Watershed Atlas are these: 
1. The FAO landcover data are aging, as they were produced 10 years ago. Maletta 

and Favre in 20033 conducted a ground checking of the landcover atlas to identify 
the major changes in the past year particularly for the agricultural land cover. The 
observations have been presented in the annexes of the 2002-2003 winter survey 
agriculture report and can be useful to consider for any program planning that 
requires landcover data. An update of the landcover is highly required. 

2. The Atlas could not provide any analysis of slope gradient, which, in conjunction 
with the landcover, is an important tool for watershed management and 
prioritization of fragile zones within each watershed. Therefore, it is 
recommended that a finer classification of land by sensitivity to su rface water 
degradation with a cross-section of landcover and slope gradient within each 
watersheds is conducted. 

 
The Watershed Atlas aims to be an ‘open source’ of data and a repository of information 
relevant to watershed management in Afghanistan. The Watershed Atlas is a first edition 
and a working document for planners. Contributions/feed back from users of the Atlas is 
essential to continue improving the quality of the information. Contributions and any 
relevant survey/activity reports in this sector can be sent to info@aims.org.af. The Atlas 
aims to be updated every year. 
 
Finally, by producing a Watershed Atlas for Afghanistan, we advocate for a watershed 
management approach or a natural resources management approach. Afghanistan’s main 
natural resource affecting livelihood is undoubtedly Water. The economic development 
of Afghanistan is facing a dilemma as this will require an increased use of the available 
water-resources which in turn may result in:  

a) a change of water share balance with neighbouring countries, and 
b) a modification of water availability for the preservation of natural resources 

such as water bodies and wetlands in Afghanistan and neighbouring countries. 
 
Improving water use efficiency is a key for a successful, smooth and sustainable 
development of Afghanistan as well as neighbouring countries. Irrigation is the chief user 
of water (99%) and improving irrigation efficiency and management is essential. A river 
basin approach is required. With the same amount of water, irrigated lands must produce 
greater quantities of food and fibre to feed and clothe a growing population. Such an 
approach requires to working closely with social groups and thus next immediate and 
priority step is identifying and acknowledging social groups in Afghanistan. 
 
 
 

                                                       
3 Maletta, Hector and Favre, Raphy, “Agriculture and Food Production in Post-war Afghanistan. A Report 
of the Winter Agriculture Survey 2002-2003”, FAO, Kabul, August 2003. 
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