
Conflict 
Between 1978 and 2001, a series of conflicts and periods of instability took a heavy toll on Afghanistan’s 
people, infrastructure, society and its environment. From 2001, persistent insecurity has hampered 
recovery and efforts to address Afghanistan’s environmental problems.
   
Key environmental issues
Afghanistan’s long period of instability has had a severe impact on its natural resources. Inadequate 
governance and the social disruption caused by conflict have degraded traditional systems of resource 
management leading to short-term and unsustainable survival strategies, such as over-grazing or 
harvesting. Local conflicts over land rights and water use are commonplace. Corruption is rife, particu-
larly in the mineral sector, and opium and poppy cultivation helps fuel a war economy. Forests and open 
woodlands have been decimated during the last century and those that remain are affected by illicit 
timber extraction.
  
Afghanistan is heavily affected by mines and explosive remnants of war. In spite of many years of mine 
action programmes, as of 2017 it was estimated that 3,321 minefields, 296 battlefields and 37 contami-
nated firing ranges remain, together affecting 1,446 communities. Air and water pollution affect urban 
areas. As a mountainous country severely affected by both droughts and floods, it is now also facing wa-
ter stress from climate change, which also threatens the sustainability of its rangelands and agricultural 
areas. Afghanistan has received considerable assistance aimed at restoring environmental governance 
since 2002 but its national capacity remains limited, as is access to areas of the country where govern-
ment control is weak.

In figures
Afghans reliant on agriculture, animal husbandry and artisanal mining 70-80%

Area of Afghanistan 64.9m ha

Area suitable for agriculture 7.8m ha

Area suitable for agriculture that can be irrigated 3.3m ha

Area currently reached by irrigation 1.8m ha

Forest loss between 1990-2005 33.8%

Current forest cover <2%

Estimated value of Afghanistan’s mineral resources US$1-3tn

Growth in opium poppy cultivation between 2016-17 63%

Sources: The GEF, UNEP, UNAMI, Mongabay
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International and domestic response
Afghanistan’s environment faces multiple challenges that are made more complex by its ongoing politi-
cal instability and insecurity. Since 2008, and the launch of its National Environmental Protection Agen-
cy, progress has been made on rebuilding environmental governance with the support of international 
donors and technical support from the UN. A longstanding priority has been to build environmental 
resilience through community level natural resource management, a goal that is growing more impor-
tant as the effects of climate change increase. Yet the conflict continues to undermine efforts to address 
water and land management, while narcotics production and corruption in the mineral sector distort 
local economies and impede governance. Until lasting peace is achieved, environmental programmes 
will continue to be constrained.
    
Further reading
UNEP (2003) Afghanistan Post-conflict Environment Assessment: 
http://staging.unep.org/pdf/afghanistanpcajanuary2003.pdf 
 
UNEP (2013) Natural Resource Management and Peacebuilding in Afghanistan: 
https://postconflict.unep.ch/publications/UNEP_Afghanistan_NRM_report.pdf
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